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Synopsis

Like heroes from an ancient tale, Aesa and Maeve plan
to raid foreign shores, claiming gold and glory for their homeland.
Young and in love, neither considers what will happen if one is
chosen to be a warrior and the other is left behind.

"On a mist-shrouded island, Aesa meets Ell, a woman
enslaved by an insidious curse. Maeve walks the path of dark magic
and finds Laret, a woman well acquainted with pain. Together, they
must break the magic surrounding Ell, an act that will force them
to choose between their dreams, their homes, and the women they
love.
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Dedication

Dear readers, thank you.


Chapter One

Aesa lingered by the tall pines, resting her head
against the rough bark. In the clearing ahead, Maeve sang to the
children, catching them in an old tale as they sat amongst the
ferns dotting the forest floor.

“We are born thralls,” Maeve sang, “and we die
thralls.”

“But in between, we can be anything,” the children
answered.

Aesa whispered along with them. She couldn’t remember
when she’d first heard those words, but she could recite them in
her sleep. “Never forget your roots,” her mother had told her, “but
strive ever forward.” There was always someone better to be, like a
hero from story and song.

Aesa’s eyes drifted shut as she listened to the tale.
In her mind, she became Hrengrif the mighty warrior, knee-deep in
icy salt water, the bodies of her foes turning the surf into pink
froth. Enemies charged her from the beach, score upon score, like a
black river running into the ocean.

“Hrengrif knew it would be his end, but he smiled,”
Maeve sang, “for over the hill, his brother sacked the unprotected
town, and our people won the day. Hrengrif laughed as he
slaughtered his foes, laughed as one arrow pierced his mail,
laughed at another and another.”

Aesa pictured herself falling into the sea, watching
the descent of the winged spirits who would bear her and her fellow
warriors to the hall of the honored dead. A beautiful spirit held
her close, red lips curving in an inviting smile.

Aesa’s eyes jerked open. She stepped out from behind
the tree and cleared her throat.

Maeve fell out of her song and blinked as if shaken
from a dream. “That’s enough for today,” she said to the children.
“Your parents will have chores for you.” When they groaned, she
shooed them away. “Even in the middle of a Thraindahl, there is
work to be done. Go!”

“Where were you going with that tale?” Aesa asked as
she moved closer.

“I got a little lost in my story. What of it?” Maeve
gathered her loose dark hair at her nape, all but the two witch’s
braids that started at her temples and dangled behind her ears. Her
arms slipped around Aesa’s waist, and she inched forward until
their noses almost touched. Her dark blue gaze filled the world. “I
noticed your flush, Aesa Fharsun. Did you get lost in my story,
too?”

Aesa fought the heat in her cheeks, but it wouldn’t
be banished, both because of the tale and how their bodies pressed
together. Maeve’s heat radiated through her long wool tunic and
loose breeches. Aesa cupped her face, trailing one thumb over the
scattering of freckles on her cheeks. “I wish I could stay, but I
need all my stamina for the games.”

Maeve pulled away so deftly, Aesa wondered why she’d
trained to become a witch rather than a warrior. “Then why come to
hear me?”

“If I could not be in your arms, I could at least be
close to you.”

“Ah, sweet. If you were anyone else, I would call you
a charmer.”

“I can be charming.”

Maeve leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Of
course. Why do you think I chose you for my bondmate?”

“I remember asking you, not the other way
around.”

Maeve only chuckled as she took Aesa’s arm, and they
started toward the proving fields, winding among the trees and
tents of all those who’d gathered to see the Thraindahl. Three days
had passed in the great games, days of wrestling and running,
fighting and lifting. Aesa had thought the tree lift would put her
out, dead last as she was, but she’d stayed because of her scores
in the races, and this day, with the first challenge revolving
around each competitor’s chosen weapon, she would shine.

A trickle of people became a crowd, hiking through
the trees, the breeze seeming to push them along. The proving field
opened up before them, an area of shorn grass that stretched two
bowshots until the trees had dominion again.

The jarl hadn’t yet taken his wooden throne at the
edge of the field. Only his consort stood nearby, a nervous looking
young man, his skin the light brown of some southern country. Aesa
could never remember all their names.

Dain sidled up beside them. “It’s a disgrace.”

“Kinsman, nice to see you, too,” Aesa said.

Maeve swatted her arm. “What’s a disgrace, Dain?”

“As soon as Wilea gave the jarl a child, he threw her
over for some southerner.”

“You can’t stand in the path of love,” Maeve said.
“The gods tried it and look what happened to them.”

“Is love what lives in one’s breeches?” Dain asked.
He scratched the dark stubble on his chin. “I didn’t know
that.”

Aesa smirked. “From what I hear, no one knows what
lives in your breeches.”

Maeve stepped between them. “Did you compete yet,
Dain?”

He scowled at Aesa but said, “No one has. Only a few
of the thrains are here.”

Aesa looked to where he pointed, craning her neck,
searching for Gilka.

“You know she only shows up at the last moment,”
Maeve said.

Aesa nodded, but she had to look. The thrains stood
in a group beside the jarl’s throne, large men and women, all with
a commanding presence, an easy grace. None of them wore their mail
today, just sleeveless shirts tucked into leather breeches, rings
glinting on their bare arms. Eight had gathered, awaiting just one.
The jarl shuffled through the crowd, draped his long cloak over his
throne, and took his place next to his nervous consort.

“Recruits to the center!” the master of games
called.

“Good luck,” Dain said as they both started
forward.

She barely heard him, barely heard the master of
games as he outlined the rules of their next competition. She knew
that each of them would get a chance to demonstrate their skills
with whichever weapon they chose. Aesa clutched her bow. She wasn’t
nervous, she told herself. Shooting never made her nervous. It was
in her blood, traced down from Yvette the True, or so her mother
had said.

