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CHAPTER 1: THE NIGHT THE NORTH CAME

The fog comes first.

Not the soft white veil that drifts over the fjord some mornings while fishermen curse at frozen ropes and gulls wheel overhead. This fog moves wrong. Thick. Hungry. It crawls between the pine trees and presses low against the earth as if the night itself has dropped onto the village.

I stop beside the woodpile behind our house and look toward the water.

Nothing.

Only gray swallowing gray.

The cold bites through my wool cloak hard enough to ache in my teeth. Somewhere farther down the shoreline a dog begins barking. Another joins it. Then another.

Eira steps out behind me carrying a basket of dried cod against her hip.

“You hear that?”

“I hear you asking questions instead of bringing in the water buckets.”

She rolls her eyes and nudges my shoulder with hers as she passes. “Father says the fog means snow.”

“Father also said he could still wrestle a bear at fifty winters.”

“He could.”

“He pulled his back lifting a barrel last month.”

“That barrel fought unfairly.”

I snort despite myself and take the basket from her before she drops it into the slush. The scent of salt fish and pine smoke clings to the air around us. Warm light glows through the cracks in nearby houses. Somewhere in the village longhouse men laugh over mead while a fiddle scrapes out an old harvest tune.

Normal.

Everything feels painfully normal.

That is what unsettles me most.

The barking stops all at once.

Eira notices it too. Her smile fades.

Then the horn sounds.

Low.

Deep.

Wrong.

Every muscle in my body locks before my mind catches up. The sound tears across the fjord again, carrying through the fog like something dragged from beneath the sea.

Not our horn.

Not Eldvik.

Raiders.

The first scream follows immediately after.

Eira drops the basket. Dried fish spills across the snow.

I grab her wrist hard enough to bruise. “Forest. Now.”

We run before she answers.

The village erupts around us.

Doors slam open. Men shout names into the dark. Children cry. I hear the crack of splitting timber somewhere near the shoreline followed by another scream cut brutally short.

Shapes emerge through the fog.

Longships.

Black hulls slicing through the frozen water like the teeth of some enormous beast.

Torches arc through the air.

One strikes the roof of the baker’s house.

Flames explode upward.

The smell hits seconds later. Burning pitch. Smoke. Wet wood catching fire beneath winter sleet.

The world changes in a breath.

Warriors pour from the ships carrying round shields slick with seawater and axes blackened by soot. Wolf pelts whip behind them in the wind. Iron flashes through the fog.

I drag Eira toward the tree line beyond the last row of houses.

“Do not stop,” I snap.

“I am not stopping.”

Another horn sounds closer now.

The village elder crashes into the snow beside the well with an axe buried in his neck.

Eira makes a sound low in her throat.

I tighten my grip on her wrist and force us forward.

We almost make it.

A line of warriors emerges from the fog ahead of us.

Shields locked.

Axes raised.

They move with the cold discipline of men who have done this too many times to count.

One of them reaches for me.

I drive my elbow into his throat on instinct.

He grunts. Stumbles back half a step.

Another catches me around the waist before I can run again. Iron bands close around my ribs. I slam my heel down into his foot hard enough to feel something crack.

He laughs.

Laughs.

Rage surges hot and ugly through my chest.

“Run!” I shout at Eira.

She jerks free for one perfect heartbeat.

Then another warrior catches her cloak.

I lunge toward her.

A shield slams into my shoulder and throws me sideways into the snow.

The world tilts.

Smoke pours across the village square in thick black waves. Firelight flickers against falling sleet. Villagers struggle beneath armed men twice their size.

And standing in the center of it all is him.

The Jarl.

Even before anyone speaks to him I know exactly who he is.

Men shift around him without being told. Space opens wherever he walks. Power settles over the square heavier than the smoke choking the air.

Black fur hangs from his shoulders damp with seawater and snow. His armor bears no decoration beyond deep gouges left by old blades. Dark hair whips loose around a face carved hard enough to look cut from the cliffs themselves.

Then his eyes find mine.

The noise around us seems to bend strangely after that.

I stop hearing the screams first.

Then the clash of steel.

Then the crackling fire.

Only those eyes remain.

Cold gray. Sharp enough to split bone.

He stands thirty paces away through drifting smoke and burning roofs and still it feels too close.

A warrior beside me says something in Norse.

The Jarl does not answer.

He keeps looking at me.

Not at my torn cloak or the knife hanging from my belt or the fact I nearly broke his warrior’s foot.

At me.

Like he recognizes something.

