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To eldest sisters.

And to the ones who hold everything inside, even when it feels like you’re breaking. Who do everything right, but still want to scream. Who smile and steady and care while secretly unraveling.

I see you.
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Glossary


RUNES

Skydd: rune for armor and defense

Styrk: rune for power and strength

Gomnd: rune for concealment and evasion

Ratt: rune for targeting and precision

Tyga: rune for influence and persuasion

Blot: rune for water

VIKING SOCIETY

Jarl: a member of the elite class: heirs, chieftains, the royal family and their court

Karl: a member of the middle class: all warriors, tradesmen, fishermen

Thrall: a servant or slave

Heir: a successor to their parent’s throne

Fylki: Viking clan

Iron-bound: an heir’s closest men and women; their inner circle

Second: an heir’s right hand, and their successor should they die

Third: part of an heir’s iron-bound

Fourth: part of an heir’s iron-bound

Ting: a yearly Viking clan meetings

Longship: a traditional Viking ship

Warship: a larger, less traditional ship

SYMBOLS

Domarring: the gods’ judges’ circle

Eldbron: the fire bridge allowing the gods to come from Valhalla to Skagerik

Wyrd: fate

PLACES

Valhalla: where the Aesir gods live

Helheim: a realm of only ice and snow

SPIRITS/CREATURES

Huldra: a spirit, the warden of the forest

Hrimthursar: giants made of ice

Fylgja: Viking familiars with spirits of their ancestors

GODS

The Aesir: the sky & war gods, and the gods of Skagerik

●             Odin

●               Thor

●               Tyr

●               Frigg

The Vanir: the earth & magic gods

●               Njord

●               Freyja

●               Freyr
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Pronunciation Guide


CHARACTERS

Elvara Sweengard: El-vahr-uh Swen-gahrd

Darcke A’lian: Dargh-keh Aly-an

Fritiof Sweengard: Frit-yawf Swen-gahrd

Lika Sweengard: Lee-kah Swen-gahrd

Seindra Sweengard: Sayn-druh Swen-gahrd

Silvia Sweengard: Sil-vee-uh Swen-gahrd

Harald Sweengard: Hah-rahlt Swen-gahrd

Viljan Olaufsen: Veel-yahn Olaf-Son

Ivren Solsken: Ive-ren Sohl-shayn

Rakkel Rafenskol: Rah-kel Rah-fen-skohl

Ottoh Briggen: Ot-oh Brig-hen

Vero Briggen: Vehr-oh Brig-hen

Adrion Leskog: Ay-dree-ahn Le-Skogh

King Gustief: King Gus-thief

Fedic: Fe-dihk

Guner Krigstad: Goo-ner Krig-stahd

Stefen: Steh-fn

Sigur: See-gur

Ilse Snarskog: Ill-zuh Snar-skoog

Kilia Havskold: Kee-lee-uh Hahv-shuld

Oscri Havskold: Ohs-cree Hahv-shuld

Geord Palsjo: Ye-ord Pohl-shuh

Torden: Tour-den 

Borje: Bur-yeh

Envis: Ehn-veess

PLACES

Nordoen: Nawr-duhn

Skagerik: Skah-geh-rihk

Sjomarks: Shurh-mahrks

Gotravik: Goh-trah-veek

Oenskan: Urn-skahn

Kalland: Kah-lund

Aaland: Oh-lund
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For seven nights our ships had been quiet.

No song of old times, no whisper of our people’s secrets, not even a distant thud of iron or echo of war vibrated through the timber. It was dusk when the fleet fell silent, and by the gray of morning the magic in my veins had waned.

Sitting in my favorite spot, atop the slick onyx cliffs overlooking the Northern Sea, I pressed my palm against the rune for strength that was carved into the skin above my heart. Each day it had faded. By now, it was merely a faint outline on my skin—a shallow scar where the oath made by my father to Odin had once been etched into my flesh.

Footsteps crunched against stone, and the silence I would never get used to pressed down like a shield, suffocating the pained sound that wished to leave me, before it could weave up my throat. I slashed my hands through the cool water, distorting my guard’s face when it appeared over my shoulder, erasing his hard blue eyes and the coiled muscle in his jaw as if that would stop the words he would speak.

Viljan’s brown braids clattered against his salt-stained leathers like rain on a calm surface when he came to a halt, and cold clawed its way down my back, then seeped across my skin until my entire body vibrated.

I couldn’t stand it.

“Both dead?” I demanded.

My question sounded as empty as I felt, and I spread my hands across the cold stone, for the first time noticing the wetness seeping through my trousers where my knees pressed into the cliffs.

“Yes.” Viljan hovered the customary five feet away as he shook his head so fiercely that drops from the river splattered onto my face. “I’m sorry, Elvara. Your father was found first.” He took a deep breath. “Your brother was a little ways away. There was an axe in his back.”

A nod was all I could offer. The aching lump in my throat silenced me like the ships floating in the harbor to our right.

“Your father… They’d stabbed through his rune with his own sword.” Viljan twisted his hands, the anger rolling off him as harsh and unforgiving as the stone biting into my bones. “They knew they couldn’t overpower them both without taking away our strength.”

Bile burned the back of my mouth as I remembered my father placing his hand over the rune on my chest—the one that was identical to his own, exactly like everyone else’s in our village—while kissing my temple. It was our personal goodbye, our see-you-after-the-wind-has-filled-our-sails, our the-world-is-vast-but-you’re-always-with-me, our I’ll-always-return.

“They know how our magic works,” I said, hoarsely.

When Viljan averted his gaze, urgency rumbled in the air like thunder. The past week I’d tried to convince myself that it was a whim of the Wyrd—that the divine powers that had made my father’s people the strongest Vikings in our realm would return when he did.

My hand flew to my chest again when a dull ache radiated from the dead rune. Only the faint beat of my own heart thudded there—not the pulsating power I’d known my entire life, the one my father had been gifted by the gods because of his courage and bravery and honor.

“They knew that if they killed him, we wouldn’t be a threat anymore,” I continued, staring unseeing over the ghostly fleet of ships. “What if they find our village? What if they come here?”

Viljan still wouldn’t look at me.

I drew a trembling breath. On King Gustief’s orders we’d been expanding our territories wide and far, and more brutally than usual over the past warm seasons.

With divine strength running through our veins, no army could hold us, and no sea was too vast to tame. But with my father in Valhalla, my people had no magic. The rune carved over my heart made us stronger, faster, and more agile than the people we’d conquered only if the one who’d earned it from the gods breathed northern air.

Without it, we had no advantage.

“Does anyone else know?” I asked sharply. “Where did you find them?”

“No.” My guard’s throat bobbed. “They hadn’t made it far. They were still in Oenskan.”

“Good.” I cleared my throat. “We need to keep it that way. If any of the other chieftains find out…”

“I know,” Viljan said. “I have already sent every guard we could spare to patrol our borders. No enemy and no Viking shall enter.”

I pressed my palms against the stone until sharp edges cut into my skin.

That we were left both without a chief and without magic was dangerous not only because of the foreign nations who had started to retaliate against our own islands but because of the other Viking clans. If they found out, a new chief would seize our land tomorrow. Those with my father’s blood would be executed, and our people would become thralls—servants and slaves—under the new chieftain’s rule.

The king would claim the gods had forsaken my father—that our lineage was cursed to end so another could begin. In our world, blood alone didn’t grant the right to rule, and a chief’s children could climb his seat only if the gods approved it. That’s why Lika and my father had been traveling. Divine tethers frayed with age, and the weight of our kingdom was shifting onto the shoulders of the next generation of Vikings. The burden of bleeding for a new rune that would ensure the magic of our people fell to the eldest children of each of the five chieftains—the heirs.

Now that person was me.

My reflection fractured as a fish disturbed the surface. When the water calmed again, the pine green in my eyes shone like the pale sun behind my back, and something inside me broke so savagely that it felt like treachery that Skagerik didn’t shudder to a halt beneath my boots. But I refused to blink—refused to set free the tears that threatened to spill over—and as the seconds passed, the crimson-haired ghost in the water shed my likeness, the ripples peeling away any childish innocence I had left.

My features reforged into something new. Something harder. Something sharper. Something my father had sown into my blood every day of my life, but that I’d never expected to pulse with life.

Instead of an eldest daughter, a warrior looked back at me. A Viking chieftain. An heir.

My heart beat rapidly, fighting to escape my rib cage, until it finally slowed, hammering a steady rhythm against my chest, and our people’s commandments intertwined in a seamless melody in my mind.

Duty. Honor. Legacy.

When I released a harsh breath, the air came out as a white cloud, and I adjusted the leather band across my forehead, ensuring my rust-colored hair was fastened properly, falling straight down my back, before forcing my stiff legs to straighten. As I rose, Viljan took a step back, maintaining the distance my parents had enforced.

Tears blinded me when my father’s voice echoed in my mind.

We all have a legacy to carry. Yours is to trade your hand for our survival. As my eldest daughter, you do not bring a man to your bed—you bring a shield for your people to our hearth.

Viljan’s duty had been to protect me until that moment, even if he had to guard me with the edge of his own blade between us. My father believed that a heart warmed by affection was a shield softened—hence why Viljan never came closer than five feet.

“What do you want to do?” Viljan asked in his hoarse voice.

Pushing back my shoulders, I squinted against the sun’s rays flickering over our small village, painting the mountains behind it in yellow and orange, bouncing off the snow-covered tops. My lungs filled with chill northern air, the taste of salt and pine and ash coating my tongue until my chest heaved with the breath of an entire people.

While I was still an eldest daughter, I had a new wyrd now.

“I will do what my father would have. Fight for our people,” I replied.

A flicker of pride filled his blue eyes. “Your mother asked me to talk you out of it.”

I exhaled through my nose. My mother rarely agreed with anything I wished to do. I didn’t doubt she’d find a way to pick faults with this plan as well. But in the days I’d sat here by the water, I’d realized there was no other option.

“She doesn’t think I’ll survive.”

It wasn’t a question, but Viljan’s silence was answer enough.

“The boat is ready?” I asked, blinking away any final wetness from my eyes.

“Whenever you are,” he replied quietly, his face angling to the black stone beneath our boots.

A sense of cold settled into my bones, then buried itself deeper, becoming one with my soul. Viljan knew as well as I did that it was unlikely either of us would return home. “Is my mother by the longhouse?”

“Yes. She’s with your siblings.”

Good. That was good. Silva and Hera would be all right. My mother might not be kind, but she was strong, and she’d take care of them if I proved her right. She’d find a way to flee—perhaps hide out in one of the nations we’d still not managed to anchor beneath our banners.

“Don’t,” Viljan ordered. “Don’t think like that. We’ll figure this out.”

My lips shook when I forced them to curl. “You’re coming with me?”

Viljan waved a leather bag that I guessed was stuffed with clothing and weapons. “Your father assigned me to protect you until my dying breath—until my body is but blackened ash trickling across the Northern Sea. Where you go, I go.”

It was becoming increasingly difficult to keep the pressure in my chest at bay when Viljan slid my sword and shield across the stone, his eyes moving pointedly to the steel when I didn’t move fast enough. I cleared my throat as I traced the rune on the hilt before strapping the decorated blade to my back. Viljan gestured to my forehead, and one side of my mouth lifted as I placed a stray crimson braid behind my ear.

“I’m glad you’re coming,” I said as we started walking back to the village. “I’ll need you.”

I would need his axe to survive the king’s Hird—the war academy Lika and my father had been traveling to. There, the chiefs’ heirs and their iron-bound—the men and women bonded to each heir with a divine tether of blood—were fostered in combat, law, and loyalty, and the gods gifted us our runes if they found us worthy.

I touched the hilt of my sword again, my stomach turning. The Hird was nicknamed Fenrir’s Pit, after the gods’ bonded beast, for the ruthlessness with which the heirs and their inner circles were trained to further our iron grip on the world.

And I was going into it magicless.

The cliffs gave way to grass. I swept my hands over the yellow-and-green blades as they caressed my leather-clad legs, savoring the view of thick thatched roofs and familiar gray stone houses spreading out before me. As my boots bit into the gravel my siblings and I had helped the village lay to ease the transport of goods from the harbor, all noises I’d known in my twenty-two years in this village were absent.

There were no boisterous conversations. No metal clinking as the women forged weapons. No clattering of plates or children screaming as they ran from the roaring river beneath the moss-covered homes. No shouts as the young honed their skills in battle and weaponry.

The wind whistling through the thick forest circling the village had died down, and even the river ran smoothly today—in stark contrast to the storm battling within me, despite my attempt at a calm surface. People lifted their heads from their tasks as I passed them, and once more my vision went cloudy at the fear tightening their features.

“You know what you need to do,” I whispered to myself when my stride wavered. “You knew from the moment they went missing. This is your wyrd now.”

“Get that chin up,” Viljan said under his breath, his tone as urgent as the pain stabbing at my heart. “We’ll be out of here in no time.”

After taking a shallow breath, I did as he told me. I was glad for the cold that remained in my limbs. It kept my steps steady and my back straight as I walked up to my mother and siblings, who were standing outside the longhouse—the place where our village ate and spent time together and where my father would host his weekly meetings, discussing war and trade and everything day to day for our people.

Silva and Hera were pale, their hair looking like burning flames to their blanched cheeks, and the twins held on to our mother’s skirts as if she’d disappear like our father had if they let go. None of them cried, though, and neither did my mother as she lifted a small hand and placed it over her heart.

“Viljan and I are leaving,” I said, my voice bouncing against the stone homes.

No emotions shadowed my mother’s features. “Is that so?”

“I have to try,” I said, the weight of my people’s gazes on me. “I have to try to save us.” I blew out a trembling breath. “We will tell the king and the other heirs that Lika and my father are waging war and that I was sent in Lika’s stead.”

“The gods are watching the Hird. You know that,” my mother said. “They’ll know the truth, and even if by some wyrd you survive until the end, you will have to answer to them.”

“They will see the courage in her heart,” Viljan said. “They will reward her for it.”

“Or they will punish her for the lie.” My mother pulled my siblings closer. “Then they’ll come for us.”

“I will be brave, Mother.” I did my best to mirror her blank features. “I will honor our people so that the gods see that our lineage deserves to live on. I will not allow the Hird to find out we have no magic. I will not let them come here.”

“We will see,” my mother said, her voice echoing with a familiar distance.

“I will survive this,” I said through clenched teeth. “I will. I will protect our people and earn a rune before anyone finds out father and Lika are dead.”

“I’ll make sure she lives,” Viljan added. “I will protect her every step.”

“And won’t she need it,” my mother mumbled. “As if you could take Lika’s place.”

“Mother,” I started when my stomach knitted, but she held up a hand.

“Elvara Sweengard,” she hissed. “You will not dishonor our family today. Not with your father and brother in Valhalla.”

My neck stiffened, my eyes going unseeing as I forced my body to display everything I didn’t feel—strength, conviction, and a power that no longer thrummed through my veins.

“May Odin protect you. May Thor give you strength. May Frigg offer you his knowledge. And may Tyr steer you right,” my mother said, her voice flat as she offered me our gods’ blessings.

I waited a beat, but she had no other words than the formal ones used to send off warriors into battle. As the leaders of our people—our fylki—we were expected to remain strong, not betray the emotions that wanted to burst through our skin. My mother had beaten this into my bones since I was young. Hugs and warmth and emotions were not to be expected from Seindra Sweengard. Vikings were not weak. Sacrifice came with our manner of living, and death was as familiar to us as the turn of the tide.
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Still, she must feel it. The sorrow. The heartache.

Not for me—never for me—but for the husband and beloved son she’d lost.

Turning my back on the silent crowd that circled us, I reached out a shaking hand toward her, seeking hidden comfort. But a ripple of shame, like a rushing river in summer, wove across my skin when my mother shook her head and wrapped her arms around my younger siblings, steering them backward.

I hid my trembling inhale with a cough.

I should definitely have known better. She might be hurting as much as I was. Perhaps even more. But all that would have to wait until the dark of night—when we could cry into blankets and pretend for a while that our entire existence wasn’t to further our fylki’s territory.

Gravel crunched beneath my boots when I spun to make my way to the harbor.

Leather-clad people lined up on either side of the path, silently watching me leave. Their faces were marred by sorrow, the lines deepening for every step I took toward the wooden docks, and tears glistened on more than one pair of cheeks.

They weren’t crying only for the dead chief and the heir who’d been raised to rule them, or for the magic that no longer roared in our blood, but for me—for the daughter of the fylki—who would likely never return, and as such would force them into a new life.

Because that’s what would happen if I failed—if I also died—since Hera and Silva were too young to attend the Hird.

Another shiver pulled at my shoulders, but I ignored it as I straightened further, to my full five-five stature, looking each person I passed in the eye—to try to tell them I would fight to the end.

For them, I would offer up my very soul.

Even without a rune to power me, I would try to win our future with desperate will.

When I turned to Viljan and he gave me an almost imperceptible nod, I knew I’d hidden my heartbreak and the real fear coursing through my veins well enough. But as sobs echoed over the water, my bottom lip shook. It only did so once, but Viljan didn’t waste any time. Taking the lead, he stalked down the long wooden dock, and even though my people whispered my name for every step I took toward one of my father’s vessels—a beautiful white wooden longship—I didn’t turn around. It was only when my foot hovered over the soulless wood that I hesitated.

“Get in,” Viljan ordered, already seated in the bow, ready with the oars.

The wood this ship was made of would never again hum—would no longer sing or whisper or sail by itself. The hushed hulls nearly crushed me as I climbed aboard, my heart sticking in my throat when the people’s cries continued to echo over the dark water.

I stared furiously down into the beautifully curved body of the vessel as their pleas pierced the hard shell I tried to build around me. Even though the sounds faded as Viljan started rowing, I gripped the wooden sides not to look up. Wood stroked water, joining the broken cries, and I flexed my hands, moving them to my bent legs as I raised my eyes to the grass-thatched wooden homes, to the other docks where the people—my people—filed out to watch us leave.

Hands lifted into the air, forming into fists whenever we passed them. They pressed them against their hearts, then turned their open palms my way.

I anchor you in my heart until the winds bring you back.

It was our fylki’s formal farewell, a sign of strength, of holding on, of fighting for the ones we loved.

A thicket of open palms met the sky, the unspoken goodbye whispering over the grass and the dark water as if this was my final voyage. I shakily raised my own.

Twenty-two years I’d been in this village.

Twenty-two years during which I’d known every face greeting me on my walks.

Twenty-two years when I’d laughed, cried, found friends, loved my family—loved my entire life.

And twenty-two years during which my father had kept us all safe.

“Listen to me,” Viljan demanded as we turned the sharp bend that severed my sight of home and swept the river into a blanket of lush green forest while the scent of pine and sap enveloped us. “Your mother is wrong. You will survive this. I know you will, and I will be with you every step of the way.”

“Thank you.”

“I mean it,” Viljan said firmly.

“I know.” I tried for a weak smile. “Thank you for that too.”

Water splashed over the sides of the ship as Viljan took us farther and farther from our village. Farther and farther from the mountains that shielded us from the worst of the northern winds, farther from the playful rivers where there was an abundance of fish, and farther from everything I’d ever known.

“Do you know what happens now?” my guard asked.

I forced a nod. “The summer trials come first. The heirs need to earn blood, steel, and wood, and then we’ll face the gods. If we receive their blessing, we’ll get our runes and we will be allowed into the academy as commanders of our section—the warrior clan that will later join our fylki.”

“Sounds simple enough,” Viljan responded as he rowed harder, the wooden oars slicing through the water with a speed that made my stomach lurch.

“It’s not.” I glided my hands over the sleek wood, my chest caving when it didn’t vibrate beneath my palms. “My mother was right. The gods will be watching. And I will enter the summer trials on a lie. The king and the chiefs cannot find out my father is dead—that there is no divine strength running through my veins. They’ll kill me before I can even try to win the gods’ favor.”

“They won’t find out.” Viljan’s fingers coiled fiercely around the oars. “The other initiates have left their chiefs, so they don’t have magic anyway. It’s only the heirs who are allowed to keep their chief’s magic, and it’s only because you’re blood.”

“That doesn’t mean they won’t notice when I can’t take down four men at the same time.”

When fear flickered in Viljan’s cerulean eyes, I wished I hadn’t said anything. But it was true. We were known for our strength, and it was harder to hide its lack than if we’d been able to sneak through a crowd unnoticed or had silver tongues.

“You’ve trained me well,” I added quickly. “I will do everything I can.”

“You will walk into the halls of the gods and carve the rune they offer you into your flesh, and after that you’ll begin your training as chief at the academy. You will. I know it.”

“Yes.” I rubbed my knees. “Or I die trying.”

Viljan ground his teeth so loud it echoed over the water. “Don’t say that.”

I shrugged. “It’s the truth. You need to be prepared for it.”

His nostrils flared. “I will not have you dying on my watch.”

“You know as well as I do the karls—the other initiates—will be after us heirs,” I snapped. “Every generation there are heirs killed.” My eyes went to the gloomy sky above us. “Every generation the gods allow it, because what worthy heir would yield themselves to the grave? Without my magic⁠—”

“Vara.” There wasn’t a softness in Viljan’s voice. There never was. But there was something else—a conviction that twisted deep into my chest. “Your brother might have been favored to win, but they knew him. They knew how he fought and how he thought,” Viljan continued. “None of them know you. We’ll use that.”

I stared into Viljan’s hard eyes. “A blade feels heavier when it’s aimed at a heart you know,” I whispered.

Viljan’s face fell for only a second, but it was enough for a cold hand to crush into my chest.

“I…” I swallowed hard. “I will make you all proud,” I promised furiously. “I will do everything I can to protect our people and our lands. I will bare my soul and give up my spot in Valhalla if it’s needed. I know my mother has her doubts, but I will not surrender until death’s realm greets me.”

The twitch of Viljan’s hands had me jump, but there was no apology in his face as he rowed harder, the vein in his neck throbbing.

“You have already made everyone proud,” he snarled. “Your brother and father were murdered by our enemies, and while your father’s men won’t stop until their blood paints our clothes red for an entire year, you did exactly what they would have wanted. You stood right up to take your brother’s place.” He pushed a dark braid out of his face. “The summer trials and the Hird might be ruthless, but so are you, Elvara Sweengard. Your father and I made sure of it. Besides”—Viljan threw me a lethal smile that, despite his protecting me for nearly ten years, had my skin prickle—“you get to choose your second, and although I might only be a karl, you’re allowed to tap me.”

My lips lifted into a weak—but real—smile for the first time since the soul of the vessel we sat in passed with my father. Viljan wasn’t only my guard but the best fighter I’d ever seen. He’d even bested my brother. It was the main reason my father had selected him to protect me, not one of the older, more experienced guards.

From what Lika had told me, heirs only formally bonded with their seconds before the academy’s formal training began in the fall. The king and his men wanted us to be more experienced before we added more karls to our circle. The tether demanded blood, in a ritual led by the king’s shaman to forever tie us together in battle and glory—including sharing our magic. That meant me bonding with Viljan would allow me to continue hiding the lack of power in my veins.

“I’m glad for it.” I adjusted the sword on my back, trying to absorb the strength Viljan exuded—the one that propelled the silent ship forward by will and will only. “Still, we’ll need to be careful.”

The summer trials had begun as a few weeks of calculated brutality to show the king and the chiefs what the heirs could do before the true training of the Hird began in the fall. It was also an opportunity for the gods to evaluate us from afar—before we ventured to their halls for our runes at the final full moon before summer waned.

But the most recent kings had twisted the tradition into a blood sport. Our raids were no longer seasonal—they were constant. War had become the breath of our people, and the trials were the crucible where the weak were burned away to make room for those who thrived in the carnage.

In the eyes of the Hird, an heir was only as sacred as the steel they carried. We were not sheltered, we were tested. If an heir was found weak enough to be bled, we were sacrificed, our lives discarded like rusted blades to make room for a sharper edge. By the end, five heirs would walk out of the halls of the gods, and they would rule our five islands until they either died or passed their legacy on to their own heir.

“We will survive them,” Viljan said again, as if he needed to convince himself. “The trials might change year by year, but it’s always about strength, skill, and strategy. We might not have magic right now, but we still have all of those.” His gaze dipped to the battle-axes fastened by his waist, and another vicious smile spread across his harsh features, showing off his white teeth. “The others will underestimate us, and that’s when we’ll come for them.”

I nodded, thankful that he ignored the lonely tear that sneaked down my cheek.

“We’ll need to stay away from the other initiates as best we can,” I said when I trusted my voice again. “They cannot find out that this”—I covered the faded rune on my chest with my right hand—“no longer pulses with power. They will know instantly what it means.”

Viljan’s jaw clenched, and even if his gaze remained somewhere above me, I could taste the fury in the air, sparking from the revenge he wanted to exact on the people who had caused me harm.

I tried for another smile, although the tension layering over the ship battled it. “Thank you again. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“Stop thanking me. It’s been an honor to be your guard, and it’ll be an even fucking greater one to watch you thrive through the Hird as your second,” Viljan growled.

I gaped at him for a second. Then, despite everything that had happened, despite the pain that seemed to have taken hold of my very soul, despite the emptiness and fear at what I faced now, I giggled. It was a soft, sad laugh that didn’t make Viljan smile in the slightest but rather made his sharp features firm into stone.

“Always so serious,” I mumbled, bowing my head when something rumbled in his chest.

My father hadn’t selected Viljan to be my guard only for his strength. I’d overheard my parents speaking one night almost ten years ago, when Viljan had shown up for his first day of guard duty. My father had convinced my mother that he would be perfect because he didn’t like people, so there would be no temptation for me before they found me an appropriate husband.

The river roared around us, and I bent over the side and let my hands split the waters, watching how the waves playfully lapped at my skin, weaving their way up my arms. My father had been right then too. There hadn’t been a single time—not even when we were attacked in the woods—that Viljan came within the range my father had set. A sharp jab of sadness pressed at my chest, and my other hand moved on its own, fisting across my heart to try to quell it.

“It’ll be three days until we’re there,” Viljan said after it had been silent for a while, only our steady heartbeats and my struggling, uneven breaths reverberating across the calm river. “You should think about what we will say about your brother’s absence. I will be quiet now.”

Another faint smile touched my mouth. His silence was a shield, granting me the mercy to mourn. He knew I needed these final hours to bury my father and brother in my heart before the world closed in, demanding a ruthless heir instead of a grieving girl.

I leaned fully over the side of the ship, letting the sea stain my cheeks and mask the warm tears I could no longer hold inside.

“Please help me,” I whispered to the black swells as they brought us closer to what would be either the end or the beginning of my life. “Please help me remain strong so that I may save our people and ensure my father’s legacy lives on.”

A spray of salt water lashed my skin, and air hitched in my lungs when the dampness seeped into my leather tunic and pooled over my heart.

Almost as if it was trying to replace the rune I’d lost.
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“We’re late.” I nervously moved my salt-stained hair over a shoulder, squeezing out the water clinging to it as I stood up in the prowling longship.

My heart beat fiercely against my rib cage. The harbor was packed, almost every dock in the dark water filled. We passed warship after warship made out of the different kinds of oak that grew in the north of Nordoen: silver oak with its sleek, almost shining finish, which reflected in our enemies’ eyes and made the ships invisible in certain light; white oak, which was strong enough to break through ice in the winter and easily navigated the storms in the fall, and scarlet oak, where the bloodred leaves left their imprint, making the ships seem like they were bleeding, and which was impenetrable to arrows and spearheads.

A strange melody filled the wind. It seeped like a tide and fell like rain, and it should have been eerie, but the sound filled me with a foreign warmth as it wrapped around me, an insistent pull turning my body to the sea we’d left behind. The humming drifted through me, a mist of voices that tasted of salt and old secrets, and I nearly smiled at the gentleness of it. I wasn’t sure which vessel was making the sound—or whose it was—but the excitement of its wood vibrated over my skin, and a sense of adventure and belonging coiled around my spine.

We headed to a dock on the far side, to the left of where the Hird was spread out.

A ship made from coveted bog oak—trunks buried beneath water for centuries, turning the wood into the darkest of onyx and making the fastest sailing ships in our realm—lay floating, away from the others.

“Bring us in there,” I said, gesturing to the gap in the line.

Viljan guided our small longship up beside the prow, and its wood groaned as the larger ship met our waves. As we sailed into the shade of the vessel, the sense of being watched pricked the back of my scalp, and an eerie feeling built in my mind—a mixture of anticipation and apprehension and adventure making me adjust my damp leathers.

Every ship around us hummed with life, hushed songs of battles and travel, and whispers of the calling of the Northern Sea tangled in the warm breeze. Their hulls were strong—full of life—and the smells of oil and polish filled my nose as their owners carefully tended to them.

Viljan turned his face down, and I pretended to check my sword, but it did nothing to quell the lump settling in my throat, so instead I took in the grassy flats behind the harbor.

The Hird was even bigger than I’d imagined. Tent after tent breathing swirls of gray from the tops stood in neat rows in an opening in the wild forest, and behind them glittered a black lake that reflected a mountain chain where snow still covered the peaks.

In the midst of the tents was a longhouse—the largest one I’d ever seen, its wooden walls three or four times longer than our warships, with smoke rising out of ten or more holes in the grass-covered roof. Several groups of laughing and chattering people exited, heading to a tent closer to the lake.

There had been eyes on us from the moment we turned the bend in the river, revealing Nordoen, the main island in Skagerik, and more people turned our way as the yellowed field filled with activity. My gut roiled when initiates and thralls ran between the larger tents, yelling for others to hurry up.

The summer-bright dusk was drawing in, and the feast was about to begin.

“I need to go,” I said when drums beat the air, making even the most curious turn around to head toward the main tent, where several hearths were spread out. “They announce the heirs the first night. If I’m not there, the king may choose another.”

“Let me just moor the boat,” Viljan replied. “I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

Another surge of people left the longhouse, and I shook my head.

“You need to make sure no one knows she’s mine. I don’t want any questions about her,” I whispered, nodding to our silent boat. When Viljan still hesitated, I waved my hand over my damp leathers. “I also need to wash up. I doubt the king will be too impressed with the new Sweengard heir if I turn up like this.”

My quip fell flat, but Viljan still made one side of his mouth quirk up. “Don’t worry. You have your story straight—your father and brother are pillaging new land for the crown—and while they’ll be surprised, it’s not the first time an heir has decided to step down.”

It might not have been the first time an heir had stepped down, but it was extremely rare. Being heirs at the Hird, and being granted runes to secure our spots as commanders of sections at the fall academy, was the ultimate honor, making us the elite of the Vikings.

For a people who traded mainly in battle and blood, honor was more than a virtue. It was our lifeblood.

With an inhale, I reached out with a leg to stop our vessel from slamming into the dock, then bent down to tie our ship to the side of it, bracing my feet between land and sea to hold us steady as the strong current rushing beneath us fought our positioning. When our longship stilled, I gave Viljan a final nod before walking on shaking legs up the dock toward the crowded field.

The summer air was thick with smoke and anticipation, and faces turned after me as I passed them, their gazes searing my skin. Some were curious, others predatory, and several men turned to each other when I passed, their smug grins doing nothing to help my churning stomach.

Whispers of my name echoed between the tents, but I forced my chin to remain raised, my strides steady.

“Is that the sister?”

“She has her father’s hair.”

“What are the Sweengards up to?”

“I’m sure they’ve planned something. They always do.”

“That they switched doesn’t surprise me. Lika has always been shady.”

“Do you think she’s as spoiled as he is?”

“I don’t know. She’s so small.”

“Don’t underestimate her. Her father’s rune gives her the strength of five men. We’ll have to be clever if we’re going to get to her.”

“Oh, I’m sorry!” I nearly walked right into a girl with thick raven hair falling far down her back and eyes so striking green a twinge of envy struck me at how dull my moss-colored ones were in comparison. Only because the last rays of the sun bounced off the insignia on her dark gray dress—the one marking her one of the king’s servants—was I able to stop in time.

“You fine.” The girl’s accent was thick, the words nearly spat out, but the soft smile on her face was real. “Lost?”

The servants—the thralls—were captives the king’s warriors brought home with them. They were mainly girls, always pretty, and while some weren’t treated the best by the men, the king made sure they could work if they wanted, and that they were fairly paid. We had a woman back home who’d fallen in love with one of my father’s warriors, and she now helped at the hearth for food, while her husband had settled down as a shipmaster.

“I am lost, yes,” I admitted. “I just arrived.”

Her eyes flew over my stained clothing. “You’re heir?”

I twisted my lips. “Is it that obvious?”

“You have the”—she waved her hand toward my legs—“walk of heir. You stay in the longhouse. Most are in tent, but if you hurry, you make it before the king’s s-second announce your name. Water is by door, and all hearths have clean cloths.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

She smiled at me again before rushing around a tent with a braided basket filled with herring, whose smoky scent made my mouth water. I hesitated for a moment, watching the girl fall in line with a group of other servants, all carrying similar baskets—probably a sacrifice to our gods.

I tried not to think of the gods looking down upon me as I hurried the final steps to the longhouse. Waiting for a beat outside the thick walls, I listened. There was nothing more than the crackle of fire, so I pulled on the thick door to open it just enough for me to sneak inside.

It took a while for my eyes to get used to the dim light. When they finally did, they revealed a longhouse similar to ones I’d stayed in with my family. Four dozen or so hearths stood dispersed amongst the space, a welcoming fire smoldering in each. Around each one lay cot after cot with thick wool blankets and fur to soften the bedding.

The five runes the gods had gifted our people were painted across the wooden walls. My nails buried themselves in my palms as I saw styrk, my father’s rune—the one fading on my chest, which was supposed to have remained mine until the gods gifted Lika a new one—drawn in blood across the closest side. Taking a deep breath as pain crushed against my rib cage, I shoved the memory of my father—of my family and people—from my mind.

I didn’t have the luxury of breaking.

I turned to the rest of the longhouse. There were about a hundred beds—all standing in circles around the hearths spread out across the room—and on almost all of them lay satchels and clothing, and beneath a few stood boots, their different sizes the only clue to whether a man or a woman might be the one who’d claimed it.

In the corner a few men were standing around a sparking fire, and they turned my way, their eyes dragging over me, moving slowly from my black boots up my brown leathers until they settled on my crimson hair and the braids I was sure lay in a mess over my shoulders.

There was no one else in the longhouse. A flicker of worry made my foot snag on a fur laid out to dry over a bench to my side, but as those drums I’d heard earlier continued to beat through the night, I sneaked to the closest hearth. It was impossible to miss my name being spoken, but I steeled my spine when the men’s laughter rumbled through the space.

The sweat of too many sharing a space hung heavy in the air, but despite the heat my hands moved to my arms, bracing around my chest. This place was too familiar—too much of a reminder of home.

More whispers reached me over the hiss of fires.

“Elvara.”

“She’s alone.”

“… do you think?”

Even though I felt like I needed my arms to hold myself together, I managed to lift a hand in the air, offering the men a short wave. None of their faces were especially welcoming, but I couldn’t show any fear. The initiates at the Hird would be able to smell it.

I had no one here. I knew no one here. But I couldn’t let them know that that bothered me. Sure, Viljan would not leave my side unless I wished so, but I’d never been this far from home. Not alone. Not without my father. Not without Lika.

Blinking hard, I forced the mist from my eyes, headed to one of the cots beneath the rune I should be wielding, and placed my pouch atop it. The bed beside it was free as well, so I took out a few other items of clothing from my satchel and placed them on the bedding so Viljan could remain close.

Gazes continued to burn across my skin, but I ignored them as I went to fill two waterskins from the buckets by the door and picked up a few soft cloths made of animal hide from a shelf by the hearth I’d chosen.

Turning my back on the men, I slipped out of my sticky leathers.

Back home we didn’t care. Jarl, karl, thrall… we all changed and bathed before each other. It wasn’t the Viking way to be modest, and I’d never let men make me uncomfortable before.

Once in my undergarments, I grabbed the waterskins and dumped the contents over my head, using a coarse cloth to scrub the salt and the gray hue from my skin until it pinked. I tried not to wince when a breeze blew through the cracks in the walls and made goose bumps pepper my skin.

“Look at that. Heirs get as dirty as us karls. Who would have known?”

“She’s cold. Bet they only bathe in warm water back at Oenskan.”

“She’s skinny too. Have the Sweengards lost their good fortune? Is that why they sent her instead of Lika?”

“I’m surprised the beloved firstborn daughter deigns to join us here in all the filth. I thought the heirs would have their own tents since they’re so elite.”

They technically weren’t supposed to address me without me approaching them first.

In a formal setting like the Hird, any jarl was ranked higher than the karls, and as such we could choose who we interacted with by deciding to introduce ourselves or not. I dabbed the cloth over my neck to cool the blood that roared there as I pretended not to hear them try to get around the custom. But when the four men inched closer, the longhouse felt smaller, the hearth cramped.

“She’s a pretty thing, isn’t she? Even all dirtied up.”

I dragged my tongue over my teeth. Not all karls would be like my people at home—especially the ones here at the Hird—but these four were a special kind of stupid, weren’t they? Did they not understand I could have their heads for talking about me like this?

It wasn’t like they knew I didn’t have my rune, and if I did, I could have killed all four of them unarmed and with my eyes closed.

My hackles rose when one of them knocked something down from a cot by the hearth nearest mine, and without turning their way, I warned, “I might not be dressed, but I can slit your throats with my sword anyway. You’re not to come near me.”

“I’m terrified,” one of them joked.

Another laughed. “They’re always so proud of their swords. As if they’re not forged by the hands of karls.”

“Hers looks heavy for someone so small,” another said before he hiccuped violently. “If we win the sword, do we get to keep it? I should like a blade instead of my knives or axes.”

“Only if we’re chosen to take over as heir,” another replied. “Only the elite gets to carry swords.”

“The iron-bound do too,” someone else chimed in.

I almost laughed. I’d choose a second and third and fourth and a hundredth before any of these idiots came near the Sweengard fylki and island. The only way would be to kill me, and even then, neither of them could be the new heir unless the king appointed them. I doubted he would be eager to choose any of these drunk hotheads, even if I hadn’t chosen my second yet.

“Find your spine and say it to my face,” I said instead, keeping my voice calm. “If you dare.”

“So honorable,” one of them snapped. “Her back all turned like she trusts us.”

A prickle ran up my neck. I didn’t care for his tone at all. But I didn’t turn around. Lika always told me whenever someone on our travels tried to intimidate us, to pretend I was their chief and they were my unruly subjects—never indulge them. Here at the Hird—in this hall of wolves—if I gave them a finger, they’d tear the whole hand from my wrist and laugh while I bled.

“Watch your mouth,” I warned. “I’ve been patient so far, but I’m tired and hungry from my travels, and my restraint is waning quickly.”

“I heard she can take down grown bears with her father’s rune.” There was a slight note of apprehension in this one’s tone. “My brother fought beside hers in one of the last raids, and he threw a fucking horse at an enemy.”

“This girl can take all four of us?”

The hair on my arms stood at an end when the man laughed, and my hand flew to the rune on my chest.

The rune that was but a ghostly scar.

My heart skipped a beat at the visibly bleached lines, and I grabbed the dirty tunic on the cot and wrangled myself into it before I turned and slid the hilt of my blade into my hands.

“Careful now,” I purred, trying to sound as cold as Lika did when someone annoyed him. “I can take eight of you.”

At least I could have. Now perhaps one. But given the leader seemed to be egging everyone on, maybe one was enough.

It would have to be if this was headed where I thought it was headed.

Energy thrummed under my skin, my father’s and Viljan’s battle training kicking in, and I moved my feet slightly wider, making sure my weight was balanced.

“Do you believe her?” The bearded man in the lead turned to the others.

They shook their heads.

“What happens if an heir… disappears before the trials start and there isn’t a second to replace them yet?” he continued.

My pulse pounded in my ears as they circled the hearth.

“She has a brother who can step in,” the shortest of them, with a long blond braid over his shoulder, said. “And he won’t be happy.”

“Maybe he can disappear too? I haven’t heard very good things about the eldest Sweengard. Perhaps it’s time for a new family to lead Oenskan?” the leader said.

“I think so. Their island is supposed to be particularly beautiful. And safe. Why should they get to keep it for another generation?”

More laughter bounced against the wooden walls, joining the sharp crackling of fires. All four of them swayed as they walked up to the flames that separated us, the orange and red playing across their drunk features.

That’s why they were so brave. They must have drunk a barrel each, judging from how red-rimmed their eyes were.

I shifted the sword in my hands far more clumsily than I used to. Reckless men were dangerous men. I’d learned that the hard way when we were out pillaging and the warriors got drunk at the war camp. Lika had had to step in a few times to get them away from me.

“I don’t think the king would like it if I don’t show up tonight.” I retreated until the cot cut into my legs, my heart racing in my chest and my blood rushing hotly through my veins as I firmed my grip on my blade. “And I don’t like to disappoint.”

The metal clinked when my hand trembled. I’d never fought without my rune. I didn’t like to admit it, but these men were right. For the first time in my life, I felt the weight of the steel. It was no longer like an extension of myself—like a limb I could move as easily as I could flutter my fingers. Now it was heavy, awkwardly bouncing by my side as I tried to sweep it through the air.

Drums continued splitting the air, sounding similar to how Viljan’s raging stride would thud against the dewy grass if he had to come save me, and when the men smirked wider, a muffled voice that belonged to the king’s attendant broke through the night.

“Welcome to the Hird!”

Laughter and claps and stomps followed.

“Sounds like they’re about to introduce the heirs. I think the king is busy,” the tallest of the men said, his shining eyes hungrily roving over me. “I think everyone is busy.”

I had half a second’s warning before he lunged.

As he made to leap around the fire, my instincts took over. Using two hands instead of one, I lifted my blade, and when I shot forward instead of retreating, the man stumbled. I used the moment I gained to kick kindling into his face. He screamed as the sparks landed across his skin, dropping the axe he’d sneaked into his hand to rub at his eyes.

I should have hesitated, but I didn’t. Slicing my sword through the air with a cry, I put my entire weight behind the strike. When the man’s head thudded to the ground, the spray of red angered the fire more, sparks furiously shooting toward the wooden ceiling and the rounded hole where smoke twirled toward the sky.

The karl’s head rolled to a stop right before my feet.

I kicked it aside, then planted my feet wide.

It wasn’t only the corpse that gaped in its mask of death. The three men still alive stared at me in disbelief, and the hollow silence that followed was more terrifying than any war-call.

Then the karls started toward me as one, and my heart shot into my throat.

“You killed an unarmed man,” one of them hissed. “You dishonor our people.”

“The gods are watching all of us,” another said. “Even heirs are not above the divine.”

“The king won’t even punish us now,” the third added, his round face glistening with sweat. “There was no honor in her kill. No valor in his death.”

The hilt of my sword slipped in my damp hands, and I cursed to myself when the men split up, charging me from either side of the fire, their deliberate steps ringing in my ears.

They were right. I shouldn’t have killed a man without his axe. It wasn’t our way.

Vikings killed and fought and brawled, but we never hunted the defenseless. Honor required an opponent, not a victim. And for our clans, honor was the most important virtue of all—even more than the glory of battle.

“What’s this?”

The four of us froze at the deep, jarring voice shattering the thick tension, but I kept my sword raised, my feet planted. Several warriors in full battle leathers, helmets, and war paint—as if they’d come right from the front lines—stalked through the longhouse. They were high-ranking warriors, their presence as vicious as the axes hanging by their sides and the bloodied horns resting over their chests.

The three karls instantly shrunk back, their necks bent.

My pulse continued rising, but I refused to show it, keeping my gaze straight ahead, my body and mind ready.

“I said, What’s this?” The man in front waved impatiently, the movement so lethal that I took a breath.

Shadows from the horns on his helmet kept his face in darkness, but the scent around him—iron and sweat and death—made me take a step back and lower my sword. He must have been a high-ranking jarl—one of the king’s most brutal soldiers. Especially with how his men swarmed him—not for protection but out of awe, as if they didn’t want to miss a single gesture of his massive hands.

I needed to play this carefully.

The warrior took another step forward, but when I raised my chin in response, he went entirely still. His eyes were full of darkness as well, and I shuddered when they widened, the depths of them endless. The warrior’s brows narrowed for a single moment—a second of surprise—as he realized I was an heir, before his face became all harsh and steely lines once more.

“Someone speak,” he growled.

“She killed him,” one of the men said, his voice so squeaky I rolled my eyes. “He wasn’t armed. It wasn’t an honorable duel. The heir took it upon herself to decide his wyrd.”

I was grateful the dead man’s axe had landed close to me. Without looking down, I used my toe to push it closer to his body, quickly swiping my foot through the blood to remove any trace of what I’d just done.

“He’s lying,” I said calmly, in the voice my father used when fights would break out during our weekly village meetings. “He was armed. You can see for yourself.”

I shouldn’t have lied—that wasn’t our way either. But I hadn’t come all this way to be killed on the first night. It was their word against mine, and while some might not like it, I was the Sweengard heir. My explanation would be worth more than three karls’.

The warrior’s dark brows arched as he stared from the axe to me, then to the three men who stood frozen around the fire. “How did the fight begin?”

The men who’d tried to attack me sobered, and fear tightened their features.

Heirs died at the Hird, but what they’d done? Attacking me here in the longhouse?

It was as cowardly as me attacking someone without a weapon. And if there was one thing our king hated, it was cowards. The karls might not be as lucky as I was if I told this warrior the truth.

I set my sword on the bed when the closest man started stinking of urine, his leathers darkening as a few of the warriors behind the one before me snickered. Trading a secret for a favor was also cowardly, and I’d risked my honor enough tonight.

I’d win no favor with the king and his men if they thought I was a sniveling rat, telling on every man or woman that came for me.

“Did you go mute?” the warrior snarled.

My feet were wet with warm blood when I tilted my head. “We decided to begin training early. This man here challenged me, and I accepted.” I nodded to the body. “As you can see, I won.”

Someone choked on a laugh but quieted instantly when the warrior lifted a fist.

He stalked into the hearth, and I took a step back. When I ran out of space, my knees buckled against the bed and I was forced to sit, staring up at him. I could only make out a smirk of sharp teeth as I crossed my arms over my chest, wishing I’d taken the time to pull my trousers on.

“A challenge?” he said, his strange voice low.

“Yes.” My fingers wrapped around the edge of the cot. “You heard me right.”

His face dipped to my bare legs. “In your undergarments.”

I refused to blush. “Makes moving around easier.”

Another muffled laugh echoed behind the warrior’s broad back, and he stiffened before stalking so close I could see the muscles rippling under his leathers even in the dim light from the fire behind him. The air filled with a buzzing that made every bit of skin on my body pebble, but I kept my head back, my shoulders low.

“Careful,” he said, his rough voice like velvet. “You might get away with that attitude at home, heir. But at the Hird, it smells like a target. Making enemies here is not a good idea, so keep that tongue behind your teeth before someone decides to cut it out.”

He sniffed the air like a wolf before spinning on his heel and stalking out of the longhouse, his men following. The heart I’d fought to keep calm began thundering, and I released a shuddering breath when the three men left soon after, leaving me alone in the large house.

Heat burned behind my eyes as I tried to get my breathing to even. I’d known the Hird would be dangerous, but the trials hadn’t even begun. I wiped at my feet the best I could as the man’s words echoed in my mind.

You might get away with that attitude at home, heir. But at the Hird, it smells like a target. Making enemies here is not a good idea, so keep that tongue behind your teeth before someone decides to cut it out.

I fisted my hands until they shook, the doubtful faces of my people—my own blood—burning like brands in my mind. I’d survived. I’d not only found a way to hide that my strength was gone but also fooled one of the king’s men. It might not have been pretty, but I’d done it.

And if someone tried to come for my tongue if I had to do it again?

“Then let them,” I whispered.

It wasn’t like I had another choice.
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Iwinced as I rummaged through the satchel Viljan had packed. In it were only two sets of battle leathers and a too-warm fur cloak, and while we weren’t a people that dressed up often, I had a feeling the king would expect something a bit more formal for the first night.

“Are you the Sweengards’ heir?”

After whirling, nearly slipping on the blood, I came face-to-face with a pale-haired man, about a head taller than myself, with green eyes that reminded me far too much of my brother’s.

“You must be,” he continued, amusement causing a ripple in his stoic composure. “And let me guess… That’s a karl who tried to come after you?” He swirled his boot around in the blood. “Messy. The thralls aren’t going to be happy with you.”

He was jarl. He had to be. He exuded the same mixture of arrogance and mischief Lika used to, and I gripped the pouch so as not to let my hand fly to my aching chest when the man curiously tilted his head. As his gaze went up and down my body, across my rumpled tunic and my bare legs and bloodied feet, and he raised a brow, I cleared my throat.

“I’m Elvara Sweengard,” I replied hoarsely as I tried to appear very interested in how the satchel sealed. “Who are you?”

The man opened his mouth, but a furiously high-pitched female voice broke in before he could respond. I jerked when a side door in the longhouse flew open. Wood slammed against wood, drowning out the drums from the main tent.

“She’s the Sweengard heir? Can’t anyone get it right around here? I thought Lika was supposed to be here!” She tsked, red flaring on her cheeks. “That damned king’s second. Now I have to run all the way back to my tent to get her proper clothing!” The woman’s sigh echoed in my bones. “It would be a dishonor to all of us for King Gustief to see her in that.” Her gaze fell to the ground, and her already tense features locked up. “Is that a dead initiate?”

The woman was a maid, although the gilded crown on her dress signaled she was a high-ranking thrall, most likely born within the king’s own house of servants. The firelight cast a sickly yellow glow over her wrinkled features, but she held her head high as she grumbled at having to get someone to clean this up. Her lip twisted as if my very presence were a bitter draft she was forced to swallow.

My shoulders pulled in, and when I tried to offer an apologetic smile, she clicked her tongue again. This definitely was no lowly housekeeper. While it wasn’t the way I had been brought up, I was familiar with thrall classes and rankings from our travels to other islands and on the few occasions we fought together with other fylkis.

My father hadn’t enforced hierarchy in our village in the same way the other chieftains did. In other villages, jarls, karls, our classes, and the thralls were entirely separated, forbidden to consort unless in a formal occupational capacity. In ours, thralls married karls, and we even had a jarl wed a servant last year. Few brows had lifted as she walked down the aisle to greet him, her smile so bright it drowned whatever muttering there was.

The wrinkled maid hadn’t addressed me directly—the laws of the hall forbade a thrall from speaking until a noble jarl tongue loosened theirs—but pride kept her neck straight, and only someone who slept near the king’s hearth would dare to voice such harsh critique of my state.

“You may speak,” I said softly. “And please, no bother.” I waved the bag. “The festivities have already begun. I’ll wear my best leathers. And I’m sorry about the mess.”

“Sorry? You can be as sorry as you want, but that’s going to stain! And that?” She waved toward the leathers I’d left on the bed. “That will not please the king.” The maid scoffed, already turning to head out the side door, onto a path leading to the lake behind the longhouse. “I will fetch you something appropriate while I get someone to deal with this. I have no desire to also scrub elite blood from the tent’s floor.”

I grimaced. Making enemies of the servants on the first night wasn’t in my plans.

Don’t underestimate a thrall. They hear and see and know things we don’t.

That’s what my father had once told me when I asked why another chief brought his band of servants to one of our war camps. My father always taught us that power wasn’t only found in a sharp blade or a divine rune. It was in the hands that cleaned the hearth and the ears that caught the whispers of the high seat. A piece of bread or a scrap of leather could be the difference between life and the grave when the tides turned against us.

“It’s all right, Marion. My sister hasn’t arrived yet.” The blond man waved toward me, lips curled with amusement but also a touch of malice that made the hair on my arms rise. “The girl looks about her size. She can borrow one of her dresses.”

“She has a name,” I mumbled. “And as I said, it’s fine. I will shoulder the king’s disappointment.”

Marion ignored me. “Vero won’t mind?”

He shook his head. “She won’t be arriving until the trials begin. She has no need for it tonight.”

The maid turned to me, shaking her head with such disdain, the urge to fold into myself grew hot across my skin. “I don’t know how much clothing will help,” she muttered, eliciting a chuckle from the man. “She needs two baths and a full scrubbing. And that hair… it’s so tangled she could be out here all night trying to tame it.”

My skin blazed. Saltwater and wind and days of constant travel would make anyone unravel, and I’d been too heartsick to braid my hair—or do anything to it apart from getting snot and tears into the crimson disarray falling around my shoulders.

It would probably take more than a night to get the knots out.

The man laughed again. “No need to cry, sweetness. It’s just hair.”

I hadn’t realized a tear had sneaked its way down my cheek, and I cursed to myself when Marion and the man tracked my hand as I wiped at it.

“I’m fine,” I said as the maid stepped forward.

Apparently those words were the only thing I was able to get out at this point.

Marion didn’t believe me, her brows rising as I backed up and used the satchel as a shield between us. But after a deep exhale, she shrugged.

“Ottoh, you head over once you’ve given her the clothing, you hear me? You’re already late, and the king doesn’t like to wait. Better he blames only one of you.” With that she threw me a comb that only bounced off my chest and nearly drowned in the blood when I didn’t react fast enough to catch it. Then she spun on her heel and stalked off toward the rowdy festivities.

The man—Ottoh—turned my way. A vague memory of a male riding a white horse with dark blood running down its side from the enemies he’d taken down brushed my mind as I bent to close my stiff fingers around the comb.

I’d met him before—during my first enemy raid. This was the Briggen heir, the only son of Klara Briggen, one of the most cunning chieftains, who ruled over the Sjomarks—an area nearly entirely made up of water, where the people lived on their boats because the little land they had was covered by dense, dangerous forest.

My mother had warned Lika about their family. Not because they were the strongest, or even the best fighters—their rune was the ratt, the rune for targeting and precision, which made their arrows and spears lethally accurate—but because Klara and her father were unpredictable. They didn’t like to meet at the tings, the regular chieftain meetings that the other chiefs organized, and very few knew what truly went on in Sjomarks.

“Elvara Sweengard.” The way Ottoh said my name sounded like he was testing it out, and a chill whispered down my back. “I don’t know much about you.” He frowned for a second. “Did Lika and Chief Sweengard plan this all along? Pretending Lika was the heir to throw us all off as we prepared for the trials?”

Sweat inched its way across my skin. He might have had the voice of calm seas before an epic battle, but there was something sharp behind it that set off every alarm within me.

Ottoh was almost as tall as Viljan, and while he wasn’t necessarily muscular, more lean, there was something about him—something calculated in the way he moved, almost like the lynx that stalked our forests.

His smirk wasn’t much better. “I know you speak. I heard you before.”

I inched backward. His tone was supposed to sound playful, perhaps even inviting, but there was also irritation behind it.

I was unsettling him by being here in my brother’s place, and he was trying to figure out why.

“Where are the clothes you promised?” I asked.

The Hird was already thick with scrutiny; I didn’t need one of the heirs trying to judge me as well. A few minutes of quiet—of collecting myself. That’s what I needed to be able to face the king. Not to be stuck in some kind of stare-off while my opponent tried to read my intentions.

Ottoh’s laugh was abrupt—as agitated as his tone and posture. “That’s how you’re going to be? Everyone else is in that tent right now, bowing and smarming to the king, while I’m here trying to help you. I could leave, you know.”

I drew myself as tall as I could, even though my bare legs mocked my attempt at authority.

I would not give in to any thinly veiled threats. It was better to come into the crown’s tent dirty and upset the king than to give this man an inch. I had a feeling he wouldn’t settle for a bite but would try to swallow me whole.

Ottoh chuckled before turning on his heel and diving into a circle of cots on the other side of the longhouse. My fingers fidgeted with the edge of my tunic as I waited for him to leave. I couldn’t change until I was alone. I wouldn’t forget ever again what my chest now revealed.

The eerie sound from when we rowed into the harbor returned, whispering through the air like the ghosts our elders sometimes told stories of during bonfire nights.

Only now it sent chills over my skin. Only now it felt like a warning.

Music from the king’s tent built across the yellowed field, filtering through the space, and a knot twisted deep within my gut. I might be forced to greet the king for the first time since I was a child, not only without my father but in leathers my own mother wouldn’t have let through her doors.

I filtered air through my lips. Everything about me was already suspicious. Traveling alone with my guard. A complete change of plans for the heir who’d trained for years to partake in the trials and the academy.

Having to enter that tent and bow to the king all dirty and disheveled?

My groan was interrupted by Ottoh returning.

“Here.” He threw me a bundle of something gold and shimmering, the material similar to the white shirt he was wearing. “You should hurry. Not even that dress will save you from the king’s wrath if you don’t show up soon.” His eyes darted pointedly to the blood. “And you should probably not be here alone for too long. The karls can be a bit… hostile.”

“Thank—”

Ottoh stormed off before I had time to finish. I let out an exasperated gust of air as his furious gait disappeared behind the bend of the longhouse.

Clutching the comb and the dress, I listened to the night.

“The heirs are ready to greet you, Your Majesty.” The king’s second’s voice boomed over the field. I slipped out of my tunic again and picked up the dress while he spoke of the history of the five families, as if our parents hadn’t known the king their entire lives.

I sucked my teeth. Our king liked his formalities. And he liked being fawned over. Which was basically this whole trial spectacle: the heirs kneeling to their superior, driven to their breaking point before they entered his Hird as loyal subjects. If they lived.

When my father’s generation attended the Hird, they’d lost all original heirs but one, and even some seconds and thirds—their iron-bound—had been reaped, leaving several new families to take over before the academy officially began. My father himself had been a second to our old chief’s daughter, and had claimed his position as heir only when she drowned during a practice invasion.

My fingers shook as I pulled on the dress, and I fisted the little fabric there was to calm myself.

Focus on tonight. One day at a time. That’s how I’d gotten through the past few days. That’s how I would get through tonight. That’s how I’d hopefully get through the summer and the years that followed.

Just one day at a time.

I finished wrangling myself into the dress, and my brows bunched when I looked down.

The garment was beautiful, the glittering fabric wrapping tightly around my arms and torso before falling halfway down my thighs in what looked like sparkling tendrils that swayed as I moved. But that was the end of the dress.

No protection for my legs apart from my sturdy boots. No extra padding over the heart or gut, like our tunics and jackets always had, since we never knew when we could be attacked. Not much fabric at all, really. I pulled at the top, making sure the rune was covered.

Our fylkis didn’t really wear dresses—had never done so until we’d invaded nations with different clothing senses and begun trading and donning new styles—but if this was what the king wanted…

I rubbed my arms against the soft evening breeze before half-heartedly working through the top of my messy hair with the comb, hopefully covering the worst of the damp knots that lay against my neck. As I placed the comb back on the bed, I was glad that the longhouse didn’t come with a mirror. There would be so many eyes on me when I entered that tent, others who would gladly pick me apart. Still, self-consciousness dampened my skin as I considered my sword and shield, wondering if I was meant to bring them or leave them behind.

After a look at the severed head that still lay beside my cot, I picked them up. Slinging the sword’s sheath across my back and fastening the shield to its built-in hook, I rushed out, trying to ignore how the weight of the weapons slowed my strides.
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My skin pebbled while I wove my way between the tents, the dress doing nothing to keep me warm in the cooling summer night. Here in the far north, the sun warmed our summer days, but our nights were barely different from fall or early spring once its rays bid goodnight.

When I reached the king’s tent, I hovered outside the flaps for a moment.

“Next heir is Rakkel Rafenskol, daughter of Chief Rafenskol of Kalland,” the king’s second called over the crowd sitting around wooden tables with their backs toward me.

Whistles and hoots followed, some of the king’s court stomping their feet so hard the ale and liquor on the tables rattled. The thralls carrying around trays with refills had to jump out of the way when axes that had leaned against the tables clattered to the ground.

Rakkel was the only other female heir. Her family rune was gomnd, offering her people skills in concealment and evasion. When they carved that rune into their ships, the fleet became invisible against the sky and sea, and they could also sneak through enemy crowds undetected.

Through the opening, I glimpsed the king sitting on a heightened platform in the back of the tent. A thick bear pelt fastened with a heavy gold chain in the same shade as his hair was wrapped around him, the head of the animal resting on his shoulder, and an iron helmet sat on his head, glistening in the flames that flickered across the tent.

The light came from five fires placed out in a domarring—judging circle. Four of them honored the Aesir, the gods we worshipped: Odin, god of war; Thor, god of strength; Frigg, goddess of motherhood; and Tyr, god of justice. The fifth represented the shaman who stood behind the king, a hand on his shoulder.

Unlike the rest of us, who could access magic only through the runes our chiefs earned during the Hird, the shamans were blessed with power that mirrored the gods’. They could cast spells and curses, and they were the leaders of any divine event, be it holidays, sacrificial ceremonies, or the bonding that we would have to go through with our iron-bound in a few weeks.

The queen sat to the king’s left, while his second—a man with the longest gray beard I’d ever seen—stood to his right. Before them, the space was empty bar the Rafenskol heir, who fidgeted with her long brown hair as she knelt before the royals.

When she rose, the second stepped forward, and a leaden silence settled over the tent. “Finally we welcome the Sweengard heir to take their place before the king, for their formal invitation into the trials, to secure their family’s standing and place in our kingdom,” he shouted, and the crowd erupted into howls and cheers.

I don’t think my legs had ever shaken so viciously, but I made them move anyway. Straightening my back and ignoring how the shield and the sword clinked with the movement, I strode through the tent opening and down the narrow aisle between the tables to the king.

My stomach whirled when the tent quieted enough for the crackling of the fire and the sounds of gulps of ale to ring in my ears. A stifling scent of blood and death overpowered the liquor and food, and I tried not to look at the carcasses strapped behind each fire—sacrifices to our gods, ensuring safe sailing, the strength of the crown, and victory in battle.

When the final cheer died, the world slowed. The frantic pulse of the tent stretched into a low, rhythmic thrum, and tension pressed in like a wall of unseen spears, forcing the air from my lungs until all that remained was the cold, sharp focus of prey.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

My heart pounded against my ribs with each step I took, blurred faces turning to follow. Then, to my left, someone giggled, and the focus I’d had on the unimpressed king before me shattered.

Against my will, I turned. It was a beautiful woman behind Ottoh who’d laughed. She righted the leather band over her long icy hair before leaning in and whispering something in the heir’s ear, making his face flush from holding back a bout of laughter.

More gazes seared into me, gloating whispers rising across the crowd, and my fingers furled and unfurled by my sides to hinder the flush working its way over my chest.

I had a right to be here. While it was traditional for the firstborn to be the heir, another could be appointed if the chieftain saw fit.

Then snippets of conversation reached my ears.

“Look at her.”

“What is she wearing?”

“Her father must be so ashamed.”

“Probably why Fritiof isn’t here.”

Laughter rippled through the hall like a sickness spreading in winter. Women hid their faces behind their hands, their whispers trailing after me like smoke, while the men watched with the heavy, patient hunger of someone waiting for an anticipated execution.

My skin went cold. Then warm. Then cold once more.

Clammy sweat broke out across my neck and raced down my spine.

Everyone in here was dressed up, some women in dresses and men in formal tunics and fur robes in cuts I hadn’t seen before. But no one was wearing anything like the dress I was in. No one but the group of women standing to the side of the dais where the king now glared at me so intensely with his hazel eyes it felt as if I might burst into flames. Women who were entertainers—captives, their minds leashed by the king’s shaman—from whatever nation Gustief had most recently returned from.

Fuck.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I caught Ottoh’s eyes, and his smirk forced me to bite down a snarl.

That fucker.

Another man I vaguely recognized sat beside Ottoh, his raven hair falling far down his back. There was a flicker of amusement in his handsome face, but the way his eyes darted to the king and then back to me made my stomach hollow.

Ivren. Ivren Solsken. Heir to Chief Solsken of Gotravik, and one of Lika’s friends. That was who it was. And the smile on his face? It was a lie. Ivren was masking fear with that bright grin, but it wasn’t his own blood he was worried about spilling.

I cursed violently in my mind, my hands shaking with the desire to cover the chest every man around me was staring at. It felt like they could all see the severed rune beneath the thin fabric—that they knew what I hid behind this stupid dress.

Beside Ivren was Adrion Leskog of Aaland, another heir I’d met once during a raid a few years ago, and while his dark eyes didn’t betray his emotions, his half-turned-away body assured anyone that he wanted nothing to do with me.

Rakkel was taking her seat on Ottoh’s other side, and she nodded when I caught her eyes. Then her gaze dropped to the dress, and her wince might as well have been an arrow to my back. She lowered her shoulders and spun to face forward, sitting so still she could have been carved out of bone.

A familiar stare burned into the side of my face, a heat that had nothing to do with the sacrificial fires. I knew even before I turned toward the wall behind the heirs that Viljan would be there. He was leaning against the stone like a coiled spring, his jaw tight enough to snap iron. He was furious—not at the crowd but at the gamble I’d just taken with my own life.

His gaze followed mine when I glared at Ottoh once more, and I was unsure who he was most enraged at: the heir for putting me in this position, or me for falling for it.

My nails scratched the meat of my palms, and something reddish tinted my vision as more laughter filled the room. Amusement and disdain swirled together in the air, thick enough to choke on, and anticipation built with every passing second.

My kin smelled blood, and I was the one at risk of being torn apart. I could see it in the way they leaned forward, in the way they hushed their neighbors when the king shifted on his fur-lined throne.

The culling had begun, and my name was at the top of the list.

Blinking rapidly against the smoke so no one would mistake the water filling my eyes for tears, I pulled air into a body that had gone rigid with the instinct of the hunted.

In and out.

In and out.

But it was as if I was frozen. A rabbit stuck in the middle of a field with the foxes closing in.

Someone cleared their throat. As I instinctively spun toward the sound, my eyes collided with a pair so dark brown that they almost seemed black, in complete contrast to the man’s summer-tan skin.

The eyes belonged to a massive warrior who, unlike the others in the crowd, wasn’t sitting on his chair but standing behind it, his large hands gripping the backrest.

Also unlike the others, his golden hair was cropped short to his head, not in the long style most men favored. And while it was common for Vikings to have tattoos, his were different. Even the smudged war paint darkening the area around his eyes couldn’t hide it.

Three distinct dots formed a triangle beneath his right eye, and on the other side of his face were three lines that looked like the rune for rippling waters. But the leathers he wore were those of the king’s warriors, and our ruler would not allow someone from another people to join his ranks.

As he rolled his shoulders, my eyes widened. This was the warrior from the tent. I just hadn’t recognized him without his helmet. The man raised a dark brow before turning his face forward. My gaze lingered for a beat before I did the same, and my heart jolted in my chest.

I’d come to a stop midway down the tent, and now I was not only strolling down to greet my king in the clothes of his enemies—the ones he forced to entertain us as punishment for whatever grievance he had against their nation—but I was also keeping him waiting.

It took every ounce of my willpower to get my legs moving.

Ottoh laughed again, but I kept my chin high and my pace steady, and my hands in position should I need to reach for my sword. Viljan’s axe was already in his hand, and he’d moved away from the wall, cautiously walking beside me at the edge of the tent as I approached the king.

My fingers twitched with every giggle—every whispered call for blood—that stalked me.

I really fucking hoped I wasn’t walking to my own execution. But if I was, I’d at least make sure they had to work for the kill.

I was proud that my limbs didn’t shake and that my shoulders were lowered—my training was still etched into my muscles—but I had to bite down on my lip to ensure it didn’t tremble when I came to a stop before the dais.

Bending my back, I gave the king a stiff bow. All the time I kept his gaze, waiting for his verdict. He was well within his rights to kill me for my insubordination. If he thought I’d worn this on purpose? That I’d done it to taunt him?

I would have failed already before I entered the trials.

“Rise,” King Gustief ordered as he played with the glittering chain across his chest.

The king was the only Viking who wielded the magic of all five runes: skydd, for armor and defense; styrk, for power and strength; gomnd, for concealment and evasion; ratt, for targeting and precision; and tyga, for influence and persuasion. His power roiled around me, a lethal singing in the air, and his voice alone commanded such respect that my back snapped straight.

I closed my eyes for a single second. His magic burned, heated and deadly, twisting the knife of the truth: that I was unarmed in a room of adversaries.

I had nothing but a lie, and that lie was already starting to feel as thin as the winter ice.

I fought the color wanting to spread over my cheeks when the king studied me, his intensity making me wish to crawl out of my skin and wash it several times before I put it back on. I clasped my hands behind my back.

“Why are you here?” the king demanded.

The tent fell silent, although I could taste the anticipation in the air—an excitement that came from the king’s bloodthirsty court, who lived for this kind of entertainment.

My mind snapped back to my conversation with Viljan on the longship.

“They’ll believe you when you tell them your father and Lika have found promising new lands,” Viljan assured. “The other fylkis always think we have access to borders they’ve never heard of with the currents that run by our island.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I whispered. “It leaves us vulnerable.”

“Better they believe we’re fighting to grow stronger rather than the truth.”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “And I’ll make it believable—make sure they think we’re spoiled for land and riches and that we care little about the Hird because of it.”

The Sweengards occupied one of the southern isles—the one we called Oenskan, an old word for wish, as it had fulfilled our ancestors’ hopes and dreams. It was a coveted piece of land given its proximity to a current that allowed our ships to travel both quickly and quietly when conquering new territories.

My story wasn’t beyond the realm of the possible. It would also please our king, since it was on his orders we continued to claim nation after nation in the world surrounding our own, even as we’d spread our people so far and wide we could barely understand each other anymore after centuries of blending with the people we forced beneath the crown’s rule.

“Well?” Irritation bled through the king’s words.

My words tangled in my throat as I scrambled to answer. “I… I come as the Sweengard heir, Your Majesty. I will represent the Sweengard name and my father in the trials and in the Hird.”

The way the king’s eyes tightened at the corners had me press my lips together.

“And where is your father?”

“He is at war, my king.” I placed my hand over my chest, wishing for the strength that used to flow through me. “My brother is with him. We found new lands. They’re fruitful, and my father wished to claim them for you before our enemies could.”

“I hadn’t heard about any new lands.” The queen leaned forward as King Gustief continued to eye me, his collar links clinking. “When were they discovered?”

I didn’t miss a beat. “Two moons ago. They had to leave swiftly. Enemy ships were already approaching.”

“Ah.” The queen leaned back in her chair.

“You are the firstborn daughter?” King Gustief asked.

I bowed my head. “Elvara Sweengard.”

“Why are you dressed like my harlots?” The king jerked his head so that his iron helmet shifted, the strange stones fastened to it glittering in the dim light.

The shaman who’d stood like a figurehead behind him shuffled forward to ensure it was centered across his forehead again.

I clenched my hands behind my back as I offered the king a smile, my mind racing with scenarios that would help explain my appearance. I couldn’t tell the truth because the king would see my stupidity as weakness. I couldn’t jest about it, not when a single slip would give him the excuse he needed to cleave my skull.

When I turned toward the captives, one of the women spat on the ground, and another snarled something in a strange, thick tongue. Judging by her tone, though, it wasn’t something particularly friendly. There was only one—the raven-haired servant I’d almost knocked over—who stared at me with something akin to pity.

Slowly, I blinked.

“We come to the Hird to learn how to best pillage and conquer, do we not?” I asked, my voice cutting through the thick, smoke-heavy air. The silence that followed was physical, a large hand tightening around my throat.

When Gustief waved his hand for me to go on, one corner of my mouth quirked. “What better way than to blend in—make our enemies trust us—before we strike?”

“What do you mean?” The king took a goblet the queen offered him and downed it swiftly, leaving brown droplets of ale in his light beard when finished.

“The trials serve to display our strategies and strength. I was thinking… If I pretend to be one of our enemies, I may learn their weaknesses—save as many of our own lives as possible so we may claim more, farther-away lands,” I explained. “I’m also sure many of the nations we invade hide their treasures. Blending in as one of them… I might find out things that a blade to the throat cannot.”

The girl who had had some warmth in her eyes looked down at her shackled feet, and something twisted deep in my guts. But I ignored it when the king’s laughter broke the silence. The crowd mirrored him, their voices joining in a rehearsed chorus of mockery.

“Beautiful and cunning.” He nodded again. “I understand why Fritiof kept you hidden. You’ll have to fight off the brutes this summer.”

As the Vikings behind me howled, I gave him my most vicious smile, hiding every piece of my broken heart behind my sharp teeth. While almost every person was laughing, there were some who did not. Ottoh and Adrion glowered when I peeked their way, and there were a few karls who adjusted their weapons instead of cheering with goblets in their hands.

“You may enter the trials, Elvara Sweengard.”

With that, the king waved for a servant to come with another horn of wine.

I backed away, putting distance between myself and the throne.

I didn’t join the other heirs. The urge to drive steel through Ottoh’s chest was too heavy a roar in my ears. But such an outburst would be telling, so I stayed my hand, seeking the comfort of the tent walls instead.

That strange warrior with the cropped hair and tattoos stood beside a table cluttered with half-gnawed bones and spilled ale, still as a monument to a faraway battle. He looked as out of place as I felt, not an ember of mirth in his eyes, not a drop of liquor running down his chin.

While he hadn’t meant it, he’d snapped me out of my panic, so I settled beside him, hiding my shaking hands behind my back while the king rose from his throne. Head turned forward, I mumbled, “Thank you for earlier.”

Not a muscle in the man’s body moved.

I tried again, raising my voice slightly. “I said thank you.”

“I heard you the first time.” He still didn’t look at me, his eyes on the fire where the king strode into the empty space I’d just left, and harsh features locked down, as if this was the last place in the realm he wished to be.

“I…”

A blaze trailed over my face. Viljan was making his way over.

“Fuck,” I cursed under my breath.

The man scoffed.

“What?” I hissed as I hunched under my guard’s glare.

Again, the man didn’t respond, and strokes of irritation flared across my neck.

“What is your problem?” I snapped.

“I have no problem.” The man laughed darkly as he nodded to Viljan shoving people aside to get to me. “You have many.”

There was something strange in the way he pronounced the words. I’d heard it in the longhouse, too, but I’d attributed it to the tension.

“Elvara!” Viljan ordered in a raging whisper.

I cursed again. I didn’t want the lash of a public outburst.

“Such a mouth on you.” The warrior licked his lips. “I thought heirs were supposed to be well trained. Like the king’s horses?”

“Excuse me?” I whirled his way, the rage against Ottoh and the karls who’d come for me and my fucking wyrd boiling my blood. “Did you liken me to a horse?”

“No.”

My shoulders lowered.

“That would be unkind to the animal.”

My lips parted. “You f⁠—”

“Careful.” The word was laced with such venom, the reddish hint clouding my gaze, which had lingered since I met Ottoh’s eyes, turned bright crimson. “You’ve already marked yourself a target, heir. And targets… they disappear.”

My hand moved to my sword.

“Was that a threat?” I asked quietly as the king raised his hands, silencing the crowd.

“It was.” The man pushed off the wall, giving me a look that raised every hair on my body for how he managed to pile in such jadedness, warning, and disdain in one glare. “Save your tantrum for your little guard.”

With that, he cut a path toward the dais with a stride as sharp as his words, just as the king’s voice boomed over the hall once more. My ears rang, and I stared after the warrior with my mouth hanging open, unsure whether Viljan or I should be the most offended.
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“Let’s get out of here,” Viljan hissed as he reached me.

“Viljan—”

My guard furiously shook his head. “I won’t hear it.”

“You’re to stay until the king allows you to leave,” someone interjected.

Both Viljan and I stumbled back against the greasy wool of the tent when one of the most terrifying men I’d ever seen pointed a spear at Viljan’s throat, the single warning he’d offer. His red hair fell tangled down his back, as if he’d only just stepped off a fast-sailing ship, and a jagged scar ran down his pale face. Where his left eye should have been, a tattoo of a rune I’d never seen before was inked.

At our expressions he licked his lips, then took a leg of boar from the table beside me and ripped off a large piece of meat before throwing the bone back with the other food. “You don’t want to cause more trouble than you already have, Sweengard.”

“What’s that supposed⁠—”

“Enough, Viljan,” I ordered through my teeth.

“Listen to your heir.” The warrior used his hand to wipe off the meat juices. “Now. The king is about to speak.”

Viljan’s breaths came ragged and sharp, his chest heaving so violently he might as well have just escaped battle, but he did remain silent, and the warrior wiggled his fingers before stalking off in the same direction the other bastard had.

I fought to manage my own breathing as fear and anger and desperation tangled within me.

Because those warriors were right. I was a target.

The heirs rose as one when the king waved for them. Not a single head turned in my direction. They could easily shun me. That’s what Ottoh had shown me. To them, I wasn’t kin; I was a stranger who had played safely in Oenskan while they were being forged in the iron with my brother.

I was no one. I was alone.

“Heirs and initiates,” the king called. “Join me.”

I kept my eyes on my boots as I walked over to the four other legacies standing beneath the dais, and even as Ivren gave me a quick curl of his lips and a nod of recognition, the ice that crept along my bones didn’t thaw.

Karls—initiates—surrounded us in a half circle, and the air, which had been thick with anticipation, grew feverish, the tension winding tight as a mooring rope around us. It felt as if they were breathing down our necks when the king raised a hand, silencing the worrying whispers I’d tried not to listen to.

“Five heirs for five isles,” the king called in his deep, powerful voice as the clatter of cups and the hushed chatter died. “Five shall enter the halls of the gods, five shall lead the sections at the Hird, and five shall rule our people until the next generation of Vikings is ready to claim the mantle. Five heirs for the five runes that power our people.” His cloak swept over the trampled grass as the king nodded to Ivren. “Son of tyga, offering us the gift of persuasion and influence that allows us to become the world’s trademasters.”

Ivren’s hand pressed against his heart, where his mother’s rune was carved.

The king placed his hand on Rakkel’s shoulder. “Daughter of gomnd, allowing us to conceal our fleet and evade our enemies.”

Rakkel inclined her head.

“Son of ratt.” The king placed a hand on Ottoh’s shoulder. “Making sure our strikes are always precise and our axes and blades find their targets.”

Power flickered in the air for a moment, and the king smirked when Ottoh threw his cup, making it land perfectly atop the arm of the king’s fur-covered throne, ready for one of the servants to refill it with ale.

I shared a look with Viljan. He went as still as I did—like we were two ghosts in a crowd of beating hearts.

Panic scorched my throat when the king’s gaze shifted to Adrion. “Son of skydd, protecting us from those who wish us ill by making our shields and our defensive lines impenetrable and our weapons impossible to anticipate.”

Everything moved slower as the king turned to me. “Daughter of styrk, making us the most powerful people in this realm so that we never have to be leashed.”

His hand found my bare shoulder, and my skin went cold. But King Gustief only met my eyes for a moment before stepping back.

“We live by the gods’ blessings and die by their command. To earn your runes is to prove you are worthy of the blood you spill. There is no room for the weak; there is only the honor of the strong.” The king clapped his hands together. “By the end of this summer, five heirs will be standing by my side, claiming their isles’ thrones.” He turned to the initiates behind us. “These five heirs will also command the five sections of the Hird—of the academy. Karls, your training has already begun. For those who survive the next months, you will be selected for one of these sections depending on your affinity for one of our five runes.”

Roars erupted, low rumbles in the back of the initiates’ throats. Feet started a rhythmic melody against the ground, and Ottoh and Adrion cupped their hands around their mouths and gave deep hoots that were echoed by some in the crowd behind us.

The king downed a goblet of wine that was thrust into his hands, and a drop of dark liquid ran down his chin as he continued. “Some of you will also be selected for the heirs’ iron-bound. Each heir will choose a second, a third, and a fourth to join their inner circle. To be chosen is the ultimate honor of a Viking. And for those of you who become seconds…”

Magic soared through the tent, and the heirs laughed as their runes responded to it. I tried to mimic Rakkel’s playful grin best I could as the karls who’d been stripped of their runes when they left for the academy—to ensure their loyalty would lie with their new chief—cheered.

“You will share the ultimate bond with your heir. Do not take this lightly, for this bond is for life—until either of you walks through Valhalla’s gates,” the king bellowed.

The clapping and whistles hammered against my ears, and the ground shook when Vikings stomped and jumped in response to our king. I shifted my weight from my heels to my toes, trying to summon any excitement or anticipation like what was radiating from the heirs beside me.

“As of now, all formalities and rules of rank are erased. The first few weeks are for the heirs to decide who they will choose as their iron-bound—so karls, it’s time to show them why they should tap you.” King Gustief lifted another cup, wine sloshing over the sides, toward the crowd. “What say you? Shall we begin with demonstrating your skills in battle to make that choice easier for them?”

The war cries were deafening. The karls pushed in around us until the king’s warriors lifted their spears and axes, forcing them back a step so they didn’t crush us in their excitement.

“Move! Backward!” the warriors ordered. “Make space!”

Five chairs were brought in and placed in a row beneath the dais, and as the king returned to his throne, two of his men guided us to the seats. I took the one farthest to the left as the karls left a circular spot before us, allowing Viljan to creep closer, standing only a few feet to the side.

The king’s second strolled into the empty space. “The rules are simple. No weapons. Fight until either one of you yields or the gods claim you.” An itching stillness fell over the tent as the second walked up to the first row of men and women. “Who will be the first to step forward?”

The suffocating quiet continued, spreading through my limbs until they twitched.

“No one dares to step forward?” the king called. “Do we have a generation of cowards?”

“I’ll go.” A silver-haired man walked into the ring. “Who will fight me?”

Another man, his stature also towering somewhere around six foot one, stepped forward. “I’ll take you, Oscri.”

“Will you now?” There was a murderous lilt in Oscri’s tone. “Somehow I doubt that.”

“Go on. We didn’t ask for a speech.” The king waved with a greasy hand, his face glistening from the feast he’d laid waste to. “Get started!”

The two men began circling each other. A low thrumming wove through the room as the karls hummed one of the songs of high mountains and wide seas that we sang to ready ourselves for battle.

Fire flickered across the two men as the one called Oscri lunged, using the edge of his wrist to jab upward, striking the other’s nose. Instantly, blood splattered across the darkened grass.

The crowd screamed when Oscri’s opponent did, and their shouts grew wilder as the injured karl used his fingers and with a loud snap pulled his broken nose into place.

“Is that all you got?” he roared, his voice thick and teeth red from blood.

“No.” Oscri laughed, and the sound filled me with foreboding.

I shook my head when a servant offered me wine and meat, but the other heirs indulged. Adrion leaned back in his chair, sucking his fingers—he’d devoured an entire lamb shank—and Ivren and Rakkel whispered to each other as they sipped on their ale.

More cries echoed around the tent, and the king himself clapped as Oscri stormed forward again, landing a jab to the other man’s gut that had him double over. As Oscri went to kick his legs out from under him, though, the man flew backward, landing a punch to Oscri’s face that split open his brow.

More blood pooled on the floor as the men interlocked their arms, each using the other to land strike after strike wherever they could reach. The slightly shorter man got hold of Oscri’s hair and dragged him close to jab his fingers into his eyes, fighting to pull them from their sockets.

I looked to Viljan. His face was blanched, but not because he was watching the fight. He was staring right at me, and for the first time in my life there was terror in my guard’s eyes. I spun forward again, my feet tapping against the ground, making my knees bounce.

The crowd shrieked as Oscri managed to get out of the man’s grip. I pulled at my dress, letting the stupid gilded tendrils of the skirt weave between my fingers as Oscri’s hand wrapped around the man’s throat and he yanked, ripping a chuck of flesh out. There was a spark of surprise in the man’s eyes before blood gushed, painting Oscri’s entire face red, and the light in the former’s gaze went out.

Oscri threw the man’s dead body onto the ground. After dragging his hands down his face, he ripped open his tunic and smacked his palms against his chest, leaving two crimson imprints as he ran around the ring. “Anyone else want to try?”

There was a shuffle as karls shoved and elbowed themselves forward, their bloodthirst awakened—or perhaps their throats had been wetted with enough liquid courage—but my legs stopped moving when Rakkel spun into the ring, mock-curtsying to Oscri.

The karl gave a dry chuckle. “I don’t fight girls.”

Rakkel rolled up the sleeves of her far more appropriate dress. “Good thing I’m an heir as well.”

“Not for much longer if you fight me.” Wickedness spread across Oscri’s features as he called to the king. “May I take her place if I kill her?”

“Certainly.” The king lifted his cup to more cheers and whistles. “If you can, the gods have already abandoned her.” King Gustief winked at Rakkel. “Feel free to put this karl in his place.”

Rakkel beckoned Oscri with a finger. “Oh. I plan to.”

She looked so small as the grinning Oscri stalked forward, but when he went for her, diving forward with only a second’s notice, Rakkel was suddenly behind him. His thick arms waved in the air as she kicked him in the back, nearly sending him into the ground.

“You missed,” she said innocently when he whirled, his face flushing.

“Is she allowed to use her magic?” he growled.

“Of course,” the king called. “You did not specify you wished for her not to.”

“Seems fucking unfair when we don’t have any anymore,” Oscri growled as he swung out with his arm, missing Rakkel again as she appeared two feet back. The rumbles in his chest built into screams of frustration as he began punching, kicking, jabbing, trying to outmaneuver the female heir. But Rakkel only danced and whirled and spun, her positions never where Oscri believed they were.

“Fuck, she’s good.” Ivren rested his ankle over his knee. “We’ve fought together before, but I’ve never had time to study her. Gomnd really allows her to conceal her movements.”

A crash sounded, and Oscri looked as shocked as the rest of us when Rakkel got him onto his back, her arms locked around his neck with his head resting in her lap. He flipped his entire body, his legs kicking high into the air, but he couldn’t reach her.

“Yield,” she ordered.

Oscri shook his head. “N-never,” he hissed.

“Yield!” Rakkel squeezed her arms harder and his face tinted blue, but he still refused. She laughed quietly. “Suit yourself.” The heir released him for a single moment, but as he turned, Rakkel slammed her elbow down, hitting him right in the temple.

Oscri’s eyes rolled back into his head, his body going limp. Pushing him off, Rakkel jumped to her feet, bowing to the screaming karls.

It took two men—one who looked like his brother—to drag him away.

“Worried?” Ottoh leaned over, his breath smelling of wine, as three servants cleaned up the worst of the blood on the ground. “You should be able to take several of them at the same time, shouldn’t you?”

His question came right as the karls quieted, and eyes shot our way. Bile burned in my throat when they held their breaths, the karls closest to us waiting for my response. I swiped a cup from the nearest servant and made myself sip it slowly to buy time.

I did not wish to be forced up there.

“Well?” Ottoh demanded, throwing a cruel quirk of his mouth toward the karls. “Are you scared, Sweengard?”

The king turned our way, the expression on his face unreadable as conversations died out. Viljan inched closer when a different type of hunger settled over the crowd, the atmosphere shifting into an impatient violence that jabbed against my skin. After Rakkel’s performance, the karls were out for blood, and they were wondering if I was worth hunting.

I needed to play this carefully, because I could not stand in that ring. Covering the pulse pounding at the bottom of my neck with my hand, I used the other to take another swig of wine.

“I’m bored,” I rasped after I swallowed, clenching my fingers around my goblet so they wouldn’t shake. “Our fights at Oenskan are far more impressive.”

Rakkel arched a brow my way as she threw herself onto her chair.

“You should go up there, then,” she said. “Perhaps you could teach us something.”

“Yes, Sweengard,” Ottoh added. “Please show us your ways.”

“That sounds even less entertaining,” I replied before rounding my mouth in a fake yawn, doing my best to appear the spoiled heir those whispers following me up from the harbor had accused me of being. “I see no honorable rivals here, and I have no desire to foul myself by killing an unworthy opponent.”

The gazes that had been curious—seeking—turned hostile.

Ivren and Adrion ended their conversation, looking over at me, the former with horror shadowing his features. Rakkel shook her head, and even Ottoh scoffed as murmurs rose over the initiates.

“Who does she think she is, refusing to fight us?”

“She would be nothing without her father’s rune.”

“It’s not even her own. She hasn’t earned hers yet.”

“I’ll show her an honorable fight.”

“She should watch her back.”

Ottoh’s chuckle layered around my neck like a noose. “That’s one way to end your bloodline. Questioning all the karls’ honor?” He shook his head. “You better sleep with that sword.”

Plastering a superior smirk across my face, I rose from my chair. “I’m tired from my travels.” I turned to the king, my heart fighting to escape my rib cage as I gambled with my next words. “Do you wish me to show how to best kill four men at once, or may I be excused?”

As more outraged cries came behind me, calls for me to stand by my words, a nervous shudder ran up my spine, but I hid it by playing my fingers over the sword hilt sticking up behind my back.

“You can go.” The king’s focus was thankfully on the full plate of fish that was being brought in. “Anyone else who wishes to leave?”

Ottoh jumped to his feet. “Not me. I’ll fight the next one.” His brows bounced as he stared from me to the karls pressing in, their furious faces turned my way. “I’m not afraid to see if you can avoid getting hit by my precise punches.”

A loud cheer went through the crowd.

I kept my chin up as I walked through the initiates, heading out of the tent. While they parted for me, their contemptuous glares burned, and I pretended not to notice the spit landing on my cheek and dripping down my collarbone.

Tears blurred my eyes when I finally reached the flaps leading out into the night, and as soon as I escaped the tent, I started running.
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Asummer gale whistled through the sails of the ships when I reached the harbor, and it was as if the ships had heard the venom I’d spilled back there, because the creaking of the hulls shifting in the water carried a malicious edge.

The shadows falling from tall vessels and towering sails seemed darker, more volatile, and I whipped around when the sense of being followed brushed over my neck. The hushed songs of water and wind and battle had shifted into a slow beat of honor—one that quieted every time I passed one of their ports.

They didn’t want me here.

My boots struck the damp wood as I walked across the dock, using my hand to shield my neck and with my eyes down. When the shadows continued to dance threateningly in my path, I wanted nothing more than to hiss that I didn’t want to be here either. But while our ships didn’t have eyes, they did listen. The wood heard everything. I couldn’t be sure who they’d tell if I unloaded any of my worries.

When I closed my eyes, breathing in the smell of snow in the distance and the salt of the waves, I could pretend I was walking toward my father’s ships, toward the silver oak that grew on our lands after the tree had blessed him. I could pretend it would sing to me to calm my racing heart, and that it would bring me out, away from the mess I’d left behind in the tent, and let the waves wash away the lingering stickiness coating my skin.

As I walked blindly, balancing on the narrow dock, my heart leaped into my throat when a loud slam of wood splintered through the night. With my hand against my heaving chest, I reeled backward.

The brow had slammed down from the onyx ship I’d admired what felt like a lifetime ago, but which was only a few short hours. The ship’s sleek hull gleamed like a night sky without stars. I traced my fingers over the beautifully carved planks, and it pulsed with life. Unlike with my father’s ships, no blood memory of battle or travels trickled through my veins, but a familiar aching for freedom and wide seas wound around my heart, and I pressed my palm against the side.

Boarding ships that weren’t your own was not only frowned upon but an invitation to a duel. But when I glanced over my shoulder, the harbor was quiet. And while the other ships still shrouded the dock in cold shadows, this one purred beneath my touch, as if she hadn’t taken to the seas in a long time.

I cast another look up the winding path to the Hird. Music and laughter and shouts still poured out from the tent, warm light from the fires spilling onto the ground, dancing far across the trampled grass.

I only wanted some company. It wasn’t like I would actually sail her out.

No one needed to find out.

“Can I come up?” I whispered.

The ship swayed as if taking a phantom wave. I took that as a yes.

Trying to make my steps as silent as Rakkel’s when she pulled energy from her rune, I sneaked up the brow. The deck was empty, not a single item betraying whose ship this was, nor where it had come from. It must have belonged to one of the king’s warriors, though. Or perhaps someone in his court. Only a high-standing Viking could claim such a beautifully powerful vessel.

As if she heard my thoughts, the ship trimmed her sails, and I yelped when the brow flew up with a crack that made every muscle in my body tense, although that was nothing compared to when the vessel started moving, expertly navigating the crowded harbor.

“No, no, no,” I rushed out. “Stop!”

The ship listened about as well as I had when Viljan hissed my name as I left the tent.

Wind bit into my cheeks, but I couldn’t enjoy it. The breeze was also filled with the scorn of the other ships, their bows twisted toward us as if contemplating whether it was worth the collision to hinder our exit. A tremor began in my hands when the vessel I stood upon braced instead of slowed, racing us out toward the open waters.

My face strained in the harsh wind when she picked up speed, and there was no hope of keeping down my grin as she banked, the hull brushing the mirror-like surface, and my stomach turned, not with fear but excitement. I couldn’t do much else but hold on as the ship flew across the water, breaking the moon’s reflection as she fought to play and whirl and dance.

Some of the pain that had kept my chest constricted since that evening when our own ships’ souls died with my father softened, and I took my first full breath in ten sundowns.

I’d forgotten what it was like to lose yourself in the wind and water, thinking only about where to turn next—what world to explore first.

Leaning over the railing, I giggled as water splashed across my face and chest and the wind whipped my dress and hair wherever it wished. My body softened, easily taking every swerve and bank, and it was as if I became one with the vessel. My giggle turned into laughter, and I grinned into the harsh wind, the sound that left me growing louder and louder until it stuck in my throat.

When the first tear came, the ship slowed, winding gently between stone islands that peeked through the brackish water.

I slapped my hand over my mouth, but it was useless. The whispers and looks and the disdain filling not only the karls’ faces but the other heirs’ haunted me. A vicious sob wrangled out of my mouth. When I remembered Viljan’s terror and despair next, so tangible I could feel it in my marrow, there was no stopping the rest. I sobbed so hard I gagged, and my fingers went numb from gripping the railing to keep my body upright.

I wasn’t sure if I was crying for Lika and my father. Or for my people, who had such little hope but kept it all the same. Or for Viljan, who’d sworn to protect me and who stood helpless by my side. Or for the karls, who’d expected a strong heir but who got me—a girl they believed thought nothing of them, who didn’t even deem them worthy of fighting.

Perhaps all of them.
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We must have sailed for hours, because when the ship finally turned back to the harbor, my cheeks were dry. I unfurled my stiff fingers, and after wiping away any stray tears, I did my best to smooth out my hair. If someone noticed the ship had been missing, I couldn’t have them even suspect me.

The harbor was still silent as we sailed in, and I blew out a breath of relief at the empty docks and the still water. Even the ships were quieter. They tracked us coming in, their disapproval creating ringlets on the water, but the loud whirring and creaking had faded with the last of the sun’s shadows.

When the ship came to a smooth stop, elegantly moving into the tight pocket where she’d rested before, I patted her railing.

“Thank you,” I mumbled. “I didn’t know how much I needed that.”

She was silent in response, but after that wild ride, I wasn’t surprised. My own limbs were tired and fraught, and my legs shook as I made my way down the wooden brow. I’d taken only a step onto the dock when something flashed in the corner of my eye. A strike raised my pulse, and my back slammed into the side of the ship, taking my breath with it.

“What the fuck do you think you are doing?” A face came into mine, and I groaned when my vision cleared and the warrior from earlier, the one with the accent and the cropped pale hair and the tattoos, snarled at me.

“Please tell me this isn’t your ship,” I croaked.

I held on to little hope, though, because his forearm was against my throat, taking nearly all my air, and the hull behind me did nothing, not a single vibration or buzz.

“Of course she is mine,” he replied in that melodic lilt. “What were you doing with her?”

I tried to swallow, but it was impossible with the pressure against my neck. Farther in on the dock, a small crowd was gathering. All were warriors, including the one with the terrifying scar, and none of them moved as the man before me pinned me against his ship, my bare skin grating against the wood until I was sure I’d be bruised tomorrow.

“Nothing,” I got out.

He released the pressure, then rammed me against the ship so hard that my head snapped forward, then back again, smacking against the wood with a thud that echoed across the water. The warriors still hadn’t moved, and as my eyes darted to the side, dread set its wicked claws into my heart.

“No one will help you here,” the man hissed. A dark laugh followed. “No one will help you back there either,” he continued. “Not after what you did.”

Shame burned across my chest.

He was right. The crowd I’d left behind would sooner cheer him on as he cracked my skull open than help me.

I tried to keep adrenaline from flooding my body, but it was impossible as I looked up at him. He must have been six five to my five five, his muscled arms as wide as my waist, and the axe that hung across his back was the most lethal I’d ever seen, its sharp edge longer than my entire arm.

“What are you waiting for?” the man said, his harsh breaths sweeping over me.

“W-what?” I asked, trying to figure out how I was going to explain this away.

My father wouldn’t have accepted someone sailing his ship. Neither would I when I’d had my own.

“Are you not going to… how do you say? Teach me a lesson?” He tilted his head, a challenge burning in his dark eyes.

“I— Eh. No?” I replied.

When his eyes dipped to my chest, I didn’t react fast enough to stop my hand from flying up to cover my severed mark. His arm dug more firmly into my throat, and I panted for breath when he didn’t let up this time.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” the man snarked. “I don’t look.”

“I didn’t say you did,” I hissed.

“But you thought it.” He finally let his arm drop.

“No, I didn’t.” My throat was screaming, but I refused to let my gaze gloss.

“Liar,” he said so quietly I almost didn’t catch it.

“I’m not⁠—”

“Yes, you are,” he growled.

“You act like you know me!” I blinked again against the burn behind my eyes.

“Liar. Spoiled.” His eyes flashed. “Coward. I learned all that from an hour in your company tonight. Did I miss something?”

My throat ached from something other than his arm now.

“Get off me,” I hissed.

A low sound resounded in the back of his throat, and he raised an arrogant brow. “I’m not touching you, heir.”

“Leave.”

His laugh echoed in the night. “Heirs… you believe the tide rises and falls around you. This is not your dock.”

“No, we don’t.” I tried to sneak under his outstretched arm, but his hands came down on either side of me, caging me in.

“Ah-ah,” he taunted. “Too slow.”

“Let me go,” I said furiously. “Or⁠—”

“What will you do?” He leaned down until his face hovered before mine, and he pouted. “Call that guard? He lost you after a day. He will not be a problem.” He drew his tongue over his teeth. “Will you fight me? Am I honorable enough?”

There was no hiding my trembling breaths, nor my shaking rib cage, but I did everything I could to cool my features, settle them into a mask of nothingness. I let out a silent breath before I let my eyes drag slowly—so fucking slowly—over his body. Starting from the boots that were twice the size of my own, up along his muscled legs and over his broad chest and shoulders, until I reached his stony face.

I clicked my tongue. “Killing you is not worth ripping the dress.”

The muscle in his jaw worked. “You didn’t care for the dress.”

I lifted my chin. “You’re catching on.”

His exhale blew my hair back from my face. “Brave? Or stupid?” He cracked his neck. “I don’t know yet.”

I was about to force out a laugh when he threw me onto the dock, yet again pounding any air from my lungs. Straddling me, he wound his hands around my neck, pushing the back of my head toward the water.

“I didn’t like how you talked to others back there,” he whispered against my ear, his accent coming through more in his rage. “Fight me.”

My throat clogged, but I couldn’t do anything other than shake my head.

“I said fight me,” he ordered. “Now.”

I opened my eyes to him, moving my gaze toward where his hands were wrapped around my neck. When he released his pressure, a manic cackle left me. The sound hid the fear crackling in my chest, and my smug smile drew his eyes to mine.

“Not.” I coughed, iron hissing up and down my throat. “Worth it.”

His fingers tightened around my neck again, his knees digging so hard into my arms that he cut off the blood flow to my hands. “Fight. Me.”

It took effort, but I was able to roll my eyes.

As I pressed my mouth into a thin line, he bared his teeth.

“Stupid, then,” he said, his voice lowering. “If you will not fight, you are already dead.”

My stomach twisted and ached, but I glimpsed the warriors ahead. They remained huddled in their group, their heads turned away from us, and the sounds of the feast were still ongoing. I knew I had no other choice but to play this out. To whatever end it would grant me.

“Do it, then,” I spat with the last of my air. “Do it if you dare.”

There was a shred of disbelief in his eyes. “You wish to die?”