The wind shifted, and Aesa heard Gilka’s voice. She’d
sneaked in while no one was looking. Aesa couldn’t help trying to
sidle and turn, giving all respect to the master of games while
snatching a quick glance.

Gilka stood head and shoulders above the other
thrains, probably above the dead gods themselves, and the strength
in her body seemed to extend beyond her, like a shimmer in the air.
Aesa had heard that Gilka could crack a foot-thick spar with her
thighs alone. Honor rings covered her arms from wrist to shoulder.
Those straining around her biceps were huge, nearly as big as ship
rings, of which she also had dozens, an even higher honor. She wore
her blond thrain’s braid hanging down her back to honor the
competitors, and she had her smirking eye trained on Aesa.

Aesa felt a void behind her and turned. The other
competitors were leaving the field. Only one remained, a fellow
archer, and he glared at her. “Are you trying to challenge me?” he
asked. “Leave the field until it’s your turn.”

She shrugged and sauntered away, feeling his glare
follow her.

Dain sputtered a laugh as she joined the others. “Are
you in love?”

“Shut up.”

“I’ve never been so smitten that I’ve lost all track
of myself.”

“I said shut up.”

“Guess we know what lives in your breeches.”

She put a hand on her belt knife. He lifted his
palms, shaking his head and smiling but surrendering
nonetheless.

The other archers shot well, hitting their targets
close enough and often enough that Aesa felt a sting growing in her
belly as the morning seemed to crawl by. What if she wasn’t good
enough? What if the wind picked up right before her shot, and she
forever stained her name in front of Gilka? She pictured herself
leaving her family farm, not with joyous wishes for battles well
fought, but in disgrace, to seek out a place where no one knew her
in the hope that another thrain would take her, doomed to always
know that her life could have been better. And if no thrain would
accept her? She shook the thought away. She’d die first.

The master of games nudged her shoulder, her turn at
last. She glanced at the targets on her way into the field and
wished that her mother or either of her fathers were standing
beside her, but two of them couldn’t afford to make the journey,
and her arbiter father had too many duties to attend just one
child.

Aesa tightened her belt, making sure her tunic was
tucked in securely so it wouldn’t spoil her shot. She lifted her
bow, forcing herself to calm. The pull of the string was familiar,
right? And what were targets to a leaping hart, a bounding hare, or
a squirrel dashing up a tree? Aesa noted the wind’s direction, felt
its power by the way it lifted her loose, thrall’s hair. Maeve had
tied a leather strap around Aesa’s temples, keeping any strands
away from her face. If she missed, she couldn’t blame it on her
hair or clothing or anything besides herself.

Enough, she told herself. This was a day like any
other.

Aesa nocked an arrow and let fly before more dark
thoughts could overtake her. She moved to the next target without
waiting and so down the line, shooting with eyes half-lidded. When
the master of games threw leather pigeons into the air, she took
them all with the same easy rhythm.

The cheering crowd made her breathe deeply again, and
she came back to herself. Her targets sported arrows dead in the
center. The leather pigeons had been slaughtered the same way. Her
mother had said that her aim could be called god-given if the gods
weren’t already dead. Her thrall father used to say she was a god
in training.

Aesa forced herself not to grin and shame the other
competitors. She pointed her feet toward Maeve and kept her chin
turned the same way, the better to keep from peeking at the
thrains. If Gilka hadn’t seen what she’d done, Aesa might be
tempted to slit her wrists. Better to just quit the field.

Maeve’s grin shamed no one. “I knew you could do it.
Aesa, we’re so close.”

Aesa ducked her head and smiled into her chest. She
had a sudden vision of herself and Maeve rowing together on Gilka’s
personal ship, bound for neighboring lands and the glory that
waited there, witch and warrior fighting side by side.

They just needed Maeve to blossom into her full power
first. “Do you feel any differently?”

Maeve’s smile faltered. “Nothing yet. I will, though.
Just as soon as Gilka chooses you.”

“Not so loud.” Aesa held up two fingers in front of
her chest to ward off any evil spirits that might be listening, but
Maeve knocked her hand down.

“You’re too old to believe in evil spirits. Come on.
Swords are next, and we have to cheer for Dain.”

The day continued to ooze past, and Aesa’s neck began
to ache from the strain of not staring at Gilka. At least the
archers had gotten to compete first, so she didn’t have to spend
all day in nervous anticipation. She didn’t know how Dain could
stand the wait, short as it was for him. She only paid half an eye
to the other contests, even those who fought with axes, her
favorite after the bow.

Any number of times, Maeve’s arm crept across Aesa’s
shoulders, rubbing her back, her arms. Aesa told her not to waste
her talents. She wouldn’t be soothed, but Maeve kept insisting,
muttering, “It will be all right. You did well!”

Well enough? By the time the sun had dipped almost to
the horizon, Aesa was nearly jumping in place, ready for the games
to be done, but there was one more that evening, one more way for
the recruits to prove themselves.

The thrains lined up across the field, flexing
muscles or cracking knuckles or just looking menacing. Gilka said
something to the man next to her, and he sputtered a laugh before
putting on a more terrifying visage. He glared as if warning her
not to make him laugh in front of the recruits.

Aesa tried not to frown. She knew this was a joke for
them, but it was a painful ritual for everyone else. Maeve squeezed
her arm. “Good luck.”

The master of games sounded a horn, and each hopeful
recruit lined up before the thrain he or she wanted to be chosen
by, most with set mouths, thin attempts at bravery. Up and down the
line there were a few sets of shuffling feet and some very pale
faces. Aesa fought the urge to clench her fists as she settled
toward the back of Gilka’s line.

“Issue challenge!” the master called.

The competitors shouted, “I challenge you to single
combat!”