The thought sends ice down my spine sharper than the winter wind.

I wrench against the grip holding me.

“Let go of me.”

The warrior only tightens his arm around my waist.

The Jarl finally moves.

Every step toward me lands steady and controlled despite the chaos swallowing the village behind him. Snow crunches beneath heavy boots. Firelight slides across wet iron and dark fur.

He stops close enough now that I can see a pale scar cutting through one eyebrow.

Close enough that I catch the scent of him beneath smoke and blood.

Pine.

Cold salt air.

Steel warmed beside fire.

His gaze flicks once toward Eira struggling farther back between two warriors.

Then returns to me.

“What is your name?” he asks.

His voice stays low.

Controlled.

A man who never needs to shout because everyone obeys him before the order fully leaves his mouth.

I stare back at him.

“If I tell you,” I say carefully, “will you choke on it?”

One corner of his mouth shifts almost imperceptibly.

Not amusement.

Something worse.

Interest.

The warrior holding me mutters something angry under his breath and jerks me harder against him.

The Jarl looks at him once.

Only once.

The warrior immediately loosens his grip.

Fear moves through the men around him fast and instinctive.

That unsettles me more than the swords.

“You speak boldly for someone surrounded,” the Jarl says.

“You burn villages boldly for someone who calls himself a man.”

A pause.

Snow hisses against burning rooftops.

Behind him one of the houses collapses inward with a shower of sparks.

Still those cold gray eyes remain fixed on mine.

“You should run while you still can,” I tell him softly.

The silence stretches.

Then he steps closer.

Too close.

Close enough that the fur lining his cloak brushes my frozen knuckles.

“I do not run,” he says.

The words settle low in my stomach like a blade sliding between ribs.

Eira suddenly screams my name.

I spin toward her instinctively.

One of the warriors drags her toward the shoreline where captives kneel bound beside the longships.

“No!”

I wrench free hard enough this time that the warrior loses balance in the snow. I reach for the knife hidden beneath my cloak.

The Jarl catches my wrist before I can draw it.

Everything stops.

Not outside.

Not the raid.

Inside me.

His hand closes around my wrist bare skin against bare skin and something violent tears through the center of my body.

Heat flashes up my arm so fast my knees nearly buckle.

The Jarl stills too.

For the first time something cracks through that stone carved composure.

His grip tightens.

Not painfully.

Automatically.

Like he cannot quite let go.

I should stab him.

Instead I stand there staring at him like a fool while smoke curls between us.

“What are you?” he says quietly.

I rip my hand free.

“Your death if the gods are kind.”

Another strange flicker crosses his face.

Then someone shouts from the shoreline.

Enemy reinforcements approaching from the southern ridge.

The moment breaks.

The Jarl turns sharply toward the call.

Orders snap through the square in rapid Norse. Warriors shift immediately. Captives get dragged toward the ships faster now.

I run for Eira again.

This time no one stops me until I reach her.

I grab her arm. “Stay with me.”

“I cannot feel my hands.”

“You can complain later.”

She gives a shaky laugh that dies quickly when another building collapses nearby in a burst of sparks.

Warriors shove us toward the shoreline.

The snow near the docks has turned black with mud ash and blood. Longships rock violently against the frozen surf while men haul crates and struggling captives aboard.

I search frantically through the smoke for a way out.

None.

Too many warriors.

Too much open ground.

A man beside me tries to fight anyway. An axe buries itself in his chest before he reaches three steps.

Eira grips my sleeve harder.

“Sign—”

The rest disappears beneath shouting.

A fresh wave of panic crashes through the shoreline as riders emerge from the northern path firing arrows into the confusion.

Not villagers.

Another clan.

The raiders wheel instantly to meet the attack.

Everything dissolves.

Men slam into each other between ships and firelight. Horses scream. Steel rings sharp across the frozen water.

Someone crashes into me from behind.

I lose Eira’s hand.

“No!”

Bodies surge between us.

I shove forward desperately but a warrior catches me around the waist again dragging me backward toward the nearest ship.

Eira appears once through the smoke twenty feet away.

Terrified eyes.

Outstretched hand.

Then riders flood between us and she vanishes completely.

The sound that tears out of me barely sounds human.

I fight hard enough this time that the warrior curses and nearly loses hold of me.

The Jarl appears beside the gangplank like he stepped from the fog itself.

Blood streaks one side of his jaw. Snow gathers in his dark hair. His sword hangs loose in one hand dripping red into the surf.