I shook my head. “But I know you won’t do it.”

A flash of something he didn’t want me to see crossed his harsh features. He didn’t understand me—he couldn’t read me—and he fucking hated it.

“Why?” he demanded.

I hacked again, my throat searing. “Because you would have done it already.”

I had no idea if it was true or not, but as my brain starved for oxygen, that’s all that I could come up with. His face hardened, his dark brows that contrasted starkly with his pale hair pulling down.

I gasped as he rose, keeping his boots on either side of me while I struggled for breath to find its way back into my body. “I warned you not to make enemies here,” he said quietly, and a freeze seized my muscles at the loathing in his eyes. “Now you’ll find out why.”

“Fuck you.” That was all I could get out.

He didn’t even turn around as he responded, “No, thank you.” His fingers wiggled lazily. “And if I were you, I’d watch that mouth very fucking carefully. From what I saw today, you won’t last long this summer, but I can turn your numbered days into minutes if it pleases me.”

With that he spun and stalked back up the dock.

I lay for several long minutes on the dock, my chest the only thing moving.

I didn’t have any tears left, but a consuming emptiness filled me when I finally pushed my hands into the wood and started making my way back to the longhouse. Today had gone about as badly as it could without me dying.

As I took the final step off the dock, laughter and my name followed. A group of karls—a dozen or so men—walked along the path ahead of me, and I veered to the left. Sneaking into the wild woods, I found a tree with branches low enough that I could climb them.

Settling against the trunk on the one branch that looked comfortable enough, I kept my sword across my lap, and even though the night brought the mountain wind and my skin quickly paled into a sickly blue, I remained there all night.
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“Where are you going?” Viljan stormed after me as I hurried along the path from the forest to the longhouse. “And did you sleep in the woods?”

“Where did you think I was?” I asked as I kept my face forward, ignoring the karls turning after me as we sneaked between the tents, heading to where I could smell food—fish and bread and something else that made it easier to shut out the whispers following me. “On my way to Oenskan?”

“I don’t know, and I didn’t fucking like it,” he snarled. “It’s one thing running away from me at home, Vara, but here? It’s dangerous as it is, and I need to be by your side if I’m going to protect you.”

I halted so fast Viljan slid on the grass to do the same.

“How are you going to protect me?” My accusing tone wasn’t fair, but I hadn’t eaten since we stepped off the longship, and the shame from last night still lingered, lying heavy across my ribs.

I’d sneaked into the longhouse early in the morning, when the world was quiet, to grab my satchel, but there hadn’t been anything to eat, and when cots had creaked and yawns echoed over the smoldering pyres, I’d run off again. Like a coward.

Viljan shot out his arms. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “But you don’t have to do this alone. I can help you.”

I blinked away frustrated tears. But as I was about to open my mouth again, I was shoved forward, and my hands took the brunt of my weight as I slammed into the grass.

“Watch where you’re going, heir,” a redheaded man snarled as the group of karls with him snickered.

“You—” Viljan started. But as I scrambled to my feet, four men surrounded him. Despite my guard landing a vicious strike to one of their throats, they were too many. “Let go of me,” he warned quietly. “You will regret it if you don’t.”

The man chuckled as his friends surrounded me, forcing my back against a tent. A group of servants passed us, but they kept their heads down, their already hushed conversations going quiet. A few other karls who’d been walking in the same direction turned on their heels, taking another path.

“She’s the one who will regret it if she doesn’t watch out,” the man said.

“I wasn’t moving, bastard.” I slid the hilt of my sword into my hands. Not that it would do much against the five axes glinting in pale sunlight. The karls knew it as well. Sneers cut across the features of the men crowding me when they caught me eyeing their weapons.

He licked his lips. “I didn’t say when you needed to watch out.”

“Leave her alone!” Viljan groaned as one of the men struck him while the other held his arms. Blood trickled down his chin, dripping into his mouth as he bared his teeth. I refused to let the dread within me surface when fear etched itself over my guard’s face once more.

“What do you want?” I asked as the men holding Viljan dragged him backward.

The men cackled when their leader drew his gaze up and down my body.

“You at the bottom of the sea sounds pretty good.” He tilted his head. “Unless you’d want to step down and stay by my side? You’re pretty enough for a chief’s wife.”

A warning sound vibrated in my throat. “I’ll remain chief myself, thanks.”

“Ah, but you’re not chief yet.” The man waved for his friends to step aside. For the second time since we arrived yesterday, fingers wrapped around my throat. “You think so highly of yourself, but you’re nothing. Just a pretty girl born at the chief’s hearth. You heard the king yesterday. The rules of the ranks are no longer.”

My insides turned, but I refused to let him see it.

“The rules might be revoked for now, but I still have my magic,” I warned quietly. “I could crush you with one hand, and I wouldn’t even ruffle my hair.”

A wariness that had nothing to do with my poor night’s sleep, and everything to do with the lies I continued to add to each other, seized my limbs. I held back a flinch as my knees wobbled, the hand not gripping my sword seeking a steadiness the wall of the tent couldn’t provide.

The karl dragged a finger down my neck and over my collarbone. I clenched my teeth when he hooked it into my jacket. “Perhaps. But this rune won’t save you when you’re not ready.” Placing a finger beneath my chin, he tipped my head back. “I think I’d like snapping this proud neck.”

A deep voice broke in. “Geord. Always a displeasure.”

Ivren Solsken shoved two men out of his way while he strolled up to us so leisurely he might as well have been foraging for mushrooms in the forest. His mouth lifted on one side when he met my eyes, and while the handsome face framed by dark hair was all brightness and smiles, beneath his white teeth was a promise of violence.

“Solsken,” Geord said, his face still turned to me. “We have no need for you.”

“See, that’s where we have an issue, you and I. There is no we with you and my friend here.” He placed a large hand on Geord’s shoulder, his voice lowering into almost a purr—the tyga rune made his tone inviting and dominant at the same time. “Now run along, karl.”

Geord’s face twitched, but as magic twisted in the morning air, his hand dropped from my face, and he sighed through a closed jaw while he waved for his friends to follow. As soon as Viljan was released, he flew to my side, although he managed to land a hard kick to two of the men’s backs, which had them stumbling before landing face-first into the grass.

The three of us—Viljan, Ivren, and I—all straightened, our weapons lifted, when the group flipped around to face us again. Geord sucked his teeth for a long second before turning his back once more. “We’ll get her another time,” he said loudly. “Perhaps we’ll come for the Solsken heir too.”

Ivren’s eyes shot to the sky before he turned to me. “I was warned they were going to be cocky, but I didn’t realize they’d try anything in daylight.” He sheathed his sword when I did, but as I was to thank him and start walking again, he pulled me close, eyeing my neck.

“That’s exactly how I want a man to look at me,” I joked when his worried blue eyes rose. “Admiring all my bruises and cuts.”

“Elvara,” Viljan said. “This is serious. That could have gone really badly.”

As if I didn’t know that. As if my gut wasn’t twisted into a million knots. As if one of my eyes wasn’t following the men as they retreated.

“I am serious,” I said instead of the thoughts racing through my mind. “I used to be in love with Ivren when I was ten. I would have fainted back then if he looked at me like this.”

As Viljan sighed, a single dimple deepened in Ivren’s cheek as he tried not to laugh.

It was true. Ivren had been one of Lika’s best friends, and when our parents met at the tings, I’d been hopelessly, desperately in love with him. He’d known it, too, and he’d always been kind to me.

The boy he’d once been peeked through all that muscle and those angled features—the one who’d been running across the fields, chasing me around whenever Lika didn’t force him to play battle and war.

“Are you all right?” he asked as he stepped back. “That was a lot.”

“I’m fine.” I moved my hair away from my damp neck. “That was… fine.”

“That wasn’t fine.” My brother’s friend shook his head. “But you pissed a lot of people off yesterday.” His forehead creased. “Didn’t seem like you, unless the past ten years have changed everything about you.”

I grimaced before I could help it. The last ten years might not have changed me entirely, but the past ten days had. I hadn’t been the innocent young girl Ivren knew for a long time—after seeing battle and death and the darkness of the world, I couldn’t be—but when I left my home, any last remaining traces of her had been erased.

There was an understanding in Ivren’s gaze I didn’t like, so I quickly switched the subject as we began walking toward the food tent. “What are you doing here? I thought your sister was inheriting the Solsken throne.”

Ivren’s smile was a thin, sad line.

“A sickness claimed my sister’s strength a handful of moons ago,” he said quietly. “The burden of the Solsken rule has fallen to me.”

“I’m sorry.” I tugged the collar of my jacket. “She was always kind.”

“She’s alive.” Ivren shrugged. “That’s all my family can ask for.”

I took a fast inhale at the sharpness winding its way through my chest, which made Viljan shift his weight. I needed to redirect this conversation before I did something stupid.

Like cry and tell Ivren everything.

“Well…” I nodded to Ivren’s tall frame. “Those muscles should help you during the trials. You didn’t have those back when we’d play on the muddy beaches of Gotravik.”

A laugh burst from his lips. “Is that a compliment?”

Heat crept up my neck.
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“Don’t get shy on me now.” Ivren chuckled. “You grew up as well, Elvara Sweengard.” He gave me an appreciative look. “You really grew up.”

Viljan made a sound that should have made the hairs on Ivren’s body stand on end, but that only made the Solsken heir laugh harder.

“Come on.” He waved toward me. “You might be her guard, but you have eyes. Beauty isn’t only for the hands, is it?”

“Enough,” I said as Viljan’s growl shook the ground beneath my feet. “Save your silver tongue for someone else.”

“But I was only getting started,” Ivren teased. “Lika didn’t tell me his sister had become so beautiful. I need to have a word with him.”

I cocked my head, swallowing the knives jabbing at my throat. “Do these lines ever work for you?”

“When I’m lucky.” He grinned. “But you’re too clever for me, aren’t you?”

“I fucking hope so,” Viljan snarled softly.

I rolled my eyes. “He’s only joking, Viljan.”

“Mostly.” Ivren threw a look over his shoulder, toward the longhouse where initiates were spilling out from the double doors. “Speaking of your brother. Is he coming to support you? I’m surprised he would give up his spot as heir. When we spoke a few moons ago, he was set on being here.”

It was like taking an axe to the heart, but I pulled my lips into the widest smile I could muster.

“He isn’t.” I laughed, and although the sound felt strange leaving my throat, like a foreign lump I had to expel, it was convincing enough. “You know my father. He found a new piece of land with crops we’d never seen before. He couldn’t resist, and he wanted Lika with him. Lika can’t say no to an epic battle—being a war hero and all that helps him with his women—and since I’ve been secretly training as heir, my father decided I would take over while Lika continues to manage our warriors. It’s been really⁠—”

Viljan cleared his throat, and when I turned, he made a cut-it-out gesture with his hands.

Fuck. I’d been rambling. I snapped my lips shut, fighting for my life to keep the smile plastered on my face, my teeth clenched so hard my jaw started to ache.

Ivren’s dark brows pulled, his eyes shooting from the overgrown forest behind us to the food tent from which mouthwatering scents drifted our way—wood, meat, and rich ale filling the summer breeze—and then back again.

I saw the exact moment he understood.

He jerked back for a moment. Then his eyes glossed. His hands fisted by his sides.

His voice lowered, only a fraction, but enough for me to hear everything he wanted to say in the one word he uttered. “Elvara.”

“Fuck,” Viljan growled.

When metal clinked, my stomach flipped, and despite the warm summer night, my veins froze to ice as Viljan gripped his axes in his hands and stalked closer to me than he’d ever done before.

Five feet.

Four.

Three.

“Stop,” I croaked, and I wasn’t entirely certain at first what the expression on Viljan’s face was—what the wild eyes, flushed cheeks, and thin lips meant. But then his brows drew high, and I realized it was surprise. I’d surprised him for the first time in the ten years he’d protected me, and not in a good way.

“I—” I started, but Ivren interrupted me.

“May Odin protect them on their journey,” he said, his smile returning, albeit turning far cooler when it moved Viljan’s way. “Apologies, I was disappointed at first—I’d looked forward to spending the next few years with Lika, but of course furthering our king’s borders is more important. I’m glad he sees it. And I am glad you’re here, Elvara. I’m sure we’ll be good friends as well.”

I narrowed my eyes, but he only hiked his lips higher, his head shaking almost imperceptibly. Ivren’s eyes drew to the groups of karls walking around us, and he whispered, “Not here. Never here. There is always someone listening.”

His voice returned to the deep one he’d greeted us with as he continued. “I see now. You definitely shouldn’t waste your power on these karls,” he said loudly enough for anyone to hear. “I still remember my bruises from when we last practiced.”

We’d never practiced—Lika had been too protective for that—but I gave him a teasing smile anyway. As I kept my face his way, my foot snagged on a spot on the ground where the grass hadn’t been so trampled, and Ivren’s hand flew out to steady me. My body swayed, nearly bringing me down once more, before his strong fingers locked around my wrist.

“Careful,” he said quietly. “You need to be careful here, Elvara.”

My eyes darted between his. As I pulled a sharp breath at the warning in his tone, his hand was ripped away, and Ivren flew backward onto grassy ground.

“Don’t touch her,” my guard snarled, moving both himself and Ivren out of my space.

Ivren chuckled hoarsely. “Her father’s rules don’t apply to me, karl. Besides, me touching her… that’s the least of your problems if you intend to keep her safe.” He nodded to Geord and the others who stood watching. “That’s where you need to keep your focus.”

“I intend to do both, heir,” Viljan shot back. The vein on his neck strained as he and Ivren shoved out their chests, trying to stare each other down, each used to being the largest man in the room.

By fucking Odin.

“Stop,” I ordered.

Ivren’s dark blue and Viljan’s light blue eyes flew to mine.

“Just stop,” I echoed. “Ivren is right. He’s not the issue.” When Viljan’s face angled to his damp boots, I added, “You’re also right, Viljan.”

I offered Ivren my hand, helping him up from the grass. “I decide if someone gets to put their hands on me, and I don’t recall giving you permission.”

Ivren did nothing to keep away the grin spreading across his face.

“You have really changed, haven’t you?” he said. “I don’t recall you being so authoritative.”

“It’s been what? Ten years?” I lifted my shoulders. “I am the Sweengard heir. Of course I’ve changed.”

Ivren wiggled his brows. “I like it.”

“For fuck’s s—” Viljan started.

“Viljan,” I warned, silencing him.

“You watch it as well,” I added when Ivren laughed. “Now, I need to eat something before I bite either of your heads off.”

“I’ll join you,” Ivren said at the same time Viljan growled, “Not without me.”

I shook my head. “You can’t protect me every minute of every day, you know.”

“Yes, I can,” Viljan argued.

“Maybe not,” Ivren replied. “But I am quite fun to have around.”

My eyes rolled into my head before I gave Ivren a sharp flick of my wrist. “Thank you for helping us back there, but I’m sure you have somewhere to be.”

He waited for a beat, but as he saw the truth in my eyes, he gave me a slow nod. Ivren spun on his heel, a shadow of a smile still twisting his lips.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Viljan’s arms folded over his chest.

“I didn’t ask you to,” I said as I joined the line for food. “I assume you haven’t eaten either.”

And I had a feeling I would need Viljan to be in peak form if our days continued like this.
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Ishifted on the chair as yet another karl bled his life force into the grass before me. Not because the death made me uncomfortable, but this was the fifth night we’d been forced to sit through karls beating each other up. While the other heirs had fought for a night or two, the last few they’d joined me in sitting back and watching.

I accepted a cup of wine from the servant girl I’d run into on the first day to have something to do—and because I hoped it might quell my rumbling stomach.

To Viljan’s dismay, I’d continued to stay in the woods overnight, and I avoided the camp, and the karls, as much as I could, which meant food had been scarce. If I managed to get one meal a day, I was lucky.

I’d also refused Viljan’s demand to join me at night. I told him I wanted the space, but really I’d overheard Geord instruct his men to keep track of me and my guard, and it was easier to sneak away without a man trailing me.

When I wasn’t able to quell a yawn, a murderous gaze pressed against my skin.

The warrior whose ship I’d accidentally borrowed glared at me from his place behind the king’s left shoulder. I was tempted to raise my brows in silent defiance, but before I acted on the impulse, I took a deep sip of wine instead. I’d managed to stay out of trouble entirely by keeping to myself, and I would continue to do so for as long as I could.

The strange Viking looked as tired as I felt, with deep purple circles beneath his eyes that did nothing to make his appearance less terrifying. On the contrary, they emphasized the little patience I imagined he had—especially as he dragged his teeth over his bottom lip like a hound on a too-short chain.

As the servants cleaned up the blood before us, the previous nights’ cheering was nowhere to be heard. There were fewer karls now. Some had met the gods already, and those who remained were beaten and exhausted. Unlike us heirs, who were allowed to roam as we pleased while we waited for the trials to formally begin, the karls trained hard from dawn to dusk, as many of them hadn’t received the same drilling in fighting and battle that we had ever since we could walk on two legs.

I didn’t doubt that contributed to the fates of the five men and women who’d died tonight. The brawls were becoming sloppy, and the same five or six men won each time.

“Bored?” a deep voice hissed into my ear.

I sat up straight as the warrior’s hot breath hit my skin.

“Yes,” I forced out. “These karls are tired.” I almost added, Not as tired as you look, though, but I managed to bite it down when Ivren shot me a sideways look.

“Maybe we should give them a break.”

I didn’t like his tone at all, but when I twisted in the chair, he was gone.

I tracked him as he walked over to the king and whispered something in his ear. A hammering began behind my ribs, my racing pulse making me lightheaded when the king smirked and raised a hand to quiet the musicians in the corner behind him.

Ivren’s hand flew to my knee as my leg started bouncing up and down when the king rose. “Karls, you’ve done well the past nights.” King Gustief turned to our row. “Let’s do something different, shall we?”

“It’ll be fine,” my brother’s friend whispered when my other leg started jerking instead.

I had a feeling it would not be. One that was confirmed when the king continued.

“A challenge between heirs. First to draw blood with their sword gets a shipment of wine and ale sent back to their island.”

The drained energy returned, and excited shouts tore through the tent, feet stomping against the hard-packed grass. The karls who’d been sitting on the ground rose, and the crowd shuffled forward until it felt like I couldn’t breathe.

I placed my hands beneath my thighs as the weight of my sword pressed against my back. Not only did I not have my rune, but I had barely eaten enough to keep my strides steady. There was no way I would be able to hide the weakness of my body when I held my blade.

Viljan’s breath blew through my hair, making me tremble.

He was too close. My guard’s hand hovered by my arm, fingers nearly skimming it, as if he would grab me and drag me out of there any second now.

I rose on legs that trembled like a frayed bowstring.

The king laughed as deadly tension cut through the crowd. “Look at that. Our Sweengard heir is finally ready to show off her divine strength.”

I couldn’t muster a smile. This was it. I’d managed to survive a week before I was found out. My mother would probably be surprised I’d lasted this long.

A raging fire lit behind my eyes, pressing to be released. I’d done everything I could. I’d taken every word thrown at me. Every shove. Every vicious glare. I’d even slept in the forest like a spineless recreant.

I watched the king clap his hands—saw the crowd take soot from the five fires and draw dark lines across their faces—but I heard nothing. My head was filled with cotton as the karls, faces shiny from the fat they’d gobbled down, opened their mouths and hurled their taunts.

When my monarch stepped forward, I saw only my executioner, his excitement for a flame I no longer carried squeezing my veins until my blood flowed so slowly my heart might as well stop. Viljan moved when I did, like my cursed shadow that would go down too soon.

This time, I turned his way. There wasn’t anything else I could do.

You didn’t say no to the king—that was only a different death sentence.

When Viljan bowed his head, I gave him a fracture of a smile.

He wouldn’t run. When they found out, he would seal his back against mine, and we’d take down as many as we could.

A Sweengard always fought to the end. All Vikings did. It was the only way we’d be allowed into Valhalla, where heroes shared long tables full of the finest food and wine and ale, and where Odin offered a harbor for weary bones.

My smile slipped when I thought of my actions the past few days. Hiding from my enemies and lying and skulking in the shadows wasn’t exactly worthy of sagas and songs. But I didn’t have a choice. Surely the gods would see that.

I unsheathed my sword.

Viljan held my gaze as he clutched the handles of his two axes.

“Until my body is but blackened ash,” he mouthed.

“See you in Valhalla,” I whispered.

Viljan gave me a grim look, his fingers tapping the wooden shafts.

“No weapons.” The rude warrior came to Gustief’s side, his tongue peeking through as he smirked my way. A shadow of surprise crossed the king’s face, but it vanished a second later, as if it had never been there at all.

“No weapons?” the king echoed.

“Too easy.” The warrior showed his teeth when Ottoh made a sound of protest. “Let them fight with hands. Get a little dirty before we train them.”

There was that strange shift in his words again. Almost as if they were difficult for him to get out.

“I like it.” King Gustief clapped a heavy hand on the warrior’s shoulder before he stepped back, gesturing for the man to go on.

“Who will fight her?” the warrior called.

The crowd’s jeers hit the air like whips.

Viljan inched closer when no one stepped forward.

“Fuck no,” Ottoh mumbled. “It’s not fair. She’s stronger than all of us.”

“She’s been waiting for this,” Adrion added. “So she can humiliate us.”

I gripped the sword so hard my hand ached as someone came up behind my left shoulder, his hand pressing once in the middle of my back before he settled by my side.

“I’ll fight her.” Ivren’s elbow nudged mine. “I’ve been shamed enough times by your brother. I’m sure I’ll survive being bested by you too.”

“Great,” the king shouted. “The Solsken heir and the Sweengard will fight until first blood.”

“Ivren!”

“Ivren!”

“Ivren!”

The crowd started chanting his name as I turned my head over my shoulder.

“What are you doing?” I hissed under my breath.

He knew. He knew exactly what did not flow through my veins—what had faded on my heart and died with my father. I wouldn’t win if I fought him. I’d seen him with the others. I might get one punch in, but as soon as he landed one, I’d be on the grass.

“Trust me,” Ivren whispered.

“No,” Viljan snarled quietly as he came to my other side. “Don’t fucking trust him.”

I stared between the two men, my pulse thudding through my limbs.

“What are you waiting for?” the king called. “Get started!”

I couldn’t think. The crowd started calling for blood, a drum starting somewhere else, the pounding vibrating through my feet and up my body. Fear and confusion and desperation coiled into my gut until it felt like my stomach turned into one big knot.

“Elvara, trust me,” Ivren urged.

“I—”

Ivren might have been Lika’s friend, and so far he hadn’t revealed my secret.

But what was his plan now? I couldn’t win against him. Not like this.

A scoff wrapped around us before both Ivren and I were shoved forward, into the ring. “The world does not move at your command, heirs. Get fighting.” The warrior arrogantly arched his brows before nodding to someone behind me. The next second, another man took my sword and shield, leaving me facing my brother’s best friend.

A growl rumbled in Viljan’s chest. He was paler than I’d ever seen him, but that did nothing to make him seem less terrifying. On the contrary, that fury coursing through his veins made him seem like a vengeful ghost.

“Take her guard.”

At the warrior’s demand, two men came to drag Viljan away, but it took two more to actually do it. He snapped his teeth at the men who held on to his arms, but he still managed to mouth, “Don’t trust him!”

I should have ordered him to stay back, but I couldn’t. Not when I’d doom us both, and everyone we’d ever known, if this turned out the way I expected.

Viljan was right. I couldn’t trust anyone.

“Come on!” the king called as he raised a goblet to more cheers from the crowd. “We want blood!”

“Blood!”

“Blood!”

“Blood!”

I tasted worry when the hall erupted in a low, hungry rumble. The tent got warmer, the flames from the five fires reaching for the wool and leather, when Ivren started stalking in a circle around me. His face was twisted with the shadows dancing over it, the two streaks of coal beneath his left eye making his grin seem darker—menacing instead of amused.

As he reached out a hand and beckoned me, the karls roared.

“Get her!”

“Don’t let her win, Solsken.”

“We want to see Sweengard blood!”

This was the entertainment they had been waiting for. No swords. No shields. Just skin, bone, and the desperate struggle to win.

Ivren’s brows wiggled as if he was inviting me to dance, not into a fight I was doomed to lose. He lunged, but I kept my distance, whirling away from him.

What was he doing? What was his plan here? And why?

I searched his eyes for a trap, but there was nothing there I could hold on to.

“Come on,” he called. “If you’re going to humiliate me, you better do it now.”

I didn’t respond, only moved when he did, maintaining the ten feet between us.

The initiates started clapping, a slow, lethal rhythm that shook my spine. It echoed through the tent, rattling the goblets on the tables and the bone the thrones on the dais were made of.

In the next second Ivren was on me, and I hated myself for the surprised yelp leaving me. His hand cupped my neck, and as he dragged me to him as if he was going to get my legs out from beneath me, his lips found my ear and he hissed, “Take me down.”

A lump sprang into my throat.

“No,” I breathed as I wound my hands around his back.

“Yes,” he snapped back. “Take. Me. Down.”

I tried to clear my throat, but it was futile.

I couldn’t take him down. This wasn’t our way. This wasn’t the Viking way.

We fought until blood or iron or dirt or pride took us.

I tried to say so—tried to tell him it’d bring dishonor to my people, to my family—but Ivren didn’t give me time to respond as his leg shot out. I reacted on instinct, shoving him away from me. He flew back with far more power than I’d used, and I almost folded over when he, with perfect precision, fell onto his ass.

I was the only one who saw his wink.

“No!”

“Ivren, back on your feet!”

“Get her!”

The mockery around us made my muscles twitch, and the air grew even hotter.

A line of sweat trickled down my back as my mind went blank.

“Take her out!” I heard someone scream, as if from far away.

Ivren was still on the ground, pretending to catch his breath. I cast Viljan a desperate look, but there was nothing to be found in his face. Only sorrow.

Please. Please tell me what to do.

This couldn’t be the way. But my guard only stared back at me with a gaze as empty as my body felt. He had no solution—no other option. My hands flexed by my sides.

What I’d done the past few days might be forgiven by the gods. But cheating like this? Pretending to win a fight I didn’t deserve? Odin wouldn’t overlook that. Neither would any of the other gods. The honor of the fight was embedded into our marrow. It was the key to unlocking the doors of Valhalla.

Viljan averted his gaze.

A glacial wind blew through the tent, sending sparks toward the ceiling.

For a second, black smoke covered my line of sight. The breeze seeped into my blood, and I knew. I would do this. For my people and my family I would do this if it allowed me to stay alive a little bit longer. And I would sentence myself to an eternity in Helheim for it, walking a realm of only ice and mist and dampness.

Bile burned in my throat when I turned to Ivren, and his eyes flashed at whatever he saw in my face. As I charged him, he jumped up onto his feet again, and we began a twisted dance.

My knuckles found his jaw again and again with a force that looked lethal but felt hollow. Ivren played his part, his head snapping back with every exaggerated blow. But when he struck back, the contact was nothing more than a brush of skin. He was shielding me even as he beat me, and the mercy of it tasted like poison.

It was everything I’d been taught not to do.

Shoving him back, I screamed out my shame when he fell once more, his hands pressing against his chest as if I had knocked the air out of him.

“Get him!”

The crowd pressed in, and even the heirs were cheering for the end now.

I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this.

Sweengards might lie, but we didn’t cheat. We were honorable. We treated every person with respect. We didn’t take what wasn’t ours. This—what I was doing now—went against everything my father had drilled into me.

It wasn’t even about Helheim. It was about dishonoring his memory.

I dragged my feet across the ground, every step a betrayal of the honor and pride that had been scorched into my flesh since birth—repeated again and again so I’d know the gods were always watching, always waiting in the shadows. As I moved, a pair of dark eyes locked onto mine, unblinking and cold enough to freeze the breath in my lungs.

The warrior’s brow arched, a slow, deliberate movement that felt like a blade’s nick. It was the same look he’d given me earlier—like he’d already seen my soul, and found it wanting.

Coward.

I read the verdict in his gaze.

He knew. He knew that Ivren was letting me win.

I wasn’t sure how, but he did.

When my feet stuttered, his lips twitched. I was already walking the edge, but the slight curl of those lethal lips set my blood aflame, and a snarl that made the crowd cheer louder than they had all night ripped from me.

I was many things, but I wasn’t a fucking coward.

“End it, heir,” the warrior ordered.

The urge to lunge at him became a fever in my blood, hot and demanding. I wanted to bury my knuckles in his throat and feel it crush under my weight. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

Instead, tears clouded my vision when I caught Ivren in the middle of getting to his feet, and my fist connected with his nose with a sickening, wet thud that sent a jolt of lightning up my arm. As he truly stumbled this time, the hot, metallic spray of his blood painted my clothing—a crimson reminder of everything I would do and everyone I would betray to save my people.

The Vikings around me went wild when I screamed through my teeth.

Viljan, his hard face turned to the grass, was the only one who wasn’t looking at me.

I made my decision then. I would not survive this summer—that much was clear. And even if by some miracle I did, my people couldn’t be led by a Viking destined for Hel. But they could be led by Viljan. If I stayed alive only for as long as it took me to choose him as my second—the one who would become heir if I no longer breathed—and protect his honor best I could in the process, I’d have served my purpose.

I dragged my palms across the mess on my leathers, and as my father’s and Lika’s faces flashed in my mind, I drew two streaks of blood across my cheeks—a furious offering to the gods who were watching me shame my name.

I cried out again, the sound tearing from my lungs until the crowd swallowed it, echoing back a roar of victory I didn’t deserve.

Laughter bubbled through my throat. It wasn’t a triumph; it was the sound of my soul shedding its skin. It might have started back home, but now I’d truly let the girl from Oenskan drown in the blood of my friend, leaving everything I’d ever been behind.

Honorable. Truthful. Proud. A firstborn daughter to a mighty chieftain.

The gods would brand me a coward and a cheat for the way I’d fought today.

I caught my breath, stumbling backward from the ring.

But that’s what my people need.

Someone to fight for them. Even if I had to fight dirty. Even if I had to cheat.

The laughter died in my throat at the faces circling the pit.

My people didn’t need an heir. They didn’t need someone the gods would warmly welcome into Valhalla. They didn’t need a hero.

I didn’t look as the deafening war cries rumbled through the air like thunder while the warrior declared me the winner, or when the king gave a single clap—confirmation that he was pleased with the bloodshed. My chest heaved as I tilted my head back, the blood streaks on my cheeks tightening as they dried.

Honor was for those who could afford to die.

I was choosing the power of those who refused to.

I might not be a hero in the end.

But I was a survivor.
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Ibarely registered Adrion fighting Ottoh, nor the wet thud as a blow split Adrion’s brow, sending a rush of blood down his face. And I watched as if from outside my body when Rakkel faced Ivren, and how despite his eyes still being glassy and unfocused from my strike, he drew first blood in less than a minute.

Viljan stood beside me when the king threw out his hands, silencing the hungry crowd that was crying for more blood. I felt his eyes on my face, but I stood stiff, staring straight ahead as he whispered, “You’ll be all right.”

I barely moved as I responded, “I know.”

“We knew this would be hard,” Viljan continued as some of the king’s men carried out trays with goblets and cups of wine and ale, offering them to the feral karls crowding around us.

“I did what I had to do,” I whispered through my teeth. “It might not be what will make the gods proud, but it is what might save us. Now please give me some space.”

“Elvara—”

“I said, give me some space. You’re my guard still, and you follow my orders,” I snarled.

His brows flew upward, but Viljan didn’t say anything else as he backed up, taking up a spot beside the other heirs’ guards to the left of the dais. I kept my eyes on my bloodied boots as the king began speaking once more.

“Now that we’ve had a taste of what this summer will bring…” The king raised his cup, and the Vikings standing in a half circle behind me roared. “Welcome to the Hird, and our first trials!”

The collective shouts made the ground beneath my feet vibrate.

Rakkel shuffled closer to me when the people surrounding us began a chant, a low hum in the back of their throats—a wordless song of pillaging and war and glory. Ivren took her other side, and Ottoh and Adrion took up spots behind us when the crowd hemmed us in, a wall of breathing flesh, forcing us closer to the dais.

“A new generation of Viking leaders. Five heirs to lead us into the next era.” The king drew his hand across his neck, and the tent fell silent. “Fresh blood is the marrow of our people. We cannot evolve without the younger generation’s fire, and we cannot survive if we cling to a weak legacy. If a ruling family is found wanting, they aren’t leaders anymore; they are obstacles. And obstacles are meant to be broken.”

“Apart from you, of course,” Adrion whispered, the words hard.

Fear made my neck stiff.

Adrion’s face was cold as he licked blood from his brow off his lips.

Was he drunk? If not, what the fuck was he thinking?

We all grumbled about the king from time to time, especially lately, with all the retaliation from the realms he forced us to invade, but it was done between the safe walls of our home. The thought alone could get Adrion killed.

Shuffling closer to King Gustief, I put myself out of earshot. I wouldn’t seek out my fate in Hel early because of a drunk boy’s need to express himself.

King Gustief drummed his nails against his goblet. “The summer trials will take place over the next two moons. As always, the trials are divided into blood, wood, and steel.”

Three loud cheers followed from the crowd.

The king raised his fist. “First each heir will select their iron-bound—their second, third, and fourth. Their closest men and women, and the ones who will guard their backs throughout the trials and at the Hird, and the rest of their lives.” When the king turned to us, we straightened under his sharp eyes. “I advise you to choose carefully. Blood can be poisonous, and old ties can be chains. The three men or women you are to select will be bound to you until you enter the gates of Valhalla.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Viljan shift. While only part of what the king had said was true for me, I gave a single nod.

Viljan would be my second—the one to take over as heir.

But I’d also have to find a suitable third and fourth. Ones who wouldn’t find a way to turn us in if they learned of the rune that had bled dry on our chests.

I accidentally caught Ottoh’s eyes when I turned my head over my shoulder, and the heir smirked before he asked, “What happens if one of our iron-bound dies at the Hird?”

The king’s grin was slow. “If they fall at the Hird, you fall with them. A leader is only as much as his people, and a broken shield wall protects no one. But if one of the heirs dies”—Gustief took his time to stare down each one of us—“your second will become the new heir for your fylki, and he or she will be able to select a new iron-bound as his fourth.” He lifted his gaze to the rest of the tent. “While the majority of you will not be chosen as these heirs’ iron-bound, you will also go through the Hird. You have been selected out of the five fylkis because of your exceptional skills and strengths. All of you will become warriors. All have a place in our nation. At the end of the summer you will be placed into one of the five sections at the academy, under one of the five heirs. When you graduate you will follow that heir home, and for many of you that means leaving your old people for a new one.”

I swallowed when heavy stares burned into my back.

Rakkel’s stance wavered for a second as well, and even Ivren’s grin dimmed.

The people in my village—in my father’s chiefdom—were family. The ones surrounding me now? They should not be enemies, but what else could they be when the king painted such a pretty target on our backs? When they had a way to climb to the top of the hierarchy by spilling only one person’s blood?

The king continued as if the bloodthirst in the tent hadn’t amplified tenfold. “Once the iron-bounds have been established and the bonds formed, there will be two trials. One for wood and one for steel—earning your ships and your blades.” A grim satisfaction settled over his features. “That reminds me. Warriors?”

At the wave of the king’s hand, his men stalked up to us. As one of them ripped Rakkel’s blade out of her scabbard, my fingers closed around the hilt of my own. It had been forged by the blacksmiths in my village, blessed by the sword my father had earned during his time at the Hird.

I backed up, my shoulder slamming into Adrion’s when the blond warrior chuckled darkly.

My sword had once breathed against my palm, a rhythmic heat that promised protection—one granted by my father’s rune carved into its hilt. But as I touched it now, the steel was cold—deadweight in my hand. The quiet beat that used to rumble through it at my touch remained silent, and the void it left in my chest was sharper than any blade.

The warrior’s lip curled in a sneer that made my skin heat.

As if he knew my thoughts. As if he knew me.

Arms wrapped around my chest, and I recoiled when one of his men—the one with the scar—stopped my retreat. “He’s not going to like it if you fight,” he said in his rough voice. “Don’t make it harder for yourself.”

My fingers reached for the necklace of bruises around my throat.

“Exactly,” the warrior warned as he took my sword and shield. “That was him playing nice.”

“Nice?” I hissed.

If that was nice, I was a damned Valkyrie, my wings hidden beneath my shoulder blades and my teeth so sharp I could bite off these men’s hands when they manhandled me.

“Would you like me to be bad instead?” The warrior with the cropped hair spun from where he’d stripped Ivren of his blade, emphasizing bad with the strange lilt in his voice. “Because I can.”

“I don’t doubt it,” I mumbled.

“What did you say?”

The two warriors spoke at once, and I swallowed every ounce of anger when the king also turned our way, some of the conversations around us dying.

“Nothing,” I snapped, quickly adding “I’d prefer you to remain nice, please,” when the blond warrior took a threatening step toward us, even though it tasted like poison in my mouth.

As the scarred man walked away with my weapons, I wished I really was a Valkyrie.

Maybe I’d use my teeth to relieve that man of something else he cherished.

As the heirs stood unarmed before the king, all fidgeting and looking as uncomfortable as I felt without the weight of our blades and shields, Gustief accepted a goblet from the servant girl with the bright eyes.

After forcing the queen to his side to sip from the cup first, the king raised it toward the five of us. “The disarmament of the heirs marks the beginning of the summer trials. Apart from the rune on your chest that will follow you into the Great Halls of the gods, you now begin a new destiny outside of your parents’ shadow. Should the gods find you worthy, you will be standing here at the end of summer as the new chiefs of your fylkis, together with your iron-bound leaders of Skagerik.” He turned his toast to the karls standing silently behind us. “You have already been here for weeks, but tomorrow the real summer trials begin. May the strong survive and their iron-bound thrive.”

The wine in his goblet sloshed over the sides as the five pyres heaved their heat toward the sky, the smoke twirling around the tent until it reached us. The tendrils teased our unprotected backs, as if the gods wanted to warn us that they were always watching—that in the end the only thing that mattered was the final divine reckoning.

I clasped my hands behind my back, twisting my fingers until they hurt when the king took a long sip and then called, “To new Vikings. To brave souls and fearless quests and successful journeys.”

Everyone responded as we were expected to—although I couldn’t hide the tremor in my voice. “To conquest and the crown.”
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A branch snapped, and I pressed my spine firmly against the trunk, hoping the greenery was enough to keep me hidden from whoever was walking in the woods at this time.

The moon trickled through the leaves, leaving its silver imprint in the night, and in the distance were flickers of fires, muted sounds of shouts and laughs echoing over the lake, brought all the way by the waterfall.

“I’m sorry to say your hair stands out too much.” Ivren’s voice was gentle in the dark. “The red is beautiful but not the best for hiding.”

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I mumbled.

Maybe I should cut it all off like that asshole warrior.

“Can I come up?” Ivren asked.

I wanted to say no, but he’d helped me tonight. Even if he’d doomed me to Hel, he’d saved my life—saved my people. I should be grateful.

“Sure.” Shuffling onto another branch, I made space on the wide one I’d been sitting on.

Ivren wound his legs around it, and with unfair fluidity pulled himself up.

“I was hoping I’d find you here,” he said when his long legs dangled over the ground.

Wrapping my arms around my knees, I turned to the harbor where the moon’s sliver cut the water like a sharp knife gutting fish. “Why?”

A sound that didn’t belong to the forest made us jerk, and Ivren grimaced. “I wanted to make sure you were all right. That was a lot tonight.”

“I’m fine.” Bark scratched against my back, reminding me that the one thing that might have protected me against the karls who wanted me dead was now gone. “Just tired.”

A low huff left him. “I can see that. When did you eat last?”

I couldn’t remember. “Yesterday?”

“Are you asking me or yourself?”

“You saw what happened last time.” I picked at a leaf. “What am I supposed to do?”

It was better to starve for a while than doom my people to a life under someone like Geord.

Ivren was quiet for several long moments, before a decision settled his features. He reached out a hand. “Come on.”

I narrowed my eyes.

Ivren hooked the air with his hand. “I said, come on.”

“Where?” I asked. Nobody was asleep yet. I’d seen barrels of wine and trays of food being taken down to the lake, and fires sparked everywhere in the camp and the longhouse.

“We’re going to the lake.”

My laugh was as dark as the night around us. “They don’t want me there.”

“So?” Ivren shook some hair out of his face. “There’s food. And drinks. And I’ll be with you the entire time.”

I wanted to say I didn’t need a guard, but that wasn’t true.

It wasn’t likely I would survive long on my own. But that’s how it had to be.

“You should go alone,” I said. “It’ll be more fun.”

He bounced his brows. “Who said it’s not fun to fight off bloodthirsty climbers? That’s what I’ve been training my entire life for.”

“Don’t let them hear you call them that,” I said quietly. “These woods are never entirely quiet.”

Climber was what some jarls called Vikings in the lower classes who tried to marry, kill, or bond their way into the elite. My father didn’t allow us to speak that word even within the walls of our hearth.

I agreed with him. Our society wasn’t initially built on birthright, and there were still exceptions—like the summer trials, where anyone in the Hird could become an heir if one was forsaken by the gods—but in many of the fylkis, the separation between jarls, karls, and thralls grew generation by generation.

“You’re right.” Ivren winced. “I hear it too much at home. But I was serious. You should come. Rakkel, Adrion, and Ottoh are all there, and most of the karls have drunk too much to be a threat anyway.”

My stomach rumbled loudly at that moment, and when Ivren chuckled, I sighed.

“Fine.” I shrugged. “But my blood is on your hands if they decide to toast me instead of a boar over one of the fires.”

“Deal.” Ivren grinned as he jumped down from the tree. He reached up his arms. “Come on, Sweengard. Get down here. I can see that you’re debating changing your mind.”

A sheepish smile spread across my face. As soon as his feet had touched the ground, I’d decided I could wait another night to fill my stomach.

“All right.”

My limbs were stiff as I moved them so I could jump off the branch, and I was grateful for Ivren’s arms catching me when pain radiated up my legs as I landed on the pine needle–riddled ground.

Ivren held me there for a second too long. His smile widened when color rushed to my cheeks. “I promise I won’t let them eat you.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“Besides,” Ivren continued as he stepped back and started walking. “It’s not the karls that are the problem. Not really.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked as I followed him out of the woods, instantly wishing to fold into myself when eyes drew our way and tracked us as we started down the path to the lake.

“Think about it.” He shot a look around us that made me reach for the weapon no longer thudding against my back. “He purposely pits the karls against us in the Hird.”

My spine stiffened. “So that the strongest leader will remain standing.”

“Is that really the case?” Ivren asked. “Or does he want to make sure we know we’re expendable?”

I slowed my strides. “We shouldn’t⁠—”

“You really fucking shouldn’t be talking about these things.” Viljan came to my other side, a low noise resounding in the back of his throat. “Simply thinking that is grounds for banishment. Execution. Ending of a bloodline.”

Ivren’s jaw worked. “Where did you come from?”

“Do you think you’re the only one keeping tabs on her?” he snarled. “Clearly I’m needed, since you both appear to have lost your fucking minds. Talking about such things…”

“Viljan, you shouldn’t be here.” More karls surrounded us, and their attention was drawn our way as we reached the glen spreading out before the lake.

“Look, that’s the Sweengard heir. Is she finally going to grace us with her presence?”

Laughter whipped my skin.

“Should we bow?”

“She’s got her bodyguards with her to ensure she doesn’t get covered in karl stench.”

“Do you think she threatens them into submission, or do they get off on being treated as trash?”

It took everything in me not to let my neck arch at the whispers trailing us.

“Don’t listen to them,” my guard said.

But how could I not? If I survived, I was supposed to rule over these people. I was supposed to be their commander at the academy, lead them into the battle in strange lands—become their chief.

My father had never ruled with fear or deception or cruelty. He’d been respected. Loved. And I wasn’t going to be the one to break that legacy, even if it meant I wouldn’t be the person they followed.

“Leave,” I ordered.

“What?” Viljan turned to me after giving some karls one of his vicious glares.

“I said, leave.” I didn’t look at him. “I don’t want you here.”

“Elvara,” Viljan snarled. “That’s not⁠—”

“It is my choice.” My eyes went unseeing as I held back tears. “I am your heir. You are my guard. You will follow my orders. I don’t want to hear another word. Leave.”

He looked at me as if he didn’t know me anymore. As if I was a stranger.

Maybe that was the truth. Over the past weeks, parts of myself had died with Lika and my father. Perhaps one of those fragments had become too large.

When he waited for a beat, I brattily raised a brow, earning myself a low scoff.

Viljan’s movements were jerky as he shoved a group of karls out of the way and stormed across the tall grass. He snatched a large goblet from the beautiful oak tree that graciously offered itself up to be used as a makeshift table and filled it from the barrel of ale before nearly sprinting to the ship resting on the lake.

“I know what you’re doing,” Ivren said softly. “You won’t survive the summer alone, Elvara.”

Low and raspy laughter wove up my back. I accidentally met the strange blond warrior’s dark gaze from where he stood with his men in the stern of the ship Ivren was steering us toward, and I quickly looked away.

I didn’t intend to survive this summer. I only needed to live until the choosing, when I could select Viljan as my second. In the meantime, I needed to ensure he wasn’t sullied by our association.

Loud music, falling from the ships like waves on a wild ocean, split the tense night as we came up to the brow. Drums and flutes and horns created a lethal tune that resounded in my bones as more people turned our way.

“Elvara—”

“Can we not talk about it?” I interrupted. “I would love some food and wine.”

And to forget I’m the most hated person here.

Ivren’s look was long, but finally he nodded. “Sure.”

“Thanks,” I said as I started ascending the brow.

Karls stood huddled around the glen, and many more had gathered atop the ship, their bodies swaying to the melody. A few men were using the stempost to dive into the lake, showing off for three women standing by a mast, and others threw their heads back in drunken laughter as they stood around several barrels in the stern.

Eyes followed us from everywhere, searing across my skin.

Ivren placed a hand on my lower back. “How about we lean into the danger?” His cheek brushed mine. “You never know who wants to kiss or kill you. It can be… exciting.”

I laughed, and a smug grin overtook my brother’s friend’s face as he snapped up two cups placed atop a barrel. Pressing one into my hand, he jerked his chin toward the railing. “That looks like an excellent spot to ensure no one surprises us.”

We settled with our backs against the wood, and I placed my hands on the carved railing. A sad smile etched itself across my face when it warmed in welcome.

“Hello,” I whispered to the shiny oak.

The wood heated once more, lifting the corners of my mouth higher.

It was a beautiful ship, although it had nothing on the onyx bog oak one back at the harbor. The planks beneath my feet overlapped like the scales of a serpent, and every inch of the wood was buffed and cared for. Its sides were sleek like cliffs in the winter and whispered of navigating seas with terrifying speed. The figurehead in the stem was the dragon—or dreki—that the king favored. Its dark eyes pierced me with unnerving scrutiny, and I averted mine when something deep in my gut roiled.

“Whose ship is this?” I asked Ivren.

A deep voice broke in, calling over the deck. “Why? Do you intend to steal this one too?”

I kept my eyes on the contents of my cup as the warriors surrounding the blond laughed at his quip. “I was only wondering.”

It was quiet for a moment, and my shoulders moved on their own, hunching forward in preparation for what else he’d throw my way. But when silence stretched on, I lifted my head. He was back to talking with his men as if he hadn’t spoken at all.

“Who is that?” I hissed under my breath.

“You don’t know who Darcke is?” Ottoh, Adrion, and Rakkel strolled up to us, the former with a cruel twist to his lips. “Did your father tell you nothing before you came here?”

“She knows who he is,” Ivren said, shoving an elbow into my ribs hard enough that it was difficult not to wince. “Remember our fathers told us about the foreign commander who leads the efforts to stave off our enemies?” He nodded to the warrior. “That’s him. That’s Darcke A’lian.”

I had no clue what he was talking about, but I felt more eyes than the heirs’ on me, so I nodded. “I guess I didn’t realize he would be here at the Hird.”

I hoped it was the right thing to say.

“I don’t think anyone did,” Rakkel said as she took the spot beside me. “He hasn’t been here long.”

“The king brings him home from time to time—to show how short his leash on the man is,” Ottoh said. “Something must be worrying Gustief to have Darcke be part of the Hird, though. Our enemies have started to come closer, but them daring to anchor in the waters around Nordoen? That they’d come here? Doubtful. We’re much more likely to die at the hand of one of the karls than our enemies.” He shot me a look. “Especially you.”

“Give her a break,” Rakkel said as she sipped on her wine. “You’re not winning any popularity contests either.”

Ottoh bared his teeth when Ivren laughed.

“Do you think it’s because his second is getting old?” Adrion asked. “Perhaps he wanted his best warrior to train us?” He shot a dark look Darcke’s way. “Even if that warrior is but a prisoner clad in our furs.”

“Like he could teach us anything,” Ottoh snapped. “His people don’t have magic, since the king’s shaman spelled them—since he leashed that part of their minds. He has no runes carved on his chest. He won’t be blessed by the gods after bleeding for his people, gifting them the strength that makes us superior to other nations.”

“He is a brute,” Ivren agreed. “But you shouldn’t underestimate him. There is a reason the king keeps him on the front lines, and why we haven’t lost a battle since he began leading our quests. He is reckless and fearless, and that makes him dangerous. He also hates us heirs, so we should all stay away from him.”

“You scared, Solsken?” Ottoh teased. “Can’t use your rune to make him your friend?”

Rakkel tapped her glass against mine. “You’re brave. If he looked at me the way he does you, I’d be far away from the Hird by now. His kin were all vicious warriors. They spoke to the sea in a way our people never could. I heard they could control the tides and make the water call to our men and women so that they willingly drowned in its depths. We lost so many trying to take them down at sea that Gustief made us kill every last man and woman when we finally broke their borders.”

“We killed an entire people?” I asked.

“Adrion’s parents did,” Ottoh said. “They carved the skydd rune on all their daggers and arrows, making them all but invisible. Then they spent weeks hiding in the trees around their villages until they’d killed every person who dared leave their homes. They couldn’t anticipate their strikes. When there were only a few left, they did the same to their swords. We only lost four people in the attack. It was brutal but brilliant.”

Adrion looked everywhere but toward the warrior. “It was on orders from the king.”

“Darcke’s people worshipped Njord—one of the Vanir,” Ottoh continued, his voice lowering. “When he realized Njord wasn’t coming to aid them, Darcke switched sides. He showed us where we could anchor our ships and sneak onto their land. Imagine being so cruel you betray your own fylki—let them burn while you bask in promised power and rank.” Ottoh grinned at us. “Makes us seem like saints.”

A strange taste filled my mouth when I met Darcke’s hard, dark eyes again.

My father tried to keep bloodspill to a minimum in the nations we were expected to take over. He preferred to set up friendly trade and mutually beneficial agreements instead of using force to make others bend their knees for Gustief. It took longer, and sometimes we weren’t successful, but it generally garnered better results, which is why I believed our king allowed it.

Betraying your own people, though? I couldn’t even imagine.

“We might be saints,” Rakkel said sweetly. “But I don’t think there is much that can redeem your family’s actions, Ottoh.”

“Just because we don’t just hide whenever enemies attack, it doesn’t mean we’re cruel. We save women and children,” Ottoh snarled.

Rakkel tilted her head. “Do you? I heard about an incident in the Western Sea…”

“Watch it,” Ottoh warned as he reached for a dagger with a bone hilt resting by his waist. “You do not know what you speak of.”

“Are you threatening me?” Rakkel took a step toward him. “What was that about protecting women and children?”

Ottoh laughed quietly. “You don’t count.”

“Can you stop?” Adrion snapped. “We all know you hate each other since you fucked last summer. Do it again. Or don’t. But stop boring the rest of us.”

Rakkel’s cheeks flamed red, and a choked sound left her guard, who hovered only a few feet away, his hand on the handle of his axe as he kept one eye on the glen and one on the deck.

A shocked laugh left me when Ottoh lost control of his features, his face hardening with something I might have called pain if it didn’t belong to the Briggen heir.

Before I had time to react, Ottoh was in my face. “Why are you laughing? Have you not seen how A’lian looks at you? Like every karl here, he’d kill you in a heartbeat if he got the chance. I heard he likes to crush the skulls of his enemies.” Ottoh trailed a finger down my cheek, but I refused to shudder. “I’ve always wondered what a mind looks like when spilled onto the ground.”

“I can show you.” Darcke stood right behind Ottoh, and the latter’s face whitened. “Well?” he demanded when Ottoh remained silent.

“I’m good,” the heir mumbled before he slipped away, a grimacing Rakkel and Adrion following.

“Leave her alone,” Ivren said.

Darcke ignored him as he took another step in my direction, and his expression…

“Did you hear everything?” I asked, fighting for air to keep filling my lungs.

His lethal presence settled around me, and it became impossible to breathe when his fingers carelessly tapped his axes. The thrum of my blood became deafening as he leaned in, his lips brushing my ear. “The waters carry voices, heir. You do well to remember that.”

My pulse stuttered, and Darcke laughed as he shot a look at my chest before spinning on his heel, returning to where he’d come from.
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Ihadn’t moved for hours, the weight of the hostile gazes pinning me in place.

Neither had Ivren. He’d remained by my side the entire time, apart from when he went to refill my cup—which was often, since I kept emptying it every time I overheard the not-so-subtle threats being thrown my way.

As soon as Darcke had left, the whispers that followed me all day picked up again.

I guessed being threatened by the king’s commander made the rest of the Hird abandon all restraint.

“They’re fucking idiots,” Ivren whispered angrily when yet another group of karls laughed too loudly as they passed us on their way to the barrels in the bow. “You’re still an heir. You still have to choose your iron-bound. They’re sabotaging their own standing.”

“Do I have to pick a third and fourth?” I hid my face behind my goblet as I took another gulp. “Can’t I stop at a second?”

Ivren looked truly worried. “Of course you can’t. You have to⁠—”

“I was joking,” I said. “It’ll be easy. I’ll just pick the ones with the least sharpened blades.”

“They’re not allowed to kill you if you tap them,” Ivren said. “At least they’re not supposed to. It’s an honor to be selected.”

An honor indeed. They’d be celebrated like kings if they ended me.

Ivren read too much in my face because he took the cup from me. “Not everyone hates you.”

My brows arched.

“They don’t. Some just… don’t know you yet.” He clutched my elbow and made me spin toward the glen. “And you don’t know them. But you need to. Somehow you need to find people you can trust.” He nodded toward the groups of karls spread out, some sitting on fallen trunks and some standing or sitting around the fires that had been started as the midnight chill found its way over the lake. “As you are aware, everyone over eighteen is assessed by the chieftains, and if they’re found to have a unique skill—or a potential for one—they’re sent here. Most have been here a few weeks already so that the king’s men could evaluate them as well.”

I held on to the railing, savoring the ship’s steadiness as I nodded.

My father didn’t force anyone to go who didn’t want to, but we’d had a dozen or so men and women eager to trade their lives for a chance at a new fylki and the supposed adventure of the Hird. They were the restless ones, the ones whose blood demanded a different soil—and the academy was that opportunity.

Their families might weep at the docks for a season, but everyone knew the change was needed to allow for fresh blood.

I hadn’t seen any of our people yet, though.

A crowd of men all the size of Viljan stood by the lake, arguing over who could swim across it fastest without being taken by the current that lured deep beneath.

I shook my head while Ivren laughed quietly, some of his worry for me draining from his face.

“Those are your warriors. They were selected because of their strength, and some for their weaponry skill. They are obviously the most popular for our iron-bound. Lika liked the ones from the south. I would stay away from the twins—Oscri and Kilia. They’re the silver-haired ones who killed so many over the past nights.”

“Sweengard.”

I went still at the mention of my name, and one of the twins’ amber gaze found mine. There was something calculating in his eyes, and the smile he gave me as he raised a goblet was wolfish. But I didn’t flinch even as he dragged his tongue over his teeth.

I will not be a coward.

I only raised my hand back, holding his eyes until the twin looked away.

“Those over there are your spies,” Ivren continued as the thudding beat wrapped around us, the drums making the wooden deck tremble. “You cannot trust them unless they’re bonded to you.” Ivren’s voice lowered into a whisper. “Some already work for the king, and I’ve heard he likes to test us.”

He gestured toward a band of men and women standing around a barrel of wine, seemingly entirely normal as they clinked their cups together so hard the liquid sloshed over the sides. Only one girl stood out to me. Her hair was pale, almost purplish in color, and her dark eyes tracked my hand as I wound it around my stomach. I frowned at her, but it only made her stare harder, a strange expression pulling at her features.

Ivren moved on, slicing his eyes to a larger group of people spread out on the right side of the large tree that cut through the glen. “Those over there are your negotiators. I wouldn’t choose one of them for my iron-bound, as the sea and faraway lands call so strongly to them. Many of them already bear the king’s mark of a trader, anyway.”

I fisted the fabric of my jacket when a pang of jealousy hit me.

Several of the men and women Ivren had pointed out bore a tattoo of a weaving branch across their foreheads—the one that allowed our conquered nations to know we’d come to exchange goods, not wage war.

Almost all negotiators were born to trader parents who’d trained them since birth. They were always traveling, always at sea or in foreign lands.

I’d envied the ones in our fylki growing up. Any time my father took me out, it was to conquer or pillage—as was expected from a chieftain’s daughter—so the people I met either became slaves under our king or were slain. It didn’t leave much room for conversations or learning more about their customs and traditions.

Drums beat louder through the night, and my heart began hammering in sync with the feet that stomped the deck. The song that built across the wood was one of warning, and I wasn’t the only heir that pushed my shoulders back at it.

Ottoh stood on the other side of the ship, and although the karls that surrounded him stared at him with awe, his hands flexed by his sides, his weight shifting back and forth. Adrion had gone into the glen, and he moved to put the oak against his back, his eyes darting from side to side while the karl he’d been speaking to backed up, his axe loosely hanging from his grip, but his posture so tense it was clear he was on the lookout.

I jerked when the warriors by the lake let out a howl toward the sky before forming a half circle, their hands beating their knees as one of the twins stalked into the middle.

“Challenge!” he roared as a tall but skinny boy was shoved in front of him.

“Gods,” Ivren said. “Are they not tired of fighting yet?”

I turned away when metal clinked and the group tightened around them, but the wind brought the boy’s screams anyway. A low hum made the ship vibrate as it responded to the death, and the air flickered with anticipation as ale and wine fueled the karls around us.

Ivren’s smile fell when my body responded, every muscle twitching with awareness as I tried to gauge who to look out for. Moving closer, he nudged me until my limbs loosened a little.

“You’ll be all right,” he whispered. “I know you might not believe it, but I won’t let anything happen to you here.”

I didn’t respond, and his lips twitched. “Lika would be proud.”

My jaw ached from how fiercely I clenched it, and thankfully Ivren caught it.

“Those are your sailors.” Ivren nodded to the people dancing around a smoldering fire in the stern, their painted faces set alight by the flames and their shadows long on the wood they used to create a thudding beat.

“You’re right in not trusting anyone yet,” he said when I remained quiet. “But you will need to get to know some people. And quickly. I realize you’re choosing Viljan for your second, but you have to choose two more iron-bound.”

“I know.” I was able to keep the fear out of my voice as four karls broke free from dancing and stalked our way, but my hands grew damp at their purposeful strides.

They were each dressed in their fighting leathers, ready for battle at any moment. Kohl darkened their eyes, and two of them had war streaks across their cheeks, black ones, not unlike the ones in blood I’d tried to scrub from my face after leaving the king’s tent.

One of the karls with a fully painted face stopped before me. He was extremely handsome. Summer-tan skin, hair as black as Ivren’s but with one thick silver streak going through it even though he couldn’t be but a few years my senior. His eyes were pale, the blue so light they almost looked frozen.

I must have stared because the man grinned. I almost turned my head as he remained still, his chin slightly downturned, but I realized he was waiting for me to address him.

“Get to know people,” Ivren hissed, a finger poking into my rib.

After offering Ivren a glower, I smiled weakly at the man. “Did you not hear the king? There is no need for formalities here.”

It was as if he knew exactly what had happened the past few moments in my mind because his crooked smile widened. “You look radiant yourself, heir of the Sweengards.”

Ivren snorted, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Was I that obvious?”

The man shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

“I’m sure,” I replied, my smile coming easier. “And you’re clearly humble too.”

“Oh, the humblest.” He grinned almost as wide as Ivren. “Unless you don’t wish me so. I can also be arrogant and stuck up if that’s preferable. It all comes quite easily to me.”

I’d been about to take a sip from the cup I’d snatched back from Ivren when a bout of laughter surprised me, and I sprayed the wine before me in a very un-heiry way.

It was quiet for a long second before the beautiful man started laughing so hard he threw his head back and his long raven hair tumbled down his back in such perfect waves I lifted my fingers to touch my own tangled mess. When I gave him a sheepish look, a few of the people behind him followed and soon everyone, including Ivren, was wheezing from not getting enough air.

While they were laughing at me yet again, this time there was no edge of ruin to the sound, and my joints moved a little easier as I shifted my weight.

“You’re not what I expected,” the man said as he calmed.

I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know what he meant, so I only shrugged. “What’s your name?”

“Fedic,” he responded, offering me a shallow bow. “Selected for my strength and my skill with my axe. And I’m not too bad at negotiations.”

I believed him when he licked his full lips.

“Climber,” someone mock-coughed.

Ottoh strolled up to us again, his eyes on the karl before me.

Fedic and his men stiffened, and even Ivren’s smile wavered for a beat as more karls followed Ottoh, surrounding us in all directions—crowding us against the railing. The air that had been tense but with a flicker of warmth shifted into a choked heaviness that threatened the breaths I tried to pull into my lungs.

“She already has a second,” Ottoh continued as he gestured toward Viljan, who rested against a mast, pretending he wasn’t tracking every word and movement. “See that burly guard over there with the long braids? He looks about ready to wring your neck, so stop wagging your tail like a bushy wolf. It’s embarrassing.”

“Oh, shut up, Ottoh,” Ivren said. “Nobody asked for your opinion.”

Fedic didn’t miss a beat as he clinked his cup against mine as if we were at a solstice feast instead of whatever the dangerous gathering here could be called. “I only wanted to introduce myself. Out of the heirs, you’re the only one we don’t know.”

He swept his arm across the karls. It wasn’t just the three hovering behind Fedic who stared at me—every pair of eyes belonging to the men before us followed as I lifted my cup to my lips. The bloodlust from the tent was a thousandfold stronger here, a thick metallic heat that seemed to pulse directly from the earth.

More shouts came from the warriors on land, but the karls only moved in closer, not a single head turning. I flexed my hands. If we said one wrong word, I was quite certain the whole night would shatter like thin ice over a black sea.

“We all met Lika, so we knew you must be something extraordinary for your father to send you.” Fedic’s eyes went over me, and there was a strange appreciation in his gaze, one that made Ottoh roll his eyes. “Seems we were right.”

“Please,” Ottoh exclaimed. “Could you be any more pathetic?”

Ivren’s laugh was strained as he shifted closer to me, heat rolling off his body as he sneaked an arm behind my back and ran his fingers along my spine. “Be ready,” he whispered. “He’s trying to rile them up.”

I was very aware of what Ottoh was doing.

He was trying to win the karls’ favor by making me look even worse.

“If she’s not going to fight you, she’s not going to fuck you,” Ottoh said. “She’s too good for that.”

An angry murmur went through the crowd. From where he’d been standing, Viljan inched closer, and even the king’s warriors went still. It was as if the ship held its breath—even the music faded into a lower melody, building anticipation for a fight I had no interest in being part of.

“You don’t need to be here, Ottoh,” Ivren said quietly. “Nobody wants you here.”

There was a chill in my brother’s best friend’s eyes, one I had known lived within him—because it was in all of us; it was the Viking way, after all—but it still jarred me to hear Ivren so cold.

Ottoh’s smile was slow. “She’s not going to go for you either.”

Ivren took a step toward him, leaving a confusing chill where his arm had been.

“Watch it, Briggen.” His voice was impossibly low, and my stomach surged at the power in it. “You won’t have any allies left soon. Your parents already got themselves in enough trouble.”

“As if I want you as an ally,” Ottoh replied, a vicious curl to his lips. “As if I want either of you.” The heir looked me up and down. “Lika is an asshole, and you might be worse.”

“Watch. Your. Mouth.” Ivren stepped into Ottoh’s space.

“Or what?” Ottoh laughed. “You’re going to take me down? You couldn’t even take her down.”

Heat burned across my face.

“Or did you let her win because you want to fuck her?” Ottoh tilted his head when my face grew hotter. “Wouldn’t be the first time a Sweengard and a Solsken lied and cheated to get a girl into bed, would it?”

I couldn’t stand the sharpness in the air—the static charge that made the hair on my arms stand up and my skin itch. The karls drew closer, excitedly hovering around us until there was no air left.

“Enough,” I snarled.

Fedic stepped up behind me when the two men whirled, and judging by the flash of brown in the corner of my eye, Viljan was also on his way. Angry or not, he’d not risk leaving me alone in whatever this was becoming.

“It’s enough,” I repeated. “I’m bored.” I waved my hands at the karls, who were frothing at the mouth for the heirs to challenge each other. “Get out of my way or I’ll throw you off the ship.”

Disappointment cooled the air when I barged forward, but thankfully the people moved without me having to risk them learning about the emptiness in my veins.

I prayed the karls would believe my unsteady gait was because of anger and not because I was terrified of the men towering around me. My fingers cramped around the cup I held in my hands as I walked down the brow, and I didn’t dare look up until I reached the forest again.

When the shadows from the tree crowns covered me, I jammed my back against the rough bark and closed my eyes.

“You’ve really made a mess, haven’t you?”

I sighed as I opened an eye to Rakkel, who leaned against another tree, her body hidden from the glen. “Seems I’m not the only one who’s hiding, so maybe that makes two of us.”

“I’m only hiding from my guard,” she said. “He’s nice, but a little overbearing sometimes.” She looked me up and down. “I’d ask who you’re hiding from, but I’d venture the better question is, Who are you not hiding from?”

“Touché.”

I didn’t have the energy to come up with some quick retort. Instead I started walking through the woods.

“You should really not be alone,” Rakkel called after me.

“Not the first time I’ve heard that,” I said.

“I’m not surprised.” Her tongue teased her lower lip as she motioned to the ship. “I am surprised, though, you want to keep such a handsome man away. I’d be all over that if I were you.”

“Go for it,” I said.

I didn’t think she was Viljan’s type, but I also had never seen him with a woman. I was the one who sneaked away to secretly meet up with men my mother would never approve of.

Or at least I used to. Back when who I’d marry was my biggest problem.

“My my,” she mused. “Afraid of our father, are we?”

I turned the huff of pain into laughter.

If I’d ever been afraid of either parent, it had been my mother who commanded my dread. She’d thrown a fit when my father suggested we rid ourselves of the custom that guards could not touch us nor speak to other heirs, arguing that they heard and saw everything and it would be in our best interest to ensure their discretion didn’t drown in the bottom of a cask.

I was surprised my father had even managed to bend her to his will and allow Viljan to be my guard at all. She’d fought to have one of her uncles look after me—a man older than my father, seasoned in the old village ways and loyal to a fault.

Rakkel raised an inquisitive brow.

“My father doesn’t dictate my life,” I replied, refusing to give in to the painful truth of those words. “I am capable of making choices for myself.”

“It seems that way, since you’re here and not Lika.” She tilted her head. “Does he know you took his spot?”

Heat shot up my neck. “Of course he⁠—”

Rakkel laughed, but there was something strange behind it. “I’m only jesting. Lika would have to either support you being here or be dead.”

It was like being punched, but I forced a grin back across my face.

“Exactly.” I cleared my voice from any thickness. “Lika knows what I can do, and why it’s better for me to take on the responsibilities of the Sweengard heir.”

She blinked for a second, but her smile didn’t waver. “I hope for your sake that’s true.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Making enemies of the karls wasn’t your best move, but also, with some, it’s unavoidable. I mean… they’re going to try to come for all of us heirs at some point. You only made yourself a target earlier.” Rakkel cocked her head. “But making enemies with Darcke A’lian? That was your true mistake.”

“I…” I covered my face with my hands as more tiredness swept through me. “I didn’t mean to.”

Rakkel nodded as she slipped out from the tree. “Still, I’d find a better hiding spot than that tree tonight. We’re not the only ones who know where you’re sleeping.” With a wag of her fingers she disappeared into the shadows, leaving me cold and exhausted, and with a tremor in my bones that remained all night.
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Iused my hand to block the sun from hurting my eyes when it reflected in the lake.

Around me hundreds of karls did the same as we waited for the king’s men to give us instructions. A yawn crept up on me, but for once I was grateful for the tiredness. I’d been up all night after Rakkel’s warning, and if I hadn’t, I would have missed the initiates spilling out of the longhouse, ready in their fighting gear at the sun’s first rays.

“You look about as excited as I feel.” Rakkel sidled up to me, her long brown hair fastened into a thick braid with a leather band holding it all together, a bone-white bow secured across her chest.

I gave her a look from under my lashes that made her laugh.

“Glad you took my warning seriously,” she said. “There were groups out searching for you all night.”

I know. I’d been forced to sneak from tree to tree to avoid them.

But I didn’t say that as Viljan came to my side, quietly facing the forest surrounding the western part of the lake. We hadn’t spoken since I ordered him away yesterday, and the strain between us chafed like new leathers.

I twisted a strand of my hair when Rakkel turned from Viljan to me, her brows raised. To stay awake in the early hours before dawn, I’d taken time to secure my crimson mane, keeping it from my face with several small braids fastened at the back with a bone comb while letting the rest flow free in the breeze.

My tired eyes were lined with kohl, and I’d even debated whether to use the battle paint representing my people but had ended up opting not to. I didn’t want to give anyone the idea I was looking for more trouble.

“There they are,” Rakkel mumbled before turning to me, lowering her voice. “Looking as frightening as usual.”

Caution pulled at my shoulders, and I straightened when Darcke and his men emerged from the tree line, their coal-smeared features, equally dark leathers, and fur-lined shoulders stark against the sun rising behind them.

“Would it kill them to smile?” I whispered.

“Probably,” Rakkel replied through her teeth. “Or perhaps it would be our lives that hung in the balance. I have a feeling Darcke’s smile is even more dangerous than his scowl.”

I nodded to Ottoh standing to the side with Adrion. “Maybe we can trick him into trying it out?”

Rakkel snorted, and even her guard posted behind her turned his head down.

“Does Fritiof Sweengard know his legacy rests in the hands of a witless gossip?”

My chin flew up at the raspy voice filled with equal parts warning and disdain.

Rakkel gave me a wide-eyed stare, and I swallowed hard before facing the man who’d spoken, nausea building in my gut at the look of outright disgust in his eyes.

Silver braids fell down a chest that wasn’t broad from battle and training anymore but from overindulgence and a life gorging on boar and ale, and the male’s pale eyes held nothing but viciousness. Guner Krigstad, the king’s second, towered over me, hatred marring his features.

Guner had been a karl when our king was growing up, but they’d been best friends, and when King Gustief’s father died, Guner was declared the royal second, brought home from years of battle and conquest on the front lines.

The position of royal second didn’t exist before Gustief invented it, and Guner had done everything in his power to solidify his place. It was rumored he’d killed men and women before—even jarls—to ensure they wouldn’t risk his seat by the king’s side.

He ran the summer trials and the Hird, and Guner was as ruthless as he was shrewd. Because he was one of the king’s men, he had access to all five runes, but he used them to gain favors instead of bettering our nation. The king didn’t seem to mind, though.

The power radiating off Guner wasn’t as intense as the king’s, but it was impossible to miss. I rolled my shoulder when the magic flitted over my skin in both a warning and a show.

“I guess I should have known after your theatrics all week,” Guner continued, and some of the warriors behind him snickered. “Walking into the Hird in the dress of our enemies? Refusing to fight your karls? Drawing such immense attention to yourself? Poor Fritiof. I thought he’d been unlucky with Lika, but you’re equally useless, aren’t you? Lika at least had the decency not to show up to training yawning, even if he was a disappointment all the same.”

His words hurt exactly where he’d intended, and I bit my cheek not to let it show.

Guner was known for his ruthless methods of tempering men and women. He didn’t teach; he hammered. Especially the heirs. He hated every legacy he was forced to train because he’d always wanted to become one. Instead, he’d always be the king’s hand but never his equal.

“I guess Lika didn’t show up at all in the end,” Guner continued. “Was it too much for the pampered boy? Your father always went too easy on him. Fooling around with women and blindly following his peers… Lika was never a leader.” He looked me up and down. “And neither are you.”

I didn’t care what he said about me. The whispers haunting me all week made his words run off me like cold drops of water down a cup.

But dragging Lika’s name like this?

Viljan let out a short warning breath when I lifted my chin further.

“No, second,” I replied quietly. “I’m no gossip, and my brother is a great Viking.”

My father would have scolded me for my tone. He didn’t want us to use our rank, as daughters and sons to a chieftain, as leverage, but always cautioned us to keep mentions of hierarchy to ourselves because we held so much power over others. But this man was trying to intimidate me, and I could allow that as much as I could the karls threatening me.

Someone behind Guner expelled a sharp breath. My eyes narrowed on Darcke.

Then my head flew to the side and pain exploded across my cheek, the taste of iron filling my mouth.

“So you think you don’t have to fight karls?” the king’s second spat.

I didn’t have time to react before Guner punched me again. My nose took the brunt of it this time, and while blood began spurting, I didn’t hear a crunching sound as I tried to get my body to collaborate with my foggy mind. The third strike gave me time to turn my head, but the force of it made me fly backward, landing me on the grass.

I blinked hard when a snarl ripped through the darkness flickering before my eyes. Five of the warriors who’d stood behind Guner had Viljan by his arms and were dragging him backward. Rakkel’s guard had moved to stand before her, but as he tried to block the female heir from approaching me, he, too, was surrounded by the king’s men and forced back.

Rakkel started toward us when Guner raised a hand. “Don’t even think about it, heir. Not unless you want your family to pay for your disobedience.” His grin was manic. “I heard your brother isn’t doing too well…”

The girl paled so fast her skin mirrored the white fur lining the edges of her tunic and trousers.

But disobedience?

As if what either of us had done was anything other than our normal customs?

I let out a dry laugh that made Darcke’s face twist with a sneer identical to the one Guner bore. We were a violent people. Since we were at war so often, we had to be. The path to becoming a warrior began at the cradle, and ever since my feet first found themselves on a longship’s deck, I’d been broken and bloodied more times than I cared to count. But I hadn’t been beaten like this before.

There was no wisdom in Guner’s strikes, only the weight of a ship trying to break the waves to its will. I spat blood on the ground, anger racing hotly through me. I wasn’t about to be touched by anyone like this, regardless of his standing with the king.

Guner crouched before me when I opened my mouth. “I heard your father has become quite lenient with his people in his old age—that there is something strange happening at your hearth.” His smirk was colder than the lake behind him. “Perhaps we need to send someone to check on Oenskan?”

My stomach bottomed out, but I didn’t respond—refused to even wipe at the blood dripping down my chin.

“You see,” Guner continued, “some of the karls from your fylki broke during the initial sifting.”

I frowned. What did he mean with initial sifting?

All the karls who joined the Hird received additional training so they would be able to wield axes and bows and even swords, although the blades were only meant for jarls. They were also evaluated to ensure the chieftains hadn’t lied about their abilities. That’s what the karls had been doing every day this past week, too—and it was probably one of the only reasons I was alive.

But sifting? I hadn’t heard of this before.

Guner laughed, although there was not even an ember of warmth weaving through it. “Did you not wonder where they were?”

I pressed my hands into the ground at his expression.

His brows jumped. “We have new rules this year. All karls who were sent to join the Hird were evaluated prior to the summer trials, as always. But we had to make the evaluations a bit more exciting for some fylkis. You see, we’ve found that some of our people aren’t as loyal to the king as they should be.”

It was like being wrapped in a harsh, biting wind. My skin prickled beneath my leathers as my head turned on its own toward the beach where the groups of karls were spread out, all standing with their attention aimed our way.

I hadn’t searched for my people for the same reason I’d kept Viljan at arm’s length.

Had that been another mistake?

Guner chuckled. “You won’t find your people here. Despite the information they provided us, karls who spoke up—who betrayed their chieftains—cannot be trusted to roam our kingdom. They received the…” He sucked his teeth. “Appropriate punishment. So did the ones we interrogated from other chiefdoms.”

An image of the seven men and women we’d said goodbye to a moon prior—the ones to whom my father had gifted a ship for safe travels, who’d wished to join the Hird because they hoped for more adventure than our small, safe village would provide—assaulted my mind.

I imagined I was as pale as Ottoh, who was approaching with Adrion not far behind.

As the blond heir opened his mouth, a woman got hold of him, and she whispered something furiously in Ottoh’s ear before letting go. His face was hard, but he remained quiet as he closed the distance to us, halting right behind Rakkel.

Ivren made his way over as well, and the warning in his eyes was as clear as the sky above the green glen. “Don’t,” he mouthed. “Not now.”

I ground my teeth as I began to shake my head.

“Look at me,” Guner ordered, and the loathing in his tone silenced everyone around us.

A surge of fury washed through my veins, replacing the sorrow.

Who did he think he was? Bragging about killing my people?

I might be new, and I might be hated by most here, but I was still the Sweengard heir.

Lika wouldn’t have stood for it. I very much doubted my father would have either.

I was about to say as much when Darcke bore his eyes into mine and jerked his head with such icy precision my words stuck in my throat. He only did it once, but there was something about his dark eyes, like a lethally quiet glassy lake at night, that made me hesitate.

“I don’t care what you get away with at home, heir,” Guner snarled. “But here at my Hird, you will respect me like you respect our king. That means you do not speak to me unless I speak to you first. That means if something changes for your fylki—like another sibling taking over as heir—you tell me first. You don’t just fucking show up and surprise everyone. And that means I say if you live or die.”

He turned to face Rakkel and the male heirs, and from their shared look, I wasn’t the only one who was shocked by the hostility. “That goes for all of you. You have been spoiled and pampered at home, but here? It’s time for you to grow the fuck up. There are no more rules that make your life easier than anyone else’s. There are no parents who will protect you.” His eyes went between me and Rakkel. “There will be no more guards to whisper in your ears. You’re the next chieftains, and the king will accept nothing other than exceptional warriors and conquerors when you graduate.” He rose, his eyes drifting my way again. “If you graduate.”

With that Guner whirled so fast the fur cloak he wore—which was far too warm for summer, but he probably believed it granted him more status because it looked like a shabby version of the king’s—flew out behind him as he stalked off.

Rakkel made a gesture as if to help me get up, but one of the warriors got into her face, so close she stumbled back. She threw me an apologetic grimace, and I tried to give her a crooked smile back, waving for her to leave. No point in more of us getting hurt.
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Ivren hovered as well, but as another guard approached him, I shook my head.

“Go,” I urged when he still lingered, not a trace of his usual grin brightening his features.

He shifted his weight from foot to foot, but when the warrior shoved him forward, he finally fell into step behind Ottoh and Adrion as they tailed the old man, the four heirs following Guner as he shouted orders for the karls to come.

Using my sleeve, I wiped off the blood best I could. I took deep breaths to calm my racing heart and the fury that urged me to go after the king’s second. If I hadn’t seen Viljan alive—struggling against the five men it took to keep him away, but alive—I might not have been able to hold back. Even without my magic, I should have been able to take down an old man.

But Viljan hadn’t been harmed. Not like my people from home.

My fingers dug into the ground as their familiar faces faded in and out of my thoughts.

I wanted revenge. I wanted to know why my people had been killed. There was no way anyone from our fylki had somehow betrayed the crown.

Dirt gathered beneath my nails, and I spat more blood onto the grass.

They’d kill me instantly if I even touched Guner. That much was clear from how the soldiers had hovered around him.

A frustrated sound wound up my throat. I was about to push myself up when someone got hold of my collar, and I found myself in the air for a second before I was slammed onto my feet with enough force to rattle my teeth.

A shadow eclipsed the sunlight as I swayed, and it took every shred of will to keep me from burying my rage in the warrior who stared me down. When my hands fisted, his face hardened further. I wasn’t sure how that was even possible, since it already looked like it was etched out of stone.

“What?” I snapped as he continued to glare at me.

“Follow the second,” Darcke ordered as more of that strange accent seeped into his deep voice.

“Yes.” I threw out my hands. “I was just about to. You didn’t need to stay behind for me.”

His dark laugh was even less amused than Guner’s. “I did not stay for you.” He shoved me forward so I almost fell again. “Move.”

“Stop touching me!” I snarled.

I clenched my hands when his face came to mine. “I haven’t touched you,” he replied quietly, his accent even stronger. The warrior flicked the collar of my jacket so a rush of wind found its way inside. “I touched this.”

My eyes nearly rolled into my head. “Listen to me, you⁠—”

He came even closer, his breath warming my face.

“Watch your mouth,” he warned as something cold slid against my neck.

The warrior had crossed his axes with each blade resting against my collarbone.

I sucked in a breath when a sharp edge glided against my skin.

“You didn’t take the heir’s help,” he said, his head moving toward Ivren, who was watching us from over his shoulder.

“I don’t need anyone to help me,” I replied.

“Lie again.” The soldier laughed quietly when goose bumps rose on my skin where the cool steel touched it. “I will not kill you right now. It’s not worth the scolding. Especially as someone else will do it soon.” Dropping the axes, he stepped back. “The dark of night cannot always save you.”

“I know that,” I mumbled, earning myself another glare.

He reached out again, but this time I anticipated it and was able to slip under his arm.

“Cute,” he snapped. “Now. Move.”

He wasn’t leaving until I did as he said, so I spun, keeping my ears open to ensure he wouldn’t come for my back if he changed his mind about the killing thing. I remained vigilant the entire time I followed the others, even though my mind was splintering like the branches on the trees around me as I worked to understand what had just happened.

We were headed toward the docks, and the sound of whispering wood rose across the water, the sense of too many watchful eyes rolling up my spine. As Guner headed to a ship at the end of the dock—I recognized the figurehead in the bow; it was the one we’d been on yesterday at the lake—I wiped my dirty hands on my leathers.

The Hird was ruthless. It’s why it was nicknamed Fenrir’s Pit—to make it out, we had to survive the beast that was the trials and the academy. But what Guner had done?

It was personal. I was certain of it. He was angry that he hadn’t known I would attend instead of Lika—angry that one of us was here at all.

The wood beneath my boots squeaked, and I stared down at it when the ships around me quieted as if they knew the fate that had befallen my family—as if they knew our wood no longer sang or gossiped or sailed across the vast seas.

“Watch where you’re going.”

I focused my eyes when Darcke hissed in my ear, and I nearly stumbled when he overtook me. “Weak,” he hissed. “Another thing for my list.”

“Asshole,” I whispered loud enough for him to hear me, but quiet enough I could pretend like it was nothing when his back stiffened. He didn’t spin around, though, didn’t look at me at all as he walked the brow to the ship. Hurrying after him, I headed to where heirs stood to the side, waiting just a few feet away from the gangplank.

As I came up beside Rakkel, she grabbed my hand and pulled me up before her.

In silence, she spat on her sleeve, then rubbed the harsh fabric across my chin and above my mouth. It came back stained red when she was finished. While I wished to offer her a smile, I was too furious, so I placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed instead.

“We’ll get him back,” she whispered, eyes slicing to Guner. “He won’t get away with this.”

It was a sweet thought, but if the king wanted Guner here, there wasn’t much we could do.

“Are you all right?” Ivren whispered.

I didn’t have time to respond before a horn was blown.

Our faces lifted to the captain’s deck as some of Darcke’s men pulled up the squeaking brow. Guner glowered at me for a second before turning his gaze out over the two hundred karls spread out across the ship.

“Now that everyone has arrived, we can finally get started,” he said, and I wished I was skilled with the bow, because it’d be quite easy to steal one of the warrior’s bone ones and send an arrow straight into that big mouth.

“I wouldn’t.” Ivren’s warm breath hit my ear. “The king likes him too much.”

I expelled a sigh that made Ivren laugh. Rage made my limbs twitch, so I turned to the water instead, closing my eyes for a second. The gentle hum of the waves and wood softly swimming in it wrapped around me, quelling the worst of the fury.

I felt my shoulders lower. When I opened my eyes again, Darcke was still glaring at me, and I gave the bastard a questioning look—one he’d surely describe as rude—before focusing on the king’s second.

“We’re doing things a little differently this year,” Guner said. “At the academy, you’re expected to know how to handle your weapons, how to build and steer a ship, and how to fight each other. The next two weeks before the heirs select their second, we need to establish a baseline.” He laughed to himself. “What better way than to do it right away? You’re fostered in the Hird to become the best and most ruthless warriors there are—to bring more prosperous land under King Gustief’s rule—and so the most important skills will be surviving until you can do so.”

A low, predatory rumble rippled through the ranks, shaking the very planks of the ship. The war chant vibrated deep in my marrow, awakening the promise each Viking made to our people: that we’d brave foreign seas and bleed upon the same salt-stained decks, bound to each other until Valhalla called our names.

The ship lunged forward with such a violent surge that everyone stumbled, causing a deeper shiver in my bones—a thirst for sea and fate and bonds made in blood that my father had instilled in me. I turned from the shrinking land and the dark sea surrounding it, and faced forward once more—toward wherever this vessel was taking us.

“While we won’t send you into battle for our borders until you’ve graduated, we are going to simulate the conditions.” Guner pointed to the north, where thick clouds rested over a group of shadowed islands. “You will all be dropped off at Svartoarna. You are each to collect a silver arm ring—your guarantee to continue in the trials. Should you survive, we’ll expect you back at the end of the week. Anyone who hasn’t returned by then is assumed to have given up their right as an initiate.”

Low murmurs—different from those of battle and glory—rose across the ship.

“He can’t be serious,” Rakkel breathed.

Even with the clear sky above us, when the deck quieted, a rumble split the air. Above the islands, more thick dark clouds gathered, casting the isles in eerie darkness.

I pressed my hands against my thighs. Svartoarna was rumored to be cursed—islands where the sun never speared the dark woods. There were not only bears and wolves to watch out for but lynx and other felines that had grown larger than adult men.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. King Gustief used the islands as his own personal prison—where he sent traitors and enemies and whoever he pleased, to try to stay alive.

Our ship headed straight toward the circle of other vessels that floated around them, armed with bows and daggers and other weapons to keep the men and women on the islands from swimming away.

My knees started trembling so hard they snapped together, but I locked them.

At least I’d had a whole week’s practice sneaking around in the woods to keep my head on my body. And I’d fought enemies before. It wasn’t ideal that I didn’t have my blade, but my father had sent me into battle unarmed as practice.

I measured the distance from the dark islands back to Nordoen.

It would be a long swim, but it was summer, and there were smaller isles—some of which we were passing now—that we could stop at to rest. It shouldn’t take more than two or three days. I’d have plenty of time.

When Guner smiled at us, the hair on my arms rose. “I should mention. You’ll be tied by the wrist with another initiate. If the rope is broken when you return, if Darcke or one of his guards sees you untie it to cheat, or if your partner dies, we’ll view you as a traitor to your people, and punish you thereafter.”

It went entirely quiet.

Guner’s grin couldn’t have been wider in his wrinkled face. “Blood and wood and steel. All shall deem you worthy.” He stared at me for a second before turning to the other heirs. “What good is a vow to die for your iron-bound if you don’t live long enough to prove it?” Guner licked his lips. “Your wyrd is no longer your own. It is now braided with the person beside you. To survive, you must follow in the footsteps of those that came before you.”
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“Want to do it together?” Rakkel asked.

I nodded. We were about the same height, and while she had more muscle, I wasn’t skin and bones yet. Thankfully, for my entire life until this week, I’d eaten well, and although I hadn’t expected to be the heir, I’d trained almost every day with Viljan.

Even though I didn’t trust Rakkel, she’d warned me last night, and that warning might have been the difference between me standing here today and my dead body lying on the bottom of the sea.

A suffocating hush fell over the ship when everyone started pairing up. Guner, Darcke, and several other warriors walked around, securing wrists together with thick leather bands.

Viljan was still blocked by another group of Guner’s men, although they were struggling to keep him back, so I made a motion toward Rakkel. He stilled for a second, and from how Rakkel shuffled a step backward, he must have offered her one of his famed glares.

My eyes shot to the sunny sky when Viljan spun to Rakkel’s guard and dragged the man to his side by the seam of his tunic. The Rafenskol guard flashed his teeth at Viljan before shaking off his arm, but he did remain by his side.

“Your guard isn’t the most polite, is he?” Rakkel laughed quietly. “Stefen looks friendlier than he is, so that man of yours needs to watch it unless he wants an axe to cleave his chest.”

I had no doubt Viljan could take the dark-haired guard with the thick stubble, who was almost a head shorter than he was, even if he was thick with corded muscle, but I wasn’t about to paint a target on the man I planned to be the new chief of our village. So instead of offering her a quip back—hopefully her guard had the good sense not to rile up mine too much—I forced a chuckle.

Rakkel’s paling cheeks were the only warning before a tall figure cast us in shadow.

“Wrists,” Darcke demanded with that snide twist of his lips.

My weak smile melted off my face as I stuck out my hand his way. When Rakkel did the same, Darcke took a short piece of rope from his belt, but as the cool hide touched our skin, Guner shouted, “No heirs together.”

A vein on Darcke’s neck bulged as he turned to the king’s second and sighed as if we all were a great inconvenience to him. “Then who?”

If he wasn’t such a bastard, I would have grinned at the defiance and disrespect in his tone. Guner heard it, too, because his cheeks turned the color of dried blood as he stormed over. His face darkened further when Rakkel, Ivren, Adrion, Ottoh, and I all lifted our chins as he halted before us.

Ivren and Adrion had also been in the process of getting their wrists joined. Only Ottoh hadn’t paired up with an heir but with someone who looked vaguely similar to him, the woman’s long blond hair the exact shade of Ottoh’s own and her eyes the same green color and filled with the same fierceness.

“No family either,” Guner snapped at Ottoh. “Your sister could just as well be an heir.”

So this was the sister. The grin she offered me had me take a step toward her.

“But she’s not an heir,” Ottoh said. “She will be only if I go to Valhalla.”

“Are you questioning me?” Guner’s spit landed on Ottoh’s face as he stalked into his space. To his credit, the heir only straightened, although his fingers were white from flexing them.

“No,” Ottoh replied heatedly. “But⁠—”

Ivren stepped forward, and the tyga rune’s power wove into his words. His tone became smooth, soft and demanding at the same time. Inviting.

I wasn’t the only one who moved closer to the heir because of it.

“We haven’t chosen our seconds yet,” Ivren said. “I don’t think it’s wise pairing up with any of the karls before that.” He placed a hand on Guner’s shoulder. “You know many of them will try to have our heads. Doesn’t seem fair we should have another disadvantage.”

It was quiet for a second before Guner threw his head back and cackled. “You know the king’s men wield all runes.” He tapped his leather-clad heart, where King Gustief’s runes were carved into his skin. “Your mother’s tyga won’t impact my mind.”

Fury hit the air like lightning, and when crawling tension stretched out over the ship, causing raging whispers to beat over the ocean, I held my breath.

“Heirs,” Guner spat, “are critical if our people are to live on. Heirs provide our people with the runes we need for magic—for us to remain strong so we may stretch our borders and quell the enemies we’ve made in this world.” He stared Ivren up and down. “There is a reason we allow anyone to become an heir if we see fit. There is a reason heirs die and bloodlines change. Sure, we do hope that our chiefs will train their children to take up their mantle. But your little show just now”—I winced as Guner struck Ivren so hard his brow split and blood splattered onto the king’s second before he spun to address his taunt to the karls—“doesn’t give me much confidence that the Solsken family will be needed in the next generation.”

When Ivren lifted his hand to his forehead, Ottoh stepped forward again, rage twisting his face. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

But as the Briggen heir’s hands balled, his sister wrapped her fingers around his upper arm and pulled him back.

“It’s not worth it,” she hissed, her cheeks burning as if she’d been struck as well. “You’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.”

“Or we won’t,” Ivren whispered to me as he wiped at the blood covering his face as best he could. “Something or someone must have really pissed Guner off to put our bloodlines at risk like this. We could end up with five new heirs.”

We weren’t the only ones who’d come to that realization. The fury in the air shifted into determination. So many pairs of eyes burned across my skin, but I kept my own on Viljan when he turned the color of bleached bone.

Rakkel took a shuddering breath beside me, and when I let out my own, Ivren’s fingers danced over my palm, thrumming a steady rhythm that calmed my heart. I leaned into him as Adrion shook his head and Ottoh dragged his sister behind him. As if that would help her.

“You.” Guner waved for a skinny boy with bright red hair, but much lighter than my own, like the color of the sun right as it peeked over the horizon at dawn. “You’re with the Briggen heir.”

Ottoh stared into the damp planks of the ship, but he said nothing as he stepped up beside the boy, who looked as if he might faint right there and then as a guard tied their wrists together.

Ivren’s fingers laced with mine for a second, and I pretended not to hear his breath stutter before he squeezed my hand. “Be careful. Don’t trust anyone. Lika wouldn’t have.”

Darcke’s eyes flew to mine, sending a surge of cold across my skin, when I gripped Ivren so fiercely I was surprised my brother’s best friend didn’t yelp. The warrior couldn’t have heard him. Still, I didn’t like what simmered in his dark eyes.

I tried to shake off the feeling as I turned my head over my shoulder and gave Ivren a weak smile. He offered me one back as Guner assigned him and Adrion each a massive man—both the same height as Ivren, but with so much muscle they were nearly twice his width.

Adrion had to tilt his head back to meet the eyes of the dark-haired one he was assigned to, but though he was almost three times the heir’s size, the man’s tattooed shoulders hunched, and he tried to lean as far from Adrion as he could when Adrion hissed something I couldn’t make out.

Ivren bounced his brows my way when Darcke tied his wrist with the other man’s. Elbowing the male, he mouthed, “I can take him.”

I rolled my eyes at the same time as the golden-haired man who was now stuck with my friend.

Then it was Rakkel’s turn. She was paired up with the girl I’d spotted last night—the one with purplish hair. The girl’s eyes were almost as dark as Darcke’s, and I pushed some of my hair over my shoulder when she openly studied me, not an ounce of wariness tightening her features. Rakkel didn’t look impressed, her movement skittish as a warrior tied them together, and she shot Stefen, her guard, a worried glance.

When Guner turned my way, I’d already evaluated the girls who were left unpaired. There were only four of them, two about my own size who seemed friendly enough. One girl was smaller, her skin so pale it was almost translucent, and I couldn’t gather much about her because she kept her face averted, her arms around her body.

The final girl was tall with freckles covering not only her entire face, but also her tanned shoulders. Her hair was dark red like mine, but her eyes were gray. When my gaze drifted past her, she smiled, and it felt like the first real smile I’d seen since I came here, apart from Ivren’s.

Guner took his time staring at the crowd facing us.

I remained relaxed—not only because I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing my nose still ached, and that beneath the calm I was ready should he try to strike me again, but also because I wouldn’t mind being paired up with any of the girls.

The king’s second turned to me once more, and when tension tightened his features, I smiled. His brows lifted. Only for a second, but enough for me to know that had been a mistake.

Guner’s face betrayed nothing, though, as he ordered, “Havskold, come here.”

I waited for one of the girls to step forward, so when Kilia, one of the silver-haired twins Ivren had warned me about last night, stalked over, his brother grinning menacingly behind him, unease twisted my gut.

If Viljan had been pale before, it was nothing compared to his complexion now. When my guard turned from the twin to me, it was as if the sun’s rays didn’t reach him, as if they danced over a ghost. Ivren’s smile melted off his face, but the man he was tied to stopped him from coming to my side.

Rakkel was also pulled away by her partner, her eyes wide, and the girl with the magenta strands became very interested in the sea creatures carved into the wooden railing of the ship instead of me.

I backed into the railing, feeling it hum beneath my skin. But where I sought support, the wood provided none. It was quiet, a slow thrum like a heartbeat surging through it. As if it wasn’t certain whether to be excited or apprehensive.

Guner dipped his eyes to the hands I’d spread across the carved wood before lifting them to my own. “Darcke, do us the honors?”

Darcke had lingered by Rakkel, and the warrior was the only one on the ship who remained at ease, playing with the rope he’d meant to tie me and the other female heir together.

When Kilia came to stand opposite me, forcing my head back to meet his eyes, the tension in the ocean-tanged air thickened until it became difficult to breathe. His eyes were cold—indifferent—but for a spark of hatred shining through, almost like an amber flame surrounding his irises.

“Hello, Lika’s sister,” he drawled.

I didn’t like that he sounded like a warrior who’d managed to catch the predator stalking his village, or like a proud fisherman coming back with a full ship after a day’s haul. Darcke shoved the twin to my side and started tying our wrists together, ignoring how the karl vibrated from excitement.

I doubted Guner had ever smiled so widely. “I just remembered,” he said. “Your sister was quite close to Lika, wasn’t she, Kilia?”

My skin burned where Kilia’s touched it, the hair all over my body standing at end at the threat that radiated from the muscled karl.

This? What Guner was doing? It wasn’t because I’d been rude, or because he felt snubbed by the Sweengards for sending a different heir.

My skin pebbled when the king’s second laughed, because the way Kilia licked his lips after sharing a glance with his brother…

I had a feeling I was about to be in all kinds of danger.

I didn’t dare look at Viljan when Kilia dragged me closer, until my entire body lined up with his, so instead I focused on the man finishing up the knot that chafed my wrist.

Darcke’s long fingers worked the rope until an intricate binding sealed me and Kilia.

Only when he was finished did his face lift to mine. It was almost reassuring to see his arrogant brows raise. His eyes, which looked black in certain lights but now were a rich, dark brown, blinked with boredom before he walked off.

“Good.” I jerked when Guner clapped his hands. “With these favorable winds, we’ll be at Svartoarna soon. I suggest you spend the time getting to know each other if you don’t already.” He turned to Darcke. The warrior had gone to rest against the railing, his head turned to the wind, the short, light strands blowing around his angled face. “Darcke, collect the karls’ weapons. The king doesn’t want anyone to rely on steel.”

As initiates began shuffling around the deck, most missed Darcke ignoring the king’s second, his body turned to the sea as if he saw something the rest of us missed.

“Darcke?” Guner echoed.

The man didn’t turn Guner’s way as he replied, “No.”

“No?” Guner’s jaw clenched.

“No,” Darcke said again. “I don’t feel like it.”

It was quiet for a few long moments, and even though some initiates had struck up conversations, it was impossible to miss the strained silence between the two. Murmurs turned into whispers, and several coupled initiates shuffled further into the middle of the ship, avoiding the stray drops of salt splashing up on the sides.

Guner opened and closed his mouth a few times before he grumbled something incoherent. “Torden,” he growled.

A friendly-looking warrior, the first I’d seen with at least a shadow of upturned lips, his brown hair teasing his shoulders, came forward. If I didn’t know better, I might have thought Darcke hid a dark grin when he remained turned into the wind while Torden came and took the axe off Kilia’s back.

Kilia was silent as he forced me to the side of the ship, but unlike the quiet I usually shared with Viljan, this one wasn’t comfortable. When he halted by the stern, the twin stared at me with such disdain that I wondered if he wouldn’t have stabbed me right there and then if the guard hadn’t taken his weapon.

A scuffle rang over the water, a heated exchange moving our way.

Viljan was hauling Stefen closer to me by the rope that tied them together. The latter spewed such filth that the king would have blushed as he dug his heels into the deck to try to turn and get to Rakkel and the middle of the ship.

The female heir was trying to get any conversation out of the girl she was now tied to, but from the way the girl stared straight ahead, Rakkel was probably feeling about as lucky as I did.

My arm jerked as Kilia pulled on our rope.