Single slaughter, more like. One by one, each
challenger would face his or her thrain for a barehanded fight. One
by one, they would each be thrashed, to what degree only the thrain
could decide, but there was no sense in wounding a warrior they
hoped to claim.

Gilka grinned and gestured the first recruit forward.
With a yelp like a wounded animal, he lashed out at her. She
feinted with her right fist, struck with her left, and while he
reeled from the blow, she hooked a foot under his ankle and tripped
him.

Aesa wasn’t certain she’d had time to blink. The
recruit limped off the field, and Gilka waved for the next. Aesa
stepped forward as the line emptied. It didn’t matter if the
recruits tried to strike her or defend themselves. Gilka feinted,
hit them, and tripped them. The rest had a moment to watch a
limping retreat, and then it happened again.

As each fell, Aesa watched the next. They nodded,
rubbed their chins, thinking they’d found a way out. Their eyes
said, “I will be different,” but then they limped off the field
just like the others.

With one more to go, even Aesa wondered why no one
could block. After all, they knew what was coming. It never
changed. Gilka overtook people like the tide, far faster than
expected, but so fast that no one could strike her?

Gilka wore that same smirking grin as she waved Aesa
forward. Aesa took a wide stance and held her fists up. Gilka had
no stance to speak of. She stood as easily as if they were in her
longhouse, about to share a cup. Her fist came from the right, the
feint.

Aesa stepped back, telling herself not to look, but
her gaze flicked right, curse it, and Gilka’s other fist angled in
from the side.

No time to block. Her limbs felt like weights. Anger
flared in her, and she opened her mouth for Gilka’s arching fist.
If she was going to be hit, she could at least leave her mark.

Surprise lit Gilka’s features, and her fist angled
away from Aesa’s snapping teeth. It was a small victory that
hurtled out of mind as Gilka’s other fist pounded Aesa’s stomach.
Aesa bent double in time to see Gilka’s foot hooking her ankle, and
then the grass gave way to sky in a whirl that left her
lightheaded. She thudded into the ground, driving out what little
air she’d managed to reclaim.

Gilka’s shadow covered her, fists upon hips. “The
bear cub won’t go down without showing a few teeth, eh?” Gilka
helped her up, and Aesa was halfway off the field before she
realized Gilka hadn’t offered a hand to anyone else.

*

“Now,” Maeve whispered. “Let it be now.”

Aesa was limping off the field, holding her stomach,
but everyone had seen Gilka help her up. It had to mean Gilka would
choose her. Aesa’s future as a warrior couldn’t be more
certain.

“Now,” Maeve said.

She felt her power waiting within her, her spirit
ready to travel from her body and soothe pain or injury, but that
would count for nothing if she couldn’t defend herself or attack
anyone. Any ship would be happy to have a powerful healer, but not
without a special power, not without a wyrd.

“Please.”

Aesa had almost reached her. Other witches had said
that their wyrds had burst from them, a lash of destructive magic
they’d had to rein in. Others had felt power gently overtake them.
Some had been suffused with a sense of calm and assurance that they
could simply do what they couldn’t before.

But she was just Maeve with her healing power, no
great force to be reckoned with, assured only that if her wyrd did
not come, Aesa would leave her behind.

“You did so well,” she forced herself to say as Aesa
reached her.

“Do you feel anything? Did it come?”

Maeve clenched her fists, focusing on the pain to
take the tears away. “It will.”

Aesa’s face fell. “Maeve, if it doesn’t—”

“Hush.” She hugged Aesa from the side. “We’ll be
together on that ship, just wait and see.”

“Maybe…”

Maeve took a deep breath, but her face grew hot, and
she knew anyone looking would see her anger. “I know what you’re
going to say.”

“The other witches, the women who got their wyrds and
the men their wylds…”

“What of them?”

“They could help—”

“You want me to go sweat inside some incense-choked
tent? Will that make you feel better?”

Aesa sighed. “I’m only thinking of you.”

“Are you certain you’re not thinking of your
embarrassing bondmate who has no wyrd?”

Now Aesa flushed, too, making her pale golden hair
stand out. Her lean body tensed like one of her bowstrings, and her
light green eyes hardened.

Maeve walked away through the crowd, not wanting to
fight again, not about this. As the Thraindahl had approached, Aesa
had been focused on how she would perform, and while she was
competing, it was easy to forget the wyrd that would not come. But
after every event, Aesa had asked the same question until Maeve’s
shoulders tightened into one huge knot.

Aesa understood how wyrds worked from an outsider’s
perspective. Maeve had told her there was nothing anyone could do
to bring it about, but Aesa’s skeptical face said she didn’t
believe. Her parents had sold her on the idea that she would move
beyond a thrall, that she would become a warrior through will and
skill, and so she believed anyone could do the same. If some got
their wyrds while they meditated, that meant Maeve should meditate
more. If some received it when they fought, Maeve should fight
more. She didn’t understand that most witches meditated because
they wanted to be stronger at sending their spirit forth, a task
that Maeve had already mastered.

The wyrd was just…luck. Ever since she’d begun
training as a witch, she’d waited for her wyrd. Nothing said it was
more likely to come at the Thraindahl or at any time. It came to
other witches all through their lives, but Maeve was still hoping
it would come now, just as Aesa was chosen for a ship. That would
make for the best story.

Deep in the woods, at the heart of the campsite,
Maeve stepped past the bone-covered trees that marked the edge of
the witches’ tents. She hated it here, hated watching others
struggle with what had always come easily to her, the innate talent
she’d been born with that others sought their entire lives. Anyone
could train to be a witch, to learn to send their spirit outside
their body, but no one knew what his or her gift would be when the
training began. Those with little to no power would often choose
another profession. But those with a strong power like hers felt a
calling, and no other life would do.