His gaze locks onto mine immediately.

Not the battle.

Not the burning docks.

Me.

“Where is she?” I demand.

He says nothing.

Rage claws up my throat so violently my vision blurs.

“You touched her,” I spit. “If she dies—”

“She lives.”

The certainty in his voice hits harder than if he had shouted.

“You do not know that.”

“No.” His eyes remain on mine. “But I know my men.”

Something about the answer cuts through the panic long enough to make me hate him more for it.

The warrior shoves me up the gangplank.

I stumble onto the longship hard enough to scrape my palms bloody against wet timber.

Salt water slaps violently against the hull beneath us.

Captives huddle near the center mast wrapped in chains and rope.

The Jarl boards last.

The instant his boots hit the deck every man nearby straightens.

No one speaks.

No one questions.

The ship pushes away from shore.

I twist toward the village one final time.

Eldvik burns beneath the storm.

Orange fire devours rooftops while black smoke pours into the winter sky. Tiny figures move frantically along the shoreline between ships and bodies and falling snow.

No sign of Eira.

Only flames.

The fjord wind cuts across the deck hard enough to sting tears from my eyes.

I refuse to wipe them away.

The Jarl stands near the stern speaking quietly with another warrior. Even at distance the weight of him settles over the entire ship like a drawn blade.

As if sensing my stare he looks toward me again.

That same terrible stillness slides through me.

I hate it instantly.

I hate him instantly.

I swear silently to every god listening that I will survive this long enough to watch his hall collapse around him.

Something sharp burns suddenly beneath my sleeve.

I suck in a breath and jerk my wrist upward.

A mark spreads across the inside of my skin glowing faint red beneath the storm light.

Runes.

Fresh.

Angry.

Burning like an ember pressed into flesh.

Around me the sea groans against ice.

The Jarl goes completely still across the deck.

Slowly he pulls back the leather wrapping around his own wrist.The same mark burns there.
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CHAPTER 2: IRON AND ICE
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By the second night I know the sound each man makes when he walks across the deck above me.

The heavy dragging step belongs to the older warrior missing part of one leg.

The quick sharp stride belongs to the red haired one who laughs while cleaning blood from his axe.

The measured slow rhythm that never hurries belongs to the Jarl.

I hate that I know that one best.

The hold smells of wet timber, iron, and seal oil burned through hanging lanterns that sway with the movement of the sea. Salt crusts along the inside walls where freezing water leaks through narrow seams in the hull.

The chains around my wrists scrape raw every time the ship rolls.

I stop wincing after the first day.

No one here needs another weakness from me.

Above deck the wind screams across open water without pause. Sometimes I hear the crack of ice shifting beneath the hull. Sometimes the sea goes strangely quiet, thick with fog and falling snow.

That silence unsettles me more.

I sit with my back against a support beam and map the ship plank by plank with my eyes for the hundredth time.

Twelve paces from the ladder to the stern storage.

Eight from the barrels to the weapon racks.

One small knife hidden beneath a loose board near the water casks.

Three men always guarding the hatch after sunset.

Never the same three.

The Jarl thinks like a man who expects betrayal.

Good.

Men like that eventually drown in it.

My stomach twists at the thought of Eira.

Alive.

Dead.

Free.

Chained somewhere below another ship.

Not knowing claws at me harder than hunger ever could.

A burst of laughter sounds above deck.

Then boots descend the ladder.

I straighten automatically.

The warrior who appears carries a wooden bowl and a waterskin. Broad shoulders. Blond beard braided with bone beads. A scar splits one side of his mouth.

Bjarne.

I learned his name this morning when another man cursed him for cheating at dice.

He crouches in front of me and slides the bowl across the floorboards.

Salted fish stew.

Still warm.

I stare at it without moving.

“You should eat,” he says in rough accented words.

“I should throw it at your head.”

His grin widens.

“There she is.”

I say nothing.

He watches me for a moment longer than necessary.

Not the way a guard watches a prisoner.

The way men in villages sometimes watched unmarried women at harvest feasts after too much mead.

My fingers curl slowly against the chains.

Bjarne notices.

His grin sharpens.

“You bite too?”

“I kill.”

Something flickers in his eyes at that.

Interest.

The kind I have spent years learning to avoid.

He reaches toward my face suddenly brushing ash stained hair away from my cheek.

The movement barely begins before a voice cuts through the hold.

“Bjarne.”

One word.

Nothing more.

The entire room changes around it.

Bjarne jerks back instantly like a man standing too close
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