He can’t kill you, I reminded myself. He might hate you, but he can’t kill you.

I blew up my cheeks before letting the air trickle out.

“Tell me,” I demanded through my teeth.

Kilia stiffened. “What did you say?”

“I said ‘tell me.’” I nodded to our wrists. “We’re about to be stuck together for days, and you clearly have something on your mind. So tell me. I can take it.”

At least I hoped so.

A low chuckle that didn’t reassure me at all vibrated through Kilia’s chest. “I don’t think you can. That guard of yours runs after you like a mother would a babe. Did he not understand that the moment he and his precious little heir set foot on Nordoen, you would be surrounded by all of us—the dirty dregs of society—until you graduated?” Kilia leaned in so close I could count the thick hair covering his chin. “Lika must have thought he was clever to send you instead. But we don’t discriminate between Sweengards.” He waved to his brother, whose lips lifted into a crazed smile. “We’ll crush your skull all the same.”

I wanted nothing more than to take a step back from him—to untie our wrists—but that wasn’t why I was here. That wasn’t who I was. That wasn’t what a Sweengard did. So instead I tilted my head further back. “If I don’t return, neither do you.”

Kilia’s smile didn’t waver as he twisted his arm until the rope burned into my flesh. “Sounds like a fair price to me. Oscri will care for our family when I’m gone.”

I pressed my lips together when Kilia’s hand wrapped around my unbound wrist and he tightened his grip until my bones squeaked. His lips brushed my ear as he rested his cheek against mine, the scent of anger and leather and sweat coiling around us.

What the fuck had Lika done to him?

“How should I do it?” He took an excited breath. “Drown you in the sea?”

His hand moved to my throat, and I refused to let the fear in my belly show in my face when he cut off my breath.

“Snap your neck before we’ve even stepped off this ship?”

He squeezed hard enough to bruise, his fingers digging into my throat until I heard my heart pound between my ears. While I kept my mouth shut, my mind was all the louder.

I needed to come up with something to calm him.

“Get the fuck off her,” Ivren shouted, but Guner’s men had sealed us off, keeping a line between us and the other heirs and initiates.

I couldn’t stand the pain in Ivren’s eyes, so I blinked it away, refusing the yelp winding through my throat as Kilia firmed his grip.

“You’re trying to be brave, aren’t you?” the twin taunted. “Is that why you’re not fighting back?” He dragged his tongue over his bottom teeth. “Did your brother tell you why he wouldn’t come? Did he tell you why you’re going to die in his stead? Do you consider it an honor to die for that bastard?”

“Such… what do you call it… dramatics.”

Kilia’s back shot straight as Darcke strolled up to our side.

I wasn’t sure which of them I hated more, but as Kilia relaxed his grip and I pulled a shallow breath, I couldn’t help but throw Darcke a grateful look. One I instantly regretted.

“Why don’t you just kill the heir and be done with it?” the warrior drawled.

Kilia stared from me to the Viking, his fingers cutting off my air once more.

“I’m serious.” Darcke flicked a tooth with his tongue. “Don’t let me interrupt. It gets so boring outside the front lines. I would enjoy some… bloodshed.”

My lips parted when the wood digging into my back thrummed louder, pulsating through me like my own racing pulse.

Help, I thought. Help me. The railing only gave a hollow, mocking shudder, the wooden bars pushing against me like a cage.

A darkness swept over Darcke’s features, and I got the feeling he understood more than he let on.

“This is honorable, no?” he said. “You people always talk of your honor. Fight to the death and all that.” Whatever his lips lifted into, I wouldn’t call it a smile. It was more of a threatening flash of sharp white teeth. “So what are you waiting for? Are you not going to kill the little girl?”

Kilia scoffed while I let out an angry strangled sound.

“She is no girl. She has the strength of the two of us, warrior,” the twin snapped.

My insides twisted in worry as Darcke’s laugh slithered up my spine. “I doubt that.”

“This is the Sweengard heir.” Kilia released his grip, and I coughed when air rushed down my throat. “Show him,” he ordered. “Show him I’m not about to kill some defenseless little girl.”

I shook my head. “N-no.” I coughed again. “I don’t th-think so.”

Fuck, my voice sounded exactly how my throat felt.

“Why?” Kilia demanded. “Are you scared you’re not strong enough?”

Yes.

“D-Darcke is right,” I said in my thick voice. “It is more honorable to fight… to fight to the death.” I cleared my throat. “This—this would be no fight. It’d be too easy.”

The warrior’s scoff hit right where it intended. More people turned our way, and I struggled to force the tears from my eyes—both from the pain still lingering around my bruised neck and from the disgrace I was once again draping over my family’s name.

“Coward,” Kilia hissed. “You’re as scared as your brother. Why don’t you run as well? Save us all the headache of having to kill you.”

“Lika isn’t scared. And he wouldn’t run from you.” I tried to mimic Darcke’s disrespectful tone and was quite happy with it until the warrior started laughing. A low laugh that sent shivers across my skin. Still, I refused to back down. “I am an heir. I won’t let some karl with a temper tantrum risk that.”

I couldn’t look Viljan’s way when the words left my mouth, even if it was unlikely he heard me over the waves crashing against the steerboard. The rope around my arm twisted further, breaking my skin. I bit down hard not to show it.

“Nobody is going to weep when I kill you, you little bitch,” Kilia growled.

“You talk so much. I thought the Viking way was kill first, talk later.” Darcke waved for another warrior. “I am not watching over this group. They bore me.”

The warrior nodded, but as he was about to step forward from the wall of men who sealed us off from the others, Guner spun. “Darcke, you’re to stay with them. It’s an order.”

I’m not sure why I was relieved when the wall of men broke and the other heirs were guided to where Kilia and I stood, but that relief quickly faded when Viljan was shouldered from reaching us—a coordinated maneuver forcing my guard and Rakkel’s away that left me certain that had been the intent from the beginning.

“I wish not to,” Darcke challenged his leader. “The heirs are spoiled, and the men only talk. No real fight in them.”

“It does not matter what you wish,” Guner growled. “It’s the king’s order. You are to oversee the heirs during this practice and report back.”

Darcke stared off in the distance. “And if I refuse?”

Guner laughed once. “You know what happens.”

Darcke’s nostrils flared, and for a second a strange scent filled the wind—one that made my heart ache in a way I’d never experienced before. Only a heartbeat later, the wind died down, became the gentle breeze from before, and I blinked, trying to scour the fog layering my mind.

“Fine,” he snapped.

“We’re nearly there, so get ready,” Guner called over his shoulder.

I was too busy staring at the furious warrior, who was cursing in a language I’d never heard before, that I didn’t have time to react as Kilia grabbed my neck once more, forcing my face down until my bones protested.

“Did you hear that?” Kilia snarled. “He won’t save you. No one will save you.”

“Stay away from her,” Ivren shouted from somewhere to my side. “Lika might not be here, but I am.”

“So sweet,” Kilia cooed. “Is that your plan, then, Ivren? Marry and merge with the most powerful chiefdom to make your own stronger? Does her brother know?”

“Watch your fucking mouth,” Ivren snarled.

Just as I tried to whip my head up, I was shoved forward.

I reached for the railing, but my hands found only air. Terror flushed my veins as the railing caved in on itself, leaving a steep drop behind me. The wood quivered and shook as if in laughter, and my entire body went rigid when the planks lifted, sending me into the air.

My arm jerked when Kilia tried to remain on the ship, and I screamed even before his body was flung off the deck as well, his head slamming into mine so hard I blacked out for a second.

Kilia’s cries echoed in my ears as we tumbled toward the cold, dark water in a jumble of limbs and rope and fear. The last thing I saw before we cut the surface was Darcke’s equally cold dark eyes as the ship rebuilt itself, and the final thing I heard was his drawl: “So. Fucking. Boring.”
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Iwasn’t sure what was worse: the fiery sensation as the rope twisted and pulled at my arm until it snapped out of its socket, or the harsh, unforgiving cold that slammed into me when Kilia and I hit the stormy surface.

Bubbles burst from my mouth as my scream died in my throat, and my hot tears were lost to the brackish water when Kilia’s weight became an anchor, dragging me deep into the dark and sending shards of white-hot pain through my arm.

Despite what it would mean, I tried to tear my hand free from the rope tethering me to the twin. The urge to live was too strong—I couldn’t fight it. But my fingers only slipped on the hard knot, and the sea drowned another of my shrieks as I failed. I had to clamp my lips shut not to pant—not to pull murky seawater into my empty lungs.

We were still sinking. And we were doing so fast.

That I could tell through the haze of agony that clouded my vision.

Fuck. I twisted my body, biting down on my lip at another jolt of pain. Kilia was unconscious, the darker cloud around his head not just a shadowed spot of the ocean but a cloud of blood. I cursed again as his body jerked, his lungs replacing air with sea.

Darcke’s spiteful eyes simmered in my mind.

Coward. Spoiled. Liar.

“I hate you,” I tried to scream. Even the bubbles taunted me, growing smaller and smaller with every moment the sea drained the life from my body. Pain shattered my thoughts, stabbing at my lungs and my legs and my arms.

But I couldn’t just save myself. I needed Kilia to get out of here alive. I needed him to keep my people alive.

A whimper rattled my rib cage when the current took hold of us, throwing us back and forth until I was certain my arm would pull clean off.

Darcke’s grin flashed in the dark water.

That fucking bastard.

I desperately threw my head back and forth, searching for any darker spots—any shadows breaking through the clouded sea—when another surge took hold of us, lurching us forward with its bottomless strength.

Again, I cried out into the thieving flow, my arm wrenching against the waters and Kilia as we overtook the ship, the vessel’s wide body casting an eerie veil over us. As I scowled at the dark formation, silently sending a threat of a violent death to the warrior, a hacking breath tried to find its way into my lungs, and my jaw quivered as it fought it.

The shadow mocked me—teased me with its nearness.

The current had brought us closer. If I had my full strength, I could reach it in seconds.

Coward.

I acted before I could second-guess myself. Reaching down, I wedged my foot in the empty sheath hanging by Kilia’s waist, and at the same time I tugged him upward, I gripped my dislocated arm and pulled on it as hard as I could. For the first time, I was glad we were beneath the surface because the scream leaving me wasn’t filled with any honor—the sound was entirely unfit for the blood running through my veins.

Fucking Fenrir’s grave, that hurt.

But when I flexed my fingers and they responded, I drowned the pain like the sea tried to do me. After freeing my foot, I used it to kick at Kilia. The twin didn’t respond. Only a trail of blood trickled up from his nostrils, like a taunting thread that could do nothing to get us out of here.

The shadow above us moved faster now, and I desperately pulled on Kilia’s arm as I used my free hand to move us upward, closing my eyes against the exertion.

I listened to the waters, tried to remember how they sang to our ships when we sailed them—tried to hear the hum of my father’s wood as it cleaved the waves. But the sea was as silent as the ship had been loud in its decision not to help me, and the vessel above us started to distance itself. My eyes hunted the dark for any shred of salvation—a floating timber, a shallow reef—but the deep offered nothing but suffocating quiet.

A silent curse took the rest of the breaths inside me. For every moment that passed, darkness crept in at the corner of my eyes. My blinks slowed, and every time I closed my eyes, those I loved took the sea’s place.

My father. Lika. My siblings. My people.

A melody started in my mind as the ship’s shadow grew, its speed changing yet again—slower now. A low, guttural thrum like the vibration of a war horn wrapped around me, and the pain was replaced by a strange euphoria—one it would be so easy to give in to. One face after another appeared with increasing haste, and I gritted my teeth when Kilia’s limp body tugged at my aching arm.

My father’s harsh, weather-beaten face moved back and forth.

I could hear his voice so clearly in my mind.

Protect your people, Elvara. Above all, protect your people.

He smiled at me before his familiar features gave way to unknown blank faces, but ones that felt as much like home as he did.

My people.

I needed to protect them. I needed to stay alive for them.

My free arm started moving again as drums joined the melody, each thump squeezing my heart and pushing me to try—to fight. It shouldn’t be possible. Even with my muddled mind, I knew that. But as I clawed at the water as if it were solid earth, trying to drag my weight and Kilia’s against the crushing deep, the underbelly of the ship grew. And grew. Until I reached a rope trailing the vessel—one of the ones that had tethered it to Nordoen.

My fingers were stiff as they wrapped around hemp, and a huff left me when the speed of the ship made us fly forward faster than I expected. A scream reverberated inside my mind, but still that song played. Iron exploded across my tongue, but the drumming in my veins still pushed me forward.

As I kicked my legs and used the rope to drag us up, we moved, slowly but steadily, toward the light that flickered around the hull. I shattered the surface with a gasp, flinging my head back as I heaved Kilia upward with me. Fighting the deep until I managed to level his weight, I forced Kilia’s limp form to crest the swell as water erupted from his lungs and he gasped.

Pulling several deep breaths myself, I blinked against the fierce light.

As the melody in my mind faded, sounds that belonged to neither a ship nor the sea battered my eardrums. Shrieks, horns, and the telltale cries of battle tore through the air.

I dragged Kilia with me as I spun in the water, my lips parting at the scene unfolding before the ship we floated beside. Crimson stained the water, and several initiates came swimming toward us, their eyes bloodshot and their strokes urgent as they whipped their heads around as they tried to escape.

Behind them, others were fighting through the water, attempting to get to the stony beach to escape the wrath of men and women with streaks of blood covering their foreheads and eyes.

The war paint was the only thing that was Viking about these enemies.

While gaunt and pale, these captives—because these were King Gustief’s enemies from his travels—were armed. Large jagged bludgeons swung against heads and sharpened driftwood pierced skin whenever they found it, and there were even some with knives in their hands, jabbing at whoever dared get too close.

Ivren stood on the rocky beach to my left, his chest heaving while the man tied to him pressed a palm against a deep wound in his forehead. Behind him, Viljan swore at Rakkel’s guard, his eyes fierce as they flew across the water. Ottoh and Adrion and Rakkel were nowhere to be seen.

I cursed silently at the many bodies floating face down in the dark waves, using my hands to stop them from bumping into me. Swimming toward my friends, I used the ship to keep Kilia and me shielded until my feet found a carpet of splintered rock.

I had risen and gone to take a step when Viljan found me, and his face relaxed for a second before blanching as he took a step toward me, dragging Stefen with him.

“Watch out!” My guard’s scream pierced my bones and I spun, ready to meet the wrath of a foreign captive.

“You!” Kilia spat as he threw himself at me.

The back of my head slammed into stone as he pummeled me into the water, and my mind spun as I spluttered and choked, my jaw tight as I battled the salt water that hungered for my lungs.

There was no air to be found as Kilia’s hands came around my neck. My limbs moved with a mind of their own, driven by a frantic urge for survival.

He was wobbly as well, and it didn’t matter that I wasn’t as strong as I’d been a fortnight ago. I slammed a fist into his throat, aiming for the knot bobbing there.

As he gagged, I drove the heel of my palm into his nose. I felt the bone snap like dry kindling, and the force of the blow buckled his knees, sending him crashing down atop me. His hands loosened their grip enough for me to wrangle out from beneath him, and I had picked up a rock to strike him with when his hands found my wrists.

With a cut-off cry, he dragged me down again. I splashed water in his face, but although his eyes shut, he didn’t let go. A furious shriek left me as he pulled me to him, and fear chilled my guts when my kicks did little to deter him.

As his hot breath fanned over my face, I screamed, “What is wrong with you?”

My head pulsated as he grinned a violent, vicious smile. “Revenge, Sweengard. The thirst for revenge runs hot in my blood. And now that you’re weakened…”

“I didn’t do anything!” I thrashed to break his hold, but it only anchored him deeper, his weight pinning me to the jagged seabed. His hands found my shoulders, and with a snarl, he tried to drive me back into the cold embrace of the deep.

“I don’t care,” Kilia hissed.

I groaned at the weight of him, squirming to find a way to escape.

Something flashed above me, and I looked up. Darcke stood there, elbows resting on the railing above the chaos, nothing shadowing his features as he stared back at me. I bared my teeth at him when he nodded in a bored salute I didn’t care one fuck for.

Bastard.

Kilia heaved against me once more, and stone cut my hands as I tried to withstand it. A tapping sound reached my ears, and I involuntarily glanced up again. Darcke remained there for a second before he spun, his silhouette against the dark sky disappearing from view.

As I twisted my body, a splintered rib of a longship floated my way, and I didn’t hesitate as I used my last strength to dive for it, pressing one shoulder up to throw Kilia off.

The wood sealed itself in my hand as if it had been made for me, and I wedged it between us, driving the tip into Kilia’s throat. I used enough force to draw blood, but I stopped after the wood broke his skin.

There was no fear in his eyes when he glared at me. Only rage and regret. From somewhere in the battle around us, someone screamed his name. I didn’t need to look up to know it was his brother.

A swallow rolled down my throat.

“Why”—I took a breath—“do you keep trying to kill me?”

“Blood for blood,” he spat.

“Who did my brother kill?”

The muscle in Kilia’s jaw worked. “My sister,” he admitted.

My brows pinched. Lika might have been ruthless, but he did not kill easily. And he definitely didn’t kill women.

“No.” I shook my head, firming my grip on the driftwood. “You’re lying.”

The corners of his eyes twitched, and it wasn’t a bead from the bed of water surrounding us that traced down his cheek. It was quiet for a moment, until a drop of blood escaped the wound I was creating and forced a decisive look over his features.

“He promised her it was love,” Kilia snarled. “He promised her she’d become his wife! That he’d come for her. She waited for him for years, and he kept dangling his lure. Every fucking summer he’d bait her, but when winter came around, he was nowhere to be seen.”

“So?” My voice sounded sharper than I felt.

Everyone had flings over the summer when we met at battles or on travels for trade.

But promises of weddings? That wasn’t common. It also wasn’t something Lika could offer.

“She decided she didn’t want to wait anymore, so she went in search of him!” Kilia screamed, pressing himself harder against the weapon draining his life. “She was killed. My mother’s only daughter was killed by enemies, her head severed like a fucking thrall! It’s Lika’s fault, and he knows it!”

“No,” I said.

Kilia didn’t say anything else as my thoughts waged war inside my mind. Lika couldn’t have promised marriage because a chieftain’s bed was not theirs to give. Heirs could play around—we were no prudes—but that freedom ended with the Hird. Once an heir was the king’s chosen, their hand became a coin of the realm, to be spent by the crown on an alliance of their choosing. That’s how my parents wed.

“You lie,” I accused him again.

Kilia’s face grew paler by the second, and a tiredness seeped across his features as he turned from me. I followed, and Oscri, the mirror to the man whose life I had in my hands, stood a few feet away, his skin as white as the one before me.

To his side, Ottoh wiped blood from a busted lip while the boy tied to him heaved the limp body of a captive to the side, shoving it into the surge, where it joined the many others.

I waited for a smirk from the heir, perhaps a sharp comment as to why I hadn’t killed this brute for these accusations yet. But no razor-edged smile came.

Instead Ottoh shook his head. “You knew a different Lika to us.”

It was the echo of pain in those words that had ice cascade down my spine. It also made me wonder what my brother had done to the Briggen heir for such a darkness to shade his features.

The fighting behind Ottoh continued; a group led by Ivren and Rakkel drove a dozen captives out to sea, claiming a bank of the beach as their own. On the other side, Adrion fought a massive man, the initiate bound to him slowing the heir’s movements as he stumbled behind him, injured from something sticking out of his thigh.

Above us the ship floated proudly with Darcke, Torden, Guner, and several other men watching as the brothers and sisters of the Hird fought and died and swam.

I sensed something in the air a second before the bastard warrior’s lips twitched.

I whirled so swiftly the water splashed around me—exactly like it did around the man with a salt-hardened spike barging right for Oscri. A sound left Kilia, and I took only a second to decide before I ripped the driftwood away and threw it with every ounce of energy left inside me.

Even without my father’s strength, the sharp edge pierced the attacker’s chest, and there was a hollow plunge as his body met the water and was claimed by the current.

Had it not been for the fighting, the world around me would have gone quiet.

Ottoh gaped, and identical gazes captured me. Kilia’s lips pressed together, his hand wrapping around his neck for a moment before he lifted the palm to his face, eyeing the blood covering it.

I caught my breath. “Blood for blood,” I got out.

His jaw worked as he turned to his brother, then to me.

I lifted my chin.

Finally, Kilia’s head dipped. Only the slightest inch. But it was enough.

“You’ll stop trying to kill me,” I demanded breathlessly, still surprised I’d managed to kill that man. “I saved your brother. So you will spare me.”

His eyes were on Oscri when he hissed, “For now.”

I had no idea why I smiled, my face turned to the tinted waves churning around us.

“Touching.” Darcke drew out the word until it sounded like the most vicious of insults as he came striding through the water as if it wasn’t there at all.

I turned away from him, suddenly regretting having thrown the weapon. But I still knew he spoke to me when he said, “You’ll all be killed unless you stir your fucking bones.”

My back jerked straight at the same time Kilia’s did. Viljan and Stefen were fighting several captives in the middle of the beach. Rakkel and Ivren were surrounded, their attackers driving them against the tree line, away from the water. Adrion was out of sight, while a group of karls tried to board the ship Darcke had just come from but were chased off by Guner’s men.

More enemies came our way. Ottoh gave me a cocky smile before he spun to tackle two oncomers, then began sprinting through the sea while waving at the rest of us to follow him and his partner toward a bend of the island.

I stiffened when a touch grazed my cheek. Kilia’s nostrils flared, and his hard features didn’t mirror the gentleness with which he dragged two bloodied fingers across my face before doing the same to himself.

“Don’t slow me down,” he ordered.

I raised my brows. “Don’t slow me down.”

A shadow of amusement crossed the silver-haired twin’s face.

“Any time before the gods come to reap us all,” Darcke drawled. He’d already turned to wade through shallow waters, shoving an enemy aside as if he were a mere piece of flotsam, discarded and nameless against the tide, but I still caught a glimpse of his face.

If I didn’t know better, I would have thought there was a shard of respect in the way his mouth hooked to the side.
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Iwas definitely the one slowing Kilia down as we followed Ottoh through the hip-high shrub that clawed at our thighs like the fingers of the drowned.

“Come on,” Kilia hissed under his breath. I wheezed for air, trying to keep up with his strides while fighting the thick bushes. “There are more of them over there.”

I groaned to myself when long shadows flickered over the forest bed.

He was right. Another group of King Gustief’s enemies was headed our way, these with wooden torches that contorted their features as the flames danced over them. Their foreign tongue was sharp, their accents thick and menacing as they shattered the heavy silence between the trees. Their steps amplified the sound, setting my nerves alight.

Wiping sweat from my brow, I pushed myself to move faster, not letting the rope between me and Kilia stretch or allowing Ottoh and his partner out of sight as they wove through the thousand-year-old trees.

We’d fought our way here from the beach. Enemies had lain in wait at almost every bend of the rocky shore, and by the time we reached the forest line, there were so many of them I hadn’t been able to make out Viljan, Ivren, or Rakkel anymore. My leathers were damp, not from the sea but from the blood of those Kilia and I had been forced to take down. By this point I imagined the scent of iron would cling to my skin forever.

“It’s getting harder to see,” Kilia said quietly. “We must be getting quite far inland.”

“Should we stop?” Oscri asked. “Make sure we’re not taking some kind of detour to wherever we’re going?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I replied as muted sounds whipped the air around us: screams that cut off into gurgling, choked sounds, steps crunching leaves, hushed voices coming from every direction. “Just watch out for the roots and keep going.”

Darkness thickened around us like it had with every step we took further inland, and sweat began trickling down my back when the shadows deepened and the trees grew taller, more threatening.

No gentle melody resounded from these woods. Not like it did at home. The forest here was wild. Unpredictable. The trunks tightened around us like enemies surrounding a battlefield. They hummed with hostility, and an eerie howl rose somewhere ahead. I bit down a cry of pain when the sound caused Kilia to waver, making the rope pull at my battered arm.

“Sorry,” he mouthed.

A growl that vibrated through my blood answered the howl, and I flinched when Oscri slipped, a curse flying from him as he stumbled into a slow run beside us.

“That doesn’t sound good at fucking all,” Oscri snapped. “How do we even know we’re going the right way?” the twin continued in a furious whisper, his head darting from side to side as he carried his partner over his shoulder.

The man tied to him had been struck by a wooden club, and there was a worrying emptiness in his half-closed eyes as his body bounced against the muscled karl.

Kilia let out a shuddering breath before turning away from his brother.

“Since there are more enemies, I think there is a good chance we’re on the right path,” I replied. “I’m sure we’ll be there soon.”

Whether it was the truth or not, I had no idea, but I wasn’t about to have the twins lose hope. I needed them to get out of here.

“Where is there?” Ottoh stopped ahead, and he dragged the sunset-haired boy with him as he turned around. “What are we even looking for?”

“Down,” I hissed as light blasted through thick trunks, revealing just how covered in blood the other heir was as well, his blond hair clumped with drying crimson.

We pulled inward, shoulders locking as we hunched into a mass of bodies. The men’s fast breathing sped up my own pulse, and I almost hopped from foot to foot when another rush of adrenaline flooded my system.

Ottoh’s partner shook so violently the leaves beneath us crackled. “They have us surrounded.”

“Fuck, you’re right,” Ottoh cursed. “They’re behind us too.”

More voices drifted through the trees, and a rhythmic tapping made my heart race. It sounded like someone bouncing their weapon off every tree they passed, moving slowly and deliberately, as if they had all the time in the world.

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to fight.” Oscri shared a look with his brother. “I don’t even know if it matters anymore.” There was a tremor in his jaw as he adjusted the unconscious man.

Guner’s words echoed in my mind.

If the rope is broken when you return, if Darcke or one of his guards sees you untie it to cheat, or if your partner dies, we’ll view you as a traitor to your people, and punish you thereafter.

Kilia’s swallow made it hard to breathe. Pulling at the rope tethering us, I gave him a warning look before I approached his brother. After licking my finger, I stuck it under the nose of the man he was carrying.

“He’s alive,” I confirmed when his shallow breath cooled my skin.

Pushing his hair aside, I checked the wound. It was deep. But head wounds always bled the worst. That’s what my healer once told me when my brother had slammed a wooden sword so hard into my face that my forehead burst open and my entire tunic was soaked.

There was no bone sticking out, no gray liquid oozing from the wound, like I’d seen before on the battlefield with my father. When that happened, we offered the warrior a quick goodbye, because there was no getting onto a ship again after that kind of injury.

I leaned in to listen to his lips.

The way he breathed—weakly but steadily, without any interruptions…

“I think he’ll survive.” I turned from Oscri to Kilia. “But we should try to rest. Ideally overnight, if we can, so we all have the best chance of living through the next sundown.”

Kilia’s brows drew in, his harsh face softening for the first time since I met him.

I tried for a smile. “I’m not being noble. I want to get out of here as fast as I fucking can. I assume you’re going to be even grumpier if your brother dies, so I intend to avoid that.”

I rolled my shoulders so he wouldn’t see my arms shaking. It wasn’t purely for Oscri’s sake that I’d suggested we stop. I was tired. I’d had to put such effort behind each kick and strike and jump today to ensure no one would notice what was missing in my veins, and I wasn’t sure how long I could keep it up.

“Where do you suggest we rest?” Ottoh asked. “It’s not like there’s a longhouse waiting for us here with a fire burning and furs laid out.”

“I’m surprised the sun hasn’t broken through the trees at your optimism,” I replied dryly.

Oscri snorted so loudly I smacked his arm, and Kilia stepped closer, slackening our rope.

“There were some fallen trees back there,” I continued. “We can use them as shelter.”

“The captives are everywhere,” Ottoh’s partner said quietly. “They’ll find us.”

“We’ll have to stand guard.” I shrugged. “I said we should rest, not sleep.”

To the east, branches cracked and snapped, and I nudged Kilia before I started walking the way we’d come. Thankfully I hadn’t hallucinated the circle of trees that lay across the moss-covered forest bed, and I accepted Kilia’s help as he pushed me onto one of the thick trunks. As I arched my back to allow him to climb up without tautening our rope too much, a shadow moved in the corner of my eye.

Reacting instinctively, I kicked out, and my boot connected with something soft before a hand wrapped around my ankle and tugged hard. Kilia gasped as our arms stretched over the tree, and I twisted my body to get free when a harsh face came into mine.

“This spot is taken,” Darcke snarled as he lifted an axe, elegantly aligning it with Kilia’s neck as the latter heaved himself onto the trunk. “Leave.”

There were three warriors behind Darcke, two of which I recognized: the terrifying one whose scar looked worse than ever in the dim light, and Torden, the somewhat cheerful one with the dark hair. He gave me a grimace as Darcke leaned in closer, until his nose was only an inch from mine.

“What’s happening over there?” Ottoh asked in a whisper-shout. “There’s a group of captives getting closer.”

“Give me a second,” I called back.

“Did you not hear me?” Darcke asked in his thick accent.

“I think the whole forest heard you,” I mumbled.

“What did you say?” His grip on my boot firmed, and I ground my teeth when the bark scratched my arms and back as he dragged me to him.

“We were only trying to find somewhere to rest,” Kilia said worriedly.

“Rest?” Darcke’s eyes didn’t leave mine as he spat the word. “You are not here to rest. You are here to get your silver.”

“We have someone injured in our group,” I explained. “We’ll continue tomorrow.”

Darcke’s tongue dragged across his bottom lip.

“Your… group,” he said slowly. “There are no teams here.”

I tried to wave the wrist that was tied to Kilia. “Clearly there are. And one of my friends is hurt, so we need to share this space.”

“No.” The warrior squeezed my ankle until I thought he might snap it from the force. “Do I need to add stupid to the list of words to describe you?” I was about to protest when he lifted a hand. “There is no group. There are no friends. You’re on your own. Now leave.”

“We can’t,” I snapped. “We won’t make it.”

“They won’t make it.” Darcke released me while swinging his axe so close to Kilia the latter growled in response. “You seem fine.”

“I—”

“Come on,” Kilia said. “Let’s just go.”

“No,” I said. “We can’t!”

“Listen to your friend.” Darcke laughed hollowly. “Leave.”

“Are you just going to stand there?” I asked the men behind Darcke when Kilia started pulling me backward, on top of the trunk again. “There is enough space for all of us. We can share the burden of looking out.”

It wasn’t like King Gustief’s enemies would spare his most feared men if they could get to them.

“Darcke. We’re not supposed—” Torden started softly, but the warrior only needed to turn for his friend’s voice to fade.

“Go. Now,” Darcke snapped without looking our way.

My cheeks burned, but I still shook my head. “No.”

He spun faster than I’d ever seen anyone move, and for the second time that day the sharp edges of his axes lay against my skin at the nape of my neck. “You listen to me, or you’re going to regret it.”

“I’m not scared of you,” I said, lifting my chin and pretending the shiver going through me wasn’t from the viciousness of Darcke’s nearly black eyes.

“Sure you are.” He sliced one of the axes across my skin until warm blood spilled down my chest. Nodding to the blood, he snarled, “I can smell it.”

“Sweengard, let’s⁠—”

“Shut up!”

“Be quiet!”

Darcke and I hissed at Kilia at the same time.

“Fucking heirs,” Darcke snarled when I didn’t move. “You think you’re better than everyone. That you have the right to do and say and be anything you want. That you don’t need to listen. Do I need to be like Guner and beat it into you?”

My blood heated so much I growled at him.

As if I wanted to be this?

As if I had a fucking choice.

As if I hadn’t been forced into this life just like he was.

Darcke lifted his gaze. “You should have killed her when I gave you the chance. I’m sure she’ll stab you in the back when you least expect it. Seems the way of these heirs and those around them.”

Kilia’s face paled, and he mumbled something I didn’t pick up when Darcke moved the axe covered in my blood to our rope.

“It’s so easy to end you. It’s not even funny,” he said with a smile that had my heart halt, then drum against my ribs until it hurt. He teasingly hovered the axe over rope, and I fucking hated him for the laugh that rumbled through the air.

Kilia shook so hard he made the entire tree tremble. “Sweengard,” he begged. “Please.”

I pursed my lips, wiggling my fingers to relieve some of the fierce energy burning through my body.

“Fine,” I got out. “Fine! We’re fucking leaving.”

“Good girl,” Darcke drawled. “I knew you had it in you.”

I kicked him in the face before he could react, savoring the crack of his nose and the blood that splattered over me. Like a crazy person, I dragged a finger through the wetness and brought it to my nose. “Oh. Smells like a fucking bastard.”

Laughter exploded between the trees, and I huffed with rage when Kilia dragged me backward, scraping my skin with his haste and sending me face-first into the forest bed as he threw us off the trunk.

“What the fuck happened?” Ottoh demanded as he whirled to the shadows weaving all around us, flashing through every gap in the wild forest.

“Fuck,” I cursed as I checked my limbs to ensure nothing was broken.

I swore again as Kilia dragged us upright, shoving me until I stood next to his brother.

“That man really fucking hates you,” Kilia said.

“Great observation,” I snarled. “Thank you for informing me.”

“Who hates who?” Oscri asked, and I had to keep my face angled to the ground at the tiredness in his voice.

“Darcke hates the heir,” Kilia said as he jerked at another howl echoing through the woods. “He was about to kill us both for it.”

“What did you do to him?” Ottoh’s partner asked.

“Darcke hates all the heirs,” Ottoh replied before I could. “He always has. He lives for power, and being an heir? We’re second only to the king.” His laugh was cold. “Maybe that’s why he’s here, to try to see if he can take one of our places.”

“Well, he can’t,” I said angrily, picking at the burning scratches on my waist. “He’s not an initiate.”

“Any karl can be someone’s second,” Kilia said.

“Don’t even try,” Ottoh teased. “Everyone knows she’s already chosen hers.”

I was about to smack him when a branch snapped.

They were on us before we could take a breath.
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Agroup of men had lain in wait in the bushes, and my back slammed into Kilia when they came at us from every direction, pinning us against the tree. Like the ones we’d fought on the beach, these people were gaunt—malnourished—but there were ten of them and only six of us. Five, really, since Oscri’s partner wouldn’t be able to fight.

They also had weapons. Burls of oak, knot-heavy branches of pine, and shafts of ash.

I stared from the bludgeons to the trees towering over us as a warning, whistling breeze blew through my clothing.

The forest hadn’t given its consent for these men to use its branches.

“Fuck, the trees are angry too,” Kilia hissed into my ear.

I nodded as I shifted my weight. Driftwood was one thing—that had already been discarded by the forest, a gift for the sea, or for us to use as we saw fit—but stealing from living, breathing trees, especially here at Svartoarna? We knew better than that.

A sharp crack rattled my bones from a tree somewhere to my left, and the world around us grew a shade darker, the air a little thicker. The ground vibrated beneath our boots, and I pushed at Kilia when a root snapped at me, only an inch from gripping the ankle Darcke had just abused.

The trees began moving, shifting across the ground like a silent, deadly army of giants, leaving an opening behind the men approaching us. Silver moonlight streamed down through the glen the trunks revealed, like a torch lighting the way for something, or someone, to come for us.

“I don’t think the trees care who dishonored them,” Ottoh said as he backed up until he stood beside me, his back against the bark as a solemn melody drifted through the night. “They’re coming for us.”

“Guys,” Oscri whispered sharply.

I froze when Kilia’s hand found mine.

“Over there,” Oscri continued. “It looks like the trees called in some friends.”

He jerked his head as the captives laughed manically. The sound sent goose bumps over my skin. It wasn’t the laugh of someone who knew they’d win—of someone ready to fight for their life. No, it was the laugh of someone who didn’t care anymore.

Then my heart leaped.

Behind the line of men, a massive wolf stalked with wide, silent paws. It lifted its muzzle toward the one patch of sky where the moon’s sliver cut through the black. The animal was huge, the largest wolf I’d ever seen, with shimmering black fur raised on its back, narrowed eyes, and paws the size of my head. And behind it…

A rune stone with bloodied marks on it, deep claw marks raking down and ruining whatever had been scripted. Where the stone met the rich soil, a pile of something silver and glittering lay.

“The arm rings,” I breathed.

The trees stopped moving, leaving a door for us that led straight to the rune stone.

Awareness made my spine tingle.

“There’s something strange happening here,” I whispered.

“Agreed,” Kilia said.

“I don’t think we have time to find out,” Oscri hissed.

The men were closer now, only fifteen or so steps away.

“One chance,” Ottoh whispered to himself.

I turned, my blood chilling. The men on his side had moved closer to their friends, leaving an opening to escape them.

“Don’t—”

It was all I could get out before the heir wiggled his brows and dragged his partner with him, falling into a sprint toward the stone.

“Sorry,” he called over his shoulder. “But I’m not about to be wolf food. Doesn’t seem like a fitting end!”

“That fucker,” Kilia hissed.

A snarl ripped from one of the captives, and they instantly closed the gap they’d left open, moving more purposefully toward us now. I rolled from my heels to my toes, and Kilia’s hand tightened around mine as his twin spewed every curse possible in our language.

Another wolf joined the onyx one, this one gray with black streaks running down its back, and the howl leaving it made the ground beneath our boots quake. My breaths stuttered when the animal’s eyes found mine and it opened its maw, displaying teeth the length of my forearm.

“Hurry the fuck up,” Ottoh screamed when his partner stumbled.

“By Odin,” Oscri whispered under his breath.

The wolves stalked the stone as the two men reached the tree line. Their prancing was exaggerated, paws lifting high in the air, swiping at the yellowed grass spreading out across the glen. A yawn rounded the black one’s maw before it lunged so high into the air Ottoh’s partner screamed. The gray wolf followed, but my view was blocked when Kilia pulled hard enough at my arm for me to yelp, forcing me to push up against the trunk.

“Time to show off that Sweengard strength,” Kilia snarled as he dragged us down, making the man swinging a thick branch miss our heads by a mere inch. “You were holding back before. Don’t think I didn’t notice you left the heavy lifting to me.”

I was glad another man lunged for us so he didn’t see the blood drain from my face. Crouching down, I managed to get our attacker on his back by hooking my boot behind his leg, but it wasn’t saying much, since he probably weighed less than my younger sisters.

“Just testing you,” I hissed as I closed my eyes and stomped on the man’s face until it crunched with a sickening sound under my weight. “I need to choose my iron-bound, after all.”

“I’ll never be a Sweengard,” Kilia grunted as he ripped the branch from a third attacker and slammed it so hard into the man’s face the crack must have echoed all the way to the beach.

“It’s not so bad,” I replied, ducking under another man’s swinging arm and shoving Oscri back with my foot so that Kilia and I covered him. “I’ve kept both of you alive since we teamed up.”

I felt the twins’ burning glares when I kicked back another man.

“I saved you”—Kilia struck a fifth man before continuing—“from the warrior. And I didn’t kill you, even if I could have. We’re even.”

The air was slammed out of me when the man I’d tried to stave off shoved me into the tree so hard the world flickered for a moment.

Guner had meant for Kilia to kill me—he didn’t care if he lost a karl for that purpose—but he might have done me a favor, I thought as Kilia slammed a hand against the man’s chest, dulling his eyes. His heart gave out with one strike.

“I—” I coughed. “I g-guess, thank you then.”

“What are you doing? Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Kilia stiffened when I couldn’t stop my hand from pressing against my gut, trying to quell the nausea from the push. “Is something wrong? Are… are you injured?”

It felt like I’d been dipped into a frozen lake as thoughts raced across his face.

I would need to kill him. I would need to kill him and his brother. As my instincts took over and I searched the ground for something to use, Oscri yelped behind us. I spun around to see him lifting an arm to protect himself from two men coming for him, makeshift spears in their hands.

Blood already trickled down his arm from the sharp points, and I didn’t think as I jumped in front of him, pulling the tether between me and Kilia taut as I crouched and punched each of the men’s kneecaps until they also went down.

“Nice.” Oscri grinned before he lifted a large boot and stomped on their arms. The snapping of bone wove through the woods, joined by the men’s pain-fueled cries. “Guess you really were holding back.”

Kilia shook his head while fighting another man. The force with which he struck him nearly tripped me, the rope pulling me backward as I tried to rise.

“Don’t”—I steadied myself on the moss—“look so happy. We still have to face those wolves.”

“We can handle some wolves,” Oscri replied when Kilia got the last man down, tugging on the rope so hard I flew straight into his chest. The former gestured to the tree line, where Ottoh and his partner were nowhere to be seen. “Ottoh did, and he isn’t half the warrior we are.”

Kilia placed a hand on my shoulder, stopping my swaying. “Or they ate him.”

“Don’t tease me,” I answered with a crooked smile.

A screech reverberated through the woods, and I flinched when the trees began moving again. The moon disappeared behind the clouds, forcing us into darkness, but even with our sight impacted, it was evident the opening to the rune stone was about to shut.

“Do you think that’s our only chance?” Oscri voiced the question already taking over my mind.

“I fucking hope not,” Kilia screamed as he began running, taking me with him. “But I wouldn’t be surprised. They don’t make it easy, do they?”

“N-nothing in life is,” I said, already out of breath but trying to hide it the best I could.

“Valhalla better be fucking worth it,” Oscri shouted, his words emphasized by his partner’s body thumping against his back. “I didn’t want this life. I wanted a girl and a hearth and maybe a ship. Being a hero better be worth it.”

I didn’t respond and neither did Kilia as we sprinted to the moving trees.

“We won’t make it!” the twin tethered to me screamed.

I bit my tongue as I stumbled over a root that I swear hadn’t been there a second before.

Fuck this. We were going to make it. I was going to get through this alive. I only needed to live a few more days. Only to the bonding.

Only until Viljan was formally my second.

“We will,” I shouted. “I refuse anything fucking else.”

“That”—Kilia panted—“Darcke was right. You heirs really don’t listen to anyone.”

“It’s not because of some fucking title,” I cried. “This is how the gods made me, and I won’t return to them until they’ve bled me fucking dry!”

“I think… I think I like you,” Oscri said as his steps thudded against the ground.

The trees shifted faster, their leaves mocking us as they whipped through the air, propelling the trunks into the empty space where the rune stone stood.

“Tell me that when we survive this,” I screamed. It felt like my lungs would burst.

Another cry burst from my lips when the woods moved faster. The taste of blood wove all the way up my throat until it filled my entire mouth, coating my teeth.

“Jump!” I shouted when there was only a sliver of space left between the thick trees. “Fucking jump!”

Thankfully the twins moved as one. With barely an inch to spare, Kilia dragged us through the opening, and Oscri followed so swiftly he barreled into us, sending all four of us into a heap on the grass.

Kilia dragged us to our feet as the trees went silent.

My heartbeats pounded between my ears as we faced the glen. There were no wolves there anymore. Only a thick line of trees where no light or space trickled through. I spun. It was the same thing behind us. It was as if the trunks had all grown together, forcing us into a cage that we wouldn’t escape until we’d faced whatever it was the woods here wished us to.

“I don’t like this,” I muttered.

A low laugh followed my words, and my nostrils flared. Somehow Darcke sat atop the tall rock, his long legs dangling as he flicked his axe in his hands. Beneath him, his men stood surrounding the silver arm rings, each one with his back to the rune stone.

The warrior wiggled his fucking fingers before I turned away.

“I don’t like this either,” Oscri said. “Look at them.”

He pointed straight ahead. I couldn’t make out who they were, but all around us in the darkness, lingering by the tree line, stood other initiates in pairs.

Heads turned in all directions, and the wind died down, leaving us all in a pressing silence. The blades of the grass whistled softly, almost invitingly, as if the most monstrous wolves I’d ever seen hadn’t recently stalked through them.

“There aren’t enough of them for all of you.”

Darcke’s voice rattled my bones.

“I’m surprised so many of you made it.” He threw his hand out to where more initiates stepped into the little light there was. “We underestimated you.” He clicked his tongue. “Too bad…”

“We need to go,” I said urgently.

“Wait.” Kilia slammed a strong arm into my chest, and I had to pretend it didn’t hurt like Hel. “We don’t know what we’re walking into.”

“Ottoh got there somehow,” Oscri said. “We need those to move on to the next trial.”

My nerves felt like they were on fire. I swept my hands over the tall grass. “Kilia is right. Just… wait one moment.”

A whisper of a smile took the silver-haired man’s features before he locked it down. Something warm clawed itself into my chest when the back of his hand brushed mine, and not in a demanding way.

“I think we’ve saved each other’s lives enough times today for you to be allowed to smile at me, you know.” I elbowed him as a pair of initiates hesitantly started walking into the glen. “Your brother has.”

“I won’t smile at a Sweengard,” Kilia responded.

I gave a short, wet laugh that tasted of iron. “Even though I’ve been so kind? Both you and your brother would be in Valhalla if it wasn’t for me.”

Oscri hushed us. “Stop fighting. Something is wrong.”

The hair on my neck stood like a hound’s hackles when the air went hot. The damp forest bed beneath our feet shivered, and a rhythmic thudding, faint as a heartbeat, vibrated through the grass.

“What—” Kilia started, but I interrupted him.

“The wolves,” I whispered.

The onyx and silver wolf appeared as if they’d been conjured by a shaman. As they stalked the towering wall of interlocked ash and oak, where the trunks were so tightly woven that not even a blade could find a gap between the bark, several initiates gasped.

“Do you think they eat humans?” Oscri asked.

“Amongst other things,” I replied.

The vibrations running along the ground intensified, each beat hammering like a breaking heart driving against a rib cage. Another howl pierced the night, and we froze when the two initiates continued their way toward the stone even as the wolves prowled the area around them.

There were several paths to Darcke and the arm rings, the tall grass already cleaved by boots, but on either side the gray and the black wolf pranced, their maws lifted in menacing smiles.

A scream split the night. I stepped into Kilia when the two shadows began running to the stone, their feet hammering against the ground and their faces hard and determined as they tore at the tall grass.

It was a fool’s errand. It took only seconds for the wolves to catch up with them in a blur of fur and muscle. I swallowed back bile when the black animal threw a man into the air before jumping and ripping his head off his body.

Another silence settled over us before terrified whispers beat against the trees.

“I don’t want to die.”

“You go first.”

“Let’s wait and see.”

“Becoming a warrior is not worth this.”

The trees hovered closer, their tall shadows spreading out over the dark meadow, mirroring the starless sky above. Something within me twisted as my eyes lingered on an especially old oak, its crown towering over the rest as if in challenge.

“It’s a test,” I mumbled to myself.

“What do you mean?” Oscri jerked when the gray wolf started toward him, swiping a large paw in the air as if she was inviting us closer.

I turned to Darcke and his men again. The warrior stared emotionlessly back at me, but from his posture—the way his muscles weren’t drawn taut like they had been when he yelled at me…

“They can’t reach him,” I said.

Darcke’s full lips twitched.

“They can’t reach him,” I said again slowly.

“So?” Kilia demanded. “We don’t know how he got there.”

The grass tickled my palms again.

To survive, you must follow in the footsteps of those that came before you.

“The grass,” I said.

“What about it?” Oscri asked, but as I turned to the twin stuck with me, light flickered behind his amber eyes.

“The footsteps,” Kilia said. “Guner said we needed to follow the footsteps.”

I dipped my eyes.

“If we go in their footsteps, they can’t reach us,” Kilia finished. The twin moved ahead of me, staring at the prancing canines. “Look.” He pointed behind the black one. “Do you see?”

Something shimmered there, something that moved when the wolf did.

“A chain,” Oscri breathed. “Like Fenrir was bound by the gods.”

“But Fenrir broke those chains,” Kilia said.

“Not the last one,” I replied, my skin alternating between heating and chilling. “He didn’t break the last one.”

“No, he just bit off Tyr’s hand,” Oscri muttered.

This test must be the shaman’s work. Those chains were created from divine magic.

Ignoring Oscri’s mumbles, I pointed to the narrow path, where each footprint lay ahead of the other. “We have to walk in line, trusting each other not to stray from it.”

There were a few spots where the grass leading to the rock was bent and broken. I didn’t linger on what could have happened to those who had caused it. I nudged Oscri to take the lead, me following with Kilia falling in step behind me.

My heartbeat thrummed through the night.

Quite ironic, this challenge.

The leashed wolves. Not stepping out of line.

“The king is sending us a message.” Kilia confirmed my thoughts.

Nodding, I kept my gaze on the warrior, who had moved to study his nails.

It was quiet the first few steps, and I almost relaxed when a darker shadow layered over us. I didn’t have time to take a breath before a deafening dry rattle of thousands of feathers shattered the night.

Kilia screamed as a flock of ravens fell upon us, blocking every bit of light trickling through the meadow and turning the towering wall of trees into a flickering blur of black.

“Don’t run,” I cried when he pulled me backward so forcefully I nearly fell.

“E-easy”—Oscri panted as he swatted at the birds—“for you… you to say. You’re in… in the middle!”

“Kilia!” I screamed as my weight shifted toward him. “You can’t leave—” I spat as a feather found its way into my mouth. “We can’t leave him!”

“Fuck!” Kilia cursed as the rope slacked. “I hate birds!”

So did I. It was like being beaten by a thousand wet capes, and the air became heavy with the stench of old blood and oily feathers. My eyes widened when a raven broke free from the swarm and flew straight for my face. I ducked at the last second, but the bird still caught my forehead, the sharp beak slashing into my skin before it took flight again.

“Watch your eyes!” I bent my head down, keeping my steps on the narrow path while using my free arm to shield my face. “They’re going for the eyes!”

Kilia cursed again.

“Oscri,” I called. “Wait for us!”

I had no idea if he did as I asked. The birds came down once more, their wings smattering against our skin and beaks jabbing at us, drawing blood with every peck.

“Oscri!” Kilia screamed. “Answer!”

“There!” I shouted. “He’s over there.”

Oscri stood a few steps ahead of us, and I pushed and shoved through the manic flock to get to him. I was about to nudge him so that he could move when the man on his shoulder stirred.

Muddled green eyes found mine before they widened and⁠—

“No!” I cried.

I was pushed into Kilia’s chest when the man broke free from Oscri’s grip and twisted and kicked and screamed to get down. Oscri fought back, but more birds attacked, and their battle ended before it even began when he had to shield his face from several ravens coming for him at once.

Kilia’s heart thundered against my back when Oscri’s partner’s foot thudded against the ground outside the path.

It went quiet for a second.

Then the birds cawed as one before taking off. Pure dread filled Oscri’s face as he spun to his brother.

The wolves attacked. The black wolf grabbed the injured man’s arm, and the scream that left him as the animal ripped it off would forever be burned into my mind. Kilia cried out as well—a raw, desperate bellow that crawled under my skin and jabbed at my soul—when the gray wolf went for the other arm, the one Oscri was tethered to, driving his brother to stumble.

“No!” I flew forward when Oscri was forced off the path.

The black canine didn’t wait. Jumping in the air, it lodged its sharp teeth in Oscri’s shoulder, and with a violent shake of its head started to pull him backward.

“No!” I cursed as I reached out a hand, praying it was only my feet that couldn’t leave the path. “Kilia, hold me!”

Oscri’s eyes filled with pain as the wolf fought him, but he managed to take hold of my fingers as his brother came up behind me, lodging his arms around my waist. It was like trying to pull a ship on dry land. I leaned as far back as I could without risking us following Oscri’s partner, and Kilia’s breaths came fast in my ear.

“Use your strength,” Kilia begged. “Please! Please help him!”

Fire burned behind my eyes, and I fought with everything that was alive within me. But it didn’t matter. For every tug and groan, the wolf pulled harder, and Oscri’s face went paler and paler, his grip on my hand weakening.

I tried to find that spark of magic, even if I knew it had been snuffed out forever.

Help me. Help me, Father, I begged. But no one came.

“Don’t you dare let go,” I snarled when something soft overcame the twin, an understanding I didn’t want to see—that I never wished was a reality—dawning across his face.

“Help him!” Kilia screamed as his fingers dug into my flesh. “What are you doing? Please help him!”

“Brother.” Oscri only said that one word, but it was enough for tears to swell in my eyes.

“No!” I shook my head, screaming through clenched teeth as I fought the wolf’s hold. “Let go of him. Let go!”

“I’ll see…” Oscri panted as he tried to get the words out. “I’ll see you…”

“Stop!” I ordered. “Don’t you fucking dare!”

Oscri smiled—fucking smiled!—at me as the gray wolf came to his other side, not hesitating for a single moment before she bit down on his free hand.

“Y-you’re good,” he got out as Kilia whimpered at my back.

What did that fucking mean?

More tears flooded my gaze as I lifted my gaze to Darcke.

“Are you just going to sit there?” I screamed. “Help him! Help us!”

The warrior didn’t move a muscle, his eyes only shifting between me and the wolves and his hands gripping the stone he sat on as if to show he would stay there forever if he could.

“Fuck you!” I screamed as Oscri coughed and hot blood coated my face.

“H-heir.” Oscri’s voice was soft—too gentle for what was happening. “It’s over.”

Kilia’s scream of pain nearly sent me to my knees.

“You’re still alive!” I gritted my teeth as I pulled at his brother’s hand, which no longer gripped me back but was slack between my slipping fingers. “You’re alive!” A dull sheen spread in Oscri’s eyes, and I tilted my head to the dark sky as I screamed at him. “Fight! Fight for us!”

The wolves moved slower now, but their bites remained lethal. They took turns ripping chunks out of Oscri’s body—playing with him—and his hand jerked in mine with every one.

I twisted around. “Help me,” I cried. “Save him!”

Tears streamed down his face while Kilia shook his head. “It’s too late. There is no honor in saving him now. What will his life be?”

“Fuck honor!” I shouldn’t be saying these things—I could hear Lika’s reprimand in the back of my mind—but what man watched his brother die and cared for honor?

“H-he’s… right,” Oscri rasped, more blood bubbling at the corners of his mouth as the wolves backed up. “V-Valhalla is w-waiting.”

The brief reprieve was not reassuring at all. On the contrary, every nerve within me sparked at the quiet.

I’d never been so fucking angry at being right. The silence only lasted half a second. Then the wolves lunged as one, and Kilia barely had time to reach out to pull me back, ripping my hand from his brother’s, as the gray female went for Oscri’s head, severing it from his body with one lethal bite.

A strange snap sounded in the air, and I turned my head into Kilia’s chest when Oscri’s body tumbled to the ground. We stood like that, quiet in darkness, for long moments before Kilia rasped, “I’ll see you in Valhalla, brother.”

His hands were cold when they pried me from his body, and that chill crawled all over my skin as Kilia left me behind, taking the final few steps to the stone. I remained standing, staring into nothing, as the smell of fear and anger and desperation tainted the wind, more whispers coiling around us at the end the others had witnessed.

My soul hollowed at the wasteful deaths. I didn’t understand. The Hird was lethal—it needed to be to prepare us to become chieftains and warlords—and some lost their lives, but this seemed so fucking useless.

My breaths were ragged, sharp as knives as they filled my lungs, but it wasn’t until I looked down at the hands that cramped from holding on so fiercely that my heart stopped.

Kilia was no longer by my side.

He was. No. Longer. By my side.

I whirled to the stone. The twin was seated beneath it, his eyes staring unseeing ahead. In his lap lay his hands, where the severed rope hung loosely around one wrist.

I lifted my head when Darcke jumped down from his seat, the axe in his hands glinting in the darkness. He didn’t rush; he closed the distance with a heavy, rhythmic stride that made the earth groan beneath his boots.

I should run. I should hide. I should do anything other than just stand here.

But as Oscri’s proud eyes right before the wolf took him etched themselves in my mind, I spread my feet instead. Lowering my center, I lifted my hands, readying myself for him to charge.

I will not be a coward.

If it was my time, I would not run from death.

Darcke’s lips twitched again. “I’ve told you, it’s not in my interest to kill you.”

“I’m dead anyway,” I hissed. “I’d rather go by your axe.”

I wasn’t sure what Guner had in mind, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of being the one to take my life. Not after what he’d done earlier today.

“No.” The warrior gripped the arm of my jacket, dragging me with him as his body shielded me from the glen and the tree line. “No more death today.”

“I—” My words faded when Darcke ushered me to the stone, shoving me down beside the unmoving Kilia.

“Leave,” he ordered his men. “Wait for me on the ship. I’ll deal with the others.”

They did as he told them. Darcke crouched and used the axe to remove the rope from Kilia’s wrist, then took out another that had been hanging at his belt.

“It’s against the rules,” I said when he tied our hands together.

“I make my own rules.” Darcke didn’t meet my eyes as he finished the knot, using his axe to mess up the clean rope a bit.

“Why?” I asked as the warrior straightened.

Darcke was quiet a second before he responded, “You saw the chains.”
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Fire crackled at every hearth in the longhouse, its flames dancing up the dark wooden walls and the heat wrapping around us like a blanket made of falsely gentle wool. An upbeat tune wove through the house from the king’s musicians standing in the brightly lit corner by the door, and food filled every table that had been brought in, but conversations were hushed, not a single person dancing or laughing.

The air was thick with worry of who would come through the doors next. And who wouldn’t show up at all. The music which should have been calming only made me fidget more, the urge to cover my ears against the flute and drums so intense I sighed deeply. I’d been here for hours—facing predatory stares and harsher whispers—to ensure the one I’d choose as my second had made it, but Viljan was still nowhere to be seen.

I spread my fingers over the thick bear fur covering the bed to ease my twitching limbs. Kilia sat two hearths over, and his body was so still it was hard to imagine his heart still beat in his chest.

He hadn’t spoken a word to me the entire time we’d fought our way back to the beach. He’d been a ghost walking beside me, and whenever he’d bothered to swing toward our enemies, those strikes had been so half hearted I’d had to step in far more times than I wanted. Kilia hadn’t even looked at me the two days it had taken us to swim back, or the night we’d stopped on a small isle to rest.

“How are you doing?” Ivren’s face was serious as he threw himself on the bed beside me.

His onyx hair was dirty and still wet, strands of it falling into his blue eyes, and his skin had paled, the golden tan nowhere to be found. Like mine, his body was peppered with small wounds from the ravens’ beaks—angry red lines, since the scabs had fallen off every time we swam in the cool water.

I shrugged. “Same as you, I think.”

He did his best to give me a blinding smile. “So perfect, then?”

My hollow laugh did nothing to help him. “Apart from all the death, and the injuries and the swim.”

“All in the name of the conquest and the crown, right?”

When I elbowed him, a wince replaced whatever was left of his weak smile.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

There was a darker stain on his jacket—one that didn’t come from the sea he’d just left behind—and I reached for the fabric.

“Ivren,” I whispered as I peeled his tunic back, careful as it stuck to the gaping wound where bright red blood still dripped through the thicker, darker coat. “You need a healer.”

He placed his hand on mine, and I stilled under his warm fingers.

“No.” He grinned at me again, but no light filled his eyes. “I can’t give them the satisfaction.”

I didn’t need to ask who when his gaze flicked to the side, to the group of karls with Geord in the lead. I’d glimpsed them once on the journey back here, and their menacing smiles had made it easy to keep up with Kilia’s strokes.

They hadn’t bothered us, but I doubted it was my skills in the sea that had kept me safe. Kilia had made us sit on a cliff all night on the small island we’d stopped to rest at, and if I hadn’t been tied to him, I would have also kept far away at the look in his eyes.

While Kilia still didn’t look my way, another pair of eyes made me shift on the bed. Darcke and his men leaned against the wall behind Kilia’s hearth, their eyes sweeping over the tension-laden room as the strange warrior muttered orders to them.

I gripped Ivren’s tunic harder. I knew Gustief’s men weren’t supposed to intervene. Yet the image was burned into my mind: Darcke sitting atop the stone, watching with a detached cruelty as the wolves ripped Oscri apart. There had been no horror in his gaze, only an emptiness that made him look more like a predator than the beasts themselves.

His eyes narrowed at whatever he saw in my face. I huffed through my nose, giving him what I hoped was a demeaning look.

“What did they do to you?” I asked as I turned back to Ivren.

“They teamed up with some of the captives on the island.” His eyes flashed. “Ambushed us after we cleared the glen with the wolves. Sigur and I got away, although Sigur took a bad beating.” He jerked his head toward the man he’d partnered with, who was lying at a hearth across the room. “He’ll survive.”

The silence that followed made goose bumps rise across my arms.

“Who didn’t make it?” I asked, unsure if I wanted to know.

Ivren sighed, one of his hands raking through his hair. “Adrion.”

I swallowed as Ivren’s fingers caressed the back of my hand.

“One of them crushed his skull before we even reached the glen. I assume the king will announce the new heir tonight after he’s informed Adrion’s family,” he continued.

The karls Ivren had spoken about turned our way, and when I raised a brow, Geord winked at me as he drew a finger across his neck.

“They’re cocky,” I said.

“They got one of us.” Ivren shrugged before he moved my hand and pulled at his jacket to cover his wound. “They’re going to try to take us all down. It’s happened before.”

“I know,” I replied.

The generation before my father’s, a group of ruthless Vikings had banded together and killed all five heirs before their seconds were appointed, each one taking one of their spots before the reigning king—our king’s father—had realized the danger they posed to the crown and exiled them and their iron-bound.

“I’m glad you two made it.”

Ivren and I jumped as Fedic threw himself on the bed.

“So skittish.” He dragged a hand through his thick hair so that the gray streak in the black shimmered. “You’d think you’re scared of those boys over there.”

When I raised my brows, Fedic moved to fling an arm over my shoulder. “I mean, they are definitely out for blood.” Fedic laughed. “Your blood. But with that Sweengard strength, you can take them.” He pulled me closer. “Besides, I have your back.”

“The fuck you do,” a deep voice growled. “I have her back.”

When I flew to my feet, Viljan recoiled, his boots scuffing the ground and driving up dust around us. Ivren and Fedic shared a look, but I ignored them.

“I worried for you,” I said.

“I looked for you everywhere,” Viljan said, his tone sharp. “But it was like we walked in opposite fucking directions every time. And no one could tell me where you were. Everyone I was stuck with was useless, they⁠—”

I shook my head, and Viljan quieted, although he remained tense, his shoulders hiked high.

“How are you doing?” I asked quietly.

Viljan looked like he’d ventured through Hel. His braids were gone, his long hair tangled as it tumbled down his ripped leathers. There was a tiredness in his eyes I’d never seen before, although it faded the longer I stood before him.

“Better than she is.” He waved a hand toward Stefen, Rakkel’s guard.

The heir was in his arms, and her eyes were closed as Stefen placed her on the cot beside us. Her chest moved rapidly up and down, and blood trickled out of her mouth, weaving down her long neck.

“What happened?” Ivren demanded. “When I saw her, she was fine.”

Viljan’s face darkened, but a low voice interrupted whatever he’d been about to say.

“We were attacked when we swam the final stretch.” It was the girl with the purple-tinted hair and the eyes as dark as the ocean she was referring to. “It was like they knew who we were. They went straight for Rakkel.” She nodded toward Viljan and Stefen. “Even these two brutes couldn’t stop them.”

“Of course they knew her,” Ivren said. “She’s an heir.”

“But they weren’t initiates.” The girl shook her head. “They weren’t dressed as Vikings. I don’t know. We were far from Svartoarna by the time they came for us.”

“I don’t think they were from there,” Stefen said. “They could not have escaped the ships. Only initiates were allowed to leave.”

The fire sparked in the silence. Kilia and I had also had to pass the ships where the king’s men had stood with their spears, watching every stroke and every line of our faces to ensure we weren’t the prisoners Gustief wished to keep on that cursed island.

“Who were they, then?” I asked.

“Enemies.” Darcke came walking into the hearth. “Who saw their faces?”

Stefen and Rakkel’s partner raised their hands.

“What about you?” Darcke asked Viljan.

My guard made a noncommittal sound.

“Answer me,” Darcke demanded.

“Yes,” Viljan grumbled. “I saw their faces.”

My laughter didn’t shock only me but quieted our entire side of the longhouse.

“What’s funny?” the warrior asked quietly. There wasn’t a single sign that he’d broken the rules for me a few days ago—not an ounce of the respect I thought I’d read in the way his fingers had moved so assuredly when he tied me and Kilia together.

I could have answered several ways. Watching him and Viljan glare at each other, and not knowing which one of them could brood the hardest. Seeing the still-reddened skin around Darcke’s straight nose and knowing it was the result of my well-placed boot. Reading the confusion in both men’s eyes as they tried to understand what went on in my mind.

But I voiced none of them. I wished to sleep before my life was threatened again.

“Nothing,” I said instead. “Nothing at all.”

Darcke came closer, and Fedic held his breath while Ivren’s hand moved to my thigh—as if that grip would somehow protect me from the warrior’s wrath.

“Watch it,” Viljan warned.

The dark chuckle quelled even the crackling from the fire. “Or what? You can’t even keep track of her for five minutes.” Darcke shook his head. “I could kill her right here and you wouldn’t be able to stop me.”

I raised a hand when Viljan took a step toward the warrior. “I’ve got it.”

“Do you now?” One side of Darcke’s mouth lifted, and his eyes dipped to Ivren’s hand for a second before colliding with mine. “I’ve been patient with you.”

“Have you now?” I couldn’t help responding, echoing his tone. “I wouldn’t want to find out what you being impatient meant, then.”

There was a storm in Darcke’s eyes, and I leaned into Ivren when his nostrils flared. Darcke’s face went impossibly harder, his knuckles whitening where his hands hung by his sides.

“Unfortunately no one has lived to see that side of Darcke.” Darcke’s smiling friend came up behind him and placed a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “Well met, initiates. I’m Torden.”

It remained quiet. Ivren shuffled even closer to me as a low sound resounded in Darcke’s chest, and Fedic subtly moved so his hands were free. Viljan also inched forward, his eyes on the neck of the warrior as if he couldn’t wait to strangle him.

Torden grimaced. “Well, this is cozy and all, but the king has ordered that the training continues, so I suggest you all sleep.”

Ottoh came strolling into the hearth, a black eye painting his face. “Is that why my mother’s ship is calling to me from the harbor? Please tell me we’re not traveling to some other gods-damned island.”

“What?” Rakkel asked weakly from where she pushed up to sit on the cot, throwing her legs over the side. “No! Can’t we get a few days’ rest? Everyone isn’t even back yet.”

“Everyone who made it is,” Guner snarled as he stormed through the doors.

My shoulders tensed, and I averted my eyes from Darcke when Ivren whispered, “We must have lost over a third of the initiates.”

“The heir can count,” Darcke drawled. “I thought you had someone to do it for you.”

Torden smacked his shoulder. “Easy.” He nodded to Guner before continuing. “The ones who survived but didn’t make it back in time are being shipped off to their fylkis again as they do not have what it takes to become warriors, iron-bound, or heirs. The king doesn’t want to waste any time this year.”

“What’s the rush?” Ottoh asked.

It was silent for a long, awkward beat. A restless energy rippled through the hearth, and Torden wrung his hands, while Guner’s gaze remained buried in the soot-stained floor. Only Darcke kept his eyes level, his features carved into his usual dark, mocking mask of amusement and spite. It was quite an unnerving sight.

“The enemies,” I said slowly when the king’s second shared a long look with his warriors. “That’s the rush? This… the attack on Rakkel wasn’t the first time, was it?”

Viljan coughed, and when I looked at him, he gave a violent shake of his head. But they wouldn’t know what had happened back at Oenskan—not from only a question. Still, the way Guner’s jaw tensed made my chest constrict.

“The king wants the choosing over with,” Guner snapped. “He wants to know who he’ll be dealing with in the future. The heir replacing Adrion has been selected, and he needs to see him interacting with others.”

“Wait,” Rakkel’s partner said from where she’d taken a seat on a cot opposite me. “Is she right? Are our enemies here? Have they come all the way to Nordoen?”

Guner ignored her. Despite Darcke’s murderous expression, Viljan sidled up beside him, and my guard captured my eyes. Only the vein at his temple revealed the turmoil inside him.

I pretended to wipe my nose, turning away from the king’s second and the others.

“They’re hiding something,” I mouthed so only my guard could see.

Viljan only inclined his head an inch, but Darcke still stiffened.

They were definitely hiding something.

“Why are you not answering us? Are they here?” I asked again, pretending not to notice Viljan’s teeth grinding together so loudly that Ivren and Fedic frowned.

“If I were you, I’d focus more on the training and less on stupid fucking questions,” Guner growled. “You barely survived the wolves.”

“She doesn’t know any better,” Darcke drawled. “These silver-spoon heirs… they expect everything to be served to them like a fine meal, carved and deboned.”

“I—”

“I said enough,” Guner screamed as his face reddened. “A’lian is right. You are expected to do the work, heir.”

“I’ll do the work,” I snapped. “But I’m just asking⁠—”

Ivren pulled me back against his chest when the king’s second and the warrior made a sudden movement toward us.

“I doubt they have managed to get all the way here. There is no way they could get past Darcke’s men at the borders. They’re too skilled.” He leaned in until he could hide his face in my hair, lowering his voice into the quietest of whispers. “Careful, darling. We’ve already lost one heir today.”

The expressions on the people standing around the hearth were baffling.

Guner and Darcke looked about ready to snap my neck. Torden seemed almost as if he was in pain. Rakkel and her guard were pale, and so was Viljan as he whipped his head back and forth, trying to understand what was going on. Ottoh seemed equal parts confused and bored.

I clenched my jaw.

The way they reacted only made me more anxious to understand what was going on.

If our enemies were going around attacking initiates here at the Hird, shouldn’t we know?

Relaxing into Ivren’s chest, I breathed, “Have your people been attacked at home?”

His island was the closest one to here.

Ivren’s arm moved around my back, his other hand pretending to play with my hair. “Not now,” he whispered. “It’s not safe.”

Darcke’s eyes narrowed as they followed Ivren’s movements, and I avoided them as I nodded, something cold snaking over my shoulders.

“Later, then,” I whispered.

The skin at the nape of my neck prickled when Ivren breathed, “Yes.”

What if what happened to my father and brother wasn’t an isolated event? It would explain why the Hird was even more ruthless this year—why the king needed us to be ready for battle even before we’d started the academy, why he’d already pitted us against his enemies.

“Why are you all still sitting?” Guner growled. “I said the king wants the training to go on. The moon won’t set for a few hours, so go get some sleep.” With that he stormed off to yell at initiates at some of the other hearths.

“What are we doing now?” Stefen asked as he slid an arm under Rakkel’s shoulders, helping the heir onto shaking legs.

“Fight training aboard our ships,” Torden responded. “The king wants everyone drilled in defensive readiness and evasion tactics.”

“Fitting,” I mumbled, earning myself another warning look from Darcke.

Torden gave us what I think was supposed to be a grounding smile, but Darcke’s mocking scowl limited its impact. “Good luck,” he called over his shoulder.

It might have been the least encouraging thing I’d ever heard.
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Five ships were tied together, and on each Guner and his men had created a makeshift training ring, marked by four barrels and a rope tied in between. Their hulls cast into shade the dock we walked on, and my muscles coiled when warning whispers reached my ears as we approached Torden standing at the end.

“That’s the ship we were on that night on the lake,” I observed quietly.

Viljan turned from me to the beautiful oak ship floating farthest away, where the elaborate dreki figurehead in the bow stared at us as if it would either eat or extinguish us in the blue flames dreki were rumored to spew.

He didn’t respond, though, his expression fixed in a severe mask. After Darcke and the others had left last night, I’d also sneaked out, and even though Viljan had called after me, I’d disappeared between the trees. I’d needed to see that he was alive, but as those karls, with Geord egging them on, inched closer, I knew I needed to go back to keeping him at an arm’s length.

“Do you think it’s his?” Rakkel limped up my side, cocking her head to Torden.

The warrior with the long brown hair and the kind blue eyes kept a possessive hand on the vessel, and when he noticed me, he only patted the hull, giving me a strange smile.

“It must be,” I replied slowly.

A vibration went through the black wood of the ship closest to us, running through the entire vessel until the dock shivered as well. I looked up at the tall stem. It was Darcke’s ship, and I couldn’t tell if it was still amused after our venture out on the water or if it had finally sided with Darcke and was furious that I’d dared sail it without its master.

“Hello again,” I mumbled when the ship creaked.

Darcke’s ship hummed with recognition, but I shuddered as it lifted atop the waves that rolled in under the dock and hid the sun entirely. An unsettling wind blew through the group of initiates walking around me, quieting even the most hushed whispers with its strange chill.

The other ships groaned in response, a rhythmic beat thrumming through the air. I wasn’t the only one who made sure to remain in the middle of the dock as we continued forward.

These ships were not the polished ones floating in the king’s harbor, with the heavy gilded figureheads, shining decks, and spotless sails. They had seen battle and death and blood—knew the cost of war intimately.

A deep wound I hadn’t seen last time ran down the port side of Darcke’s ship, and when the vessel remained still, I reached out a hand to touch it. A wave of fear and desperation and urgency rushed over my skin, making me retract my fingers as if I was the one who’d been cut.

“Careful,” Rakkel said quietly. “He’s watching you.”

I didn’t need to look up to know who she meant. Darcke had taken up a spot beside Torden together with three other warriors—each as rugged as the ships floating around us. The scarred man on Torden’s other side turned, showing off the tattoo of a rune that was inked where his left eye should be.

“It’s the rune for betrayal,” Rakkel said. “Someone he trusted took that eye. He’s warning others not to make the same mistake.”

My throat seized, and I couldn’t stop the jolt running through me when Darcke captured my gaze. His eyes narrowed when I fought to continue the steady pace with which we’d been walking.

“That’s Borje, Darcke’s right-hand man.” The girl with the white, almost violet hair came up to my side. “From what I heard, he hadn’t been back here since he lost that eye. He doesn’t like people.”

“Do any of them?” I responded, keeping my head down to avoid the warriors’ scowls.

The girl gave a short laugh, and despite every warning beating the air, my lips twisted as she overtook us. Pretending to adjust the clean leather tunic I’d switched into, I peeked at the five men. It was strange how many of these warriors who were supposedly critical to holding our borders now gathered at the Hird.

I hurried to keep up with Viljan. “Can you send a letter to my mother?” I breathed. “I want to know what they’ve found out about what happened before we left.”

Viljan was quiet for a second, but finally curiosity won over his anger. “You think it’s connected.”

I bounced my head forward. “Why would they be here otherwise? The Hird doesn’t need the king’s best men. Something is going on, and it doesn’t seem like Gustief or his men are going to tell us.”

“I’ll talk to your father’s guards to see if they know anything.”

“Thank you,” I replied, slowing down again until Rakkel was by my side once more. A quiver running through the wood beneath my boots was the only warning before the five men began walking through the crowds, looking at the arm rings all initiates wore.

“They’re dividing us into groups,” Rakkel said.

“Show me yours,” I demanded.

Relief flooded me when the mark on Rakkel’s silver band was the same as mine: five lines to represent the five heirs and the waves with which we rode the five seas surrounding our nation. Viljan turned, lifting his band in the air, and while I still needed to stay away from him, I couldn’t help being glad when the same five lines marked his silver band.

“Let me see.” Torden waved for my wrist when we reached him. As I gave him my hand, allowing it to rest in his, he chuckled before stating, “You’re with Darcke.”

“Of fucking course.” Darcke shook his head as he gestured for Rakkel and Viljan to head up on the brow leading to the ship with the deep gash. “That way.”

“You could at least be civil,” I said.

“Why?” His drawl swept over my skin like a freezing winter storm. “I don’t pretend to be something I’m not.”

Torden squeezed my wrist before letting me go. “He bites as hard as he barks, so just… don’t steal his ship again, and stay out of his way.”

“It’s hard to stay out of someone’s way when he keeps getting in mine,” I replied, ducking under Darcke’s arm.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t fast enough for his other hand. My legs dangled in the air as he dragged me back by the collar of my jacket, bringing my face so close to his that the musky scent of salt-stained skin and driftwood baked in the sun all day folded around me.

“If you’re going to be on my ship, you will respect her,” Darcke said, his tone so low I doubted anyone else could hear him.

“I have all the respect for her.” I tried to keep my chin up, even if it was challenging when only my toes touched the wooden brow leading to the ship he was defending. “It’s you I’m struggling with.”

Viljan froze at my reply, and when he spun and fear etched itself across his features, guilt made me wince. I shouldn’t have attracted more attention. Darcke hated me, and from what he’d seen of me, could I really blame him?

He was right in that I’d acted spoiled and lied and made reckless decisions. I had none of the honor our people—and especially us heirs—were expected to.

My toes curled in my boots. We were so close to the bonding—so close to ensuring Viljan would be able to lead our people when I inevitably angered the gods enough that they had me killed. I couldn’t risk it because a man got under my skin.

“I’m sorry,” I forced out through my teeth. “I will respect you both.”

Darcke’s brows drew in, their darkness contrasting with his pale hair, as foreign as his accent.

“I mean it,” I added. “I won’t talk back.”

His eyes went between mine, and I held my breath until he set me back down on my feet.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” he said as I started walking toward Viljan.

Turning my head over my shoulder, I gave him my most fake smile. The one-eyed warrior walked up to Darcke as he took a step toward me again, and I couldn’t read what crossed the man’s face as he whispered something to Darcke that made me whirl forward.

“I know,” I hissed when Viljan opened his mouth. “I know I shouldn’t rile him up.”

“You really fucking shouldn’t,” my guard said as he stormed the few steps up until he reached the deck. “He wants you dead, Elvara.”

I turned my faux smile to my guard instead. “He’ll need to get in line.”

Shaking his head, Viljan stalked off. My sigh rumbled through my chest, and instead of joining the initiates standing around the fighting ring, I walked up to the railing.

“I can’t seem to get anything right,” I whispered as I spread my hands over the railing, where the wood was so dark it could have been stained with the blood of Darcke’s enemies.

The wood pressed against my palms.

“I’m sorry I stole you,” I said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

Even if she was the one who’d technically taken us out to sea, she’d only done it because of how desperate I’d been. A soft chatter filled my ears, almost like a child’s laugh on the wind.

“I had fun too,” I whispered.

Beneath me the warriors were still dividing the initiates into groups of five, and Fedic and Ivren raised their hands when they noticed me watching. After waving back at them and waiting until they each walked up a brow to different ships, I was about to spin around when someone sidled up next to me.

Kilia towered over me, and somehow his distant gaze was more threatening than when he’d been intent on snapping my neck.

“Why did you not save him?” he asked roughly.

“What do you mean?” I searched the ship for Viljan, and when he noticed, he shoved several initiates out of the way to get to me. He was on the far side of the ship, though, so I needed to distract this man, who was so angry the air around him grew stifling.

“I keep going back to it,” Kilia said. “You wanted to save him. You could have used your strength to take down those wolves. I’ve heard all about your family—your father’s rune makes you stronger than anyone here. You could have easily killed those wolves and saved his life, so why didn’t you?”

“I—”

Kilia stepped into my space, his body pressing against mine as he pinned me to the railing. Viljan still had about half the ship, and although he was rushing now, the ship was too packed, and initiates kept holding him up.

“Kilia, I”—I shook my head—“I tried everything.”

“You’re lying,” he hissed so that spit landed on my face. “You didn’t use your magic.”

Fuck. I moved my hand to the back of my neck.

“I did,” I said. “I did everything I could.”

His face leveled with mine, his amber eyes narrowing. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not,” I said, trying to soften my voice. “I promise you, I did.”

Something flickered behind his gaze, and my heart leaped.

“Are we all good here?” Fedic came skipping up the brow, moving leisurely but with an intention that got him to my side in seconds.

Kilia’s hand wrapped around my arm. “We’re having a conversation.”

A crooked smile brightened Fedic’s face as he slid a knife out of his sleeve, moving it so swiftly I realized he’d cut Kilia’s wrist only when blood dripped down onto the worn deck of the ship.

“Conversation over,” Fedic said with a sweet smile.

“You—”

Fedic moved the knife so it poked into Kilia’s ribs. “Leave.”

“You wouldn’t,” the twin snarled.

“You’re welcome to test me,” Fedic said, his smile even wider. “But I was selected to join the Hird for my skills in weaponry.” He patted his tunic with his other hand, and metal clinking followed. “I have more playthings here.”

“Kilia,” I said. “Just… I’ll talk to you later.”

“I want to talk now,” he growled.

My fingers tightened around the railing, and when Kilia took a step toward me, the plank he’d stood on tilted, sending the silver-haired man backward until he had to use both hands to keep his balance. “See,” I said calmly. “Even the ship agrees this is not the time.”

My skin prickled with fear at what battled across Kilia’s features, but I couldn’t let it show.

Fedic wiggled his fingers when Viljan’s hand wrapped around Kilia’s neck.

“I’ll drown you in the fucking sea if you touch her again,” Viljan snarled.

“I wasn’t going to hurt her.” Kilia’s face went dark. “I just wanted to know why she let him die! I don’t understand why she didn’t help him.”

Viljan’s eyes widened for a moment before his other hand wrapped around Kilia’s throat as well, but his arms trembled and his eyes shut as he began choking the twin.

It wasn’t the first time Viljan had killed for me, but it was the first time he would do so to someone undeserving, and we both fucking knew it. There was no honor in this death—there was no god who would look upon it favorably.

Besides, Kilia didn’t know. Not yet, at least.

“Let him go,” I ordered quietly.

My guard shook his head, and I cleared my throat against the ache starting in my chest.

“Let him go,” I said again. “Now.”

Viljan only closed his eyelids harder.

Fedic stumbled backward when I shoved him in my haste to reach the two men. Kilia was starting to turn blue, his thick arms, which had pushed and raked down Viljan’s chest, becoming weaker.

“I said let him go.” A sneer curled my lip, and my voice dripped with the disdain of a woman born to be obeyed—the exact tone Lika would use with me when he pulled rank. “If you don’t, you’ll be released from my service and shipped home for our other guards to deal with.”

Viljan’s mouth parted. “You wouldn’t.”

My laugh was as cold as the blood in my veins. “Try me.”

He lowered his voice into a whisper. “You know why I need to do this.”

“He doesn’t know,” I mouthed heatedly.

Viljan’s nostrils flared. I don’t care was easy to read in his eyes.

Kilia’s eyes bulged, red filling the white, but he was still following our conversation.

“I can deal with a karl,” I spat. “I don’t need your help.”

I wanted to let the emotions behind my mask slip—show him that Kilia’s suspicion that something was off was my mess to clean up, not his—but we had gathered a crowd, so I only made the smirk overtake my entire face.

“Now. Guard.”

Viljan took a step back, and Kilia’s hand flew to his neck, where dark bruises had already bloomed.

“Leave,” I ordered the twin. Kilia dazedly shook his head, but thankfully he listened, shuffling away while the crowd let him through. Viljan hovered, something unfamiliar and haunted filling his hard face.

Something shattered within me when I waved an impatient hand. “You as well.”

“No—”

“Go.” I turned so neither Viljan nor the rest of the initiates would see the glossiness of my eyes. “I don’t want you here.”

I wasn’t sure why the gods had allowed me to live this long, but I wasn’t risking the man I would trust my father’s legacy with. I would have to find another way to remain alive the next few days.

My hands clenched around the wood, my eyes staring unseeing out over the deck, as the warriors beneath me finished getting everyone onto the five ships.

I felt their eyes on me, and I shouldn’t have, but I returned their gaze and pinched my lips at the disgust filling every face, especially Darcke’s, who let out a low scoff before he climbed the brow, stalking past me as if I didn’t even exist.

“You did the right thing.” Fedic’s smile was weak as he nudged me. “Your guard should listen to you when you give him an order.”

I didn’t bother responding as Torden turned from where he’d been studying me and called, “Listen up! The choosing is in five days. We are going to spend them honing your skills in fighting. Heirs, you should use them to evaluate the karls to make your choices easier. Karls, this is not the time to hold back.” Torden turned to me once more. “You’re recommended not to stay close only to those you know. Your iron-bound are going to be your inner circle, not only in the Hird but for the rest of your life. A friend today might be an enemy tomorrow, and who you truly need as your second might surprise you.”

Rakkel came up beside me. On the other ships, Ivren and Ottoh stood, like us, close to the bow, their faces turned to the speaking warrior, and I shared a look with each.

Ivren gave me an encouraging smile.

Rakkel pressed her lips together.

Ottoh smirked as he raised his brows my way.

Then fucking Geord gave a cocky smile as he and Borje came up in the bow of a fourth ship.

“This is Geord Palsjo.” The scarred warrior’s voice was sharp, cleaving the wind like an axe did a soft neck. “The king has appointed him to replace Adrion Leskog, who the gods claimed in the first trial. He hails from Adrion’s home isle and was the one who brought Adrion’s body home with him so his family may honor him on his journey to Valhalla.”

Geord smirked as he touched his chest, where Adrion’s father must have carved skydd, allowing the man to tap into his powers until the gods gifted him his own.

“And he was the one who killed him.” The girl from earlier came up to my other side, twisting her pale hair. “As if he wasn’t planning on this outcome from the moment he was selected for the Hird.”

“It’s the gods who decide which heirs lead the next generation,” Fedic mumbled from behind me as the warrior continued, stating that the king had organized a feast the night before the choosing to celebrate a new heir being chosen. “Not us.”

“That’s why you switched your arm ring so you could join Elvara?” the girl replied. “Because the gods told you so?”

Fedic didn’t miss a beat. “I have a feeling the gods will look favorably on her.”

My laugh surprised me. Fedic was sweet, but if that was his best gut feeling, I wasn’t impressed.

“I need some space,” I said, keeping my hand on the railing as I walked up to the dreki.

Caressing its horns, I rolled my shoulders.

“At least I don’t need to fight today,” I whispered.

“And who told you that?” Darcke said, something dangerous trickling into his deep voice and his smile so deadly it could rival the Svartoarna wolves’ maws.

“Torden,” he called. “I think our heirs should show the karls what they can do before they get to relax, don’t you?”

My stomach surged when the other warrior grimaced my way before shrugging. “Sure.”

“Great.” Darcke patted the ship, and every tap of his fingers felt like a threat. “Great.”
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“What are you waiting for?” Darcke taunted.

I lifted my chin as his men finished tying five ropes between the ships’ tallest masts.

“Nothing.” My hands were steadier than they should have been as I used the rigging to heave myself upward. I reached the start of the rope at my end at the same time as the other heirs did the same.

Darcke’s scent wrapped around me as he began climbing after, and I scurried upward to evade the heat from his body as his strong arms allowed him to ascend faster.

Still, when I reached the wooden lookout to which the rope was fastened, I hesitated. Cold sweat broke out across my brow when I accidentally looked down and Viljan stood there, his back straight and eyes on me—like they always were, because my father had asked it of him, despite what I’d just done.

“You’ve made a lot of enemies in your days here, heir.” Darcke’s breath hit my neck as I held on to the topmast when the lookout swayed in the wind. “Probably wasn’t the wisest to sever the bond with your guard.”

I savored the needles of unshaved wood that pricked my palms, using the pain to distract myself.

“He needed to know his place,” I replied, my words as hollow as my heart.

“And what place is that?” Darcke asked. “The dirt? Like the whole world was built to be trodden under your boots?”

There was something comforting—familiar—in the disgust that speared his words. I leaned into that as the wind took hold of the lookout, making the entire mast sway with its strength.

The other heirs all stood on their own lookouts, their faces varying shades of worry.

Darcke laughed darkly when I didn’t say anything else.

“Heirs,” he called, nearly jarring me off the wooden platform. “If you survive the Hird, you will lead your people into battle. These ropes symbolize the balance that responsibility will ask of you—that there is a fine line between a hero’s bravery and a fool’s drowning.” He gave me a side-eyed sneer. “Remember, courage is a choice, but recklessness is a death sentence.”

Darcke waved for his men to file out onto the lookouts of the other ships. “The exercise is also one you might face when taking on your enemies at sea. Being able to walk the ropes between ships is as important as holding your blade steady.” He nudged me forward. “The Sweengard heir has volunteered to demonstrate.”

Only days ago his wicked smile would have made me shake in my boots, but after seeing Viljan’s face earlier, I welcomed it. Darcke’s hate was my only constant, and somehow it steadied me.

“On each of these lookouts is a horn.” Darcke lifted a white horn that still held the scent of the beast who’d died for it. “Your challenge is simple. You need to cross one of these ropes and grab the horn from one of my men’s lookouts. After that you’re to return here to blow it in victory.”

I swallowed as the ropes shifted in the wind, each one whipping the air, a dark line against the gray sky above us. Beneath them was dark water and polished decks—neither of which would aid me if I fell. Bones would break either way.

“This should be easy for you,” Darcke said as he gestured for me to pull myself onto the lower rope, using the top one to guide my hands and the bottom to shuffle my feet forward. “You’re strong enough to hold on.”

“Is that why you hate me?” I snapped, as my soul twisted and turned in dread. “Because you’re jealous of my magic?”

It went quiet for long seconds.

“No.” Darcke turned his face toward the sea. “I hate you because you keep proving me right.”

Wetness touched my cheek. At first I thought the tears I’d fought earlier had escaped me, but then I realized clouds had mounted above us. Trickling down my face were heavy raindrops, and I jolted when lightning crackled across the sky.

The strain in the air was joined by static, and my hair flew around my face as I inched out on the rope, the bottom one already slick from water and the top coarse as it scratched against my palms.

“Look at that,” Darcke said. “Your gods wish to have a little fun as well. Now go on. Show them how honorable you are.”

“I hate you too,” I hissed, my throat drying up as my foot slipped. “I hate you so fucking much.”

Darcke fucking patted my back. “I’m sure I’ll survive.”

I didn’t turn, but I could almost hear the deadly grin spreading over his face.

Someone beneath me gasped as a gust of wind caught in my clothing, making both me and the sail behind me shift, the loud crack in the air like a whip. My stomach turned when I did, and I had to swallow vomit that wanted to spew out of me.

More rain started pouring, and I cursed wildly as it found its way inside my leathers, drenching my hair and obscuring my vision. The gale shrieked as it tore around me, and my arms trembled from the exertion to hold on as I slipped once more, my feet dangling in the air.

“Elvara, you got this!” Ivren called.

I closed my eyes when other shouts followed.

“Or not!” someone screamed.

“Why don’t you fall and make all this easier for yourself?”

“Look at this storm! The gods are showing you that they don’t want you!”

“Give up!”

But it was the chanting that burrowed itself through my chest, like a dagger slowly being pressed into my heart.

“Fall!”

“Fall!”

“Fall!”

When I slipped again, laughter followed, almost as loud as the thunder booming above me. I whimpered when the ropes twisted once more. My palms ached from holding on, the muscles in my arms screaming, and my feet kept slipping off the wet rope.

Fedic’s voice overpowered the karls’. “Watch where you’re going! Look up!”

I accidentally looked down instead. Wind and rain whipped beneath me, falling almost horizontally, and the faces on the ships were blurred.

“Up! Elvara, look up!” Viljan’s voice cut through the other screams. “Start moving again!”

How could I when the people and the sea and the ships beneath me all wanted the same thing? There was a consensus that was rare amongst Vikings, the sense as stark in the air as the electricity making the hair on my arms rise. Almost everyone below me wanted me dead.

“Fall!”

“Fall!”

“Fall!”

Another rumble made one of my hands lose its grip.

“Are you scared of heights, heir?” Darcke taunted behind me.

I didn’t reply, only hissed a strangled sound through my locked jaw.

“Maybe I was wrong,” the warrior called. “Maybe you’ll prove me right today. I had a feeling you wouldn’t survive this.”

“Fuck you,” I whispered.

“I would have brought some ale if I knew I’d get to enjoy you hovering over death’s maw all day,” Darcke continued. “This is better even than watching the fights you refused because you were too scared of them as well.”

“I’m not scared!”

“So you’re standing there because this is also beneath you?” Darcke drawled. “Even heirs have to climb ships.”

Not in storms. Not like this. We respected the seas—the perils of sailing them.

As another gust howled around me, fighting to wrangle me off, I realized my grip had steadied, the anger fueling my tired muscles. Darcke’s words had also drowned out the chants.

“Coward?” Darcke called. “Or spoiled? Which one is it?”

I didn’t bother responding as I started inching forward again. But he kept shouting insults after me. It wasn’t until I reached the midpoint of the ropes that his infuriating accent and voice died on the wind.

After a quick look at the other warriors, I chose Torden’s ship.

He kept my eyes the entire time I battled the distance between us.

“A little more,” he urged. “Just a little longer.”

I thought I might perish from relief when Torden’s hands found my hips and he pulled me off the ropes, setting me down in his lookout.

“You should hurry back.” His eyes darted to the clouds as he fastened the horn by my waist. “Looks like it might get worse before it gets better.”

Small spots of pale blue peeked through the dark cloud, but Torden was right. More lightning danced within them—booms of thunder reached far and wide across the storming seas, making the ropes even more unsteady.

I groaned. “It’s as if he knew there would be a storm.”

“You’ve got this.” Torden placed his hands on my shoulders. “You only need to repeat what you’ve just done.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” I said.

A low chuckle rumbled through Torden’s chest. “I can see why your mouth gets you in so much trouble. You have a retort for everything, don’t you?”

“Only when it’s deserved.”

Torden gave me a pointed look. “That right there is why you’re driving him insane.”

I stared down at the floor of the wet lookout. “I’m merely responding.”

“Which means you’re not listening.” Torden moved his hands to my waist, lifting me onto the rope. “Now go before your life forever rests on my conscience.”

Torden anchored me while I secured my grip, his hands warm against my wet leathers. Darcke’s glare reached all the way over, his features not softened at all by being drenched, but the opposite: the warrior looked lethal with his wet, darkened hair lying around his face, and the sharp angles of his face were accentuated by the rain.

I was as resolved to return as my clothing was dry.

“He doesn’t want me to make it,” I said when Torden let me go and the wind instantly took hold of my body.

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Torden replied.

I began inching forward again, trying to push away the terror claiming my chest. “He hates me.”

“Yes.”

“But he wants me to live?” I cried out in my mind when the rope snapped taut and the karls beneath me cheered. My heart was making somersaults in my chest, pounding as uncontrollably as the storm.

“He wants you to prove him wrong.”

I could barely hear Torden’s words over the storm anymore, so I didn’t respond. Creeping forward, I kept my eyes on the violent sky, where gray and black and bright lightning whirled in an intricate pattern.

When I passed the midpoint, my entire body hurt. My fingers were stiff from the cold, and every inch of my skin was wet, my leathers squeaking with every slow step forward. The chanting had quieted, and even the wind died down a little bit.

I blew out a deep breath and a wave of relief crashed through my limbs, the exhaustion from not eating or sleeping enough barreling into me until my arms slackened an inch. I caught Darcke opening his mouth when the sun speared through the clouds, blinding me.

At the same time a wave must have hit the ships, because the line snapped upward before stretching so tight my fingers lost purchase. My gut surged into my chest as the world retracted beneath me, and I found myself in free fall.

“Elvara!”

“Elvara!”

Two people screamed my name in fear, but the rest of the Hird erupted in triumph. The rope I’d been standing on burned my chin as I fell, and it was only at the last moment I managed to grab it with one hand, feeling weightless and heavy at the same time.

I swung back and forth in the air. Air rushed through my teeth, and a pained sound wound up my throat as I managed to get a finger, then two, then the rest of my other hand over the rope, holding on as hard as I could, my arms stretched as far as they could.

“Now that was close.” A dangerous amusement flitted across Darcke’s face.

I didn’t even have the energy to respond.

Biting down on the inside of my lip, I moved a hand forward, yelping when the motion made my body shift as well, nearly stopping me from grasping the rope again.

I was so close. There were perhaps fifteen feet between me and the lookout.

I moved my hands again.

And again.

Ten feet. Five.

Blood teased the back of my throat, and when rain started falling again—heavier this time—my arms trembled. I tried to drive my weight forward to make it easier, but when I reached for the rope this time I missed, and my surprised cry made Darcke snap straight.

Gasps mingled with the merry shouts.

When I looked down, I could make out Rakkel’s and Fedic’s terrified faces, and Viljan’s blanched one behind them. But it was Kilia’s arched brows and wide eyes, which shifted into something far more sinister when his eyes found mine, that made me cough from the burn in my throat.

Panicked, I tried to propel myself forward again. With the same outcome.

“Stop playing and pull yourself up,” Darcke barked.

I used more leverage, but my strength had waned entirely, and my fingers only barely brushed the rope.

“Pull yourself up.”

I can’t.

He moved forward on the lookout.

So close but so fucking far it might as well been Hel.

“Pull. Yourself. Up.”

A sound I’d never made before left me as I tried again, but it was futile. I was almost not able to hold on with my left hand anymore, the fingers on it long since numb from the cold. The sky opened at that time, and it filled my mouth when I laughed. The gods must have been thoroughly entertained by now.

“Heir,” Darcke called, but I didn’t even acknowledge him.

This is how you want me to go? Before everyone?

I shut my eyes when my hand fell useless to my side, the rope quivering beneath the one I still held on with.

Then I was in the air, something hard wrapping around my wrist, but I was not falling like I’d expected. Instead I moved upward, and I was slammed against something soft and hard at the same time. When I realized it was Darcke’s body, I tried to fly backward, but the rope around me didn’t allow it and only fused us harder together.

He shook his head. “Fucking showoff.”

“Let me go,” I snarled, trying to push off his chest.

“This was not my choice.” His face turned to the mast. “You can let her go now, thanks,” he growled to the ship.

She only creaked in response, and when another bout of rain that felt like being drenched beneath a waterfall fell atop us, the rope tightened.

“What the fuck?” Darcke’s arms were stuck against his sides, and his face filled with a look of cold betrayal. “What are you doing?”

Screams started beneath us when the ship did nothing against the tall waves, and the vessel pulled at the others when she heeled, her hull licking the ocean.

“Stop, right now,” Darcke ordered. “I’m serious.”

She heeled again, sending my forehead into Darcke’s chin. His arms instinctively went around me, and I arched backward as far as I could, my top lip curling.

“Stop touching me,” I snarled.

“I’m fucking trying.”

Another wave hit, and more shouts of fear rose across the decks when we moved the other way. I slid backward until the wall of the lookout bit into my back and Darcke was pressed against my front, so close I could count every muscle lining his torso if I wished. Which I did not.

As I opened my mouth to say as much, a silent warning sparked through the air. I closed my lips again, and the tension coiling around us softened.

My head cocked. “I… I think she wants you to be nice to me.”

This time the ship crested the wave, expertly turning into the wind.

A shocked giggle trickled from my lips.

Darcke’s arms were locked around my back, his face so close I could count every angry line across his face. “Really fucking mature.”

I wasn’t sure if he meant me or the ship.

The mast groaned as she spun again, and Darcke rushed out, “Fine! I won’t make her do that again.”

The rope tethering us together tightened an inch.

There was a darkness across his face that made me look away when he spat, “And I’m sorry. Good enough?”

The world grew still when Darcke turned his gaze to me. My breath stuttered when the scowl softened, then vanished entirely. “Gods, no fucking wonder she let you sail her,” he said hoarsely. “You’re each as fucking stubborn as the other.”

I was very aware of every inch where his body touched mine. From the way his eyes dipped, the look too long for me to miss, so was he.

“Was that a compliment?” I said when a different tension, although as sharp and equally dangerous as the deadly one, charged the air.

His eyes widened for the briefest second. “If you must take it as such.”

The rope fell to the ground, but his hands remained around my back.

I cleared my throat as I shook them off. “I think I do,” I said, cursing quietly when my voice sounded strangely strangled. “I’m going down.”

Darcke did nothing to stop me. Still, confusion whispered all over my skin as I inched my way down. It was also that daze that made me miss Kilia storming up to me. But as he pressed his arm into my throat and leaned his face into mine, hissing “I know your dirty little secret,” any glimmer of that sense disappeared.

Only terror remained in me, even as Fedic and Viljan pulled the twin off.
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Darcke left me alone the next few days, and thankfully the karls were busy enough with learning how to fight aboard a moving ship that none of them bothered me much, either, apart from a few nasty glares and taunts here and there.

I spent most of my time hiding out in the stern of Darcke’s ship, avoiding everyone—especially Viljan and Kilia. Pulling my knees against my chest, I shrank into myself when the latter’s attention landed on me, his gaze hot with blame and betrayal.