Warriors ranged among the tents, seeking witches for
their thrains. New warrior recruits were chosen through the games,
but witches were always picked through conversation, a single
question: what is your wyrd or wyld? Women and men clustered around
each warrior, telling tales of their abilities, what boons they
would make for any crew.

Maeve couldn’t help but look to the side, to those
who lingered behind trees or tents, the witches who had no wyrd, no
wyld, those who were still considered thralls. They were young,
old, everything in between. They hovered at the edges of the camp
like ghosts, wrung their hands, and cast hopeful looks or bitter
ones. Sometimes, they offered passing warriors a cup of mead or
something to eat. The warriors gave them every look from pity to
dismissal to contempt, the same looks as their families probably
gave, the same way their bondmates felt.

The wind sighed through the trees, knocking the bones
together, a hollow echo that mourned with those who felt they had
nothing to offer their people. Better to cast off magic completely,
to live as a farmer or fisherman than turn into one of these,
eternally waiting for a wyrd or wyld, for a chance to join the
raid.

And if they couldn’t stand that life? Maeve clenched
a fist and strode to the huge tent that dominated the witches’
camp. She would not be such a creature of pity; she would not! She
would bring on a wyrd through sheer want, like some hero from an
old tale.

Inside the tent, incense coated the air like fog.
Maeve waved in front of her face and fought the urge to cough.
Seated bodies filled the tent, and she had to step carefully to the
first open space atop a scattering of furs. She hated meditating
nearly as much as incense, but once she did it, she could take that
back to Aesa, proof that going inside herself had already taught
her all it could.

After a few moments of boredom, Maeve cracked her
eyes open, looking at the witches surrounding her. Most as young as
her, a few younger, they appeared relaxed, transfixed. She could
sense their spirits venturing forth. One young man thrummed with
tension, and she felt the well of her own spirit waiting to be
tapped, shining inside her like a beacon. It was the easiest thing
in the world to stretch her spirit toward his light and soothe
it.

The elder witches had been dumbstruck when they saw
how easily she healed, how she threaded her spirit through the ill
or injured and cured their every woe. But even with their
amazement, they’d smugly said she still had much to learn. She’d
doubted them, but years later, no wyrd, and even the older witches
couldn’t explain it.

Those with lesser skills had received one, no matter
their spirit power. And a thrain would choose any of them over her.
They didn’t allow anyone on a raid without a way to defend
themselves. Some witches who never got their wyrds or wylds learned
how to handle a weapon and competed in the games, but that wasn’t
for Maeve. All that running and shouting and waving axes would give
her a monstrous headache.

She couldn’t hold in a grin, one she buried quickly
when an elder witch glared at her. A good mood couldn’t last long
in this place, and not just because of the incense. There was too
much to think about. Not letting her on a ship just because she
didn’t have a wyrd was stupid. The thrains wouldn’t even think of
all the good she could do, all the hurts she could mend. Maybe they
wanted scars. All the warriors she’d known hoped for a glorious
death. Maybe they thought she’d get in the way of that.

Maeve didn’t even last an hour before she stood and
stepped over the many cross-legged forms on her way out, seeing
nothing in meditation except a chance to become more depressed.

Hald lounged just outside the tent flap, stuffing a
roll of leaves into a wooden pipe, his legs crossed on the ground
in front of him. “Young Maeve.” He tossed his long gray witch’s
braids over his shoulders. “Still no taste for meditation?”

“I just can’t.”

He whispered above the pipe, summoning his wyld, and
smoke rose as the leaves lit, but Maeve sensed nothing from him. If
she’d had a wyrd, she could have felt his magic even though wyrds
were a bond to the living world, and men’s wylds were bonded to the
elements. Both could be used for great destructive power, but until
she had a wyrd of her own, she’d never sense them as she would
spirit powers like her own, when the spirit was sent from the body.
Wyrds and wylds were summoned from outside the body, called to life
by a chant like the one Hald had so easily whispered into his
pipe.

Hunger gnawed at Maeve’s belly, and she didn’t know
if it was jealousy or a real need.

“My wyld settled upon me in such a place as this
tent,” Hald said.

She shrugged.

He sighed. “A wyrd or wyld only requires that—”

“You be at peace with yourself,” they said together.
Maeve nodded. “I know. And in that spirit, I should go make peace
with Aesa.”

He didn’t lose the amused look in his eye. “Perhaps
that will do it. And if not, well, I hear there is much to be
gleaned from the simple joys of home and hearth.”

She barely kept her smile. “Of course.” Yes, stuck at
home tending a hearth while Aesa went out and did deeds worthy of
song. Simple, simple joy. “Good health, Hald.”

He waved as she trooped away, trying not to drag her
feet. There was still time. The games were over, but the Thraindahl
wouldn’t be complete until the thrains made their choices, had the
grand melee, and then welcomed their recruits into their crews. And
none of that would happen until the next day. Plenty of time.

“Please,” she added, just in case her wyrd was
hovering around, listening. She stretched as she walked, trying to
break her melancholy. Time to seek out something she enjoyed,
something far more active than choking in a tent. A simple joy,
indeed.

Aesa waited at their camp, and before she had a
chance to bring up wyrds again, Maeve kissed her deeply, tongue
sliding past her lips to skim across her teeth.

“Come on,” Maeve said. She slid her fingers under
Aesa’s belt in a grip that wouldn’t be argued with.

Aesa smiled widely. “Dain and some others are making
dinner.”

“Let’s sate one hunger, then another.” She pulled
Aesa into their tent and shucked their clothing. Her touch glided
over Aesa’s flesh, leaving little time for kisses and none at all
for conversation. She pressed between Aesa’s legs until Aesa ground
against her fingers.

“Ah, Maeve.” Her head dipped forward, and she groaned
into Maeve’s neck. In moments, she sagged, and Maeve lowered her
gently to the furs.