He knew. He knew, and either he was going to hold it over my head, or he was going to find the best moment to reveal it to everyone so that he could watch the king and his men kill me for it, thinking Lika and the rest of my family were next.

I picked at a swirl in the plank beneath me. I wasn’t avoiding Viljan only because I didn’t want my dishonor to bleed onto him. He’d tell me we had to take care of Kilia—that there was no other way for us to survive. My nails scraped against the ship until a plank lifted, nearly smacking me in the face.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “That wasn’t fair to you.”

“Do you always talk to the ships?” Ivren motioned for me to move aside, and when I did, he squeezed into the spot beside me, his back against the hull.

I shrugged. “The ones who understand me.”

He touched his shoulder to mine. “Sometimes I wish they could talk back, but I also think it’s probably good they can’t. They hear too much. It would be dangerous.”

My eyes stared, unseeing, ahead as I replied, “Do you keep secrets, Ivren Solsken?”

“No more than you.” There was a grimness in his tone that surprised me, but he was all smiles when I turned his way. “Have you thought more about your iron-bound?” he asked when I remained silent.

My eyes drifted to Viljan. He pretended not to be looking our way, but he was. His back was twisted at an angle to eavesdrop, and his face was turned in hope the wind would bring our words to him.

“Viljan will be my second,” I said. “I don’t yet know who I’ll choose apart from him.”

“The choosing is tomorrow, Elvara.” Ivren turned to look at me. “There is no one else you could consider?”

Fedic, maybe. He had checked in on me every day. But even with him… How was I supposed to know how to make this decision? How was I supposed to know who I wanted in my inner circle for the rest of my life? However short it might be.

“These people will know everything about you,” Ivren continued. “They will be sworn to protect you and your secrets for the rest of their lives. It’s the highest honor for a karl. You can’t just… select someone on the day.”

“I know,” I said. “I⁠—”

I went still.

They will be sworn to protect you and your secrets for the rest of their lives.

Kilia stood leaning against the railing, his lips quirking when he found my eyes on him.

I could hear Viljan’s disagreement roaring in my mind. You’re only doing this to spare his life—because you feel guilty about his brother. It wasn’t your fault.

Oscri’s death might not have been my fault—not entirely, at least—but if I did this, I could ensure none of the Havskold twins’ blood would stain my hands.

“Where did you go?” Ivren asked.

“Nowhere yet,” I said as the training ended. “But I need to find Viljan.”

But as I jumped up on my feet, seven karls surrounded me, their features contorted into menacing grins. More stormed forward, passing me and going for Ivren.

My back flew straight, my instincts blaring.

Were they seizing the last chance they had to kill us before the choosing?

“Back up,” I warned as I lifted my hands as if they would be able to do anything against this many of them. Even if I’d still had my rune, seven men was pushing it. “I won’t say it again.”

“Elvara, wait,” Ivren said as I kicked at the closest one’s groin.

The rest of his words disappeared when two of them got hold of my arms and pressed them against my body, a third going for my legs. As one sneaked an arm around my chest, I bit down on it as hard as I could, and his growl hissed over my skin.

“Let me go,” I snarled while I twisted my body the best I could, alternating between going limp and moving as much as possible to get out of their hold.

“Stop fighting,” one of the men ordered. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

“Much,” another added.

“It’s tradition!” Ivren called. “You’re fine!”

The men who’d gone for him were carrying him across the ship, and when Ivren let out a low howl, they threw him into the air before catching him again. I couldn’t see the other heirs, but similar cheers came from the other ships.

I tried to slow my frantic pulse, but hard fingers dug into my skin, pinching and squeezing wherever they could, and my blood raced faster again. Laughs surrounded Ivren as the karls pretended to drop him when they walked down the brow, but the men around me weren’t chuckling. There was something more vicious hiding behind their half-upturned lips.

When someone gripped my leg hard enough that I yelped, a deep, melodic voice broke in. “Set her down.”

“But it’s tradition,” protested the one who was holding on to my leg as if he planned to split it in two. “The heirs are always brought to a final challenge the night before the choosing.”

“It’s supposed to be fun,” someone else said snarkily.

“Doesn’t look like she’s having fun. Set her down,” Darcke ordered sharply.

“She could get away,” a third added. “She’s not even really fighting. We’d know if she used her rune.”

“I don’t care. Set. Her. Down.”

Even though Darcke didn’t have any powers beyond his body or mind, the men faltered, their grips loosening. When they hesitated, still keeping me in the air, a groan sounded, and my legs were released. As Darcke drove a fist into a face hovering above mine, my arms were let go too. I had prepared myself to crash into the deck when strong arms wrapped around me, these ones gentler—not as urgent.

For a moment Darcke cradled me against his pounding chest, and when I met his eyes, even the waves went silent. A shadow crossed his face, and then I was on my legs, Darcke shoving overboard a man who’d decided to go for his back.

The other men scrambled to their feet when their friend’s scream was cut off as he cleaved the surface. As they started running toward the brow, Darcke chuckled quietly. “My ship remembers,” he called after them as they tried to overtake each other to get away. “Do not fucking try to come within ten feet of her again.”

I raised my hand to my hair, trying to smooth it out where my struggles had messed it up, as the men followed the crowd that was heading toward the lake. “Thank⁠—”

“My ship doesn’t like trouble,” Darcke snarled. “You should go. They are bastards, but they’re right. It is tradition for the heirs to be challenged the final night before the choosing.”

The cheers still echoed across the glen where the tents and longhouse stood, bodies that I guessed were heirs being thrown into the air from time to time.

I wetted my lips. I had no desire to go through some type of final trial. I’d survived this far, but I still needed to live until sundown tomorrow.

“Your guard is waiting by the end of the dock,” Darcke said. “Go.”

“How do you know?” When I turned that way, I could see Viljan pacing back and forth across the grass, his hands tense by his sides.

“Because I told him to.”

I opened my mouth, but Darcke interrupted me. “I said. Go.”

“Why can’t you accept my thanks?” I asked as I passed him, keeping my distance. There was still something wild and lethal surrounding him.

“I didn’t do it for you.” The warrior didn’t look at me as he pointed to the brow. “That way.”

Gods, he truly was the angriest man I’d ever met.

When I reached the opening in the railing and took my first step onto the brow, I couldn’t help but spin around and call, “Thank you!”

Darcke’s sigh made my tired mouth snap into a grin. Unfortunately that grin died as soon as I reached Viljan’s side.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, his gaze everywhere but on mine.

“No,” I replied.

“Great.” Viljan started walking.

We were silent while we wove through the dim forest where the other initiates shouted and sang and whistled. After a while the path parted, one trail leading upward, winding through the thick trunks and one taking the majority of the karls to the lake. The heirs were carried up the other one, and a shiver racked my body as we followed.

“Viljan,” I said.

He didn’t reply, but his head tilted slightly, so I decided to continue anyway.

“I’m going to pick Kilia as my third.”

I held my breath, and exactly like I’d known he would, Viljan spun my way, his expression wild. “What?”

“I know,” I said, lowering my voice to try to get him to as well. “Trust me, I know. But he knows, Viljan. He knows about my magic. He knows what that means.”

“How long?”

“What do you mean?”

“How long has he known?” Viljan demanded. “You told me he didn’t only a few days ago.”

“I think he’s suspected since Svartoarna but understood for sure when I had to walk between the ships.”

Viljan’s face grew taut. “I assume there is no talking you out of this?”

I lifted my chin.

He looked about to say something else when we reached the others. The silence we walked into was as strained as the one we’d brought with us, and I looked around, confused.

We were standing about halfway up a steep cliff. The trees surrounding us climbed all the way to the top, where a beautiful, sparkling waterfall rushed down. Beneath us the lake spread out, and to its side stood the karls who hadn’t joined us up here.

Judging by the brimful horns reflecting the pale moon, they’d conjured a feast out here in the forest. There were even a few instruments playing in the back, the soft tunes of lyre and drum echoing through the night.

Whatever this was didn’t warrant the fearful expression on Rakkel’s face.

But then my eyes traveled to where Geord walked toward a ledge about sixty feet above us, his steps assured but his face betraying him—tension making its way through his every feature.

The world muted when he stepped onto the rocky shelf, and his steps faltered as he walked closer to the edge, like a shadow with only the dark sky and bright stars shining behind him.

The music stopped first. Then the conversations, which had been loud and boisterous, shifted, turning into hushed, excited whispers. The wind that had wrapped so gently around us died down until my staggering heartbeat felt as if it could be heard over the water, which was the only thing still roaring in the night.

My breath caught in my throat.

“He’s jumping,” I whispered.

“No.”

I spun when Viljan spoke.

“Fuck no,” my guard said again. “You’re not doing that.”

“I thought she’d left you behind. Haven’t seen you two whispering to each other lately.” Ottoh joined us, waving to the crowd like he was a damned chieftain already, eliciting loud cheers from some of the groups beneath us.

“Say that a—” Viljan snarled, but quieted when I held up my hand.

“It’s not worth it,” I said quietly.

It wasn’t. Not when the choosing was tomorrow.

“So you do have some control over him,” Ottoh sneered. “I wondered. Is he not your lover, then? He doesn’t seem like someone who likes orders when you fuck, but he also doesn’t seem to like Ivren coming close to you.”

My cheeks lit on fire.

“Watch it,” I warned quietly.

Ottoh took a step toward me at the same time Viljan did.

“Stop it!” Rakkel ordered. “Can you idiots just stop!” Her hands trembled by her sides as she turned to Ivren. “Why? Why this?”

Ivren shrugged, although he wasn’t entirely unfazed when his eyes darted toward the steep drop. “They voted.” He gestured toward the karls. “It was this or fighting one of the Morkskog bears. I guess they couldn’t capture one in time.”

A shocked breath flew from Rakkel’s lips. “Bears? I thought this was some simple tradition where we showed off our magic or something?”

I don’t know if I’d ever felt colder. My cheeks strained as I pursed my lips to not let fear sweep over my features. Ivren moved closer to me, but thankfully he was so subtle I doubted anyone saw.

“The karls get to choose what we do,” Ivren replied, his hard eyes contrasting with his bright smile. “We’ve spent weeks evaluating them, and tonight they get to evaluate us. It’s only fair, since their lives will literally be in our hands.”

“They can’t deny us if we choose them,” Ottoh added, his fingers trailing the tattoo that snaked its way over his shoulder, up his neck. “But you don’t want an iron-bound who is hesitant. If they die, so do you. This is the final chance for them to see who of us they are open to bonding with. And… who they aren’t.”

I bared my teeth at the smirk on his face. He bared his right back.

“Vara,” Viljan started, but I whirled, and the look on my face was enough to silence him.

Rakkel shuddered. “Or it’s their final chance to kill one of us.”

“There is that too. And I have a feeling who they’re after.”

I wanted to punch Ottoh’s face so fucking bad, but I clasped my hands behind my back instead.

He isn’t worth it.

He isn’t worth it.

I repeated the mantra in my mind.

“What happens if we don’t do this?” Rakkel asked.

“Technically nothing.” Ivren shrugged. “But they’ll mock you for it forever.”

I kept my gaze on my boots. I didn’t need more of that.

Geord still stood by the edge, his face ghostly white in the moonlight as he stared down toward the lake. Drops of water splashed him, staining the leather sitting over the shoulders he’d hiked up toward his ears. Half his face was shadowed by another ledge towering another thirty feet or so above him.

So the Palsjo heir was afraid of something.

I wasn’t usually affected by heights, but as I bent my neck and realized how tall the mountain towered over the ledge Geord had claimed, a burn began at the back of my throat. We were hundreds of feet up into the air, and beneath us the dark water swirled eerily around the glistening rocks peeking through the mirrored surface. Anything could be hiding in its depths.

“What are you waiting for?”

“How long can it take to jump?”

Cold sweat spread from my neck down my back when the karls beneath started shouting, taunting us with their cries. When Ottoh laughed in response to the mocking shouts, the sound wrapped itself around my bones.

Survive. I only need to survive.

But this was also an opportunity to show them I did more than hide in trees, refuse to fight, and nearly fall to my death in thunderstorms. After a shallow breath, I inched closer to the steep drop instead of backward.

Viljan followed, even if I could hear from his dragging steps he wanted nothing more than to tug me back. Thankfully he kept his large hands to himself as I started up the trail leading to the first ledge, where Geord still hovered.

“Get the fuck back,” the heir warned, waving his shaking hand for me to stop. “This one is mine.”

As I turned my head over my shoulder, understanding heated in my stomach, then spread through my limbs.

“We can’t jump from the same one?” Rakkel asked shakily.

“What’s the fun in that?” Ottoh asked as he passed her. None of us had time to react before Ottoh shoved Viljan to the side, gave me an infuriating wink, and then overtook me on the narrow path, sprinting to the ledge above Geord’s.

I had to move to stand in Viljan’s way when his eyes went black.

“Don’t test me right now, Vara,” Viljan snarled. “You’ve pissed me off enough today.”

“Don’t test me,” I hissed as Geord inched closer to the drop while Ottoh climbed onto the ledge above him. “You need to control yourself. It’s the final night. After the choosing tomorrow, I’ll listen to you all you want.”

Viljan’s face tightened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re such a bastard, Ottoh,” Ivren called from behind Rakkel.

He really was. A smug fucking bastard now making his way to the end of his platform.

Geord still hadn’t jumped, and based on how the trembling in his hands now racked his entire body, I wasn’t sure he would. There was no fear in Ottoh’s stride, though, as he stalked out on the ledge.

A groan escaped me when I craned my neck, the muscles jumping in protest as I took in the scale of the hill. I would have to jump from one of the ledges above the two heirs. Rakkel and Ivren had come to the same conclusion, because when I spun to face them, they stared nervously from me to each other and back again.

“Well, fuck,” I blurted out.

Ivren’s laugh echoed across the water until I had to fight my lips’ twitching.

“I—” Rakkel started, but she was interrupted by Ottoh’s call.

“See you down there!”

We quieted as he backed up a few steps.

Every single one of the hundred or so karls went silent as well, and Ottoh’s steps against the dark stone reverberated over the waterfall, through the forest behind us, and across the clearing where the crowd now stood still, waiting for the heir to jump.

My heart thumped in rhythm with Ottoh’s stride as he sprinted toward the end of his ledge, and it leaped when he did—a feeling like it might escape my throat when he threw himself off crashing through me.

It felt like minutes passed while he tumbled through the air like the waterfall behind him, and I held my breath until Ottoh split the calm surface with a splash. Some of the karls erupted in cheers, many running up to the beach along the lake.

As the moments stretched on and the rings on the lake grew and grew until they vanished, those cheers died down one by one. If it had been quiet before, it was nothing against the thick silence that swallowed us when the lake became a blank mirror reflecting the starry sky above it.

“Did he…” Rakkel trailed off.

“No way,” Ivren muttered. “He’s too fucking stubborn.”

I wasn’t so sure of that, because after a minute passed where I counted every breath going in and out of my lungs, Ottoh still hadn’t come up. Hushed whispers drifted from the people in the field, worry and glee mingling in the darkness. My stomach, which had continuously surged, twisted into a knot so strong it might hold an entire ship.

I turned to Viljan, but just as I opened my mouth, a soft slosh sounded. We all blinked in unison when Ottoh flew out of the water, throwing his wet hair back, before he turned a triumphant grin our way and began treading water. “Top that, assholes!”

The cheers were deafening.

“Next heir.”

“Next heir.”

“Next heir.”

The rhythmic chanting resounded in my bones.

Geord was no closer to jumping. Instead, he had backed up further. Mumbling something under his breath, he continued shaking his head, his hands restlessly opening and closing.

“Come on, Geord,” Ottoh called. “You’ve been so fucking cocky so far. Time to show off why the king selected you to take Adrion’s place.”

Geord retreated further. The urge to pull him off the ledge and jump from the lower one myself made me take a stumbling step forward. But then my mother’s disappointed eyes flashed in my mind. Next were my father’s and Lika’s faces as I imagined them at the feast in Valhalla. My sisters’ innocent smiles.

I’d brought enough dishonor to our family.

Ivren chuckled when I rolled back on my heels, although his laugh wasn’t especially contagious. Only nerves filled the sound when he walked up to Rakkel and me. The other female heir stood as frozen as her guard, and Ivren smiled weakly again as he waved a hand in front of her face.

“Come on,” he said. “We’ll draw sticks.”

I stared at him blankly.

“Are you jumping?” Rakkel asked as she rubbed the tattoo of her father’s rune on her shoulder. “This is crazy! It’s supposed to be a fun initiation, but this is dangerous. I didn’t sign up for this.” She took a step back.

I bit back the weariness trying to etch itself into my heart.

Think of your people. Think of your duty. Think of your honor.

My father’s voice echoed in my mind, and I clung to the familiarity of it as I looked from Viljan to the crowd beneath us. Ottoh was still swimming around in the dark water, his light hair trailing after him as he took strong strokes in a circle. Around him the water creased and rippled from his movements and from the waterfall feeding the lake.

A song rose from the water, layering across my skin like an invisible blanket.

If I closed my eyes, I could hear the hum of my father’s ships. I could feel the strength of the wood as it protected us from the seas and our enemies. I could smell the iron and blood and sweat that surrounded us after every battle.

A fierce sense of homesickness washed over me, but it didn’t bring tears to my eyes, nor did it force a pressure over my chest. Resolve built within me instead, and I pushed back my shoulders as it continued to spread through my limbs.

“I’ll take the top one,” I said.

“You don’t have to,” Ivren replied cautiously. “You have nothing to prove.”

I raised a brow.

“You’re the Sweengard heir,” Ivren argued. “Rakkel, tell her.”

Rakkel was quiet.

“Rakkel?” Ivren demanded.

“They hate her,” Rakkel said slowly, offering me an apologetic grimace. “I’d say she might be the only one who has anything to prove.”

She was almost right. I had everything to prove.

“I’ll take the top one,” I repeated. Turning to Viljan, I added, “You can come, but you cannot try to convince me not to do this.”

For once, he didn’t protest.

“Are you sure?” Ivren asked cautiously. “It’s dangerous, Elvara.”

“Being alive is dangerous,” I replied with a shrug.

Being me was dangerous. Every day here, I’d fought for my life. A jump from a waterfall didn’t sound too bad if it would get the karls off my back for a little.

I felt Viljan follow when I started walking up the hill.

With every step, I was becoming more certain of my decision. Not only in jumping, but in choosing Viljan as my second. In choosing Kilia as my third. I’d decide on a fourth by the end of the night, too, and when I did, I would have provided a legacy I could be proud of.

Viljan was the perfect second. He was strong. He was unyielding. He was loyal.

My iron-bound would respect him, even if they never could me. Kilia might hate me for what happened to his brother, but he was still a good person. Strong. Capable. Clever.

They’d treat my people well.

I smiled as the heat from Viljan’s body traveled across my back. Perhaps, somewhere deep down, my father had known that this—us being here instead of Lika and his guard—was a possibility. That I might have to betray those who should stand closest to me, so there would need to be someone who could easily take my place.

When I reached the top of the cliff, I was ready. Without looking down, I walked out on the hard stone, grateful that it was summer and dry. The ledge was still warm from the sun’s rays, ensuring my boots had a good grip, and when Viljan came to my side, I felt steady.

The stars winked at us across the velvet sky while my guard’s slow breaths surrounded me. As the stares of the hundreds of karls pinned me in place, their low voices bouncing over the water, I turned to Viljan, feeling as if I needed to explain—as if this might be the last time I could.

“Lika would have done it,” I whispered.

“He would,” Viljan agreed.

It was quiet for a few heavy seconds, and some of my resolve cracked at the tension seeping from my guard.

“Just say it,” I said.

Viljan shuffled his feet. “Lika would have done it. But you don’t have to. You’re not him.”

“You don’t have to remind me,” I snarled. “I know I am not him. I can never be him.”

I pressed a hand against the top of my chest.

“I won’t be welcomed into Valhalla when this is done, Viljan. What I’ve had to do? There is no warrior’s honor in that.” I stared out into the night, understanding why my mother had barely been able to look at me when we left. “I have lied. I have cheated. I have betrayed people. But you haven’t. You won’t have to. When I die, we can all rest assured that you’ll lead our people with everything I couldn’t: honor, duty, strength.”

Viljan dragged a hand over his long braids, moving them onto his back so they rested beside the two axes hanging there. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t fucking hear that.” His leathers squeaked as he turned to face me. “You might not be your brother.” Viljan lowered his voice. “But you have your own strength. There is honor in sacrifice, Vara. And you have sacrificed so much.”

I threw out my hands. “Look at the mess I’ve caused. Ivren knows about us. Kilia knows too. I fell for Ottoh’s trap the first day, and the king might well have killed me. I’ve nearly died several times from being attacked and during training.” I swallowed. “My mother was right. I am no leader, Viljan. But I’m all right with that. I realized I have another purpose, and I will fight until the last of my warmth is spent—until every drop of blood in my body has joined the sea, and the tide claims whatever is left—to ensure my father’s legacy lives on.”

Viljan stepped up beside me, keeping his distance. Facing the tall drop, where water rushed down so forcefully drops peppered the cliffs all around the fall, he lowered his voice even further. “Fuck your mother.”

My eyes drew his way as if he’d spelled me.

The muscle in his jaw worked. “She’s never believed in you. You are strong. You have skill.” He reached out as if to place a hand on my shoulder, but at the last second he closed his fist, his mouth drawing into a rare smile—I could count on one hand how many times I’d seen it. “You are loyal and kind and thoughtful, and above all you are clever. Lika was many things, but he was never as cunning as you. How many times did you escape me growing up?” The corners of his mouth hiked higher. “Your father scolded me all the time for losing sight of you, but I knew he was secretly proud. You know how to get yourself out of situations, Elvara. Lika had nothing on you there. You can do this your own way.”

“You’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead,” I mumbled as my cheeks burned.

“I doubt Lika would come for me for it,” Viljan said. “There are so many other things he could take me out for.”

I frowned at that, but the next second Ottoh called out from below, “If none of you cowards are jumping, can you come down and serve me some ale?”

“I hate him,” I said.

“You’re not alone.” Viljan waved his hand toward the ledges. “If you were planning on going next, you probably need to hurry.”

Ivren had taken the ledge right above Geord, while Rakkel made her way onto the one beneath me. When he noticed me, Ivren cupped his mouth with his hands and called, “Should we do it together?”

I rolled my eyes as I inched forward.

The water broke the moon’s reflection, the swirls taunting me with their playful ripples.

“Come on, Sweengard,” Ivren called. “I’ll make sure you get up again.”

“I can’t do this,” Rakkel whined over the wind. “I don’t like heights, and I might be the best fucking sailor out there, but I don’t like swimming.”

“You won’t have to if we hit any hidden rocks,” I tried to joke.

It wasn’t particularly funny, but a small part of me warmed when Rakkel still snickered.

“Fuck!” Geord’s scream was emphasized by the thudding of his boots. Silence enveloped the night as he ran blindly toward the edge. His feet touched air, and he tumbled off.

His cry reverberated across the water as he spun in the air.

Viljan and I winced when he hit the surface face-first before disappearing beneath it.

“That’s what he gets for taking the lowest one,” Rakkel said as the rings around his vanishing body grew larger.

Geord didn’t take as long as Ottoh to surface, and when he did, he didn’t bother gloating but swam swiftly to the shore, where a few of the karls dragged him onto the ground.

He remained there on his back as Ivren shouted, “It is a competition, girls. I’m sorry!”

Ivren’s jump was more elegant. His raven hair flew around his face, and he even managed a wave before he formed his body into an arrow, diving through the water almost without disturbing it at all.

A scowl marred Rakkel’s face. “I really don’t want to,” she admitted.

“Neither do I.” I shook my head. “But they survived, so I guess we will too.”

“A girl can hope.” When Rakkel grinned gravely before inching closer to the edge, I moved as well.

My heart thudded so loudly it thundered through the night, and I wiped my clammy hands on my leathers as Ivren got himself out of the water.

“You should go,” Rakkel called, her voice trembling. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

I didn’t have time to respond before the crowd began chanting into the night.

“Jump.”

“Jump.”

“Jump.”

The knot that had knitted in my stomach grew, twisting and turning until I could taste the dried meat I’d managed to gobble down this morning.

Pulling in a deep breath, I closed my eyes.

It was only water. Our people loved the water.

But we also respect it.

Ignoring the small voice, I tried to bring my mind to our village. We had cliffs where everyone cleaned their clothing and where we would jump off in the summer. I remembered the happy squeals and splashing as we played growing up, and a gentle humming rose around me. My shoulders lowered at the calm notes, at the smells of home—of burning fires and food and fresh wood—and I tuned out all other sounds, focusing only on the rippling water, both intimately familiar and strangely new.

“Elvara.”

I only shook my head at Viljan.

I wanted to drown in the memory—to stay where Lika still laughed and my father’s word was still law. Back when the cliffs were just a playground and the sea wasn’t a grave waiting for my blood.

Water roared in my ears. If I took another step, I’d only find air.

“Open your eyes,” I whispered, feeling as if it was another who ordered me to do so.

The night was still there, the stars winking at me and the lake still far below, but it somehow wasn’t as intimidating anymore.

I felt it with every bone within me. I was doing what I should be doing.

Rakkel had backed up, her mouth moving swiftly as she whispered something low enough for only her guard to hear. I almost called out to her, but I was too afraid to break whatever calm now made my limbs warm, so instead I turned my head over my shoulder and gave Viljan a nod.

His eyes widened for a second before I spun forward again. Then I jumped.

Cheers followed me as I fell through the night, but I clung to that song—the one that had me stretch my arms out as droplets from the waterfall landed on my skin and the splash of the cascade hitting the mirror-like water grew louder. Salt stung my nose even before I broke the surface, and I took a final deep breath as my fingers cleaved the darkness.

It became entirely quiet.

The force of my jump had sent me deep beneath the world. The pressure I’d felt ever since hearing of my brother’s and father’s disappearance lightened for a moment, and I opened my eyes to complete darkness.

Somehow it wasn’t a terrifying one. It was calm. Gentle. Protective.

I understood now why Ottoh had remained under for so long.

Holding my breath for as long as I could, I reveled in the simplicity. Down here there were no heirs. There were no trials. No warriors who hated me. No karls to bond.

There was nothing. I was nothing other than a body drifting smoothly through the water’s depths like the wood we’d set free whenever our ships became too old. The anchor of my worries lifted, leaving me to drift in beautiful, lawless waves.

Too soon my lungs screamed for air, and I turned to where a glimmer of light flickered above. Kicking my feet, I started to make my way toward it.

I waited for the pressure in my ears to release as I fought the current, but when several seconds passed and nothing happened, I began using my arms as well.

This lake wasn’t really a lake at all but an inlet from the ocean—it was how the king traveled in and out of Nordoen—so it was bound to have some currents refreshing the water, although they should have been mild in summer. But even using my arms and kicking until black spots flickered before my eyes, I didn’t move. The dim light above didn’t become sharper.

My eyes widened until the brackish water stung them.

I not only wasn’t getting closer but was being pulled farther down.

Thicker darkness pressed around me, and for the first time since I jumped, panic clawed at my throat. For some reason the current was stronger than at home, and I’d allowed myself to drift too deep.

Cursing, I tried to angle myself to swim sideways instead—to find the rocky side of the island—but I couldn’t see anything except the very faint glimmer of light far, far above as the water pressed harder around me, more forceful now.

My body twitched. Soon I would be only moments from pulling in water into my lungs.

Still, I screamed a silent scream, causing bubbles to form before me until they were all I could see. A whimper echoed in my ears, and despite knowing better—despite understanding that I could not fight this—I continued swimming until my arms became as heavy as the lead in my mind. My eyelids fluttered as my body slowly shut down until only one of my arms followed my will.

Another weak scream left me, the bubbles frighteningly smaller this time.

Something hard bumped my shoulder, and I spun around. It was a thicker darkness, the hard thing uneven and sharp and soft at the same time. Like the stones we would lie on back home in the spring, watching as the birds who’d fled our nation during the colder months returned.

Stone.

My mind wouldn’t cohere, but my instincts took over. With my eyes closed, I grabbed hold of anything I could, pulling myself flush against the cliff. Because it was a cliff.

My fingers were desperate as they clawed at the rocky surface, dragging me upward and ignoring how the stone ripped into my legs and stomach. Relief flooded me when it worked and the light above grew. I would not drown today.

Then the world before my eyes shifted. My back raked against the sharp stone as smoke instead of water choked me. I clawed at my throat when it burned, and the water evaporated, replaced by flames.

Help! I tried to scream, but the air was already too thick with the screams of others.

Then something wrapped around the back of my neck. I was dragged upward, almost flying through the dark smoke until brightness replaced it. My back connected with the ground so forcefully that whatever I had within me spewed out onto moss and leaves.

I coughed until tears streamed down my face, placing my hands beside me and pushing up to try to get breath into my lungs. When the convulsions running through me finally stopped, I wiped at my cheeks. My vision was blurry, but there was someone standing above me, so I cleared my throat a few times before lifting my face.

“Hey.” The girl with the pale hair, the one who’d been tied to Rakkel during the exercise on Svartoarna, blocked the moon. “You all right?”

A tremor seized me. “What the fuck was that?” I asked.

“What was what?”

“The smoke!” I said. “The fire.”

She frowned. “I don’t know about any fire. You were in the water.”

Water. I whipped my head around. Right. The lake was before me, its surface so still every star had its mirror in it. Behind us was a part of the forest I’d not been in before. We were farther away from the Hird than I usually ventured, even when I’d been chased during the night.

“You okay?” The girl looked truly worried.

Perhaps rightly so, because it felt like I’d lost my mind.

I coughed again, still tasting the ash. “What’s your name?” I got out when I was finished.

“Ilse Snarskog.” She stared right at me, her gaze unnerving.

When she reached out a hand, I accepted it.

“Thank you,” I said as my legs straightened. “I don’t really know what happened.”

My mind was still half in the vision, the smoke still pricking my nose. But my clothes were wet, and so was the hair hanging like thick curtains around my face. Whatever that was, it hadn’t been real. Even though the strand of hair I lifted to sniff smelled like I’d been to a bonfire all night instead of swimming in a lake.

“You jumped from the highest drop.” Ilse looked more impressed than she should have, given that she’d had to pull me out of the water. “I don’t think it’s going to help much with the initiates back there, but at least they won’t be able to fault your courage.”

I huffed. “I didn’t do it for them.”

She gave me a pointed look.

“Not only for them, at least.” I tried for a crooked smile. “It was mostly for myself.”

Ilse laughed. “Whatever and whoever it was for, you did good.”

“Thank you,” I said again.

The urge to cry suddenly came over me, and I cleared my throat, but my chest remained stubbornly tight and aching as the smiling girl regarded me. Wringing my hair out, I coughed again, trying to get some of that pressure to release.

I didn’t realize I’d been that starved for some kind words.

Something in Ilse’s eyes made me believe she understood what just happened, and I was grateful when she turned away to pretend to fidget with something while I gained control over my senses.

“I—” I started as soon as I wasn’t worried my voice would break.

A branch snapped in the dark forest.

“Who’s here with you?” I demanded, my cheeks warming.

Her eyes flew wide. “I’m… I was alone.”

There was nothing in her face that indicated she was lying. Besides, it wasn’t like the karls could have known where I would show up after jumping into the lake. Could they?

And what would have been the point of pulling me up from the water?

To watch you suffer.

I shook my shoulders. This girl didn’t seem to have a cruel streak.

I hoped.

“Who’s there?” Ilse called.

The woods remained silent. Still. But I felt eyes on us. As I moved backward, they followed, an eerie awareness slithering up my back. Breathing reached my ears. Breathing like someone preparing themselves for something.

“Get ready,” I said through my teeth, hoping this wasn’t a coordinated ambush, because I’d look really fucking stupid then. But as the girl threw me one of the daggers hanging around her waist, I pushed that thought from my mind.

Leaves crunched, and Ilse shot me a look as three men burst from the bushes.

I only had time to take in the first one—a dark-haired man with a long beard and tattoos that did not belong to anyone from Skagerik—before they were on us. Ilse’s back pressed against my own when they circled us, and as one of the men lunged, she sliced a deep gash into his shoulder, eliciting a violent tirade of what sounded like curses in a foreign tongue.

“Who are you?” Ilse hissed.

The men screamed something back, one of them pointing to me. The man in the front pounced, and Ilse cried out when he landed a blow to her shoulder that made my teeth slam together as she crashed into me.

“What the fuck do you want?” Ilse said as she lifted her hands again. “We haven’t done anything to you!”

“I don’t think they understand.” I kicked out with a leg to stop another’s advance.

The men were unarmed, but there was a fury in their faces that made my skin pebble. They were not here to capture—they were out to kill. As one of them screamed something, and the other two instantly responded to it, my blood chilled.

“Watch out,” I cried. But it was too late. Two of them went for Ilse, and while she managed to lodge her knife into one of their shoulders, the other took her down.

As I tried to get to her, the third man got into my path. His teeth glinted menacingly as he sidestepped to stop me from overtaking him.

I squeezed the hilt of the dagger as I lifted it.

“Elvara!”

Ivren’s voice breaking through the dark distracted me for a precious second, and the man coming for me landed a sharp jab to my throat. Stumbling backward, I struggled for air for the second time tonight, but as the man pinning Ilse to the ground got hold of her blade, I reacted instantly.

I threw my dagger with all the strength I had left, and it found its mark in the man’s throat. Ilse shoved him off as blood sprayed her shirt, and when the second man tried to go for her, Ivren got hold of his collar.

Pulling him against his chest, the heir wound his arm around the man’s neck and squeezed, refusing to budge an inch even as the man bucked and kicked to get away.

Viljan landed a hard blow to the one who’d managed to strike me, and before I had time to call out, Viljan snapped his neck, the crunch from its shattering rushing through me.

“Don’t kill him!” I screamed to Ivren.

My stomach turned when Ivren let him go and the man fell lifeless to the ground.

“Too late.” Ivren winced. “Fuck. I didn’t think!”

Ilse limped as she got up. “What was that? Who are they?”

“Enemies, I’d venture,” I said. “Like the ones who came for you and Rakkel.”

“How did they find you?” Viljan demanded, storming into Ilse’s space. “Did you lead them here? Did you take them to her?”

“No!” Ilse’s face went red. “Of course not!”

“Are you lying?” Viljan snarled. “How would they know where you were?”

“She helped me,” I said when Ilse shrunk under his glare. “She got me out of the water.”

“Why did you need help out of the water?” Ivren asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “Viljan, back down.”

“I don’t think so,” he snarled.

I lowered my voice, and I hated how Viljan stiffened at my tone. I’d never spoken to him like this before the Hird. “Back the fuck down.”

“You should listen to her.” Darcke came strolling into the glen, which was starting to feel very crowded. “There is still time for her to change her mind about tapping you for her second.”

Viljan and I spoke at the same time.

“I wouldn’t.”

“She wouldn’t.”

Torden laughed as he followed Darcke out of the forest, the latter shoving Ivren aside so he could kneel by the lifeless man at the heir’s feet. Using two fingers, Darcke checked the man’s pulse.

“Dead,” he confirmed quietly to Torden. “How convenient.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

Darcke gave me a dismissive look that set my face aflame before he checked the other men, none of whose hearts were still beating.

Torden gave us a weak smile. “Go back to the longhouse. It’s not safe out here.”

I almost laughed. For some of us it wasn’t safe at the longhouse either.

“How did they get on the island without someone noticing?” I asked.

“How indeed,” Darcke mumbled before lifting his head. “Go to sleep.”

“But—” I started.

Ivren took my arm when Darcke’s face hardened. “Let’s go,” he said.

“What about the others?” I asked.

“We’ve already broken up the festivities.” Torden ignored Darcke’s furious stare. “There was another attack on the other side of the harbor.”

“What?” Viljan growled. “Two in one night?”

“They’re getting bolder,” I mumbled.

“What do you mean?” Ilse asked.

I shook my head, swallowing the rest of my words at Viljan’s frantic shake of the head. A strain wove across the glen, all of us staring suspiciously at each other.

I guessed it made sense. Someone on this island was helping them. That much was clear.

“Stay together,” Torden said as Ivren first, then Ilse, then Viljan and I spun to the Hird. “Our men will be patrolling the longhouse, but we don’t know if there are more of them out here.”

“Stay out of the woods tonight,” Darcke barked, his eyes on me.

I pressed my lips together as I avoided both his and Torden’s gazes.

There was no way I’d sleep in the longhouse.

There might be a few enemies stalking the dark.

But in the light I had so many more.
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Iheld my chin high as I followed Ottoh through the woods to the lake we’d dived into last night. Ivren walked behind me, with Rakkel and Geord not far behind. I wrenched a breath past my clenched teeth when my brother’s friend placed a hand on my shoulder, trying to offer me whatever comfort he could.

Even though it was dusk, the sky was bright. I blinked when the soft stars did, hoping that whoever looked down upon me would forgive me for everything I’d done so far in the name of guarding my father’s legacy.

The smell of grass was accompanied with that of burning wood, and as we broke through the tree line, smoke twirled up toward the sky from the five pyres burning before the dock where the crown’s ship rested. The king stood in the bow, and we bent our necks before coming to a halt before the crowd that was spread out across the dock and beneath the ship. Every face was dark with war paint, and in every throat a muted song vibrated, seeping through the night.

My hands shook when the Vikings began stomping one foot, then another, emphasizing the sound resounding in their chests. I stiffened for a second when a horn was blown, the battle cry settling itself somewhere deep in my bones.

“Welcome,” the king called as the glen fell silent. “Welcome to the choosing.”

I shared a look with Ivren as Darcke and the other warriors came up behind the king and stood like a lethal five-man army, guarding his kingdom with their deadly gazes.

“You’ll be all right,” Ivren whispered.

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” I joked quietly.

He turned his head, and for a second something twisted my insides.

But I would be all right. I’d survived so far, and even though Viljan didn’t agree with my decision to include Kilia in my iron-bound, he would forgive me. He always forgave me.

Viljan was standing to the right, almost at the end of the watching crowd, and while he didn’t look my way, he was tracking my every movement. His body moved when mine did, a silent consequence of the training that neither his anger nor his pride could break.

Ottoh strolled up to my side, his usual smirk causing deep lines in his sun-kissed face. “What did you do now?” He tsked. “Not good, Sweengard. Not good.”

“Shut up,” I whispered as the king once again threw out his arms.

Ottoh’s brows lifted. “So rude. You’ve already made so many enemies. I would think you’d try to be nice to those of us who can still stand to talk to you.”

“Even in death, I wouldn’t dream of being nice to you,” I mumbled.

“We’ll see about that.” He smiled. “With the pace you’ve made enemies, I’d venture we’ll actually see about that very soon.”

Ivren’s fingers ran down my side until I was forced to soften my stiff posture. “He’s just scared of you, Sweengard. Don’t let him get to you.”

“I wonder who is actually the one scared of her,” Ottoh taunted. “The way you follow her like a starving hound⁠—”

When the king began speaking, I turned as if I needed to cough and drove a fist into Ottoh’s face. His choked sound of pain was drowned by the slow thudding of feet against grass as the king explained the choosing. I whirled forward again, hiding my smile when Darcke glared at me while Torden, beside him, covered his laugh with his hand.

“Blood.”

Stomp.

“Wood.”

Stomp.

“Steel.”

Stomp.

“These are the foundations of life in the North.” The king threw out his thick fur coat, and I adjusted my own lighter one. I hadn’t known Viljan had packed it until I found it this morning at the bottom of my satchel; it had a thick collar made from silver fox, with four tails hanging down my shoulders. “A warrior cannot live without either. An heir needs their blood to survive. Your iron-bound are more important than our seas for travel, our blades for battle, and our wood for ships. You are but the blood you rule.”

Ivren scoffed, and I gave him a warning look as the king took a short pause.

“He’s such a hypocrite,” Ivren whispered into my ear. “As if he treats our lives fairly.”

I stared straight ahead. I’d heard the grumblings about the king before—how he forced us to make more enemies and how his thirst for expanding our borders made our seas more dangerous than was necessary—but only between the safety of my home’s four walls. This was not the place to air grievances.

“Today the five heirs—Ottoh Briggen, Ivren Solsken, Elvara Sweengard, Geord Palsjo, and Rakkel Rafenskol—will choose their inner circle.” The king addressed us directly, and my mouth twisted when Ottoh wiped at his face to rid himself of the blood trickling down his chin. “You shall speak your choice in the order your names are summoned. Once a name leaves your lips, it is etched in your wyrd. There is no reclaiming a spoken vow. The bonding between you and your second will take place tomorrow, and once the bond is sealed, each heir will share their family’s magic with them until the gods offer you your own rune. You will need your shared power to survive the next two suns—to collect your steel and wood—and to breathe until you walk into the gods’ halls to be reckoned.”

Another horn was blown, the sound bouncing against the waterfall and the surrounding mountains as the wind picked it up and played with it, bringing it far and wide across the island.

When I wrung my hands, Viljan finally looked at me.

I didn’t move, but I tried to convey my appreciation through my eyes. I would disappoint two initiates during the bonding, binding them to me, stealing their safety in exchange for a power I didn’t possess. But Viljan, my guard, my friend, my shadow, would be there. And if I met the end, regardless of which realm claimed me, I could rest easy knowing I was leaving my people in Viljan’s hands.

“Should the gods find the heir wanting, the second shall rise,” the king continued. “He or she shall strip the heir’s breath and name—the sacrificial price of claiming the favor the first was too weak to hold.”

Viljan’s eyes rounded, and I turned my gaze to my boots.

I’d suspected he didn’t know. But this was better. He couldn’t go back on his vow now.

“Briggen,” the king called. “Make your choices.”

The crowd quieted. Water trickling from the waterfall hit the lake’s surface, creating its own rhythmic drumming in the night. Ottoh’s sister stood beside two men, each of them straightening as the initiates made space for them.

Ottoh’s nose was still red when he took a step forward, but his voice was clear as he called, “For my second, I choose Vero Briggen.”

As his twin sister stepped forward, the fire in the middle roared, the flames spearing high into the sky and sparks whirling in the air. Vero’s strides were steady as she walked up to it. With a small bone-handled dagger, she cut her hand and let two drops splatter onto the burning wood.

A gasp went through the karls, and my head tilted backward, awe spreading in my chest.

The sky went bright green, its reflection glittering over the water.

“Eldbron,” Rakkel whispered, and all of us felt the reverence in her voice.

“The gods are watching tonight,” Ivren whispered.

The lights in the sky were the burning bridge to Valhalla—the one Odin opened only when the gods were restless. The choosing wasn’t usually an event for the gods—not like the sacrificial holidays we hosted—but perhaps with enemies stirring in our world, they sought to ensure each iron-bound was forged from the same virtues as our ancestors.

“At least Odin is,” Geord mumbled. “The green is his mark. What an honor for Ottoh.”

The three heirs shared a look, but I kept my focus on Ottoh as he announced his third and fourth—two men whom I’d seen around him but hadn’t paid much attention to.

The green lights shone brighter for every drop of blood dripping into Ottoh’s fire—three drops for his third, and four for his fourth. When the final drop vanished into steam, Ottoh’s entire fire turned green, spluttering and screaming until it consumed every piece of kindling and wood it drew from, and snuffed itself out.

It became so quiet I didn’t even dare shift my weight when Ottoh’s circle surrounded him, each one standing proudly beside the blond heir as he bowed to the sky before cupping his mouth with his hands and letting out a cry that had birds escaping from the closest tree.

A strange smile lifted the king’s lips before he turned to us once more. “Solsken, your turn.”

My heart began thumping in my chest as Ivren stepped forward.

I’d choose Viljan as my second. And I would be forced to choose Kilia, because keeping him close was the only way I could ensure he didn’t speak of what he suspected unless I wished to take his life. But I needed a fourth.

When Ivren halted before the fire standing to the east, I swept my gaze over the crowd. Fedic bowed his head when he caught my eyes, and I gave him a quick smile. He would be a good choice. Ivren trusted him, and even Viljan didn’t seem to mind his company.

Unlike most others, he also didn’t seem like he wanted to kill me.

Hostile eyes found mine next, and I quickly moved on. The karls Geord had led—the ones who’d ambushed Ivren and killed Adrion at Svartoarna—knew they wouldn’t be chosen tonight. It was clear by the way they showed their teeth they weren’t waiting for a blessing but sharpening their axes for revenge.

I didn’t understand how the king could allow them to continue in the Hird. He knew what had happened last time someone had set out to kill the iron-bound.

The air whirled as Ivren cleared his throat.

I caught Ilse’s eyes, and I was about to offer her a smile as well when Ivren spoke.

“Viljan Olaufsen.”

I blinked. Ilse’s eyes didn’t round, but a shadow crossed her face. Tearing my eyes away, I turned from Ivren to Viljan.

I must have misheard.

“I choose Viljan Olaufsen as my second,” Ivren said again.

“W-what?” I stuttered.

The world muted as Ivren turned my way, an apologetic grimace on his face.

He mouthed something, but I didn’t understand.

What was happening? What was he doing? And why?

Viljan stood frozen as well. His eyes clung to mine as whispers rose from the crowd, more emotions than I’d ever seen racing over his features. But it was the fear that made me press a hand over my mouth, my stomach churning.

“Viljan Olaufsen. You must step forward,” the king ordered. “Now.”

When Viljan took a step, so did I.

“Sweengard,” the king warned. “You will wait your turn.”

“But I⁠—”

“No heir may interfere in another heir’s choice,” the king growled.

But he’d interfered with mine. Angry tears pricked my eyes as I took another step toward Ivren.

“I trusted you,” I said, my voice so much calmer than my raging soul. “I trusted you!”

“I’ll explain,” Ivren hissed. “Later.”

Darcke and the other warriors swung their legs over the bow’s railing on the king’s ship when I took another step, and when the king nodded, they jumped off, landing elegantly on the dock. The crowd formed a tunnel for them, and I shook my head as they started to make their way over.

Rakkel’s hand found its way into mine. “Careful. You can’t do anything about it now.”

“Viljan is mine,” I hissed.

“Not anymore,” Rakkel said, her voice gentle. “It won’t end well if you don’t calm down.”

Calm down? Viljan was my people’s only hope. He was my only hope.

He was the reason I’d done everything I had since coming here.

He was the reason I’d become this. I’d done it all for him.

Darcke’s eyes were locked on mine, and I was a heartbeat from lunging at Ivren when a predatory stillness settled over the warrior. The shift was so violent that Torden’s face went pale, his own gaze a frantic command for me to retreat.

Ottoh looked as confused as I did, and the lack of arrogance in his fading smirk was almost worse than the pity filling Rakkel’s eyes.

“Come on,” Rakkel mumbled as the warriors came closer. “Stop this before it’s too late.”

It felt like my heart might escape my rib cage when Viljan finally reached Ivren and accepted the dagger the heir offered him.

“No,” I whispered.

Viljan looked up, and I’d never seen his face so pale.

“Do it,” Ivren ordered.

Everyone could hear the shaking in his voice, but I didn’t care. I wanted to kill him at that moment. I didn’t care if he was Lika’s best friend. I didn’t care that he’d saved me.

“Elvara!” I finally stumbled backward when Rakkel tugged at me.

The five warriors halted, although their gazes were all trained on me. As if I was the one in the wrong. My throat ached and stung, and I stared as if in a trance when Viljan lifted the dagger. When his blood dripped into the Solsken fire, red exploded across the sky, joining Odin’s green.

“Thor approves,” the king said as silence fell over the glen.

Fire sparked, red flames licking the air, and I hated the gods then. I hated everyone here. I hated that I’d become this—that I’d sacrificed everything—only to fail at the last moment.

I didn’t hear who Ivren chose next, barely registered how his fire grew so large a red hue was cast over every person before me before it consumed the wood with a sharp crack that should have made me jerk but did little more than blow my hair back, away from my face.

“Elvara Sweengard.” The king’s voice boomed across the field. “It’s your turn to choose.”
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Rakkel had to shove me forward, and I nearly fell before the warriors as I walked up to the western fire. Ivren and Viljan were both turned my way still, but I kept my gaze on the flames, on the orange and red that used to remind me of warm winters at our hearth but now only taunted me.

Would the gods claim my life today? Or would they wait until whoever I chose as my second did it for them when they found out about my magic?

Would Viljan have time to send word to my mother?

Would she be able to escape with my siblings before a new chief came to kill them?

As I stared out at the people before me, I saw familiar faces from home in every pair of green eyes, every shade of red hair, and every curved mouth. My heart pounded in my ears as I imagined my people finding out how I’d failed. How they wouldn’t be able to defend themselves against the Viking clans coming to enslave them. How the hope that had shone in all eyes but my mother’s would be killed along with me.

Someone cleared their throat. There was something urgent and tight around Ilse’s mouth when I looked up, and she moved her hand, forming a fist over her heart before lifting it into the air.

“Elvara Sweengard, you need to choose.” The king’s voice sounded as if from far away.

Other hands, lifted in the same promised goodbye, etched themselves into my mind.

My mother might have given up hope, but my people hadn’t. It had been clear when they stood on the docks, filled with sorrow but unyielding as they wished me courage on my journey. They would cling to that hope until the last moment, because it was the only thing we had left.

I took a breath of salty air.

Who was I to give up when my lungs still moved, when my soul still yearned, when my limbs still worked?

I fueled my body with more air. Slowly, my chin lifted. Then my eyes focused. My back straightened, and my ears filled with the sounds of hundreds of beating hearts, of fire and sea and life.

I might have trusted the wrong person, and I might not have much hope left.

But I was still alive. And while I breathed, the gods were not finished with me.

“You need to choose.” Impatience filled Gustief’s order, and I nodded once as I stepped forward.

I would formally bond with my second only before the academy began in the fall. I’d needed that to be Viljan because whoever I tied myself to would know that there was no power running through my veins, and once they found out, they would come for me.

I had no allies here that would keep that a secret. Not if they could claim my seat and my people. Even as my iron-bound, they’d find a way around the bond.

“My men will make you choose if you don’t speak,” Gustief snarled.

I blinked as I faced the warriors coming toward me.

I had no allies. But what if there was another way?

Darcke’s eyes bore into mine, his entire being a warning as his shadow fell over me and my fire. A strange sound left me.

What if I didn’t need allies?

What if my enemies could help me better than my own people?

Viljan’s words echoed inside me. You can choose anyone as your second as long as they stand before you on the day of the choosing.

As Darcke and his warriors came within ten feet, my shoulders lowered.

His people don’t have magic since the king’s shaman spelled them—since he leashed that part of their minds.

Ottoh had spat the words like venom, his contempt for the warrior’s shortcomings clear.

An empty laugh left me. But to me? That void in his veins could be a sanctuary.

The man who hated me perhaps more than anyone was almost before me when I spoke.

“Darcke A’lian.”

A crushing hush swallowed the glen.

I watched the Hird’s discipline splinter and the warriors falter like prey at the sun’s first ray at dawn. These were men who didn’t flinch at the sight of a vicious battle, yet they now stood paralyzed, their mouths agape. The king wasn’t much better, his brows high and eyes rounded.

I refused to lower my voice. “I choose Darcke A’lian as my second.”

The world around me exploded.

“She can’t do that!”

“That’s not allowed!”

“He’s not an initiate!”

The crowd’s grumbling rose until screams echoed over the water.

“Silence,” the king bellowed. “I said, silence!”

One by one, the voices in the crowd faded out, until the final complaints drifted away with the salty breeze. In the quiet, I finally dared to meet the eyes of the man I’d tied to my wyrd. His dark gaze was bottomless, churning with all the things I expected: hate, confusion, and rage.

That ounce of respect I thought I’d earned the past few days was long gone.

But it was the slow, fractured smile warping his features that nearly buckled my knees. It unfolded like a mask of cruel amusement, a promise as lethal as his axes pressing against my throat.

I cursed to myself at the look of despair taking over Viljan’s face, at the raw fear in Rakkel’s tight hands, at the hardness of Ivren’s jaw. Even Ottoh looked worried, although he turned before I could read his expression fully.

“I…” I wiped the back of my hand over my forehead. “We can pick any karl standing before us. That is the only rule.”

It looked like a smile tugged at King Gustief’s lips, but I must have imagined it because his face returned to his harsh expression the next moment. “The gods will decide,” the king declared. “Let him try, and if the gods agree, it shall be so.”

“No,” Darcke barked. “I do not accept.”
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“You do not have that say,” Gustief snapped. “She is an heir—a jarl. You are a karl. She decides.”

“I am a warrior,” Darcke snarled, his accent stronger than ever. “I am not in her service.”

“If the gods agree, you are.” Gustief turned from the foreign warrior. “Your men will hold you to it.”

Darcke’s laugh was too sharp—too arrogant—grating against the silence with a confidence that made my blood run cold. “They will do no such thing.”

“They report to me,” the king growled, and magic lashed the air until everyone stepped back from the king apart from Darcke, who stood defiantly in place.

“Darcke,” Torden pleaded quietly. “Enough.”

“No,” Darcke said. “It’s not fucking enough.” He spun to me, his laughter poisonous. “I guess I mistook your stupidity for weakness. I won’t be making that mistake again.”

“Darcke,” the king warned. “Go to your heir now.”

“Don’t make us do this.” Borje slapped a large hand against Darcke’s back. “Don’t make us hurt you.”

None of them looked my way, but I felt their hostility in the raised shoulders and taut necks. The muscle in Darcke’s jaw worked hard, but finally he snapped his lips shut and stormed up to the fire.

His unforgiving eyes flew my way. “What are you waiting for, heir?”

I almost shrugged until the warning in his coiled body made me think better of it.

“If you’re forcing me to do this, you will be the one to make me bleed,” Darcke said. “Your gods should see what you are doing. If they fucking dare watch.”

I didn’t doubt for a moment that they were watching—I just didn’t know if they were preparing their blades for my neck or pulling up a chair to the saga, to the fucking chaos that was my life.

“Come on then,” Darcke taunted. “Come try make me your second.”

The hostility rolling off him and everyone around me should have made me cower, but I forced my head to remain raised as I breached the distance between us. I blocked the insults hammering against my ears, ignored the smirks and the calls for the gods to judge me.

As I passed Torden and the other three warriors, Torden reached out for me.

“Here,” he whispered as he pressed a beautiful dagger into my hands, one with a hilt that glittered like the sky above us, shining like polished snow and reflecting the red and green lights that still burned bright.

I didn’t dare thank him—didn’t trust my voice to hold—so I only gave him a quick look. Whatever he saw in my face made him turn away, and so did the other warriors when I continued walking the few steps it took me to get to Darcke’s side.

My hand didn’t shake when Darcke stretched out his arm. His skin was blazing hot when I placed his hand in mine, and his vicious expression deepened at the flinch running through me. Still, I kept his eyes as I dragged the blade across his palm, waiting until two drops dripped onto the logs stoking the fire.

Nothing happened. Seconds dragged on so agonizing slowly that I felt every heartbeat pounding inside my chest. My pulse thrummed when voices dared to speak again, and I jumped backward when Darcke’s eyes flashed, his hands twitching to his axes.

But as his wolfish smile returned, the sky shattered, and the world was drowned in a haunting, ethereal pink that swiftly overtook the green and the red before merging with it—dancing, almost—as if it had always belonged.

“Which god is that?” someone shouted.

“What is that color?”

“That’s not Odin, or Thor, or Frigg, or Tyr.”

Darcke only stared at me as the waves whirled across the sky.

“What have you done?” he whispered furiously. “What did you do?”

I had no reply, so I only shook my head. I had no idea who had awoken to approve Darcke as my second—who was telling us he or she was watching.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

It took the king long moments to quiet the crowd again, and when he did, there was something that hadn’t been there before in his expression. He didn’t look directly at me when he waved for me to go on.

I swallowed as I spoke my next name. “Kilia Havskold.”

Darcke’s laugh settled in my soul.

“If you wanted to die,” he whispered, his hot breath hitting my ear as he leaned in to ensure no one else would hear him, “you could have only asked. From what I’ve understood, anyone here would be willing to split your skull. Maybe even your guard. He didn’t look too upset at being chosen by your supposed friend.”

I stared straight ahead as a viciously smirking Kilia came to our side.

“Me as well,” the twin challenged as he reached out a hand.

My movements were jerky as I cut him, and the pink in the sky brightened—flickered fiercely for several long moments—as if with mirth. Fire burned behind my eyes as Kilia laughed before taking up a spot beside Darcke, and I wondered if I’d called to a god at all or an evil spirit that couldn’t wait until these two men bled me dry.

I could barely see when I turned to the crowd once more.

Fedic was standing almost right before me, his hands twisting behind his back. There wasn’t a shadow of a smile brightening his features, but he did still look at me when I paused.

Ilse stood a few steps back, and while fear didn’t tighten her features, something else worked there—that same sharp wit I’d seen before we were attacked. Turning from me to the other two men, she frowned, then the corners of her eyes tightened for a moment.

She was too clever for her own good.

I turned to my iron-bound—two men with such hatred in their eyes. It was unlikely I’d survive anyway. Better to keep another danger close.

“Ilse Snarskog,” I called.

There wasn’t any hesitation in her strides as she walked up to the fire—almost as if she’d known I’d choose her—and thankfully she used her own arrowhead to cut open her palm. When the four drops landed on the burning wood, it was extinguished instantly, the fire swallowing itself until not even a wisp of smoke remained.
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Ididn’t hear Rakkel and Geord making their choices, barely registering the sky turning blue for Rakkel as Frigg gave her blessing, and purple for Geord, with Tyr standing behind his choices. Instead, I was acutely aware of the two men standing behind either one of my shoulders, one clenching and unclenching his hands and the other moving so close his every breath blew through my hair.

Darcke moved like my shadow: each time I tried to create some space between us, his body mockingly twisted with mine. With him so close, I was becoming dizzy from not being able to draw a full breath.

When the crowd before us broke up into smaller groups and normal fires were lit again, casting the glen in soft light, thralls walked from the king’s ship, carrying trays of food and drink in their hands, which they dispersed amongst the heirs and their iron-bound first, then to the rest of the Hird.

I declined a drink from the thrall I recognized from the first few nights, and when the girl realized who I was as well, her eyes dragged over my body before she spun, nose toward the aurora still weaving across the sky, as if the very air I breathed was beneath her.

I lowered my own chin.

I couldn’t find anything within me to tell her she was wrong.

“Even the servants can’t stand you.” Darcke’s lips nearly brushed my ear.

I recoiled, spinning on my heel.

“Can you back up?” I asked when he continued inching into my space.

“Why?” Darcke raised his brows innocently as he moved with me when I retreated. “I thought you wanted me tied to you? Isn’t that what this is all about? Putting me in my place for daring to not bow for the most special heir?”

My bottom lip trembled without my permission. I’d been the one to create this reputation by staying away from everyone—by refusing to fight and allowing the rumors to spread—but it wasn’t like I enjoyed it.

“I think she’s going to cry,” Kilia taunted.

So did I. But I would do everything in my power not to.

“Your friend is heading this way,” Darcke observed, finally offering me an inch of space.

Ivren’s face was pale as he strode across the glen, and from the way Viljan glared after him, he must have ordered my guard to stay back.

“You can leave,” I said.

“But this looks like it’ll be so much fun,” Darcke said, making Kilia laugh.

A small hand touched my shoulder.

“Do you need me?” Ilse asked. “If not, I might go nurse my injuries from last night.”

“Aw, is that why she chose you? Because you’re going to protect her from us?” Kilia stared down at the girl, who was almost two heads shorter than him. “Doesn’t seem like the wisest decision, given that hand.”

Ilse’s smile was so sweet it hurt my teeth. “I’m fairly certain she chose me because she’s far cleverer than she lets on. Hence why she is going to allow you two bastards to swing your stupid axes around her.”

Kilia’s face fell, while Darcke’s darkened.

“Go,” I urged. I didn’t need to be responsible for another person getting hurt today.

“Thank you,” Ilse said. “Not only for letting me rest but for choosing me. It’s an honor.”

Darcke scoffed so loudly several people who’d had their backs to us turned around. “Fuck honor.”

Ilse grimaced before slipping away as Ivren reached us.

“What the fuck are you thinking?” Ivren demanded.

“What the fuck are you thinking?” I shoved my finger into his chest, hating that my voice shook at the end of my question. “You’re supposed to be my friend.”

“I—” Ivren opened and closed his mouth a few times. “Come. I need to speak to you alone.”

He took my hand and dragged me away from Kilia and Darcke. Only because I was curious as to why he’d stabbed me in the back—why he’d fucking killed me—did I allow him.

“Well.” I crossed my hands over my chest when he stopped a few feet away, keeping us half shielded against a tree.

“I… I’m sorry,” Ivren said. “I wanted to talk to you about it before, but after hearing from Viljan you were going to select Kilia, I knew you wouldn’t listen.”

“Listen to what? I don’t see how you can explain this away. You’ve all but killed me yourself, Ivren! You know! You know, and you did it anyway!”

“Elvara!” Ivren grabbed my hands and dragged me to him. “It’s because I know that I did it.” Ivren’s hand flew out. “He doesn’t even touch you! He is too proud to disobey the orders your father gave him. Look at what happened yesterday!” He lowered his voice. “Lika would want me to do whatever I could to protect you.” His eyes dipped to the grass. “Even if it meant you hated me.”

“How is this protecting me?” I tried to calm my voice so I didn’t draw even more attention to us. “How is this protecting my people?”

“Elvara, ever since you came here, you’ve put your people first.” Ivren’s hand flew out behind him. “Look what it’s done to you! You have only enemies here.” He covered his face with his hands. “Gods! I all but served Fedic up on a plate for you! He’s the perfect second—he was supposed to be mine, for fuck’s sake. I made Viljan second—the one who will take over my people—so that you’d see I did it with honor.”

I shook my head as Ivren pulled me closer.

“That attack yesterday?” His eyes were wild as they went between mine. “That is not the first one, nor will it be the last. I needed you to have someone who could be trusted to protect you when I’m not there. It’s not like you have any friends, and I⁠—”

“You should have told me,” I snarled. “You should have let me make that decision.”

“I didn’t fucking imagine you’d choose the two men who hate you the most here!” Ivren all but screamed in my face. “What the fuck are you thinking?”

“I need them,” I snarled. “It’s the only way.”

“No, it isn’t,” Ivren growled. “You have me. You should have listened to what I was trying to tell you!”

“I can make my own decisions. I am as much an heir as you are.”

“Clearly you fucking can’t. Do you think Lika or your father would have been proud of what you’ve been doing? You’re gambling with your soul, Elvara!” He shook his head. “I need you alive. I need you safe!”

“Why?” I was certain I looked as disheveled as he did, and I cursed when warm tears began dripping down my cheeks at the panicked look in his eyes.

“Because…” Ivren debated with himself for a second before he pulled me even closer.

There was something in his eyes that made me stiffen—whatever was going on in his mind was raw desperation, and it was not for the reason I think he wanted me to believe.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my stomach hollowing, and not in a good way. “Let me go.”

Ivren only gripped my hands harder. “Elvara, I⁠—”

My pulse thundered in my head as an arm slipped between us.

“That’s enough,” Darcke ordered.

Ivren’s chest heaved as his face flew between us. He seemed as confused as I did, especially as it was clear Darcke wanted to be anywhere but here right now. There was nothing noble about the way he pressed a stiff hand into Ivren’s chest.

“Are you protecting her now? You almost made her fucking cry back there,” Ivren snapped.

Darcke laughed quietly. “Can’t let you have all the fun.”

I still wasn’t sure what was happening, but I wiped at my cheeks, tilting my face to the ground when Kilia stared at me with an expression that looked far too much like pity.

“Leave,” Darcke ordered.

“You can’t tell me what to do, second,” Ivren hissed. “You might have been a trainer before, and as such I had to obey you, but you’re under her command now. That means I outrank you.”

I wasn’t sure what Darcke hated most with that statement, but thankfully he didn’t look my way when a sob fought its way through my throat.

“Is that so?” Darcke said, his tone flat before turning my way. “Do you want him to leave?”

There was too much happening. I wanted everyone to leave.

“Elvara.” As Ivren lowered his voice, a plea in it, I ripped my hands away.

“Yes, please.” I needed space. I needed to know I wasn’t going crazy—that what I’d done today had been for the right reasons. That I hadn’t had a choice.

Darcke nodded to Kilia, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen such betrayal cross anyone’s face as when the twin took Ivren by the neck and dragged him away before throwing him to the ground in front of Viljan and the other two men he’d selected for his iron-bound.

He took your second, I reminded myself. He deserves it.

The guilt eased when Viljan didn’t even look my way even though his neck strained from exertion, fighting the order Ivren must have given him.

When I cleared my throat, Darcke took a step back.

“No need to thank me,” the warrior said.

“I hadn’t planned to,” I responded, although we both knew it was a lie.

“Good.” Darcke continued retreating. “That I have to do this doesn’t mean I’m going to save you from everyone who hates you.” He clicked his tongue. “That would occupy me from sunup to sundown.”

“I know,” I replied hoarsely. “I don’t need you to.”

Darcke was about to storm off when he turned my way again. “Why did you choose me?”

I didn’t respond, and that cold laugh trickled over me once more.

“I don’t even know why I fucking try,” Darcke scoffed as he stalked off toward the harbor.
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It took everything in me not to cower beneath the glares of the people spread out in the glen as I walked through it, unsure where I should go. But it was impossible to tune out the whispers that followed my every step.

“Can you believe she chose Darcke?”

“She doesn’t think any of us are good enough for her.”

“Did you see his face? I’ll be surprised if she survives the first trial.”

“No wonder her parents didn’t come to show their support. I can’t imagine who can stand her snotty attitude.”

I forced my eyes open to let the wind dry more of the tears that threatened to spill, and took in the sight of a copse of trees. One of them had a low-hanging branch that was partly hidden by the green leaves swaying in the wind, and when a servant passed with a tray of horns that smelled strongly of liquor, I swiped one off it, then walked over and climbed into the shade.

As I settled with my back against the trunk, I was able to see the crowd but was mostly hidden from them myself. Tilting my head back, I drank so greedily a drop escaped and ran down my neck, seeking its way into my sweaty leathers.

“Easy now,” a voice broke in.

Torden wore a crooked smile as he came to my side, and when I looked down at him, he tapped his horn against mine before leaning against the branch. He didn’t say anything, and neither did I, not until I’d drunk the final sip from my horn.

“He hates me,” I said.

“He hates everyone,” Torden replied.

“But me the most.” I played with the leather strap attached to the horn.

“Well…” Torden grimaced. “You did steal his ship and refuse to fight him, and now you’ve pulled him into the Hird against his will, although he was not truly an initiate.”

Guilt cracked through my chest, and I pressed my palms against the tree until the bark cut into my skin. There were far too many casualties in my quest. Viljan was now stuck with Ivren, and he would be so for life—or at least until Ivren either died or decided to retire from battle. And I’d tied the king’s most feared warrior to myself, just to avoid discovery.

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” I mumbled.

“I’ll be honest.” Torden tapped the tree. “It might not have been your most clever move.”

Throwing my head back, I sighed. “I know.”

“I won’t ask you why, because I don’t want you to lie.” Torden offered me a wry smile. “But you two need to figure out this thing between you. This bond puts you both in danger. To be an heir’s second is an honor, but it also makes that person vulnerable. Their entire life becomes about protecting you. You may think everyone wants this, but you’ve only been surrounded by the people who wish to attend the Hird. Most of us don’t want to be tethered like that to someone.”

I swallowed hard. I hadn’t even considered that. Everyone I’d ever known spoke about the iron-bound as occupying the most prestigious position within our society, and almost everyone in this field would kill for it.

“I don’t know what’s going on with you and the others, but your enemies are his enemies now. And it’s the same for Kilia and Ilse.” He started tapping the bark in rhythm with the music that flowed on the evening air, coming from musicians on the king’s ship. “You might want to start making some friends. There are several trials until the gods’ halls, and anything can happen before that.”

My jaw worked as some initiates by the dock undressed to get into the water, then screamed as they ran and jumped off. Others gathered around the fires, the sound of their hushed conversations so familiar my heart clenched.

“You’re right,” I said.

“I don’t like to brag, but I usually am.” Torden grinned when my mouth twitched. “Almost got you to laugh.”

I jumped off the branch, feeling a little bit better. “What should I do about Darcke?”

“He’ll come around. I think.”

“That didn’t sound too comforting.” I nudged the warrior’s arm.

“He’s tricky,” Torden responded. “But he doesn’t hate you anymore. Not really.”

I raised a brow. “From that first day, he made it very clear he doesn’t want to be anywhere near me.”

Torden placed a hand on my back as we started walking into the glen again. “You see Borje over there?”

I nodded. The one-eyed Viking stood mostly by himself, although some of the initiates circled him like wolves wanting to sniff a new friend. When he looked up, they scattered like birds instead, their shoulders hunching under whatever he’d hissed at them.

“His scars are evident—a warning,” Torden said. “Not all of us carry our scars on the outside like that, so we do other things to protect ourselves. I joke.” There was a sadness in his smile I hadn’t noticed before. “Borje emphasizes his scarred face. Darcke… he is angry—and he uses that anger to keep people away.”

That choked feeling wrangled itself from my chest up my throat again, so I only hummed.

Torden halted by a group of initiates sitting at the fire I’d turned pink.

“You aren’t so different from him, I think,” Torden said softly. “You push people away too.”

But I don’t want to.

A horn signaled over the water, and Torden adjusted the axe on his back.

“Duty calls.” He patted my shoulder. “It’ll be okay. Everything will be okay.”

Even though I wasn’t so sure of that, I nodded. “Thank you,” I said as the warrior walked off.

He didn’t turn around, but he waved at me over his shoulder, then used the same hand to gesture to the initiates sitting around the fire.

Bile teased the back of my throat, but I forced myself to walk into the circle. Whatever conversations had been happening died immediately. I pretended not to notice as I bent and sat down beside a girl with beautifully wavy raven hair.

“I’m Elvara,” I said, as I tapped my horn against hers like Torden had done with me.

It was quiet for a beat before she laughed and responded, “I know.”

“I guess you do.” I tried for a smile. “Where are you from?”

“Aaland. I’m Geord’s cousin.”

As someone started talking beside her, my shoulders lowered an inch. “I’ve never been, but I’ve heard it’s nice.”

“Not as nice as Oenskan, I’m sure,” she replied.

Another girl leaned in. “Is it true every house has their own dock? That your father gifts every married couple a ship?”

My father never allowed us to speak of Oenskan in this way, because not every chief treated their people like he did.

Jealousy drives people to terrible things, he’d always warn.

But Torden was right. I’d forced three people to join my inner circle, and it wasn’t fair to subject them to the loneliness and danger that came with being the outcast of the Hird.

“He does, but we share the docks,” I said.

Two of the men joined our conversation.

“Is it true that the current that goes by Oenskan can take you to the western seas in days instead of months?”

“Does your cattle grow larger than anywhere else because of the magic of your rivers?”

“Are the wolves prowling your island trained to keep enemies out?”

“Can you really ask the water where it’s safe to sail when you prepare for travels?”

I answered as truthfully as possible, laughing when the questions were more imaginative, but as more people pressed in and the questions began to border on roads and rivers leading to our village, I tried to switch the subject.

“So, what do you plan to do tonight?” I asked.

It was still early, the moon hovering halfway over the mountain behind the lake.

“Of course she won’t tell us anything that could actually lead us to Oenskan,” one of the guys snapped. “The Sweengards always think they’re better than everyone else.”

“That’s not true. I just…” I pushed my hands into the grass.

“Will you stop,” Geord’s cousin snapped when another guy rolled his eyes. “She’s answered about twenty of your questions by now. You can give her some time to breathe.”

She waved for one of the servants—the girl from earlier. When she came over, she looked everywhere but at me, and I kept my gaze down as Geord’s cousin dispersed the drinks. As she pressed one into my hands, I smiled at her, and an ember of warmth fought itself into my gut when she grinned back.

“As for what we’ll do tonight.” She took out a leather pouch and waved it in the air. “I got us some fly agaric.”

I couldn’t help but wrinkle my nose. Many Vikings would ingest the mushroom before battle because it was rumored to make us stronger and more focused and to increase bloodlust, but my father didn’t like it. He wanted us to have clear heads so that we would make sound decisions—especially when we were in enemy territory.

“Too good for this too?” the guy who’d rolled his eyes taunted. “The eldest daughter Sweengard can’t possibly eat some blood-fury. What if she lost some of her precious control?”

My fingers curled into the grass, but I didn’t respond. The crowd had thinned out, and while Ottoh stood with his iron-bound only a little ways away, Ivren was nowhere to be seen, and neither was Rakkel. Geord, on the other hand, was making his way over.

“You scared, Sweengard?” the new heir asked as he plopped himself down beside his cousin. “It probably won’t even affect you as much, with all that strength you refuse to show anyone.”

“It’s not that strong,” the girl assured me. “It’s not for battle but for fun.”

“I’m all right,” I said, waving my horn. “I’ll keep to this.”

“Oh, come on,” Geord taunted. “You just decided to bond with the most lethal—and grumpy—warrior there is. You should have some fun tonight because when you bond tomorrow, you’ll be feeling all those emotions.”

My brows snapped together before I could stop them, and I placed my horn on the ground.

“Wait.” Geord’s smile was instant, a look that made my skin prickle. “You realize that it’s not just your weapons that will be attuned after you bond.”

“I know how a second works,” I replied, though a cold weight in my stomach twisted. “We’ll share the rhythm of battle through our magic and skills.”

“And through feeling each other’s emotions.” Geord laughed. “It’s how you learn everything about each other so that nothing can surprise you.”

The need to vomit washed over me, but I forced out a chuckle. “Sure,” I said. “I knew that.”

I hadn’t known that, and I doubted Viljan did either. My father’s second was no longer alive, and he didn’t like to talk about him. He’d been my father’s greatest loss, and we children rarely brought it up because none of us liked the expression that came over him.

The rest of the initiates would bond in a different way during the academy—find their own kind of iron-bound. It was only the heirs and their seconds who would be bound together by the king’s shaman—share that divine tether.

“You’re looking a little pale.” Geord took the bag from his cousin, dipped his fingers into it, and then licked off the brown powder stuck to them. “You sure you don’t want any?”

I shook my head as I took up my horn again. Taking several deep gulps, I tried not to imagine what feeling Darcke’s emotions would be like. Or him feeling mine.

Thankfully the conversation picked up, although I felt Geord’s eyes on me from time to time, but I continued to ignore him as I emptied the horn. When my full bladder made itself known, I got to my feet.

Night had fallen fast. The stars were brighter than I’d seen them in a while, and the aurora remained, although the colors were more muted now, as if the gods were preparing to pull in their bridges and find something else to entertain them.

An owl hooted loudly. I jerked when the blades of grass cut my wrists as my arms swung by my sides. Dizziness came over me when I looked down, and another bout of nausea slammed into me when the grass whipped all around me, as if a storm had taken it and forced it back and forth. I blinked hard, but the tree line ahead refused to settle, pulsing in and out of focus like a heartbeat.

A heaviness started in my fingers, and soon I couldn’t feel my arms at all. Then it continued through my legs, making my gut feel leaden and my shoulders so weighed down I should have sunk through the ground.

Laughter exploded somewhere behind me, and my blood froze to ice.

I tried to speak—to demand who was there—but my mouth was dry and uncooperative, refusing to form the words. Panic clamped down on my chest, and I stumbled, my boots tangling in the lashing grass as a heavy rhythm of footsteps echoed my own, closing the distance.

Light flashed, and the stars grew large, coming so close I could smell their strange scent.

Fuck, I cursed in my mind.

My thoughts snapped to the horn I’d set down. I should have fucking known better.

As more footsteps thudded behind me, I continued walking. I was certain I’d fall if I tried to turn to check who was stalking me. Darkness wrapped around me when I reached the forest, and if I could have, I would have jerked at the shadows whipping across the path and the sounds that were too loud—too close.

“Are you all right?” Ottoh came into view, his face as large as the moon working its way across the sky as it moved back and forth before me.

“G-get away,” I got out, my voice thick.

“You don’t look good.” The heir reached for me. “What happened?”

I slashed with a sluggish arm. “L-leave,” I snarled.

“Let me help you.” Ottoh looked behind me. “Did… did someone do this to you?”

Fear made my pulse thrum, and the adrenaline gave me a moment of clarity. I couldn’t be in the forest alone with these people. Not now. Not ever. Viljan would never be the heir for our people, so I needed to live. I needed to stay safe.

“Elvara!” Geord’s voice sent a wave of terror through my veins, and when Ottoh reached for me again, I managed to lunge at him, using my nails to gouge at his face. His scream beat against my ears, but I didn’t dare stop when I finally caught some speed, so even though I smelled the iron on my hands, I forced my heavy legs to trudge through the woods.

I fell several times, and I had no idea how I got up again. Everything hurt and was numb all the same, and I was injured. Something warm trickled down my legs, and with every time I hit the forest bed, it was harder for me to see through the blood that spilled down my face from hitting it on hard roots.

“Elvara!”

“You can’t hide from us!”

“Let’s have some fun, little heir.”

“We’ll make sure you really enjoy your last night.”

Their voices were closer now, and I whimpered as I struggled out of the woods.

Light spilled out of the longhouse ahead, but the tents around it were quiet. Another sob stuck in my chest.

Who would help me anyway? Not the initiates. Not the king’s men—they wouldn’t interfere in what was a matter of the gods. I’d pushed away Ivren earlier, and Viljan was under his command now. No Viking would reach out a hand.

The low hum from the ships reached my ears, and I spun before I could second-guess myself. One of my feet stopped working, and when I fell next time, I couldn’t straighten my leg. Laughter followed me, and I knew they could see me, the torchlight lining the path to the harbor glittering over me and confusing me for a moment whether daylight had already broken.

I started crawling, digging my hands into dirt and grass and stone, pulling my body forward. More blood blinded me, but I didn’t dare wipe my face—didn’t dare lift my hands from the ground lest they also stop working—so I continued in darkness, fighting for every inch toward the docks.

“Wait for us, heir.”

“Look at her fighting so hard.”

“I can’t wait to put her in her place.”

“Does she think she’ll set sail?”

I screamed inside as my other leg went still, but just as I was about to give in—let the drug that coursed within me reign—my hands found wood. A trembling breath rushed from me as I used my last strength to drag myself to Darcke’s ship.

Placing a hand on her hull, I begged, Please. Help me. Please.

The bog oak pulsed beneath my hand, and I could almost hear her fury as boots found themselves on the dock. Wood creaked, and I yelped as the dock twisted. The screams behind me were swallowed by the splash of bodies hitting the surf.

“What the fuck is going on?”

Darcke’s face floated somewhere above me, and I only shook my head.

“Well?” he demanded. “What is this?”

“I—” I started.

The brow fell down with a crack, and I closed my eyes when the ship shook violently. The dock shifted as voices once again rang in the air, and it helped me roll to my side, allowing me to place a hand on the brow.

“I’m not strong enough to hold on,” I whispered.

The brow lifted, and as I suspected, my hand fell off. It slammed down before lifting again, repeating the movement until Darcke snarled, “Fine!”

I struggled to breathe by the time my body was lifted from the damp wood, and I whimpered as each step he took up the brow sent white-hot pain through my head. Darcke set me down on the deck, and I collapsed instantly, curling into a shivering knot atop the dark wood. My limbs thrummed with a white-hot ache, as if a winter fever had settled into my marrow, and I moaned at the breeze, which had been warm earlier but that now felt like a glacial squall.

“Why did you come here?” Darcke asked.

I shuddered even as the wood heated, the ship starting a soft tune that reminded me of rushing rivers at home.

“Why. Did you. Come. Here?” he echoed.

More shadows pressed at the corners of my eyes, and I took a shallow breath before managing to get out, “You hate me enough not to try something.”

Then I was swallowed by the dark waves entirely.
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Twenty-Three
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The rocking of the waves was so comfortable I turned, spinning myself into the fur blanket and burrowing my nose into it. A scent of sea and warm driftwood pricked my nose, and I inhaled happily, feeling rested for the first time since I’d arrived at the Hird.

“Don’t get so fucking comfortable. You’re not staying.”

Darcke’s voice should have made me bolt upright, but I was so warm. And I knew that if I opened my eyes, everything that had happened the past weeks would be real—the choosing would be real. Darcke as my second would be real.

I made my chest move steadily, allowing my breaths to whistle through my nose.

“I know you’re not sleeping. I’ve listened to you all night, and your breathing has changed,” the warrior barked.

“It’s creepy to watch others sleep,” I mumbled.

“I had to make sure you didn’t fucking die, didn’t I?”

I peeked over the fur. Darcke was sitting on the floor, his legs spread out and his back against the beautifully polished wood. “I thought my death would make you infinitely happy.”

His sinister smile hit me square in the chest. “Watching you die like a fish struggling for breath in a fisherman’s hand? No. Killing you myself and silencing that wicked mouth of yours? That would entertain me for a few moments.”

I didn’t know why I laughed.

“You are so strange.” Darcke placed his hands on his corded thighs. “No wonder you don’t have any friends.”

“And you are so rude,” I said as I forced myself to sit, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. “No wonder you can only get the outcast into your bed.”

He rolled his eyes as I nervously curled my toes first, then my fingers. Next I moved my legs, and finally my still slightly aching arms. As I lifted the covers, I held my breath, but where I expected wounds from crawling over the ground were only soft bandages. I stiffened for a second, but my clothing was cut only around the areas that were wrapped in white cloth.

“Did you… did you patch me up?” I asked.

“It wasn’t the damned ship,” he replied as he got to his feet, brushing some dust off his leathers. “I didn’t want to clean the bed.”

“You let me sleep in your bed?”

“She wouldn’t allow anything else.” He tapped the walls of the ship, his face twisted with harsh lines, but as the vessel stirred with life, sending the boarded windows flying open to allow the summer sun inside, there was something soft around his eyes.

“Right,” I said.

I was annoying him. In my state yesterday, I’d betted on his ship allowing me to take refuge on her deck, but I hadn’t expected Darcke A’lian to allow me into his bedroom, or into his bed while he slept on the… floor?

“Did you sleep at all?” I asked.

He always looked tired, the blue beneath his eyes somehow part of him, perfectly shadowing the war paint that was smudged over his eyes and cheekbones, but his hair was messier than usual, and he was in the same clothing he’d been in during the choosing.

“You should go.” Darcke turned his back on me as the sun rose over the sea, sending a warm glow over him that didn’t fit at all with the glowering warrior.

“I should.” I stood on shaking legs, grateful when the ship creaked and turned into the wind, making the lift and drop of the waves rolling in from the sea smoother and thus my journey across the room easier.

As the door leading up to the deck opened before me, I let my fingers trail down the doorframe and the ship thrummed in response, the wood heating beneath my fingers. “Thank you,” I whispered. “I haven’t slept like that in weeks.”

Another low murmur went through the ship.

I turned my head over my shoulder. “Th⁠—”

“Whatever,” Darcke growled. “This was a one-time thing.”

One of the shutters around the window behind Darcke closed and opened once, and I turned my head down when a smile threatened to spread over my face.

“I saw that.” Darcke glared into the floor. “You better not try to gang up on me, because you will lose.”

The ship winked at me again.

“Just leave.” Darcke spun, and whatever I’d been planning on saying stuck in my throat as he wrangled himself out of his tunic and revealed a broad back ropey with muscles that played beneath his summer-tan skin.

Unlike his face, where those intricate tattoos wove, his body had none, his skin like an empty beach in summer, golden and glowing and inviting anyone who passed to run their hands through the sand.

A plank beneath me shifted at the same time Darcke spoke. “I can feel you staring.”

I wasn’t sure what to say, and when the plank moved beneath me again, ushering me up the stairs, I kept quiet.

The sun warmed my skin as I walked down the dock. As I closed my eyes for a second, the smells and sounds nearly tricked me into believing I was walking the path from the sea to our longhouse at home.

A wave of homesickness washed over me, and my people’s familiar faces flashed before my eyes. My shoulders tensed, but instead of shoving the feeling aside, I used it to quell the guilt from yesterday—what I’d done to Darcke and Kilia. Even Ilse.

My choosing might not have had the optimal outcome, but it was the only one that would save my family. When I bonded with Darcke tonight, he wouldn’t expect to share my magic, since his was already leashed, and that was how I’d survive until I earned my rune.

I refused to let myself linger on what Geord had said about us being able to sense each other’s emotions. I’d deal with it if it became a problem.

My stomach rumbled, and I pressed a hand against it as smoke began twirling from the longhouse as the servants prepared the first meal of the day. But as initiates started trickling out of the doors on the side, I swerved and headed to the forest again.

I was sure Geord and the rest would be out for revenge for what had happened yesterday, and I was still injured, too weak to take them on should they decide to try in daylight. I didn’t go far into the woods. Choosing a tree close to the tree line, I climbed a few branches up, glad that my weak hands were able to hold on and pull me up.

A vague memory of me ripping into Ottoh’s face flitted through my thoughts, but I wasn’t sure if it had been a dream from the drug or had happened. I picked at the leaves on the branch, letting the green dance between my fingers.

Whatever they’d put in my drink hadn’t been fly agaric. I was still feeling weak, and from what I’d understood, fly agaric would work the opposite: the mushroom would make me stronger—better.

More initiates came out of the house, and I crept closer to the trunk of the tree, closing my eyes again as the sun trickled through the crown, dancing over me until I was wrapped in warmth.

I knew I should probably change and eat before the bonding, but I was so tired, so I only settled in and allowed myself to drift in and out of light sleep, listening to the soft rustle of leaves and the scurrying of animals across the forest bed beneath me.
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When I opened my eyes again, the sun had moved across the sky and the light was different. A darker shade of orange threaded through the trees, painting the ground darker shades of red and yellow. The field was quiet, and I stretched my arms over my head as I shook the sleepiness from my mind.

A horn blew in the distance, somewhere deeper into the forest, the opposite way from the lake. Two rabbits who’d been chasing each other stilled at the sound, and I smiled at their whiskers whipping back and forth as they smelled the wind for danger. When the horn bellowed again, they were off rushing through the bushes to hide.

In the silence they left behind, I jumped down from the tree. While the stillness was initially comforting, my stomach hollowed when I realized no smoke twirled from any of the tents or the longhouse. As I spun to the harbor, the docks were silent as well.

There wasn’t a single person within my line of sight.

“Fuck,” I cursed as I started running toward where the horn had sounded.

Already after a few steps, the taste of iron filled the back of my throat, and it was impossible to ignore the lightheadedness the day of not eating had caused. But I forced myself to continue at a steady pace, letting the crunching of my boots distract me from the exhaustion weighing heavy on my limbs.

As firelight started dancing through the trees, low drums beat the air, and the familiar droning of the Hird filled the evening. A deep, familiar voice broke through the trees, and I swore again as I stumbled over a root.

“The bonding is a sacred ritual between warriors.” The shaman’s voice boomed across the clearing, where tall oaks leaned in as if they were spectators to the event.

Yellowed grass crackled beneath my boots. The tension in the air grew as the crowd spread out before the shaman, and the king and queen and their court, turned to watch me approach.

“Keep your chin up,” I muttered to myself as I plastered a blank expression across my face and strode through the gathering of initiates, pretending I didn’t mind having to shove several people out of the way as they tried to block me from reaching the front.

When I used my elbow to nudge a final person out of the way, someone stuck their foot out, and I stumbled into the space left open before the royals, biting my tongue so hard tears sprung to my eyes.

Thankfully Ilse got hold of my jacket before I fell entirely, and I grimaced gratefully at her before taking the spot between her and Darcke.

“You may proceed,” I said as I faced the shaman, pretending not to see when the old wrinkled man gave me a look of loathing.

He scoffed, but when he turned to the king and the only thing Gustief did was to raise his brows, the shaman shook his head and started speaking again in his low, hollow voice.

I felt the king’s eyes on me, but when I pushed back my shoulders and rolled my neck, they moved on to someone else.

“As I said, the bonding is a sacred ritual between warriors.” The shaman threw out his thin arms, which were covered in intricate tattoos, as dark as his hair and the long beard weaving its way down his chest, telling the stories of every conquest King Gustief had ordered us out on. “Tonight we are gathered to bind the heirs of our five fylkis to their seconds—the men and women who will protect their backs in our lands.”

“Where have you been?” Ilse whispered under her breath when he paused.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled as quietly as possible. “I lost track of time.”

Kilia leaned behind Darcke and took something out of my hair. “Did you sleep in the woods again?” He laughed in a way that made me shuffle to the side so he couldn’t reach me anymore. “I heard the others plotting to go after you, so not returning to the longhouse was probably wise.”

“Shut up,” Darcke hissed. “I don’t need this to take longer than necessary.”

I caught Darcke’s eyes as I turned forward again, and my cheeks grew warm at the tight expression on his face.

“I’m fine,” I mumbled.

“I didn’t ask,” the warrior replied sharply.

When I expelled a sigh, the shaman gave us a stern look before sweeping another arm out across the initiates. “By the end of the Hird, when you’ve all graduated, you will each have formed your own iron-bound. We allow only the heirs to bond with their seconds before the formal training because the trials they need to pass to be considered by the gods are too dangerous to face alone.”

I winced when Darcke growled softly.

“Heirs, please step forward together with your chosen second.”

When I took a step away from my group of very reluctant iron-bound, Darcke followed, although it clearly was a struggle for him to get his feet to move. He didn’t look my way at all. His head was turned forward, toward the king, Torden, and the other warriors who’d come up to stand guard around him.

On my other side Viljan took a spot, and something within me that I didn’t know was tense relaxed at the familiarity of his sharp features, the straight back no king could fault, and the eyes that didn’t betray anything that might storm within him.

“You okay?” Viljan whispered.

“Yes.”

It was not worth telling him what had happened last night. It wasn’t like he could change it, and regardless, nothing had truly happened anyway.

“We need to talk,” he continued.

“I know.” Despite what I knew would happen, I reached out to tap the back of my hand against his, but as always, it found only air.

Darcke clicked his tongue, and when I shot him a questioning look, his dark eyes went from Viljan to me and back to Viljan, the corners tightening.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.” The warrior turned forward again.

“Vara.” Ivren leaned over Viljan, and despite how furious I was with him, I had to applaud his bravery, because the rage rolling off my guard made me want to retreat. “I’m sorry again. I… I need to explain. And I will.”

“I think you lost your shot, Solsken,” Ottoh said. “I doubt she’ll consider you in marriage after what you pulled.”

My elbow drove into Darcke’s waist when he laughed. As I whirled to Ottoh, I recoiled. He had red gashes running down his face, and one of his eyes was swollen shut. The sneer creeping across his face only amplified what my nails had done to him last night.

“Not that I know why you would consider it,” Ottoh continued. “She’s fucking feral.”

I pressed my tongue against my cheek, my jaw tensing. “I would say sorry, but I’m not after what you pulled.”

“You think I would stoop that low?” he scoffed. “You don’t intimidate me enough for me to want you dead. Besides, I don’t drug girls. I have no issues finding ones to spend time with me. And if I wanted to kill you?” His smirk was almost as chilling as Darcke’s. “You’d know.”

The surprise on Ottoh’s face was real. I was sure of it. But then…

Geord stood on Ivren’s side, and somehow he looked even worse than Ottoh. There was almost not a single spot on his face that wasn’t bruised and battered, and he stood at an awkward angle, one of his feet barely touching the ground.

“Don’t piss off my ship,” Darcke said as the shaman cleared his throat.

Geord’s eyes flashed, but as he opened his mouth, the shaman interrupted whatever he’d planned to say.

“If the heirs can stop their gossiping, perhaps we can start?” The shaman glared at us until Ivren and Ottoh nodded.

I was still too stunned by Geord’s appearance to do much more than keep my mouth shut and stay away from Darcke’s fingers, which furled and unfurled so swiftly by his side, the sound of it made my heart thunder.

“Great.” After sitting down and crossing his legs, the shaman waved for us to do the same.

I caught Rakkel’s wide eyes as she made to sit beside Geord, her guard—and her chosen second—Stefen following. I shrugged when she bounced her brows toward my bandages.

“I’m fine,” I mouthed when her face fell for a second, something haunted crossing her features. Her smile was strained, but as Stefen placed a hand on her arm, she focused on the shaman.

After a moment so did I, trying not to listen to Darcke sighing deeply again, his long legs awkwardly folded across the sunburned grass and his gaze higher than the rest of us, so he could perfectly execute his arrogant glare.

“The bonding today will tie you together with a tether closer than any friendship, family, or romantic bond can mimic. When the ritual is complete, you will be able to sense each other at all times, you will feel what the other feels, you’ll know when the other moves, and you’ll be able to fight in perfect rhythm.” The shaman took turns tapping the ground before each of us heirs. “Because of this, romantic connections between the heir and their second are forbidden. An entanglement built on desire compromises the bond’s integrity, and it may confuse you when you’re at your most vulnerable. As such I need you to swear that no such connection has ever happened, and will ever happen, between you.”

“I swear,” Ivren and Geord spoke in unison.

“Obviously fucking not,” Ottoh snarled as his sister laughed.

“I promise,” Rakkel said while Stefen averted his gaze, his head tilted to the hands he’d fisted over his thighs.

“Not an issue,” I replied.

“Definitely no issue,” Darcke added.

My eyes shot to the darkening sky when he moved several inches away to emphasize his words. As if I’d ever consider bringing someone as rude, brooding, and fucking terrifying as him into my bed. Wide shoulders and smooth, muscled backs were definitely not enough.

“The bond can be broken only if the heir dies, since the heir allows their second to claim part of their soul.” The shaman tapped Ottoh’s chest. “The only way to share the magic of your bloodline before you’ve earned your own mark is to give up a piece of yourself as a sacrifice to the gods. Should the heir fall, the shard of your soul that you part with also allows your second to easily shift into your role and lead your people as if they were born to your parents.”

I tensed as the shaman placed five chalices before us, then stared right at me.

“Elvara Sweengard, because you’ve chosen an unconventional bond, you will not be able to share your magic with your second. All other aspects of the bond remain true.”

I closed my eyes. That’s what I’d been betting on, but hearing it out loud?

Air trickled out of my mouth, and my fingers spread across the rough grass before I could stop them. I quickly closed my hands into fists when Darcke shifted beside me, his searing gaze moving over my face.

The shaman danced his fingers over the empty cups.

“When I call upon the gods, our five elements—wood, blood, earth, water, and steel—will fill these cups. You will each be called by one element, and whichever god the element honors will decide how your bonding is executed.”

I must have frowned because the shaman clarified.

“Each bond is unique. It’ll adapt to your second, to you—to your circumstances. Only the god who’ll follow your journey knows exactly how to bring you together.”

The king rose from his makeshift seat made from a fallen pine. “Is it time?”

The shaman nodded, and the air grew hotter as the karls pressed in, while the royals moved to stand behind him. As the shaman began a low, rhythmic chanting, a haunting awareness rushed over my skin, and I wasn’t the only one who shifted.

As I pulled my legs close, the air flickered, and gasps were heard all around us when the aurora exploded across the sky, our five colors flickering in equal strength. The shaman’s eyes rolled back into his skull, and the words that spilled from his lips became more urgent, louder, until they beat against my eardrums.

I must have moved closer to Darcke, because he gave me a furious look.

As I was about to return it, the world went silent.

The shaman’s chanting, the restless shifting of the crowd, even the wind: all of it vanished as if a heavy curtain had been dropped over the realm.

Then came the darkness. It was so thick, pressing against my eyelids, searching for a way in. I tried fighting it, but it was useless.

My mouth rounded in a silent scream as I fell into a dark void, my stomach surging as I tumbled into nothing and everything at the same time, feeling as if I was drawn down into the crushing black of the sea.
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Bright light fluttered over my eyelids, and I pried them open to a wide, empty beach where white sand was spread out in each direction, the cerulean sea lapping its shore with soft waves. Summer sun beat down on my skin, and droplets of sweat ran from my temple down my cheek and neck when I pushed myself up.

The smell of salt and wood and flowers filled my nose, and my lips pulled into a smile when one beautiful white fox chased another across the beach, sprinting into the lush woods that stood tall where sand met forest bed.

A groan that didn’t match the calm, gentle nature of wherever I was ripped through the whirling breeze. I spun to find Darcke lying on his back, his eyelids crushed shut and face contorted as if in pain.

Dropping to my knees beside him, I asked, “Are you hurt?”

I searched him for injuries but found none. He didn’t respond, only let out that sound again—a muted cry of fury and despair.

“Darcke!” I shook him. “You need to tell me if you’re hurt.”

“Go away,” he hissed as his features twisted further. “Leave.”

“What’s happened?” I couldn’t remember anything after the shaman’s chanting, but I felt fine—there were no injuries covering my body, apart from the ones I’d caused when Geord and the others tried to come after me.

“I said go,” he replied through clenched teeth.

“I don’t think that’s an option.” I searched the area around us, but apart from the sound of birds’ wings, animal paws crunching leaves, and the wind whistling, it appeared we were alone here.

Something shiny caught my eye. I twisted my body to find one of the chalices the shaman had placed before us burrowed down in the sand. There was a liquid inside, entirely clear, as if it was only water.

As I reached for it, something made the hair on my arms rise, and I closed my hand in the air before touching the gilded object. I tried again, but as soon as I came within an inch of the chalice, my arm jerked back.

“Weird,” I mumbled.

“This has to be wrong,” Darcke said to himself. “This is wrong.”

“What is wrong?” I turned to him again as the sand beneath us shifted at how fiercely his muscles coiled and uncoiled, his body tensing before me like an arrow strung up on a bow.

“This! Everything,” he snarled, before his voice changed and he started speaking in his own language, the words knitting together as if he were singing. His eyes remained shut as sentences spilled from his lips, wrapping around us until they almost mimicked the way the shaman’s chanting had taken over the night.

When his forehead creased, his teeth grinding together, I reached out to touch his face.

Perhaps he had a fever?

Right before my fingers brushed his skin, his hand fisted around my jacket, and the air was forced out of my lungs as he slammed me into the ground, him straddling me, eyes wild as he pressed me down in the sand.

“How did we get here?” Darcke snarled as he leaned in.

My mouth opened and closed a few times as I tried to catch my breath, and my eyes glossed as my body fought for survival.

“What did you do?” Darcke pulled at my jacket until my back lifted off the ground, and I finally gulped down some air when his face hovered only an inch from mine.

“I didn’t do anything,” I replied. “I don’t even know where we are.”

He twisted the fabric, turning my head toward the forest, where birdsong whispered through the trees. “That mountain there? That’s my home. That was my village. How did you know? No one fucking knows.”

I blinked a few times. “There… there is no mountain there. Only forest.”

“Stop lying to me!” Darcke slammed his other hand into the sand. “How did you know? Tell me!”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!” I screamed as the fabric dug into my neck, making it hard to breathe again. “We’re on a beach, not by a mountain.”

Darcke stared at me for a moment. “You actually think we’re on a beach?”

I filled my hand with sand and threw it at his face. “Feel that?”

His laugh was abrupt. “Yes. That’s snow.”

“What?” I threw more sand at him. “It’s sand!”

“That’s enough.” He gripped my wrist. “It’s fucking cold.”

“Are you serious?”

“Are you?” he challenged.

I was so confused. It didn’t look like he was lying. I’d never seen this cold warrior so ruffled. And why would he lie about seeing his home?

“This isn’t real,” Darcke said. “This is… a dream?”

“A nightmare, really,” I mumbled.

“What did you say?” Darcke stilled above me, his hands pressing my wrists down in the sand.

“Nothing.” One of his brows arched, and I rolled my eyes. “My dreams don’t usually contain an angry man straddling me while trying to convince me the beautiful beach I’m on is a cold mountain.”

Darcke’s gaze broke from mine as he swept it across the area around us.