Maeve grinned at Aesa’s sweat-slicked face, her limp
body. A bruise stood out against the pale skin of her stomach like
a mark of soot. “Why didn’t you ask me to heal you?”

Aesa smiled weakly. “You didn’t give me a
chance.”

Maeve sent her spirit out, and the bruise faded. Aesa
gasped, the sound sending little shivers down Maeve’s spine.

“You needn’t have done that. It was only a
bruise.”

“I don’t like to see you in pain.” And she didn’t
like that she’d forgotten it, but it flew from her mind again as
Aesa arched up, tongue flicking over her breasts.

“And I don’t like to see you in need.”

Maeve chuckled as Aesa pulled her down. Her mouth
roamed Maeve’s body, and she murmured and hummed, unable to keep
her appreciation quiet, or so she’d once claimed. It would have
made Maeve laugh now if she wasn’t so caught up in what that clever
tongue did to her. Her fingers threaded through Aesa’s long hair as
her eyes rolled up in her head. What new wonders could she discover
if the witches replaced meditation with this?

*

All through dinner, Aesa fidgeted and spoke little,
filled again with nervous energy. Maeve knew her every thought
turned to Gilka, who camped somewhere nearby and pondered which
warriors to choose.

“Do you want to go find her camp?” Maeve asked.

Aesa spit her ale across the fire. “You can’t just
walk into Gilka’s camp!”

Maeve shrugged when she wanted to grin. “Is she a god
returned to life? Or do you think she’ll melt if you look at her
too hard?”

Aesa shifted. “You wouldn’t want me to seem too
eager, would you?”

No, that wouldn’t do. Still, Maeve couldn’t stand the
thought of sitting by the fire worrying all night. Even their
lovemaking had been hurried, nice because of the passion, but Maeve
didn’t think she could keep it up all evening. “Let’s just wander
then. If we see her camp, we won’t stop.”

Aesa agreed, though she didn’t lose her haunted look.
She didn’t want to stop and speak with any of their friends as they
wound through the dark, the campfires bringing everyone’s features
into sharp relief. She definitely wasn’t interested in meeting
anyone new. She stalked through the dark trees as if on a forced
march, twitching when anyone called their names. Maeve thought they
could have marched the entire length of the camp two or three times
for how quickly they walked. She focused so much on trying to keep
up that she bumped into someone without realizing it.

“I’m sorry, I—”

A tall woman scowled back. Her gaze darted through
the darkness, more than a little fear in her blood-red eyes. A
blood witch, then, but without the black veins in her cheeks that
accompanied those who threw curses. She had no witch’s braids in
her lustrous, curly black hair, and her skin was a light brown that
stood out among those around her.

When the blood witch scowled harder, Maeve realized
she was staring. “Sorry,” Maeve said again. “I didn’t hurt you, did
I?”

“I’m not so frail.”

She was bundled for the dead of winter in a thick
woolen tunic that only showed a hint of her breasts. A heavy scarf
hid her neck. Maeve noted the glint of some other fabric under her
tunic. Silk, perhaps. She pointed to it. “I’ve seen clothing like
that before. Are you from Asimi? Like the jarl’s consort?”

Her thin lips parted slightly. “Why does it
matter?”

“I’m just curious.”

“Perhaps you should mind your own business.”

“Watch your tongue,” Aesa said when she’d marched
back to join them. She laid a protective hand on Maeve’s arm.

Maeve tried to wave her off. Whoever this imperious,
frightened foreigner was, Maeve would laugh at her high nose rather
than take offense. But Aesa was nervous, and that could quickly
turn dangerous.

Maeve turned to tell her to go back to their camp,
but the blood witch said, “Or you’ll watch it for me?”

Wonderful. “Come on, Aesa. Let’s just go.” Maeve
smiled into the blood witch’s face. “I hope we get the chance to
speak again.”

That put her off a step, stammering and blinking.
Before Maeve could drag Aesa away, a gruff voice called, “What’s
happening there?”

A man stepped from the gloom, drinking deeply from a
cup before eyeing the three of them. “Are you hassling my
witch?”

The blood witch grimaced. “Your witch? I haven’t
agreed to sail with you even if you—”

He began to glance her way, but when he caught sight
of Aesa, his eyes widened. “You! You tried to embarrass me on the
field today!”

Aesa looked him up and down, and Maeve willed her not
to say anything. “You embarrassed yourself well enough without
me.”

Wonderful again. Maeve wanted to throw her arms into
the air.

He snarled. “First my prowess, then my witch. Do you
seek your own death so eagerly?”

Maeve sputtered a laugh. He had long thrall’s hair
like Aesa, another hopeful recruit. When he glowered at her, she
laughed. “Oh, please tell me I’m not the only one who sees the
humor in this?”

“Who are you to hand out eager death?” Aesa
asked.

His chest puffed out. “I am Einar Laerig, and you
would be wise to treat me with respect.”

Maeve began to say, “Farewell, Einar Laerig,” but
Aesa broke in with, “Why should I?”

He went for his belt knife, Aesa doing the same. The
blood witch grabbed him just as she did Aesa, but he shouted, “You
will meet me in an hour near the chanting square, and we will
finish this.”

“I can’t wait,” Aesa called.

“What is wrong with you?” Maeve said.

“He offered me challenge!”

“Not every loud-mouthed idiot is a reason to throw
yourself into a fight.” She stalked away, her heartbeat pounding in
her ears.

Aesa followed, steps dragging slightly, pouting. “I
can’t appear weak.” Pride: a gift from Aesa’s arbiter father. If
she’d just had farmers for parents, she might have turned out
differently.

“You’re just nervous about Gilka. You can’t fight
that moron.”

“His witch insulted you.”

“She didn’t, and I wouldn’t have cared anyway.”

“I care.”

“Fine. I’ll meet you there in case one of you takes a
knife to the gut.” Maeve hurried away, seeking to lose herself in
the forest and cool her head for a while. Twice that day she’d had
to walk away from Aesa. That couldn’t be a good sign.


Chapter Two

As Maeve stomped away again, Aesa fought the urge to
curse. She didn’t want to fight Einar. The words had tumbled out of
her mouth, and now she had a challenge before she’d even become a
warrior.

She sank onto a stump in front of someone’s tent and
ignored the sounds of laughter and drumming that echoed through the
dark trees. She could call off the challenge and accept the loss of
honor, but the vision of Einar’s smirk would never let her be.
Maybe she’d get very lucky, and the ground would open up and
swallow her.

“Why so sad, bear cub?”

Aesa whirled around, almost tumbling sideways. Gilka
stood in front of a large tent, leaning forward, her arms resting
on a branch above her head. The light of nearby fires picked out
the scars that crossed her bare, muscled, sweaty torso. Her long
thrain’s braid hung over her shoulder between her breasts, and her
breeches were unlaced as if she’d just risen from bed.

“I’ve…” Aesa cleared her throat. “My bondmate got
into an argument, and someone challenged me.”

Gilka just nodded, a reaction so unlike Maeve’s that
Aesa fell a little more in love. From what she heard, she wasn’t
alone in her affection. Men and women came from across the land in
the hopes of sharing Gilka’s bed. Men begged her to bear their
children, though she would only have the strongest and ugliest. It
wasn’t worth it, she’d said, if her offspring couldn’t be as
fearsome as her. Her sons and daughters had all become thrains in
their own time, though under different jarls. Rumor painted them to
be the image of their mother.

“Is this your first challenge?” Gilka asked.

“My first that wasn’t merely play.”

“To the death?”

Aesa shuddered. “I don’t know.”

“Always make certain before the fight begins. If the
insult’s not too great, fight to wound. There’s no honor in killing
over a stubbed toe. Is it soon?”

Aesa nodded, drinking in Gilka’s wisdom. Arms slipped
around Gilka’s waist from behind, and a red-haired witch leaned to
her side. She wore only a tunic, her pale legs standing out in the
firelight. “Who are you talking to? Oh, it’s that archer.”

Aesa dipped her head, recognizing the witch as one of
Gilka’s crew. “Aesa Fharsun.”

“Runa,” she said. “Nice shooting today.”

“Thank you.” Aesa squirmed, resisting the urge to
ward off evil spirits again.

“Do you have witnesses for your challenge?” Gilka
asked.

“Besides my bondmate?”

Gilka clicked her tongue. “Youngsters.” She bent and
grabbed a leather vest from the tent floor, lacing it as she
stepped out and tucking her breasts inside. She bent and kissed
Runa before gesturing to Aesa. “Let’s go.”

Aesa’s mouth dried up. “You’re coming with me?”

Gilka laced her breeches as they walked. “If you kill
your challenger, bear cub, you’re going to need someone besides
your bondmate to declare it lawful.”

Aesa swallowed hard. She’d never killed anyone, and
she didn’t want to start with one of her own people. She led Gilka
toward the chanting square. “How do I say that I don’t want to
fight to the death? Won’t that make me look…” Weak. She couldn’t
even say it in Gilka’s hearing.

Gilka rested a hand on her back, scarred fingers
covering Aesa from neck to shoulder. “Leave that to me.”

Einar stood when Aesa stepped into the torchlight, no
doubt ready to hurl some insult, but his mouth stayed open as Gilka
followed.

Aesa felt Maeve’s heat behind her. “By the dead
gods,” Maeve whispered, “why is she here?” Aesa stuck a hand
backward, needing Maeve to ground her. Maeve obliged without a
word.

The blood witch stood next to Einar, eyes shifting as
if seeking a way out. “I am Laret Nadesh,” she nearly shouted. When
everyone stared, she cleared her throat. “I’m from Asimi,” she said
more quietly. “I don’t know all your customs, so…” She looked to
Maeve. “I’m sorry we quarreled. I’d like to forget all of this if
you’re willing and…begin again?”

“Absolutely,” Maeve said. Aesa gave her a dark look,
much as Einar gave Laret.

“I’ve issued a challenge,” he said right as Aesa
muttered, “He challenged me.”

Gilka brayed a laugh. “No one goes for the kill, or
you’ll feel my fist. Everyone else out of the square.” She sat on a
log and waited until Maeve and Laret moved away, Maeve trailing a
last caress across Aesa’s shoulders. “Begin!”

Einar charged. Thinking of Gilka, Aesa tripped him.
As he fell, he grabbed her leg and pulled. She dropped to one knee,
sending shockwaves up her leg. With a grunt, she punched him in the
chest. His grip slackened, but he caught her ankle before she could
pull loose. She tried to stomp his hand, his arm, whatever she
could reach, but he pushed her foot away and slammed the back of
her knee.

Aesa lurched to the side and rolled with the motion.
She launched a punch when she straightened, missing but forcing him
back. He moved slower; his chest would be aching. She pressed
forward, swinging and clipping his ear, but he barreled into her
and locked his arms around her shoulders. She brought her knee up
as she fell but caught him in the thigh rather than the groin. They
hit the ground hard, his weight on top of her, a bad position for
victory.

His shoulder moved in front of her face, and she bit
him. He howled, and at the edge of the fight, Gilka’s bark of a
laugh echoed through the square.

Einar struggled upward, pulling her along, teeth
still embedded in his flesh. He smacked her ear, shaking her loose
and sending stars across her vision. She scrambled away as he
reached behind his back and brought forth something that glinted in
the light. Aesa tried to blink away the stars, tried to bring her
arms up to catch the knife that arced for her throat.