“Then what do your dreams contain?” he asked distractedly, and there was a note of vulnerability in his tone that made me swallow the sharp retort on my tongue.

He felt my pause because he snapped his head back my way, and when our eyes collided, he stilled for a second before finally releasing me.

“What is the last thing you remember?” Darcke asked, his voice regaining its usual edged depth.

“The shaman. You glaring at me.”

“I don’t glare,” Darcke replied with the exact glower I’d alluded to.

“I don’t think you have another look,” I said, earning an even more lethal stare.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“So fucking weird,” Darcke muttered as he rose. “Do you plan on staying there?”

“Yes,” I quipped. “Lying here while you block the sun sounds like the best option right now.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised there was another layer to his scowl.

“Do you ever laugh?” I asked as I also got to my feet, brushing sand off my leathers.

His smile could only be described as dangerous.

“When you’re not threatening to kill people, I mean?” I added.

“No.” Darcke turned on his heel but froze when he saw the chalice.

“So you see that, at least?” I gestured to it.

“It’s hard to miss a golden cup standing in the snow.”

I could barely imagine snow right now as the sun hammered across my skin, making sweat stream down my back. Using the back of my hand, I wiped at my forehead, but it did little to help. More beads built as soon as I got rid of the other ones.

“I couldn’t touch it,” I said. “It was like my body wouldn’t let me.”

Darcke narrowed his eyes.

“Do you think we should drink it?” I pulled at my jacket to try to get some air into it, but it was like the breeze had died down entirely. “It looks like water.”

“I wouldn’t mind something steaming hot right now,” Darcke said. “And water reveals the truth when asked.”

“Hot?” I laughed awkwardly, trying to ignore the last part of his sentence. “It looks perfectly cool to me.”

“Must be your fucking gods messing with our minds,” Darcke snapped.

Despite the heat, a cold knot formed in my stomach. “Don’t speak like that,” I warned.

“Why?”

“Because they’re watching us, and I’m sure they’re already sufficiently upset with me, so I don’t need to piss them off further.”

Darcke tilted his head. “Why would they be upset with you? I thought you were the perfect heir.”

My eyes widened. Fuck. Why did I say that?

“Never mind,” I said.

“No, I think I do mind.” Darcke took a step toward me. “If you’re going to tie me to you for the rest of your life, I should like to know why your gods are upset with you.”

“It’s nothing.” I retreated a step as the world became even hotter.

My leathers squeaked as my legs moved, chafing against my burning skin.

“Look at you.” Darcke’s eyes roved over me. “You’re scared.”

Sweat stung my eyes as I shook my head. “I’m not scared.”

“Yes, you are.” Darcke followed as I backed up. “Why?”

My jacket was beginning to feel suffocating, the leather painful as it wrapped around my arms and torso. As sand whirled around us, I wiped at my forehead once. Twice. After the fourth time, I groaned and started wriggling out of my jacket.

“I just… I don’t know if I’ve honored them enough lately.”

I had little hope that would be enough, and I was right.

As I dropped my jacket on the ground, Darcke came into my space once more, forcing me to tilt my head back so I could continue meeting his eyes. “Why?”

“I—”

Fuck, it was so hot. It was like the air was shrinking my clothing. My skin crawled beneath my trousers, and the tunic stuck to my skin no matter how many times I tried to free it from my body.

“Is it because of me?” Darcke leaned in. “Didn’t think it through when you chose me for your second?”

No, but not for the reasons he believed.

“Answer me,” Darcke rasped. “Because we can stop this now. If you regret it, we do not have to bond.”

No, we couldn’t stop this now. I didn’t have a choice. I had to see this through.

But I couldn’t breathe in these leathers. I scratched at my neck. My throat was closing up.

I needed to get out of these clothes.

Darcke stilled as I started unlacing my shoes. “What are you doing?”

“I can’t stand it,” I snarled.

I kicked off my boots.

“Stop undressing. It’s fucking freezing.”

My trousers went next.

“Stop it,” Darcke growled.

I was only in my tunic and undergarments, but it wasn’t enough. And I couldn’t take off the shirt.

“I need to go in the water.” I spun. My chest felt as if it were being lit on fire. “It’s too hot.”

“No! Don’t fucking go there!”

The wind caught Darcke’s voice as I began running to the sea.

It was so blue. The gentle waves looked so welcoming. The wetness touched my toes first, and for a second I reveled in the cool water caressing my ankles. Then I blinked, and the world shifted.

“What…” I widened my eyes as the bright beach was replaced by white snow.

A roaring wind slammed into me, filling my ears with its deafening howl. I spun, finding myself at the foot of the tallest mountain I’d ever seen. Snow covered the slopes, but my breath stuttered at the orange-and-red fire that devoured the village carved into it.

Screams joined the wind, and my hand flew to my mouth at the smell of burning flesh and of people trying to escape but having nowhere to go as the wall of fire surrounded them, driving the ones who’d left their homes toward the steep drop.

A primordial scream split the air, filling it with more torment than I could stand. My hands covered my ears as I spun to the frozen sea behind me, and I pressed my palms harder against my head when the ice shattered, cleaving in two as the god Njord cried out his agony while his people died in the flames.

Fire to take out Vikings who worshipped the water. That was a rare kind of cruelty.

People started falling down the drop, their bodies hitting the mountain with thuds I shouldn’t be able to hear from here. The pain of their screams beat into me until my body began trembling.

“Don’t look.” Darcke came to my side. His face was pale, his dark eyes hard, and snow glittered as it covered his pale hair. If I’d thought he was dangerous before, what rolled off him now made me slip on the ice as I shuffled backward.

“Is that…” I trailed off when the warrior turned his back to the slaughter.

“It happened a long time ago. This isn’t real.”

It felt real. It smelled real.

Cold crept up through my bare feet, an aching, painful chill weaving up my body.

I swallowed as Darcke stared out over the snow-covered landscape, at the ice, which was split in two but still didn’t reveal what the sea hid in its depths.

“Did you do that?” I regretted the question as soon as his hands clenched.

“What do you think?” Darcke asked, the muscle in his jaw working.

“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully.

His eyes slid my way. “Why would you choose me as your second if you weren’t sure if I killed my people?”

Because I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to save mine.

I shrugged. “I don’t plan on dying before you.”

“And how have your plans worked out so far?”

My wince made him shake his head. Darcke got off the ice, his head turned to the ground as he walked up to the chalice.

“I didn’t do it,” Darcke said as he studied the contents of the golden cup.

“Then why do people think so?” My teeth started chattering.

“People think a lot of things that are wrong.”

There was something in his tone that made goose bumps rush across my skin, and not from the snow peppering it.

“Why do you say that?” I asked cautiously as I picked up the clothes I’d thrown from the snow. I groaned when I found them soaked. The trembling in my teeth moved to my limbs, and I almost fell over as I slipped my freezing feet into my boots.

“We’re all hiding things.” Darcke cleared his throat. “For when you’re ready.”

“What?” I asked.

“The chalice says, ‘For when you’re ready.’” He tried to grip it, but his fingers closed, exactly like mine had. “Strange.”

As I stumbled to his side, jacket and trousers in hand, he frowned. “You look miserable.”

“Th-thanks,” I muttered while I lost feeling in my fingers.

Darcke’s eyes bounced between mine before moving up toward the sky with a sigh.

“Here.” He got out of his jacket and waved it my way.

I wanted nothing more than to tell him to fuck off, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to take this, and while I agreed with Darcke that this wasn’t real—this couldn’t be real—it still felt very real. And I had no intention of testing whether it was possible to freeze to death wherever we were.

As I accepted the jacket, my fingers brushed the back of Darcke’s hand.

It was like being struck by lightning. I sucked in air when a jolt ran through me, starting in my feet and running up my spine until my shoulders shook so violently I nearly dropped his jacket as well.

I wasn’t the only one who felt it. Darcke’s eyes widened before he flew backward a step to get some space between us. But it didn’t matter. My hand slid up the back of his until my fingers wrapped around his wrist, and while I could feel him trying to shake me off, he couldn’t.

The world tilted again, and nausea ripped through my gut as we went between day and night, flickering so quickly years must have passed.

Images flashed before my eyes.

Our ships going down near an island with a tall mountain, waves almost as high drowning them. Darcke falling to his knees before the shaman and King Gustief, the world stilling as magic died while the rune for water on his chest went red, then white, until it was only a scar—exactly like mine. Darcke and the king standing on a ship in the night, their faces strained as they spoke.

Fire. So much fire.

Then Darcke on his ship, a wild storm surrounding him. Drenched, he screamed into the wind. While I couldn’t hear what he was saying, I could feel his despair, a haunting guilt that climbed down my throat like the sticky honey we collected in the summer.

“Stop,” Darcke ordered. “Let me go.”

I didn’t want to see any more, but it wasn’t my choice. My fingers held on to his arm as if the wind whipping around us would take me with it if I didn’t, and more images flashed before my eyes.

The village without all the destruction, with a river winding up the mountain. Children screamed in excitement as they swam and played while it brought them up to the homes nestled into the side of the steep drop. Ships traveling freely beside them. A dock full of bustling trade in furs and pelts, amber and ivory and weapons of all kinds.

My eyes caught on a white longship, and my lips parted.

Then I was on the ground. My eyes stung as stars glittered above me, peeking through the crowns of the tall trees of Nordoen. Darcke’s chest heaved where he lay on the ground a few feet away, his hair in his eyes as he pressed his hands into the forest bed.

“What was that?” I asked, out of breath.

“What do you think?” Darcke asked.

“I’m asking you.” I rolled my shoulders as the forest around us woke up with the sounds of night, a howl somewhere in the distance weaving over my shoulders.

Darcke got to his feet, turning his back on me. “And I’ve told you I’m not here to answer all your questions, heir. You’ll have to figure out some things yourself.”

So we were back to that.

“That was my father’s ship,” I said slowly.

I was sure of it. It was the same longship Viljan and I had traveled here in.

I’d never heard of my father going anywhere near Darcke’s nation. And in his longship, not one of his warships? It didn’t make sense.

“‘For when you’re ready.’”

“What?” I asked, irritation heating my cheeks. “Did you hear me?”

“I think we’re supposed to take it together.”

“What are you talking about?”

This man was infuriating. Why could he not answer a single fucking question I asked of him?

“Come,” he demanded.

“You are so fucking⁠—”

Darcke stormed over and grabbed my arm. As soon as he touched me, the world heeled once more.

We were on the dock where I’d said goodbye to my people, and fear chilled my veins worse than the snow had before when their hands lifted in our goodbye, tears glistening on every cheek. Viljan’s hard face turned our way from the longship he already sat in, and when he opened his mouth, I gasped. Somehow I knew whatever would come out of his mouth would be damning—that Darcke with his terrifying perception would understand what I’d fought so hard to hide.

“I’m ready,” I screamed. “I’m ready.”

Dark eyes found mine, and for the first time there was a strange kinship in them when Darcke replied, “So am I.”

We spun toward the chalice, and my hand slipped into Darcke’s on its own. We reached for the cup with our other hands and touched it at the same moment. It instantly split into two, and I nodded when Darcke ordered, “Together.”

Whatever was in it had no taste, but heat exploded within me as the liquid trickled down my throat. My fingers locked with Darcke’s, and I couldn’t look away from his eyes as the world spun, images I couldn’t make out reflecting in what looked like a wind tunnel made of water surrounding us. The mirrored surface turned faster and faster and faster, until the only things that were still were the eyes of the man I clung to, his hostile gaze somehow anchoring me and unsettling me at the same time.

An arm of water escaped the wall of memories—because it was memories that whirled around us—and it reached for our interlocked fingers, twining around our hands like the rope Darcke had tied around my and Kilia’s wrists in the first challenge.

I jerked as something tugged deep in my chest, and the chalice I’d held clattered to the ground when Darcke took my other hand, his eyes darkening as he steadied me. My mouth opened, but he shook his head when a presence filled the walls of water—someone ancient spinning around us, his laugh rattling my spine.

“Don’t look,” he whispered as he moved closer.

I didn’t even breathe as whoever the god was chuckled again before the bond building within me made my entire body convulse, sending me right into Darcke’s hard chest. A shuddering breath went through him as he wrapped an arm around me, the other moving my chin, keeping my focus on him, not on the primordial presence that hummed a song that made my feet twitch, wishing to join him in the water.

“Who is that?” I asked shakily, able to stand still only because Darcke held on to me.

“It’s who you think it is,” he replied.

“But…”

I didn’t dare finish the question. Njord. The Lord of the Ocean—the one we were warned of as children because he would drown us if we listened to his song—was here.

He wasn’t one of our gods. He wasn’t an Aesir but one of the Vanir—the lower-tier gods.

And he wasn’t the one who should bless our bond.

Tears shrouded my vision when Darcke’s grip on me tightened. It was his god. Not mine.

My mind went to the day of the choosing, my stomach dropping.

The bridge in the sky hadn’t been from our gods either. I didn’t know what that meant, but it couldn’t be good. It couldn’t bode well for my entering the gods’ halls. Would they even acknowledge me as an heir if I hadn’t been accepted by one of the Aesir?

My eyes dipped.

“Eyes on me, heir.” Darcke’s fingers were soft, gentle even, as they tilted my head up again. “It’s almost over.”

“How do you know?” I whispered.

“Don’t you feel it?”

Something in Darcke’s face softened when I pulled a breath. I did feel it. A strength that wasn’t mine gave me more control over the body that had tried to betray me and turn to the god. A sense—an awareness—filled me, and I knew Darcke’s fingers would splay over my cheek before they did so.

My breathing stuttered when guilt, anger—so much fucking anger—and something even darker, pure hatred, touched my mind until I shivered from its intensity. The water spinning around us slowed, the presence faded, and all the time Darcke kept his hand on my cheek, his eyes on mine.

“Nearly there,” he said, and I might have almost described his voice as kind when the water stopped, then exploded, leaving us dripping and drenched.

I shook my head. We were in a glen on Nordoen, right above the waterfall, the moon hanging beautifully over the mirror-like water in the lake beneath us. The air was warm again, but I still shuddered as whatever heat there had been in Darcke’s gaze drained. When he released me, the disgust I’d gotten used to returned to his harsh features.

“That was weird,” I said as I took a step back.

An anger that wasn’t mine—a frustration that caused urgency to rush over my skin—beat into me.

That was even weirder.

Darcke didn’t respond, only glowered at me. Something else joined the rage, and I frowned as I tried to understand what it was. It wasn’t longing, it wasn’t sorrow, it was… melancholy? No. I took a step toward Darcke as I tried to read him. My hand involuntarily flew to my chest when I realized what it was.

A void. An empty void where the sense of home should be.

“Are you ever going to get dressed?” he snarled.

I wanted to ask more about that strange emptiness, but the darkness in his eyes made me decide not to risk my neck today. Not after everything that had happened the past few days.

I was too tired anyway.

I turned away from him and picked up the damp clothes. I grumbled to myself as I fought the fabric with my exhausted hands. Then Darcke bent over, a groan flying from him.

“Are you all right?” My vision was swimming with dizziness, but I tried to blink it away as the warrior straightened, his large hands covering his gut.

His eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me you were this fucking hungry last night?”

“I—” My leg got caught, and I would have fallen forward if Darcke hadn’t caught me, his arm snaking around my waist and his fingers spreading over my stomach as he held me upright.

“Well?” he demanded.

“Would you have cared?” I shot back.

It was quiet for a long while, and I wrangled myself into my trousers.

“You can let go now,” I said.

Darcke’s breath fanned over my neck, and I stiffened as his finger ran down my rib cage, counting each protruding bone.

“How long since you ate?” he asked as he spun me around to face him.

My cheeks burned when I looked up at him and felt a twinge of pity.

“I don’t remember,” I mumbled.

His hand lifted, and when I recoiled, more of that cold, crawling feeling squeezed my chest. “I’m trying to help.” Darcke’s voice was low, but there was nothing of his usual threatening edge to it. He pointed to my wet tunic. “Do you want this off?”

I shook my head, but I couldn’t stop the moment of panic running through me.

His eyes creased before he let out a shocked, short laugh. “That’s not what I meant.”

I only nodded. It was better he believe I’d thought he wanted to see me naked than understand I couldn’t have him seeing the bleached rune on my chest.

Something else crossed his face, but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

I swallowed as Darcke lifted my arms, then slid his own jacket down them. His tongue peeked through his teeth as he buttoned it, and when I looked up, he stilled for a second before reaching out to adjust the collar that had gotten stuck.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go.”

I blamed the tiredness as I dutifully followed him through the woods, but when he took the path leading down to the harbor, I ground to a halt. “Where are we going?”

He didn’t turn around. “My ship.”

“I thought you said that was a one-time thing.” I had no idea why I argued because his ship sounded far better than trying to sleep in a tree again.

“I guess it’s a fucking two-time thing, then.” Darcke waved at me.

“Why?”

“Now you ask all the questions?” he retorted.

I stayed silent.

Darcke sighed deeply. “You’re starving, and I already told you, watching you slowly perish isn’t something I’m interested in.”

Despite my tiredness, I scoffed. “Right. You only wish to kill me yourself?”

I swore he hid a grin as he turned and started stalking down the path to the ships. “Exactly.”
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The brow of Darcke’s ship purred beneath my feet as I walked up to the deck, and I slid my hands over the railing, lingering for a moment when the wood warmed in hello.

She was so beautiful. The black glittered in the night, and the shining deck reflected the stars, making it seem like we were standing in the middle of the dark sky. Every inch of the vessel was polished and buffed, and even the sides—where salt surely tried to stain her every journey—shone like the onyx stones my father had brought my mother from one of his journeys.

A vibration went through my feet, up my legs, and through the rest of my body. I laughed softly. “You’re very welcome.”

“Stop fawning over her. It makes her insufferable,” Darcke ordered. “Food is this way.”

“How do you stand him?” I mumbled, and the wood rumbled again, the planks beneath my feet shifting from side to side.

“No, I think he is that bad,” I replied when Darcke spun, his hands shooting out. “At least with me.”

The creaking followed me as I approached Darcke, and while it was his ship and as such she would turn against me in a heartbeat if I so much as picked up an axe, a warmth surrounded me with every step, making me far more relaxed than I should have been.

“You’re not staying,” Darcke warned as he opened the door leading down into the quarters where his bedroom lay, and where I’d glimpsed a few other rooms, one of which I hoped was a kitchen, ideally stocked with meat and vegetables and something to quench my thirst.

“I know,” I said, trailing my fingers over the beautiful craftsmanship of sea monsters, sirens, and mermaids that decorated the walls surrounding the stairs. “Who built this ship? She’s a masterpiece.”

Heirs who survived the trial of wood were granted ships born of Morkskog—the forest that demanded we enter its depths and endure until the tree spirits deemed us worthy. Those ships were forged from the timber that accepted our souls. Once we set sail, that same wood took root in our own lands, growing with a divine speed, and provided the bones for our longships, our warships, and our homes.

Each village had shipmasters—men and women who worked only on building our ships—and while my father’s had been skilled, even our fastest warships had nothing on this one.

“I built her,” Darcke said as we entered the small kitchen, gesturing for me to take a seat on a rickety chair by the table in the middle.

“Yourself?”

“You sound surprised.” He rummaged through a cabinet, and my mouth nearly watered as he took out wine, strips of dried meat and fish, flatbread, and a bowl with a cold stew that didn’t look too appetizing, with its white and soggy contents, but smelled amazing.

A seed of shame took root in my gut. “Sorry, I just… you don’t seem…”

I winced when Darcke gave me a sharp look. The walls of the ship rumbled, and I quickly pretended to wrap his jacket tighter around myself when a grin wanted to lift my lips.

“I don’t seem what?” Darcke waved for the food. “Eat. I can’t focus while feeling your hunger.”

I stuffed my mouth with food, groaning loudly as I swallowed.

“This”—I took another bite—“is so good.”

Darcke placed his hands on the table, and my face warmed under his glare. I wouldn’t have blamed him if I’d felt disgust, but there was none. Instead there was a curiosity—one he was fighting hard—and something that felt like confusion, but his irritation kept overshadowing it.

“You…” I swallowed before continuing. “You don’t seem to have the patience for building something as intricate and stunning as this vessel.”

The table trembled along with the walls, and Darcke shook his head as he leaned over it. “You don’t seem to have the manners of an heir.”

It’s because I wasn’t supposed to be an heir.

My face was probably bloodred by now. “Fair.”

I tried to take smaller bites, using my hands to break up the bread.

“Eat,” Darcke said as he refilled the bowl of stew for me. “I don’t care for manners. That’s your people. Along with the honor, and glory, and appeasing your gods.”

“What about your god?” I asked cautiously. “That was him back there, wasn’t it? That was Njord?”

Darcke’s hands tightened over the table. My worry mingled with something harsher, a fury that made me shift on the chair.

“It was.” He walked up to the window where the moon teased the horizon, ready to give way for dawn.

“Did you call him here?”

Darcke stiffened. “And why would I do that?”

I twisted my hands in my lap. “Because you’re angry I forced you to become my second?”

Another surge of heat flared in my chest, as violent as a storm far out at sea.

“You know as fucking well as I do that even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.” There was strain both in Darcke’s voice and along the bond between us.

I felt the truth of his words like I felt the chair beneath me.

“Because of your severed rune?” I asked.

He didn’t reply, but his pain cracked through my chest as if it were my own. It was so raw, the bitterness of his rage tasting like copper in my mouth, and my heart ached for that closed door in his mind, where his essence had been banished by the king’s shaman.

I might have lost my father’s rune, but I would have lost it when Lika faced the gods anyway. The gods erased an heir’s inherited rune before they allowed them to carve the one they’d selected into their flesh.

Only the king and his loyal men were allowed to wield more than one power.

But Darcke? He’d lost the one he’d earned—the one that made him him.

“Then why… how is Njord here?” I tried to keep away the simmering apprehension that I could be the one to do the same to my people, but given the look Darcke shot me, I wasn’t successful.

“Your gods must have allowed it,” he said quietly as he placed a hand on the wall, his face turned into the night. “They’re always starved for entertainment. Perhaps they want Njord to watch as they erase what little is left of his people.”

A haunting sense of foreboding made my throat close up.

What if the gods weren’t judging me but simply amusing themselves with my struggle?

My hands tightened in my lap. “They wouldn’t⁠—”

“Wouldn’t they?” Darcke interrupted. “They’ve watched your people take over almost this entire continent, and they’re still asking for more blood. They don’t want to risk any other gods becoming too strong—they want everyone to honor them.”

“Stop!” I hissed. “Stop talking like that.”

My head whipped from side to side as if Odin and the others might appear in this cramped cabin.

Darcke laughed hollowly. “Why?”

“They’re everywhere!” I continued in a worried whisper. “They can hear you.”

His tongue slid over his top teeth. “Even better.”

“Stop it,” I said again.

Darcke turned around, his back against the wall. “What are you so scared of? You’re an heir. Your very existence is an honor to the gods. Your power is allowed even though you didn’t earn it yourself.” He chuckled. “As if that’s fair to everyone else.”

I picked up the cup of wine Darcke had left on the table and took a deep sip.

Darcke’s eyes narrowed. “What are you so scared of?”

“Nothing,” I replied quickly. Too quickly.

When he raised a brow, I shrugged a shoulder. “Everything? We have two trials coming up. I need to earn my wood and my steel before I can face the gods, and I have a feeling you’re not going to make it easy for me.”

“That’s not it.” He took a slow step toward me. “What are you really scared of?”

I lifted my chin. “I just told you.”

“No.” Darcke’s voice lowered. “You just lied to me. I can feel what you feel. You tied me to you, remember?”

As if I could forget. Especially with the emotions that made me jump to my feet as Darcke came closer.

“Thanks for the food,” I said. “I should get going.”

“To sleep in the woods?” Darcke cornered me against the table. “Hide from the other initiates?”

Unease whirled up my spine.

He chuckled darkly. “You’re clearly excited about that.”

“It’s not like I can stay here,” I replied as I tried to sneak around him.

Darcke moved with me, blocking my path. “Now, now. You’ve made your problems my problems, heir. Time to tell me what makes you so skittish.”

I cursed to myself as the ship stayed silent. She was on his side.

“I just want to honor our gods, and you’re making that difficult.”

“Your gods,” Darcke snarled. “Still not it. At least not all of it. What are you hiding?”

“What are you hiding?” I shot back.

His body lined up with my own, and I became very aware of his trembling muscles, his hard chest heaving against me. My eyes darted to the window before coming back to his, and my body swayed at the challenge in his eyes.

“Are you scared of me?” Darcke asked.

“Yes,” I answered truthfully.

“Why?” he asked.

“If you didn’t betray your people, why are you working for the king?” I blurted out.

Darcke’s slow grin chilled my blood. “If you’re scared of me, why did you choose me as your second?”

Because I didn’t have a choice.

I suddenly wasn’t sure if the thought was his or mine—a strange understanding filled me that allowed me to take a deep breath for the first time since the choosing. Strength that I hadn’t felt since my father rushed through my body, the bond between us tightening, becoming clearer, like a bridge guiding us over a roaring river.

The silence that followed became leaden, and I fought a shiver when Darcke leaned in farther. “Look at us finding some common ground.” One of his legs spread mine apart, and he stepped in closer, his body pressing against mine until the table bit into my back.

“Do you feel that?” he asked. “The bond likes it when we speak the truth.”

His breath was hot as it hit my face, and I should have moved—I should have sneaked by him as his arms fell to his sides instead of caging me against the table. But a challenge echoed in me, and instead of backing down I pressed a hand to his chest, right over the broken rune on his heart.

I tilted my head back. The bond surged, a pulse pounding along the tether connecting my soul with his. Darcke’s heart thudded against my palm, and my eyes widened when a flash of heat flooded my veins. Warmth and worry collided within me, a storm of conflicting emotions that left me breathless.

“I should go,” I whispered.

Darcke dipped his chin, leaving our faces only inches apart. “That’s probably best.”

When my fingers splayed over his chest instead, his heart skipped a beat. Mine followed, beating a rhythm that did nothing to help the fog spreading in my mind.

“You’re not scared of me,” Darcke rasped. “Not as much as you’re scared of something else.”

I tried to quell the vibrations of unease within me, but it was impossible when his hand sneaked around my back, and I stopped breathing entirely when Darcke’s lips brushed my ear. “Your body doesn’t lie as well as your mouth does.”

I went cold.

Darcke’s lips twisted into a wicked smile as he stepped back. “You should remember that if you’re going to continue hiding things from me.”

I closed my eyes when my heart leaped, then began thundering in my chest.

“It’s the same for you,” I snapped, but my voice betrayed me, a tremor finding its way into it. “You need to watch out too.”

“Maybe I want you to find out all my secrets.” Darcke walked up to the window again, his back turned on me.

“Liar,” I whispered when the bond strained, something sharp and harsh winding around it.

He turned his head over his shoulder, raising an arrogant brow. “Weren’t you supposed to leave?”

I started stalking to the door. “Whatever.”

A loud clattering stopped me in my strides, and I spun to the table, which shook so violently the food atop it flew into the air with each wave.

“Fine!” Darcke grumbled. “Bring some fucking food, but then get out of my sight.”

“And you said he wasn’t that bad,” I whispered as I patted the table.

Darcke’s eyes seared into mine. “What are you hiding now?”

I scooped up every bit of food I could fit in my arms before starting to back up.

“Nothing.” I offered him a blinding smile as I stepped over the threshold. “It’s not a secret that you’re a bastard.”

The door behind me slammed shut as Darcke flew toward me, and despite everything, I giggled when he snarled at the wood.
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“The trial of wood is in a week’s time.” Guner gestured to the training ring, where it seemed like every karl on Nordoen had gathered to watch. “Before then you are to practice fighting with your bond. You’ll start against each other—trying to read each other’s moves. Heirs and seconds alike have died during this trial because they tried to rely on their own strength, not that of their tether. For the spirits of Morkskog to find you worthy—for you to honor them—you need to fight as one, for the wood that chooses the heir will also provide timber for the second.”

“All this fucking talk of honor,” Darcke muttered. “As if anyone here knows what honor is.”

I moved away from his side as if that would relieve me of any guilt by association. His amusement flickered through the bond, and I gritted my teeth when it only increased as I took another step back, leaving him, Kilia, and Ilse standing by the rope surrounding the circle of cut grass where Ottoh and his sister strode in.

“Vara,” someone called behind me. Someone very familiar.

“Viljan,” I whispered as I whirled.

My guard shot a look to the side where Ivren was busy, in deep conversation with Fedic, before making his way over. I turned my back when Darcke’s annoyance wove around me, so strong I had to fight against the urge to return to him.

Viljan had never stood as close as he did now, his body towering over me, casting me entirely in shade. The cool air wasn’t what made me straighten my spine, though. It was the ember of distrust in Viljan’s eyes—the tension lining his shoulders as he took me in.

“How are you?” I asked. “How was your bonding?”

“I don’t have long,” he said. “We need to speak about that. But first, I need to ask you a question.”

“Go on.” More apprehension knitted in my gut. “What is it?”

“Did you plan to go with Darcke all along? Is that why you pushed me away?”

I let out a shocked laugh. “Of course not.” I reached out a hand his way, but my arm fell to my side when he jerked backward, ever the honorable guard. “Viljan, I pushed you away so the gods wouldn’t look unfavorably upon you. Everything I’ve done so far? Do you think they’ll smile at me when I stroll into their halls?”

A small part of me had hoped he’d disagree—that he’d say I was brave. That I’d done what I had to for my people, that my lying and cheating and sacrificing innocent people for my own was what he would have done too. But Viljan didn’t lie.

“No.” The muscle in his jaw knotted. “But you made it worse. You chose a foreigner, Vara. His people worship the Vanir, for gods’ sake. What would Lika and your father say if he gets to rule our people?”

“I know.” I covered my face with my hands. “I… I just. He wouldn’t be able to tell… you know? It was the only way to keep them safe.”

“It wasn’t. There were other options. I might not fucking agree with the Solsken heir, but even he tried to keep you safe. Fedic would have been fine! Darcke? He wants to kill you half the time!”

I kept my gaze firmly on the ground when my throat started burning.

Viljan ground his teeth, his boots shuffling in the grass. “I need to ask you another question, and you’re not going to like it.”

My throat clogged from worry, but I forced a nod.

“Your father’s men sent me a letter.” Viljan paused as if the words were difficult to get out. “The axe that took your brother’s life. It… it was one of our own.”

It was like diving into a pool of ice—like the ones Lika and I would climb into during winter, fighting over who could stay in the longest.

“What?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

Viljan’s throat bobbed. “Vara… I… Did you have your brother killed to be here?”

My lips parted, but nothing made it down my throat. I couldn’t breathe.

My hands flew to my chest as tears clouded my vision. A strange hacking sound trickled through my lips, but there was no part of me that would be able to get any real words out.

“I’m sorry,” Viljan whispered urgently. “It’s happened before. I… I had to ask.”

My body felt weaker than it had before I’d eaten last night, and I stumbled over a root as I backed away from him.

I couldn’t believe he’d just asked me that. I couldn’t believe the thought would even cross his mind. Darkness pressed at the corners of my eyes. I shook my head to clear it as I took another shaky step backward.

“Vara, please!” Viljan pleaded as he followed.

My bottom lip trembled. I didn’t care that people started staring, whispers rising across the karls as they tried to understand what was happening.

“Please,” Viljan said again. “I need you to listen to me.”

“She doesn’t need to do anything,” Darcke drawled as he came to my side. “Now run along. Your heir is looking for you.”

Darcke’s delight when Viljan turned to Ivren, who hadn’t even noticed he was gone, fought with the sense of betrayal trying to suffocate me.

“Like a domesticated hound,” he taunted. “Scared of dishonoring his master. A little less of that and you would be the one standing proud by her side.”

“As if there is anything proud about you.” Viljan’s growl drew even more of a crowd.

Darcke tsked when my former guard took a step toward him. “Ah, but you can’t hurt me unless you want to hurt her.” His arm slid easily across my shoulders. “Right, heir?”

“Just go,” I said, trying to shake off Darcke’s arm and failing.

Viljan’s eyes followed when Darcke’s hand brushed the bare skin on my shoulder.

I shoved at the warrior. He only chuckled before he nodded to Viljan again. “See, it’s not so scary. She doesn’t carry any deadly diseases.” His eyes slid my way. “At least I don’t think so.”

“Second!” Ivren’s call made Viljan freeze mid-step. I met Ivren’s eyes for a brief second, but whatever he saw in them had him firm his demand. “Come. We need to discuss strategy.”

Ivren looked at me as if he was searching for gratitude when Viljan hesitated for only a moment before turning his back on us and making his way over again.

I expelled a huff before ripping my gaze away. A sticky sense of betrayal layered all over my skin, and when I finally wrangled free from Darcke, I rubbed my hands over my bare arms, wishing I hadn’t opted for a short-sleeved tunic today.

“Cry if you want,” Darcke said when I choked down a sniff. “I think only half of the crowd is looking at us. Besides, you’ve already exhausted everyone’s capacity for disappointment.”

Snot bubbled from my nose when I burst into a laugh, and a sliver of pride pierced my chest before Darcke was able to lock it down somewhere deep inside him.

“Too late.” I pressed a finger into his chest. “I know you were trying to make me laugh.”

“I don’t try,” Darcke replied as he dragged me with him to the training ring where Ottoh and his sister were taking turns evading and attacking each other, already moving in perfect synchrony. “I only do.”

I rolled my eyes. “Have I told you today you’re a bastard?”

“I think the last time was after midnight, so yes.”

As we reached the rope, we stood silently beside each other while Ottoh and Vero finished their training, waiting as every move was evaluated and analyzed by Guner and Torden. I gave the dark-haired warrior a weak smile as he lifted a hand to greet us. Darcke offered a quick bow of his neck.

“Why doesn’t he touch you?” Darcke asked as Vero managed to slam Ottoh into the dirt, ignoring Guner’s furious shouts that Ottoh should have felt it coming.

“Because my father ordered him not to,” I replied, fighting the sorrow that came with thinking of my father. “Viljan believes in honor.”

My efforts to hide my emotions were useless.

“That makes you sad?” Darcke asked.

“No.” I played with the rope. “He would have been a perfect second. No temptation.”

Darcke’s silent laughter bled into my consciousness, and I groaned even before he replied. “Are you saying I’m tempting?”

“Tempting to kill,” I said on a sigh.

Darcke’s fingers ghosted over my skin. “Unfortunately for you, that would end your life as well.”

“Might be worth it.”

It was Darcke’s turn to laugh.

“Look at that.” Torden walked up as Vero helped Ottoh to his feet, the latter grinning more widely than I would have expected at his sister besting him. “Have the two of you had it out and made up?”

I didn’t think my cheeks could burn more furiously, but when Darcke patted my shoulder and said, “She’s trying to seduce me, but I still haven’t decided if I’m willing,” it felt as if my skin might melt right off.

“I’m definitely not,” I snapped.

“I certainly hope so, since that would be a violation of the gods’ rules for the iron-bond.” Guner came to Torden’s side. “Your title would be stripped, heir—your honor gone. And you, Darcke. You’d lose all privileges the king provides you.”

“So I have nothing to lose?” Darcke stepped up until he was almost nose to nose with the king’s second. His eyes sliced to me as he added, “Tempting.”

Guner sighed so deeply he blew my hair out of my face. “You know what the king does for you. Shut your mouth and come into the ring.”

Darcke’s hand lifted, but Torden caught it, a warning shadowing his features.

Tension fractured the air, and for a second even the murmurs of the crowds died down. Guner spun, a smile on his face as if he couldn’t wait for Darcke to come for him. My second’s rage flowed freely between us. It became a struggle for me to hold back as disdain and disgust consumed me to the point even my vision tinted with crimson.

It was the fear in Torden’s eyes that made me place a hand on Darcke’s other arm. I didn’t doubt the king and Guner would have my second’s head if he landed a strike to his jaw—an urge that was far too easy for me to read.

“Save that for the trials,” I said.

When Darcke turned his anger on me, I added in a lower voice, “I get it. I hate him too. But he’s not worth it.”

Darcke’s eyes went between my own, and a current of understanding passed between us. When my lips lifted into a smile, his twitched, and a yelp broke from me as he scooped me up and lifted me over the rope, handing me to Torden as if I was a package he was sent to deliver.

“Set me down,” I ordered.

The warrior let out a rumbling laugh and carried me to the middle of the ring. “No can do,” Torden replied. “Darcke pulled rank.”

“Why?” I snarled as people’s whispers reached my ears. “Everyone is staring.”

“Who does she think she is? Carried like a fucking princess.”

“Do you think she’s fucking both of them?”

“I will say, watching her rip into A’lian will be fun. She’s supposed to be able to take five men like him with that rune of hers.”

“Exactly for that reason.” Torden grinned down at me. “So that you’d be pissed off enough not to try to run out on him again.”

He’d succeeded. Already before Torden set me down, my lip had curled back, and as Darcke came strolling after us, whispering something in Borje’s ear without as much as a glance my way, a low growl built in my chest.

Only then did his gaze lift to mine, and my rage wavered for a second when a flame of excitement licked the bond. As fiercely as it had raced between us, it disappeared, his fury and cool amusement returning.

Rolling my shoulders, I glared at him. “Angry enough for you?”

Darcke licked his lips. “For now.” He patted Borje’s shoulder before making his way over to me. “My heir calls. I must respond before she starts crying again.”

He was taunting me so that I wouldn’t hold back. Darcke sought a vent for the pressure building in his chest, and he’d decided I was his best bet. A trickle of sweat made its way down my back, sneaking inside my leather vest, and whatever flicker of furious mirth found its way into my heart faded as swiftly as the sun on the horizon at dusk.

“Come on,” Darcke said. “Show me your worst.”

He didn’t know how right he was.

Viljan and Ivren moved to the rope, neither daring to meet my eyes, while Rakkel and Stefen took the spots beside them. Ottoh and Vero also stayed to watch, and I showed my teeth once more when Geord smirked my way.

The air thickened with malice as the other initiates pressed in. My neck ached to bend under it, to give in to the sharp comments flung my way.

“Don’t let them get to you,” Darcke said as he crouched into a fighting stance. “That rage you keep swallowing is mine, not theirs.”

“And here I thought it belonged to me,” I said as I mimicked him, keeping my center low.

“No.” It was the only word he said before he rushed me.

I ducked, anticipating his fist half a second before it struck me square in the nose.

Darcke’s laugh crawled up my back. “Almost too slow.”

“Focus on the bond,” Guner called. “You shouldn’t even need to really look at each other to know what the other person is planning.”

I dipped, trying to hook a leg behind Darcke’s, but he danced away.

“Too slow again, heir.” He wiggled his brows. “Too bad your people don’t have a rune for speed. Your father would have been better off with it.”

All fury drained into the ground beneath me, and my chest cracked with the next beat of my heart, the image of my father’s disappointed face nearly making me spew the food Darcke had given me.

Darcke’s face fell. “What was that?”

I spun in the air, kicking out my foot instead of responding. There was no more smile on his face as he caught me by the ankle, and as he pulled, sending me sprawling onto my back with the air beaten out of me, his face came to mine.

“What was that?” he echoed as he reached out a hand to get me to my feet.

“Nothing,” I snarled, wedging my foot between his legs as he stared at my hand, getting him onto the ground as well.

He was on me before I could even taunt him, his knees digging into my arms.

“Tell me what just happened,” he demanded.

I tried slamming my head into his, but he turned, making my forehead connect with his shoulder instead.

“That’s just sloppy,” Darcke barked. “Fight back.”

I twisted beneath him, but Lika’s face joined my father’s.

What would Lika and your father say if he gets to rule your people?

My eyes sought Viljan’s, but as usual, his were averted, his pride and honor unable to stomach the disgrace of my facade. I knew Darcke was going to strike, but I did nothing as he landed a jab to my chest.

“Come on.” Darcke’s frustration was bleeding into the bond as he got to his feet, pulling me with him. “Don’t pull this shit again.”

Another tap to my gut, and while the force of it made me bend over, I didn’t defend myself.

“No,” Darcke snarled. “You don’t get to do this. You might be stronger than all of us, but I can fucking take it.”

“No, you can’t,” I replied in a monotone.

He frowned as the truth vibrated between us.

“Get it together!” Guner bellowed. “You’re supposed to fight, not use each other as punching bags.”

Laughter started around us, but I didn’t care anymore.

“Do you think her father never trained her?”

“Why would she need it? She can just use her magic and take him down.”

“I’m so glad I wasn’t chosen as her second. Can you imagine trying to survive having to deal with her?”

Kilia and Ilse stood by the rope, and while I was counting on the triumphant look on Kilia’s face, Ilse’s soft shake of the head before she turned and left cut into me worse than Darcke’s next strike.

I should have been happy. I’d succeeded in convincing the Hird that I was too entitled to fight anyone—that I couldn’t be bothered.

Even Viljan had given up on me. Asking if I had anything to do with my brother’s death?

A strangled chuckle escaped me.

Darcke shoved me backward. “Snap out of it.” His jaw slid against my temple as he reached an arm around me. “Whatever it is, snap out of it and fight back.”

I let him slam me into the ground again. I fell forward this time, and one of my hands involuntarily flew to my nose when it took the brunt of the force, causing blood to pool in the dirt. Darcke’s knee cut into my back, his hands wrapping around my arm, pulling on it until the bones screamed.

“I will break this arm,” he warned. “I will.”

“I know,” I said. “Go ahead.”

He let out an exasperated breath. “Why? I can feel your anger. I can feel your pain. Why not let it out? I can take it.”

I only laughed louder.

Darcke’s mouth landed by my ear. “What is it you think that I can’t take?”

“Break it,” I said.

“Tell me,” Darcke ordered.

“Break it.”

“Tell me!” he whispered furiously.

I didn’t bother responding.

I could feel how he debated breaking my arm, twisting to see if that would loosen my tongue, but at the last second, the pressure on my back disappeared. Darcke spun me in the dirt, and whatever he felt through the bond or saw in my face made him shake his.

“Disappointing.” He clicked his tongue. “So fucking disappointing.”

Darcke whirled as if he was leaving, and I closed my eyes to listen to the echoing thrum of mockery rising from the crowd, waiting for his footsteps to disappear.

“She’s an embarrassment to Vikings.”

“Can you believe her father made her his heir?”

“The gods are going to judge her, and then A’lian will take her stuck-up place.”

“There is no honor in holding back. If she won’t even teach her second, what will she do for her people?”

Each word struck my chest like a sword, digging further and further in until the edge of the phantom blade pierced my heart, making me draw a shaky breath to quell the sound of pain that wanted to fly past my lips.

“That was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. What are you doing, A’lian? Make her fight you,” Guner barked somewhere ahead. “Or are you frightened of her? Has the mighty Darcke A’lian met his match in a spoiled little girl?”

Bone crunched, but before I could open my eyes, I was in the air. My chest thudded against Darcke’s back as he carried me past a bleeding Guner. Despite my vow not to risk anyone understanding that my strength was gone, I struck a fist against Darcke’s back.

“Set me down,” I demanded.

“That would be a no,” Darcke growled back.

“I said. Set me down.”

Darcke only shifted me, cradling me so that I could meet his eyes. “Fight me.”

I crossed my arms.

His laughter was a lethal promise. “I thought as much.”

I remained quiet as he stalked through the woods, trying to read whether he was planning on killing me. But it wasn’t anger that drove his long strides. It was determination. And an insane dose of stubbornness—one I shared.

Darcke set me down only as we returned to the small glen we’d woken in after the bonding, where the waterfall rushed beside us and a thick tree line kept us out of sight.

Placing a hand on my hip, I waved my other hand at him. “Now what?”

He smirked. “Now we stay here until you fight me. I don’t care if I must live here until the next trial.”
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He was serious. The sun had set and risen again, and Darcke had remained in the spot he’d taken up after challenging me last night. He sat against a tree, his long legs folded leisurely before him, his head resting against the trunk, and kept his eyes closed, his chest moving steadily.

I got up on stiff legs from my position against a trunk on the other side of the small glen. Darcke popped open an eye, but when he realized I was only headed to the small stream trickling into the larger one, leading to the waterfall, he closed it again.

I sighed as I washed my hands in the cool water, using some to splash on my face and pulling at the neck of my tunic to dab some water on the top of my chest. The temperatures had risen overnight, and a humidity that wasn’t common here in the north seeped into my leathers, making my skin sticky and my mood irritable. I was tempted to try to sneak around him and head to the spot I’d taken up in the trees close to the Hird, but as I took one step in that direction, the warrior shifted.

“I can feel what you’re trying to do, and I’ll only carry you back,” Darcke warned.

Another low sound of annoyance wove up my throat, and my footsteps were heavy as I returned to the glen, walking back and forth while twisting my hands.

Darcke stretched his hands over his head, his eyes opening.

Unlike me, he looked more rested than I’d ever seen him, the bluish hint that usually accentuated his tattoos having faded slightly. “There is an easy solution to your rage. Fight me.”

“I don’t want to,” I replied as I walked up to the waterfall, watching the water race violently into the vast lake.

“You want to.” Darcke laughed quietly. “You want to very much. You’re just holding back for a reason I can’t yet understand. But don’t worry. I’ll catch on quickly.”

The predatory sound of a golden eagle whistled through the air, and a flock of birds took flight from a tree in the glen, shooting toward the sky before diving, following the steep drop of water until their wings leveled them and they flew for the mountains ahead. I kept my focus on their beating wings when Darcke came to my side.

“Wishing to fly isn’t the Viking way,” he said. “Unless it’s atop tall waves, of course.”

“Do you ever want to leave everything behind?” I blurted out. “Find someplace new? Somewhere far away from everything where you can start over?”

Darcke blew a breath out of his nose. “The way your clan is conquering the world, there aren’t many of those places left.”

True. We’d never claimed so many nations as under King Gustief’s rule, or so violently forced them under our crown and our gods. Previous generations of kings had favored trade and exploration, and Gustief had started out that way as well. But over the past decade the king had become greedy—had started asking more of his chiefs until they spent most of the time out at sea and in battle, quelling any enemies that might try to stand against us.

“You don’t agree with Gustief’s ways?”

My stomach roiled. “I didn’t say that.”

“But you feel conflicted,” Darcke said.

“No,” I rushed out. “That’s not true. I am eager to start. I only need to survive the academy first.”

“Pity.” Darcke brushed something off his trousers.

“You can’t walk around and say things like that,” I said, worry twisting in my chest.

“Why not?”

There was true curiosity spinning around the bond. It made my gut turn.

“Because.” I threw out my hands. “The king is the closest thing to divinity outside of Valhalla, so his every demand is to be honored.”

Vexation overtook the air, and I rolled my neck at the intense sensation.

“My people didn’t have one all-powerful leader,” Darcke said, and the urge I’d had to leave his side faded with the prick of pain that stabbed at me.

“No?”

“We had a council, each man and woman elected by jarls and karls alike.” Darcke’s gaze was on the snow-covered mountaintops, but a hollowing feeling of grief built around us until I could taste the devastation. “Everyone was gifted the rune for water when they turned fifteen.” He shot a look at me. “It didn’t create this hatred for the elite—for the ones blessed by gods who couldn’t care less if their subjects slaughtered each other until no one remained.”

“Our gods care,” I protested, fear burrowing into my heart. “That’s why they allow us to share our runes with our people.”

“And make them dependent on you?” Darcke clicked his tongue. “Most don’t enjoy that. Having their lives tied so fiercely to someone else’s that their wyrds are no longer their own? Knowing that if their chief dies, they are left to become thralls under another?”

I stiffened, my hands twisting behind my back.

“Don’t worry,” Darcke drawled. “I have no desire to lead your people, so I intend to keep you alive.” He cocked his head. “Us fighting together would aid that.”

“It’s one of the highest honors to be a second, you know.” I dug my nails into my palms, ignoring his attempt to make me talk about the fighting. “Anyone at the Hird would have killed to be in your place.”

“And they would have killed you to take your place. What is the honor in that?”

I turned to the waterfall again. “If an heir can be killed, they have no right to lead a people.”

“Everyone can be killed.”

I jerked when Darcke raised his voice.

“You, me… even Gustief, if the chiefs want it.”

“Stop speaking like that,” I hissed. “You cannot talk of our king’s murder.”

“If you’re so afraid of the gods’ wrath, why are you not participating in the trials they’ve set up for you? Why are you not showing off the powers they’ve offered you? Why do you hide away like a scared fugitive?”

“I am not hiding away!”

Darcke raised his brows.

“I am not hiding because I am scared for myself,” I snarled.

“So you’re scared for someone else?”

Fuck. I took a breath to calm myself before I said—or felt—something else that Darcke might be able to interpret in his quest to figure me out.

“I’m not scared of anything,” I responded after another deep gulp of air.

“Everyone is scared of something.”

“What are you scared of, then?” I demanded.

Darcke sucked on his teeth. “Many things.”

“Name one.”

“People who are so blinded by pride they cannot see truth.”

The intensity of those words was jarring, making me spin toward him.

“I’m not blinded by pride,” I said.

The opposite. I’d forsaken all of it to save my people, and I was fine with that. I only hoped the gods would see why I’d done what I’d done and reward me for it instead of condemning me to Helheim.

“Who said I was talking about you?”

I groaned. “Can you ever answer a question outright?”

His lips twitched. “If you ask the right ones.”

Shaking my head, I started walking into the glen again. As I went to sit down by the tree, Darcke’s hand wrapped around my wrist, and he pulled me toward him. “How about I’ll answer some of your questions after each time you fight me?”

I did my best spoiled-heir grimace, lifting my brows while pursing my lips. “You’re not that interesting.”

“Liar.” He patted his chest. “I can feel that you’re intrigued by me.”

“You’re mistaking annoyance for interest.”

“Really?” Darcke moved so swiftly I didn’t have time to react, his body pressing me against the tree, making my heart jump against my ribs. “Then what was that?”

“Surprise, you bastard.” I pushed a finger into his chest. “Happens to everyone who gets crushed by a massive brooding warrior.”

A spark of warmth raced across the bond, and we looked away at the same time. Darcke remained in place, though, his chest pressing against mine until my spine raked against the bark.

“Can you move?” I asked.

He tilted his head. “No.”

Understanding dawned within me at the satisfaction flickering within him. Using both my hands, I pushed against his chest. “Move.”

“Make me,” he challenged.

“No.”

Darcke moved even closer, his hands resting on the trunk while he bent his head down. “Make me move, heir.”

“No.”

Adrenaline began boiling through my blood, making my limbs twitch. More satisfaction burned within the warrior, a smirk sliding into place across his face.

It only made me angrier.
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His hands dropped to my shoulders, and I stiffened when he moved his cheek to rest against my own. “Fight me,” he whispered.

His body made everything warmer, and a bead of sweat formed at my temple.

“No,” I echoed.

He pulled back so he could glare at me. As our gazes collided, the drop of sweat trickled down my face, slid over my mouth and down my chin, then made its way over my neck until it disappeared into my tunic.

Darcke’s eyes followed, and when they lifted again, something within him jolted. It was like a tiny spark that awoke in his chest, then whirled, sprinting toward the bond, where it surged, finding its way into me. My body twitched without my permission, and his already dark eyes went impossibly black.

He stepped back at the same time I blurted out, “Fine, I’ll fight you.”

The smirk on his face was fake, but neither of us commented on it as he gave a nod before stalking backward and beckoning for me with his finger.

“I won’t use my magic,” I said, trying for a superior tone. “I don’t want to embarrass you.”

Darcke wetted his lips. “There are very few things you can do to embarrass me, heir.”

I clenched my hands against the surge in my stomach, and before he could react, I lunged, sprinting toward him and ducking under his arm, diving for his legs instead. He fell backward with a satisfactory thud, and I dodged his hand as he tried to drag me with him, flying to my feet instead and pressing my boot to his heaving chest.

“Yield,” I ordered.

His eyes glittered in the sunlight filtering through the trees surrounding us, and when his lips lifted into the first real smile I’d ever seen on his face, his entire appearance changed. There was a softness around his eyes that contrasted with his sharp cheekbones, and his lips were fuller than I’d realized as they spread across his features.

Then my back slammed into the ground, and I moaned at the root bruising my shoulder.

Darcke was instantly atop me, his knees holding my arms in place and the smile shifting into a smug grin. His tongue poked the corner of his lips, and when he leaned down, heat flared up my neck.

He stared at me for a second before leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Who’s embarrassed now?”
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By the end of the day, it wasn’t only my shoulder that ached. I had to swallow a whimper as I got to my feet after the hundredth time Darcke slammed me into the ground. When I felt him ready himself to come for me again, I raised a hand. “Enough. I’ve had enough.”

He’d been pushing me all day to use my magic. We’d quickly picked up each other’s tells, what we’d feel in the moments before we acted, but that first time was the only time I managed to get Darcke down. It didn’t matter that I could intercept his moves. He was far stronger than I was, and unlike what he believed I did, he refused to hold back as he fought me.

“Come on.” Darcke waved for me.

“I said, I’ve had enough,” I snapped, using a tree trunk to catch my breath.

“I heard you.”

I growled at the cold amusement rolling off him.

“I have something that’ll help,” Darcke added. “My own fucking bones ache because yours do.”

I sighed through my teeth when I wasn’t able to lock down the curiosity bubbling to life within me. He kept his face turned away as he started walking in the direction opposite the Hird, slipping in between two-thousand-year-old pines, whose needles peppered the narrow path winding between them.

I debated staying back, but when the warning spread within me that Darcke was turning to come carry me over his shoulder again, I forced my tired legs to follow. It wasn’t like I had anything to go back to anyway—only a hollow tree trunk and an even emptier gut.

The sweet smell of sap and the musky scent of warm leaves that had sunned themselves all day filled my nose, and I was grateful for the shade the tall trees Darcke led me through provided. My skin was dry and cracking after a full day in the sun—and from the sweat that had poured down my face and body—and as I listened to the waterfall, I decided I’d try to find a secluded spot in the river to wash up.

The sound of water bubbling and rushing grew louder after an hour’s trek uphill, and I hurried my steps when Darcke disappeared behind an especially tall mountain ash.

As I whispered my fingers over its bloodred berries, I halted mid-step.

The tree line ended with the ash, and beyond it was a mountain, the ground beneath it entirely made up of gray stone. Snow sprinkled the mountainside, and the breeze that blew through my leathers was cool. But that’s not what had me gaping.

It was the several black pools of water, and the plumes of steam rising from each, twirling up toward the darkening sky.

“Do you not have hot springs back home?”

Darcke was already getting out of his sweaty clothing, the muscles beneath the smooth skin on his back playing in the dimming light. As he stepped into the mist, it layered over his body, making his skin shine like a newly polished sword.

“I feel that,” Darcke said.

It was supposed to be teasing, but his tone was serious.

I quickly averted my eyes when my face heated.

I’d heard of hot springs before, but Oenskan didn’t have them. The closest things were the huts my father had ordered built, where a fire was lit and every wall and door was sealed to keep the heat in. We used them year-round, but I loved them especially in the winter, when we’d make a hole in the ice and alternate between the heated house and the glacial water.

After getting out of his trousers as well, Darcke threw them and his tunic into a smaller pool, where the water bubbled so fiercely it looked like ghostly hands were reaching for the fabric. Then he climbed into the well of water in the middle.

“They come in varying temperatures.” He rested his elbows on the stone, closing his eyes as he leaned his head back. “This one works wonders for sore muscles caused by stubborn girls.”

“Har har,” I said. “Very funny.”

“I don’t joke about sore muscles. Now get the fuck in as I can still feel yours.”

I fidgeted with my tunic. I wanted nothing more than to slip into the welcoming water, but he’d think it strange if I didn’t undress. And I couldn’t take the shirt off. While there was some sort of strange truce between us right now, there was no way Darcke would keep my faded rune a secret from the king.

I wasn’t even sure if he could keep it a secret. I had no idea how the leash the king’s shaman had tethered to his mind truly worked. It was magic that only the king and the gods were allowed to be wise to.

Darcke opened an eye. “Are you trying to make it a sport not to do all the things you’re craving?”

“No,” I mumbled.

“Then get in.”

I shifted my weight from my heels to my toes.

“I’m sure your gods would be fine with you using the pools. You can pray if that makes you feel better.”

“We don’t pray.” I rolled my eyes. “We honor them through sacrifice.”

Darcke chuckled darkly. “You have sacrificed a lot today already.”

I felt a wave of mirth. “Don’t⁠—”

“Your pride. Your shoulder. My backside hurts from you falling so much.”

“If I get in, will you shut up?”

“I’ll do my best.” Darcke closed his eyes again as I made my way over to the pool.

Without taking off my clothes, I slipped in. A low moan left me when the warm water instantly soothed my muscles, folding around me like a fur warmed by the hearth. I moved farther down, finding a stone to sit on that allowed only my head to remain above the surface.

“I wouldn’t have looked,” Darcke said as bubbles playfully burst on the water between us. “I’m not⁠—”

“You’re not interested. You don’t find me attractive. My body doesn’t tempt you. Did I miss anything?” I tilted my head, and when he didn’t respond, I added, “Good. Can you be quiet so I can enjoy the first nice thing I’ve experienced since setting my foot on this island?”

I crushed my eyelids shut when my voice trembled at the end.

Thankfully Darcke didn’t say anything about the moment of sorrow passing through me, and I was able to shove the self-pity aside as the sound of gurgling water masked the strained silence.

I’d almost fallen asleep when Darcke spoke again. “I was going to say that I’m not a boy. I can control myself in the presence of a beautiful woman.”

I peeked at him, and I was about to roll my eyes when his serious ones found mine.

“You don’t ever have to worry about that with me,” Darcke continued quietly. “I might not be as honorable as you heirs, but I would never do what that asshole Geord and his friends did to you.”

I swallowed, but I couldn’t find any words to respond, so I just let him feel that I’d heard him. He stared at me for a second longer before closing his eyes once more.

The strained silence shifted into a comfortable one that remained with us the entire time we stayed in the pool, and as we walked through the forest toward the Hird, letting the breeze dry our clothes and skin.

I was so relaxed by the time the smoke from the longhouse filled the air and loud voices boomed, shattering the late evening, I wasn’t able to hide the apprehension whirring down the bond, nor the hurt that came from seeing Viljan standing outside the building with Ivren and Rakkel, talking to them as if he’d known them his entire life.

My strides got sluggish, and Darcke turned when I fell behind.

His face went from mine to the longhouse. “Come on,” he said again.

“I don’t want to fight now either,” I joked weakly.

“Then don’t,” he replied. “Let’s go to my ship.”

“But—”

“I thought you didn’t want to fight?”

He was right. I was exhausted, and not only from the training or staying up a whole night waiting to see if he’d let me leave. I hadn’t even processed what Viljan had told me, or what he’d accused me of—or that my loyal guard was no longer that.

Darcke nodded when I fell into step with him again, and we continued the comfortable silence as we walked the dock and onto his ship.
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The next few days, that became our routine: Darcke would drag me up from his bed, which he’d let me sleep in while he slept on the floor, then barely allow me to eat breakfast—it was only his ship refusing to let us leave before I’d eaten at least some dried fish that ensured I got something in my stomach—before we trained all day, ending it with the hot springs.

The warm water was sorely needed because Darcke didn’t let up on kicking my ass, trying to get me to fight back, and while we’d come to some sort of silent agreement to talk as little as possible, he was getting increasingly frustrated by the day. The bruises on my body, blooming black and blue across almost every inch of my skin, were proof of that.

I winced as I stared out over Morkskog, the untamed, lethal forest in the north of Nordoen, where a strange wind whistled through the tallest trees I’d ever seen and shadows moved across the forest bed in ways they shouldn’t, flickering stubbornly against the pale sun shining above.

The air was thick with trembling anticipation, but I attributed that to the nervous heirs and their seconds standing along the tree line, waiting for Guner and the shaman to allow us to enter.

Darcke and I had been woken before dawn by Torden banging on the ship’s hull, and as we’d dragged our tired bodies to the Hird, the king and Guner had waited there with a small group of warriors and horses.

I’d been avoiding Viljan and the others all week, and I was grateful Darcke had demanded to ride in the front with his men. Since we had to share a horse, I hadn’t even had to deal with their stares burning into my back.

When I’d gotten onto the horse, Darcke had jumped up behind me, and in his usual bastard way, he’d ripped the reins from my hands and forced me to sit within his arms as he guided the horse through the island, choosing whatever speed pleased him at the moment.

I swore he’d chosen to gallop over the rockiest parts because I’d dared try to find a position where the mare’s spine didn’t dig into my bruised behind.

A flicker went through the bond, and I very maturely stuck out my tongue at my second when he approached the king. He wiggled his fingers back, his face betraying nothing of the glee I sensed within him.

“How are you doing?” Rakkel looked exhausted as she came to my side, her eyes sunken, without a trace of the teasing smile she’d worn like a mark of honor the first weeks of the summer trials.

“Did they send you?” I asked quietly.

Viljan and Ivren stood turned our way, their mouths moving as they talked, but the tension in their shoulders was more obvious than if I’d bonded with one of them.

“Yes.” Rakkel shrugged. “But I also wanted to say hi.”

I sighed through my tense jaw. At least she was honest.

“Hi,” I said.

“Guess I deserved that.” She raked a hand through her hair. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not been easy for you the past few days.”

The guilt in her words dripped down my back. Up close like this, Rakkel looked even worse. There was an emptiness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, and the way Stefen kept throwing glares our way, I guessed they were having a fight.

“Has it been easy for you?” I asked.

“No,” she replied. “Not the bonding or anything else.” She swallowed. “Did you hear there was another attack yesterday?”

“No?” I hadn’t heard anything, but that wasn’t too surprising, given that I basically was in the glen with Darcke or passed out from exhaustion. “Who?”

When a twinge of worry raised my shoulders, an answering question instantly resounded within me. Without looking, I waved a dismissive hand Darcke’s way.

I hadn’t seen Ilse or Kilia since that day in the training ring. As their iron-bound, I should be getting to know them—should be bonding even before we formally did so at the academy. But I didn’t have it in me—not yet—and Darcke hadn’t pressed me about it.

My stomach turned, thinking of Kilia. I should especially have been keeping an eye on him, even if it had been days now and he hadn’t raised his suspicions.

Another shudder went through me. He was probably saving his reveal for something bigger—sometime when I wouldn’t be able to escape.

“Ottoh’s sister was attacked while walking back from the lake last night.” Rakkel subtly tilted her head to our right, where Ottoh stood next to a gray stallion, keeping a hand on the horse’s neck while talking to Vero, who was slumped over it.

Even from here, it was clear that she was injured. Her arm was in a sling tied tight to her body, and the side of her face wasn’t darkened from the sun or with bruises from training, like mine. The blue and green spots ran from her temple down her neck, and I winced, imagining how much that must hurt.

“Do we know who did it?” I asked.

“Yes. Your guard was the one who found her. Viljan, is that his name?”

“He’s not my guard anymore,” I said, but my response was too fast, and from the look Rakkel shot my way, she didn’t believe me.

“Anyway. He was coming from training with Ivren when he found two men who’d attacked her close to the harbor. He killed one and captured the other. They hail from some nation Ivren’s family invaded years ago—a small southern island.”

“Are they related to the ones that came after me and Ilse?”

“We don’t know.” Rakkel stared off into the woods as a sound from some animal I hoped we could avoid wove between the trees. “The man refuses to talk. Apparently Darcke’s men are doing everything they can, but so far no luck.”

I guessed the attacks were another reason I should be grateful to Darcke’s training. By staying far into the woods, where not even the king or his men were likely to find us, we were also staying safe from the foreigners who were braving our lands.

I turned toward my second when a short woman with golden hair caught my eye.

“What?” I breathed.

“What is it?” Rakkel whirled in the same direction. “Who is that?”

“My mother,” I said slowly.

“That’s nice,” Rakkel said. “My mother just left to go home. She wanted to ensure the bonding went well, but now I’m on my own.”

I wasn’t sure about nice. I didn’t reply as I made my way over to where my mother bowed to the king. She spoke a few words before turning toward Ivren and Viljan. The crack that had opened in my chest when I left my home widened as my mother walked up to embrace Ivren, then bowed her head to Viljan, settling with her back toward me.

She wasn’t even looking my way.

Of course she isn’t. Think about what you’ve done so far. You’re an embarrassment to the Sweengard name. No one would be proud to be the mother of someone so dishonorable. Your father must be so ashamed at his table in Valhalla.

I blinked away the tears fighting to spill from my eyes, forcing a smile on my face as I joined the trio.

“Mother,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

Her eyes started at my feet, then moved up my legs and over my chest, and finally met my gaze. “You look starved.” Her fingers tapped my temple. “But your head is somehow intact.”

“What?” I asked, sensing Darcke stiffen somewhere behind me, his searing gaze shooting my way.

“I had to wonder if your mind had gone.” My mother dragged me closer by the arm of the jacket Darcke had forced me to wear because we didn’t know what we’d face in Morkskog. “Bonding with Darcke A’lian? One of the king’s warriors, and a foreigner at that? What if you die during the trials or the Hird? Will he lead our people? Will he sit on your father’s throne? What were you thinking?”

Ivren grimaced. “She tried to make the best she could of a s⁠—”

“Ivren, I’m speaking to my daughter,” my mother interrupted. “Lika would never have done this to us.” Her bottom lip trembled, not with sorrow but rage. “Why did the gods have to take your brother instead of you? Why did you have to be the one that lived?”

“Seindra!” Viljan looked horrified.

“Don’t even get me started with you,” my mother snapped. “You were supposed to lead her right. You were supposed to be reasonable! How could you have allowed this?”

“Mother.” I tried to signal to Darcke not to come over, but obviously he fucking didn’t listen. “If you think for only a second, you’ll understand why I had to do it. It was for you. For our people.”

My mother’s words hurt, but it was a dull pain—softened after years of hearing a different version of the same. I’d always been a disappointment to her. I was too weak, too soft hearted, too slow, not enough Viking, and not enough bride.

“Elvara, it’s like you don’t understand the stakes. We are relying on you now. We need you to survive for all of us to.” My mother thankfully lowered her voice, but there was still something harsh and accusatory in it. “I hope Viljan has informed you that your father’s men think it was someone we know who killed your brother and father. If their suspicions are true, we have a traitor in our fylki.”

“He did, but⁠—”

“You’ve only made enemies here. Not a single ally apart from that vicious, strange, witless beast of a warrior,” my mother continued, spit flying from her mouth at the urgency she tried to get the words out.

“You forgot evil,” Darcke drawled. “They do say I killed my own people to gain this position, after all.” He slipped up behind my back, and despite the conversation fighting to pierce my chest, the warmth radiating from him layered across my spine, steadying me.

My chin lifted the smallest of inches, and if I wasn’t misreading him, an ember of pride buzzed across the tether before it was extinguished as Darcke faced off with my mother.

“Did you do something to her?” my mother asked. “Did you force her into this?”

I had to give it to her: she hadn’t backed up an inch, even with Darcke overhearing her tirade. My mother was even shorter than I was, and Darcke towered over her with his six-foot-five stature.

“If you’re referring to magic, that kind is reserved for your revered shaman.” Darcke pressed his hand against my back. I refused to acknowledge Ivren and Viljan’s shared look. “You know very well I couldn’t have messed with her mind even if my powers weren’t dormant. Your gods made sure of that.”

“Your gods?” My mother ground her teeth. “Elvara, I⁠—”

“It’s time for the trial,” Darcke said as if my mother hadn’t spoken at all. “We should get ready.” He rested his chin on my shoulder as if we were old friends, not new allies. “Best of luck, Solsken. And to you, second.”

Darcke truly had a skill for sounding like a cold bastard. The rage filling both Viljan’s and Mother’s eyes made the corners of my lips jerk upward.

“Elvara!” my mother snarled.

But I only dipped my head before spinning around and following Darcke to the horse we would ride, since it might take days for us to make it out of the wild woods.

“Safe to say I don’t have your mother’s approval,” Darcke said.

I cocked my head. “Were you looking for it?”

“No. I’m not the man you bring home to your parents.”

The lethal grin that followed emphasized his statement. I hummed as I fought with everything in me not to look over my shoulder, where I was certain at least my mother and Viljan were staring daggers after us.

“They are looking,” Darcke mumbled. “Don’t give them the satisfaction.”

“I won’t,” I said through my teeth.

“You look nothing like your mother,” Darcke observed as we passed Ottoh and his sister.

“I am nothing like her either,” I replied. “I think that’s why she’s always disliked me. I was…” I cleared my throat. “I’m much more like my father.”

Darcke nodded. When I felt him detach, disappearing into his own thoughts, I focused on keeping one foot in front of the other, my back straight and my eyes anywhere but on Ottoh and Geord as they shot me looks.

My mother’s body language probably hadn’t been too hard to read. I was sure they were very excited to see me scolded like a child.

We reached the onyx mare just as Guner, the king, and his shaman stepped forward.

I leaned against the warm horse, letting her round belly rock me back and forth until some of the heat in my blood from seeing my mother cooled. Darcke settled beside me, so close our shoulders touched. I frowned before silent laughter rumbled through him at the furious eyes tracking where his body lined up with my own.

“You should stop that,” I whispered. “People might get the wrong idea.”

“That’s half the fun. Besides, I’m used to giving people the wrong idea,” he replied too loudly.

I shook my head. “You’re hopeless.”

Something dark crossed Darcke’s face as Guner stepped forward.

The king’s second clapped his hands. “Heirs, seconds, chiefs, the royal court.”

The shore we stood upon, facing the thick forest, went quiet. Water licked the beach behind us where the king’s court stood in small groups. I tried to let the gentle sound of water and the horse’s rhythmic breathing soothe the nerves starting to spark within me.

“We are here today for the sacred trial of wood. Every Viking warrior must earn their ship to cross the vast seas surrounding the north and fulfill our people’s wyrd of conquering the unknown.” Guner took a moment to acknowledge each of us, starting with Geord and his second to my right and ending with Ivren and Viljan farthest to my left. “For our heirs, it’s even more important. If the forest allows you to leave with a ship from Yggdrasil Bay, the wood that makes up that tree will begin to grow in abundance on your island when you take over as chief, and you and your people will be permitted to use it to build your fleet and homes. This is why you are tested before the Hird formally begins and not in your first year, like all other initiates.”

Leaves rustled and the trees before us stretched as they readied themselves to become our judges.

I huddled closer to the horse’s warmth. My father always said Morkskog fed on the weak, and if you weren’t found worthy, the trees would be the first to scream the truth. Heirs had died in Morkskog before, and the forest used their bodies to grow even more unfettered. But there was an even worse fate: there had been heirs who’d escaped only because the forest didn’t want their husks tainting the enchanted grounds, but they’d done so without the trees’ blessing. That meant that the heir wouldn’t be able to build the additional ships their chiefdom would require with the influx of new blood into the fylki. It was an incredible dishonor. One the gods would not forgive.

The king placed a hand on Guner’s shoulder, and the second instantly shrunk back. “Seconds, you will be manning your heir’s ship, but you also need to be blessed by the spirits of the woods. You’ll need to work together to survive until the bay.” Gustief turned to the dark woods, and the strange leaves stirred fiercely in response. “Morkskog feeds on fear. You will need to face your own, not run from it, or the forest will not offer you a way out.”

Geord turned my way, his brows raised in challenge as he mouthed, “Boo.”

“He’s a problem,” Darcke said. His eyes slid to mine. “I don’t like problems.”

Neither did I.

Cold whispered over my shoulders when a distant howl rushed through the dark branches waving for us to come closer.

It didn’t help when I felt a mirroring shiver of worry run down Darcke’s spine. As the wind whipping through the woods whistled louder, a drumming started beating through the darkness. I wasn’t especially eager to find out where it came from, but when the king motioned for us to mount our horses, I made myself do so with a steady jump.

Viljan turned my way after pulling Ivren onto the white horse they were to share, and I hated the lump that stuck in my throat at the hollow look on his face.

I had to talk to him. I was still furious that he’d suspected I had something to do with Lika’s and my father’s deaths, but as Darcke readied himself to join me on our mare and Viljan turned away, I shook it off.

I’d had to change at the Hird—and quickly. Viljan, on the other hand, would always be what he was: the proud guard of a chief’s eldest daughter, driven by duty and honor to protect the Sweengard name, although now it would be the Solsken name instead.

My mother stood a few feet behind Ivren and Viljan, anger still lining her shoulders.

I gave her a quick nod. She, too, was driven by duty. Whenever my father was gone on his conquests—which was often—she was the chief of our island, and that responsibility ate at her. Lika had also been her favorite, and while she’d never admit it, the rage she’d come at me with was fueled by pain.

“Don’t make excuses for them,” Darcke said as he placed a hand on the horse’s back, right behind where I made myself comfortable. “They hurt you, and you have a right to be angry.”

I shuffled forward on the mare. Perhaps I had a right, but I didn’t have the will. Despite what my mother had said, I did understand the stakes, and there was too much at risk to linger too long on petty arguments. I needed to get through the next few weeks without revealing my severed rune, and avoid getting attacked by our enemies again. Given the information Viljan and my mother had just shared, I also needed to weed out a traitor in our midst.

Darcke pretended to gag. “I don’t know why you’re so worried. You’re too honorable.”

I stuck out my tongue at him, earning an eye roll as he climbed up behind me. His arms wrapped loosely around my waist, but his breaths came deeper—slower—than I was used to.

“Are you scared?” I teased, turning my head over my shoulder.

His eyes went between mine, and my body stiffened when his did.

“Of course I’m scared,” he replied in his low voice when the drums echoed louder. The mare started walking at the same time as the other four horses did, heading straight for the shadowed woods. “I like living far too much.”
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The first hours were quiet. The mare’s hooves crunched rhythmically against the leaf-riddled forest bed, and the drums that sounded like the forest’s heartbeat accompanied us as we made our way deeper into the wild woods. Thankfully, Darcke’s measured breaths against my back kept me steady.

Every once in a while we needed to duck under branches reaching for us like skeletal claws wanting to rip into our flesh, and I jerked whenever I thought I heard tapping steps, but each time the woods swallowed the sound. The silence that followed wasn’t peaceful, more like someone holding their breath right before battle, a quiet heart in a terrified chest, or the moment right before a cry of pain. It was thick and haunting, and it felt as if it closed in on us, trapping us in this realm of watching trees and ghosts and danger.

When a ripple of fear went through me, Darcke’s arms brushed my waist. I shifted, moving so that my back lined up with his chest. There was a second of hesitation, but then the warrior secured me there, holding me against him as we turned our heads at every strange rustle.

“There are no animals in this part of the woods.” Darcke’s voice was hoarse as it brushed my ear.

“It’s like it’s dead,” I whispered, grateful for the warmth surrounding me when a howling wind ripped through the air, making the blackened branches around us seem even more like ghostly husks. “My father told me the opposite about his experience here. That the woods were full of life and predators and traps.”

“It shows us what it wants to.” Darcke hooked a finger under my chin and tilted my face up. “Look.”

As we passed them, the trees turned, their trunks twisting and their crowns tangled in each other’s, building a thick roof that hid what little of the sky we’d been able to make out. Air struggled into my lungs at the sight of it—and the sense that the woods were looking back.

One of Darcke’s hands moved to press against my waist, his fingers drumming a slow beat that distracted me enough that I could take a breath.

“They’re watching us,” I whispered.

His stubble brushed against my shoulder as he nodded. “They are.”

Something moved within the tree crowns, a sliver of silver hair coming into view before it disappeared again behind dark leaves. I blinked, thinking I’d imagined it, when it showed up again, peeking over thick branches before moving on, keeping our pace.

“What is that?” My voice wasn’t more than a puff of air.

“The warden of the forest,” Darcke replied as he pulled on the reins, making the mare slow as he steered us on the narrow path. “The huldra.”

“She’s real?” I kept looking for her, my muscles coiling each time a pair of glittering blue eyes twinkled my way between the branches.

“I’d say so.”

A giggle layered over us, echoed by the rustle of wood and fueled by howling wind. The sound filled my mind first, then moved into my limbs, making my bones ache. Darcke shifted again, his body caging mine when the sound burrowed through the trunks, making the trees vibrate like they were joining her in laughter.

“She’s lonely,” I said as something pulled deep in my gut.

“No, she’s not.” Darcke’s fingers tapped my side again. “She wants us to stay so she can rip our veins out of our bodies and plant them like roots so we continue to grow her forest.” His chin dug into my shoulder, and I kept my head turned forward as his hot breath trickled over my skin. “You see those trees over there?”

Standing amongst the ash and pine were crimson oak—the trees that rose from warriors who’d fallen on sacred land like Morkskog. Their crowns looked like hands reaching for Valhalla, and sap the color of bright blood dripped along their trunks, feeding the rich soil beneath.

“That’s other heirs,” I replied.

Darcke nodded. “And their seconds.”

A woman’s face peeked from one of those crowns, her smile so bright it took more power than I wanted to admit to turn away, but finally I was able to twist my body until I could focus on Darcke instead.

“What do you think we’ll face out here?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Nothing good.”

I frowned at the sliver of awareness filling him, but before I could ask, that giggle sounded again, too pure and childish to belong in these dark woods. The wind mimicked her, whispering through the trees until each one woke, their leaves drifting in the opposite direction of the breeze.

“I don’t like this,” I muttered. “She’s creepy.”

“She’s a protector,” Darcke said as the huldra jumped from one tree to another, her eyes always on us, as if she was patrolling her border. “She is the reason these woods have survived for millennia. She does what she needs to do to keep it that way. Whatever sacrifice it requires.”

“Sounds like you’re impressed by her,” I replied, my head whipping back and forth as the warden of the forest followed us, her laugh continuing to shatter the thick silence.

“I understand her.” Darcke pulled on the reins. “There’s a difference.”

As the mare slowed, I met the huldra’s eyes once more. There was a determination in the pale blue—a fierceness, a will to do whatever was needed. The woman gave me a slow smile before she spun, revealing a backside that looked like a hollowed rotten tree trunk.

“A pretty lie with a dark shadow,” I whispered, my stomach clenching.

Perhaps I understood her as well.
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An hour passed, then another. We kept riding, and the spirit of the woods kept following.

“What do you think she wants?” I asked.

The huldra threw herself from tree to tree, not once letting us out of sight. The forest turned as well, trailing her wherever she went, like warriors following their commander.

“To test us,” Darcke replied, something within him steadying as he turned his head from side to side.

My chest fluttered, my nerves igniting as I followed his gaze. There was nothing but trees and trees and trees. Ash and pine and crimson oak standing in neat rows, as if the huldra tended to them like my sisters did the vegetable garden back home.

After we remained quiet for more long moments, a thicker darkness fell, like evening had arrived even though barely any light had found its way into this overgrown forest. The shadows continued creeping in, settling over my skin and then seeking their way through my limbs.

A yawn overtook me, and I loosened my shoulders.

“You can rest if you want,” Darcke said, his arms moving to hold me steady. “I’ll keep us on track.”

“I’m fine,” I said, blinking against the tiredness.

“You’re making me tired.” He nudged me so I fell back against him, and the additional heat did nothing to help my exhaustion. “You can take the first watch when we stop.”

“All right,” I agreed when his conviction found its way into me. “Wake me when you need a break.”

A warm breeze made leaves whirl before us, and I bowed my head when the forest spirit showed her face again. More warmth danced over my skin, and I closed my eyes, listening to Darcke’s low whistle and letting his chest and the horse rock me into half slumber.

A voice pulled me awake. “We should find somewhere to stop.”

My brows pulled. “Why?”

“Because I’m tired?” the man replied.

More confusion filled me, and my thoughts refused to clear. Clouds floated within my mind like a white mist that covered everything I needed to sort through. Faces eluded me, going in and out, and I blinked at the dark forest that was nothing like the warm beach I should be headed to—nothing like my home.

The blanket of white was alluring—welcoming—but I still fought it. Something within me tried to burrow through, but it was as if the mist solidified, keeping anything clear at bay.

“But it’s daytime?” I asked, turning around on the horse.

“No. We’ve been here for hours.” A terrifyingly handsome man stared back at me, his hair strangely short, lying in messy waves atop his head. Even with the war paint dabbed across his eyes and the ridge of his nose, two tattoos peeked through: three dots forming a triangle beneath his right eye, and below his other one, three waves rising above his sharp cheekbone.

Before I could stop myself, I lifted a hand and traced a finger over the black markings. “These are pretty.”

“Very funny,” he replied, his eyes narrowing. “We should find shelter. I don’t want us or the horse out in the open. Who knows what else is hiding behind these trees.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny,” I replied. “I meant it.”

The man shook his head. “Great. Still, shelter.”

“What do they mean?” I poked the three waves. “This is for the three great seas, but what are the dots?”

“Focus,” the man said.

I tilted my head when a strange brush of anger went over my chest. “Tell me and I’ll focus.”

“It’s a reminder that we only need wind, current, and will to find a way out of anything,” he said. “It’s the mark of my people.”

“I love that.” I cupped his cheek, letting my thumb brush over his hot skin, smudging his war paint. His dark eyes flashed, making them even more alluring—like reflective pools of water drawing you in only to drown you. “Do I have any marks for my people?”

His back went stiff under my touch. “What?”

I waved a hand over my face. “Do I have any tattoos?”

“You know you don’t, heir.”

I brushed my fingers over the crease between his brows. “Am I the heir?”

Something I didn’t like as much flashed in the man’s eyes. “Do you know who I am?”

“No,” I said. “Should I?”

I wanted to get to know him. He was beautiful. I liked the way his lips curved, like they were always holding back a smile, and his face was all sharp angles that I wouldn’t mind risking cutting myself on.

“You don’t think it’s weird you’re riding with me on a horse in this cursed forest?” he asked.

I twisted my mouth. “Not really. It feels like where I should be. You feel like who I should be with.”

At least something within me was trying to tell me that was true. I tried to focus on what that was, but the feeling slipped like sand between my fingers each time.

“Do you know who you are?”

I shook my head. Somehow it didn’t matter. I’d find out soon enough.

“You don’t remember that you’re Elvara Sweengard, heir to the Oenskan fylki, and my bonded?”

“No,” I said.

Whoever that was, I’d left her behind. I didn’t care. I was exactly where I should be.

I was safe. Watched over. Following my wyrd.

“Interesting,” the man mused, before asking, “What do your instincts tell you to do?”

Prickles crawled over my skin, fighting their way into my thoughts. There were several things I wanted to do, but now I wasn’t sure which one tasted most like the truth.

“I should… guide the horse that way?” I said as I pointed to a bushy arch towering over an impenetrable darkness.

As I thought it, something within me strained. My hands tangled in the horse’s mane as I tried to hold on to it. What was that feeling?

It contradicted the warmth within me—the pull that wanted me to approach the arch.

Maybe I shouldn’t go there at all.

The man’s full mouth lifted on one side as he pulled the reins so that the horse went the opposite way. “That path we won’t go down.”

Something screeched in the darkness, and I frowned into it.

Why was it so dark? The trees around us were nothing like this man. They were frightening, and so was the spirit—because peeking at us through the trees was a forest spirit.

“She isn’t happy with you,” I said. “She wants us to go the other way.”

But who was she? And why did I know what she wanted? I felt her longing as if it were my own, but there was a different yearning within me, fighting it. I moved closer to the man behind me, nestling myself against his chest.

“I don’t care what she wants,” the man said, his voice so low my rib cage vibrated.

I liked his voice too. It wrapped around me in a way that shouldn’t feel safe but did.

“Do I care?” I asked. Should I care?

He laughed once. “You’re really fighting her, aren’t you? Feel for your instincts again. The ones that are yours, not someone else trying to influence you.”

I could do that. I think.

Keeping his gaze, I let the world fade.

I was alone with my thoughts. They were still shrouded in white—like the snowstorms that would blow over the ice back home. I held on to that—the island dressed in white, where longships were stuck in the ice that caressed the docks and only the largest warships were able to break through the frozen seas.

Home. That felt right. That felt like mine.

“That’s right,” the man said. “That feels like a memory, not a forest spirit trying to lure you into her trap.”

The heat from his body was like a blanket of safety, and I smiled as I leaned into his broad chest. Something pulled me to him, something that also felt like home—a bond I somehow knew should be treasured.

“You’re mine,” I said slowly. “Aren’t you?”

When a jolt of surprise flipped my stomach, I giggled. It came from him—that I was certain of. I let my hand trail up his leg, my back melting into his chest. It garnered me the same reaction once more.

“I should stay close to you,” I said. Everything in me told me he was safe. He wouldn’t only watch my back but would save my soul from whatever came at us. Because that was what the bond was—protection.

I closed my eyes again. My words rang true within him, and there was something else there, too—a tug that had nothing to do with the bond tethering his chest to mine.

“You need me,” I said. “You need me more than I need you, so you will keep me safe.” More surprise, this of a different kind—one I wasn’t fond of—jabbed at my chest, and I winced. “You don’t want me to know that.”

His forehead creased again.

Was I wrong? Confusion wound its way around my mind.

He remained still as I spun and moved my hand back to his face.

“I—” I dropped my fingers when something sharp came at my thoughts, and I jerked backward. “No. I need you? Is that right?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Do you?”

I turned forward as the horse fell into a gallop, and when we left behind the arch I’d been pulled toward, the images in my mind cleared.

Faces that had evaded me sharpened, and feelings that the man’s warm ones had overpowered returned. My father showed up first, and I jerked back from the man when his memory morphed into a body on the ground, limbs at unnatural angles and blood pooling beneath him.

“Did I do that?”

“Did you do what?” He had to lean in so I’d hear him over the rushing wind.

People standing on a dock came next, their fists lifted in farewell to my father’s body as it floated away on the river in a burial boat.

No, that wasn’t right. I shook my head to get my thoughts in order.

It wasn’t my father they waved to. They were saying goodbye to me.

“Am I going to die?” I asked.

Strong arms tightened around my waist. “We’re all going to die.”

“But will I die soon?”

“Not if I have anything to do with it.”

As we passed a thick copse of the tallest birch I’d ever seen, the world stopped being muted. It was as if we’d passed beneath a waterfall, the water transforming me into me again. The mist evaporated from my mind, and panic flooded me.

Despite the mare’s speed, I whirled.

“What just happened?” I asked urgently.

Darcke grinned coldly. “You fell for the huldra’s spell. And I saved you.”

The spell? I cursed silently when Darcke’s silent chuckle vibrated along the bond.

Falling asleep must have made me vulnerable.

“No need to be so fucking smug.” I grimaced as I leafed through the memories of what I’d just done—and what I’d told him.

Heat crept over my cheeks at the way I’d touched him. I’d thought he was beautiful.

I closed my eyes. I’d told him he was mine.

But as I went over every single word leaving my lips, my shoulders lowered. I hadn’t said anything about my family—about my people. About my magic. Nothing I’d done had been too damning.

“I wouldn’t be so relaxed,” Darcke teased. “You told me how pretty you really think I am.”

I shoved at him. “I meant your tattoos, you bastard.”

“Sure.” He used his hand to move my head forward as the mare approached a massive ash where the roots had lifted from the ground, forming almost a cave beneath the thick trunk. “If you’re done admiring me, let’s take shelter beneath that tree.”

I bit my cheeks when they burned so hot they could have probably led the way through the system of roots the horse led us into.
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“You shouldn’t be embarrassed,” Darcke said as he sat down on the ground opposite me after making sure the mare had food and was tied down properly so she wouldn’t wander off in the night. “It’s not your fault. Everyone thinks I’m handsome.”

“I’m not embarrassed.” I squinted into the night, searching for the few stars that burned bright enough to peek through the canopy. Pulling my legs to my chest, I rested my back against a wide root of the tree we’d taken shelter beneath. “Also you’ve got it all wrong. You’re mistaking admiration for terror.”

“I doubt that. Either way…” He chuckled darkly. “I make hearts race.”

My eyes rolled to the moon, which made a short appearance before leaving us in darkness once more. We hadn’t tried lighting a fire. Even the thought of it had made the woods seem more threatening, the branches reaching farther down in warning.

After the huldra, I wasn’t taking any more risks.

The root I rested against thudded, beating like a steady heart pounding against my back, like Darcke’s chest had on the horse. The pulse continued up into the tree, into the heart that sat somewhere where the towering roots tethered to the trunk, thirty or so feet above the ground.

“Your refusal to yield isn’t as infuriating when it works in our favor.” Darcke leaned his head back so that his face was hidden in the shadows of the roots weaving above us. “You did better than I expected.”

My spine snapped straight. “Than you expected?”

I couldn’t see them, but I felt his lips twitch. “One of us had to pass her test.”

“You knew?” I hissed softly.

“Not immediately, but when you started snoring, I realized we were riding in circles—that she wouldn’t let us go on without a test.” He shrugged his shoulders. “So I followed her, and then you started acting all confused, forgetting who you were. That’s when I knew she was trying to see if you’d go where she wanted you to.”

“You made the decision without consulting me?” I asked, my arms wrapping hard around my legs so that I wouldn’t launch myself at him. My fingers twitched as I laced them together.

“You’re angry.”

“Great fucking observation,” I snarled. “What if something had gone wrong?”

What if I’d said something I shouldn’t?

“I wouldn’t have let it,” Darcke drawled.

My teeth slammed together, and I balled my hands where they rested around my knees. “We are supposed to collaborate.”

“And we did,” he responded calmly. “I kept you safe while you passed her test so we were allowed out of her part of the woods.”

I felt his smirk when my urge to punch him in the throat found him.

A pulse of energy went through the dark.

“Should we fight?” Darcke asked innocently.

“Fight?” I whisper-screamed. “No, we shouldn’t fight.”

“But I think it would be so much fun.”

“You’re such a b⁠—”

A loud crack echoed through the night, and my words faded with the wind when several of the tree’s roots lifted from the ground, slicing through the air like whips before coming down around Darcke.

“Fuck,” the warrior cursed as he rolled, barely getting out of the way of a large root trying to crush him. Muffled sounds of struggle followed, and I sprang to my feet when more roots lifted, ripping through the rich soil and forming a tight cage around him.

Darcke’s eyes were wild as his hands wrapped around the bars.

“This wasn’t exactly what I meant with fighting,” he drawled.

“I’m not the one doing this,” I said.

“I didn’t say you were.” His head went from side to side. “Now get me out.”

The bond roiled when I hesitated.

I pursed my lips. He didn’t like me pretending to debate whether to help him. Probably because he could feel there was a small part of me that actually did.

“Do I need to remind you that if I die, so do you, heir?”

“No,” I replied. “It’s the only reason I haven’t killed you yet.”

“Liar.” His laugh was cut short when the bars tightened, folding in closer around him.

“No,” Darcke barked as if the tree towering above us would listen. “Get the fuck off me.”

Horror slithered along my skin when smaller roots came up from the ground, winding up Darcke’s legs and torso until he was held firmly in place, unable to move even an inch.

If he could have killed me with his glare, he would have. “This is your fucking fault.”

“How is it my fault?” I asked as I tried to approach him.

A branch snapped down, and I yelped when it slashed across my cheek.

Fuck, that hurt.

Looking up, I tried again. More branches came down, and each one whipped at me, leaving red marks across my hands and arms as I used them to protect my face. Our mare neighed, her feet stomping against the ground. Thankfully, we’d tied her far enough away that the branches aiming for me weren’t a danger for her.

“If not for you, I wouldn’t have been in here,” Darcke growled. “And I would have had my fucking axe so I could chop this asshole into firewood.”

The tree roared, and the ground shook so violently I threw my arms out not to fall over.

“Maybe don’t threaten the forest when they have you captured?” I snarled.

“Get. Me. Out,” Darcke growled. “Or I swear…”

I was going to tease him until I felt a tiny seed of something glacial build in my chest.

“Are you worried?” I asked as I ducked for another branch coming for me.

“Of course I’m fucking worried,” Darcke hissed as the roots twisted farther up, capturing his arms and folding them tight against his body. “This tree is about to either bury me alive or rip me apart, and you’re not doing anything about it!”

“I’m trying!” I had to roll to escape another branch coming down.

“No, you’re not!” The cage crept closer to Darcke, the bars weaving over his head. “Why is it getting smaller?” He tilted his head up. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

Another roar split the night. Then the wind picked up, howling through the forest and blowing leaves and dust into my face until I had to shield my eyes from it.

“Use your fucking magic,” Darcke growled. “Rip it apart!”

More gusts whirled, racing between the roots and branches until dust layered everywhere, the air so full of pine needles and leaves that it was becoming hard to make out Darcke and the cage that squeezed around him.

“There must be another way.” I tried to swallow the panic, but it continued to claw up my throat until it clogged.

“I know you’re pissed.” The roots wove up Darcke’s neck, and I could feel them taunting him—closing in so that he struggled to draw breaths. “But I had your back. I was protecting you! This… you’re going to have me killed!”

A wave of terror consumed me—closed in on me like the cage crushing my second.

“Why are you so fucking scared?” Darcke screamed. “Just do it! Use your magic and get us out of here!”

“I’m not scared!” I cried back as I threw myself to the side to avoid another branch aiming for my face.
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The cage creaked as the roots crept closer to Darcke, and I winced when he growled, trying with raw fury to shove off the roots weaving around his body. My own muscles strained as he fought for his life, and another jolt of fear pressed against my chest.

“Liar,” Darcke said slowly. His head whirled my way. “Did you think I was handsome when you were under the huldra’s spell?”

“What does that have to do with anything?” I screamed as I zigzagged to avoid the branches. I wasn’t getting any closer to the cage, especially half blind from dust and everything else finding its way into my eyes.

“Just fucking answer!”

“No! It was your tattoos!” I cried.

The cage howled again and the roots drew into the ground, leaving barely any space left for Darcke’s body.

“You’re lying,” he growled. “It’s reacting to you lying!”

“What?” I took a shuddering breath in a moment of respite. “No!”

“Yes!” he snarled. “It does! Answer the question again, and Don’t. Fucking. Lie. Did you think I was handsome when you were under the huldra’s spell?”

“Yes!” I snarled as a branch caught my shoulder, sending me right into another, which struck me in the eye so hard I saw stars. “Fuck!”

I didn’t even need to look with the one eye I could use. Darcke’s satisfied arrogance weaving through me was enough.

“The cage didn’t move,” he taunted. “Apparently it wants you to tell me the truth. What are you hiding from me, little heir?”

“Noth—”

“No lies,” he snarled.

“Fine.” I pushed up against the side of the tree to avoid more of its branches vying for me. “Something I can’t tell you!”

“Why?” he demanded.

Pressure mounted behind my eyes as I struggled with what to say.

“Because it could risk everything for the people I love,” I finally decided.

“Me dying today will kill you too.” Darcke’s voice lowered, and there was a flicker of soothing filling it that did nothing for the sheer terror within me. “Is whatever you’re hiding worth both our lives?”

“Yes.”

It was the easiest truth I’d told so far.

A spark of surprise went through him.

“Do you want me to die?” he asked. “Do you want to die?”

“No! Of course not,” I replied.

“But you will risk it?”

“I have to!” I cried.

“No, you don’t.” Darcke fought the roots coiling around his neck. “You have a choice. You can use your magic or answer my question.”

“Don’t ask me,” I begged. “Please, don’t ask me.”

“I have to unless you’re going to use that Sweengard strength to help me.” There was a note of struggle behind Darcke’s words, but I didn’t care when I felt his determination, which would damn us both. “We’ll die if I don’t. Whatever it is, I’m sure we can figure it out.”

I’ll die if you do.

“Please!” I covered my face with my hands. “Please, don’t do this!”

“Tell me exactly what you’re hiding.”

When his demand rumbled through me, the air went still. The branches that had kept whipping the ground stiffened in their places, and the breeze died down, making the leaves dance as they trickled over the ground.

Sorrow crawled through me, twisting my insides. Dropping my hands from my face, I forced myself to look at him. If I was going to be responsible for his death today, then he at least deserved that—me watching as the tree crushed him.

“No,” I said quietly.

I expected hatred. Fury. Rage. But while his face hardened, Darcke couldn’t hide the seed of respect that took root within him, and something in his eyes flickered—only for a second, but long enough that I realized I’d proved him wrong about something.

“I’m sorry,” I got out as the roots began moving again.

One of his brows arched slowly, as if it had all the time in the world.

“Are you?” Then his head was forced forward, his neck bending until I could feel his bones protesting, ready to snap. His back followed, the roots around him making him bow until his knees hit the dirt.

Anyone but him would have felt fear at that moment. I did. A furious terror seized my chest, crushing it against my heart. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want this to be the end. I didn’t want to prove my mother right. But Darcke only growled, a loud and fierce defiance spreading within him, making my limbs twitch.

My fingers flexed.

I couldn’t just stand here. Even though what would happen now was my fault, I couldn’t just watch. Even if it was Helheim that waited for me, I’d fight to the end like I’d earn a feast in Valhalla for it.

A cry tore from my throat as I sprang forward. I groaned as a branch slammed into my gut, sending me flying into another, which pummeled me into the ground. The branch pinned me there on my back, my neck twisted so I could watch as the roots pulled Darcke with them toward the ground, as if they would take him right down to Hel themselves.

He didn’t scream. Even his growl was silenced. But that unyielding sense continued to tear through Darcke. I cried out as I fought the tree, iron tinging the air from where the branches ripped into my skin, cutting into my flesh until I bled like the crimson oaks surrounding us.

Then a shadow flew over one of the roots. My shout was cut off as someone jumped off a horse and threw a branch sharpened into a spear with perfect precision up into the darkness of the trunk above. The world stuttered for a second before all roots lifted, and a screech that made my ears ring shattered the night.

“Get up!” someone screamed.

Darcke didn’t hesitate, and the speed with which he sprinted to our mare ignited the same urgency within me. I grabbed the hand that wrapped around my wrist, allowing the person to pull me onto my legs, then help me onto their horse.

“Go,” the man bellowed, leaning forward and forcing my chest over the horse’s neck.

Branches whipped and slashed and fought all around us, and I closed my eyes, begging Odin or Tyr or whichever god was watching to help us as well, when I felt Darcke and our mare escape the tree.

I could almost hear Darcke’s scoff. Your gods will be of no help today.

“Faster,” the man behind me shouted, and the horse neighed as it lengthened its strides.

A crack that must have been heard all over Nordoen sliced the dark. I gasped when I turned my head and saw the tree itself detached from the ground, its roots like the many legs of a spider, starting a sprint toward us.

“This way!” a woman called.

I don’t think I’d ever been so grateful for a makeshift torch as when our horse passed her and she threw it at the tree chasing us. It hesitated for long enough that we reached what looked like a border of gilded rowan trees standing guard, with metal leaves formed like arrowheads and berries the color of blood.

The ash screeched again as it slid to a halt, its branches whipping out but never reaching past the golden row of trunks, and I took a shallow breath as the horse came to a halt beside Darcke and our mare.

Sweat stung my eyes as I turned, and whatever I’d been in the process of saying evaded me as the man pulled off his hood, an infuriating smirk pulling at his pale features.

“Why?” I said instead.

“It looked like you needed some help,” Ottoh said smugly. “And my rune gives me perfect aim.”
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“So you decided to help us?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if I was more surprised we were alive or that we were alive because Ottoh Briggen, of all heirs, had saved us.

“He saw you speaking to your mom.” Vero, Ottoh’s twin, limped up to us, placing a hand on the mare Darcke hopped off. “And we know all about disappointed moms, don’t we, brother?”

Ottoh shot a warning look at his sister before that grin spread across his face once more. “It’s far too fun to watch all the others hate you. It keeps time passing, so I decided to keep you around a little bit longer.”

I shook my head. “Well, th⁠—”

“Don’t thank him,” Darcke snarled. “He doesn’t deserve it.”

“I did save your lives, warrior,” Ottoh replied. “I’d say a thank-you is warranted.”

A warning in Darcke’s face made me stiffen. “See it as payback for what you did to her the first day.”

Ottoh rolled his eyes. “I’m honestly surprised you haven’t killed her yet. We all know how much you hate her.”

Vero grimaced in the lethal silence that followed. “Well, this was nice and all…”

“You can let her go now,” Darcke said far too softly, ignoring the twin.

Only then did I realize Ottoh’s hands rested on my thighs.

As I shook them off, Ottoh laughed. “Look at that. Do you care for her?”

“I’m her second. I’m supposed to keep her alive.” Darcke didn’t meet my eyes as he stalked over and dragged me off the heir’s horse. “It doesn’t matter whether I hate her or not.”

I winced, silently cursing myself immediately after. For a second, Darcke stiffened. Then he pulled me to him, boring his eyes into mine until it felt like there was only us left in the entire world.

I raised my hand when a violent tide of emotions washed over me. “I know. I know. You’re going to yell at me for almost killing you.”

“No,” Darcke replied. “I’m going to yell at you for almost killing yourself. You are supposed to be an heir—a leader. You cannot put yourself at risk like that! You need to be selfish! You need to be willing to sacrifice others, not yourself.”

“That’s not how it works!” I couldn’t stand how my voice trembled, but I couldn’t stop either. “If you felt an ounce of the honor it is to be a second, you’d realize that. I’m supposed to die for my people! I’m supposed to sacrifice myself.”

One of his hands came around my neck.

“No, Elvara.” His eyes flitted between mine.

We both tensed when the bond surged with something that felt like the deadly fever that had gone through my village when I was a child—hot and trembling and so incredibly dangerous—as he spoke my name for the first time.

“No,” he said again. His eyes lifted for a second, and his forehead creased—a jarring uncertainty hitting me—before he dragged us away from the Briggen twins. Darcke didn’t stop until we were out of earshot, although the Briggens’ gazes still burned curiously over us.

“This honor you speak of,” Darcke whispered, a vicious edge to his words. “How can you not see it’s just another way for your gods to control you? They tempt you with Valhalla so that you will overpower any people who do not obey them. They offer you runes, but only the ones they’re willing to give out—and only if they think you’ve earned them.”

“Enough.” I placed a hand on his chest, ignoring how it heaved as intensely as my own did. “You cannot speak like this. I will not allow it.”

His brows flew up. “You will not allow it?”

I tilted my face back in defiance. “I won’t.”

The hand Darcke had kept around the back of my neck moved, his fingers wrapping around my lifted chin. “Are you trying to tell me what to do?” he asked as he stepped closer until he towered over me.

Everything within me was set alight. I wasn’t sure exactly what emotions spun between us: a mixture of hatred and fear and anger and the adrenaline-fueled excitement that came with surviving another moment we shouldn’t have.

“No,” I responded heatedly. “I am telling you what to do.”

The air around us pulsated with nervous energy, and when I wetted my lips, Darcke’s eyes flew down before slowly lifting back to my own. His grip on my chin tightened, and my toes curled in my boots when the intensity with which he glared at me trickled over my skin.

“I see,” the warrior said. “And how do you plan to enforce that?”

His velvet voice wrapped around the bond and snaked its way right into my stomach, flipping it so violently I swayed into his chest. Darcke’s other hand came around my back to steady me, and the pressure of it made me jump.

There was a challenge in the way he held me—as if he dared me to push him off. But not a single part of me wanted to. His eyes darkened when I leaned into his hands instead, when I didn’t shy away from his fingers splaying across my skin.

“You were going to let me die to keep your secrets,” Darcke whispered.

I had no idea why it suddenly sounded so fucking hot.

“I was,” I replied, my breath sticking in my throat when his nose brushed mine.

“No amount of threats to your life could make you tell me, is that right?”

My core clenched when his hand slipped around my neck again, his fingers brushing the back of it and his thumb ghosting over my jaw. His eyes widened as he watched my reaction, and I wasn’t sure which of us sent more of that heat across the bond.

“That’s right,” I whispered.

“I see,” he said once more.

A whisper of a smile touched his lips, a trickle of pride running up my spine, and his thumb caressed my jawline again—so gently I could almost tell myself I’d imagined it.

I leaned into him a little bit more. Darcke remained still this time. Waiting. Watching. As if he wanted me to decide.

My teeth sank into my bottom lip, and his eyes drew down again. I would go through what we’d just done again—over and over and over—to feel that appreciation warm my chest. His grip remained firm, but he didn’t move. I tilted my head to show that I was okay with it—that I wanted it.

His lips twitched, but when a branch snapped, something hesitant pricked my scalp.

The outside world rushed in, and the adrenaline that had made me feel like I was weightless—as if I floated in one of those heated pools Darcke had showed me—vanished like snow on the first day of spring.

I need you to swear that no such connection has ever happened, and will ever happen, between you.

I blinked.

What this was? What I was feeling now, even if it was only after nearly dying?

It couldn’t happen.

I stepped back, and Darcke let me.

“Are you guys done?” Ottoh called.

“Yes,” I called back.

Darcke and I pretended not to hear how my voice shook.

“We should get going,” I said.

“We should.”

“I…” I swallowed. “I am s⁠—”

“I swear if you fucking apologize, I will kill you,” Darcke growled before overtaking me and approaching the other heir.

“We took bets on you either fucking or killing each other.” Vero came to my side, looking too disappointed for someone with an eye swollen shut, a bandaged arm, and bruises coloring every inch of skin I could see through her leathers.

“What did you bet?” I mumbled distractedly as Darcke and Ottoh argued over whether we should join forces or not. As if that were Darcke’s decision.

“Fucking.” Vero elbowed me. “But I didn’t say when, and I have a feeling I’ll win this one.”

“You know it’s not allowed, right,” I replied, turning away from the men with my cheeks burning.

“Heirs are not allowed to fall in love with their seconds.” Vero mock-fanned herself with her hand. “Hate-fucking your lethal and weirdly hot second, on the other hand, I think is all good.”

I shot her an amused look. “Weirdly hot?”

“I mean, look at him.” She waved his way. “Tall, built like he could carry two longships under his arms, that hair that looks like it would be perfect to weave your hands into…”

“You sure you’re not the one who wants to fuck him?” I asked.

The muscles playing beneath Darcke’s leathers coiled when he felt the pang of childish jealousy shooting through me. I whirled again, grinding my teeth so hard a headache started at the back of my neck.

“And earn the wrath of a Sweengard?” Vero laughed. “No, thanks.” She jerked her head his way again. “Stop wasting your time. I’m sure your parents are like my own and have several potential husbands lined up for you that would benefit your fylki. Men like him are for having fun before that.”

Darcke’s spine locked so abruptly my fingers curled.

A golden glow flashed in the distance, and a second after, the ground rumbled.

When the girl lost her balance, yelping in pain, I caught her arm.

“Thanks,” she mumbled. “I didn’t see those bastards coming last night. So fucking stupid, since we have this trial and the steel one coming up.”

I was about to respond when the world went dark.

“Vero! What just happened?” Ottoh screamed.

“I’m getting really fucking tired of this forest,” Darcke muttered.

“We’re over here!” Vero called into the darkness. “Let’s stay by the horses,” she added as I held on to her arm. “I’m no good if we need to get away from something quickly.”

“Vero!” Ottoh shouted again.

“Over here!” his twin called back.

“Strange,” Ottoh said. “They weren’t that far away.”

“What?” Vero’s hand found mine as she started to approach their voices. “I said, over here!”

“I can feel her,” Darcke said. “Heir, stop playing and come out.”

“We’re right here,” I replied. “No need to yell.”

“Vero! It’s not fucking funny,” Ottoh barked, but there was fear trickling into his voice.

“I don’t think they can hear us,” Vero said.

“I’d say that’s pretty obvious.” Apprehension crackled over my skin. “Let’s try to find them.”

“Ottoh! Can you call out again?” Vero shouted.

I nudged my shoulder to hers. “Didn’t we just agree that they can’t hear us?”

“Right.” Her hand tightened around my wrist. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Heir,” Darcke called, his voice lowering into his dangerously calm one. “I can feel you.”

I tried to make myself relax—let him feel that I wasn’t worried—but that proved impossible when Ottoh’s cry splintered the darkness. “No! Vero!”

A thud followed, and Darcke hissed, “Get up!”

“No!” Ottoh cried again.

I grimaced at Vero’s grip when a sob broke through her brother’s scream.

“The bond,” Ottoh continued, panicked. “I don’t feel it anymore.”

“I’m here! I’m right here, Ottoh!” Vero screamed into the thick shadows. “I’m all right!”

“She’s—” Ottoh’s voice cracked. “She’s gone!”

“It’s the forest.” Darcke tried to calm him. “I feel my heir. They’re out there.”

“Do you feel your bond?” I asked, lowering my tone even though they couldn’t hear us.

“No,” Vero admitted, a tremor sneaking into her words. “No, I don’t.”

I drew a breath, feeling Darcke searching for me and trying to show him I was doing the same.

“Come on,” I said as I tugged at Vero’s hand. “Maybe you need a physical connection somehow.”

“Fuck,” Vero cursed.

My heart flew into my throat. “What?”

“I stepped in a puddle or something,” she replied. “I’m drenched.”

I took a seeking step forward to where I thought I’d heard Darcke last. My free hand flew to my pounding chest when I also stepped into something deep, and wetness crawled up my trousers.

A question whispered over my skin until my shoulders jerked upward.

“She’s all right,” I whispered into the void. “We’re both all right. It was just water.”

“They’re okay,” Darcke said. “She just told me they’re okay.”

That was new. I hadn’t exactly heard him in my mind, rather felt what he wondered.

“Are you sure?” Ottoh snarled. “Vero is the only thing I have. I need you to be sure that she’s all right!”

“Yes,” Darcke replied. “But if you don’t release me, you might not be.”

Keep talking.

“Come on,” I said as Vero and I inched forward. “Say something again.”

Darcke. Say something.

“We’re over here.” His voice came from the left, and I pulled the limping Vero with me.

They were so close. I could smell driftwood and sun—could feel Darcke’s body heat.

It’s a test. His voice echoed in my mind, and I took a short breath.

“Yes,” I whispered.

Like the huldra and the tree, this was also a test. But none of us had figured out what for yet.

Vero sniffed loudly as feet digging into dirt reached our ears. I forced my mind to collaborate instead of spinning. I wasn’t sure what the huldra had tested Darcke for, but for me, she had fed off my fear of losing control. The tree had tapped into Darcke’s refusal to be caged—I’d been able to taste his hatred for something else controlling what he did—as well as my unwillingness to tell the truth. So what would this be?

“Do you know why the forest would sever your bond?” I asked Vero.

“N-no,” she stuttered. “Unless they want us to know what it’s like to be all alone. We’re twins, so we’ve always done everything together. With the bond, we will also continue to do everything together.”

A chill made the hair on the back of my neck rise.

“Your bond is broken, but ours…” I trailed off, but Darcke’s thought was as clear in my head as if I had been the one to speak it. Is tethering us closer.

“What are you thinking?” Vero asked hesitantly.

“They’re testing the weaknesses of our bond,” I said. “You are so dependent on each other that they want to see how you will make it out of here alone. And we…” I cleared my throat. “Are not.”

“Where are they?” Ottoh demanded. “Are they close?”

“They’re almost here,” Darcke said. I feel you behind me, he added silently.

“I… I think you might be right,” Vero said. “I can barely hear Ottoh anymore.”

They need to finish alone, I thought.

“You need to go,” Darcke said out loud to the Briggen heir. “They’re testing you to see that you can do this alone.”

“Fuck that,” Ottoh snarled. “I am not leaving her here. She’s injured. You might not be excited to be the Sweengard second, but we have trained our entire life for this.”

I made a noise of surprise as I bumped into Darcke’s back. I felt him spin, his hand searching for mine, and as soon as his fingers tangled with mine, Vero’s hand was ripped away.

For a moment the world was quiet. Dark and quiet and filled with anticipation.

Then it exploded in light, as if a star had fallen and enveloped us in its warmth.

So many thoughts attacked me at once—so much anger and frustration and urgency. Letting go of Darcke, I cradled my head in my hands as they continued to overwhelm me, forcing their way into my mind, taking over everything.

“Make it stop,” I pleaded as I pressed my palms against my eyes.

“You make it stop,” he growled. “Get the fuck out of my head.”

Images began flickering before my eyes—too fast for me to make out much at all.

There was snow. Water. Ships. Fire.

Then the same thing again.

Snow. Water. Ships. Fire.

Again. And again.

Each time the fury mounted, filling me until my closed eyelids glowed with crimson.

It was like a wall held the memories back, as if they weren’t allowed to exist. And they didn’t like it. A banging started in my head, hands slamming against an invisible cage until the drumming overtook everything, my very bones vibrating with the effort of holding myself together.

“Stop it,” I screamed. “Stop it!”

Familiar splinters of memory ripped through my thoughts, mixing with the foreign ones.

My mother holding my sisters close.

Viljan’s reflection in the water above me.

My tears dripping into the river.

My father’s smiling face.

No. No. No.

Lika waving at me from the ship my father sailed.

“Get out of my head,” I cried. “Stop this!”

Stop thinking about them. Stop. Stop. Stop.

“You get out of mine,” Darcke gritted. “Stop making me relive this!”

“I can’t!” I shouted as me killing the karl that first day was replaced by an image of warships heading to an island where people screamed as they scrambled to get down from the mountain.

I could hear Darcke’s heavy breathing—feel him trying to figure it out.

“Enough!” My nails dug into his leather tunic when Geord and his friends chasing me through the woods came next, followed by Darcke falling to his knees by the ocean. “Stop!”

His hands found mine again, and he pulled me to him.

“Breathe,” he whispered. To me or him, I wasn’t sure.

“It’s too much,” I cried, choking on the emotions that weren’t mine but filled me all the same.

“Breathe.” His hands slid up my arms, over my shoulder and neck, until they settled across my cheeks. “Just breathe. You need to calm the fuck down so we can figure this out.”

“You calm down. You’re doing this to me!” I pressed my hands against his chest. “Stop it!”

“I’m trying to calm too,” he hissed. “But you need to help. It’s quite fucking hard when you’re used to fighting it like this.”

“Fighting what?” I screamed as the pounding intensified. An image of Darcke dipping his hand into the ocean filled my thoughts, making me feel like my head might burst open. “What is this?”

“My mind,” Darcke said through his teeth. “It’s my mind.”

I huffed a breath. This was his mind? All the time? It felt like I was about to go mad—as if I was trapped in a loop of violent thoughts that wanted nothing more than to crush my mind and me with it.

“Yes,” Darcke replied. “All. The. Time. Now, breathe!” His chest tapped against mine, and when his hot breath rushed out, I tried to make mine follow.

“Again,” he ordered, his thumbs brushing rhythmically over my cheeks.

We took a shared breath. The hammering quieted a little, the urgency softening.

“Good,” he said.

It didn’t feel like the thoughts might fight their way out of my skull anymore—as if they’d rip my skin to pieces in their panic to escape their hold.

“What happened to you?” I whispered.

The images making bile build at the back of my throat slowed, but it was like Darcke’s mind fought against it—as if there was something he was trying to show me, but that memory hid amongst the rest, seeking refuge in the chaos. Finally the onslaught of thoughts cleared enough for me to make separate ones out.

Darcke stood beside the king, his face pale and gaze hollow. He didn’t want this, but he was going to do it anyway.

“Now,” the king ordered. “Do it now.”

The shaman appeared.

I bit back a bout of nausea when that strange leash tightened around Darcke’s mind, forcing thoughts and memories and magic back until they hammered against an invisible wall, like a prisoner screaming in an empty dungeon.

The image vanished instantly, disappearing like a ship cresting a tall wave. Darcke’s hands fell to my shoulders, and my stomach knitted when a shudder went through him.

Darkness still surrounded us, but as Darcke’s thoughts calmed—as they tired from the fight they had put up against the magic leashing them—I could see his eyes in my mind.

“The king did that to you?” I whispered at the exhausted sorrow spreading through us both.

He didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to.

“Why?” I asked.

His fingers dug into my skin, pulling me closer. Darcke’s chin brushed my forehead before he lifted it an inch, letting it rest atop my head.

You can’t tell me, can you?

Goose bumps peppered my skin. That had been something else. He was something else. And his mind was a very, very dark place.

“Yours isn’t all sunshine, either, heir.”

I know.

“We should go.” Darcke’s hands moved down to my own.

“Where?” I asked, a sense of despair sticking to my skin like cold sweat.

Something in my mind opened—memories rushing through like a river in spring when the ice melted. Darcke’s fingers tangled around mine when the clammy feeling spread across my skin, and my eyes shut even though I couldn’t see anything.

My reflection in the water looked back at us, the devastation so clear in my face it took my breath to relive it. “Please help me.” My broken whisper went through my chest, cracking my heart wide open again, throwing me back to that day.

“Don’t,” I pleaded.

Tears began dripping down my cheeks, and Viljan turned his back on me, giving me privacy.

“Obviously,” Darcke snarled.

“Please, stop,” I begged. “Please get out.”

“I’m trying,” he said through his teeth.

His fingers brushed the back of my hand, and it was like he dragged himself a step back even though he didn’t physically move. Then Darcke’s eyes closed in my mind.

I let out a shaking “Thank you” when the memory was released.

So sad, he thought. So alone.

“It’s not like your inner circle is a crowd,” I tried to quip to break through the anguish rolling back and forth between us.

Maybe that’s why we like each other.

I stiffened at the warmth in that thought. Where did that come from?

“Do we like each other?” I whispered as Darcke started leading us through the darkness, walking slowly as bushes crept up our legs, their thorns ripping at our clothing. “And how do you know where to go?”

“Don’t read that much into it. I just meant that we haven’t killed each other yet,” Darcke replied. “And I don’t. I am guessing we’re supposed to live out this lovely connection, and once it’s done, the end will reveal itself.”

A memory of an overgrown part of a forest, where rampant weeds wove up every tree and bushes covered every inch of the ground, slammed into me.

My brows furrowed. “Have you been here before?”

“Of course not,” Darcke replied.

Nothing within his mind contradicted his reply, not even when I listened closely. The terrifying pounding within Darcke’s head was gone, although there was still an echo of it, as if the magic had quelled everything but the small flame of pure will that it would never be able to quench within the warrior.

His mind was sharp now, and I swallowed before I spun around in the vast, strange space. There were tunnels in it—white halls leading away from the wall of memories locked up deep in the back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Darcke growled as I stumbled toward something that looked like a door standing ajar. A handle appeared, and the scent of sun and summer wove out of it, too enticing for me not to press it down.

“No—”

Darcke’s voice drifted away as I tumbled straight into his memory.

Raised voices came from the longhouse, the smell of iron and death already joining the smoke trickling out of the chimneys.

“Sounds like trouble,” Torden said. “Should we investigate?”

Darcke stared at the door for a second before turning to the water and the ship he wished he could get on and sail until the end of days. But he’d promised.

He’d heard the call, and he’d promised he’d respond if he ever did.

The water running down Torden’s neck glistened in the firelight from the torches hanging outside the house, and Darcke nodded when the water stilled, telling him this was it.

“Elvara, don’t.”

I heard Darcke as if from far away, but I couldn’t stop myself from following him and his men into the warmth.

Darcke led the way, and Torden nearly slammed into his back when he stilled, his heart going silent in his chest. The redheaded girl holding the sword before him… No, it couldn’t be.

The memory shifted, a beautiful woman with huge moss-colored eyes taking its place. She had auburn hair, and her laugh echoed in the stone hall as she called something out over the crowd. But her face. It was the mirror to that of the girl in the longhouse.

The image was strange, though, the person looking up at her as if…

I couldn’t breathe.

The auburn woman looked so tall because the person watching her was a child. Because the one seeing it was Darcke as a child.

I didn’t breathe as I threw myself after the memory when it faded, trying to somehow make it stay. But the only thing I was able to hold on to was Darcke’s devastating sense of disappointment—the choking feeling like eagerly returning home after months at sea and finding that home gone, washed up on a shore that was no longer your own.

My entire body trembled as I came to. “Who is that?”

Darcke didn’t respond, his hand refusing to let mine go even as I pulled at him as he continued stalking through the darkness.

“Tell me,” I snarled. “Or I swear⁠—”

He spun, his face leveling with mine, and even in the suffocating blackness I knew his features were as hard as the cliffs skirting Oenskan. “What will you do? Hurt me? Do you think you can hurt me? Do you think anyone can?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think anyone can hurt you more than the king already has.”

“I thought we weren’t allowed to speak of him like that,” Darcke spat.

“Stop changing the subject.”

I ignored the thrill of unease whispering over my skin. Because I was beginning to see that my mind might have been as muddled my entire life as it had been with the huldra.

Darcke hadn’t betrayed his people. Somehow the king had forced him—somehow he’d found a way—because how Darcke had looked at that woman… it was with love.

“You’re making some bold assumptions, heir.” Darcke’s fingers whispered over my arm. “You ought to be careful.”

“Who was that, Darcke?” I asked as the other doors in his mind vibrated—tempted me.

“Are you going to force your way into my thoughts again?”

“Maybe,” I admitted.

“Such honesty,” he drawled. “Is it so I won’t barge into yours?”

I felt a tap in my mind that turned my gut.

“Doesn’t feel so good, does it?” he asked.

“Who is she?” I asked again.

“Was,” Darcke corrected me. “She was one of our council leaders.”

“And why—” I swallowed.

“Why does she look like you?”

I could feel it. Deep within me something twisted and turned until the ugly truth started to make itself clear. Memories of my mother treating me differently. Of my father going above her head each time they made a decision about me: with Viljan, with the men she suggested for my husband, with my upbringing.

A jab of pain stabbed at my chest.

Viljan’s questioning. Did you have your brother killed to be here?

My mother coming here even with the danger it posed to our people. If their suspicions are true, we have a traitor in our fylki.

Njord showing up instead of the other gods. It wasn’t because of Darcke.

It was because of me.

“Is… are we related?” I asked. “Is she… Am I?”

I couldn’t finish, and Darcke didn’t voice his thoughts out loud, but we were both thinking the same thing. A light flickered ahead for the first time since the darkness had swallowed us, and the world went so quiet I had to grip Darcke to make sure he was still there. But it was my mind becoming my own once more, no longer threatened by the foreign presence.

“I think we passed,” Darcke said quietly.
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Ilet him drag me toward what looked like the end of a long hallway.

When the dim light stung my eyes, I savored the pain for the second of relief it offered me. It felt like days should have passed, but as we stumbled into a new part of the forest where low bushes and golden oak stretched to a glimpse of the sea ahead, the waning moon’s reflection glittered near the horizon.

I shook off his hand and went to sit by one of the trees, where I pulled my legs against my chest and folded into myself. As if that could make sense of the world. As if that could protect me from what I’d just found out.

“Are you all right?” Darcke asked as he took a spot beside me, although he stretched his legs out instead, rolling his neck before leaning back against the trunk of the oak.

“Is that why you hated me?” I asked.

“What?”

“From the moment you saw me… I felt it,” I said. “I mean, even without being in your mind. Sure, I stole your ship and I lied and I might be an heir and I know you hate us all, but it was different with me. You couldn’t stand me. Is it because… I remind you of her?”

He chewed his cheek for a second. “Yes.”

“You thought you heard the call,” I said slowly. “Was that my call? In the river.”

Darcke didn’t respond, but his eyes trailed over my face.

“You can’t respond because the king has forbidden you to speak of anything related to your people and your magic, isn’t that true?”

He lay his hand on my knee when I groaned in frustration.

“My father’s longship. I saw it on your island. He must…” I clenched my hands. “That’s why Viljan and my mother are worried about me. They think I found out and—” I covered my face with my hands. “Gods, I can’t believe this.”

“I thought you knew,” Darcke said as he turned his head to the sea ahead. “That you were taunting me.” The muscle in his jaw worked. “That the one person left of my people was an heir to one of the chiefdoms in Skagerik. I couldn’t stand it.”

“Wait,” I said slowly, my gut turning. “Are we… does this mean we are…”

He laughed. “We’re not related.”

I looked away as the wave of relief spilled through my limbs, as warmth made its way up my neck. Darcke chuckled again, then he tapped my knee and hummed a low melody as the moon continued its descent. I had to shut my eyes when the sorrow and heartbreak in it burrowed through my veins.

“I’m sorry about your people,” I whispered.

He was silent for a few seconds. “They were your people too.”

“I think knowing someone and losing them is worse than not knowing them at all,” I said as I picked at a thread on my trousers.

Darcke’s fingers tightened around my leg, and I lifted my gaze to his.

“I think you might be right,” he replied after a long look.

“I’m doing this for my people,” I admitted when we’d been quiet for a while and I couldn’t stand the crushing grief that rolled through the warrior beside me. “Everything I’ve done so far, I’ve done for them.”

Darcke cleared his throat. “I know.” His elbow gently pressed into my side. “You don’t need to tell me anything. There is no tree threatening to crush me anymore.”

“But what if I want to?” I blurted out.

His smile was slow. Real.

Steps sounded behind us, and I went still when Darcke lifted his hand to my face. His lips lifted higher as he wiped with his thumb a tear that I hadn’t noticed, staring at it before letting it slide down his finger and absorb into his skin.

“Save that for someone who deserves it,” he whispered as Ottoh and Vero stumbled into the small clearing we sat in.

“You survived,” Ottoh said as he helped his sister to where we were seated.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” I shot back, shifting away from where my body burned from Darcke’s touch.

“I’m not,” Ottoh said.

I arched a brow.

“He is a little shaken after that trial. We nearly didn’t get out because Ottoh here freaked out when you two disappeared,” Vero said. “You should take the compliment.”

“That’s a compliment?” I asked at the same time as Ottoh snarled, “I wasn’t the one who cried.”

I moved my lips to the side as the Briggen twin scowled at her brother.

“We should get going.” Darcke jumped up to his feet, not a line in his face betraying what we’d been through. “The bay is over there.”

“We’re going to rest,” Ottoh said, lifting a hand when Vero muttered something I didn’t pick up. “You’re still injured, and we don’t know if there are going to be more tests between here and the beach.”

“What do you want to do?” Darcke asked me.

“You’re asking me something instead of lifting me up and carrying me wherever you wish to go?” I pretended to press my hand to my chest, grateful when the strange tension that had twisted around us faded as his glower returned.

When Darcke muttered something under his breath, I stared out over the expanse of bushes and the golden oaks that glittered in the sun that began rising over the sea. The scent of sap wove around us, and if I took a deep enough breath, the smell of newly polished and chopped wood, still warm from the work, joined it.

Somewhere along the beach that skirted the bay there would be ships.

How many depended on how many of us made it out.

I threw a look behind us, but the darkness was quiet, with no sign of any other heirs. Or their seconds. Thankfully. I wasn’t sure if I could keep it together yet if I ran into Viljan or my mother.

Darcke bowed his head before I had the chance to speak. “We’ll stay for a while.”

Ottoh helped Vero to the spot Darcke had vacated, and when she rested against the trunk, the two men sat down opposite us.

No one spoke, each of us deep in our thoughts, as the day turned lighter. The sun’s rays whispered over us, and my eyelids fluttered shut while I tried to understand how my parents could have kept this secret from me—how Viljan could have hidden it from me all these years. Because he’d known. That was the only thing that made sense.

Had Lika known? Did my sisters?

I felt Darcke study me, and when I opened my eyes to his, my pulse leaped.

Where there used to be a cold, calculating look, there was now a curiosity that made my heart pound in my ears. And behind it was something even more dangerous: a familiarity that was starting to be impossible to deny.

My eyes moved to the hands twisting in my lap. I hadn’t even touched upon what this could mean for me walking into the gods’ halls. Was my Skagerik blood enough, or would the other half—the silent, diluted half that connected me with the strange warrior before me—instantly render me unworthy?

“Look!” Vero’s gasp made fear knit in my gut.

Darcke flew to his feet the same moment Ottoh did.

“What is that?” Ottoh hissed.

The roots from the tree Vero and I had our backs against sneaked their way through the soil. From them a thick yellow sap began bleeding out across the ground, like liquid gold surrounding us, reflecting our tense faces back at us.

“Seers’ sap,” I whispered as my reflection smiled at me.

“What the fuck is seers’ sap?” Darcke growled as he backed away from the gold trying to reach for him.

“It’s useless to try to avoid it,” I said as I rose on shaking legs, allowing the sap to encircle my feet entirely. “These trees were planted by the gods, and if they want us to see, they will make us see.”

“See what?” Vero stood as well, her blond hair mirroring the gold spilling from the tree.

“Whatever they want.” I took a breath. “The king’s shaman uses it to communicate with the gods, but since we’re not blessed with that kind of magic, we can only watch while the gods show us what they wish.”

“He can communicate with the gods too? So much for fucking perfect aim,” Ottoh muttered.

“Ottoh! Look at this,” Vero breathed. “I’m chief, like we always wanted.”

Ottoh inched across the gold until he stood by his sister. “Amazing.” His smile was sad when his eyes slid my way. “Are the visions always true?”

“I don’t kn—” My words stuck in my throat when my reflection changed.

The person who stared back at me was pale as a ghost, darkness around her eyes, standing in a realm that could be none other than Helheim. Ice spread out beneath and behind me, and an impenetrable mist swirled around my ankles, the dampness of it seeping through my ripped leathers.

Blood dripped down my arms, staining my hands crimson.

I raised my palms in front of me. I wasn’t the one bleeding.

That blood—that draining life force? It was my people’s. And this? This was my failure.

Another hand wrapped around the palm I’d been studying, and Darcke smiled at me as he lifted it and traced his lips over my skin. He was wearing my father’s iron helmet—the one my father only used in battle—and his whisper reverberated in the mist. A people for a people.

“Don’t believe everything you see.”

I flinched as Darcke’s voice vibrated against my ear, the depth of it sending a shiver racing across my shoulder. When I spun from the gold, my nose grazed his, and the sharp, electric thrill that followed stalled the air in my lungs.

“What?” I whispered.

He was too close. My eyes dipped to his chest and up again.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you see,” Darcke said, his voice rough. “The truth can be twisted, information misinterpreted.”

“That seems pretty straightforward,” I said.

“Not to me,” Darcke replied. “If you are destined for Hel? Then there is no Valhalla to be found.”

“You don’t know everything about me. You don’t know what I’ve done.” I tried to look away, but when his mouth curled into a devastating grin, my eyes followed each swerve of his full lips. “You don’t know what goes on in my mind.”

“You’ve seen too little of the world if you think whatever you imagine you’ve done makes you undeserving.” Darcke gently clasped the hand that still felt sticky from blood and pulled me back from the edge. “You are far too hard on yourself, and far too kind to others. Myself included.”

“You’re not so b⁠—”

I didn’t have time to finish before the familiar sound of an arrow whistling through the air reached my ears.

“Ambush!” I screamed as I felt the sharp point graze my cheek.

“Fuck.” Ottoh moved faster than I’d ever seen him, slamming his sister’s back against the trunk of the tree and placing himself before her, hands out like he planned to catch the arrows in the air.

“Get the fuck down,” Darcke roared when more arrows followed, their thuds biting into the bark of the golden oaks and snapping all of us out of our frozen state.

Another one nicked my shoulder, and I stood rooted when four men crested the darkness. One took charge, throwing a dagger aimed at Darcke’s unprotected back.

I didn’t think; I only reacted with the instincts Viljan had honed over the years.

I threw myself at the warrior to try to get him onto the ground. He cursed before striking me midair, sending me sprawling against a tree.

There was a sickening wet sound as the dagger found its target, and I whipped my head up to find Darcke with his back against me, the dagger lodged in his shoulder and blood gushing down his dark leathers.

That didn’t stop him from snarling and stalking toward the four men like a wildling.

“A’lian,” Ottoh screamed. “Run!”

“I. Don’t. Run,” the warrior growled.

In another situation I would have laughed. Darcke was violently insulted that these foreigners had managed to draw blood, and that made him hunger for theirs so fiercely that my hands reached for the sword that no longer rested across my back.

“He’s fucking crazy,” Ottoh hissed. “He’s unarmed. You better catch up with him, because that’s your life at stake.”

That realization had just dawned on me as well.

“Stop,” I screamed, trying to tug at the bond—trying to get him to remember that this wasn’t only about him. But Darcke only continued forward.

That’s when I noticed the fifth man hiding behind a tree.

“No!” I cried as the man sent another dagger straight toward Darcke’s heart.

He felt my dread, and at the last moment Darcke spun my way.

The dagger struck him in his side. There was a spark of surprise in Darcke’s eyes as his hand pressed against his gut. I huffed when white-hot pain shot through me, making me stumble over a root as I sprinted toward my second.

The man who’d cast the knife jumped out from the tree’s shadow, making a rush for Darcke as he fell to his knees. I grabbed for whatever I could on the ground, finding a rock that fit well enough in my palm, and threw it with everything in me. It bounced off the man’s temple with a crack, and as he tumbled backward, I felt a presence to my side.

I got another rock into my hand, and I was about to throw it as well when Ivren’s blue eyes widened. “Woah.” His hands flew into the air. “On your side.”

Viljan came up behind him, and as another arrow cut right over my old guard’s scalp, I screamed, “Over there.”

They reacted instantly. Viljan took the lead, using the trees to avoid the arrows raining through the air as he breached the distance between us and the men.

Ivren followed, picking up rocks and branches on his way. I decided to trust them to handle it as Darcke tumbled to the ground.

With my heart in my throat, I fell to the forest bed beside him.

“Remove one in the back,” he gritted.

I nodded as I pulled out the dagger. To Darcke’s credit he didn’t even flinch, although it could have been because the pain from the one sticking out of his side overshadowed anything else.

Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I inspected the wound. It was deep, with dark blood oozing out, but it was the bubbles by his mouth that worried me the most. Especially with the pressure lacing my own chest and the wheezing breaths trying to find their way into Darcke’s lungs.

“Elvara!” Ottoh called.

I turned my head over my shoulder. Ottoh’s arm was wrapped around his sister’s shoulders, and she had her head turned into his chest, her weight entirely on her left foot. There was no way she could fight if there were more of them out there.

“Go,” I urged. “We’ll come after you.”

The heir shifted back and forth.

“It’s fine! Go!” I screamed again.

Ottoh gave me a final look before he started dragging his sister out of there.

Darcke coughed. “You should leave me behind.”

“I die if you die, you idiot,” I snarled.

Ivren and Viljan had managed to take down one of the men, but the three others had axes in their hands as they spread out before them, wicked smiles on their faces as the heir and his second started backing up.

“Otherwise you’d be long gone, right?” Darcke asked.

“Otherwise I’d be long gone,” I agreed against the thudding in my chest.

Blood stained Darcke’s teeth when he smiled.

“What’s that for?” I asked as I eyed the area around Viljan and Ivren.

“It’s the first lie of yours I didn’t mind,” Darcke said.

I stilled for a second before he coughed again, his blood splattering onto my face.

“We need to get you out of here.” I looked up once more. Viljan was fighting two men while Ivren was cornered against a tree, ducking the axe driving into it.

“I…” I gestured to them. “I’ll be right back.”

Darcke’s hand found mine as I got up.

“Make Helheim proud.”

I felt his smugness as if it were my own when I giggled.

“Bastard,” I mumbled as I rose, sneaking behind a tree.

Viljan needed my help first. He was trying to get the men to hurt each other with the vicious swings of their weapons, but they were too well trained. The axes whistled through the air as Viljan spun and ducked and flew backward to avoid the sharp edges.

Behind him was a low-hanging branch. Sprinting around the men, I waved to my guard, praying that I wouldn’t accidentally cause his death with my distraction. When he caught my eyes, I pointed to the branch, then to myself, and he gave me a quick nod before he started his dance of death.

Running back so fast my chest hurt, I scaled the back of the tree I’d pointed at while Viljan drew the men my way. My back was pressed against the bark, and I waited until Viljan was two feet away, then I took a deep breath and climbed out on the branch.

“Now,” I screamed as I threw myself at the closest man.

It had the intended effect. They both looked up at the same time, and Viljan was able to kick the axe out of the hands of the man I aimed for. As I crashed into him, I locked my legs around his neck. When we hit the ground, I shut out the sound of cracking bones as I twisted my body until his neck snapped.

I shuffled backward as Viljan evaded the other man’s axe. When the attacker turned his back on me, I stuck out my leg, tripping him. Viljan’s foot followed, and he stomped a wide hole in the man’s chest, crushing his heart under his boot.

“I’ve got him,” Viljan screamed as he spun and sprinted to Ivren. “Get to the bay.”

I didn’t hesitate as I sprinted back to my second.

Darcke groaned as I slipped my hands under his shoulders and started dragging him toward the beach. “Stop complaining,” I hissed, hiding my worry. “I’m the one who’ll have sore muscles tomorrow.”

“Don’t… don’t pretend you haven’t admired my muscles,” he replied.

I couldn’t stop the grimace weaving over my features at how weak his voice was.

“That was not the intended response,” Darcke said.

“Shut up. I need to focus if I’m going to get you out alive.”

Darcke felt the worry coiling inside me, but thankfully he didn’t say anything as I pulled him through bushes and dirt and weeds. It wasn’t until we were almost where the tree line met the beach that he spoke again.

“I thought the bond was supposed to make us stronger, but…” More blood bubbled out of his mouth, something I wasn’t sure I should try to understand flashing across his features. “I think being close to you is making me worse.”

“Thanks,” I muttered as I finally got him onto the sand and allowed myself to slump down beside him.

“No.” Darcke turned his head so he could find my eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean, then?”

But Darcke’s eyes had closed, and my heart stuttered when I felt his breathing slow.

“Help!” I called. “Help us!”
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“The ships should sail as soon as the warden of the forest allows it.” Guner stood above the bay, where the blackest of water mirrored the thick mist twirling above it.

The cliffs skirting the steep drop were tall, as dark as the water and glistening in the midday sun, and an otherworldly song echoed in the air—one that spoke of times long lost, of battle and glory and bravery and survival.

“We’ve got this,” Ottoh said under his breath when I twisted my hands. “We already passed.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?” I shot back.

My words betrayed my nerves—my unease—as Torden and the others still worked on Darcke, Vero, and Geord’s second, who’d all been injured during the trial.

I also couldn’t not worry that there would be no ship for me. If Njord was the only one who’d chosen me out of the gods, then this forest might not even recognize me as an heir.

“Don’t worry.” Ivren came to my side, his lip split but otherwise unharmed. “You got out third, and you fought for your life to save you second. You’ll be rewarded for your honor.”

“Thanks for the help back there,” I replied quietly.

My brother’s friend touched the back of my hand, a small smile setting his features alight. “I’m sorry we didn’t arrive earlier. I’m sorry he got hurt.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said as some of the anger that had clung to me since Ivren took my intended second faded. “It could have gone a lot worse if you and Viljan hadn’t come when you did.”

Ivren’s smile spread, and when I returned it, something within him relaxed enough that Viljan became visible beside his tall frame.

“Those fuckers,” Viljan snarled as he leaned forward. “I can’t believe they’ve become so brave as to come here—onto our sacred lands. It’s bad enough they’re at the Hird, but Morkskog is divine territory.”

Ivren twisted his lips, his mouth opening, then closing again.

“What is it?” I asked.

The raven-haired heir touched his lip, then turned to where the king, Guner, and part of the court stood. My mother and Ivren’s mother were a few feet farther behind, talking quietly as they waited for the warden of the woods to bless us with her gifts.

When Ivren beckoned me away from Ottoh, I cautiously shuffled closer.

“How many attacks have there been since we arrived?” Ivren asked under his breath, his head twisted so none of the king’s men could see it. “Five? Six?”

I shrugged. “Something like that.”

Ivren’s blue eyes turned to steel. “My mother told me that there have been attacks on Gotravik, too, the past weeks. Several of our guards have been injured. And with your⁠—”

I shot him a sharp look.

“Sorry,” Ivren rushed out. “I’m just…” He hardened his jaw. “It’s the king. It’s never enough for him. We have to go farther and farther, make more and more enemies. Now they’re here. Now they’re coming after us every day. How many of us should die before something changes?”

A cough stuck in my throat, and I moved even closer to Ivren and Viljan when Geord turned our way, the curiosity on his face impossible to ignore.

“Ivren,” Viljan warned. “This is not the place.”

“The place for what?” I whispered. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m tired of this,” Ivren hissed at my guard. “I’m tired of worrying how many of my people will see the day tomorrow. I’m tired of following a king we haven’t elected—of us being the ones putting our lives at stake.” His hand flew out. “Adrion is dead. All of us were hurt somehow the past two days. Does that seem fair?”

“I…” I pulled at my jacket.

The king didn’t need to be elected by us because he was chosen by the gods. Only yesterday I would have told Ivren to mind his business, but now? After being in Darcke’s mind? After seeing what the king had done to him? I wasn’t so sure what I believed anymore.

“He’s right.” Rakkel strolled up from where she’d been speaking with her guard.

Stefen’s brows were drawn tight as he followed, and his hands fisted so hard his knuckles blanched.

“There have been attacks on our island as well,” Rakkel continued. “There… I think something needs to be done.” Her arm brushed mine as she leaned in. “It’s not like we can do what the king did to Darcke’s people and kill them all to stop the attacks.”

Viljan was suddenly very interested in the ground. As Rakkel said something else, I slipped past Ivren, coming so close Viljan was about to take a step back.

“No,” I hissed. “You stay right there.”

To my surprise, he did. My cheek nearly brushed his as I leaned in so I could ask him the question I’d had ever since being in Darcke’s mind and seeing the woman I suspected was my mother. “Did you know?”

He was quiet, but the air around us charged.

I shook my head, refusing to let him look away. “How long?”

He winced, and it sent my heart into free fall.

“The whole time? You’ve always known?”

“Since your father asked me to be your guard,” he admitted. “But Vara, I⁠—”

“No.” I raised my hands. “No. You’ve lied to me the whole time.”

“It’s not… I’m sorry.” Viljan reached for me for the first time since I met him when I was twelve, but I recoiled, my head shaking as violently as my hands trembled by my side.

“Let me explain,” Viljan begged as he followed. “Please.”

The others had gone quiet, but I didn’t care.

“What is there to explain?” I asked. “You were supposed to be my closest friend. You were supposed to be…”

“Your guard.” My mother’s hands wrapped around my arm. “What is this dishonorable behavior?”

“She knows,” Viljan said quietly. “He told her.”

Seindra Sweengard’s face twisted with harsh lines. “I knew that man would be bad news. You need to switch your second. I don’t care what the implications are, but he cannot be next in line to rule our people.”

“Seindra, he’s not that bad,” Viljan said. I couldn’t not be grateful for it, even though he only did it because of his guilt. “He’s… I think he cares enough for her to keep her alive. He took two daggers to save her life today.”

“Also, only the shaman can break the bond, and the king already blessed it,” I snarled. “Besides, Darcke didn’t tell me. I figured it out myself.”

Her scoff wrangled through my skin, her fingers tightening until they bruised. “Sure you did.”

Anger licked up my spine, painting my vision crimson.

“I know you think little of me, Mother,” I spat as I ripped my arm away. “But I’ve proved you wrong so far. I’ve survived, and I intend to continue to do so. Perhaps you wish I wouldn’t, but I will be taking my father’s throne, and the day I do, you will bow to me.”

She struck me so hard that any conversation that had continued around us went silent. Even the king and Guner whirled our way, while the shaman shook his head behind them.

My face blazed with heat when the heirs backed up. Ivren and Rakkel turned their gazes down, granting me the privacy they could, while Geord stared with his mouth open—as if he couldn’t get enough of me being disgraced. Ottoh was the only one who moved forward, something tightening around his eyes.

Viljan stood frozen, his face paling with every second that passed.

“Did that feel good?” I hissed. “Bet you’ve wanted to do that my entire life.”

Seindra lifted her hand again. “Ever since your father brought you back with him. I can’t believe⁠—”

“You better get those hands far away from my heir.” Darcke was calm as he strolled up to us, but the undertone of violence sent shivers over my skin. “Now.”

Seindra laughed as she took in his bandaged torso. “Or what?”

Darcke took a step closer, his voice going even softer. “Try me and find out.”

“Seindra, I don’t know what’s happening here, but I think you should leave.” Ivren walked up to stand beside me while Ottoh inched forward as well. “Elvara is your heir, and she will soon ascend your husband’s throne.”

“I know, and I’m here to ensure she doesn’t fuck it up.” She laughed again. “You all are children, and I will leave when it pleases me.”

My spine tingled, and I went rigid as the king came to join us, Guner following.

“What’s the issue here?” the king asked.

Seindra’s lips were still lifted, and as another wave of worry washed over me, Darcke moved closer, his fingers ghosting over the back of my hand.

I waited for her to reveal me to the king, but as her lips thinned, mine curled.

A low chuckle that made Guner glare at me wrestled through my throat. She couldn’t tell him what would surely ensure my disqualification as an heir. Because if she did, that meant her death too.

My chin lifted an inch.

My mother’s eyes narrowed, harsh lines working over her features.

“Well?” the king demanded. “What is happening?”

“Your king asked you a question,” Guner snarled at Seindra. “Has your heir dishonored you?”

“We had a disagreement,” I said when Seindra remained quiet, my pulse thundering through my veins. “But it is all resolved now. Isn’t it, Mother?”

I gave Darcke a quick smile over my shoulder when his chest brushed my back. As she watched us, Seindra’s face changed again. I didn’t like the look she shot me at all.

“It is.” Her features softened so much I almost believed her myself. “But my king, I still have some concerns.”

I was grateful Darcke was standing right behind me, because his hand found my waist to steady me when I swayed.

What was the woman’s plan now? If she outed me, that meant Darcke would take over immediately. We’d already bonded—there was no return from this.

The shaman came up behind Guner. “The ships should arrive any moment.”

The king and his second shared a look.

“Whatever it is, can it wait?” the king said. “The heirs are to be awarded their ships.”

“I’m afraid not.” Seindra nervously twisted her hair. “May we speak in private?”

I took a step forward with Darcke following like my shadow. “I⁠—”

“Whatever needs to be said, do it now and do it here,” the king ordered sharply. “We’re in the summer trials, not here to settle some chiefdom dispute.”

“I assure you this doesn’t affect only Oenskan,” she replied calmly.

My heart hammered so hard against my rib cage it felt like everyone else should be able to hear it, and Darcke’s chin brushed my shoulder as he leaned in to whisper, “Breathe.”

“See… I know the bonding has happened, but Chief Sweengard and I are worried about our daughter.”

The king gave me a once-over that had my hands tremble. “You do not trust your heir?”

“We trust her,” Seindra said, the small smile on her face more chilling than the tree that had tried to crush us last night. “It’s your warrior we do not trust.”

A darkness crossed the king’s face. “Are you implying I cannot control my men?”

“No,” she rushed out. “But he is a foreigner, and he doesn’t understand our clan’s ways.” She turned to us, pretending to wear a worried expression. “I’ve understood he…” She lowered her voice into a whisper. “Cares for her more than he should.”

It went quiet. The breeze coming in from the Northern Sea pounded against our ears, accompanied by the familiar sound of waves crashing against cliffs, crafting a song of threat and malice. I cursed violently in my mind when Darcke flew back a step, his boots drumming against the cliffs and drawing every pair of eyes his way.

“Isn’t that what you meant, Viljan?” Seindra asked innocently.

My former guard stood frozen, and my limbs locked as well when his wide eyes found mine.

“He took two daggers for her,” she pushed. “Doesn’t that imply that their bond is already fracturing?” Her hands brushed my arm as if in support, and I couldn’t even recoil. “Fritiof told me this has happened before—a second falling for their heir—and that the gods granted the heir a new second as long as the first was sacrificed in their honor.”

I didn’t know blood could run so cold, but mine was ice as it churned through my body.

I didn’t dare turn to Darcke, but I could feel his fury tinging the air—taste the blood he couldn’t stop thinking about spilling.

“Do you have proof?” the king asked quietly.

“Of course she doesn’t—” Darcke spun the king’s way, but I was able to grab his fist before he lunged at the hand the monarch raised.

“Stop,” I hissed, before trying to level my voice as I addressed the king. “I assure you nothing like that has happened.”

Yet. My teeth ground hard as the thought wrangled itself through my mind.

Darcke went so still my lungs refused me air. I fought for my life not to allow a blush to creep up my cheeks. I was too aware of him—too affected by him—and as I tried to casually shift my weight, the movement became clumsy, my foot slipping on the cliff.

He didn’t steady me this time, leaving my back cold and unprotected.

Guner cleared his throat. “Other seconds were injured, too, Seindra. This is a dangerous accusation.”

“I just…” Seindra’s eyes dipped. “I have no proof but a mother’s intuition.”

She was truly a master at acting.

I guess she would have to be, having pretended I was her daughter for twenty-two years.

She was worried, but not for me.

Folding my arms around myself, I took a deep breath. “I realize choosing Darcke was unconventional, and it was not what had been agreed with my father. Of course my mother worries.” Bile went up and down my throat as I took her hand in mine. “I promise nothing of the kind has happened, nor will it happen. I wanted Darcke for his skill in battle, which has already proved useful. Nothing more.”

The king harrumphed as he stared from me to Seindra to Darcke behind us.

The shaman placed a hand on his shoulder. “We cannot have an heir and a second with a romantic entanglement. The gods would not look favorably upon us if we allow it.”

“He knows that,” Guner snapped.

My brows furrowed at the king’s second’s tone, but I remained quiet, my pulse racing beneath my skin.

As something in the air shifted, the mist whirling up toward the sky like smoke from a chimney, the king shook his head. “This bores me.” He turned to me and Darcke, his commanding voice making my knees wobble. “You will not dishonor our clan. If I hear or see as much as one thing suggesting either of you is violating the bond, a dishonorable death awaits. I don’t care if you’re a commander or an heir.”

He turned to Seindra, erasing the smirk on her face. “And you. The gods allowed your daughter to choose him as her second, so unless you have something more tangible than a chief’s wife’s gut feeling, you will not waste my time again. You might not be part of the Hird, Seindra Sweengard, but I am still your king.” He spun so that his heavy fur cape flew out behind him, nearly smacking into the shaman’s face.

“Will these ships ever arrive?” Guner asked the shaman as the latter righted his long silk robe.

Sharpness still filled the king’s second’s words, and the shaman’s face twisted before he mumbled something I couldn’t make out and spun toward the sea.

Mist twirled toward the blue sky, painting everything around us in white, and that sound—the one that wasn’t Viking or animal—became stronger with every quiet second, layering around us like a blanket of whispers and dripping echoes.

“Any moment now,” he mumbled. “Any moment.”

“Entertainment is over,” Darcke snarled when the heirs and their seconds continued to stare at us, horror in some of their faces. “Unless you’re up for a challenge, of course. I’ve rested, and I haven’t spilled enough blood these past weeks.”

I was about to turn to him when the bond flickered with rejection.

Stay the fuck away from me rang in Darcke’s mind, as loud as the steps my second took toward the stone stairs leading down to the beach where the king’s ship floated.

As I stopped my spin, Geord gave me a smile that made me want to turn my head over my shoulder to make sure no one was coming after me. My neck twitched, and the new heir smirked before following Darcke toward the foggy beach.

“You should go, Seindra,” Guner said. “Unless you believe there is something else your heir cannot handle?”

My mother pursed her lips.

“Great. You can join the court and the Solsken chief.” Guner waited until Seindra gave me a look of pure poison as she retreated to the top of the cliff where they would watch us greet our ships, before waving for me, Ivren, Rakkel, and Ottoh. “What are you waiting for?”

A pale Rakkel pulled at Stefen. “Nothing. We’ll… we’ll wait at the beach.”

She truly didn’t look well. I’d thought so before the bonding, but now she looked almost sickly. Perhaps her trial had been as hard as ours were.

Ottoh made to follow when he stiffened, turning to Guner. “I was with them out there.”

My soul went still, my heart stopping.

“Yes?” Guner said, his body twisted but face turned my way.

“Darcke was the perfect second. He would have given his life for her, which is the only thing an heir can demand.”

There was a moment’s hesitation before Guner dipped his chin. “I’ll be sure to keep the king informed.”

I struggled not to gape when Ottoh followed the female heir. He’d done nothing but live up to his vicious reputation until last night, but now he’d lied for me? He’d seen the tension between Darcke and me. There was no way he could have missed it.

Ivren and Viljan were waiting for me, but as I approached them, Guner raised a hand. “You’re staying back.”

“I—”

“That wasn’t a question, heir.”

“We’ll wait at the top of the stairs.” Ivren looked like he wanted to step in, his hands twitching toward the empty scabbard by his waist, but when I shook my head, his fingers curled, and he took Viljan with him so Guner and I were left alone.

I wanted nothing more than to snarl at the king’s second, but I made myself keep my mouth shut and eyes ahead. Everything I did now would be watched—scrutinized. As if I didn’t have enough problems.

When everyone else was out of earshot, Guner came up and gripped my chin, forcing it down several inches. “You better watch that face, heir. Your emotions are too easy to read.”

Read this, I wanted to say, but instead I offered him a wide smile.

“I said watch it,” Guner hissed as he stepped even closer, until I could smell the ale on his breath. “You’ve made enough enemies here that you should sleep with one eye open and your ship’s brow always up.”

“Was that all?” I said, eager to leave him behind. Eager to leave all this behind and get on a ship and sail for the horizon and then a bit farther.

His chest rumbled. “You took the king’s pet. You better be really fucking careful, because the king might have found it entertaining at the time, but he is known to change his mind. Who do you think will be at risk then? The heir everyone hates, or the warrior that won every battle the king has ordered?”

I ignored him as I started walking toward Ivren and Viljan, but as I felt his eyes burning over my back, I let out a shallow breath, trying to quell the trembling in my arms and legs.

“Are you all right?” Ivren asked.

“Fine,” I got out. “All good.”

“You know… you don’t always have to be strong,” Ivren said, his voice lowering. “That was… hard to watch.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Yes, she does.”

Viljan spoke at the same time I did.

I averted my eyes when his lips lifted into a crooked smile, clenching my jaw when his merry expression faded with the salty breeze wrapping around us as we descended the stairs. Viljan might not have given my mother the idea of me and Darcke on purpose, but he’d still lied to me my entire life.

“I do,” I said again. “I must be strong. I have no other choice. I have to ensure no one mistakes my bond with Darcke for something it isn’t, while dealing with everything else.” Bitterness seeped into my tone. “I wish our enemies attacking was the only thing I had to care about. At least no one would think I was about to fall in love with them.”

“No one truly believes you’re about to fall in love with him,” Ivren said as our boots hit the sand. “The king wouldn’t have let you walk away if so. Bond aside, you’re an heir and eldest daughter to a chief. You will need to wed a jarl—an equal.”

“I know,” I said more angrily than I meant to.

“We’ve all messed around below our class before,” Ivren continued. “I did.” He lowered his voice. “Lika did. And I know you have too. Lika used to brag about how good you were at sneaking away from Viljan. But everyone knows that that ends with the Hird.”

Viljan’s face remained relaxed, but something in his eyes flashed when I pretended to laugh.

“I know,” I said again. “I am done with that.”

A deep voice broke in. “Good to know.”

My gut churned as Darcke came to our side.

“I didn’t⁠—”

“I don’t care,” Darcke drawled. “I’ve never cared. The ships are arriving, and even though I am below your class, I am expected to be on yours as we sail back.”

Ivren winced. “Fuck. I didn’t see him.”

“It’s fine,” I replied.

It was fine. It was more than fine. Better Darcke and I went back to bitter enemies than whatever had happened over the past week.

I pretended that the pain wrestling in my chest as Darcke dragged his eyes over me like I was the one who’d torched his village came from Seindra’s slap—and the knowledge that like Viljan, my father had lied to me my entire life as well.

As I fell into the line where Geord, Rakkel, Ottoh, and their seconds already stood, giving Vero a weak smile while I took the spot beside Ottoh, I tried to shove every treacherous emotion deep inside me.

Darcke could do it. The only thing I felt from him was anger. It was always anger. There had been something warmer the past few days, a spark that I couldn’t get enough of, but that was snuffed out now.

“Maybe it’s a skill only karls and thralls can master,” Darcke whispered, his tongue dragging over his teeth. “Difficult to hide your emotions when you’ve been pampered your whole life.”

I didn’t respond, only turned to glare at him.

“Watch it,” Darcke taunted. “Don’t want to stare too long. You might find something to admire again. And we can’t have that, eldest daughter of the very important chief.”

“Oh, fuck you,” I hissed.

“That was what we were not going to do, remember?”

I wondered what would happen if I killed my own second, because right now that was more of a possibility than me fucking him.

A flicker of something rushed along the bond, but before I could decipher it, the mist went still. It was the only way I could describe it—like it became a wall of white: thick, dense and terrifying.

Screams sounded within the strange, white shadows, and I wasn’t the only one who took a step back at the smell of death that followed. Iron-heavy air surrounded us, choked us, and Ottoh pressed his hand over his mouth when the heavy scent of decay slithered through the air.

“What is that?” Geord asked, his words coming out thick as he covered his nose.

“It’s the trees that died for our ships,” I replied as I pushed back my shoulders. “Show some respect.”

I could feel them—the spirits that the gods had sacrificed so that we could take to the seas. Like me, they didn’t have a choice. They’d been chosen for this without volunteering, because it was their birthright—their honor to uphold in the divine circle of our realm.

Two ships came out, side by side. Both were made of silver oak, their sails shimmering as the mist danced around them. When they left the white air behind, I had to cover my eyes for how they reflected the bright sun, blinding us until they moored beside the king’s ship.

Ivren and Viljan and Geord and his second started walking, almost as if they were in a trance.

“Silver oak, the wood that allows our front lines to hide from our enemies.” The shaman’s voice boomed across Yggdrasil Bay. “Their spirit has given Ivren Solsken and Geord Palsjo the honor of building their ships with this powerful tree.”

Rakkel swallowed loudly, her face somehow becoming even more hollow. Stefen tried to pull her to him, but she shook him off with a violence that made me wince.

“That was her mother’s wood,” Ottoh breathed. “Guess Chief Rafenskol won’t be too happy.”

I chewed my lip. Most chiefs wished their heirs would be blessed by the same trees they had been. The runes we were gifted by the gods only worked if carved into the wood that had also chosen the heir. Rakkel’s people would have to build new ships if they wanted them to be fueled by the magic she’d soon have coursing through her veins.

A bloodred ship came next, the scarlet oak beautifully contrasting with all the white.

Ottoh smiled as he and Vero left us behind.

“Scarlet oak, the only wood impenetrable to our enemies’ weapons,” the shaman said. “Its spirit has offered Ottoh Briggen its blessing.”

I tapped my fingers against my thighs when Ottoh helped his sister on first, then climbed onto his ship with a pride that made the former giggle.

Silence stretched on again as the heirs inspected and got to know their ships. Rakkel and I shared a look when several long moments passed.

“What’s happening?” she hissed.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I replied.

“Those fingers say differently,” Darcke rasped. “Could you drum them any faster?”

He turned away when I did, and I ignored the single drop of amusement whispering between us. Then something in my gut tugged, and I was moving even before the two ships left the wall of white mist behind.

One white and one golden sailed in, and I held my breath, pleading in my mind for the oak the color of snow that could sail safely in any weather—the wood my father had cherished our whole life.

“The white oak has chosen Rakkel Rafenskol to lead her safely through storm and ice and wind,” the shaman called out over the bay just as the other female heir left my side, turning right, down to where the beautiful white warship slowed to a stop.

My heart stuttered in my chest, but my feet kept moving, forcing me forward toward the gilded ship that sparkled as bright as the sun above us.

The shaman must have spoken, but I didn’t hear it.

Golden oak. The same golden oak that had leaked seers’ sap and showed me my future.

Or lack thereof.

My hands balled by my sides. I could almost hear their divine laughs as the gods watched me suffer.

“Look at that,” Darcke whispered into my ear as the ship slid to a stop, sending thrills of apprehension over my skin as the sharp bow crested the beach. “A gilded cage with a dark inside.”

I refused to turn around when he lingered, his hot skin tormenting me as it brushed mine.

The brow came down with a low thud, and for a second I thought she might be here to take me directly to Helheim. But then the ship came alive.

My feet, which had been dragging—fighting—became lighter as I crossed the sand, a sense of home and calm and trust filling me until I could block out Darcke’s rage. My reflection was blurry in the polished hull, and the darker swirls in the wood rippled, welcoming me onboard.

“Hello, you,” I whispered when I took the first step onto the smooth brow and my hands found the beautiful railings, folding around them as I ascended to the deck like we’d been doing this for decades.

When she whirred beneath my touch, the unease lightened, and I drew a breath filled with the sharp smell of oil and forest and sea. My taut muscles softened when the wood began vibrating with a song I’d loved growing up—one of wonder and travel and trade instead of our usual battle songs—and I was about to hum along when a loud crash sounded behind me.

I whirled with my heart galloping into my throat.

First I was confused. The brow was half pulled up, teasingly waving in the wind. Then I saw Darcke digging his hands into the sand, his hair messed up and clothing damp. When his wild dark eyes found mine and a furious scowl overtook his chiseled features, I laughed for the first time in days.

Our bond strained with rage, but as I took a firmer grip on the railing and the ship creaked happily beneath my fingers, I didn’t care. Another low hum of my favorite song started as Darcke got to his feet, angrily stomping forward to get the brow down again so he could climb aboard.

I patted the wood. “I think we’ll be good friends, you and I.”
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As I stood in the bow, my eyes closed to the wind, tears streaking my cheeks that weren’t of anger or sorrow but from the speed with which my ship took the waves outside of Nordoen, I almost remembered what it was like to be carefree.

Out here on the sea, with only the wind and the water by my side, I could pretend I was only the chief’s eldest daughter again. That my only worry was whether the husband my parents would eventually choose for me would come to live with us on Oenskan or if I would venture to his island. When my ship turned into the wind, playfully making water splash over the sides, I spread my feet until I stood steadier.

“I know,” I said with a smile. “I wouldn’t have met you if that was still the case.”

We’d only been back at the Hird for two days, but I’d spent the entire time aboard the vessel, telling myself we needed to get to know each other—that I needed to learn how to sail her, and that she needed to know what the seas out here were like.

The bow lifted, and my stomach surged when it came down again. “I didn’t mean that you don’t know how to sail,” I said softly. “We just need to get used to each other.”

The ship abruptly tacked, using the wind to throw us forward through the waters, and I grabbed the mast so as not to fall overboard. “Exactly like that,” I mumbled.

My vessel was a little temperamental. It had taken about twenty minutes for her to allow Darcke onboard, and when she finally did, she’d sailed so hard to Nordoen that Darcke and I hadn’t been able to speak a word because of the seasickness consuming us both.

Not that I’d minded.

We’d arrived hours before everyone else, and as we sailed into the dock, she’d almost thrown my second overboard before turning and taking off again.

We’d been out to sea ever since.

My stomach rumbled, and I pressed a hand against it to quell the sound. By now, I was getting used to going without food. I couldn’t exactly blame my ship for not realizing there wasn’t anything to eat out here for me. It wasn’t like she needed it.

“We should probably get back,” I said as the wind whipped my hair around my face and my stomach roared again. “There’s never long between the trial of wood and the trial of steel, and I should get ready.”

I hadn’t wanted to think about the second trial. I was supposed to bring all my iron-bound so we each could earn our weapons, which meant I would have to deal not only with the brooding Darcke but also with the murderous Kilia.

It would be nice to have Ilse with me, but I also felt guilty bringing her into this mess. She’d have to engage with the two men almost as much as I did, and she’d had no choice in the matter.

The ship heeled, using the wind to throw us into a sharp turn toward Nordoen, and I went to sit in the helm, even though I hadn’t had to use the wooden helm a single time since I’d boarded her.

A heated awareness pricked the back of my scalp, and I tried to soothe any stirring emotions in me when Darcke’s fierce ones burst through the bond. He’d been angrier than usual when I’d been gone. I’d woken several times in the middle of the night, staring at the stars while waiting for him to calm himself down enough that I could sleep again.

As the harbor came into view, my eyes instantly drew toward where Darcke’s ship should float. But she wasn’t there.

The empty spot where the onyx ship was usually secured gaped like a wound. I was so busy trying to figure out where he could be that I didn’t realize we’d sailed past the docks until we were almost around the bend of the island, leaving the harbor and the Hird behind.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

My ship didn’t make a sound as she continued sailing swiftly through the waters, keeping the island starboard. The bow broke the waves so smoothly it barely felt like we were moving.

I tried to sound more stern. “We need to go back. I need to make sure I don’t miss anything important.”

Still no reaction.

“Gods,” I said with a huff. “Maybe I should name you Envis.”

It was an old word for stubborn, and it described her perfectly. The planks beneath my feet lifted twice, the captain’s wheel warming.

“You like that?”

Another tremor went through the wood beneath my boots, and I shook my head. “You’re a strange ship.”

She heeled so swiftly a wave of water washed over me, drenching me. Using the back of my hand, I got most of the brackish water out of my eyes. I squinted against the sun starting to set over the horizon, where five ships were floating ahead.

“Guess I deserved that,” I mumbled. “I won’t call you strange again.”

The vessels grew closer. My pulse thrummed when Darcke’s and Torden’s ships shifted on the soft waves outside the inlet leading to the lake behind the Hird, allowing space for us to moor beside them.

I nervously pulled at my wet leathers when Darcke’s presence surrounded me even though we were still a hundred feet away. I patted the messy braids in my hair and tried, but quickly gave up on, getting out the knots at the back of my neck.

Envis started listing again, the mast creaking as we leaned over the dark water.

“Enough,” I ordered as I slipped on the polished wood. “I won’t have time to clean up, so please don’t throw me overboard.”

Faces were already turned our way, and I fought the urge to hunch over—to hide on the deck and get Envis to sail in the opposite direction as swiftly as she could. Music drifted over the water, drums and horns weaving a fast beat that didn’t suit the quiet sunset. As we came closer, the smell of meat and wine and ale layered over us like the mist back at Morkskog.

A thrill of anticipation went through the ship, and Envis started sailing faster.

“Easy,” I cautioned. “I don’t think they’ll like it if you bump into them.”

Obviously, she didn’t listen. I had to grab the mast when she opened the sails wider instead, making us fly toward the festivities.

“Envis!” I called. “Stop! We’re going to crash!”

The people on the deck had realized the same thing, and people started shoving each other as they moved away from the stern of the two ships. Only one person stood still, his arms crossed over his wide chest and his blond hair blown back from his face as he waited for us to slam into his vessel.

“Stop,” I demanded again, but my voice was as unconvincing as my mind.

Envis picked up on my mood, and I pretended to turn away to be able to hold on when she increased her speed, her furious intent to knock my second off the deck making me giggle into the arm I used to cover my face.

Shouts reverberated over the water when the music cut off, and the ships shifted when people fought for space in the bows to get away from my rogue vessel. Darcke remained in his place, and when I could make out his face, it was calm—relaxed—only one brow raised as if watching an unruly child.

“Can you run him over after you get him into the water too?” I hissed between my teeth.

Envis lifted her brow, then slammed it down into the water three times. I suddenly had no idea why I’d been worried about the golden oak blessing me.

“Slow down,” Darcke ordered.

“Don’t,” I said, arching my own brows in defiance.

Don’t fucking test me, heir. You will regret it.

I didn’t actually hear him, but it was what I imagined he was telling me in his mind. That distant fury I’d felt out at sea filled me now, taking over every part of my mind, and it was a relief to be able to focus on one emotion, not the worry and sorrow and fear that had clawed at my throat the past two days.

There was only a drop of guilt within me for Darcke’s ship. She’d been kind to me, after all. But the shame was overshadowed by the roaring rage that rolled off my second, making it impossible to read any other feelings he might have coursing within him.

An excited squeak went through the golden oak when we came within ten feet, and I braced myself around the mast, holding on to Darcke’s eyes. His small smile was the only warning before his ship flew to the side in a blur of black.

“Fuck,” I cursed as I realized what would happen.

The rope leading to Darcke’s anchor stopped Envis, and I was thrown into the bow, a groan leaving me as the railing smacked my forehead so hard my vision went out for a second. Then Darcke’s ship moved again, whipping around until she slammed us against Torden’s vessel, trapping us between the two.

I lifted my hand to my forehead as the shade from their sails fell over the deck, grumbling when Envis purred happily, quite pleased to be floating between the two warships.

“I thought you were on my side,” I muttered as I used my other hand to try to stand.

Then I was in the air before I was slammed down on my feet so hard my teeth rattled.

“You’re bleeding,” Darcke growled.

Good to see you too.

“It’s your fault.” I didn’t look at him as I searched my pockets for something to stop the blood running down my temple.

“Debatable.”

I recoiled when Darcke’s hand brushed my cheek.

“I’m just making sure it’s not deep,” he said.

I didn’t know what was worse, the whispers rising behind us or the gentleness with which he tipped my face up.

“I thought you were angry with me,” I said, trying to keep my eyes unfocused as my second ripped off a piece of his tunic and pressed it against the wound. “I couldn’t sleep because your emotions were so strong.”

“Is that why you stayed away?”

I swallowed when his eyes went between mine.

“No,” I replied quietly. “That’s not why.”

He opened and closed his mouth a few times, but as the people who’d run to the bow returned and curious gazes went over us, he took a step back. “You’ll be fine. It wasn’t too bad.”

“Great,” I said as Ivren, Viljan, and Fedic came into view on Torden’s ship. “I should…”

“Yes.” Darcke had already turned to Torden’s ship, elegantly heaving himself over the railing before walking over to Torden and Borje where they sat on the side of the ship.

The three warriors looked entirely out of place as initiates began dancing on the deck, their hands weaving toward the sky. Borje offered Darcke a large cup of ale, and my second’s throat bobbed as he swallowed several deep gulps.

“You’re staring.” Vero came to the edge of Darcke’s ship.

“No, I am not,” I replied.

She let out a low laugh when I inspected the railing I’d crashed into.

“Your ship is fine.” Vero gestured for me to hurry. “Come on, I missed you the past few days.”

“What is this, anyway?” I asked as I patted Envis, silently asking her to behave.

She was floating so closely to Darcke’s ship, the gold would have rubbed off if it wasn’t ingrained in the wood.

“A party.” Vero wiggled her brows. “We deserve it after that fucking trial, and the karls have been training every hour we were gone, so they do as well. Come on, I want to drink too much ale and gossip about which men we’d not vomit from taking to our hearth.”

“Can we include women too?” Ivren’s famous smile spread across his face when he reached out a hand and I accepted it. “Not that there is anyone here I’d turn away.”

“Haven’t you bedded everyone here already?” Vero quipped.

Her face went red when Ivren turned his bright grin her way.

“Not you,” he said in a low, seductive tone.

My lips pulled as I let Ivren drag me onto Darcke’s ship, but as I touched the bog oak, my back shot straight. There was a gut-wrenching grief in the wood that clawed itself into my chest, and as my breathing stuttered, I whipped my head over my shoulder.

Darcke’s eyes collided with mine, and it was like being struck by lightning. None of the anger I felt from him played across his face. Instead, there was so much sadness darkening his face as his gaze moved to the man behind me. When Ivren released me as I was safely on the other side, the strain from the bond faded.

“You’re finally going to join us mortals?” Geord waved his cup from where he was perched on a wooden barrel, his eyes bloodshot and clothing rumpled.

I ignored him as I accepted a cup of wine from Fedic while Ivren poured one for Vero.

“Thanks,” I said.

“You’re most welcome.” Fedic grinned. “I heard you need it.”

I took a long sip. “You heard right.”

A twinge of worry filled his eyes. “I’m sorry it’s been so hard for you. Ivren told me of the trial. It sounded awful.”

I fought turning around when another onslaught of emotions barreled into me.

“It’s fine.” I clinked my cup against his. “I should have listened to you and Ivren, shouldn’t I?”

The sadness in my voice made the last of Fedic’s smile vanish.

“I can’t tell you if that’s true or not,” he said. “Only you know that.”

“Already regretting your choices?” Kilia taunted as he came to my side. “Not so brave anymore when you nearly let your second die in the trial? I heard he almost got crushed by a tree.”

I whirled to Ottoh. “You’ve been having fun spreading that around? Is that why you saved us? So that you could look like the hero?”

“I haven’t said anything,” Ottoh snarled as he swiped a cup from his sister’s hands. He started walking off before he turned his head over his shoulder. “I saved you because I heard what you said about your people. But perhaps I was wrong in my assumptions.”

It was like swallowing a gallon of ice.

Vero winced. “He’s been with me the entire time. He didn’t say anything.”

Then who? It had only been us four there.

“Great job creating more enemies.” Kilia shoved a finger so hard into my chest I stumbled backward. “I am truly so grateful to be part of your iron-bound so that I have to watch my back day and night for the rest of my life for everyone who hates you.”

“It’s not like they’d hurt me by killing you,” I mumbled.

“What did you say?” Kilia’s smirk slipped off his face as he cornered me against another barrel, eliciting a drunken laugh from Geord while Ivren and Fedic stormed up, ready to get my third off me.

“Stay back,” I ordered.

Fedic shook his head. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this.” He placed a hand on Kilia’s arm. “You should treat her with respect. She is your heir, and she offered you the honor of becoming an iron-bound for one of the strongest families in Skagerik.”

“Is that so?” Kilia asked, his smile making goose bumps erupt over my skin.

“I said stay back.” I jerked my head when Ivren slipped a dagger that had laid on one of the barrels into his palm at the viciousness radiating off Kilia. “Kilia is my iron-bound, and I will deal with him.”

“Elvara—”

“Ivren,” I ordered.

I felt Darcke watching me, and while there was still rage within him, something else broke through the haze that had twined around our bond for days.

Conviction. He believed I could handle Kilia, and while I didn’t need him to, it helped make my voice more assured as I continued. “Leave us. Now.”

After a final look, Ivren did as I said, grabbing Fedic’s jacket to pull him to where Viljan stood. The latter also watched, and his body was so tense he must have been seconds from jumping in as well.

“Come find me after.” Vero saluted me before she joined her brother.

Only Geord stayed, but he looked so drunk I didn’t care as I pulled Kilia to me by the neck of his shirt.

“Whatever you have to say to me, say it,” I snarled. “I spoke the truth when I told you I did everything I could to save your brother. I could have killed you—several times—but I didn’t. Instead I made you my third.” My nostrils flared as I tilted my face to his harsh one. “We are going into a trial any day now, and we’re going to have to work together to survive.”

“You’re going to get us killed,” Kilia hissed. “Darcke and Ilse don’t even know.”

“Know what, Kilia?” I challenged. “What is it that makes you hate me so much?”

“You know what I’m talking about.”

“Then say it.”

I was so tired of this. All the lying. All the fear of discovery. All the hiding. Having everyone hate me because if I showed them the truth, I’d be dead and my people lost.

“Say it,” I demanded again.

After the last trial I’d realized I would need Kilia on my side if we were going to survive. I would not be able to face whatever it was we would if I also had to keep one eye on my third so he wouldn’t stab me in the back.

Kilia pressed a finger into the flesh above my heart. “You know.”

Curiosity wove along the tether to the other man who might be the death of me.

I turned my back to Darcke.

“Then tell everyone.” I placed a hand over my hip. “Tell them what you believe.”

Kilia swallowed, his eyes darting around us. For the first time there was hesitance in the man’s face.

I let the air I’d held inside trickle out through nearly closed lips. It had been a gamble, but I was pretty certain it was about to pay off.

“See, I don’t think you will,” I continued. “Because where does that leave you? Darcke would never trust you when he takes over as heir. Ilse is my friend, and she would hate you for it. You’d be as shut out as I am.” I laughed when his finger dropped from my chest. “But with me? You’ll have freedom. You’ll have honor. With our understanding you’d be able to do what you wanted as long as you stop threatening me every second you’re around me.”

I took a deep sip of wine before strolling over to the barrels and heaving myself up on one. “Think about that for a while. I’ll be around if you decide to betray me.”

Kilia stood still for long moments, his eyes staring unseeing ahead while I drained my cup. Then the karl went to the barrel of wine and filled two cups.

As he slammed one down on the barrel beside me, red drops splattered onto my still-damp leathers and all the contents spilled, but I didn’t care as the silver-haired man stalked off to finish his drink by himself.

I lifted my empty cup to the other heirs, smiling when Vero waved for me to join her on the makeshift dance floor. The tension in my marrow began to yield, my own conviction making my limbs move easily as I tapped my heels against the barrel.

Perhaps there was a small chance for me to survive after all.
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“Ineed a break.” I wiped my brow, shaking off Vero when she clung to me, trying to keep me on the dance floor I’d been on for hours.

“Ivren,” I called when she pretended to chase me. “Help!”

My brother’s friend cast his hair back as he patted my former guard’s arm, leaving him and Ottoh standing by the sail.

“I knew you’d need me one day,” he said drunkenly.

“To keep Vero busy,” I replied as I swatted at the arm he tried to wind around my waist. “I need a drink to catch up with the rest of you.”

Ivren’s eyes swam, like the gazes of most of the people spread out across the decks.

I giggled when Vero squealed as he lifted her up and spun her around. For a second, I hesitated between going to the barrels where Rakkel, Stefen, and Geord were chatting, and walking over to Ottoh to apologize.

After dancing away the cup of wine I’d drunk, my mind was clear—albeit tired—and I believed Ottoh when he said he wasn’t the one who’d told Kilia about the tree and what had happened during the trial. But Viljan’s face snapped up as soon as I took a step toward them, and I spun again, heading to wet my throat instead.

If I was going to have a conversation with him, I needed more than one drink.

Evening had fallen while we danced, and someone had lit torches that were fastened around the railings of the five ships, their light spilling out onto the dark water and the people on the decks. The music was also darker now, with a sultry, dangerous edge to the melody that made people move closer and the air fill with unspoken promises.

I rubbed my hand over my neck as I avoided Torden’s ship and the man I was so aware of it felt like my blood lit on fire every time I felt him watch me. I’d been successful so far, and I counted the swirls in the black wood of the deck to keep me busy while making my way over to Rakkel and Ilse, who stood beside her.

As I took a cup and started filling it up from one of the small barrels, I listened to the conversations around me, and instantly regretted it.

“Golden oak… Can you believe it?”

“What does it even do other than predict the future?”

“Nothing, and only living trees predict the future. Not whatever this ship is.”

“Her parents must be so disappointed.”

“Did you hear her mother slapped her in front of everyone? The king had to stop it.”

“Did you see her try to run over her second? Can you believe how lucky we are that she didn’t choose us?”

I bent my neck, fidgeting with the tap.

“Ignore them.” Rakkel sat on the railing, her feet bouncing against the hull. “They’re jealous.”

“I doubt that,” I mumbled.

“They are.” Ilse placed a hand on my back while she gave me a full cup she already had in her hands, since I’d failed to fill mine with a single drop. “I’m glad you survived.”

I offered her a weak smile. “The trials weren’t fun. I’m sorry you’re going to have to go through them in the fall.”

“Oh, I meant the dancing.” Ilse winked. “Vero has endless energy.”

She’d intended for me to laugh, and it was impossible not to when I turned and Vero and Ivren were engaged in some type of complicated steps that made them slip, falling into a heap atop each other. But my shoulders hiked up when more whispers floated our way, the jabs in them meant for my ears to pick up.

“Look at that,” Ilse said, a low chuckle following.

I pivoted her way when the whispers snapped, expecting Darcke to be there with his glare and sharp tongue. Instead Kilia stood over the crowd, not a word leaving his lips but his intention clear when he brushed them aside like insects, leaving the stern empty and Envis alone.

“What did you do to him?” Rakkel asked.

“We just… leveled our interests,” I replied.

Kilia shot a look my way, and while I wouldn’t describe his face as friendly, when I nodded, a small part of that murderous glare he’d been walking around with the past weeks softened.

“You earned his respect.” Ilse sipped on her wine. “He’s from Sjomarks, and from what I’ve heard from others from there, that’s difficult to do.”

One side of my mouth lifted. I wasn’t sure if what Ilse said was true, but at least it seemed one of my problems had been resolved. For now.

Rakkel’s thudding feet drew me her way.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

She looked as pale as she’d been after the trials, her cheeks hollowed and undereyes dark. Stefen didn’t look much better, but it was more understandable, as every time he tried to garner Rakkel’s attention, she denied him.

“Fine,” she said, taking another big gulp of wine.

“You don’t look fine,” I said cautiously. “You’ve not looked fine for a while.”

I tried to remember when I’d last seen the cocky, smiling girl from the first days of the trials but came up empty. It might not have been since she’d been tied together with Ilse during one of those first exercises.

“Are you still injured?” Ilse asked. “They beat you pretty bad when we were attacked coming from Svartoarna.”

“I said I’m fine!” Rakkel snapped as she moved off the railing. “I’m trying to enjoy myself over here, but I’m clearly in the wrong place.”

Both Ilse and I gaped as she hurried off.

“I— I’m sorry.” Stefen’s brows were drawn tight when he followed her to the other side of the ship.

“What is up with her?” Ilse asked. “She looks sick.”

“I don’t know.” I played with the cup in my hand. “But we should find out.”

“Perhaps you should worry more about yourself,” Geord interjected.

“And why is that?” I asked, tiredness seeping into my voice.

If anyone was to fall ill, why couldn’t it be the redhead with the crimson-rimmed brown eyes staring smugly at us over his goblet?

“The king warned you that you only had one more chance, remember?”

“One more chance for what?” Ilse asked, worry creasing her forehead.

“You don’t know?” Geord shuffled farther back on the barrel, leaning dangerously close to the drop behind him. “Her own mother is worried that her sweet heir and the king’s most lethal warrior are getting a little too close.”

“It’s a long story,” I said when Ilse’s wide eyes snapped to mine. “And not true.”

“I guess we’ll see sooner rather than later,” Geord said.

He didn’t look as drunk as he had before. Apprehension made me retreat until I had a barrel at my back.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked.

Geord nodded to the crowd. “Look around you.”

More initiates had moved to the dance floor. Most were paired up, but there were also groups of three or four, where it was impossible to guess whose hands were on which person’s back or neck or chest. The music swelled across the ship, and as sweat stung the air, a lethal tremor filled the wind, carrying the musky scents of arousal.

Ivren and Vero were dancing closer now, their noses touching.

Ottoh had found a girl whose head he bent backward before pressing his lips against her throat, making her eyes shut as she rested against the hull. Even Viljan was standing closer to the moving crowd, and Fedic whispered something in his ear while his hand pressed against his chest.

Something deep within me twisted, but I only tilted my head when Geord laughed. “Looks like a normal night.”

“It is a normal night,” Geord said as he lifted his glass. “I just added some edge to it.”

“You did what?” Ilse asked.

For the first time, I noticed her bright cheeks and the shine of her eyes.

A warning began blaring within me, the hairs all over my body standing at an end.

“Did you drug us?” I asked Geord. “Again?”

He’d been by the barrels everyone used to refill their cups all night.

“Don’t worry,” he said, his voice fading in and out as my body went warm. “This drug is far more fun. And if you don’t have any feelings for Darcke, you don’t have to worry. But if you do… I guess Oenskan will have a new heir tomorrow.”

My body jerked as he spoke my second’s name. More heat flooded me, and to my horror, all wasn’t my own.

“You fucker,” I hissed.

He only grinned wider. “I’ll be here if you need me.”

I wanted to vomit when his eyes went over my body as he licked his lips. As an urge to turn around to the heated awareness that had tried to lure me over to Torden’s ship all night consumed me, I slammed down my cup and kicked the barrel Geord sat on.

Like I’d counted on, his weight was distributed too far back. When the barrel wobbled, Geord only had time to yelp before he fell backward, his outraged cry cut off as he hit the water with a splash.

As the music built, his shouts were drowned out.

I smiled to myself when the people he’d drugged were now too far gone to realize someone was overboard. Even his second, whom I glimpsed between two girls, didn’t pick up the increasing distress with which Geord cried out.

“I hope you drown,” I called over the side. “Or better yet, a sea monster eats you so the poor ocean doesn’t need to be tainted by your rotting husk.”

A dark, deep laughter draped over me. I coiled my fingers around the rim of the barrel, trying to find a footing that didn’t lead toward Torden’s ship, where Darcke now had all attention focused my way.

Closing my eyes, I took deep breaths, but I had to open them again when heat swelled within me. Waves of fever rolled through my blood, ones I wasn’t sure I could stop if I came too close to the man on the ship behind me.

“Remind me tomorrow not to get on your bad side,” Ilse said.

“Tomorrow?” I said, feeling as if my tongue were too big for my mouth.

“I need to—” She gestured toward an empty part of the ship. “Cool down.”

Her face turned the slightest inch toward Kilia, who still stood alone in the stern, but I couldn’t focus on whatever that meant when something like a low groan shook the bond, a thrill of excitement that should have been nowhere near it drilling through my core.

“Me too,” I rushed out, spinning with my eyes closed and clumsily making my way onto Envis.

I held my breath as I made my way up to the second deck, trying to block the sounds coming from the ship I’d left behind while also ignoring Envis’s rumbles, the question whirring beneath the planks that I had no desire to answer.

“We should leave.” I fanned myself as I tried to work up the courage to return to the bow, where I needed to pull up the anchor my lovely vessel had dropped so she could stay near Darcke’s ship.

“That sounds like a very bad idea.”

My whole body tingled with his presence. It was what I imagined being engulfed in flames might feel like, every inch of my skin burning as Darcke’s steps struck the deck, too purposeful and steady.

“You should leave,” I said. I wrapped my hands around the empty space in the bow where I’d one day add a figurehead if I survived the next weeks, holding on to it so hard I would have remained in place even if a storm tried to keel us over.

“An even worse idea,” Darcke drawled as he came closer.

“Not worse than staying here,” I said.

“Why?”

“Geord has drugged everyone so that he can report us to the king if we give in.”

“Give in?” he asked, and a prickle ran up my spine at his low voice. “Give in to what?”

I made the mistake of turning around.

Darcke jolted to a stop, his eyes wide and bottomless when they met mine. The muscles beneath his shirt didn’t only play, they coiled tight before relaxing, continuing to do so when I didn’t stop taking him in. There was a carelessness to his features I’d never seen before, a wild edge that had nothing to do with his skills in battle and everything to do with the rough hands twitching by his sides.

I nearly moaned at the thought of his palms dragging down my chest, moving into my hair before lifting me onto the railing I leaned against and pressing his hot, hard body against mine.

“Well, fuck,” Darcke groaned.

Heat pooled in my gut at the desperation making his voice hoarse. The tether between us was as strained as his muscles, stretched out like a mooring line. We were both challenging our restraint, and I had to pinch my arm not to whimper when I felt him slip an inch.

“Yes,” I could only reply.

He took another step toward me.

“We can’t.” I swallowed hard. “We’re not… I can’t.”

“I don’t like to be told what to do,” Darcke said, a challenge in his voice I wished I could afford to lose.

I needed to figure out something to distract us both, because my core clenched until it ached at how much effort it took him to keep his feet in place and not come press the cock I could see bulging through his leathers against me.

“You’re not helping,” Darcke said in his lethally quiet voice.

“I know,” I whispered.

“Fuck, Elvara.” He raked his hands through his hair. “How do you live two days on a ship without food or a bath and look like that?”

I pinched myself until my nails drew blood.

I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t.

“Like what?” I asked, breathlessly.

His smirk was devastating.

“Like you want me to fuck you so hard over that railing that the king will have no choice but to execute us both for how loud you’ll scream.”

My skin didn’t even have the decency to blush as it flushed with warmth. The bond between us burned so hot it should melt, sending flames through my body that made my knees weak. The want turned into a desperate need, and if it hadn’t been for my fingers still digging into the wood, my stumble would have sent me right into his arms.

Thank the fucking gods Envis was quiet. Hopefully she was asleep, or whatever she did whenever she didn’t feel like being around me.

“You’re good,” Darcke breathed. “You’re a very good girl.”

This time I didn’t want to break his nose. I wanted him to break me instead. Ravage me, consume me, taking over my every thought and will to be able to soothe the inferno burning me up from the inside.

I wanted to give in.

Darcke erased some of the space between us, keeping me trapped between the railing and his body. His breaths shook his chest, and when the air caressed the skin over my tunic and moved around my neck, a wanton sound slipped from my lips.

“You were angry with me,” I said, refusing to let my hands wander to touch his skin and feel if it burned as hot as I imagined.

“No,” he replied heatedly. “I was angry for you.”

I didn’t ask why. I didn’t need to.

“They’ve taken over your ship,” I said instead. “You shouldn’t have left her alone.”

“I know,” he said, eyes roving over me so violently the trail they left in their wake felt physical—a fiery path of desire.

“Then why did you?” I asked as I tried to rub my thighs together to get some relief from the throbbing need only building within me.

Darcke’s breath caught in his throat, and he cleared his throat before he responded, “Because you needed space.”

Not anymore. Never again.

His eyes flashed, heat spreading through them.

“But it’s your ship,” I breathed.

“Exactly,” Darcke responded as he took one more step forward. “She could keep an eye on you.”

I was going to try to joke when the truth of his words settled within me.

“Is… is that why you all were out here? So she could keep tabs on me and Envis?”

“Is that what you’re calling your ship? Cute.”

“Darcke,” I moaned.

He went still.

“Say my name like that again,” he asked.

“Darcke,” I whimpered.

His eyes rounded with surprise at me following his orders for once. I would have smiled if this wasn’t such insanity. We’d been alone here for too long. There was too much at risk. But this need was killing me. He was killing me.

“Fucking Hel,” Darcke groaned. “Turn around.”

“What?” I could barely hear myself over the blood roaring in my ears.

“I said. Turn. Around.”

When my face fell, one side of his mouth lifted. “I said turn around. Not that I’d fucking stop this.”

Again, I did what he ordered, a cry weaving up my throat when he groaned in response.

My hands slid over the railing, my back arching.

Darcke swore again.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered.

My head shook before the words even settled in my mind.

That wasn’t what I needed. That wasn’t what I wanted.

“Trust me,” Darcke growled. “I know exactly what you need, but you will regret this when dawn comes.”

“Won’t you?” I ask, the need becoming painful.

His silence stretched on too long, and for the first time since I turned around to face him, cold crept over my back.

“I would, but not for the reasons you think,” he finally replied.

My nod was shaky, and before long that raw, primal want took over, making my core clench for any release. The only thing I could imagine was Darcke’s long fingers running down my spine, brushing over my waist until they slid down my front and into my trousers.

“For fuck’s sake, touch yourself, Elvara.”

“What about you?” I asked, my hands trembling as I tried to resist.

“I can promise you I won’t be able to not touch myself as I watch you come undone.”

The thought of him wrapping those rough hands around a thick, throbbing shaft, fisting it at the bottom until come dripped from the tip, made me salivate.

“Or that. Whatever you thought just now is enough.”

The sound of trousers dropping echoed in my ears.

“What if someone⁠—”

“I had Envis pull up her brow and only wake up if someone makes their way onboard.”

He planned this. Somehow that made me even wetter.

“But how⁠—”

“She likes my ship. I said you could take the spot beside us in the harbor.”

Because he wanted me close. I felt that emotion like a harsh wave crashing over a longship.

My eyes closed as I slipped a hand into my trousers.

Darcke’s posture locked, and I wasn’t sure who the crushing feeling came from, but it went right in between my legs, making my most sensitive area grow warm and heavy.

My middle finger slipped into my wetness, and we groaned together when my eyes rolled back into my head. When my nipples scratched against my tunic and Darcke took a sharp intake of breath, they hardened to points that ached almost as much as my core.

“Show me,” Darcke rasped. “Show me what I can’t have.”

I cried out as I swirled my clit, then moved my fingers to tease my entrance.

“Inside,” Darcke panted. “Please.”

I nearly came at the pleading in his voice. He wanted me as much as I wanted him.

More. I heard his voice in my mind, sounding as needy and frantic as I felt.

Gods, I needed more. I wanted more.

“Elvara.”

My name on his lips sounded like a prayer, and I obeyed him, sinking two fingers inside and gasping at how easily they slipped in.

“Are you wet for me, heir?”

I think he meant to say it like he used to, with disdain and disgust, but somehow it came out gentle—vulnerable, even. Like I was a plea he should never speak out loud.

“Yes,” I panted as I pulled out my fingers, using the wetness sticking to them to swirl my clit and rub it faster—harder—until another whimper left my mouth.

“Fuck. I can feel you as if it’s my fingers working you,” Darcke growled. “My cock is so hard from watching you.”

My eyes crushed shut, and I sank my teeth into my lips not to turn to look.

I wouldn’t have been able to control myself. I barely could now, with that desperation that was as much Darcke’s as it was my own firing through me, setting every nerve alight.

As I started riding my hand, using the other to hold myself up, I pretended it was Darcke’s fingers pounding into me, preparing for the thick cock I could hear him rub behind me.

“I wish it was me,” he said hoarsely. “I wish I could spread your legs and use my mouth to taste your sweet pussy.” Skin sliding over skin sounded behind me. “I would start with one finger, then add more until you were a wreck for me, dripping down your thighs. Only then would I press into you, so fucking slowly, savoring every inch.”

I moaned as I rubbed my bud faster, moving my body against my hand to create more friction.

It felt so fucking good.

“Gods,” I breathed.

“This is all you.” He panted, and I could feel that he was close. “Not some divine assholes. Now, finish.”

A choked sound left me as I arched my back, sliding a finger deep inside while continuing to work my clit. My head fell back, my hand moving faster, my finger penetrating deeper until I couldn’t hold back.

With Darcke’s shuddering groan surrounding me, I came apart. The sensation was stronger than I’d ever felt before as he came right with me, his convulsions and mine weaving across the bond until we were a mess of sweat and heavy and hot limbs.

As I slid my hand out of my trousers, I heard Darcke pull his own up.

“Turn around,” he ordered quietly. “Slowly.”

Despite what we’d just done, more heat flared within me. He was on edge as well, balancing on the border of insanity, and when his eyes collided with mine, his body jerked forward like an arrow let go too soon. Darcke groaned as he took me in, his eyes moving impossibly slow over my body, until they reached what I guessed were furiously flushed cheeks.

“Fucking Hel,” he whispered.

Shaking his head, he gestured for me. “Come on.”

I nervously fidgeted with my tunic, trying to quell another onslaught of need. “Where?”

“To the others.” Darcke turned as if it pained him. “Quickly.”

“Why?” I could barely breathe at whatever I felt from him.

His eyes were black when he stilled mid-turn. “Because if I stay here alone with you any longer, I cannot be held accountable for my actions.”

My throat closed, but I managed to follow him across my ship. When we neared the brow, my feet started dragging. Darcke turned, putting us too close together, and his hand covered his eyes when heaviness settled between my legs once more.

“Why are you stopping?” he asked in the raspiest, most alluring fucking voice I’d ever heard.

It took my every effort to get the words out. “We… we probably shouldn’t go over there together.”

Darcke’s lips lifted into a wide, beautiful smile. “I promise you. They won’t notice.”

“How do you know?” I asked, fighting the urge to lace my fingers with his.

My body went as still as a wooden figurehead when Darcke took the hand I’d used to touch myself in his and lifted it to his face. I don’t think either of our hearts beat as he slipped the finger that had just been inside me into his mouth and slowly sucked off whatever wetness remained, his eyes holding mine hostage the entire time.

The desire racking Darcke’s body, and in turn mine, was madness. Incurable cursed madness.

“They won’t notice because they’re crazed with desire from the drug Geord put in their drinks,” Darcke said.

“So are we, and we can hold a rational thought.” Barely.

I didn’t recognize my voice. It was like someone else was speaking. I could only focus on how Darcke kissed my palm as if it was the most natural thing in the world, before lifting a smug face to mine.

“We didn’t drink any wine with the drug.”

I frowned. I’d had several cups of wine. “Yes, we did.”

He tilted his head. “No. We didn’t.”

“Yes. We did!” I gestured ahead. “I drank from the barrels.”

“Did you really? Because I’m quite sure you only drank from the cups your friends gave you.”

“What?” I laughed nervously as I gestured between us with the hand still burning from his touch. “What would you call this, then?”

Lunacy. Insanity. Utter ruin.

His smile nearly sent me to my knees.

“About. Fucking. Time.”
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“Again,” Darcke ordered.

After pushing up to sitting, I rubbed my aching shoulder, the part of me that had taken the brunt of it when Kilia slammed me into the ground for what felt like the hundredth time.

“Maybe you can be the one he attacks this time?” I asked as I slapped away Kilia’s hand, jumping onto legs that would be blue and green by the time I wrangled out of my leathers tonight.

We’d been out here for three days practicing fighting, all four of us: mostly me and Darcke against the other two, especially Kilia, but also different constellations, although Darcke put me in each one, refusing me a break.

“So are you giving in?” Darcke came up behind me, hovering as close as possible without touching me.

Not that he needed to do that to turn me on. I’d learned quickly the past days that I couldn’t even look his way if he was in this mood. Heat blasted along the tether between us, as unnerving and intense as the first time he figured out how to do it, and I was pretty damn close to falling back down when he followed it with the feeling of a dark promise—one no one should make but which I’d fall for every time.

“No,” I replied. “But I would like to have some function of my limbs during the next trial.”

His deep laugh made my toes curl in my boots. Ilse threw me a strange look, and I bent over to adjust the leather thongs around my ankles.

When Darcke spoke of “giving in,” he wasn’t referring to the fighting.

I hadn’t believed him that we weren’t affected by the drug. Not until we walked onto his ship and everywhere I looked people were shedding their leathers and fucking out in the open, their eyes glazed, not a single care for anyone seeing them.

I’d sprinted to my ship and gotten out of there before he could call me back. It had taken Envis throwing me off the ship the next morning to be able to face him, but Darcke had acted like nothing happened as he fetched Ilse and Kilia from the longhouse, dragging us all to the clearing where we had practiced after the bonding.

At least until we started fighting. He now teased and tempted me whenever he could, but as soon as we wrapped up for the evening, he disappeared onto his ship.

I still felt him, of course, but it was as if he waited for something.

Or someone. Darcke’s hoarse, foreign voice trickled down my spine. The one I’d started imagining whenever I could read his emotions too clearly, which was far more often than I was comfortable with.

“Are you ever going to take us to those pools you promised on the first day? I’m exhausted and warm and sticky and everything hurts,” Ilse complained.

“When you deserve it,” Darcke responded. “None of you have performed to my expectations today.”

“You need to get yourself a woman,” Kilia said as he wiped sweat from his neck. “Then you won’t be so fucking prickly.”

“As if you should speak about being prickly,” I mumbled, making Ilse giggle.

Kilia kicked some dust up from the ground as he moved closer. “What did you say?”

“That I could use some shade,” I replied, waving along his tall frame. “Thanks so much.”

Ilse’s giggle turned into full-blown laughter, and I hid a smile while lifting my hair and letting some air cool my neck.

“You should watch it.” Kilia moved in closer. “I’ve beaten you every time the past days.”

I lifted my chin to say something back when Kilia’s face was no longer above me. His mouth rounded in surprise as he was lifted into the air, and I winced with him when he hit the ground with a sharp crack that made the trees around us shake.

“You watch your tone,” Darcke snarled.

“I was”—Kilia wheezed before he could continue—“joking.”

Darcke shoved at my third with his boot. “You need to fucking practice because you’re not funny.”

When Ilse’s giggle died in the wind, I shook my head. “It’s fine.”

My fourth jumped to the side when Darcke whirled our way. “You realize the steel trial is happening any moment now? We all need to survive it. We all need to come out with weapons. We don’t have time for laziness or stupid jokes.”

Gods, he was prickly today.

I waited for him to send some warmth through the bond, perhaps something along the lines of I do need a woman in my bed, and the only one I want is you, but there was nothing. Only cold rejection as he turned his back on us.

As Kilia struggled to his feet, footsteps sounded behind us. My stomach did a sickening roll when Darcke slowed to a stop as Borje and Torden broke into the clearing, their steps hurried and faces pale.

“What’s happened?” Darcke demanded.

“Another attack.” Borje’s voice was low and rough, as jagged as his face. “They killed the female heir’s third, and her fourth was badly injured. They’ve been relieved of their duties, and she’s had to select two new ones.”