Einar flew backward as if jerked by a rope, his
collar captured in Gilka’s fist. “What did I say?” She shook him
like a dog.

He pushed away. “I was only going to mark her.”

Gilka stepped so close, his nose nearly pressed
against her chest. “On her neck?”

“She bit me!”

“You both scored blows. These two apologized. Honor
is satisfied.”

Einar glared at her chest before shifting his stare
to Aesa, a look that said honor was anything but satisfied. Aesa
was about to ask if he wanted some more, anytime, anywhere.

“Honor is satisfied,” Gilka said again, low and
deadly.

“Honor is satisfied,” Aesa repeated.

Einar swallowed a few times, and Gilka glared as if
she might shake him again. “Honor is satisfied,” he said at last,
but he sounded like a petulant child. When Einar stomped away,
Laret stared at Aesa and Maeve before following. Gilka gave Aesa a
nod before she too vanished into the night.

Aesa let out a slow breath as her legs began to
shake. She couldn’t stop seeing the knife’s cruel edge. Maeve
grabbed her hand, and the camp became a blur as they raced through,
fires and faces and voices twisting into a nightmare.

Alone in their tent, Aesa’s last bit of strength
fled, and she curled around Maeve. “Do you think he was going to
kill me?”

Maeve kissed her forehead, lips lingering. “Don’t
think of it. Sleep.”

Aesa did, her dreams filled with Einar and Gilka,
both speaking words she couldn’t hear.

*

Aesa awoke before dawn and stared at the tent walls,
trying not to think of Gilka or the future, but the games of the
Thraindahl had followed her into her dreams, making her believe
she’d missed them, or that she had to fight with weapons she’d
never seen before. Quietly, she dressed in the dark and slipped
from the tent, waiting for the sky to lighten.

Around the camp, the soft noises of night slowly gave
way to the sounds of day, first the birds welcoming the sun and
then the words and wanderings of her people. Aesa closed her eyes,
focusing on what she could hear, searching for clarity in all the
upheaval. When Maeve finally arose, Aesa could feel anticipation
ghosting up and down her spine.

“The ancestor trees await,” Maeve said.

Aesa shook her head. “I can’t be first.”

“Nor last.”

Aesa cracked a smile. “Nor last.” But as more and
more people stirred, she couldn’t stand waiting any longer. She and
Maeve walked arm-in-arm to the sacred grove, and Aesa found a space
in the middle, not too early or too late. Like the rest of the
recruits, she took her place beside an ancestor tree, under the
spike driven through the bark.

A crowd trickled in, the thrains following, and when
the games master called, the thrains moved among the candidates,
placing one of their ship’s rings above those they would
consider.

Aesa watched them wander, not caring about any save
Gilka. Still, she babbled thanks when Ulfrecht and Fjolnir placed
rings above her head. They were both mighty thrains. Ulfrecht had a
fleet of ships, and Aesa’s father served as arbiter to Fjolnir.
She’d expected that Fjolnir might choose her because of that, but
even in her home, singers praised Gilka’s power.

Gilka strolled through the candidates, passing Aesa’s
tree twice. She lazily cast her ship rings here and there until she
had only one left.

Aesa laced her fingers to stop their shaking. Could
she choose Ulfrecht or Fjolnir? Her family would approve of either.
The latter would even let her stay close to home. If neither of
them would do, she could pack her things, seek the lands of another
jarl, and start again where no one knew her.

Gilka wandered up and down the grove, ring smacking
into her palm, the soft sound bouncing in Aesa’s stomach. Maybe
fate was telling her to go home, resign herself to the life of a
thrall, and farm. Maybe she could fight her brothers and sisters
for the chance to be arbiter for Fjolnir one day, though she hated
learning law.

No, she was born for this, born to fight. If Gilka
didn’t choose her, Aesa supposed she could sit in the rain and wait
for death like some tragic idiot out of an old tale.

Gilka doubled back. Her dark eyes locked with Aesa’s,
and her smile bore a cruel edge. “Are you going to cry if I don’t
choose you, bear cub?”

Aesa lifted her chin. “No, ja’thrain.” As those
around her gasped, she curled her lips under to keep from taking
back the word that claimed Gilka as her own.

Gilka sputtered a laugh that became a guffaw. “I like
your confidence, bear cub, and I’ll have it.” She took the other
rings from above Aesa’s head. “Ulfrecht, Fjolnir, come get your
rings before the bear cub passes out.”

Fjolnir collected hers with a snorting laugh.
Ulfrecht stared at Aesa a long time, no expression on his
black-bearded face. He stood just a bit shorter than Gilka with
wide shoulders and a chest like a keg, a powerful man, an excellent
thrain for anyone else. When he locked eyes with Gilka, he smiled
slowly, a look crueler than hers.

Gilka laid her last ring in Aesa’s hands and drew her
belt knife.

“Wait!” the games master cried. “You must wait for
the ceremony!”

“Save your ceremony for the ancestors,” Gilka said.
“You can’t stop fate.” Aesa closed her eyes as Gilka’s knife sawed
through her hair, the locks dropping to the ground like heaps of
corn silk. When it grew out, she’d have the right to braid it
however she wished.

She tried to control her shaking, thankful it was
only seconds before she was trying to smooth her uneven hair. She
locked eyes with Gilka, fighting tears, waiting for some sign of
what she should do now. From among the trees, Dain whooped. Others
seemed torn between the desire to cheer, mutter about the insult
done to the ceremony, and mumble in confusion.

“Come on, cub,” Gilka said, “join your crew.”