Darcke tilted his head arrogantly. “And?”

“The king wants you all to leave for the trial of steel,” Torden interjected. “It’s too risky to wait.”

“Now?” Darcke repeated. “It’s too soon.”

“Now,” Borje confirmed.

“Fuck,” Darcke cursed.

“It’s fine,” I said, trying to calm the bond, which twisted in ways I wished it couldn’t. “We’ve trained more than the others have.”

Definitely more than Rakkel’s new iron-bound. My heart ached for the heir. She hadn’t been doing well before this, so I couldn’t even imagine how she was doing now. Urgency crushed my chest, and I headed toward the path behind Darcke’s men.

When Darcke didn’t fall in step with us, I turned my head over my shoulder. My second gave me a long look while Torden placed a hand at the top of his back.

“I’ll take them to the ship. You and Borje need to speak,” Torden said, ignoring Darcke’s scowl.

I narrowed my eyes, but it was like Darcke hadn’t only figured out how to drive me crazy but had also cut me off, the tether between us resounding with nothing but empty space and haziness when I reached out through it.

“Come on.” Ilse pulled at my jacket. “He doesn’t look like he’ll take well to arguing.”

I hadn’t been about to argue, only question, but when Torden shook his head, I swallowed the words on my tongue. Kilia took the lead through the forest with Ilse and me close behind, and Torden last.

We walked in silence for a while through the dry heat. I rolled my shoulders when my leathers grated against my collarbone, the soft fabric sticking to my damp skin.

As we came closer to the Hird, I waited for the sounds that always surrounded it: the clattering of plates and glasses and weapons, loud conversations, the opening and closing of tent flaps and sparks of fires. But the clearing was subdued, people walking quietly—cautiously—through it, their ears perked and eyes darting around them.

I slowed my strides until the warrior caught up with me. “How do these attacks keep happening?” I asked Torden.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean…” I threw out an arm toward the tents and the longhouse. “The king has his best men and women here. All initiates and heirs are here. Some of our parents and chiefs are here. It shouldn’t be possible, and if it was, our enemies shouldn’t be able to harm any of us—they should be taken down instantly.”

Torden’s silence made my hands twitch for my sword even though it had been weeks since I’d last had it. Ilse threw worried looks around the trees towering over us, and even though the shadows were calm, the woods quiet, a static charge trailed over my skin—a reminder of the day before the choosing, when I’d come up from the water and our enemies had found me.

“You think someone is letting them in,” I said slowly, bile rising in my throat. “That someone at the Hird is a traitor. That they’re telling them where to go.”

It wasn’t a question, but Torden nodded anyway.

Pressure built within my chest. “Why are they doing it?”

“Why indeed,” the warrior replied. “That is the question, isn’t it? Until we figure it out, you need to be careful.”

My pulse started racing. I didn’t like the emphasis Torden made on the you. Or the way he looked at me—the apprehension as he cupped his neck.

Our enemies had attacked heirs first. Now they were going after the iron-bound: Vero; Rakkel’s third and fourth. Ilse looked everywhere but at me and the warrior, and even though we hadn’t bonded yet, it wasn’t too difficult to understand what made her shudder as her head turned back the way we’d come from.

There was one amongst us who wasn’t from here—who defied all orders he could. Someone who didn’t believe in the heirs and the iron-bound and the Hird. Someone who’d commanded the king’s most vicious soldiers and had spent more time on the front lines than any other person.

When Torden lengthened his strides to catch up with Kilia, I grabbed Ilse’s arm.

“It’s not him,” I said.

I would know. I would.

Ilse chewed her lip for several long moments. “You know I was chosen for the Hird for my skills in watching people?” she finally asked. “Both my parents are spies for the king, and I learned everything from them.”

“Ivren told me.”

That day felt so long ago. I was a different person from the heartbroken eldest daughter who’d taken her first trembling steps up the dock to Nordoen.

Better or worse, I wasn’t sure, but different? Yes.

Ilse lowered her voice. “You don’t need my skills to see there is something going on between you and Darcke.”

My nerves buzzed. “We’re heir and second. Of course something is going on.”

“There is more than that,” she said quietly. “The way he looks at you… I can’t tell if he wants to fuck or kill you half the time, but whatever it is, it’s intense, and I’m sure it’s a lot, sharing his emotions. I don’t know if you’re the best at understanding his intentions.”

We reached the docks where the other heirs and their iron-bound stood, and I kept my head tilted to the ground, avoiding Ottoh’s and Ivren’s searching eyes and Torden’s rigid back.

Anger mingled with the worry within me. Sure, Darcke was confusing most of the time, and I didn’t exactly trust my judgment around him—especially lately, when that lethal side of him had become so alluring. But for him to be a traitor?

“He’s with me all day,” I said.

“And what about the nights?” Ilse asked.

My eyes widened.

“If it was a secret you were staying with him, it wasn’t a very well-hidden one,” Ilse added.

I winced. “Well… we’re not… I’m not sleeping there anymore.”

Ilse pursed her lips, and my chest suddenly felt brittle, my rib cage not strong enough to keep my thundering heart inside. Could I be wrong?

Darcke was angry with the king—with our nation. I’d seen it firsthand in his mind. But going after heirs and their iron-bound? It didn’t seem like his style. He was more of a kill-out-in-the-open kind of man.

“You took your fucking time.” A harried Guner waved impatiently for us, making me even more flustered. “Take your places.”

“Darcke is on the way,” Torden informed the king’s second while Kilia, Ilse, and I took the spots beside Rakkel and Stefen. “He needed to be debriefed about what’s happening.”

“He isn’t a commander anymore,” Guner snapped. “He is the Sweengard second, and he needs to start acting like it.”

“Yes,” Torden said, unable to hide the irritation in his voice. “And he will.”

The way the king’s second and Darcke’s right-hand man glared at each other didn’t help the mounting dread within me. This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation.

When Guner continued to grumble about Darcke skirting his duties, I twisted to face the pale heir beside me and touched the back of her hand. “Rakkel, I’m so sorry.”

Her eyes were red—same as her nose—and her clothing was rumpled and twisted. The hollowness of her eyes when she lifted her face was like taking a strike right to the throat, thickness clogging it at the pain marring every inch of her face.

“Fine,” she said in a monotone. “I’m fine.”

That was the least convincing thing I’d heard in my life.

With an eye on the king’s second, who was now arguing with Torden, and the shaman who’d come up to them, I pulled Rakkel backward on the dock, away from everyone, including her guard. Trying to ignore the swells of worry within me, I focused on the heir, who looked on the brink of death.

“You’re not fine,” I whispered. “You haven’t been fine for a while. What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she rushed out. “Nothing!”

“Rakkel.” I turned my back to the others, making sure no one could see her face. “I… I can’t imagine what losing your third and fourth feels like, but you were hurting before this. Everyone could see it. What’s happening to you?”

There were no emotions on her face, as if feeling anything was too much. Her eyes were as dull as her hair, and I resisted waving my hand before her face to see if she was aware of what was going on.

“Rakkel?” I tried again.

“My brother chose them for me,” she said in her strange voice. “They were his friends. I was supposed to be bound to them. It’s what we’d planned.”

“Okay,” I replied, confused but trying to keep her talking. “Did you send a letter to tell him what happened?”

“He’s sick,” Rakkel said. “He wouldn’t understand.”

I vaguely remembered Guner saying something about it during those first few days. “Is… is there anything that can be done?”

“It’s his mind,” Rakkel said, twisting her hands so hard the skin on them went red. “It’s gone.”

“Hey.” Ivren joined us. “Are you two all right?”

Rakkel mumbled something, her eyes staring unseeing ahead and her body trembling.

“I don’t think she is,” I whispered. “She’s not been good for a while.”

Whatever this was, it was worse than grief. It was something deeper.

“These fucking attacks,” Ivren hissed before pulling Rakkel close, so her shoulders settled beneath his arm. He lowered his voice into a calm, soothing one that I almost wished was directed to me.

“Fedic and Stefen will keep you safe,” he said. “They won’t let anything happen to you.”

When my brows furrowed, he added. “She chose Fedic as her new third.”

“Good,” I said. Fedic was kind. Honorable. Stefen seemed fine, too, but given Rakkel’s state, she needed everyone around her to be more than that. She needed people she could trust implicitly.

Wariness expanded in my chest. We were about to go into a new, life-threatening trial, and I also needed to be able to trust everyone around me to have my back. Kilia and I were slowly finding some common ground, and I wasn’t worried about Ilse, but Darcke…

I swallowed. I didn’t know what to think. I trusted him. I think. But he also made me question everything and everyone I’d ever met.

A little color returned to Rakkel’s cheeks under Ivren’s touch, and the Solsken heir smiled. “Even our outcast here agrees that you made a good choice in Fedic.”

When I scowled at him, Ivren gave me a nudge. “Only joking. You’re obviously super popular.”

Rakkel let out a hoarse, quiet laugh, and I shot Ivren a quick smile.

“What do you think you are doing?” Guner shouted. “All heirs should be in their assigned spots.”

“We should probably get back before Guner loses his mind,” Ivren joked.

The air left Rakkel once more, her body shrinking into itself.

“Get the fuck over here before I disqualify all of you,” Guner continued.

“It’ll be all right,” I told Rakkel as we hurried back to the middle of the dock, squeezing her shoulder when Ivren ushered her back to Stefen, who looked almost as sick as his heir.

She didn’t respond, but when Stefen dragged her close, placing his hand on her back to keep her standing straight, her eyes seemed to focus a bit more.

Ivren lingered for a second, leaning in close as he whispered, “My mother told me the Rafenskols’ oldest son—Rakkel’s younger brother—has been ill for a while. They have a sickness impacting the mind in the family.” He blew out a breath. “I don’t know what’s going on with her, but I can ask Fedic to keep an extra-watchful eye.”

“It might be good. Stefen doesn’t look well either.”

I waved to Fedic standing on Stefen’s other side. Rakkel’s new third looked grimmer than I’d ever seen him, his lips thinned into a line as he nodded back, before turning his tight face to Guner.

“Where is Darcke?” Guner barked.

“As I said, he’s on his way,” Torden replied.

“I didn’t ask you.” Guner stalked up to me, and I pushed my shoulders back. “Heir. Where is your second?”

“He is on his way,” I said, although I could barely feel Darcke at the moment, and I had no idea if it was true or not. But I couldn’t exactly admit that I had no control over my second. Especially now.

Guner moved closer, forcing me to lift my chin. “That wasn’t my question.”

“Calm down, old man.” Darcke and Borje came down the dock as if they were out for a casual stroll. “I’m here. Everyone’s alive. No need to strain that ancient heart of yours.”

A current traced over my skin when Darcke came to my side, standing a little too close, his intimidating presence making my skin tingle. I didn’t dare move when something too perceptive worked across Guner’s face.

“Where were you?” the king’s second demanded.

“With me,” Borje said as he took up the spot beside Torden.

Guner looked ready to yell, but then his teeth slammed together. Spinning on his heel, he stormed back to his spot beside the shaman.

“What did I miss?” Darcke rasped when Guner was out of earshot.

“Nothing,” I mumbled, shuffling away to keep my mind sharp.

Darcke’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”

“Just getting comfortable.”

He scoffed at the lie, closing the distance between us again. “I don’t know if you heard, but my men think there will be more attacks, so you better be comfortable with me right here.”

“Or what?” I challenged, but my heart wasn’t in it, my worry running too deep.

What if I was too distracted by him? What if I couldn’t see clearly because all I could think about was feeling his hands on me when we were close—finding out what faces he’d made when he’d stood behind me on the ship, or if I could make him feel as good as he did me without even touching me? What if my mother was right?

“Heir,” Darcke growled, his eyes flashing.

“Second,” I replied.

“I can’t read you.”

There was a frustration in his voice that I knew intimately.

“I guess that makes two of us,” I snapped.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Darcke snarled.

“What did Borje tell you?” I whispered, furious already because I knew he wouldn’t answer. “Why did he need you to stay behind?”

As I’d suspected, Darcke pressed his lips shut.

“I’m getting really tired of your games,” I said.

“What games?” Darcke’s fingers wrapped around my wrist. “I do not play games.”

“Then what have the past days been? You’ve been hot and cold every single hour, and it’s driving me crazy.”

Darcke’s grip firmed. “Maybe you’re not the only one going crazy.”

“You never answer my questions outright,” I accused, fighting to keep the spark in my core from spreading.

“Because you do not ask ones I can respond to.”

I blinked at the white-hot spike driving through his thoughts.

“Can you two stop bickering?” Kilia hissed. “I think Guner is about two seconds from slitting all of our throats.”

As Darcke released me, moving to stand on the other side of my third, I tried to convince myself I was relieved, but the aching void settling in my chest made that difficult.
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“There was an attack again last night.” Guner walked back and forth on the dock, his shadow playing across the damp planks. “The king is in a meeting with Chief Rafenskol, Chief Solsken, and Chief Leskog to see what can be done about this threat. In the meantime he wants you all to earn your weapons. It’s more important than ever that you are equipped to protect our people.”

Ivren shot me a look, and my jaw locked as I returned it. Thoughts I wouldn’t have dared to let surface a few weeks ago swirled in my mind, and when Darcke raked a hand through his hair, messing up the waves framing his sharp face, I remembered that pain—the crushing grief and chaos that was his mind—and my nostrils flared.

Whoever was behind the attacks, greed was causing it. Greed for more land and people under our rule, which had resulted in us being surrounded by enemies.

Darcke shifted his weight as my emotions slammed into him. The intensity of the sensations within me didn’t cool when he bored his eyes into mine as if he read every thought and suspicion, then shared a long look with Torden and Borje that made them fall into a whispered conversation.

“The trial of steel will test each one of you as individuals and as a group,” Guner continued. “You, and you alone, will travel to Gravsgard—the battlefield where our ancestors claimed the North. Return alive, and you will bring back steel blessed by Odin—a sword already wetted by the blood of those who dared stand against us, heroically wielded by one of your forefathers. It’s the highest honor to be blessed by a blade from Gravsgard, but the path to hold one in your hand is brutal.”

Kilia flexed his fingers while Ilse closed her eyes, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth. Hot nerves flitted over my skin as I watched them, making sweat trickle over my neck and down my chest.

Gravsgard was where the epic battle of the North had happened, when we claimed these islands as our own. We’d lost many men and women in that war, and they all still lay there on our most northern island—one shrouded in mist and glory—frozen in time.

Growing up, our elders told us horror stories of the island, mostly to scare us from talking ill of the dead, although after Morkskog I was becoming more open to all the tales being real.

I wiped at my neck when more sweat formed there. What if… just if I was wrong, and Darcke was the one behind the attacks? We’d be alone out there, heirs and iron-bound.

It would be a perfect opportunity.

Darcke’s gaze was heavy when it slid my way, and even though I kept my face forward, trying everything I could not to let my emotions reach for him, the slow curl of his lips was impossible to miss.

“Do we have to earn a sword?” Darcke drawled. “My axes work perfectly fine.”

My stance wavered as Ivren and Geord drew a sharp breath at the same time.

Did he always need to remind everyone how little he wanted to be a second?

Does he have to remind me?

Guner glared at me as if it were I who had spoken, and I reached around Kilia to smack the back of Darcke’s head. Unfortunately he anticipated it, catching my hand and dragging me to him instead.

“I am in the mood to play,” Darcke purred.

I lowered my chin, tiredness weighing down my shoulders.

Even if I was wrong, it wasn’t like I could do anything about it now.

“I know that you don’t want this,” I whispered, waving between my group of iron-bound. “And trust me, I am beginning to see why. But they’re watching me—us—so please, just for now, shut up.”

A stillness came over him.

“That was wrong in so many ways,” Darcke responded quietly. “And if that is what you’re beginning to see, your eyes are failing you.” He shook his head. “But I’ll be quiet if that’s what you wish.”

“Are you done?” Guner asked.

“Yes,” I replied, as Darcke hissed, “Far from it.”

Thankfully no one else heard him.

“You will share two ships,” Guner continued. “The waters are as dangerous as the island out there, and five vessels will draw too much attention. Set sail north, take the upstream path, and then the gods will guide you. Follow the lights in the sky. You may breach the shore together or separately. It doesn’t matter. The dead will test you either way.”

I wasn’t the only one who crossed my arms at the northern breeze that brought small drops of sea with it, the sound of war drums long gone echoing as it blew past.

“We’ll take the Briggen heir and his iron-bound on our ship,” Darcke declared when Guner was finished.

Ilse shook her head while I scoffed. “Maybe we should discuss this as a group?”

“No.” Darcke was already walking.

Kilia shrugged before he followed.

“Where do you think you’re going?” I asked Darcke as he passed Envis.

“To my ship.”

“No,” I said slowly. “We’re taking my ship.”

“No.”

“I don’t know what you’ve been drinking, second,” I snarled. “But we are taking my ship.”

Ottoh and Vero—and his third and fourth, who looked like two brothers, both with equally dark braided hair and pale blue eyes—hovered behind me as Darcke spun on his heel. I had to fold my hands tightly behind me when Darcke clapped Kilia on the back, then waved for the Ottoh, Ilse, and the others.

“Go on,” he said. “My heir and I need to settle a dispute.”

A dis⁠—

“What do you think you’re doing?” I hissed when the others did as he ordered.

His face turned to stone as he crowded me against Envis, one of his hands resting on the hull and the other tapping my temple. “I’m not planning an attack to kill you, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I didn’t say you were,” I snapped.

“No, but you thought it, and that’s fucking worse.”

I tilted my head back when he stepped closer, forcing my back against the ship. “How is that?”

“People may think what they wish of me,” he said quietly as his body hovered before mine, too close and too far away at the same time. “I’ve been called every name under the northern sky and accused of horrors that would make a brave man bolt at the mere whisper of them. I’m used to the world’s judgment. But you… I thought you were different. I thought you’d demand the truth before condemning me.”

His disappointment was a physical weight, and I averted my eyes.

Darcke used a finger to lift my chin.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” he said. “Tell me that you were going to ask me.”

I pressed my palms against Envis, savoring her slow vibration—a soothing rhythm beating its way into my blood. I could hear Darcke’s heart thrum against his ribs, feel the heat from his body—feel his life and feelings and thoughts. His face was so close that it would be so easy to lean in. Completely effortless to risk everything to feel that heart race.

My body tensed like a bowstring, inching closer. He licked his lips, and when my breath shuddered between us, his eyes heated. The air filled with that same need that had consumed us three nights ago.

But as voices broke through the haze, feet finding wooden decks, I curled my fingers.

“I wasn’t going to ask,” I whispered.

“Why?” Darcke demanded.

“Because it doesn’t matter,” I said.

His scoff cracked through my chest. “Because of the bond?”

I nodded. Because of everything.

“Who is hot and cold now?” Darcke asked.

The air around us crackled with unspoken tension when his eyes burned into mine, and the charge that raced through me caught him as well, because his hand twitched toward me before he could stop it.

“I won’t apologize for not asking,” I said.

“I wasn’t expecting you to.” His other hand pressed against the wood beside my head, his arms blocking me from view. “Doesn’t mean I didn’t wish it was different.”

Again we were having a different conversation from the words we actually spoke.

But as I searched his tired face, traced the dark circles beneath his eyes, I knew it was one we needed to have. Whatever had happened on my ship that day couldn’t happen again. Ilse had caught on, and that meant others could too.

“Maybe in another life,” I said.

It came out sadder than I’d planned, and Darcke’s face hardened again when whatever heat was left between us died, falling into the sea and hiding in its depths where it should extinguish forever.

“We’ll see about that,” he said.

I wasn’t sure if it was a threat or a promise.

“So.” I cleared my throat. “The heir and the ship.”

Darcke’s hand fell to his sides, and I could have sworn fall had come early, bringing its icy mountain winds and the first taste of snow with it.

“I only asked for Ottoh because we know from the last trial that we can trust him,” Darcke said, his voice void of any emotion. “And my ship is larger, with several bedrooms, so we don’t have to live so cramped.”

I’d been prepared to fight, so when his arguments made sense, my mouth opened and then closed again.

“We good, heir?” Darcke asked as he turned to head onto the ship.

No. No, we aren’t good at all.

But that’s how it had to be. My loyalty belonged to my people, not to a six-foot-five Viking warrior who smelled like the adventures I’d dreamed of growing up, and who made me want to scream and crawl into his bed in the same breath.

My father’s voice echoed in my head as I watched Darcke disappear up the brow.

We protect our people against everyone. Even against family. Even against ourselves.
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Turns out, my thoughts of fall hadn’t been too far fetched.

A freezing wind whipped through my clothes as I squinted into the night, and my fingers had long since lost their feeling as I leaned over the railing and watched the frothing sea crash around the port.

“You’ve been out here all day.” Ottoh came up beside me, a thick fur coat wrapped around his shoulders.

After giving him a quick smile, I turned to the dark horizon again. “Someone needs to make sure we don’t fall behind the other ship. What if there aren’t enough weapons for all of us?”

Ottoh cursed. “I hadn’t even thought of that.”

I sent my elbow into his side. “I’m joking.”

Mostly. Now that I was thinking about it, it seemed like a plausible inconvenience.

“I doubt Darcke’s ship would allow them to arrive before us anyway.” Ottoh traced a finger over the onyx wood. “Bog oak. I think it’s the only ship in Gustief’s fleet made from it. Never thought I’d be on it.”

“Neither did I,” I replied. “Only a few days ago I would have rather seen you float away on the southern stream than stand here beside you.”

He laughed. “I wasn’t that bad. It was an initiation.”

My brows felt like they were up at my hairline. “You could have gotten me killed that first day. What if the king hadn’t found it amusing that I wore the clothes of his enemies?”

Ottoh laughed. “Doubtful. I saw you behead that karl. There was no way you’d let a dress stand in your way.”

“As if I’d have a choice if the king wanted me dead.”

“Many want you dead, and yet here you still stand.” He bumped his shoulder into mine. “You literally chose the two people who might have been the most dangerous to you and made them your iron-bound. One your second.”

“It’s not like you have a crowd following you either,” I teased. “You had to pick your sister as your second.”

Ottoh twisted his lips. “I’ve never strived to be popular. Not like Ivren.” He leaned over the railing, watching as the water licked the hull. “I think you and I have that in common. That we are truly only here to shoulder our parents’ legacies. Maybe even make them better.”

Stars filled the sky, peppered across it like the freckles on my nose and shoulders, and as the night deepened, a velvet blue arched over the sea and the two ships breaking the waves. Ahead, snow-covered mountains began reaching toward the darkness, and I rubbed my arms against the freezing wind filling the white sail behind us.

“What was it like growing up on Sjomarks?” I asked.

“Hard.” The smile on Ottoh’s face was strained. “More and more of the land is being swallowed by the sea, so we’re mostly relying on trade nowadays. All this warmongering Gustief has us doing lately is making that challenging. The past few years we’ve had to decide between starving and risking our and our people’s lives in battle. I’m grateful the gods gifted us scarlet oak so that we might try to return to some of our old trading grounds without losing so many men every time.” A sad chuckle echoed over the water. “My parents might actually think I’ve done one useful thing in my life.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, sliding my hand over the wood and touching his.

“Don’t be,” Ottoh replied. “I’ve always had Vero to make up for my parents’ disappointment in me. Besides, no one could miss your mother at the trial of wood. You seem to know what it’s like to grow up with parents who think they can do everything better and who don’t wish to hand over the reins.”

I gave him a crooked smile. “I’ve always had Lika.”

Something in Ottoh’s face tightened.

“What?” I asked.

“I just wouldn’t think it’s easy growing up in Lika’s shadow.”

“Why?”

“He…” Ottoh seemed to debate with himself. “If you think I was bad, some of the things Lika and his friends did over the years weren’t exactly appreciated by everyone.”

“Like what?” I demanded, something deep within me tugging, and not in a good way.

Ottoh leaned his elbow on the railing, turning away from the sea. “Why do you think it was so easy for people to hate you? It’s not like you were that bad. I mean, being unwilling to fight the karls was stupid—you must have known they would hate you for that—but they all thought you were like Lika, and for those who haven’t gotten to know you, I’d venture they still believe that.”

“I mean…” I pressed my tongue against my cheek. “Lika is ruthless, but you must be in our world. Especially as a warrior.” Or as an heir.

“There is a difference between being ruthless and being evil,” Ottoh said cautiously.

“Evil?” My voice was emphasized by the sail lashing the air. “Lika isn’t evil.”

“All right.” Ottoh raised his hands, backing away a step. “I’m sorry.”

I clasped my hands as I turned to the water again, listening to its whispering song. When I didn’t say anything else, Ottoh did the same. More cool air blew over us, sweeping my hair away from my face and making my eyes tear as the wind picked up. Goose bumps raced across my skin, and when I shuddered, folding into myself, Ottoh started to unclasp his cloak.

“Here,” he said quietly. “Take this.”

As I reached out a hand, the planks beneath my feet shifted. A curse flew from my lips when I fell backward, landing hard on my ass, then sliding even farther away from the heir as the wood tilted.

“What was that for?” I hissed.

Darcke’s deep voice rumbled across the ship. “It’s time to sleep, heir.”

My eyes remained narrowed when I lifted them to my second. I at least expected him to try to look innocent, but his face was all hard lines and pursed lips and a dark gaze, not an ounce of guilt marring his chiseled features before he spun and headed down into the sleeping quarters.

A knowing crease appeared by Ottoh’s eyes as he buckled his cloak again.

“Are you going to help me up?” I asked, my skin prickling with irritation.

“No,” Ottoh replied. “I have a feeling I’ll wake up with my face as messed up as Geord’s after they drugged you.”

“What are you talking about?” I pushed my cold hands into the wood, and thankfully Darcke’s ship indulged me, giving me a helpful shove so that I easily got to my feet again.

“Darcke nearly killed Geord that night,” Ottoh said. “It took both Torden and Borje to get him off, and even then the shaman had to spend hours healing what he could.”

Cold wove across my shoulders. Geord hadn’t looked good that morning, but I’d thought it was because he’d fallen off the dock.

“Come on,” Ottoh said as he started walking toward the stairs. “I have a feeling he’ll come and throw you over his shoulder if you’re not in his room soon.”

That got me moving until I realized what Ottoh had said. “What do you mean in his room?”

That room had seemed too small when he hated me. Now? I swallowed hard.

Ottoh’s chest hitched with silent laughter. “You didn’t think he’d let anyone else stay with you, did you?”

Nerves seized me, making my stomach knot, and I didn’t like the shadow of a smile tugging at the corners of Ottoh’s mouth at all.

“No, of course,” I replied. “If something happens, we’ll be stronger together.”

“Mm-hmm,” Ottoh mumbled. “Because of the bond.”

I halted at his tone. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t look so scared,” Ottoh said as he opened the door leading down into the dim quarters where there were four rooms for us to spread out in. “We have much bigger problems than you wanting to fuck your second.”

I choked on a cough.

“He wants to fuck you too.” Ottoh grinned as he started descending the stairs. “My iron-bound and I won’t tell, but if you end up doing it, keep it down, will you? I have to share a room with Vero, and that’s something I’d like to avoid listening to with my sister.” He wiggled his fingers. “See you at Gravsgard.”

I blinked as Ottoh disappeared into the room.

Lifting my hands to my cheeks, I tried to stop the red that must have flared there. But as Darcke came out of the door opposite the one Ottoh had just entered and waved to me, his face still tense but a small flame within him betraying he’d heard exactly what the other heir just told me, my skin only heated further.

Every step down the stairs, I cursed a different word, and when I ran out, I started over.

“Don’t look so worried,” Darcke said when I somehow managed to make it down. “You’ll have your own bed.”

“Will I?” I asked, relief flooding my body.

When I’d last stayed here, he’d slept on the floor as I’d occupied the one bed, but I hadn’t explored the ship. The room beyond the doorway Darcke stood in wasn’t the one we’d stayed in before, so perhaps this one was bigger.

“No, of course not.” His smile was deadly. “My ship is big, but not that big.”

My scowl was mirrored in his eyes when I passed him. I held on to hope, but as I slipped under his outstretched arm and into the room, it was snuffed out. There was only one small bed tucked under the round window where the dark sea played outside, and the only other thing in the room was a table with a matching chair, both made of wood and looking incredibly uncomfortable.

My feet dug into the wood. “I’ll share with Ilse instead.”

As I spun, I nearly smacked into Darcke’s chest, and a growl built at the back of my throat when the door slammed shut by itself behind him. He shrugged. “My ship has spoken. Her deck, her rules. Kilia and Ilse got my usual room. Besides, I am not sharing with Kilia. I’m not even sure we’d both fit in a room together.”

I groaned. “Why do you have to make everything so hard?” When his brow arched, I quickly added, “Don’t answer that.”

Darcke overtook me and strolled into the room.

“Are you sleeping on the floor?” I asked.

He sat down on the edge of the bed. “No.”

“Then I am.” I turned to see where it would be easiest to fit in this tiny room.

“No, you’re not,” Darcke ordered. “We both need rest before tomorrow.”

As if I would be able to sleep if we were both in that bed.

“But—”

“Stop fucking arguing and get in.” Darcke gripped the bottom of his tunic, and I stiffened when he pulled it over his head, leaving himself shirtless. His muscles were defined even in the dim light from the stars outside, and his golden skin glowed like he’d been sunning himself all day.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I get warm when I sleep.”

“Do you even sleep?” I muttered. “You always look tired.”

Something vulnerable cut across the tether between us, and I tilted my head as I approached the bed.

“What was that?” I asked as I stopped before him.

We were the same height when he sat down, my head perfectly level with his. I fidgeted with the hem of my own tunic not to give in to the urge to drag my hands over his broad shoulders, then weave them into his hair to feel if it was as salt stained and coarse as it looked.

“Nothing,” Darcke responded.

“You’re the one always telling me not to lie.”

His lips twitched. “I don’t like to sleep alone.”

More elegantly than should be possible, Darcke rolled over on the bed, turning his back on me. Not that it did me any good. His back was covered with more corded muscle and skin that looked so soft I wanted to drag my nails down it.

“I felt that,” he teased.

I threw my head back with a silent groan before climbing into bed as well. Turning on my side, I kept so close to the edge I had to keep a hand on the floor so as not to tumble down onto it.

We were quiet for twenty breaths. I counted each one, trying to use his not to let my heart start racing at knowing he was so close. My entire skin prickled with awareness, and when he shifted, making me slide closer, I closed my eyes.

“We’re not going to get much sleep, are we?” Darcke said.

“I don’t think so,” I whispered.

“Your heart is beating so hard,” he said after another few moments of silence.

“So is yours,” I got out.

“You should get comfortable,” Darcke said. “I can feel the bed digging into your side.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

I felt his hand before it grabbed my hip, but I did nothing to stop it as he pulled me fully onto the bed so that my back lined up with his, my legs touching every inch of his own. My body folded perfectly against him—like he was made for me, and I for him.

“I think we’re past good ideas.” His hand remained on my hip, and my entire body vibrated, every part of me so awake and aware and alive.

My eyes remained shut as I moved my own hand. As soon as it came within reach, Darcke’s fingers slid into my own, locking in place like they’d been waiting for me.

“I think I have run out of all good ideas,” he said quietly.

“Don’t,” I whispered.

“Why?” He played with my fingers, running his own up and down my hand, tickling my palm until the body I’d kept tense relaxed into him. A low breath left him as his muscles also softened, and his movements slowed until he laced our fingers again, keeping our hands atop my hip.

“Darcke,” I warned.

“I like it when you say my name.”

I bit down a smile. He was impossible.

“You’re the one who’s impossible,” Darcke said. “Impossible to get out of my fucking head.”

A yawn rounded my mouth. “There is probably a big likelihood one of us will die tomorrow, so you might be free sooner rather than later.”

My hand hurt with how hard he squeezed it. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

My tiredness was beginning to get the better of me. “You say that like you can control it.”

“I will try,” he whispered when I drifted off. “I will try to keep you safe from all of this.”
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“That looks sufficiently horrible,” Ottoh said.

I could only agree. We were sailing into an inlet of ice, the cliffs towering on either side of us covered in white. Even the sky above us was silver gray, and each breath I pulled into my lungs ached, the air so cold it felt brittle, shards making their way through my throat.

I was grateful for the fur-lined jacket I’d brought, and I pulled it closer, so the fur that covered the shoulders tickled my nose, protecting my neck from the harsh cold.

“Are we sure that’s where we’re going?” Kilia asked. “It looks like Hel.”

“It’s part of Hel,” Darcke mumbled. “It’s a graveyard.”

A knot of fear filled my throat as the ship broke through the thin, almost translucent ice, sliding to a stop when we crested the frozen beach. The world was too still here, the wind too quiet and the waves too calm.

“Is it true that their bodies remain?” Vero asked in a whisper.

Ilse slipped up to my side. “Yes,” she answered. “When the battle of the North happened, it was so cold that every fallen man and woman was frozen over, each captured in time in their moment of death. They’re all sleeping here, like everything else on this island.”

“Do not wake what doesn’t wish to be woken,” I said.

Ottoh’s third shuddered. “I thought that was a children’s story to keep us away from the ice in winter.”

So did I. But there was something about this island.

Darcke stepped closer when pressure laced my chest.

“We stay together,” he ordered. “Better be more of us if we need to fight old dead guys.”

A giggle overcame me, but I quieted when Ilse shot me a wide-eyed look.

“Let’s go,” I said. “I’d like this to be over with.”

When this was done, I’d have earned wood for our people and a blade for myself, and the only thing that would remain was the reckoning by the gods. Then it was out of my hands. I’d done what I had to do to survive, and if that wasn’t enough for the gods…

My eyes tracked Darcke as he threw an anchor into the sea before swinging his legs over the railing and pushing off, landing with a crunch on the snow-covered beach.

He’d fight for my people. The man who’d lost his own would not leave another to die.

I didn’t care what my mother believed, or what Ilse and potentially others suspected. Darcke was a good man. He hid that goodness beneath a shell of assholery and cold glares and violence, but it was there.

He’d held my hand all night, and when I woke in the morning he’d been snoring softly, the gentle hum weaving through the room. For the first time since we’d bonded there had been calm radiating from him, a warmth that I imagined had been there before he lost everything and was leashed to the man who’d caused it.

Anger rose within me, and Darcke frowned. I rolled my shoulders to try to soothe it before he asked. As I did, the other ship rounded the bend of the inlet, and urgency made my feet tap against the deck.

“The others are coming,” I said as I followed Darcke, climbing onto the railing.

I didn’t truly believe there wouldn’t be enough swords for everyone, but I wasn’t about to risk it.

Darcke reached for me, and I shouldn’t have savored his hands finding my waist, staying there a second too long before he set me down on the ground, but I did, and I drank in the smile he hid as he turned to the white landscape as well.

Kilia came next, the ice crumbling beneath his boots. While he helped Ilse down, making the girl’s cheeks even brighter crimson as he whispered something in her ear, Ottoh’s iron-bound made their way down on the other side of the ship.

Vero shook her head as she followed Darcke’s gaze. “I’m glad we decided to team up. If we need to break through all this thick ice, we’ll need your Sweengard strength. Precision probably won’t help out here.”

“Agreed.” Ottoh placed an arm around my shoulders, pretending to kiss my cheek. “Good thing we’re such great friends now.”

My blood stopped flowing in my veins at Vero’s hopeful expression, and when Kilia turned toward the ship swiftly approaching ours, it took everything in me not to let my face fall. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. It wasn’t like Ivren and Rakkel or any of the other heirs had that sort of power.

Something steely formed across Darcke’s features. “We should start walking,” he said. “Two heirs is all I can stomach today.”

While I rolled my eyes, Darcke and Ottoh took the lead, the former without looking back once as he stalked off on his stupidly long legs. Ilse and Vero fell in step on either side of me when I followed, and Kilia stalked a few steps behind us, with Ottoh’s third and fourth taking the flank.

“I didn’t think there was much that could make me miss home,” Vero said as we tried to keep up with the two men walking before us, using our hands to shield our eyes from the snow that kept blowing into our faces. “But this place is definitely worse than Sjomarks.”

“Aaland isn’t much better,” Ilse replied.

I turned to the light-haired girl. “I didn’t realize you were from Geord’s island.”

“I wouldn’t say it’s his island yet.” Ilse stared straight ahead. “And hopefully it never will be. Adrion might not have been strong enough for the gods, but he was at least kind. His parents have tried to do what they can to make life better for all of us.”

“What’s happening on Aaland?” Vero asked over the whistling wind.

“Same as for you, I’d assume.” Ilse jerked her head toward the water. “The sea keeps rising, and so our forests are shrinking and animals are leaving. We haven’t had enough to eat for a while because of the trade being cut off with most of the nations we used to barter with. Geord’s family has been pretty pissed about Adrion’s parents sharing their food with the people instead of keeping it for the jarls.”

More snow whipped at us, and it was impossible to keep up the conversation. We continued the walk with bent necks and our hands stuffed in our armpits to protect them.

My head rang by the time it became too white to see more than a glimpse of Darcke and Ottoh, and I was grateful when Darcke screamed over the storm, “There is shelter ahead.”

The snow reached my thighs by the time we made it to the cave Darcke had spotted. Ottoh had to pull Vero out when she nearly collapsed by the entrance, her twisted foot giving up after the exertion.

Ilse and I didn’t go far inside before we found a somewhat dry spot to sit. Pulling up my legs, I rested my chin against my knees while the rest of the group scrambled inside.

“Fuck, it’s so cold,” Ottoh cursed as he guided Vero to the spot beside Ilse and then sat himself down beside her. Kilia squeezed his body between me and Ilse, although I had to shuffle to the side for him to fit.

“Should we try to light a fire?” Vero asked.

Apprehension ran through Darcke, even though he didn’t show it as he leaned against the cave wall by the entrance, peering out into the storm. At first I thought he had seen something, and my nerves began firing, but as Ottoh’s third and fourth joined us, making the space cramped and hard to navigate, the memory of our bonding overtook my thoughts.

He never went close to fires. Not once in the past weeks had he been around when they’d been lit, apart from when I forced him to at the choosing. My teeth chattered, but I still shook my head. “I don’t think that’s wise. There is a reason everything is frozen here.”

Darcke shot me a look, and I mouthed, “You’re welcome.”

His face only darkened.

Impossible. He was truly fucking impossible.

“I’ll go see if there is somewhere warmer farther in,” Darcke grumbled. “Or maybe there will be eight swords lying around and we can escape this Hel.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said.

His scowl made my blood boil. “I don’t need a guard.”

“Great, because I’m your heir,” I replied, irritated that we were back to this.

“And as such, you should⁠—”

“Just fucking go, both of you,” Kilia snapped. “You’re making my headache worse.”

Ottoh’s and Vero’s coughs sounded suspiciously close to laughter, and even Ilse turned her head down to avoid my glare. I refused to let my stiff legs slow me down as I swept past Darcke and made my way into the dark cave.

“Are we in a race I didn’t know of?” Darcke growled.

“Are we in a fight I didn’t know of?” I ducked beneath glittering stalactites that looked sharp enough to pierce through the top of my skull if they fell.

“Exactly,” I said when he didn’t reply.

Darcke’s hand found mine. I tried to free myself, but he firmed his grip, forcing me to a stop. It was almost impossible to make out his face—only his dark eyes glistened in the little light trickling in from the snow outside as he towered over me.

“I have never met someone who makes me as crazy as you do,” Darcke rasped.

“Happy to be of service,” I mumbled, still trying to step back.

“You don’t get it,” he continued angrily, a hint of that wild edge that set me on fire a few nights ago flashing in his eyes. “Sometimes I can’t tell if I want to kiss you to silence you or because your wicked little mouth is the only thing I see when I shut my eyes.” He raked his other hand through his hair. “You make me want to reach for your throat and capture your lips in the same breath. Fuck! I didn’t know it was possible for one person to be so consistently, infuriatingly alluring and irritating at the same time.”

“Is this… Do you want me to thank you?” My quip fell flat, because despite what I tried to convey, I felt his words in my bones, and my frozen toes curled in my boots. I couldn’t even breathe as he leaned in, his nose brushing mine with a featherlight touch.

“Everyone else gets to touch you,” Darcke growled, jealousy making his face even harsher than usual. His hands moved up my arm to weave into my hair. “Everyone else gets to stare at you when the sun falls over this hair, making it seem like it’s bleeding down your back.” He lifted a strand of crimson. “And now? Covered in ice and snow? You look like the queen of my own personal Hel, and it’s like I’m living a slow death, knowing I have no right to make you mine. I hate it.”

Tension rolled off him in waves, and there was a fight in my chest that was mirrored in his eyes. One we were swiftly losing. My hand moved on its own, sliding up his arm and over his shoulder.
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I shouldn’t. I really fucking shouldn’t.

But the darkness wrapped so safely around us, the wind howling so loud no one would hear. We were in our own world here, and perhaps it was one where we could break the rules. Just for a moment. Just once.

When I reached his neck, I only hesitated for a second.

Darcke groaned as my fingers dragged through his soft strands. Then he leaned down, setting his mouth an inch from my own.

Everything within me was set alight at his nearness.

I didn’t need a fire anymore, because I was becoming our own pyre.

I fisted a handful of his hair and waited for a storm worse than the one outside to unleash. His breathing was deep, heavy, his chest rocking against mine as his arm slid around my back, pressing me against him.

“Guys! There’s something out there!” Kilia called.

When I tried to retreat, Darcke stepped with me.

“Maybe they’ll get eaten by the ghosts of your forefathers,” he whispered as his hand traced up my back to cup my neck, sending flames into my core. “And they won’t find us here.”

“Darcke,” I pleaded. For his mouth or for him to stop, I wasn’t sure.

“I know.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “That doesn’t sound like our kind of luck.”

My laughter echoed around the space, hollow as it was. “You’re right.”

“Seriously!” Ottoh called. “You need to see this.”

Darcke finally released me. “They’re the lucky ones.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Because if I didn’t hold out hope that I’ll get to kiss you soon, I would have killed them all already. But I have a feeling it’ll take you a few extra days to decide to give up everything for me if I do it, so I will hold off for now.”

I shook my head as I spun to return to the cave. “How honorable of you.”

Darcke’s breath danced over my neck. “I wouldn’t call what I have in mind honorable.”

All right then. I cleared my throat, feeling all kinds of hot that had no place in this world full of ice. We came up behind the others as they huddled by the opening, staring out into the white storm.

Something muted thudded through the air, like an echo of ancient drums or⁠—

“Footsteps,” Darcke said. “Are those…”

“Hrimthursar,” Kilia confirmed grimly.

I was too short to see over the men standing before me, and I had to slap a hand over my mouth not to yelp when Darcke lifted me so that I could see over their heads. My stomach whirled as I took in the frozen giants—twice the height of the man behind me, their hair made of ice and skin of packed snow. The ice picks in their hands glittered like the ground beneath them.

“They caused the storm,” Ilse said.

A horn made me jerk, and Darcke held me closer as the tallest hrimthurs turned his neck, the ice it was made up of groaning from the pressure. White wind was sucked into his nose, and his glittering white eyes flickered with snow.

“Can he smell us?” Vero whined. “We don’t even have any weapons yet.”

As the line of hrimthursar came to a stop, Darcke backed up a step. “Looks like it.”

The frozen men spun toward us as one, and the ice hanging outside the cave started trembling.

“Let’s go,” I whisper-shouted. “Hopefully there is another way out.”

No one asked what would happen if there wasn’t.

Darcke shoved me behind him as he took the lead. “Stay close,” he ordered when I turned to make sure everyone else was coming.

I didn’t bother fighting him as he locked his hand in mine, only took Ilse’s as she stumbled after me, nodding for her to do the same to Kilia coming fourth.

We passed the spot where I’d nearly lost my mind for the umpteenth time when it came to Darcke. The farther in we walked, the more the passage began to taper, the stone pressing inward until the air became as thin as Darcke’s patience. With every step it felt like the hill was pushing harder on my chest, reducing my breath to a frantic rhythm.

I tried counting inhalations, but after two hundred and something, I stopped.

“There’s light ahead,” Darcke said after what felt like an eternity but might only have been an hour.

The pounding in my head, the pulse that had kept me warm, didn’t steady when the light turned out to be a fork, each one with its own inviting glow. The stalactites hung so low here everyone but Ilse and me had to cower, and Darcke was nearly decapitated on an especially sharp one as he waved the rest of us forward, into the circular area that had opened up before the two paths.

“We need to split up,” he said.

“That sounds like a bad idea,” Ottoh growled. “Who knows what’s down those paths?”

“Those hrimthursar could be waiting in one,” Vero added.

“Or both,” Darcke said. “Better only a few of us die in that case.”

“Way to inspire confidence,” Kilia grumbled as he pulled Ilse to his side. “You’re with me,” he added when the short girl glared at him. “I don’t care what you have to say.”

“And you’re with me.” Darcke held on to me as if I would run away if he didn’t. “We’ll take this one.” He nodded down the right passage.

“Why?” Vero demanded.

“Because Valhalla is at the end of it,” Darcke snarked. “I don’t know! But I don’t plan on dying here by taking too long to decide.”

As Ottoh took a step toward my second, I slammed an arm into Darcke’s chest. “Stop fighting. If we’re splitting up, everyone should be allowed to decide which one they want to take.”

“Fine.” Kilia started dragging Ilse down the left path. “Better we split up if you both die, right?”

“Right,” I mumbled.

Gods. My mother would come to Helheim herself and beat me into carrion if Kilia and Ilse somehow ended up becoming chief and second.

“Sounds good enough.” Ottoh waved for his two iron-bound brothers. “You’re with them. Vero and I are with the angry ones. See you on the other side.”

“Darcke,” I hissed when he tried to go for Ottoh again. “Calm down.”

“You calling me by my name won’t accomplish that,” he said against my ear as Kilia and the others started rushing down the left passage. “But fine. I don’t wish to die here, impaled by these fucking stalactites.”

“Speaking of stalactites,” Ottoh said. “We were only able to save you in the last trial because we had weapons. These look sharp enough to do some damage to a human at least.”

“But not to the hrimthursar,” Vero mumbled. “I doubt anything we do will have an impact on them.”

“Real swords should,” I said distractedly as I studied the stalactites. There was something strange about them, and my eyes narrowed as Ottoh reached for one close to him.

Ice. There was no ice on them. Not a single drop of water frozen along them, even though the entire cave was encased in it.

“Wait,” I cried.

But it was too late. Ottoh’s hands had already clasped around the stalactite, and as soon as his fingers curled, the cave roared.

Darcke threw himself at me and slammed me against the wall, using his body to protect mine as the stalactites came down. Screams rang around us, the sound of stone breaking hammering against my ears, but it wasn’t until everything went dark and quiet that my heart stuttered.
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“Are you all right?” Darcke still shielded me with his body, and while his voice rumbled through me like it always did, making my body react before my mind did, he couldn’t hide the tremor of pain that whirred along the bond.

“How hurt are you?” I demanded as I slipped my hands up his chest, cautiously trailing along his body until I reached his back. It was wet, and even though I couldn’t see it in the dark, I knew my hands were covered in blood.

“Darcke,” I said softly when he only jerked his head.

“You saying my name like that makes it all worth it,” he drawled.

“You shouldn’t⁠—”

“Just thank me, heir.”

My hands fell from his back when his straightened, and I wiped them on my trousers before clearing my throat. “Thank you.”

He was quiet for long seconds, and something like frustration rolled off him. “I would have asked you for something else if I knew you were going to oblige.”

I rolled my eyes. He couldn’t be that hurt then.

“I can feel you doing that,” he said. “Makes me want to do bad things to you. Really bad things.”

Perhaps my cheeks could light up the space if we didn’t find another way.

I groaned to myself when Darcke chuckled.

“We should find the others,” I said as I shoved him back a step.

My voice was too loud for the stillness. Even the echoes that had resounded as we walked through the cave had died, and the air, which had been stale and smelling of wet stone, seemed to seep more slowly through the space. My heart leaped at the thought, but I forced myself to breathe normally, filling my lungs with whatever was left.

“Briggens,” Darcke called. “Are you alive, or can we leave you behind?”

“Darcke!” I snapped.

“What?” he asked. “It’s a valid question.”

“W-will you do… bad things to us, too, if we are?” Ottoh’s voice came somewhere to our right, followed by his sister’s choked “That’s not funny!”

Warmth spread in my chest.

“No, but my heir might. She is far too fucking happy you’re alive.”

Darcke was joking, but there was a trace of jealousy in there that made me smile in the darkness.

“Felt that too,” Darcke rasped.

Ignoring him, I asked. “Are you able to get out?”

I felt for the wall behind me and started walking around the cramped space, trying to figure out our bearings. The stone had covered both exits, but a freezing breeze whistled softly as it fought to blow through the cracks in the rubble.

“I don’t think so.” Ottoh sounded even more breathless. “There… there is a stone on my back.”

“And your stupid ass is on top of me,” Vero added, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“We’re going to have to dig them out,” I said to Darcke, my pulse pounding. “It doesn’t seem like there’s much stone between us and the outside, but we need to be careful so we don’t make it worse.”

“Sh-shouldn’t take you long, right?” Ottoh said. “I think we’re running out of air.”

“Good thing we’re with a Sweengard,” Vero whispered hoarsely. “I-I knew⁠—”

“Save your breaths,” Ottoh ordered. “But seriously, if… you can hurry, Elvara, please do.”

My rib cage felt like it might splinter under the fierce beatings of my heart.

“Over here.” Darcke found my jacket and tugged me backward. “They’re beneath this.”

He guided my hands over a pile of boulders that were stacked higher than I could reach, each one heavier than I would be able to lift myself. If I’d had my magic, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but now…

I closed my eyes to an even more suffocating darkness. What was I supposed to do?

Lika’s face flashed before my eyes. Leave them.

That’s what my brother would have done. This was when his ruthlessness—his training—would have kicked in. I wasn’t here to make friends. I wasn’t here to save anyone else.

“Elvara,” Darcke said. “This would be a great time to use that rune of yours.”

Time slowed as my second lifted a hand and trailed it up my arm until he reached the rune that was supposed to flicker with life on my chest. As Darcke tapped it, my heart hammered furiously, hopelessness and fear and guilt tangling within me.

“Any… any day now,” Vero called weakly, and I wondered if this wasn’t Hel after all.

I didn’t want to leave them. I didn’t want to have to make this choice.

A thickness crawled up from my chest, clogging my throat.

“Elvara,” Darcke said again.

My limbs became heavy, but it was the crushing weight on my mind that made me shut my eyes. I didn’t want to disappoint more people. I didn’t want to disappoint him.

“Elvara!”

“I can’t!” I hissed under my breath, the words bursting from my lips before I could stop them. But I didn’t want to take them back. “I can’t, all right?”

“You can’t what?” Darcke asked, his fingers still tapping a steady rhythm that made the dried fish I’d eaten before leaving the ship start to make its way up again.

“I can’t use my magic.” My voice wasn’t my own anymore. It was empty, cold, distant, and I tried to swallow it. I did. But I couldn’t anymore. I was done.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t have any,” I whispered.

His palm flattened against my chest, and my heart tried to escape, to find its way into that hand and hide from the aftermath of what I’d just done.

“I know,” Darcke replied, his other hand finding the back of my neck.

“You know?” I echoed.

“I just needed you to say it.”

My lips parted. “Why?”

“So that you’d see that you and I… we’re not so different after all.” Darcke pulled me to him, lifting my hand and placing it over the scarred rune on his own chest. “That we’re doing what we’re doing because we have to, and not because we want to.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, even as the understanding that had begun to mount within me continued to spread, things I’d wanted to pretend weren’t true forcing their way into my mind.

I felt his smile in the darkness. “You’re clever, heir. I have no doubt that you will figure it out.”

“Are… are you still alive?” Ottoh’s panting made my fingers twitch.

“Yes,” I got out. “We’re getting you out.”

“G-good, th-that’s… g-good.” Ottoh sounded as if he was drifting off, and fear crushed my heart like a fist.

“You have to help me,” I whispered to Darcke. “I can’t… I can’t do this alone.”

“I will,” he said. “As long as you answer my call when I need it.”

“I promise,” I replied, and his lips hiked higher.

Darcke’s resolve was a warm drink on a cold day, and even though neither of us could see anything, when he found a boulder, searching it to ensure it wouldn’t cause others to fall, I knew where to place my hands so that we could remove it together.

We worked in silence, taking care to ensure each stone fit somewhere in the cave where it wouldn’t disturb the other rubble caging us in like walls. Sweat streamed down my back by the time Ottoh’s and Vero’s breaths sounded louder, their presences growing stronger in the dark.

“Are you okay?” I asked as Darcke moved another large stone.

“G-great,” Vero got out.

Fuck, she didn’t sound good at all, and the way she and Ottoh struggled for breath made my own come more panicked. Darcke’s gaze was on me as I closed my eyes, begging to whoever was listening to get us out of there.

Finally something lighter split the dark, although it took several long minutes to finally get all the rocks off the Briggen siblings. Darcke lifted Ottoh’s body off his sister, and when he cautiously set him down, I dropped to my knees beside the heir.

Ottoh’s chest rose and fell slowly—too fucking slowly. I felt for his pulse, and though it was there, it was weak, barely fluttering when I pressed two fingers against his neck.

“Is he alive?” Darcke asked as he helped Vero to her feet.

“He needs air,” I said as my own throat tightened. “We… we all do.”

“Where is the exit?” Vero asked, fear making her voice high pitched. “I need to get him out! He tried… he tried to save me. The stones were so heavy, and I couldn’t do anything.”

“Over there.” I gestured even though she wouldn’t be able to see it in the dark.

Vero fell into me as she got onto all fours, leaning over her brother’s body as if to listen to every struggling breath going through him. “Y-you get us out. I’ll stay with him.”

“I—”

Tears sprung in my eyes as I felt Vero’s hope, her conviction that I could do this.

Gods, I was so fucking tired of feeling powerless. Ever since the day our ships had gone quiet, it felt like I’d been fighting a battle where the enemies kept bringing in fresh armies that I had to fend off with a dull sword.

“Elvara.”

I fucking hated the way Darcke said my name because I knew what would come next.

Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

“The rocks covering the entrance are too large,” he said furiously. “We won’t be able to move them. Not alone.”

“Wh-what are you talking about?” Vero cried. “You’re a Sweengard. Get us out!”

Every sip of air became more of a battle, like trying to gather water from a dried-up well, and the tears swimming in my eyes spilled over, roaring rivers in summer rolling down my cheeks.

“Elvara!” Vero screamed. “He’s barely breathing!”

I wanted nothing more than to claw at my throat. I wasn’t struggling only with my own breaths. Darcke and I felt each other’s need for air, and all the fury in the realm couldn’t stop the fear as I thought of the Viking warrior’s chest no longer moving.

Darcke growled as he fought to shift one of the rocks, and I jerked at the pain radiating through him as he slammed a fist into one and violently kicked another.

Darkness pressed in like it couldn’t wait to swallow us—add us to the bodies that already littered this cursed island. For every breath that didn’t fulfill our need for air, I felt it come closer, our wyrds knitting a final ending of the two heirs and their seconds, one that would turn into a warning for future generations.

Vero started laughing, and I guessed the same strange euphoria clawing at my mind had started in hers. It would be so easy to give in. A giggle rocked my chest. No one would find us here—no one would know what I’d failed to do.

“Fuck!” Darcke screamed, and the scent of iron that already clung to him grew stronger as his knuckles split from the force with which he punched the boulders. “This is not how we’re going to go! I fucking refuse!”

I pressed my hands into the floor, where puddles had begun to form, when more of that delirium set in. My fingers whispered over the water, and reality started to go in and out, the dark cave replaced by a towering, snow-covered mountain.

My mind snapped to a burning village—to Darcke standing in the water, screaming out his pain. Then it went to the shaman, severing his rune and tying down his magic, ripping out a piece of his soul. I placed more weight on my hands, the ice-cold water covering them, as Darcke’s pain tried to consume me, keeping my eyes closed while I allowed his memories to battle the darkness surrounding me.

How had he not given up? How was he still here?

Alone and broken and forced to submit to the king who’d killed everyone he loved—who’d killed the person Darcke had been.

My nostrils flared as my mind showed me Darcke falling to his knees in the sea, calling for a god who couldn’t stand up to the stronger Aesir—who had to leave his people to die.

I felt his pain like it was my own. And perhaps it was. My reflection sitting atop the cliffs at Oenskan came next—me washing away the image of the young, naive girl, replacing her with the version of me today.

The king had done this to me too. If not for his war hunger, my father would be alive, and getting out of this cave wouldn’t be an issue. My teeth slammed together. If not for the king’s greed, Lika would be alive, and I wouldn’t be here at all. I wouldn’t have collared a man already leashed to the monarch, dragging him into a bond that made him a traitor to his own blood. I wouldn’t have tricked an heir and his second to trust me, and I wouldn’t be the reason they wouldn’t make it out to lead their people.

It all went back to the king.

“Elvara,” Vero pleaded. “Help us. Please.”

A snarl pulled my lips back from my teeth as I dug my nails into the frozen ground, a familiar feeling of rage making me rise on shaking legs. Perhaps this was why Darcke was so angry all the time. It was easier to focus on one emotion to keep moving.

I pictured the king at the first feast, sitting on his dais as the initiates fought for their lives on the ground beneath him. That’s where he sat when we waged every war he asked of us. That’s probably where he was right now.

My hands shook by my side as I walked blindly to where Darcke was still fighting his losing battle with the stone. Maybe it was time to do something about all this. Maybe what I was fighting for shouldn’t only be my people, but all our people—and all the people out there in the world whom King Gustief had forced beneath his rule.

“I’m not giving up on us,” I said.

I would claw us out of this mountain if I had to. I hadn’t survived this far for it to end here. None of us had.

“I know.” Darcke’s low voice fueled the fire within me.

I pressed my palms against one of the boulders before me. Something deep inside me—the memory of the power that used to flow within my blood—had expected my rage to maybe find that strength again. But the rock didn’t move. Something else did, though.

A metallic sound made the first echo since the cave ruptured, and I knew what I’d find as I trailed my fingers down the stone. As my fingers wrapped around a cool hilt, my body went rigid.

I was running up the hill. The men on my heels were closing in, their breath so close I could smell the bloodlust on it. I pushed myself until I thought my heart might shatter from exertion. I didn’t expect to survive this, but I needed to warn the others.

That was the purpose of my short life.

I’d seen the ships and I’d taken off immediately, but they’d still noticed me, and now there were only heartbeats left until their blades found my neck.

My feet trampled down frosted grass, and I could hear him now—my commander doling out orders.

Just a little bit longer.

The first arrow found my shoulder as I crested the hill, but I jumped, and then I was over. “They’re here! They’re coming for us!” I screamed with everything in me.

My commander’s eyes found mine, and I watched his grim calm splinter into brutal pain.

But I’d done it. I’d warned them.

The next arrow found my heart.

My hand flew to my chest and the heart beating so vigorously there.

“You okay?” Darcke was beside me, and somehow I knew no time had passed.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Get back.”

“What—”

“Get back,” I screamed.

For the first time, Darcke listened to me, and as I lifted the sword, which had grown hot in my hand, I knew he felt my smile. Sparks flew through the air when I cleaved the stone, and I continued striking the wall once, twice, five times until the air rumbled and it collapsed, bright, pale light spilling in.

“Help Ottoh.” I spun, getting hold of the neck of Vero’s jacket. After kicking more of the rubble aside, I dragged her into the winter sun.
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As I aided Vero to her feet, Darcke dragged Ottoh out of the cave. I was about to thank him when shock rattled my spine.

“Fuck,” my second cursed.

I lifted my gaze at the same time as Vero.

“Fuck is right,” the Briggen second whispered.

It was utter chaos. Kilia and Ilse were standing back-to-back, swords glistening in their hands as they fought three hrimthursar, ducking and parrying blows from the frost giants’ ice picks. The Briggen fourth had a sword, but his brother did not, and blood ran down his arm as the former did everything he could to keep two more giants away.

“You should go,” Vero said. “I’ll keep him safe.”

“Vero,” I started, but Darcke lifted me over his shoulder before I had time to finish.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I snarled.

“Getting you away from them,” he snarled back.

“Set me down!”

One shake of his head.

“You realize I’m holding a sword, right?”

“If my blood is the price for your breath, then so fucking be it,” he growled. “That cave fucking shook me, and I will not relive that.”

My lips snapped shut when Darcke stuttered, both of us reeling with the truth of his words.

“Huh,” he breathed. “I need you to be safe. More than anything I need you to be safe.”

I wanted to savor the way he said it: as if he’d figured out what made the waters in our realm ebb and flow. But steps thundered behind us.

“If you want me to be safe, you need to set me down,” I cried as the hrimthurs licked its blue lips before lifting the ice pick in its hand.

I felt Darcke’s decision to sacrifice himself—to throw me down and cast himself in the giant’s way—before he could act. I didn’t allow him to read my instinct. Smacking my hilt against his head, I kicked at the same time, making him stumble and lose his grip.

As I spun, I lifted the sword, and a groan ripped from my lips when the ice pick in the hrimthurs’s hands struck the steel, the impact shaking my bones until they ached. I ducked under the frozen hand that followed and sprinted between the monster’s legs, using my sword to cut at its knees.

The roar the hrimthurs let out shook the ice beneath my boots, and my eyes flew wide when bodies stared back at me from beneath the frozen water, their pale eyes unseeing and mouths open in their final cry.

“I will not join you today,” I vowed as I whirled, crouching as the giant lifted his ice pick again and hoping my arms could withstand the force with which it swung through the air.

“As if I’d fucking let you.” Darcke shoved me out of the way, sending me flying back on the ice, and I was about to scream at him when I saw the sword in his hands.

It was massive, one of the widest blades I’d ever seen, but that wasn’t what made me gape.

The weapon was the brother to my own, the same sparkling blue sapphires lining its hilt, and the silver it was forged from as pale as a moon reflecting on a calm sea.

Darcke didn’t have the finesse I’d been taught when wielding a sword, but it didn’t matter. When he swung it like he did his axe, meeting the giant’s weapon earlier than the latter had intended, the air roared with metal clangs. With a twist of his wrists, Darcke sent the pick clattering onto the ice, wrenching it from the hrimthurs’s grip as easily as he’d gotten me on my back when we were training.

“Don’t go yet,” Darcke taunted when the hrimthurs scrambled back. “I’m not done with you.”

The monster whipped his head around when he limped further backward, the ice in his eyes beginning to thaw, leaking down his frozen cheeks.

More roars split the air as his kin died. Vero had also earned her sword, and she screamed as she drove it upward through one of the smaller hrimthursar’s jaws, making his head shatter into a million tiny shards of ice.

As Darcke followed the one who’d attacked us, something within my stomach wrenched. His violence heated my blood, and while I could taste the same iron he did, I placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Leave it,” I ordered.

“I don’t think so,” Darcke growled, trying to shake my hand off. “He went for you.”

“And now he’s leaving,” I said, trying to calm the primal possessive fury that was Darcke’s and my bond.

“Why should he get away with it?” Darcke asked, his muscles flexing beneath my touch and chest rumbling from the snarl building in there.

It was a struggle not to give in—not to let him chase and kill and satisfy the vengeance that had burrowed into his chest like the arrows the previous owner of my blade had taken. But I held on as the giant threw a final look at the carnage behind us before spinning around and escaping behind the bend with steps that crunched against the ice.

“Why?” Darcke demanded again, the muscle in his jaw working.

“Because he’s not the one who deserves our wrath.”

Darcke’s eyes went between mine, reading the promise there before he crushed me against his chest. His sword pressed against my back as he held me like the world would end if he didn’t.

“What was that for?” I asked when he pulled back.

He lifted the sword as if it were poisonous, letting it dangle from his fingers. “It made me watch you die.”

“Mine showed me the past.” I touched the blue stones. “I guess it makes sense that yours would show the future.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” he snapped.

“They’re siblings—twin blades.” I showed him my sword. “I think I see now. Their owners had a purpose. What if we inherited that, and that’s how we earn the swords?”

I’d found mine only when I realized who my enemy truly was—who was behind everything cruel and cold in our world.

“No.” Darcke shook his head. “We make our own wyrd.”

“Do we?” Is this where you would have been, then? Is this the life you would have chosen?

He dragged me to him. “That was not your fucking future.”

“What was it?” I asked.

“I’m not telling you, you fucking martyr.”

That tension between us returned tenfold, the ice creaking beneath us not the only threat in the air. Darcke’s chest heaved, the vein in his neck throbbing as he leaned over me like he was physically trying to stop me from doing whatever it was he’d seen.

A crack shattered the silence, and we flew around as one, our swords lifted.

“Elvara!” Vero screamed.

I didn’t wait as I started sprinting. Vero was dragging Ottoh with her as a gaping wound in the ice opened behind them, chasing them across the lake we’d been standing on.

“Elvara!”

I’d thought it would be Darcke who’d be the next person to yell at me, but it was Kilia and Ilse from the other side of the jagged maw where dark water spilled out at the sides, forcing my third and fourth backward. Ivren, Viljan, Rakkel, and their iron-bound came sliding to a stop behind them, closely followed by Geord and his men.

I didn’t like Viljan’s face at all as he cupped his hands around his mouth.

“Watch out!” he screamed. “Behind you!”

My feet kept moving as I turned my head over my shoulder and realized why Darcke had been so quiet. Three men in tattered clothing swarmed him, and while he easily parried the blows from their axes, they weren’t trying to outfence him—they were herding him.

With every strike he deflected, they forced him closer to the fracture in the water.

Enemies had found us here? They’d braved Gravsgard to kill us?

Something moved in the corner of my eye, and I cursed violently.

Two more men were approaching Vero and Ottoh, coming from the hill we’d slashed ourselves out of. My head snapped back and forth between the Briggen siblings and my second, and I had only heartbeats to make up my mind.

“Fuck!” I swore. “Vero! Duck!”

Fear twisted her features as she did what I said. As soon as her back bent, I threw my sword.

I didn’t stay to see my blade hit true, but my ears picked up a pained groan followed by a thud when I ran to Darcke and the men trying to get him into the vicious tide that churned beneath the ice. Hopefully Vero would be able to deal with the other one herself.

Darcke had managed to get one of the men. I jumped over his unnaturally twisted body, praying I wouldn’t slip on the warm blood pooling beneath him. The other two were relentless, attacking my second again and again and again, each time forcing him another step backward.

Darcke didn’t realize my plan until it was too late. By not deciding what I would do until the last second, I kept my intent hidden from him. I saw his mouth open as I lunged, but I only used the fear erupting along the tether to fuel my leap.

The man I’d aimed for didn’t see me coming. As I slammed into his back, I sent us both careening over the slick surface, hurtling toward the water.

It would have been easier if I’d had my sword, but I sacrificed my nails to dig into the ice—to try to stop, or at least slow myself down. I cried out as my nails ripped clean off, but it worked. The split in the ice wasn’t coming at me so fast anymore. Then something wrapped around my wrist, and my breath hitched in my throat when I sped up again before the man I’d knocked down dragged me with him into the water.

The freezing waves shocked me, every nerve within my body firing. I knew I had only seconds if I wanted to even try to survive. Kicking myself free from the man’s grip, I reached upward, but my fingers touched nothing. I didn’t dare spin—I didn’t want to become confused in the dark water—but only used my legs to thrust upward and try again.

Nothing. Bubbles rose before my face when I screamed in frustration, but it was when those bubbles became smaller that terror truly settled like a hand around my throat. My limbs were already stiffening, and I still couldn’t see anything in the swirling dark.

One more time. One more.

I stretched an arm as high as I could, and this time I felt ice. I could have cried from happiness—at least I hadn’t accidentally swum to the bottom—but I stopped the air trying to wrangle itself from my lungs. I would need it for as long as possible.

Keeping my fingers touching the barrier between me and air, I turned my head.

I had to find the crack before I started swimming. I’d been in the water for maybe only half a minute, but it didn’t matter when it was this cold. The sea would take every bit of my energy. As I turned the other way, my heart went still, and I lost control over the breath I’d held.

Darcke’s face disappeared behind my final air bubbles, and I wondered for a second if I’d imagined it. But as the froth faded, he was still there—unyielding and impossible. His wild face was barely an inch from mine, his eyes filled with feral desperation.

When his hand found mine, our bodies convulsed. My eyes were locked on his as muted screams filled my ears—heartbreaking cries of help. It was Darcke’s people, and then it was not. Pleadings in other languages mingled with each other until they became a song of sorrow, carried here by the sea in the hopes of someone who would listen.

My lungs protested as I tried to listen to what they were saying, but when another spasm shook me, I heard Darcke’s voice in my head as clear as if it were my own, breaking through the others.

It’s enough now. It’s enough.

My eyelids fluttered, darkness flickering in and out.

Stay with me, he ordered as he started swimming backward, holding on to my hands and pulling me with him. Stay with me, Elvara.

As I squinted at him, something golden caught my eyes.

Around Darcke’s neck was a physical collar, one that was gilded and pretty, but a shackle all the same. I blinked hard, trying to get my eyes to focus. When I saw it again, I felt the divine tether that wasn’t the one we shared but the noose the shaman and the king used to control him.

Sorrow creased his face when I looked back at him, and I tried to speak, but darkness pressed in like a predator, and the world fell as silent as the vow echoing in my mind.

I’m going to free you.
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It was dark outside the round window when I jolted awake.

The room was empty, the ship quiet, and I pushed at the furs I’d been wrapped in to swing my shaking legs over the edge. My heart raced into my throat when the table chattered, a cup on it dangerously close to keeling over. When the table rumbled demandingly a second time, I forced myself to stand.

“I’m coming,” I mumbled as I made my way over.

The cup was cold, but the soup in there was still good. I was mid-gulp when the door flew open and Darcke barged in, instantly making the room smaller and making my still-frozen limbs twitch with the urge to slip around him and escape out into the night.

“Good. You’re awake,” he said in that lethally low voice. “How are you doing?”

I set down the cup on the table. “Fine. I⁠—”

“Even better.” Darcke stormed up to me so quickly that the table dug into my back when I recoiled. “Now I can yell at you for being an absolute fucking idiot martyr without feeling guilty. What were you thinking, throwing yourself at him without a fucking weapon?”

“Maybe you can give her some grace? She saved your lives doing what she did.” Kilia’s voice came from outside the room, but I only had time to glimpse his and Ilse’s faces before the door between us slammed shut.

I grimaced when the window followed, its shutters closing tightly, as if I might try to crawl out of it otherwise, leaving us only in the light from one candle standing by the edge of Darcke’s bed.

Perfect. His ship was also angry with me.

The table dug harder into my back, and I stuck my tongue out at the wood.

“Very fucking mature,” Darcke barked.

“And what about ‘fucking idiot martyr’ makes you an elder?” I taunted.

I was tired and still cold, and I really didn’t want to deal with his mood swings. I would have tried to get around him, but I had a feeling the door would not open even though there wasn’t a lock.

“At least I’m telling you what the fuck I think.” Darcke leaned his hands on the table on either side of me so I had to bend my back over the wood to continue meeting his eyes. “Not just acting on my first stupid instinct.”

“No, you just let a cave fall down on you so I won’t get hurt. Tell me, how is your back?”

“A lot better than your ass will be if you continue trying to die for me,” Darcke hissed, his face hovering right above mine. “I have no issue bending you over my lap and beating some fucking sense into you.”

My stomach surged, and he felt it from the dangerous grin spreading across his face.

“You really know how to woo a girl with sweet words,” I got out.

Darcke wetted his lips. “This is nothing, heir. I can get a lot fucking dirtier.”

I pinned him with a glare when his rage rolled through me, but the fingers I’d furled around the edge of the table loosened when the bitter taste of fear followed. It wound around us like a violent wave trying to bring us down into the depths of the sea.

“You were scared,” I said, my voice coming out softer than I’d meant.

“Scared that you’d lost your fucking mind.”

I felt another rush of panic, one he was working hard to hide.

Pressing a finger into his chest, I whispered, “That’s not it, second.”

Because it wasn’t. Beneath that fury there was something even more dangerous—something we’d danced around for weeks now, joking and teasing and pretending it didn’t exist. My mind snapped back to the moment beneath the ice—to the collar around his neck, to my silent vow.

I’m going to free you.

Darcke’s eyes were wild, almost as dark as the war paint and tattoos around them. He was losing control, his patience with me ready to snap at any second. When I shifted, I accidentally arched my back into him, and my lips parted at the hardness pressing into my leg.

Our eyes dropped at the same time, and when they met again: static.

It was like being struck by lightning, the way his eyes heated. The air around us ignited, hotter than any flame or fire or sun I’d ever experienced. In the distance more doors shut, the hushed conversation that had leaked through the cracks in the walls muting until everything fell silent.

His legs trapped me against the table as he spread them, and an unbidden moan slipped past my lips when he pressed himself against me, the hard length of him starting an ache so deep I doubted it would ever leave my core.

“If that’s not it, then what, heir?” His breath fanned over my chest, and the hair on the back of my neck rose in response, thrills of desperate need running down my back.

You were scared I was going to die before you could kiss me.

You wanted to know what I felt about you before you couldn’t ask.

You were desperately, furiously, impossibly terrified of being alone again after you’d found someone who reminded you of yourself.

But I didn’t say that.

“You tell me,” I said instead.

When his hand trailed up my arm before cradling the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair as he angled it back, I stopped breathing. A small voice in the back of my mind whispered to me to stop—that I needed to end this now. But another also awoke—the one I’d heard right before finding my sword, when I’d realized who the real enemy was.

And if I was going to do that—if I was going to risk it all to win everything?

What did other stupid rules matter? I wasn’t going to Valhalla anyway. I’d been marked for Hel. So why not give them something to cheer about when I showed up?

Darcke went entirely still when something within me shifted.

His hungry eyes narrowed. “What was that?”

My eyes went between his as I listened to our hearts pound in sync.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

“That was me giving in,” I whispered.

Darcke shook his head, but his hand slid farther into my hair, the other one settling on my hip, roughly dragging me against his hard body.

“You shouldn’t do that,” he said, his voice thick with such intensity I arched my back farther, more of my body brushing against his

“I know,” I said.

He angled my head back, his eyes on my lips. “We shouldn’t want this.”

“I know.”

He flattened his hand against my back, merging our bodies entirely, his lips not even an inch away. “It’s against the rules. We vowed not to do this.”

“I know.”

He shamelessly pressed his cock against me. “We should leave this room.”

“I know.” I slid my hands over his muscular arms like I’d wanted to for a while now, weaving them into his hair and tugging him so close his lips brushed mine. “But I’m not going to.”

A groan resounded in his heaving chest, and for the first time since I met this stupidly attractive, lethal, insanely impossible Viking warrior, his resolve snapped.

“Fuck it.”

He lifted me at the same time I reached for him, and our lips crashed together as he slammed me down on the table. The hand on my back moved to shove my legs apart and he stepped in between them, crushing my chest against his own. His mouth was hot on mine, and he dragged my head back by my hair to deepen the kiss.

I moaned into his mouth when his chest rumbled with a groan, and he hauled me closer, fusing us together so hard I would have bruises later. Heat pooled in my core, setting my entire body aflame.

“I need more.” I pulled at his hair, wrapping my legs around his back and using his hardness to relieve some of the burning want that consumed me worse than anything else I’d ever felt.

“I’ll give you everything you fucking want,” he growled, moving to my neck and pressing lazy hot kisses there that made me tighten my grip on his hair to get him back up to my lips. “You only need to ask and it’s yours.”

Darcke captured my whimper with his mouth, his tongue playfully dancing with mine until I couldn’t think about anything else but this—him. Us.

I slid my hands beneath his shirt and explored the corded muscles I’d admired so many times. Somehow his tunic disappeared, and it was his turn to moan when I leaned forward and nipped at the scarred water rune on his chest, letting my tongue follow its outline until it was imprinted in my mind.

“Fucking Hel, Elvara.” His breathing was ragged, erratic, primal, and my core clenched until I had to shut my eyes at the look of desperate need on his face.

Hel was right. That was where we were going for doing this.

Darcke’s hands slid under my ass and he lifted me from the table, holding me against him until my face was level with his. “You sure you want this?”

I rocked against him, letting him feel the fire taking every rational thought and all willpower within me, and how I didn’t care.

“I want you,” I said. “I want this.”

He kissed me again, and my stomach hollowed and roared and roiled at the same time, because the way his tongue mapped my mouth, his lips covering every inch of my own, kissing from corner to corner, trailing more along my jaw, was with the desperation of a man drowning—knowing the end was near but refusing to believe it.

“I’m not a good man,” he warned me. “I’ve done bad things, and I will continue to do them. This. Us. Doesn’t change that.”

“I know.” I wrapped my legs tighter around his waist, letting my hands whisper over his wide shoulders. “I’m still sure.”

“I can’t say…” He swallowed hard, his eyes darkening for reasons I didn’t want to think about. “There are things you do not know.”

My fingers trailed his neck, and even though I couldn’t see the collar, hatred burned through me as I fisted his hair, forcing his eyes to mine.

“I do know,” I said hotly. “Still. Sure.”

He might not be able to tell me everything—that magical leash held his tongue—but even if he was behind the attacks, which I fucking doubted, given he’d nearly died today as well, I wasn’t sure I would have cared at this point.

We’d murdered his entire people.

Did we not deserve this? Did the king not deserve it?

His lips twitched, but whatever mirth I’d evoked in him couldn’t erase the waves of bottomless sorrow, the ones he desperately wanted gone.

I pressed my lips against his. He groaned again, and what I’d meant to be a gentle—loving—kiss shifted into an inferno of hot breath and colliding lips, hands in hair and my back driving up against the wall as he pressed me into it.

I wasn’t certain how we’d moved across the room, but I didn’t care when he thrust himself against me, lining up his hardness against my aching, needy center. Darcke moved to attack my neck, sucking and biting until I cried out.

His lips trailed over my hot skin until he reached my ear.

“You better be fucking sure,” he breathed as his hands slid under my shirt, whispering over my back, and I whimpered as I leaned my forehead on his shoulder. “Because there is nothing honorable about the way I plan to fuck you. I can’t promise the doors of Hel won’t bolt shut at the sight of us.”

I bit down on his bare shoulder. “Then we’ll find another realm.”

“Fuck,” he cursed, and his lethal grin shot right through my chest.

The floor planks creaked as they shifted beneath us, and Darcke went quiet—frozen. As steps sounded behind the wall he had me against, my face flushed, but Darcke pressed a finger against my lips when I started to tell him to set me down.

“Are you done fighting?” Kilia asked. “We’re almost at Nordoen, and something’s happening. There are too many ships moving about.”

I doubted we’d ever be done fighting. When Darcke pressed a heated kiss against the corner of my mouth, one of his hands sliding over my stomach to cup my breast, I showed him my teeth, although the need overtook the worry of being caught.

“Are you there?” Kilia sounded worried, and I stiffened at the same time as Darcke did.

“Yes,” Darcke said. “Unfortunately, so are you.”

I was impressed by his calm, especially when I could feel what I did to him.

“I think you should get up here.”

Darcke’s eyes lifted to the ceiling before capturing mine once more.

“We’ll be there shortly,” he barked. “Go up and get the ship ready for mooring.”

“But—”

“Go, or I’ll make her throw you off so you can swim to shore,” Darcke snarled.

Maybe I’d spoken too soon.

His head fell forward to rest against the wall, his chest still heaving as Kilia and whoever was with him walked up the stairs. I was ready for him to set me down, but his arms only tightened around me, his body pressing harder against mine.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Deciding whether I can make you come in two minutes.”

I didn’t doubt it. The way I was feeling, he might as well just breathe on me and set me off. But Kilia had sounded truly worried.

I forced a strained laugh. “We’ll have time later.”

“Will we?” There was doubt in his tone that I pretended not to hear.

“Yes,” I said confidently.

Because I am going to help you. Even if it’s the last thing I do.

“What am I supposed to do about this?” Darcke said as he rocked his hardness against me again, watching me as my eyes snapped shut and a moan escaped my lips.

“Maybe we could swim to cool down,” I teased.

“Water is not going to help me.” His lips lifted an inch. “But when I have my magic back, I’ll show you some of the skills I’ve honed over the years.”

A pang of jealousy shot through me at the thought of him with someone else, and his grin widened.

“So you can get your magic back?” I rushed out when he opened his mouth.

His mouth closed again, and a wince wove across his features as if I’d hurt him.

You’re not asking the right questions.

“Ah,” I said. “You can’t tell me, can you?”

Darcke only blinked as he set me down.

A different type of warmth flooded me when he reached for his shirt and got into it, picking up the swords we’d earned—I was glad someone had brought mine and apparently cleaned it—and pressed mine into my hands before he took the lead up the stairs.

When he opened the door and let the orange light of dawn trickle in, I set my jaw.

If he couldn’t tell me, I would have to find someone who could.
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Kilia was right. Something was going on.

The harbor was bustling with activity beneath the early-morning sun, and as we sailed up beside Ivren’s ship, where he, Rakkel, Geord, and their iron-bound were disembarking, Ivren’s mother and my own, Adrion’s father, and Rakkel’s mother all stood on the dock.

Nerves fluttered in my gut, but I was glad to see that everyone seemed to have survived Gravsgard, although it looked like everyone on Ivren’s ship was as tired and beaten as we were.

“What is this?” Ottoh mumbled.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “But it can’t be good.”

“Shocking that our mother isn’t here,” Vero drawled.

“Truly.” Ottoh ironically straightened his back. “She loves to put herself in danger.”

Darcke’s finger tickled my side, and my cheeks burned when my mother glared at us, disapproval already thinning her lips. “If only she knew,” Darcke whispered into my ear, and I forced a smile across my face while I stomped on his foot.

Ilse touched my arm. “How are you doing?”

I shrugged. “I’m not cold anymore.”

A silent laugh bounced between Darcke and me, and I nudged him away with my elbow. I hoped that whatever was happening now would be over quickly, though. I wouldn’t mind staying on this ship for one more night. Or forever.

Darcke shot me a strange look at the last thought, and I busied myself with getting onto the railing. When we passed Envis, I jumped off his ship and landed with a thud on her gilded deck.

“Hi,” I whispered as she buzzed to life.

Water sloshed up the hull as she shifted in welcome, and I laughed when Envis slammed open the door leading down to the modest two-person quarters beneath my feet.

“We can stay here too,” I said quietly as Darcke and Ottoh fastened his ship. “He’ll just have to get used to your lower ceilings.”

Envis lifted her bow and slammed it down again, sending a spray of water over the group on Darcke’s ship as she did it and earning us several shouts of protest and a dark glare from my wet second.

“I don’t know if that’s going to make him more amenable,” I said teasingly.

I kept my hand on the railing as I walked around the deck, making sure that Envis was all right and also buying myself time. As soon as my boots touched the planks of the dock, any lingering warmth within me would fade like the summer wind softly shivering through the sails.

On my second lap, my mother’s voice rose above the rest. “Are you ever going to get down, or do you intend to keep us waiting all day?”

“I’d make you wait all day for the rest of my own days if I could,” I muttered, making Envis tremble in her version of laughter. But as the other heirs turned my way, Ivren and Rakkel bearing identical pale worried expressions and even Geord’s face all harsh lines, I made my way off.

Viljan gave me a tip of his head as I passed him, and I made myself whisper, “Thank you for the heads-up back there,” before I reached the heirs and the chiefs.

My mother nodded to my sword. “That looks like a strong blade.”

Don’t sound so surprised, I wanted to say, but I managed to find a shred of willpower somewhere deep inside me, enough not to cause another scene. So I only gave her a small bow. “Yes, it’s worked out so far.”

“She saved our lives with it,” Ottoh said. “Vero’s and mine.”

My mother rudely ignored him, and an awkward silence built across the dock.

Darcke moved closer when he sensed my unease, but when Seindra’s neck twitched his way, I waved him off behind my back, and thankfully he listened. Even if he was hovering only twenty or so feet away, looking distractingly handsome as he leaned against his dark ship, the sun’s rays making his hair shine golden.

Finally, Ivren’s mother stepped forward, her soft voice a rushing stream in summer as it filled the space. “We’ve heard of the attacks here on Nordoen,” she said. “I’m glad you are all safe.”

“There was another one,” I said. “They found us on Gravsgard.”

No shock flashed across her face at the revelation.

“I sent word,” Ivren said, giving an angry shrug as if he had to defend himself. “They’re happening every day now, and we need to do something.”

As if I wasn’t as frustrated as he was with the king’s mess.

“Yes.” The Solsken chief gave her son a stern look. “Their ships have been spotted. They’re on an island not far away from here. Our king is sending you five to deal with them before you go to the gods. A final challenge, if you will.” She moved her gray-streaked raven hair over a shoulder. “King Gustief and his men will meet you after.”

Worry crawled across my skin, pulling at my shoulders.

I wasn’t sure what made me more anxious: the king sending us five into battle by ourselves, facing enemies his men couldn’t even keep away, or facing the gods.

The dock squeaked when I shifted my weight.

The gods. Definitely the gods. I knew we’d face them soon, but I needed more time. I needed to prepare. Not that I knew there would even be an opportunity for me to convince them if they’d already made up their minds about me, but I had to at least try.

“What?” Geord stepped forward. “This is not what I signed up for. We have passed the challenges of wood and steel, and we’re supposed to get our runes now. Not go out on a fucking suicide mission.”

“These are not our orders,” my mother replied. “It’s the king’s wish.”

“To risk our lives again?” Ivren’s face flushed. “We’ve only just returned.”

“Why isn’t he sending some of his own guards?” Ottoh demanded.

Rakkel didn’t speak, but she twisted her hair so violently her mother had to place a hand on her daughter’s to stop knots from forming.

Darcke’s presence was a shadow chasing me through the night, heavy and lethal. When he came up behind me, he wasn’t the only second. Viljan’s composure was broken when he took up the spot beside Ivren, and so was Stefen’s as he placed a hand on Rakkel’s shoulder.

Worried looks were traded between the heirs, and unspoken words spilled like blood onto the dock. Everything we wanted to say and everything we couldn’t was swallowed by the waves crashing against the ships around us.

“What are the orders?” Darcke said through his teeth, his fury as untamed as Ivren’s.

“The king wishes for the heirs to take a ship and ambush them. There aren’t many, but the orders are to kill them all,” Chief Solsken said.

“Does he now?” Darcke challenged.

“Darcke,” I hissed when my mother’s eyes went wide.

It was one thing for us to hold silent conversations about the man who ruled us all—ones we could pretend had never happened—but disrespecting the king before several of his chiefs?

A death sentence. Even if none of them seemed particularly eager to send their children on this mission, offering up their blood when we were so close to earning our runes and our spot as commanders at the Hird.

Perhaps with the exception of Seindra Sweengard.

“I guess this is what we’ve trained for,” I said, trying to quell Darcke’s vicious emotions, which barreled into me so hard I struggled to draw regular breaths.

We will get him, I tried to communicate with a pointed look over my shoulder. Darcke refused to acknowledge it, his tense body turned to the chiefs as if he contemplated attacking them for passing along the king’s orders.

A leaden silence followed.

“You are to leave immediately,” Ivren’s mother said after sharing a long look with her son. “You may take my⁠—”

“My ship is ready,” Darcke interrupted. “She’s right here, and we can sail now.”

I turned my head down so the fear over how he addressed these people wouldn’t show. If I was going to find a way to save him, it would help if he didn’t get himself murdered by one of the chiefs or their spouses first.

“I don’t think—” my mother started, but it was Ivren’s turn to interrupt.

“That sounds perfect.” He waved toward the longhouse and the tents where a crowd had gathered before he spun on his heel. “I hope the king has other heirs in mind, because at some point our luck is bound to run out.”

“Ivren—” His mother tried for a smile when her son stormed off. “Well.” She clasped her hands as she turned to me, Ottoh, and Geord. Rakkel had moved to the side, holding an urgent, whispered conversation with her mother. “I’m sure you will all be fine. You’ve only lost one heir this year so far, which is very impressive.”

Ottoh scoffed under his breath, and I could only agree. That wasn’t the most encouraging speech as we got ready both to fight enemies we wouldn’t have if the king hadn’t forced us to expand his borders until his kingdom was the largest in all the realm, and to be presented to the gods to see if we’d earned their runes.

I turned to Kilia and Ilse, who were talking with Fedic and Ottoh’s iron-bound, but before I could call for them, my mother placed a cold hand on my shoulder. “Your third and fourth are to stay here.”

“Why?” I demanded. “Isn’t it better if there are more of us? Less risk?”

“I’m sure they have their reasons,” Darcke said snarkily.

My mother gave Darcke a look that would have made a lesser man cower. “You’re not bonded with them yet. They will not be welcome into the gods’ halls if they call before you return. Besides, fewer of you allows for an element of surprise.”

Darcke’s low laugh was so menacing my rib cage tightened.

“Let’s go,” he said. “I don’t like people on my ship when I’m not there.”

I hesitated for a second, but when my mother only turned and Geord, Rakkel, and Ottoh followed my second, I started walking as well.

I guessed this was how it was going to be from now on.
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Darcke’s ship was quiet when we sailed out of the harbor again. There was none of the cautious excitement that traveled over the sea before the last trial, nor any poor jokes about cursed islands or blades or glory.

A heavy weariness settled over the ship instead. When not even Geord quipped as Darcke snarled something and stalked off to climb to the crow’s nest at the top of the main mast, I walked on tired legs to the port, where I watched the harbor grow smaller.

“Hey.” Ivren didn’t look at me as he set his elbows on the railing.

I gave him a weak curl of my lips before turning back to the small fires flickering on Nordoen, to the smoke twirling above the thick forests.
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I wondered if I’d see it again. If I’d truly get to know Envis and take one of the command positions when the Hird began in a few weeks.

“You’re going to be all right,” Ivren said.

I grimaced. “Am I that obvious?”

He shook his head with a smile. “I’m just going through the same thing.”

I hummed.

“He will do anything to keep you safe.” Ivren studied his hands. “Lika would be happy.”

One of my brows arched without my permission, and Ivren chuckled.

“That might have been a stretch,” he continued. “He is Darcke A’lian, after all. Lika would have thought you’d lost your mind.”

“Was he evil?” I blurted out.

“What?” Ivren’s face fell. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve just…” I pursed my lips. “I don’t know.”

“Lika was tough, Elvara. But not evil. He did what he needed to do.”

I twisted my lips. Something still didn’t sit right with me about what I’d found out about Lika.

Ivren tilted his head. “You’re bonded to the most lethal man in Skagerik, and you still aren’t sure?”

“He’s not that bad,” I mumbled.

Ivren bumped his shoulder into mine. “You need to be careful.”

“Why?”

“I see the way he looks at you.”

My hackles rose at the wrinkle between his brows.

Ivren lifted a hand. “I’m happy for you. Truly. But if I see it, others do too.”

“I don’t care about my mother,” I said. “She can’t say anything.”

“She’s not the problem here, is she?” Ivren asked. “The king is.” Ivren’s gaze snapped to my hands when they fisted, and he lowered his voice. “He’s tied to the king as well, Vara. They’ve already taken his magic and his people. What else is left if they find out?”

A haunting feeling swept through me, and I felt Darcke stiffen.

“There is nothing to find out,” I said sharply.

“I believe you. I only hope everyone else does too.”

“Is that a threat?” I asked casually.

“It’s a warning.” There wasn’t any remorse in Ivren’s face. “I don’t want you to get hurt. Or worse.”

My teeth ground together. “Everything comes back to the king.”

“Yes.” Ivren’s hands went white as he gripped the side of the ship. “He’s causing a lot of fucking problems.”

My head twisted to the mast, but Darcke was nowhere to be seen.

“Even our parents are worried,” Ivren continued quietly. “My mother was trying to keep it together, but she’s rattled. What comes next? We’ll all be sent out to lead a war before we’ve even begun our training at the academy?”

“I could see that happening,” I replied.

What would that look like? If I was at the Hird next year? If Darcke was here?

Would we go to war together? Me with whatever power the gods bestowed upon me, and Darcke with nothing but that mind that felt like it might implode?

“We have to do something,” I said slowly.

“What?” Ivren asked.

“I don’t know, but we’re all at risk now. This isn’t how it used to be. This isn’t what being a Viking means. Sure, we dabbled in battling for borders, and it’s not like we’re a gentle folk, but we were also pioneers in trade and shipbuilding and adventure. We can return to that.”

“You mean…” Ivren shot a look over his shoulder. “Getting rid of the king?”

My heart stuttered. “I’d thought more along the lines of standing up to him—demanding change.”

“Does that sound like something he’ll agree to? His soldiers can take us all, Vara. You might have Darcke on your side, but who will the king’s men choose if the king asks them to? Who will Darcke choose if the king tightens his leash?”

I closed my eyes when the gilded fetter that the water had revealed invaded my mind.

Darcke wouldn’t have a choice.

I searched the ship again, but my second was nowhere to be seen.

“What can we do?” I asked when I turned back to Ivren.

He pushed at a raven strand of hair stuck to his forehead. “I don’t know… If we even entertained it, we’d have to be ruthless—make sure there isn’t any room for mistakes—because if anyone finds out we even talked about this…”

“We didn’t talk about this.”

“Talk about what?” Ottoh asked as he came up on my other side.

My heart had never pounded so hard in my chest as when Ivren turned on his bright smile.

“Whether Elvara would leave her second for me,” Ivren smoothly joked.

Darcke’s interjection came from the captain’s wheel. “She might be an heir, but she doesn’t have that fucking bad taste.” His quip sounded calm enough, but my hand twitched toward my gut when a bitter, bile-inducing jealousy spread there.

Darcke was bothered by Ivren. Really bothered.

And it was immature, but I liked it.

When I felt Darcke’s scowl in my mind, I locked down any trace of a smile.

Ivren saw it on my face because he mouthed, “I’m sorry,” before clearing his throat, speaking the next part out loud. “Let’s talk later. I need to think.”

Ottoh stared between Ivren and me, a question weaving along his features.

“I would never consider him,” I said.

“Why?” Ottoh asked.

Darcke was eavesdropping, and I knew Ottoh was only asking on his behalf, but I indulged the poor man.

“Because even if it was well meaning, he betrayed me,” I said. “I could never forgive that. I need a man I can trust by my hearth.”

I met Darcke’s eyes as I spoke, and though his face remained stony—as if he hadn’t heard a word—he dipped his chin the slightest inch before turning around again.

Ottoh and I were quiet for a while as the ship took waves that were becoming increasingly tall, the sea unnaturally wild for summer. It was a comfortable silence, one that reminded me of my father, the way he used to say so much more when he withheld words instead of speaking them out loud.

When Ottoh placed a hand on my shoulder to return to where Vero was resting on one of the benches on the side of the ship, I stopped him. “Do…” I closed my mouth, gathering whatever bravery could be found within me. “Do you think we should do something about the king?”

Ottoh went still. “Like what?”

“Like… unseat him?”

I held my breath as Ottoh placed his hand atop mine.

“You shouldn’t speak like that,” he whispered. “Not with who your second is.”

But it’s because of him I’m doing it.

Ottoh used his other hand to tap his fingers against my temple. “Leave those thoughts in here. It’s not safe, Elvara.” His hand dropped again. “Let’s focus on surviving the next few days.”

I tried for a laugh, but it was mostly air rushing out my nose. “Almost sounds like you don’t want me to die.”

Ottoh gave me a slow wink. “I’d be fine if you stayed around for a little while longer.”

When he squeezed my hand, I nodded. “Same to you.”
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My heart beat a slow rhythm as Darcke steered us through the narrow inlet, each pulse bringing us closer to the overgrown island, where pine and spruce and silver birch tangled with each other.

Birdsong filled the air as the beach we’d moor at grew larger, contrasting with the death that hung in the air as all of us heirs and our seconds lined up in the bow, war paint smeared around our eyes, in battle leathers with fur-lined shoulders and with our new blades in our hands.

Darcke’s shoulder brushed mine as he came up beside me, and for a moment my breaths came easier.

Summer rain peppered us with its soft warm drops, and as Darcke turned to me, dark lines trailed down his high cheekbones from the paint on his face, making him look like a handsome death bringer. A strand of hair fell into his eyes when he righted the sword on my back, and I reached up to move it.

His dark gaze collided with mine. The world slowed at the storm raging over his features, and while I knew I shouldn’t, I cradled his neck and pulled his forehead to my own.

As his ship sailed the final distance, we stood like that.

Quiet, backs straight, eyes only for each other. It was a silent gesture of defiance not to search the shore for our enemies, and I held on to that when the hull met sand, making us slide to a stop.

Darcke’s hands had rested by his sides, but now they came up to cup my cheeks. “You’re staying with me.”

“Yes.” I meant both today and for however long we would have together.

The muscle in his jaw worked when he felt it, but he didn’t say anything else as his hand slipped into mine.

“You ready?” Ivren said as he and Viljan came up to my side.

“I think I have to be,” I replied.

Viljan looked Darcke up and down.

“She is trained,” my former guard said. “She can handle her own.”

“I know,” Darcke drawled. “I’m keeping her close so she can keep me alive.”

“Want to bet us girls will take down more than you men together?” Vero said as she dragged a quiet Rakkel with her.

I wiggled my brows at the female heir and second, even though I felt no excitement for what we were about to do. “I’d back that. What do you say, Rakkel?”

“Yes.” While her face was still more devoid of emotions than when I’d first met her, there was something determined in the way she gripped her short sword. “That sounds good.”

Stefen came up behind her, while Geord and his second walked up to the railing beside Darcke. Ottoh and Vero touched the rune over their hearts as they faced the beach, and I averted my eyes when the other heirs did the same, whispering my fingers over the back of Darcke’s hand instead before letting go and climbing onto the railing.

A low hum vibrated in my throat—the song of long-lost lands that my father’s ship would sing as we crossed vast oceans—and I closed my eyes for a second. Then I jumped, landed on the damp sand, and pulled my sword.

Darcke came next, and when the others followed, their feet finding the beach with stifled thumps around me, I started walking toward the dense forest before us. As our boots left the sand for pine-riddled ground, the soft crunching and birds’ wings beating the air were the only sounds spilling through the afternoon.

“How do we know where to go?” Geord asked after a while of walking through thick forest.

I shrugged. “The island isn’t that big.”

“So you plan to just stroll around until we stumble upon them?” Geord scoffed. “Who made you the leader anyway?”

“Watch your tongue when you speak to my heir,” Darcke warned.

“You watch it, A’lian,” Geord taunted. “I saw you two earlier. I think the king would be very eager to find out how cozy you are.”

I didn’t have time to react before Darcke had the heir against a tree, his sword at his throat. Geord’s second paled, but unlike how Darcke would have reacted if I were the one with blood pooling around the blade at my neck, he took a step back.

“That’ll be difficult if your head is no longer attached to your body,” Darcke said.

I should have stopped him, but watching Geord squirm was too satisfying. And Darcke was still trembling from held-back fury, so perhaps taking it out on Geord would help soothe some of it before it distracted us when we found our enemies.

“You wouldn’t,” Geord spat, but the shaking in his voice didn’t make it sound very convincing.

“No?” Darcke’s lips lifted on one side, and I could taste his temptation to spill this man’s blood. “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time. And no one is here to stop me.”

“Enough.” Ivren was clever enough not to touch my second. “Geord, we’re on the same fucking side.”

“But they’re⁠—”

“I said enough,” Ivren ordered, and to my surprise Geord snapped his lips shut. My brother’s friend shot me a look before he continued. “We’re all on the same side. Let’s not forget that.”

“And what side is that?” Darcke asked, head tilted.

“The one that wants us all alive so that we can meet the gods,” Ivren said.

“Darcke,” I warned when a growl rumbled in his chest.

This had been entertaining, but if I was going to find a way for Darcke to escape the king, him killing one of the heirs wasn’t going to help. I couldn’t have him risking anything right now.