She would if they could float into the sky and join
her! Jealous eyes followed her. Everyone else had to wait, some
leaving empty-handed, some having to choose among several thrains.
Then one by one, they were presented to the crowd, their hair shorn
by their new shipmates. Gilka’s other choices participated, but
Aesa watched from among her new crew. She wondered if she
should be jealous. Even Dain participated in the ceremony as a new
member of Ulfrecht’s crew, and everyone surrounded him,
congratulating him, congratulating all of them.

But she already had her crew around her, and they
welcomed her like family. No need for a ceremony when she’d always
been one of them.

Runa trimmed her hair while they waited, attempting
to make it even. When Aesa thanked her, she mussed it again,
shaking out the loose strands. “Now you don’t look so much like a
thistle. I wouldn’t be surprised if Gilka puts you on her personal
ship, Aesa. In fact, I predict it.”

Aesa didn’t think she could smile any wider, but she
tried all the same. She searched the crowd for Maeve, hoping for a
look of wonder that meant Maeve’s wyrd had arrived just as Gilka
had chosen Aesa, an event worthy of song.

From a corner of the crowd, Maeve lifted a hand, but
the other gripped the hem of her tunic, balling it in her fist, a
bad sign. Aesa dredged up another smile and waved from her hip. A
tall woman moved just over Maeve’s shoulder, the blood witch Laret.
They began to speak. Aesa looked for a hidden knife but saw
nothing. Laret even smiled a little, though Maeve could get a smile
out of anyone.

Aesa searched for Einar and hoped he hadn’t gotten on
a ship, but he stood with Ulfrecht, just beside Dain. Wonderful. A
member of her kinsman’s crew would have to be welcome in her home.
Their eyes met, and he hadn’t lost his glare.

Did a place in the barn equal a place in her home?
Ulfrecht stepped up beside his new crewman and followed his gaze to
Aesa. She nodded, but he put his arm around Einar’s shoulder and
said something in his ear.

Aesa looked away and exchanged a happy nod with Dain.
The mood of the crowd lifted her, so many cheering and smiling,
welcoming new crewmates and wishing good health and fortune to old
friends. All the good feelings coated her like honey, leaving her
warm. Her first crew. Her thrain. Fate could not have been kinder.
Well, except… Her gaze drifted to Maeve again. There was still
time.

Now all that was left to close the Thraindahl was the
grand melee, and anticipation hummed in Aesa to get it done.
Maeve’s wyrd had to be waiting for that.

The thrains and their new crewmembers marched to the
proving field for a barehanded battle, no killing allowed. In the
past, the thrains waited for the games master to call the battle
open, and then they retired to drink and yell at their comrades to
make them proud.

Aesa marched alongside Gilka’s other choices, Gilka
behind them. Einar still had his eye on her, and she knew he’d be
coming her way. Well, let him. She’d taken his measure; she’d keep
him dancing around the field and give everyone a good laugh.

The call sounded. Gilka cried out for them to do
their best. Aesa kept her eyes on Einar as he circled around his
new shipmates, searching for a way to get to her. She’d thrash him,
the battle would end, Maeve’s wyrd would come, and then they’d be
away. Perfection.

Aesa edged closer to the man on her left. “I’m going
for that one.”

He mumbled assent and was soon joined with his own
opponent. Aesa heard a swell of noise from the crowd, and someone
slammed into her back, driving the air from her lungs, and throwing
her to the ground.

A heavy weight ground her into the dirt until she
cried out.

“Don’t fuck with my crew,” Ulfrecht said in her
ear.

Aesa tried to scramble away, but a sharp ache in her
side crippled her. As she tried to crawl, Ulfrecht laughed, and she
rolled, wanting to see his face before he killed her.

Gilka crashed into him like a leaping wolf. Aesa’s
new crewmates rushed to her side, and the field of new recruits
paused to watch the two thrains lock together like warring
bulls.

They broke apart, and Gilka shouted, “Coward! You
can’t face me, so you go after my crew?”

“I heard you like to get between recruits.”

“Theirs was a challenge between children.”

“A day makes so much difference? We’re only as strong
as our weakest crewmate. Perhaps you’ve been at the top so long
you’ve forgotten.”

“Which fight are we going to see?” another thrain
yelled. “Yours or theirs? Get off the field!”

Gilka spat at Ulfrecht’s feet. “I will not forget
this.” She scooped Aesa into her arms.

Aesa fought not to cry out. Ulfrecht had a new limp,
but her satisfaction at that faded when she was passed to Runa, and
the ache in her side became a hot knife of pain.

“Fetch a healer,” Runa said.

“My bondmate,” Aesa said. “Let Maeve come through.
She’s a healer, the best.”

They mumbled as if they didn’t believe, but Maeve’s
voice carried over them, demanding to be let past. It was only
moments before her dark curls swept Aesa’s forehead as she bent
low.

“It’s my ribs.”

“Lie still.”

Maeve’s gaze turned vacant, a sign that her spirit
ventured forth. Its gentle warmth wrapped Aesa like soft furs on
her naked body, and her ribs knitted together without pain, just an
eerie whisper of movement. When Maeve’s spirit withdrew, Aesa was
whole again, the work of seconds.

“You are a wonder,” Aesa said.

Maeve kissed her nose. “Remember that.”

When they both stood, Runa stared with disbelief.
“I’ve never seen a healing done so quickly. What’s your wyrd,
girl?”

“Maeve, and I don’t have a wyrd.”

Runa sat back on her heels. “Shame. Still, I suppose
thralls need healers, too.”

“And warriors don’t?” Maeve said. “That’s the only
reason I can see for not allowing me on a ship.”

Aesa reached out, but Maeve shook her off.

Runa’s brows lifted. “And what would happen if an
enemy charged you in battle? With no wyrd, no weapon, only your
healing to protect you?”

“She’d be killed,” Aesa mumbled. Maeve gave her an
angry look, but it was the truth. A healer would be quite a boon
after a battle, but during? Anyone who
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