Ivren’s worried expression cemented my thoughts, and I grimaced when the others shifted uncomfortably. I guessed my second turning on one of us—even if that one was Geord—hadn’t instilled much confidence as we faced off with our enemies.

Darcke turned my way, that dangerous smile still lifting his features. “Are you on this carrion feeder’s side, heir?”

For a second, I wasn’t sure if he meant Ivren or Geord, but then Geord yelped as the sword pressed harder against his bobbing throat. I shook my head, trying to communicate through the bond but getting nowhere, since Darcke was so focused on deciding whether it was worth pissing me off to slit Geord’s throat.

“But Ivren is right,” I said quietly. “We need to stay together for now.”

Darcke’s mouth opened and closed, and while I’d known he’d be disappointed in me, it was like taking a punch to the gut when he pushed off Geord and turned his back as he continued our trek through the forest.

“You all right?” Ivren tapped Viljan’s arm for him to stay. “I didn’t mean to anger him. I—” Ivren settled his features into a mask of neutrality as he waved for Ottoh and Vero to go on—to follow Stefen and Rakkel, who’d fallen in step with Darcke.

“You can go now,” Ivren snarled when Geord lingered, his face almost as red as the blood trickling down his throat as he furiously whispered something to his second. “You’ve done enough.”

I kept my head turned away when Geord stomped off. With everything going on, it was difficult to separate my emotions from Darcke’s, and the urge to strangle the Palsjo heir was so intense I swayed.

“Maybe we should have let Darcke kill him,” Viljan muttered when Geord made a threatening gesture, his finger sliding over his throat. “I fucking hate that guy.”

“No one likes him.” Ivren fingered his hilt. “But we might need him. For now.”

“Why?” I asked.

Ivren tilted his head to the others. “One moment.”

I thrummed my fingers against my thighs as we waited for them to get out of earshot.

“What did you mean, we might need him?” I asked, urgency skittering over my skin. Despite Darcke being annoyed with me—again—we were in enemy territory, and our bond didn’t want us separated. I didn’t want us separated.

“You know what we talked about last night?” Ivren asked.

“Yes.” The others were almost out of sight now too. “Go on.”

Ivren noted the foot I was tapping against the ground, and he started walking toward where the others broke through the bushes, his voice a whisper. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, and I might have an idea. But it’s dangerous, and unfortunately it requires us to work with Geord.”

“As if he would help us.” I used my sword to cut through an especially thorny bush, my eyes trained on the back of Darcke’s head. It was impressive how his blond strands flitting around his face betrayed his irritation, and I almost smiled when Ottoh halted because Darcke came too close.

“We can make sure he doesn’t have a choice,” Ivren said. “If we’re all in on it, he’ll have to be as well.”

“What are we talking about?” Viljan asked, a crease marring his forehead.

“Taking down the king.”

Viljan went ghostly white as he spun my way. “Did you… did you know about this?”

I bit down on my bottom lip. “Yes.”

As always, Viljan caught on quickly. “Because of him.” He waved toward Darcke.

“Not only,” I replied. “Because of them too. Lika and my father. Someone is coordinating these attacks as retaliation for everything we’ve done to these nations, Viljan. They would still be here—they would still be alive—if it wasn’t for the king forcing us on all these quests.”

Ivren bowed his head. “And because of Adrion, and everyone else who’s lost their life because of the king.”

Viljan’s face was still blanched, but he gestured for Ivren to go on.

“As I was saying, I couldn’t stop thinking about it after we spoke. I… There is one way we could take him down.” Ivren cleared his throat. “My mother told me that when she and your father received their runes—when they stood before the gods in their halls—magic didn’t work. The gods do not allow power beneath their roof, so for a brief moment before each heir has been given their rune, we will be on equal standing with the king and his men.” Ivren moved a branch for me. “It’s not foolproof. They will outnumber us. But there is a chance. Seconds are not allowed into the actual halls, but if we can find a way, Darcke will also…”

“Be free,” I finished, hope fluttering in my chest. “Right? Even if the shaman’s power is different, that’s how it’ll work? His magic hold on Darcke cannot exist there.”

I didn’t want to think about what could happen if the gods refused me a rune because of everything I’d done. They’d let me live so far, so there must be something I’d done right.

“It’s all divine magic,” Ivren confirmed. “In there, his mind should be his own.”

Viljan’s face went from mine to Ivren’s. “This all seems very risky.”

“So is living under a king who creates more enemies by the day,” Ivren replied.

And being bonded to someone leashed by him.

The plan was risky, but if I wanted Darcke free, this might be my only chance. My eyes drew his way, and he turned his head at the same moment, seeking me out as well. When I smiled, he rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t hide the ember of heat kindling in his chest, and that only made me grin wider.

“We’re going to need all the heirs on our side,” Ivren said as I tried to get my brooding second to smile back at me. “Rakkel shouldn’t be hard to convince—her family blames the king for everything happening to them. I will find a way to bend Geord to our will. Ottoh is the only one left.”

“I’ll try,” I said. “He was worried about it when I touched upon the subject yesterday, but if I take the time to explain, hopefully he’ll see our side.”

“What about Darcke?” Viljan asked. “The other seconds will follow their heir’s lead, but Darcke isn’t exactly… the most pliable. What if he disagrees? He doesn’t like you being at risk, and if you were doing it for him…”

I licked my lips, and my second’s eyes dipped down to watch.

“I’ll find a way,” I said.

I would. I had to.

“You’ll need to be careful. He’s still tied to the king,” Ivren warned.

“He hasn’t told him of our—” I snapped my lips shut, my pulse quickening.

Even with them—even here—it wasn’t safe to speak of what had happened in the room on Darcke’s ship. I didn’t think Ivren or Viljan would be surprised, but something within me told me to be quiet.

Ivren opened his mouth, and a branch snapped.

Darcke whirled a second before people fell from every tree towering over us, but it was too late. Fifty or more hooded people stormed the forest, blocking my second from view.
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They were everywhere.

My arms were exhausted from parrying blow after blow, and Ivren’s back quivered against my own as he kicked at two men trying to wrangle his sword out of his hands. I’d lost track of Viljan in the chaos, but based on the screams from our attackers, he was close, killing as many as he could.

“They fucking lied.” Ivren panted as he shoved back another man before slicing open his gut, making a fourth man slip on its contents as it spilled onto the ground. “There are so many of them! Why wouldn’t the king allow us reinforcements?”

“I—” I ducked beneath a sword, driving my own up and through the man’s chest with a crack that resounded in my bones.

The man’s eyes filled with fear as he fell, and I held them until he left for the afterlife, wondering the entire time if his people had their own version of Valhalla to retreat to or if he’d go to some glacial, barren realm like Hel.

“I don’t know,” I said in a brief moment of respite. “Perhaps he wasn’t aware?”

I didn’t need Ivren’s scoff to hear the skepticism in my words.

Of course the king had known. This was another display of ownership—a reminder that we might be heirs to our chiefdoms, but he still controlled us, and our lives were his to lead wherever he saw fit.

My hand brushed my throat.

We might not wear the collar Darcke did, but we had to submit to Gustief anyway.

Another attacker lunged at me, and when I was forced backward by the power with which he swung his wooden shield, Ivren’s back was no longer at my own.

“Ivren?” I shouted as I thrust with my sword, only managing to break off a small portion of the wood and making the shield even more deadly. The man jabbed the jagged edges at me, succeeding in ripping open my jacket’s shoulder and scratching my skin.

“Over here!” He was being forced back by five hooded people, pushed through the thick trunks and wild bushes, disappearing from view as I ducked under another blow.

“Elvara!” Viljan’s voice was also farther away, and I swore loudly when the man coming for me was joined by three others, their smiles grim through the shadows of their cloaks as they separated us.

“They’re doing it on purpose!” I screamed as I slapped away a dagger aimed straight at my face. “They’re trying to get us alone!”

This time there was no answer, only more sounds of metal hitting wood and low groans of pain. Worry flitted over my skin, coating it with sweat as I stumbled when another dagger barely missed my cheek.

There was no way I could take them all down.

I shot a look over my shoulder when a fifth person joined my assailants.

The woods seemed empty enough. While I could feel Darcke fighting for his life to get back to me, his fury only fueled by the men and women he was forced to cut down, I spun on my heel and started running.

I needed to come up with a plan, and I couldn’t do that if I didn’t get a second’s break.

I’d moved fast enough to get a small head start, but soon heavy breaths and predatory steps surrounded me, joining the birdsong in an upbeat melody of death. A chill northern wind whipped my hair around my face, and I tried not to panic as I glimpsed cliffs through the trees on my left.

The thick forest made a sprint near impossible on my right. I bowed my head when I heard something whistling through the air, but the dagger still nicked my scalp, and a stream of warmth joined the sweat trickling down my back.

I felt Darcke’s roar in my blood when I jerked in pain, and everything in me wanted to turn around. But there were too many men behind me.

It felt like blood fought its way up my throat, as well, as I continued running. I needed to find somewhere to gather myself—to come up with a plan or something. Anything!

Thick, thorny bushes appeared ahead, and when the animal-trampled path swerved left, toward the cliffs, I closed my eyes.

It was my only option. It would have to work.

I repeated the words to myself as I dove into the overgrown vegetation. My stomach surged when the bristling scrub didn’t stop my speed, the harsh landing I’d expected turning into a near free fall. The bushes had covered a drop impossible to make out from where I’d been running. I bit down on my arm not to scream. Not only did thorns and branches bite into my skin, but roots winding down the hill slammed into me.

My nose was struck, then my shoulder. My gut. My head again. My rib cage, where something cracked. My vision swam with tears as I tumbled down the hill’s edge, unable to do anything but hold on to my sword and fold my body to protect whatever I could from the vicious undergrowth ripping into me.

I almost laughed when I thought I might slow down but only sped up, my body tumbling into nothing when the ground disappeared.

Maybe I was heading straight down into Hel.

Darcke’s agony was the only thing stopping me from laughing. I couldn’t tell if he was hurting because I was, or if one or more of those people had gotten to him. Then I struck the ground, and my vision went dark and hazy.

I wasn’t totally out of it, though, and when the familiar sound of branches snapping reached my ears, I pressed my sword and my other hand into the ground, pushing myself to stand. A hooded shadow came out from behind one of the trees, and I pounced, landing atop them, using my knees to hold down their arms and angling my shaking sword to their neck.

“Are there more of you?” I hissed as I used my other hand to pull off the hood.

I almost recoiled at my reflection in the girl’s green eyes. Blood coated my teeth, and my war paint was smudged, tracking down my cheeks and along my neck. My hair was full of thorny twigs, and there was an untamed sheen to my eyes when they narrowed on her.

“I—” She swallowed when the edge of my sword pricked her neck. “I… don’t…” She said something in a language I didn’t know, urgent words that were harsh to my ears but I guessed were really a plea, given the terrified look gripping her features.

“I don’t understand,” I gritted. “Are there more of you?”

I pointed to her and the woods around us, which were too quiet—too calm—after the battlefield I’d just left behind. When she didn’t respond, I did it again, leaning into my blade, the steel close to breaking her skin but not doing it. Yet.

Her eyes went between mine before she shook her head.

I frowned as I looked back at her. She looked familiar. Beautiful raven hair, big green eyes that moved between me and the blade and back again. She wasn’t from home. And I didn’t think I’d seen her at the Hird.

“Do I know you?” I asked.

She only blinked, her body trembling beneath me. I softened the pressure of the blade.

“Do I?” I asked.

The girl took a shaking breath as she shook her head again. “My… my… s-s⁠—”

I felt Darcke again, his urgency in trying to find me, and I made my thumping heart calm to show him I was all right, although he could feel every cut and bruise making me shift uncomfortably as I kept my hold on the girl.

“Your what?” I asked. “Tell me or I will slit your throat right now.”

“My s-s-s—” Her rib cage rose and fell with laborious gasps.

Steps echoed around us, and I leaned my head down an inch from hers. “Tell. Me.”

“My s-s-sister,” she got out. Her accent was thick, the word cut off as if it got stuck in her throat. While it was nowhere near Darcke’s smooth, melodic accent and she looked nothing like him, something tugged at me.

“Your sister?” I ducked when shadows flickered over us. A group of hooded people sprinted by, their strange language filling the warm air. “What about her?”

She jerked her head forward as if gesturing toward me, and the lines on my forehead deepened until I stared down at my chest, where my clothing was barely holding on, shielding me as much as the dress Ottoh tricked me into.

My eyes widened. The dress. The thrall girl who’d pitied me that day.

“Your sister works at the Hird.” I kept my voice lower than a whisper, almost a breath, as another group passed.

A low, strangled laugh left the girl. “No w-w-work. F-forced.”

I twisted my lips. Thralls were supposed to come freely to Skagerik.

Another deep pull tore at my chest as understanding spread within me.

Servants hear everything. So did thralls.

The spy. It was the thrall girl.

“Yes,” I said. “Is that why you’re attacking us? Because of her?”

I removed one of my knees, and with the hand I released, the girl made a gesture like she didn’t understand.

I pointed to the woods, then slid my finger over my throat. “Is that why you’re coming for us?”

She shook her head.

I felt like ripping my hair off when Ivren’s words came back to me.

We’re on the same side.

My chest rattled with a mirthless sound. We were on the same side. We’d never captured slaves before Gustief. We’d have working thralls, yes, but those were paid, and they came willingly.

“It’s the king,” I hissed. “We don’t want this. You’re coming after the wrong people!”

Her face was blank as she shook her head again.

I released her other arm, moving to sit on the leaf-riddled ground beside her instead. “We’re killing each other when there is a common enemy! We should stand together.”

She let out another tirade in her language as she used her hands to press up.

I tensed at the same time she did when more footsteps thudded through the forest, screams following, then cutting off as Darcke’s cold voice split the air.

“Where is she? Where the fuck is she?’”

We were on our feet at the same time, and the girl’s hands came up as if she planned to fight back. As if she could do anything against my sword, which was angled to her heart.

A burning sensation filled the back of my throat as I imagined what we looked like to someone passing by. A wild Viking heir, brought up to kill and conquer, and this short, beautiful girl only wishing to free her sister from the vicious king I honored.

I placed my hand over my mouth to fight the nausea.

I lowered the sword.

The girl’s brows drew closer.

I took a step back.

Something crossed her features, and it was my turn to furrow my brows when she took a step toward me instead of running away. “I— Th-they”—she pointed to where the ruckus made the crowns of the trees shift. “For s-s-sister.”

I nodded. “I know. For your sister.”

Her hands waved frustratedly in the air. “N-no. Th-they, th-the k-ki⁠—”

A chill wrapped around my heart when blood spluttered from her mouth, coating my face. The girl’s head whipped down to the sword sticking out of her gut, and when it vanished, her hands pressed against the wound as she fell to her knees.

“No!” I screamed, falling with her. “No!”

She stared at me for a second longer before her quickly paling face went so white I knew there was no saving her. I held on to her shoulders, my sword forgotten, as her eyes went unseeing, her body crumpling to the ground even though I tried to keep her upright.

“Over here!” Geord screamed. “She’s over here!”

The woman’s blood coated my hands, my arms—everything—as my eyes lifted to the heir.

“What did you do?” I whispered.

“Saved your fucking life. We’re on the same side, remember?” Geord smiled coldly as he wiped his sword on his trousers. “There are more of them coming, so hurry up and thank me. It’s honestly perfect you’re on your knees already⁠—”

I didn’t bother getting to my feet before I lunged. Wrapping my arms around his legs, I got Geord onto the ground with me. As I punched him in the jaw, I managed to kick his sword out of his hands.

“What the fuck are you doing?” His hand wrapped in my hair as he tried to pull me off him. “I told you more of them are coming!”

“You would”—I punched him again, savoring the satisfactory crack of a broken nose—“fight like a child.”

Geord shifted so he got on top of me, slamming my head into the ground so stars exploded before my eyes. “I saved you!”

“Fuck you!” I screamed.

“You’re going to get us both killed,” Geord growled.

Shadows crept closer, and I heard the shift of wooden swords and metal, but I didn’t care. That girl was just trying to save her sister, and Geord had just killed her. From behind, without a fucking warning, like a damned coward.

“Elvara! For fuck’s sake! Elvara!” I heard Darcke somewhere in the distance, but when I looked up, it wasn’t his face that met me. Four hooded people stood over us. When the one closest to me lifted his shield, I tried to duck, but Geord’s hands found my arms, and he stopped the movement.

Pain exploded, and I was barely aware of my body being tossed to the side like a bone after all the meat had been scraped off it. I did feel the sharp jab of a dagger in my side, though, and it was impossible to miss Darcke’s scream when a whimper of pain fell from my lips.
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“Elvara!”

My head was being used as a drum, each beat echoing in the void behind my eyes. But I couldn’t move—my body wouldn’t listen to my pleas of escape.

“Wake the fuck up! Elvara!”

A jab of pain went through me even though the hands whispering over my skin were soft, gentle even, but I couldn’t respond to that either. I was lost in some in-between, walking the border of light and dark, and I wasn’t sure how to pick a side.

“No. I don’t fucking accept this.”

The deep voice was loud and demanding, but it was still soothing, and it lulled me into a sense of safety, allowing me to drift atop waves of calm seas, going up and down with the water.

Something thudded into the water beside me.

No, not water. I felt something hard beneath my legs first. Then my back. Then my head.

Ground. We were on the ground.

“I thought she’d kill them!” someone else shouted, the voice grating through me. “I thought she’d use her rune.”

“If she dies, I’m not going to stop with killing you.” The deeper voice again—the one I could listen to forever. “First I’m going to break every fucking bone in your body. Then I will cut you open and take them out. Slowly. One by one, until you’re begging me to die. I’ll only go slower then, let you feel each bone and drop of blood leaving your body. And when you take that final breath, I’ll cut you into such small pieces not even your fucking Odin can put you together again.”

“Is she breathing?” A third voice joined the others, this one out of breath.

“Fucking barely!”

I tried to focus on the last voice—the one that felt like it wrapped around my pain and soothed it, joining his touch, which was so gentle I wanted nothing more than to feel it all over, have him cover me entirely as I drifted into nothingness.

I think he read my mind, because hot air fanned over my face and it was like someone draped a warm blanket over me, the pressure so beautifully perfect as lips brushed my ear.

“You don’t get to fucking die, heir,” he whispered furiously. “Do you hear that? You made me feel like this. You fucking took my heart—stole it without me even noticing. You invaded my mind and claimed me for yours. So you don’t get to leave. You don’t get to leave me.”

I felt the truth of his words in my chest, my heart—my everything. It was a warmth that clawed itself through every vessel and vein, driving that pain even farther away. His jagged breath followed, a hot mouth kissing its way over my neck, my jaw, whispering over my lips.

“I don’t think that’s wise.” Worry filled the third voice, the one that belonged to an heir with blond hair.

Ottoh. Ottoh was his name.

“You don’t get to fucking tell me what you think,” my second—because it was my second, my Darcke—snarled. “She’s not responding.”

“Why are you not responding to me?” That heated whisper again. It wove up my back, sending thrills of comfort along my skin as his voice bled into nearly nothing. “You can’t do this to me, Elvara. I can’t lose you too.”

His desperation made it a struggle to breathe.

Sparks of shock shot up my neck. I could breathe. I was alive.

I was hurt, but I was alive. The two paths before me became clearer.

One was easier—I could fall into that darkness and let the weight of it crush every lingering concern. The other was harder—would be harder. But down it, far, far, down it, was him.

My eyelids twitched.

I will not be a coward.

“No! You don’t get to die,” he hissed. “You don’t!”

Speak more. Give me more to hold on to.

“Elvara!”

Even like this—even broken and scared and demanding—I loved hearing my name on his lips. I clung to that feeling as I pulled myself toward the light, fighting for every inch I gained on that outreached hand at the end of it.

“Elvara!”

Finally, I felt my body again. And with that came the pain. Explosive, intrusive, overwhelming pain. A low cry tore through my throat, and I felt Darcke stiffen, the panic within him clogging my own throat.

“Elvara?” he whispered.

“I’m n-not… dead,” I rasped.

Someone’s low laughter made me open an eye.

Ottoh stared down at me. Darcke was on his knees, his body covering most of mine.

On the other side was Geord, and while he looked halfway to Valhalla already, I tried to bare my teeth at him. I only succeeded in making Ottoh laugh harder.

“You sure look like you’ve already been buried,” the heir teased.

I coughed. “Th-thanks.”

Darcke stared at me like he’d never seen me before. His hands covered my cheeks as he pulled my face to his, turning it from side to side as he took in every inch and line and curve. I wanted to say something, tease him or thank him, but the way he stared had my words fade into the nothingness I’d left behind.

“We should go,” Geord said.

“Th-the others?” I asked, my rib cage cramping where the blade must have struck it.

“They’re fine.” Darcke helped me sit up. “They’re heading to the ship. We got all of them.”

“You got all of them?” I parroted, wiping blood that wasn’t mine off my face.

My eyes shut when I remembered the girl. I didn’t want to see her broken body. Not now. Not when Darcke looked at me like this. Not when he’d feel every second of my hurt.

I winced when his hand moved to my side. There was a makeshift bandage wrapped around my waist. Part of Darcke’s jacket, I guessed, since he was only in his tunic.

“Darcke did,” Geord said. “Are you going to try to kill him for it too? Or does he get a pass because you’re fucking?”

There was no pride in my second’s body. Only shame. Dark, ruthless shame that would live within us both forever.

I lifted my hand to his cheek.

Never again, I promised.

Never again would we make others bleed for a king who kept his own hands clean.

Darcke’s face clouded, and his eyes were everywhere but on mine when he pulled me to my feet and shoved my sword into my shaking hands. “Come on. We’ll talk on the ship. The king is already here.”

I didn’t want to think about how he knew that Gustief had arrived, so when Geord took the lead, limping onto a narrow path between the tallest birches I’d ever seen, and Darcke helped me start moving as well, I gave Ottoh a weak smile. “Wasn’t sure I’d see you again.”

He gave me a slow arch of his brows. “Were you going to miss me?”

I lifted my eyes to the lush tree crowns, holding back a choked sound of pain as the movement stretched my ribs. “Not even if Odin forced me.”

His laugh was low. “It’s good to see you, too, Elvara.”

When I gave him a grimace, Ottoh’s louder laugh somehow shook the tree to my right. I blinked a few times, but it wasn’t until a shadow flew from one of the branches that I understood it wasn’t a sound but one of the cloaked men that made the leaves shift.

The scene before me sharpened against my will, every detail cutting through the haze with agonizing slowness. The man landed behind Ottoh, and the smile the heir had given me was still on his face when the enemy slit his throat.

My cry made birds leave the surrounding trees, and somehow my sword was in the air, piercing the man’s chest so hard he flew backward, his hood sliding off his face.

A gurgling sound left Ottoh when he fell. I threw myself after him, another cry leaving me at the pain splitting my own body as I caught him, pulling half his body into my lap.

I could barely see for the tears filling my eyes as the heir pressed his hands against his throat, trying to quell the blood.

“Shh,” I hushed when another horrible, wet sound left him. “Don’t speak.”

My pain was stark in Darcke’s face as he stood frozen above us. I didn’t even fucking care that Geord gave Ottoh one look, then turned and started sprinting through the woods, unwilling to risk his own neck if there were more enemies we’d missed.

I could barely stand the fear in Ottoh’s eyes, the pain racking his body, making his limbs convulse. My hands hovered over him, unsure where to press—how to help.

“You’re going to be all right,” I said, my voice cracking. “You’ll be… you’ll be okay.”

“Don’t lie to him.” Darcke crouched down on the other side of the heir. “Not now.”

Ottoh fucking dipped his chin, making more blood pool beneath him.

I felt my control slip, more tears threatening to overwhelm me, and I was about to let the sob in my throat free when Darcke’s fingers wrapped around my shoulder.

He held my eyes as he sent his own calm through me.

I took a sip of air. Then a little bit more.

This wasn’t about me. This wasn’t about my anger over another wasteful death caused by our king, nor about me not being able to repay the blood debt that I owed the heir bleeding out before me.

This was Ottoh’s last moment in this realm, and he deserved it to be honorable.

My hand shook when I took his. “You were so brave. A true Viking. An honorable heir and brother and friend. The gods will welcome you with open arms to Valhalla.”

Darcke bowed his head. “Thank you for saving her.”

The crooked smile on Ottoh’s face nearly took me with him. His eyes shut more frequently, his grip on my fingers so loose it almost felt like he’d already left us.

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fucking fair that he would die and someone like Geord would live. It wasn’t fair.

“If I’m…” I choked down another sob. “If I’m welcomed into Valhalla… save me a seat?”

The press of his hand made a single tear sneak down my cheek.

I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, Ottoh was gone.

I released him when a burst of anger wound through me, and I pushed to my feet, more fury clawing through me at the agony blinding me. As I stormed over to the foreigner I’d killed, I was unsure what I was trying to do, since he’d died instantly when my blade cleaved his heart.

Ripping my sword from his chest, I wiped at my face.

So fucking useless. So fucking wasteful.

All of this—so fucking dishonorable.

“Elvara.”

I kept my gaze on the dead man as Darcke’s soft voice tried to seal my broken heart. It must have only worked on physical wounds, because there was nothing that could stop the hurt seeping through me, making every nerve quiver with its fierceness.

Hair the color of the horizon at dawn was splayed around the man’s face, and as I went to move his thin body from touching Ottoh’s, my foot hooked behind my other leg.

This was no man. This was a young boy, and his face…

“This… this is the karl who was tied to Ottoh that first test,” I said slowly. “Look!”

Darcke came to my side, his hand slipping into mine.

“I’m right, aren’t I?”

My second pulled me to him, his arm winding protectively around my chest. “I think so.”

But why? Why would he be here? Why would he kill Ottoh?

“We should go,” Darcke said quietly as he held me closer. “They won’t like it if we’re late.”

“Darcke! This is no foreigner. I don’t know which island he hails from, but he’s from here! He’s from Skagerik.”

“So?”

“What do you mean, ‘so’? Why would he be fighting with the foreigners?”

“Karls have tried to go after you all this whole time,” Darcke said, but he sounded as convinced as I felt.

“No.” I said. “That’s not it. That can’t be it!”

“We need to go,” Darcke said. “I… I can’t risk your life again. Not after⁠—”

“But this matters!”

Darcke raised his voice. “You matter! How can you not see that! You. Matter.”

“I know I scared you,” I snarled. “But something is fucking going on, and I need to figure out what it is. Nothing makes sense!”

Darcke pulled me to him, his heart pounding against my chest. “What’s going on is that you’re going to the gods any fucking moment now, and I can’t keep you safe there! I can’t be by your side. You need to focus on that. You need to focus on what you’re going to do.”

Nauseating, crippling fear gripped me. The gods. I’d stand before them soon. Maybe even today, if they were eager. And then I’d have to decide if Ivren’s plan could work.

My lip trembled at Ottoh’s shut eyes and Darcke’s frantic, haunted gaze.

Both were eerie reminders of what I had to lose if I failed. Ottoh a reminder of my family’s fate, and Darcke of my people. The shaking continued into my shoulders and settled in my hands.

For them—for all of them—I would do this. I’d unseat the king and earn my rune.

Or I’d die trying.

Darcke watched me, and when I pushed my shoulders back, a shadow of pride pulled at the corner of his mouth before it was on my own.

His hand slipped into my hair, and there was nothing soft about the kiss: it was heated and desperate and everything he wanted to say but there wasn’t time for.

It was a goodbye and good luck and please-stay-with-me in one. I pretended not to notice as heat flared in my core, and I held him closer, letting his tongue and lips guide me—drive every coherent thought from my mind—until he abruptly pulled back, his eyes shut as if in pain.

“We should go,” he said again, his voice hoarse.

“What was that for?” I asked, even though I could feel his anguish.

One side of his mouth lifted. “In case I don’t get a second chance.”

I hated him for being honest at that moment. I wished he could have lied—that he could have promised me we’d survive this—that I’d claim the same rune as my father and that I could save him and that we could just live.

But that wasn’t Darcke.

Darcke was the man who picked up Ottoh as if he was made from the most sacred of metals, carrying him in his arms the entire way to the beach. Darcke was the man who sent me courage and strength when the king’s ship floated by his own. Darcke was the man who whispered “You can do this. I know you can do this” when Vero came running.

“Is that? No! Please, Odin, no!” The new Briggen heir fell to her knees before I could catch her. “No!”

I didn’t have any more words when Vero sobbed into my shoulder, her cries splitting my head like the worst of headaches.

I held on to her as the king strode down the bow of his ship, as always in his stupid fucking fur with the thick gold chain lying across his chest, coming to a halt before the row of heirs and seconds. They bowed their heads, but even from where I was kneeling in the sand, my arms around Vero, the rage on Ivren’s, Viljan’s, Geord’s, and even Rakkel’s face was as clear as the sea spreading out before them.

“We lost another one?” The king clicked his tongue. “He must have dishonored the gods.” His eyes briefly touched mine before landing on Darcke. “The sister will have to do.”

I was on my feet before Vero or Darcke could stop me.

Sand flew around me as I ran for the king, and I was able to shake off Rakkel’s grip first, then Ivren’s. The pain from the wound in my side made my vision blurry, but I refused to stop. Refused to acknowledge the warmth running down my leg.

I was only seven steps away. Six. Five. Then strong arms wrapped around my stomach, and Viljan swung me around, hiding from the king as he hissed in my ear, “Calm down. Calm the fuck down now, or you will not be able to do anything about this.”

My thoughts were a jumbled mess as I glared at him, but when I read the sorrow and disgust in his eyes, my anger melted away as quickly as it had come about, excruciating, exhausting pain from both my injuries and our reality replacing it.

I wanted to run to my second—I only wanted Darcke at that moment—to feel his hands on me, his hard body pressed against mine, his deep accented voice whispering into my ear—distracting me, making all of this go away. But I couldn’t do that. So I hid my face against Viljan’s shoulder, trying to ignore the frustration rolling off the man behind me.

“Someone is eager to meet their gods,” the king drawled.

I didn’t dare look up when Viljan gasped, and even Darcke’s heart stuttered. It was only when I remained alive for the next thirty seconds that I peeked over my guard’s shoulder.

The entire sky was covered in pink and green and blue and red and purple, starting from the island we were standing on and leading north, brightening with each moment the sky itself darkened.

“Our gods are calling.” The shaman came up behind the king, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Majesty, we should get going.”

The king gave each of us a look before smirking as he righted the chain on his chest. “Good luck,” he offered as he spun, following the shaman onto the ship.
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Vero looked so small where she stood in the bow of Darcke’s ship, the rainbow of colors in the sky reflecting in her pale hair. Rakkel hovered by her side, and I wasn’t certain which of them was the most fragile when the Rafenskol heir turned my way.

I touched Rakkel’s war-dusted cheek first, then Vero’s.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Vero stared into the dark water. “I know.”

“So am I.” Rakkel wiped at her cheeks. “I… He didn’t talk to me much after last summer, but I never wanted this.”

“You broke his heart, you know.” Vero’s jaw worked as she turned to Rakkel. “He fell in love with you, and you just left him.”

“It was complicated,” Rakkel said. “I⁠—”

“How can it be complicated?” Vero’s features tensed. “He waited for you! All year he waited! And then you sneak around with your guard instead.” When Rakkel stumbled back, Vero’s eyes flashed. “You didn’t think we missed it? You’re as naive as Elvara here.”

“It’ll be of help to no one if we argue,” I said, keeping my voice low as the king’s ship sailed next to ours. The dragon figurehead in its bow was an inch ahead of Darcke’s ship to show that it didn’t matter which wood it was made up of, the king would always be one step ahead. “We are not each other’s enemies.”

“You’re right.” Rakkel inclined her head to the deck, her teeth dragging along her bottom lip. “There are others we should worry about.”

“Like who?” Vero blinked into the wind. “I thought we got all of them.”

“Like the one responsible for all of this.” Ivren came up beside Vero, winding an arm around her waist. “Like the one who started all these wars, and made all these people hate us.”

I hadn’t said anything about the boy who’d killed Ottoh, and as I went to open my mouth now, I hesitated.

What did it matter? Darcke was right. The karls had been after us since we set foot on Nordoen. And that was the king’s fault too.

“I don’t know if we should be speaking of this,” Vero said, her thin fingers gripping the railing.

“We probably shouldn’t,” I said, watching Darcke steer the ship toward the aurora’s bends and curves as it wound across the sky. “But if not us, then who?”

Geord came up as well, and as the wind picked up, he cleared his throat. “If I knew I’d risk my life every fucking day in the Hird, I wouldn’t have put myself forward as heir.”

“It won’t stop at the Hird,” Ivren said. “The king is training us to go out and conquer more land—to continue expanding our borders. We’ll risk our lives every day for the rest of our lives under Gustief and his greed. These attacks are not contained to Nordoen, and it’s not ending with the people we just killed. Not if we don’t do anything.”

I felt my father’s and brother’s eyes on me as I nodded.

Touching the inside of Darcke’s ship, I sensed her purr to life beneath my fingers.

Do you think they’re proud of me?

Do you think they’re walking with their heads held high in Valhalla?

The ship didn’t answer, but there was comfort in the way she hummed a melody that was so familiar that I had to close my eyes—like we were only going out on a regular scouting tour instead of heading to the gods’ reckoning.

“What are we supposed to do?” Vero asked. “What can we do?”

There was a sharpness in her tone that hadn’t been there before, one I felt inside me as well. Something happens when one breaks so viciously—a permanent change to the soul that forever chafes beneath your skin.

“The king has ruled long and hard,” Ivren said into the wind. “And he’s trading Viking lives for a crown that’ll never be heavy enough for him.”

Five heartbeats hammered as one when Ivren stopped speaking. I felt each one as if it were my own. There was a silent understanding binding us together, a weight on our shoulders that we, and we alone, had to carry. A responsibility for our five fylkis and each person making them up.

“We need to stop him,” I whispered.

Every pair of eyes drew my way, but I didn’t cower. I stared straight at them, anchoring my words until each chin dipped. Even Geord’s.

“How?” Geord asked.

“In the Great Halls, magic is suppressed,” Ivren continued. “We will be equals.”

Geord’s eyes narrowed. “They have more men.”

Ivren turned to the king’s ship, where more than a dozen of his men strolled about. “For now.”

A chill snaked along my neck at the familiar faces on the king’s ship.

But victory demanded its share of the dead. My father always reminded me that we could not win without bleeding, and sometimes that spilled blood would hurt more than we expected, but we had to do it for our people anyway.

Geord bowed his head while Rakkel and Vero straightened.

There wasn’t a sense of camaraderie.

There never would be amongst heirs and chiefs who would walk on the other’s cold bodies to get ahead—to protect their people. But there was an agreement, one we couldn’t speak out loud but that was heard over the waves all the same.

Darcke’s presence made my skin tingle, and I shot Ivren a look. My brother’s friend’s posture remained relaxed as he angled his head toward the sea, his words nearly lost. “There might come a time today when we must pick a side. I hope we all choose the right one.”

I will not be a coward.

I repeated the words to myself as Darcke reached us, something disapproving weaving on his features—a sense I had no doubt he’d feel a thousandfold if he knew what we were thinking, what we were planning.

“We’re almost there,” Darcke said, his attention on me.

“How do you know?” Geord asked, far too snarkily for someone who could barely see out of the two black eyes Darcke had gifted him.

My second waved his hand toward the horizon.

As I turned in the direction he’d indicated, my eyes widened.

A veil spun from the northern lights whispered over the sea, shimmering like the most beautiful of fabrics as it swayed with the northern breeze. The waves beneath it didn’t reflect the colors. Instead it was a pure cerulean, breaking away from the dark, brackish water of our world.

An island rose from the depths of the sea, but it was impossible to make out anything atop it; it was shrouded in a mist so heavy I could smell the saltwater making it up all the way from here.

Darcke’s ship came to a sudden halt. He had to grip me so I didn’t fall overboard.

“We swim from here,” the shaman called from the king’s ship. “No ships are allowed in the Great Halls.”

The quiet returned, sharp enough to cut. Each heir took long, steadying breaths, making the air around us thick with nerves and pressure and hope.

This was it. This was the moment we’d each become the leader of our people and commander of a section at the academy. Or it was the end of our journey.

No one returned from the gods if they didn’t earn their runes.

When the others strapped their swords tightly to their backs and made their way over the railing, diving into the sea like silent warriors, Darcke slipped his hand into mine. I tried to pull myself free, but he didn’t let me, only dragged me away until the wind hitting the sails hid his words.

“Whatever happens now. Whatever your fucking gods decide,” Darcke said. “You are worthy. You deserve your magic. You’ve proved that again and again, and if they don’t see it, fuck them.”

My laugh was more like a nervous, hacking cough. “That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one being sent straight to Hel if they disagree.” I looked down at my leathers, smoothing out the small patches of fur at my wrists and along the jacket’s opening. “I didn’t think to bring anything warm enough for a realm of ice and snow.”

Darcke’s fingers wrapped around my chin. “If you think that there is a place in this world I will not follow you, then you have not listened. You have still not heard me.”

I traced my hand up his chest, settling over his heart. “You’ve suffered enough. I plan to change that, not bring more upon you.”

A flinch ripped across his face. “An eternity with you, even if that might be in Hel?” He whipped his head around, then crashed his lips against mine in one too-short, too-delicious kiss. “That sounds like my Valhalla.”

My cheeks reddened at the fierceness of those words.

Darcke reached out and touched the back of his hand to my face, a weak smile trying to soften his harsh features. “Promise me,” he whispered as he took my elbow and led me back to the bow, where Rakkel was the last to dive into the water. “Promise me that whatever happens, you will fight like Hel to survive? Whatever happens?”

“Of course,” I said, goose bumps racing over my arms. “Why?”

Darcke’s gaze went between me and the other heirs.

“You heard us,” I said slowly.

He didn’t respond, but there were far too many conflicting emotions within him as he pressed my hand before he launched himself backward, his body coiling into a tight arc before breaking through the surface with almost no splash.

For a moment I was the only one left on the ship, the evening quiet as the stars peeked through the aurora.

Looking up at the beautiful sky, I paused. I wasn’t sure what I’d face in there—what would happen as I dove into that sea—but I’d made it here.

Viljan was swimming beside Ivren, Vero to his left. Geord and Rakkel and their seconds followed close behind. The king and the shaman were transported atop a dugout, Torden and Borje and several other of his men pulling it and some protecting them from the waves around it.

Darcke treaded water, his blond hair pushed back from his face.

We’d made it here.

Somehow my guard was safe, even if not with me. And the man I’d rather have seen eaten by sea monsters a few weeks ago was waiting for me, fear and worry shadowing his face, but also something else. Something we hadn’t said out loud but which was beginning to spread into every nerve of my body—something that kept my pounding heart from escaping my rib cage as I raised my hands over my head and dove into the water.
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The sea was unnaturally warm. Even if it was summer, the Northern Seas didn’t reach these temperatures, but it did make our swim easier as we wrestled the strange waves that fought each other in patterns of no ocean I’d ever seen before.

Darcke’s sword glinted through the pale water, the hilt sticking up above the sea like a beacon for me to follow. While we swam in silence, whenever a wave sent us closer, his hand or foot or arm or leg brushed mine as if to make sure I was truly there.

The veil came closer with every hour we swam, and when its swaying sheets hovered above us, it caressed my skin, searching, seeking for something that wasn’t in my veins anymore. The others gasped as it took their magic, heads turning suspiciously toward each other, shoulders hiking up and making the heirs swim slower.

There was magic in the sea, though. The darkness of the skin around Geord’s eyes lightened with every stroke, and the wound in my side knitted itself together until all lingering pain vanished.

The island I’d spotted from the ship wasn’t an island at all. At least not one like we had in Skagerik. A path that led from the depths beneath us, where no fish swam and there was no bottom to be seen, appeared ahead. The heirs floated in the water, waiting for the king to leave the dugout and be the first to ascend it.

As soon as the king’s boot touched the bright path, which looked like it was made from polished bone and cut through the ocean like a scar, a presence made my scalp prickle. I wasn’t the only one who spun in the water, trying to find the gazes laying upon us.

“The gods are watching,” Darcke said quietly.

“They’re always watching,” I whispered.

He nodded for me to go ahead.

I accepted Torden’s hand as he pulled me onto the strange, hard-packed path, which should have been slippery, with how shiny it was, but where my boots found grip instantly.

“You got this, Sweengard. We believe in you,” the warrior whispered before he turned to my second.

My movements were cautious as I took a step farther in. On either side of the path was water. To the south were several islands, one with dark clouds circling it, which must be Svartoarna. And to the north the veil still shimmered, as terrifying as it was beautiful.

“Is that Nordoen and Svartoarna?” Rakkel asked.

“Njord still rules the sea,” the king said. “The gods have ordered him to bring them close to home. It’s an honor to have them right here in Skagerik.”

“And fucking stupid,” Darcke whispered into my ear. “Why couldn’t we have remained on Nordoen, and they could have visited us there?”

Torden and I shot him a look at the same time.

“Watch it, friend,” Torden whispered. “You might not answer to these gods, but Njord is swimming beneath us, and you want him on your side today.”

A pang of worry shot through me, starting in my toes and winding its way up until it shook my shoulders. My brows snapped together when I realized the feeling wasn’t my own.

“I… I thought our magic wouldn’t work here,” I asked shakily.

“It doesn’t,” the shaman replied. “Only divine magic is allowed here.”

Vero turned my way. “What does that mean?”

“Your runes allow magic to flow through your mortal flesh, making it human. But your bonds are blessed by me and my divine magic, which means they remain intact.” The shaman gestured behind him. “That’s why your seconds are not allowed into the Halls themselves. The power of the bond belongs to the pair, but the rune belongs only to the heir.”

My stomach somersaulted, my feet dragging to a stop.

“Darcke,” I whispered under my breath, hating how frightened I sounded. “What really happened to your people?”

Pain came first. Then confusion. Anger. But it was the frustration that made me lightheaded.

Darcke didn’t respond.

Slowly, I spun toward Ivren. His eyes already waited for me. Worry burned bright in the blue, and tension lined his jaw as he asked me a silent question.

There might come a time today when we have to pick a side. I hope we all choose the right one.

My hand moved to the hilt of my blade when everyone but Ivren and me started moving.

I blew out a long breath as I turned from the heir to the shaman. I wasn’t sure how his magic worked, but magic always had limitations. Ours was tied to the leaders we’d sworn fealty to. The shaman was alone, so… I set my jaw. He’d have to die.

Ivren still waited, and after I closed my eyes for a long second, a grim expression spread across my face. Darcke felt every emotion passing through me, but I refused to turn to his searching gaze.

Hopefully he’d attribute the fear and concern to what the Great Halls would hold.

The king walked toward where tall white gates towered all the way up to the sky, the air around them speckled with what looked like large snowflakes drifting up and down, playing with each other.

“The souls of fylgja,” I whispered as I got my feet to start moving again.

“What did you say?” Darcke asked.

“Fylgja.” I gestured to the white specks. “Those are spirits that take the bodies of animals to protect us when we need them. At least so our stories say.”

Darcke looked at me strangely. “I can’t see anything.”

I pointed again, my stomach clenching. “They’re right there.”

“There’s nothing there,” Darcke replied. “Only air.”

“Only the ones who will pass through the doors can see them,” the king said. “Like a spell, they show you a different reflection only you can interpret.”

“Don’t accuse the gods of spells,” the shaman said, far too sharply for someone speaking to their monarch.

But the king didn’t turn, his steps as purposeful as they’d been before.

“He’s so proud of his charms,” Darcke snarled into my ear. “Doesn’t want to share them even with his beloved gods.”

My hand twitched, wishing to reach for the noose I couldn’t see around his neck. When Darcke’s eyes followed, I pressed my lips together not to speak my vow that the shaman’s work would soon fade like the mist that shrouded this pathway.

A tension layered across the group, and my pulse thrummed faster for every step I took closer to those towering doors.

There was an anticipation in the strange air. As Ivren moved closer to Geord, Rakkel also falling in line behind them while Vero waited for me, it hung heavier.

Ivren turned his head over his shoulder when we were perhaps twenty feet away from the gates. “Be ready,” he mouthed, and I felt as if my body might lift from the ground when Vero’s hand brushed mine.

The king halted, spinning around until he faced us.

“The gods will call you one by one into those halls. If you’re offered their grace, you walk out with a rune that will power your section at the Hird and, when you ascend your parents’ thrones, your people.” Gustief adjusted his robe. “If not, safe travels to the next realm.” He turned my way, and I wasn’t sure why I felt like he was addressing me when he added, “Perhaps we’ll meet again in another life.”

A soft voice broke in from behind me. “Hopefully not for a very long time, king.”

My heart went to stone in my chest when I spun to face my mother.
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“What are you doing here?” I asked as she pulled herself up from the water.

She wasn’t alone. Ivren’s mother followed. Then Adrion’s father. Rakkel’s mother. Warriors I’d never seen but who must be their iron-bound, for how they hovered behind their chiefs.

Seindra Sweengard gave me a smile. “You didn’t think I’d leave the fate of our people—the fate of my children—in your hands?”

An eerie silence stretched out across the path, and I felt Darcke’s heart pound along our tether, but something was holding him back—that leash that no one could see but that was definitely there, tightening.

“What is this?” Vero asked, her head whipping back and forth from the king, who remained standing leisurely by the shaman, to his men, who stood frozen behind us.

“I believe some would call it a coup,” my mother replied.

In the next moment the chiefs’ iron-bound moved.

Two came up before me, and I reacted instinctively, stepping in front of Torden and Darcke with my sword lifted, forcing them to a stop.

Borje and two others of the king’s warriors were being driven backward, several men using their axes to keep them away from the rest of us. The king and the shaman had three men protecting them, their shoulders locking against each other as they held the line.

“Move aside, Elvara,” my mother demanded when two more iron-bound came up before me.

I didn’t understand what was happening, but I did know that I would not get out of the way until I found out. Especially not when Darcke stood so terrifyingly still, even as Torden shoved at him.

“What is this?” I snarled, sidestepping when the iron-bound did, shadowing their movements.

“It’s all right, Vara.”

I stuttered when Ivren stepped forward, his voice calm.

“They’re here to help,” he continued. “They’re here to make sure we win.”

Something deep within me coiled and twisted, spinning such hard knots I was grateful I hadn’t eaten in almost a day.

“What do you mean?” I didn’t dare turn around as Ivren came to my side.

“I called for aid,” he said. “To make sure we lived. Nothing more.”

Darcke’s scoff rattled my bones.

“That’s funny to you?” my brother’s best friend asked. “Tell me… could you save her right now? If they came for her, could you move?”

Darcke’s wild eyes slid to mine, but his body remained frozen.

It was Ivren’s turn to expel air as he gestured to a rigid Viljan. “Like Viljan, you’re not strong enough to keep her alive. I, on the other hand, am.” He spun my way. “Your mother reached out to me, Elvara. She told me everything. How those men killed Lika. How they stabbed your father with his own sword.”

Sharp inhales came from the heirs. Tears glistened on Vero’s cheeks, and Geord blinked—understanding first filling his features, then a strange respect darkening his eyes as they swept over me. Rakkel stood entirely still, her face turned to the ground.

“She’s helped me protect you,” Ivren continued. “And now we’re going to protect our people too. By unseating the king, Skagerik will return to its former glory—we’ll start the trade again, give back some land, live in peace.”

Despite his words, caution knitted in my gut. One fueled by the strange hot fury rolling off Darcke, making me tremble as I continued to face the iron-bound holding their blades with a white-knuckle grip.

“How long?” I asked to buy myself time.

Something didn’t make sense. I felt Darcke’s warmth behind me, and I didn’t think before I stepped back into it, letting his chest align with my back, his breaths fuel mine.

“Ever since I found out our enemies murdered your father and Lika,” Ivren said, and Viljan shifted behind him—the only sign he hadn’t known. “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you outright, but you had enough going on. It’s the king’s fault, Elvara. He’s the reason they’re dead.” Ivren’s eyes misted. “I wasn’t going to let them take you too. Lika would never have forgiven me.”

“Now, can you step aside?” my mother asked.

“I—”

Again the iron-bound moved, bloodthirst in their war-painted faces. I moved when they did, feeling Darcke’s fingers twitch against my lower back.

You’re not asking the right questions.

The hilt of my sword grew hot with how hard I held it. “What do you plan to do?”

Ivren’s mother joined mine. “Kill the king and everyone loyal to him.”

“And what about those who are forced to be?” I gestured to Darcke, Torden, and the warriors held back from coming any closer—from helping us. “These men would not die for him unless they had to.”

At least not Darcke. I didn’t know his men well, but I doubted that if Darcke took our side, they’d stand against him.

My mother sighed as if I were an unruly child. “Yes, they would, Elvara.”

“They wouldn’t.” I shook my head. “Darcke is leashed by him.” I jerked my head toward the shaman. “Because of him.”

Why wasn’t the king saying anything? Why wasn’t Darcke saying anything?

Vero looked as confused as I did. Geord moved closer to his second, his face turning from the silent king to the stiff warriors to the smug chiefs. Viljan stared blankly at me, but I didn’t like what pulled at his shoulders.

“Darcke is loyal to the king,” Ivren’s mother said. “There are no exceptions in war. Your father must have taught you that sometimes blood we wished wasn’t spilled would be anyway.”

I slipped a step backward, until Darcke’s rigid body pressed against my back.

The Solsken chief meant that that unfortunate blood today would be mine.

“Mother.” Ivren moved until he came to my side. “If you kill Darcke, she dies too.”

“And it shall be very sad, but this little crush of yours would have gone nowhere anyway.”

My former guard froze beside Vero, the fear in his face opening an eye within me.

“There is no crush.” Ivren’s face darkened, and I couldn’t look at him as he took a half step in front of me. “I am doing this for Lika.” He spun to my mother. “Lika would never forgive you if you harmed her, much less killed her. It would be the ultimate dishonor to his memory.”

“For gods’ sake! This was Lika’s idea!” my mother shouted.

A deathly silence spread across the path, and my blood stilled in my veins.

My mother’s low voice echoed across the water where more warriors—some of whom I recognized from home, although none were my father’s close men—spilled onto the white. Their axes and blades were already in their hands, as if they were facing a much larger army than a dozen king’s men. “All of this could have been so much easier if your fucking father hadn’t found out what we were planning.”

Ivren and Viljan and the rest of the heirs and their seconds stood as frozen as I was when my mother continued.

“Stabbing himself to stop his only son.” She shook her head. “I knew Fritiof was loyal to the king, but I thought even he had some honor left.”

“What?” I asked, my mind unwilling to comprehend what she was saying.

“The spy your father’s men suspected?” My mother scoffed. “It was the very one they reported to.”

“No,” I said. “That can’t be, because…”

Darcke’s fingers brushed my back again, and I knew it was true before my mother spoke.

“Your father killed your brother.” The smile on my mother’s face was frenzied. “He killed my son but left his bastard girl alive. Fritiof found out what we’d been planning Lika’s entire life, and he killed him to stop it.” A furious sob rushed from my mother’s lips. “At least Lika was able to take him down with him. I take comfort in that.”

She was insane. My mother or stepmother or whatever she was had lost her mind.

There was no way. My father would never have laid a hand on any of us. Lika was his legacy—his heir.

My bottom lip trembled. “I don’t believe you.”

“Lika was coming to kill the king,” my mother said, something smug washing over her features. “And your father decided to end his own name—his own bloodline—because of his misplaced loyalties. When Lika fought back, your father stabbed himself to death—to ensure Lika couldn’t use his rune.”

“No,” I said.

“Ask your dear second,” my mother taunted. “Ask him! He knows all of it. He was in on it.”

I didn’t dare fully turn, but I moved my face enough that I could see over my shoulder. Why, I didn’t know, because I could already feel the truth vibrating from Darcke, the cold, brutal truth that burned behind my eyes.

“You knew?” I whispered. “This whole time, you knew?”

The way he’d looked at me in the beginning. Like he hated me. Like he wanted to kill me. Now it made more sense that he’d hated me more than any other heir.

I pulled a breath.

His response when I admitted to not having magic. I know. I just needed you to say it.

“You thought I was coming to kill you? You thought I’d… what? Taken over after Lika?”

He didn’t respond, and I knew it was because the shaman had his tongue locked.

Fury ignited like a wildfire within me. I wasn’t even sure who deserved it more. The king? My brother? My father? My mother? Me for not understanding earlier?

Darcke’s eyes pleaded with me, and I didn’t know what to do—what to say. What to believe. Lika had wanted this, and my father… my father was on the king’s side? How could he side with the man he and my mother had spent so many evenings complaining about?

“Why?” It was the only word I could get out.

“Why?” my mother asked, and her tone was so foul Vero and Geord winced. “Greed? Power?” She threw out her hands. “Take your pick, little girl.” As Adrion’s father came up on her other side, she grinned coldly. “We were getting tired of fighting beneath a king who had too little ambition. We can conquer the world! We have the ships and the people and the magic, but Gustief here thinks we should use it… sparingly.” She spat out the last word.

Sparingly? We’d almost taken over the entire fucking world already.

“Chief Leskog,” Geord demanded. “What is this?”

Adrion’s father tilted his head. “This has been in the works for a long time, Geord. You didn’t think you taking over for my useless son was a coincidence, do you? We all worked to mold our heirs, but Adrion was too soft. I needed someone like you: brutal, vicious, emotionless—the perfect warrior.”

Geord’s face blanched with every word leaving the chief’s mouth, and the rest of us followed when Chief Leskog continued. “We couldn’t have gotten here without Chief Solsken. She came up with the brilliant plan of turning her magic on the shaman a decade ago. Shame it didn’t work entirely as intended.”

I could barely breathe when Ivren’s eyes widened, and his whispered “Mother?” echoed in the mounting dread surrounding us all.

Geord and Vero moved closer, the latter standing almost shoulder to shoulder with me. Rakkel was the only heir standing by herself, pale and shaking hands twisted in front of her body.

“Son, you didn’t think this was all your plan, did you? You may be a great heir, but you are young and naive,” the Solsken chieftain said. “We tried not to spill our clan’s blood. We really did. I used my rune to influence the shaman’s mind, forcing him to poison our dear king’s thoughts. But Gustief is strong. Hard to break entirely. Although here…” She smiled. “Here you can’t fight us. Did you not worry what would happen when you didn’t have all your runes, Your Majesty?”

Her grin widened when everyone turned to the stiff king—to the shaman with a blank face beside him. The king’s warriors shifted, sharing glances with each other.

“Gustief couldn’t stop everything,” Ivren’s mother continued. “We did conquer nation after nation, but our dear king and his men pocketed the treasures we bled for. He knew something was off with the orders he gave, and he used our hard-won earnings to try to figure it out.”

“Elvara.” Vero’s whisper brushed my ear.

I only sent my eyes her way, too aware that every person on this divine pathway was balancing on a knife’s edge. One wrong move would set everything in motion.

Geord had his blade in his hand behind Vero’s back, and Vero hers behind his. She nodded to Ivren, and I tried to subtly nudge the bewildered heir backward, but his entire head turned. As he took us in, he stepped right into line with us—four heirs reminding each other that we might not know who the enemy was right now, but we did know it wasn’t us.

“Look at that,” my mother taunted. “They’re protecting each other.” She laughed quietly. “You will be good chiefs when you’re ready. And we’ll make sure you have the land you deserve beneath your rule when you take over.”

“Everyone but Elvara, is that right?” Vero’s voice shook, and I pressed my shoulder into hers. “She will not live to see that day.”

“The gods wouldn’t have spared her anyway,” my mother spat. “Isn’t that right, Rakkel? Elvara and Darcke already betrayed their sacred bond.”

For the first time since the chiefs and their warriors arrived, Rakkel moved, her hands coming to cover her face. Her skin had that sickly gray hue it had assumed lately, and I finally understood what it was.

Guilt. Nauseating, cold, crippling guilt.

If Darcke hadn’t been behind me, I might have fallen.

“What is she talking about?” I asked.

Rakkel shook her head, her features still hidden by her hands. “I’m s-sorry. They forced me. They… he”—she pointed a shaking finger to the shaman—“is keeping my brother’s mind captive for us to spy for them.”

“She’s been using her mother’s rune to keep us informed on everything that happened at the Hird,” my mother said smugly. “Very useful. I didn’t care much for gomnd, but it’s a truly helpful power. So we know all about you two and the way you’ve dishonored the gods.” She clicked her tongue. “I didn’t have high hopes for you, Elvara, but to fuck your second? Your father must be hiding his face in Valhalla.”

Darcke’s chest vibrated against my back, a growl rumbling through us both.

I couldn’t help but bare my teeth.

My mother’s grin broadened. “No. Don’t tell me. Are you in love with him, Elvara?”

Darcke stopped breathing, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know why.

“Don’t let her get to you,” Ivren whispered, still facing my mother. “They’re trying to distract us. Look.”

Our parents’ men were moving. Subtly. But they were moving.

Swords ready in hands. Axes flipping in the air.

“When this fight breaks out, remember who our enemies are,” Vero whispered.

That understanding—the shared one that made me, Vero, Ivren, and Geord dig our feet into whatever this pathway was made of—spread through my body. Even Rakkel moved forward, her eyes filled with regret. But when none of us flinched away, her chin lifted an inch.

“Do you not know he’s been toying with you this entire time?” my mother continued as if the air hadn’t just shifted—as if decisions and loyalties hadn’t been decided.

I turned off the part of my mind that cared. She could say whatever she wanted about Darcke, but I knew—I felt the truth. Darcke was on my side. No one else’s. Not willingly.

Torden shifted as Borje lifted his axe. Darcke still stood frozen, but it didn’t matter as the world pulsed with tension.

“Get ready,” I breathed.

My mother rolled her neck, preparing herself for a finale I didn’t give a shit about. “Darcke and the king have been using you as a pawn this whole time.”

The words didn’t even settle in my mind, with how ridiculous they were.

Then the first iron-bound fell with a cry as Borje’s axe cleaved his chest in two.

All Hel broke loose in a spray of splintering metal and shouted orders.
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“Heirs! We protect each other,” Ivren screamed as we were attacked. “No one else!”

“Darcke,” I cried as a blade nearly slammed my own out of my hands. “Move!”

But my second didn’t even twitch as duels broke out around us. I moved to stand before him, parrying every blow directed his way, and Torden took his back, kicking and punching as much as using his axe to keep the chiefs’ men off. I didn’t mind Darcke’s fury this time, because it made my every strike more forceful—my every move more precise.

Our enemies were too many. Blood from the king’s men spilled atop the white pathway, running like deadly rivers down its sides. Vero slipped on the crimson pools, barely surviving a strike from one of Ivren’s mother’s iron-bound. Only because Ivren managed to get his blade in between did she keep her head attached to her body.

“You’re coming after us?” Ivren screamed. “We are your legacy!”

“Not if you stand between us and the king,” his mother shouted back. “You are no son of mine if you protect him.”

“We’re not protecting him,” Geord screamed. “We’re protecting one of our own.”

I couldn’t help but shoot him a look.

Geord grimaced as he ducked beneath a sword. “What’s to say”—he got a blade out of one of the men’s hands, kicking it down into the water rushing by our side—“that they don’t come for me next? I have no loyalties to these people.”

As I struck a man in the shoulder, finally getting him away from Darcke, an amused exhale left me. Geord’s motivations might be selfish, but he was right.

If they went for one of us, they might well take down all.

“Fuck, there are more coming!” Torden gestured to where dozens of men climbed up the sloping pathway. “Darcke, we need you to move! We can’t protect you and ourselves.”

I turned from where Borje and his men were being overrun, to where our parents were fighting the three warriors who’d been shielding the king, to Darcke.

“You won’t be able to move unless he tells you,” I whispered as his beautifully chiseled features remained still, only his eyes warning away. “We can’t have that.” While Torden fought another man to keep him off my second, I lifted on my toes and pressed a hard kiss to Darcke’s lips. “Because my mother was right.”

His eyes flashed, and there was something bottomless—a pain I could barely fathom—spreading within him. He wanted to speak so badly it made me breathless.

“I’m going to save you.” I placed my hand over his cheek before I turned to his warrior. “I’m going to save him.”

“I’ll”—Torden groaned as he kicked off the man he’d just impaled on his sword—“keep them away as long as I can.”

“I’ll help!” Ivren shoved me out of the way as he took over to cover Darcke’s front.

“No, you won’t!” his mother screamed. “You will step away from him!”

“I will not,” Ivren replied simply as he fought off another attacker, sending him headfirst into the waves. “Go, Elvara!”

I ran, but it was impossible to miss Ivren’s mother’s call. “You will die if you try to protect them. They are not your blood, Ivren! I am.”

“She is my friend!” Ivren shouted as two men circled him. “I did this to keep her alive! I refuse to believe Lika would have wanted this, and I will not taint his memory by not protecting his sister!”

My blood rushed in my ears as I sprinted, jumping over swords that came for my gut and slicing up a man’s back when he spun to try to take me down.

There was only one man still standing before the king and the shaman, and he was busy sparring with what must have been one of Adrion’s father’s men, judging from the rune he’d drawn on his cheek.

I felt every heartbeat in my throat as I slipped around them.

The shaman didn’t cower. I wasn’t sure if it was because he couldn’t or because he wouldn’t, but either way, I bent my head in respect as I raised my sword. He deserved that much, even though he’d leashed Darcke on the king’s behalf—had forced him into that gilded noose.

“It’s him or you,” I said softly. “And I love him. I’ve fallen in love with him.”

I heard the shaman’s voice from the night of the choosing in my mind.

An entanglement built on desire compromises the bond’s integrity, and it may confuse you when you’re at your most vulnerable.

“You were wrong. He doesn’t confuse me,” I said. “He makes me better. He makes me stronger, even when I have no strength running through my veins.”

The shaman’s lips twitched.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

My sword fell, and I watched as the shaman’s head rolled into the water, painting it as pink as the aurora in the sky above us. His body crumpled to the ground with a thud that would forever echo in my mind, but relief flooded me.

Darcke was free.

The king laughed. An eerie, strange laugh that spilled over my skin like cold water.

Slowly, purposefully, I spun his way.

Remember who your enemy is. Blood dripped from my sword as I lifted it once more.

I cleared my throat when the king’s eyes found mine. “You might not ultimately be responsible for everything that’s happened, but you are responsible for lives lost. Ottoh died because you let karls come after us. I almost died because of the wars you should have stopped. You erased the people of the man I loved—my people. And you tied him to you, forcing him to do your bidding.” I sucked my teeth. “I might not agree much with my mother, but I do believe that you should die.”

I gripped the sword with both hands, waiting for one heartbeat.

Kingslayer, they’d call me.

But was that worse than the other names I’d earned at the Hird?

Something cold slid against my throat, a sharp blade resting against my collarbone. For a second I thought it was a joke. Because I could feel Darcke behind me—I could breathe in his intoxicating scent. Then I realized…

“Did it not work?” I asked, my muscles quivering in pain. “Did killing the shaman not work?”

His voice trickled over my skin like warm summer rain. “It did.”

My laugh came a second too late. “Great. Then you can put down your sword.”

His lips tickled my ear. “Not until you put down yours.”

Darcke’s touch didn’t send a thrill through me like it used to. I swallowed when the battle behind us died down, when the world slowed as the king’s men, the heirs, the warriors, and even the chiefs turned our way.

“Darcke.” I tried to turn, but his sword cut into my shoulder, and he wasn’t budging.

“Put down your sword, Elvara, and no one will get hurt.” His breath was still too hot, too distracting, and I didn’t like the way he was pronouncing my name.

“He deserves to die for what he did to you,” I said slowly. “He tied you to him. He forced you to do all these things.”

“No, he didn’t.” Darcke nudged my back with his knee. “The sword.”

“I would listen to him.” The king stared from me to Darcke and back again.

I shook my head. I didn’t understand. Every person was watching our deadlock, swords and axes raised, waiting for the outcome of whatever this was. Of whatever we were.

“Why?” I asked when an ache started in my head.

“Because of my people,” Darcke said. “Because of every person in our realm who has been hurt because of your people.”

I was caged between his blade and his chest, and every breath he took pressed the sharp edge harder against my skin.

“I thought they were my people too,” I whispered.

Darcke loosened a breath against my hair. “They are. But so is the man before you.”

“So?” I turned my eyes down when the king sought them. “The ones killing your men behind us are also my people, and you don’t seem too bothered by them dying.”

“I’m not.”

“Then why⁠—”

“I told you they were using you,” my mother spat, and I could only imagine from her tone how furious she looked. “I told you, you were a pawn!”

A bitter taste coated the inside of my mouth.

“Tell me that isn’t true,” I said. “Tell me she’s lying.”

This time Darcke remained silent out of his own will.

“It’s my fault,” the king said. “You can let her go, A’lian.”

Darcke’s sword went nowhere. “No. Not until she lowers hers.”

“A’lian—”

“No, Gustief. I will not have her kill you before she knows.”

“What are you talking about!” I screamed, the sound echoing off the doors ahead. “Tell me what the fuck you’re talking about!”

My heart beat a frantic rhythm, and the urge to give in to the tears flaming behind my eyes was so strong Darcke’s sword nicked my shoulder as I swayed from it.

“Fucking Hel!” For a second, the cool blade left my skin, and I thought Darcke would be the one to end the king. But instead metal screamed, and so did something else—something ancient and old that could have only been spelled from the shaman—as Darcke broke the chain holding together the king’s cloak.

As it fell to the ground, the air stilled for a second. Then a shudder went through the king. His golden hair blew around his face as his eyes shifted, the hazel spinning before the gold bled away, leaving him with a familiar moss-colored gaze.

I stumbled a step back, my sword clattering to the ground.

“Who are…” I turned to the other heirs—to the chiefs—and everyone looked as shocked as I was. Everyone apart from my mother. Seindra Sweengard stormed forward, and no one stopped her, not until Darcke spun his blade on her instead, forcing her to halt.

“Gods, Gustief, you’re one for fucking dramatics, aren’t you?” she hissed.

My hand flew to my heart when the king’s green eyes rolled upward. “Are you… are…”

“He’s your uncle!” my mother spat. “Half uncle, to be exact. Like your father, the old king couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. Your father was a bastard only allowed into the Hird because the old king indulged him. No one thought he’d actually become an heir.”

“Fritiof told you?” Gustief asked, and there was a sorrow in his tone I wasn’t sure anyone here had ever heard filling his voice before. “I wondered how you figured it out.”

“Once on a drunken night when he was feeling nostalgic. He regretted it ever since.” My mother crossed her arms over her chest, her own blade dangling from one hand. “He didn’t trust me.” She shook her head. “I was a jarl! He should have been on his knees before me.”

“He became an heir, Seindra,” the king said.

She tossed her hair backward. “So? He was still beneath me. I can’t believe I was forced to marry him. My parents should have known better. But alas… one makes the best of shitty situations.”

“What is all this, Seindra?” Ivren’s mother called. “Why have you not killed him yet?”

My mother clicked her tongue. “Because I needed you to hear this first.”

“Hear what?” Adrion’s father asked.

“That since our beloved king doesn’t have any, my children are the heirs to the throne. Twin queens,” she mused. “I think that should make for a powerful kingdom.”

My heart skipped a beat.

Darcke tried to pull me to him, but I shook off his arm, moving away from him and the king. Thoughts swirled in my mind—betrayal and grief and disbelief a tangled mess.

“Told you—” my mother started.

“Shut up,” I snarled. “Shut up!”

“You knew, didn’t you?” I asked Darcke and Gustief. “You knew what she was planning, so you needed me alive. You needed Lika dead and me alive so you could bend me to your will. The king figured out his solution to the problem with his enemies.”

More understanding than I wanted invaded my thoughts, each thought like a punch straight to the throat.

“You wanted me to make it through the Hird by myself,” I said, grinding out each syllable. “So that when you revealed to our people who I was to you, I’d have earned their respect. And since I am not Seindra Sweengard’s daughter but born to one of your enemies, you could show that Skagerik has changed, allowing someone with foreign blood in her veins onto the throne.”

Ivren’s mouth hung ajar from where he stood beside Torden, but the latter winced when I pursed my lips. He’d known too. I could fucking see it in his face. Vero and Geord and Rakkel and Viljan were as clueless as the chiefs staring back at us.

“And you.” I spun to Darcke. “That’s why you hated me so much. Because you couldn’t stand knowing a spoiled heir would not only be the queen of Skagerik but lead your nation as well. Because that was the plan as well, wasn’t it? That’s why you sent me all those memories. So that I would rebuild your nation. Rule them both.”

“There are more survivors out there,” Darcke said quietly. “I had to do what I had to do for them. I tied myself to Gustief so my loyalties to him wouldn’t seem so strange after his people killed mine.” He took a step toward me, but I recoiled so quickly I lost my balance. “But then I got to know you! And I would be proud⁠—”

“Don’t,” I snarled. “Don’t.”

Was that why he’d kissed me too? Why he’d been so hot and cold?

So that I would repopulate his beloved nation? I nearly gagged.

“We needed you, Elvara.” Gustief took a step toward me. “Darcke’s people are different from ours. If one of them has magic, they all do.”

I could almost hear my heart splinter.

“Great,” I said. “And what is your plan if the gods don’t give me a rune?”

Gustief and Darcke’s shared look was enough.

“You would have killed my whole family. My sisters are seven!” I screamed. “Seven!”

“They would have died anyway,” the king said. “Without your magic.”

My face went cold. “Did… did my father… Was he in on it?”

“He wanted you to live,” Darcke said. “He believed in you. He was coming back for you. But he knew Viljan would protect you if he couldn’t. That’s why he selected him all those years ago.”

“He was going to come back for me after he killed my brother? What is wrong with you people!” I didn’t care how high pitched my voice went.

I couldn’t fucking believe this. They’d all known. Every adult around me had known.

Darcke had known.

Memories from my entire life slammed into me. Viljan. Darcke. My father. Everything I thought I’d done, someone else had already dictated. No wonder I often wanted to sail away and leave everything and everyone behind.

I fucking should have.

“We couldn’t win without you.” Darcke’s face was gray, his gaze somewhere behind me, as if he couldn’t stand to see me like this. “You can claim more than one rune—more than one throne.”

“Look at me,” I hissed. “You at least owe me that. Look at me, you coward.”

“Elvara!” Ivren called behind me, and I spun to my friend.

He’d tried to protect me the whole time.

He’d known something was off with Darcke. He’d warned me.

As I met Ivren’s blue eyes, the world started spinning again. It was as if Darcke’s words had triggered something, because the chiefs and their men started sprinting.

And they were all coming for me this time.
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“Protect her!” Gustief screamed as I fumbled for my sword.

When Darcke got hold of the blade and offered it to me, I took it so fast the sharp edge cut his palm, but I didn’t care as I whirled to the wall of attackers. The heirs and the warriors turned toward the west, where every chief and iron-bound was coming from.

My hands trembled as I got into position. We didn’t even have half the people.

“Guess you didn’t think this through,” I said through my teeth.

“We did,” Darcke replied calmly.

“We didn’t plan on surviving.” The king gave me a sad smile. “We only planned for you to.”

“What about the bond?” I snarled.

Fuck, they were so close now. The footsteps of the Vikings made the ground beneath my feet vibrate, and I could smell the determination on the wind, lusting for my head. My mother took down one of the king’s men, her war-painted face glistening with his blood coating her skin.

“Do you still feel Darcke?” the king asked.

My chest thumped, my blood roaring through me, making my skin cold and clammy.

Because no. No, I didn’t.

I saw the sorrow in his gaze, but it felt like a language I’d forgotten how to speak. Nothing white-hot roiled within me. No fury or pain or lust. There was nothing. An empty sea where the waves had long since died out.

“The shaman knew you’d kill him,” Gustief said, an ember of pity in his tone that could only come from what he saw on my face. “We all saw what you felt for… we all knew you’d do it. Your heart is warm enough. So he tied the bond to his life, and when he went…”

“So did the bond,” Darcke finished.

I was so furiously, ragingly angry with him, but it still felt like a piece of my soul was missing. Like a part of myself had been ripped from me, forever changing who I was.

There was a lot of that going around lately.

“Good,” I hissed, forcing every letter to emphasize my wrath. “Because I don’t want anything more to fucking do with you.”

“Don’t blame him.” The king took a step toward me. “He didn’t want to do this. Not like how it happened.”

The warriors reached the heirs. Viljan roared as a man barreled into him, but thankfully Torden was able to kick him off my former guard.

I paced a narrow, restless path as my friends broke their line.

Rakkel’s mother tried to shove her daughter out of the way, but Rakkel shook her head and the two women stared at each other for a moment before Chief Rafenskol dipped her chin and turned against the other chiefs.

“I need to get over there,” I hissed.

But as I went to start sprinting, Darcke’s arm found its way around my waist again. His touch was too hot—too harsh and too gentle at the same time—and I shoved at his hands, but he only held me closer, forcing me to listen to the heavy breaths leaving him.

“I will cut you if you don’t release me,” I screamed, wrangling my sword to try to angle it behind me.

“I don’t fucking care,” he replied into my ear. “I need you to live.”

Ivren, Viljan, and Geord were pushed backward as they tried to hold back the horde of men and women coming for me, and I saw the moment Ivren’s foot twisted.

“No!” My scream made Viljan spin, and color fled his face when one of the men flew toward the Solsken heir, using his sword as leverage and driving it deep into Ivren’s chest.

“Ivren!” Another scream split the chaos, and Ivren’s mother lurched forward when a look of surprise overtook her son’s face before he fell to his knees and toppled over.

The Solsken chief bared her teeth and sent a dagger flying, lodging it in the man’s neck so that he went down only a step away from the heir he’d struck.

Tears blinded me as Viljan screamed toward the aurora. Geord bent down, his hard face pulling with every emotion as he dragged Ivren’s lifeless body to the side before jumping right back into the fighting.

After that it became mayhem. Nobody knew who to target, so everyone went for everybody, like a pack of starving wolves turning on each other. I could smell the smugness on my mother’s breath when Adrion’s father went down next and Ivren’s mother was surrounded, still fighting her way to get to her son.

“Let me go,” I snarled to Darcke. “I need to help them.”

“Do not let her go,” the king ordered. “We need her alive.”

“You do not get to decide that.” I twisted my body with everything in me, my eyes set on my mother’s unprotected back. “Let me go!”

“Elvara,” Darcke started.

I threw my head so that the back of it slammed into his nose, and when he stiffened, I sent my elbow into his gut. I waited for my feet to hit the ground, but Darcke’s manic laugh only brushed my ear as his arms cradled me closer.

“You’re going to have to do a lot better than that, heir,” he hissed.

I hated him at that moment. I hated that he called me heir. I hated that I couldn’t feel anything from him. I hated that I couldn’t tell if he was protecting me because he wanted me to be safe or because he needed to.

“Oh, I will.” Crimson tinted my vision when I started spinning, making myself deadweight in his arms before tensing and pushing away from him with my legs. But he was too fucking strong.

As I took a breath to do it again, something creaked behind us.

I went entirely still as the gates towering over us opened an inch. The brightest light I’d ever seen spilled onto the ground, and the warmth from it was like a midday sun dancing over my skin.

“What do you see?” the king asked.

“Nothing.” I tried to tear my eyes away, but it was impossible.

Whatever was in that light was pulling me in, so alluring it pained me to blink—to look away for a single moment. The scent wrapping around me was spellbinding, making memories I hadn’t thought of in years flash before my eyes, and showing me new images of moments I’d never forget.

Lika and I playing by the river when we were children—him forcing me to bend the knee to him like I’d have to when he became chief.

My father making me sit in on Lika’s lessons. My father asking my opinions when we had our village meetings, always allowing me to take the time to think before I spoke.

Darcke and I during our bonding, the way he looked at me when he held me while Njord spun around us, blessing our bond. There wasn’t only respect in his eyes as Njord conjured a crown of water over my head, but something softer, something vulnerable that he allowed to cross his face only because my eyes were closed. Longing. It was desperate, irresistible longing. Not for a romantic partner but for a queen—for someone to heal his people.

I ground my teeth as I tried to shove the images away.

“The gods are calling you.” The king’s voice sounded far away. “You need to go.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” I wasn’t sure if it was only in my head that my voice was so weak, but Darcke’s grip on me changed, one hand coming up to cup my face.

“Her eyes are white,” he said.

I blinked. The light brightened Darcke’s face, and when I pushed away from him this time, he let me.

I missed him even though he was standing right before me. But there was something about his posture, his proud shoulders slumping and his face devoid of the furious creases it usually held, that made that feeling of loneliness surge within me.

“Go, Elvara!” King Gustief ordered.

Slowly, I faced him, just as the other warriors reached us. Only a few steps away, the last of King Gustief’s men were trying to protect us, but blood made the pathway slick, and the guard fell before I had the time to draw air into my lungs.

The sounds of the battle were still muted. And when I took a step toward the king and a woman with pale hair rounded the royal warriors, I found myself farther away, heading toward the door.

“I don’t want to,” I said, but even my voice betrayed me, the words feeling more like a lie than any fictions I’d told before.

“You need to go, child.” Gustief nodded to someone. “You need to make her.”

Time stalled when Darcke dragged me backward. A warrior fell to the ground where I’d just stood, his face full of rage even in death. A woman—my mother—smiled as she ran past us. With a crack that echoed in my blood, she struck the king, her blade lodging in his chest and taking the light from his eyes.

“No!” The word flew from my lips as Darcke groaned in pain.

When I turned my head over my shoulder, the hilt of the dagger buried in his shoulder brushed my cheek, and he flinched before ripping it out, sending a hot copper spray across my skin.

His face came an inch from my own, and I didn’t have time to react before he crashed his lips against mine. As he pulled back, that lethal smirk fought itself into place across his features while he said, “I’m so fucking sad that I won’t be there to see you rule.”

Then he threw me backward, and everything became white.
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The mist filled my lungs. My mind. My body. Everything.

I walked blindly through it, but my steps had never been more assured. The gods’ presence was everywhere, their voices beating against my ears and my limbs and my nerves.

I felt weightless, like I was floating through a sea, and when the mist cleared, I gasped.

The highest ceiling I’d ever seen was arched over me, built of thousands upon thousands of gilded shields, each one echoing its owner’s bravery—battles fought and won and lost.

To my sides, rafters reached toward the ceiling, each made up of the blades and axes and spears of the same men and women the shields whispered of.

The floor my feet barely touched was crimson, the blood from every lineage of Vikings painting it, sharing their stories of lost times and of the men and women who came before.

My breaths came out as white clouds as I walked toward a table made from white rowan, where a wave of ethereal light rolled back and forth.

Don’t look.

Darcke’s voice rang in my mind. And while anger hissed beneath my skin, making my teeth chatter, I turned my face to the floor, listening to generations of Vikings telling me their stories as I approached the gods.

Bow.

I followed Darcke’s order when I reached the table, falling onto one knee. A wind wrapped around me, sending my hair whipping around my face.

When I closed my eyes, the Aesir’s voices filled my mind.

Welcome, child. We’ve been waiting for you.

Odin’s divine power flitted over me until my body trembled.

Your father sends his love.

Thor. For a second—the briefest of moments—I felt the strength that my father had gifted me growing up, the one that Thor had blessed him with.

A darkness fell over the room as I rose, my head still bowed. The gusts grew stronger, blowing right through my clothing and making my braids clatter against my leathers. Black water appeared on either side, two pools spreading toward me, until only a single round dry spot circling my feet remained.

Before me was a dagger made from the bright light that still whispered over my head. And surrounding me were runes—the five that our people were gifted carved in a line beneath the dagger, but also others covering the ground, some I recognized, many I’d never seen before.

There were so many moments when you wouldn’t have made it here.

Frigg’s voice. Her knowledge came next.

My entire life played before my eyes, every moment, every decision, weighing heavy in my mind. Every path I could have walked down if I or others had made a different decision revealed itself: realities where my father was alive, where I’d never met Darcke, where I’d married young and already had two children with a kind man in our village.

One with me beside Ivren, proudly pressing my hand against the rune he’d just carved into my chest, him pressing a kiss to my temple while Lika smiled at us.

One where I’d grown up in the village Darcke showed me, where he came into my mother’s house one day, a smile I’d never seen on his face spreading across his features as he took my hand.

One where I didn’t exist at all, where the world burned and ships sank.

But now you are standing in the shadows of our judgment.

Tyr. His righteousness forced my back into a bow again.

The images Frigg had sent to my mind shifted, time stalling, showing me myself sitting by the cliffs on Oenskan, Viljan telling me of my father’s and Lika’s deaths. Every second after that played, every moment leading up to this one. I lived it again. The pain. The loneliness. The fear. The urgency. The love.

My eyes shut when Darcke kissing me filled the world. It wasn’t shown with the warmth I’d felt but through the lens of a disappointed guardian, scrutinizing every detail that made me break the divine vow of the battle bond.

Odin’s voice boomed through the halls.

Child, you are here for us to decide if you earned your rune. If you are worthy to lead a mighty people with bravery in your heart, a blade in your hand, and a ship on the vast seas.

The gods didn’t wish me to speak, but I did so anyway. Because their judgment had already been cast. Their call hummed with every shield above, sang with every blade making up the pillars beside me, and roared in the blood beneath my boots.

“I see that you’ve made your decision.”

My voice was weak here. I was weak here, my legs barely holding me up. But I pushed on when the images of everyone relying on me clawed their way into my thoughts.

My people. My sisters. My friends fighting for their lives—the ones I’d just left.

Darcke.

And? Odin’s voice hummed through my teeth.

“I believe you’re making a mistake,” I said, forcing my back to straighten—my shoulders to lower. “I did what I did because I had to. But I did it with bravery. I did it for my father. I did it for my people. I did it for you.”

Do you want to lead? Thor asked.

An image of me on my father’s throne stuttered across my vision. I was older, gray streaking my hair. But it wasn’t age that caused the lines in my face. It was dejection. Loneliness. Because on the chair beside me was no one, and in my heart was no love because I’d been forced to leave that behind, and I’d never found another after the one who’d betrayed me.

A hot tear slid down my cheek at the memory of Darcke’s smile before he kissed me—the one I replayed in my mind every night when I lay alone in my furs, my chief’s hearth quiet.

“Does it matter?” I swallowed the aching lump in my throat. “I will still do it.”

There is strength in sacrifice. Perhaps our decision was hasty. Thor again.

She is not her father. Tyr. She has lied and cheated and broken the rules.

Odin’s presence was nearly overwhelming. She does not wish this.

“I do,” I said. I did want it. More than anything.

You lie so well, you do it to yourself, Tyr said.

Gods, wasn’t he judgy?

We hear everything.

Perhaps Tyr’s warning should have made me cautious, but it only made me bolder.

“Then you know. I need this. I need to do this. For them!”

Frigg’s softer voice caressed my mind. Let me show you.

The knife lifted into the air, and when my fingers wrapped around the smooth hilt, my lips curled. I pulled down my tunic, and with assured strokes I carved another rune for strength over the bleached one. With every drop of blood running down my chest, the power inside me grew stronger, until I knew I could snap the divine dagger into dust if I wished. I bowed to the gods, and with longer steps than I’d taken in weeks, I left the Great Halls behind.

The fighting was still happening outside, but it was easy for me to take down my enemies. As the other heirs went in to get their runes, I killed the last of the chiefs and their warriors, sparing only Rakkel’s mother. My own tried to run, but chasing her down took only four long strides, and her neck snapped the moment I closed my hand around it.

The scene shifted.
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Darcke was on his knees before me, Viljan, Geord, Rakkel, and Vero in the glen where the choosing had happened. So were Torden, Borje, and several other warriors. A new shaman—a female one this time—stood nervously behind us, her intricate tattoos so fresh I could smell the blood beneath the soot.

“We cannot keep them alive.” Geord stared into the ground as he spoke. “They betrayed one of us, and we will not let that happen again.”

I couldn’t speak. But I knew Geord was right. For my people. For Skagerik, we couldn’t allow those who’d gone behind our backs to live unless we wanted to risk others believing they could do the same. Rakkel and Vero took my hands as the axe fell, but they couldn’t hold me when Darcke’s head rolled up to my feet.

A cold I’d never felt before filled my soul, and it remained there for the rest of my days, every day holding on to me until I became nothing else than a shell of a Viking.

Do you wish this life? Odin asked.

I fell to my knees when the Great Halls returned.

It hadn’t happened. It hadn’t been real. I’d known the entire time, but I still felt that suffocating emptiness—the sacrifice that had been too great, that had fractured me until I was nothing anymore.

“No.”

Then you will not earn your rune today.

The gods’ agreement whispered through the halls.

The ones who had lived before me closed in, ghosts of the past grasping for my soul, wishing to take me to whatever next realm awaited. My hands pressed into the crimson floor when their reaching hands touched every inch of my skin, realms flashing before my eyes: ones made of ice, and ones made of fire, ones with wood and ones with only water.

I shook my head when warring decisions pulled at me, the gods’ uncertainty over where I belonged tugging me in different directions. Long moments passed, and several futures splintered before me, colliding as the Aesir argued over which was more appropriate for my circumstances.

A flare of irritation made my chin lift.

Somehow people had made decisions for me my entire life. The gods. My parents. My friends. Darcke. But now, when that life was to end… that’s when they struggled?

The knife was still there, the runes drawn in blood taunting me.

The gods had known even before I left Oenskan what my fate would be, but they had still let me suffer—let me fight my way through a world that was stronger than I was. They’d taken pleasure in watching me struggle, knowing there would be no reward at the end.

Everyone had laughed at me. Everyone had known.

My father. My mother. Lika. Darcke. The king. The gods.

My hands balled.

The black water around me whirled, and as I leaned over it, my pale reflection stared back at me. There was so much anger and hurt and pain in her face—none of the naivete I’d left my home with. I reached out a hand to erase the girl I’d become, but as soon as a drop of wetness touched my skin, the reflection changed.

The girl smiled amid the wrath burning her from the inside, a different kind of strength shining in her eyes. Then she lifted the celestial knife and pointed it to her chest.

“I can’t do that,” I whispered.

Her smile widened. Why not?

I felt my frown mar my forehead, but hers remained smooth.

Why not? I wasn’t sure why not. Because the gods said no? But they’d left this here.

Because of the future Frigg had sent me? But that future wasn’t set. I could change it if I wished.

One of my braids fell over my shoulder, and as I pushed it back, I felt Darcke’s touch when he’d woven his hands into my hair, groaning as I traced the faded rune on his chest.

I blinked at the water, watching it rise like a shield around me, spinning slowly for now, but awaiting a decision that it would allow only me to make.

“Who is that?” I asked Darcke during our bonding.

“It’s who you think it is,” he replied.

“Njord,” I whispered.

Eyes that weren’t eyes at all but still consumed me with how much they saw filled the water. The Lord of the Ocean’s presence was softer, gentler, not as intrusive as he walled me off from the Aesir.

I blessed your bond. And I bless your choice now, too, child.

“But what should I do?”

That only you can answer. But child, life does not need to be only sacrifice. A leader does not have to kill to earn respect. There are new winds turning in your realm, and you can set your sails to those instead, leaving the past in the past.

A vision of the ones I’d left behind reflected in the water.

Darcke was fighting for his life protecting the heirs, standing back-to-back with Viljan. Geord stood beside Rakkel and her mother, covering Ivren’s body, where his chest still moved. Vero and Torden were backed up against the towering gates, and the latter took a strike to the arm to keep a dagger from reaching her.

“Is this real?”

For now.

I coughed as the image flipped, showing the sea of steel closing in on them. They might be alive right now, but soon they wouldn’t be. Frantic, terrified urgency took hold of me. I was only one person. What could I do?

The knife rattled on the ground.

“But magic doesn’t work in there.”

Theirs doesn’t.

My heart beat a frantic war drum against my ribs. So much had changed in so little time. I wasn’t who I’d been. Neither were any of the people I was watching being shoved closer to death’s halls. Perhaps not every decision had been mine, but my life wasn’t over yet. It didn’t have to be over yet.

I shook as I reached for the knife.

As I ripped open my tunic, I closed my eyes. Darcke’s chest, the breaths heaving against my lips as I traced his rune with my tongue, guided me, and with a stroke that didn’t waver, I carved the rune for water into my skin.

A song filled my ears as my blood dripped into a pool of crimson, pausing there before seeking its way into the wall of water surrounding me. I’d never heard it before, but I still knew every word. It was a welcome-home and glad-to-meet-you all in one, the call of the waters dripping through my veins until I could speak its tongue fluently.

“Down,” I ordered.

The shield indulged me, merging with the dark waves surrounding me as if it had never been there at all. That bright light shimmered over me, but it wasn’t as intimidating anymore. Especially as the Aesir continued to argue.

A strange mixture of calm and anticipation fell over me. I flexed my hands before my face, savoring the power flowing through my body.

I’d missed this.

I’d needed this.

The world stilled for a second. Darcke’s face flickered before me, sharp and handsome and infuriating. You can claim more than one rune—more than one throne.

The glittering runes stared at me, but unlike when I’d arrived at the Hird, I didn’t avoid them. I looked right back at them, my lips lifting.

I made another decision.

Without a single tremor, I carved a second rune into my skin. Then a third. A fourth. It wasn’t until I finished the sixth rune, blood pooling where my knees met the floor and my chest deliciously aching, that it went quiet.

Maybe I should have been afraid. Maybe I should have cowered before the gods, who could end me with one single thought. But I wasn’t—I refused to.

I was done hiding.

“I might not have earned a rune yet,” I said as I stood on steady legs, blinded by the light but seeing clearly for the first time in my life. “But I will spend the rest of my days making sure that when Hel comes to claim my soul, each and every one of these marks will be proud to cover my skin.”

Can she do that? Tyr asked.

I felt Thor’s smile, hearing my father’s laughter within it. I think she already did.

Yes, I had. And I didn’t regret it for a single second.

Go, child.

Odin didn’t need to tell me twice. I bowed deep before spinning around and running for my fucking life.

While the five runes of my father’s people were dormant—sleeping—I felt them in my blood. I felt the power I’d hold when I left these halls behind—the strength and the skills that would keep me alive.

I didn’t need to look as I sprinted over the crimson floor. The water surrounding me guided me, moved my limbs so smoothly I became fluid, too, seeping over the blood of my ancestors as I changed my wyrd.

My pulse became one with the current, pounding with the waves, and I lengthened my strides to reach them—reach my friends—in time.

My breath caught in my throat when my next step sent me right into Darcke’s chest. His eyes flashed, but before he had time to grab me, I spun like a whirlpool, adrenaline and pure will making me faster.

I slid to a stop, my chest heaving. The air was thick with fear and blood, and everywhere I looked my friends were losing. Viljan was backed up against the water, his movements clumsy from pain. Ivren was still on the ground, Geord and Rakkel before him, but both living heirs moved slowly, sluggishly, as they parried strike after strike.

“Retreat!” Torden screamed as he hoisted a lifeless Vero over his shoulder. “We can’t hold them!”

Stefen forcefully dragged Rakkel and her mother out of the way when five men stalked toward them, their steps slow and their smiles predatory since the heirs, the warriors, and the seconds had nowhere to go.

Geord remained standing over Ivren, a roar leaving him as he took down yet another warrior. But as two more took his place, his eyes emptied, and I felt him fraying on the edge of surrender before he lifted his blade once more.

As a deep fury rose within me, the water on either side of the white pathway towered high. Two lethal waves hovered over us, casting shade on the losing battle that wanted to unwrite my friends’ names from the world.

Darcke let out an abrupt, dark laugh.

“You’re here,” he said without a single note of surprise.

A gilded chain clattered to the ground, snaking its way across the pale path. Darcke pulled at his jacket, revealing a tanned chest where an onyx rune of water was stark against the blood dripping down the cut muscles.

I wasn’t fast enough to evade him this time. He dragged me against his chest, his lips whispering over mine, not touching but so close every hot exhale made me tremble.

“I hope you claimed every fucking rune in there.” His eyes dipped to my chest, where the six runes lay in a curve around my heart. A slow smile lifted his lips. “Ruinous,” he whispered.

Darcke’s hand on my arm sent feverish currents over my skin, but they weren’t unpleasant. Waves of warmth and strength and home rolled through me until my breathing steadied—until I returned his smile.

Familiar. Kin. Mine.

The water in his blood sang to the water in mine. We shivered as one when the sea responded, waves lifting and falling until drops rained over the battle still ongoing around us.

I exhaled when the power surged in the air—mine and Darcke’s and a divine one that should have been terrifying but only made my feet twitch toward the water.

Njord’s welcome was as violently alluring as Darcke’s fingers dancing over my arm.

A drop of sweat trickled down my temple, and when I brushed it off, it fell onto the path, slowly sliding across it until it merged with the sea.

The world slowed again. Everything was so clear. The sounds of the battle were muted, but I could still hear every heartbeat in the people around me. I could see the way they’d move before they did, the water that made them up whispering their intentions.

Darcke’s laugh trickled over me, and for the first time since I’d met the warrior, it was a real one. His hand moved to my cheek, his thumb brushing excruciatingly slowly over my heated skin.

“Do you hear the waters’ call?” he asked quietly.

His words raked across my skin with the force of a vicious current.

I did hear the waters. The song within me surged into a roar, bleeding into the air and earth and water. As I lifted my eyes to where my friends held the line against the enemy tide, standing shoulder to shoulder against far too many, I knew what I had to do.

We would not win this if we fought Viking to Viking. Our enemies outnumbered us, and my friends were tired and hurt. But from the depths of the sea, answers breached the surface like the pale reaching hands of the drowned—guidance from those who’d come before.

Turning to the north, to Nordoen and Svartoarna and the ships waiting for us in the harbor, I dipped my hand into the water, calling for the familiar—for friends now and in the future to stay safe.

A gasp spilled from my lips when a wall of water rose once more.

I knew people were screaming, but I only heard the sound of rushing rivers as the water forced our enemies back, taking in its path some of those who wished my people ill and claiming their souls for the sea’s bottomless darkness. Others were hunted backward until they stood within walls of water like I had in the Great Halls, crying as they tried to escape.

My mother hit me with the gaze of an executioner as she cowered between two men, her mouth opening in a snarl to demonstrate how she would have ripped out my throat with her teeth if the body of water wasn’t standing in between us.

Ghosts surged in my mind.

My father. Adrion. Oscri. Rakkel’s third. Ottoh.

Then Lika smiled at me. My ruthless brother, who might have been wicked and deadly, but only because the woman before me made him so. Unlike Darcke, he had not had a magical leash around his throat, but he’d been bound all the same—caught in an undertow of Seindra Sweengard’s current and unable to escape.

Another idea built at the back of my mind, driven by the image of other collared souls. My friends’ gazes were on me as I tested the limits of the melody the waves and I wove together. A seam ripped through the swell, and I let out a shocked breath when it wound all the way from the prison I’d created to Svartoarna.

A howl scoured the water, met by the fractured shouts rising from the pit of enemies as they ran toward the corridor as if they were chasing dawn instead of a grave. Paws thudded against the ground, a scraping of long nails against a damp bottom, and the chiefs and their warriors understood what I’d done a second before the animals appeared.

My mother turned her head over her shoulder, her eyes wide, but just as her mouth opened, a maw with sharp teeth closed around her throat, her final words forever swallowed.

It didn’t take long for the two wolves whose chains had broken when Darcke’s did to silence the final cry and return to their home. Only then did I rise, and as soon as my hand was no longer in the water, it collapsed into its previous rhythm, quietly purling on either side of us.

While my friends closed their gaping mouths, Darcke tugged me back to his side.

“You are”—his hand lifted my chin, his eyes searing into mine—“utterly, terrifyingly, devastatingly infinite.”
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My legs dangled from the cliff over the waterfall.

I stretched my hands over my head, letting out a breathless laugh when drops of water played over my skin, dancing over my face and neck as they whispered of every place they’d ever visited, most of which I’d never heard of before.

My weak smile fractured in the churning water. I closed my eyes when the sight reminded me too much of that final day on Oenskan, and replayed the past few days instead.

When we’d returned from the Great Halls, after each heir had earned their rune—even Ivren, who’d somehow survived long enough for the gods to heal him—the Hird had gone quiet.

None of us heirs had known what to do. Everyone but Rakkel and Vero had been made chief without a heartbeat’s notice, before the first lecture of the academy had even begun.

In the end, Rakkel’s mother, Guner, and the queen started making decisions.

They’d included us heirs in all of them, especially me, as I was somehow successor not only to Oenskan but to the throne of Skagerik. And Darcke’s nation, should I want.

It was decided that Torden, Borje, and one other warrior would step in as interim chiefs while Ivren, Geord, and I trained our four years at the academy.

Torden had already been sent to Oenskan at my wish, and from the letter I received from my sisters, people were shaken, but things were already starting to fall into place—especially with my new runes, my magic, flooding the village.

Other surviving warriors were to lead the rest of the summer trials, where the initiates would be sorted into each of the five sections, led by me, Ivren, Vero, Rakkel, and Geord, before the fall. Guner had ordered us five to rest up for a few weeks because while we might have quelled one threat, all the years King Gustief was bespelled had their consequences, and the king’s second believed it was about to get worse before it got better.

I felt Darcke’s soul in the water before he sat down next to me. His thigh was hot against mine, and I let a stream of water rush over my palm, seeping between my fingers to cool me down.

“Are you leaving?” I asked as the sun set behind the mountain before us.

There was a moment’s pause.

“Not unless you want me to,” Darcke replied.

The sound of water hitting the surface surrounded us. When my heartbeat picked up speed, so did the waterfall, violently winding its way down into the lake.

“I’m sure there is some use for you here,” I said.

We hadn’t talked since that day. I hadn’t felt his emotions, and he thankfully hadn’t felt mine—hadn’t felt me crying myself to sleep each night on Envis, hadn’t heard me whisper his name in the dark when I couldn’t stand the loneliness, hadn’t seen me break again and again, only to put myself together when the sun came up. Last night my tears had dried, and while sitting next to him was agony, it was agony I could live with.

“And what about you?” Darcke asked with barely held back frustration.

“What about me?” I pulled a drop from the waterfall, admiring how the sun hit it, making it seem like it was filled with the rainbow of aurora that haunted my dreams at night and my memories during the day.

“Do you have any use for me? You didn’t choose another second.”

I couldn’t look at him. “I’m not sure yet.”

Vero had chosen a second for herself, and since my bond with Darcke was broken, Guner had offered me the opportunity to do so as well if I wished. After hours walking through the woods, I declined. I hadn’t decided what that meant, but my decision gave me peace for now.

His axes clattered as he shifted on the cliff. The sharp edges stuck up above his shoulders, and the bit reflected the pale sun when he fully turned to me, emotions I’d been able to read like I now could the ocean flitting over his face.

Darcke wanted to ask more questions.

He wanted to demand things from me.

He wanted to yell at me.

He wanted to touch me and shake me and kiss me.

In case I don’t get a second chance.

That’s what he’d said last time our lips had clashed with starving, frantic need. I closed my eyes for a second when the feeling returned like it had never gone away. I understood everything he’d warned me of so much better now. He’d told me in his own way to stay away—he’d told me he’d hurt me.

I opened my eyes again.

The hurt in me was mirrored a thousandfold in his reflection in the waterfall playing beneath our feet.

But to my surprise, he only nodded at my uncertainty. We remained quiet as darkness fell, as stars began glittering across the sky. It wasn’t until a howl echoed in the distance, one that made my lips twitch, that Darcke spoke again.

“What happens now?” he asked.

I turned his way once more. His dark eyes made me as breathless as that day on his ship, but I pretended they didn’t as I shrugged. “Now, I guess we go into the academy.”
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Afterword



Thank you so much for reading the first part of Elvara’s and Darcke’s duet. As an older sister, this book and Elvara’s story is incredibly close to my heart, and I hope you loved reading it as much as I loved writing it.

The second book is planned for 2027. I will be sharing more on my social media and in my newsletter very soon, so be sure to follow not to miss anything.

You can find my newsletter sign-up and my social media handels on my website:

https://www.sophiastgermain.com/
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