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If you've ever wanted to choose your own path, this book is for you.
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  Prologue


The gods were hiding behind the dark cloak of night. 
Far away from Toran’s wrath and bitterness. Unreachable and uncaring what havoc they wrought.
He wanted to howl into the blistering wind raging over the sea below. He wanted to roar his fury into the void of shadows.
The cliffs were still in the wake of battle, and the bluish black blood of his enemies ran in rivulets over the rocks. The attack had been a stealthy one, carried out in the darkest hour of the night. The Kraken and their army of mercenary sea wolves had slit the throats of the guards before they could raise an alarm, destroying the quiet village and taking half its occupants captive. By the time the acrid smoke from the burning thatch floated on the air, the only a mercenaries remaining were those who'd been too wrapped in looting to leave. 
Toran and his men had ruthlessly cut them down and left no survivors.  
More than half the men of the village had been killed before Toran and his troupe arrived, and the women and children herded away. The captives would be sold into slavery as beasts of burden, forced to permanently shift into their each uisge forms. They’d be exploited for the healing properties inherent in their hooves and teeth. 
He vowed he would rescue them from that fate.
The very thought of the few treasured children of this generation bound in chains far away from the sea that fed their soul made him sick to his stomach. Although his sword was heavy, his thoughts were heavier. 
He was a warrior weary of fighting, and a king weary of the burden that came with the crown he wore. The selkie seer had given him a dire warning about the fate of his kingdom, and her lament whipped through his soul, scouring it like winter wind. 
Hearth fires turn to ash and snow, as moon swallows sun.
The crown is fallen, gone its glow. 
Darkness descends, blood will run
The kingdom rent and torn by unseen foe.
A queen with a heart of fire
Will wield magic and light
Only her sword and shield
Will banish the creatures of night.
Toran thought the prophecy nothing but gibberish, and the seer had no timeline for when the devastation she’d foreseen would come to pass. Or if it was even a certainty.
He only knew there was no deliverance here. The churning waves and the cold, distant stars would give him no remedy. No matter what sacrifices he made or what altars he built, the gods and goddesses were silent and his supplication went unheeded. 
His enemies would not abandon their fight until his kingdom was stripped raw and his people nothing more than mist on the waves. He’d fail, just like the selkie's dire prediction. He’d sink beneath the waves and fade into nothing. 
He had no soulmate and no heirs. The only way to keep the Kraken from strangling those he loved was to make a bargain with the Berserker King to the north. He set the scroll in the raven’s beak and sent the bird away with all his hopes and prayers on its wings.






  
  Chapter One


Brunhild stood on the prow of the lead ship with her crew at her back. She and her fellow shield maidens were returning home with the biggest haul of spoils in more than a decade. 
Surely this was enough to earn her father’s praise. 
Surely laying treasure at his feet would garner his respect.
When the boat drew near the dock, she leapt toward solid ground. Her wild spin sent her careening into her eldest brother and Baldyr cupped her elbows to keep them both from tumbling into the water. “Father sent me to fetch you.”
Finally. Brunhild turned triumphantly to her bosom friend and second in command, Mirren. 
“I’ve been summoned to the great hall. Will you see that everything is unloaded?”
Mirren dipped her head. “ ‘Twill be done.”
Brunhild gave a wave of gratitude and followed her brother through the crowd that had gathered. There were claps on her back and shouts of welcome that made warmth spread from her heart to her limbs, cocooning her in good will that would cushion her against her father’s criticism. 
Whether her father respected her or not, she knew that the rest of their settlement held her in high esteem for her battle skill and fair dealings. 
The hall was colder than the bowels of the far north sea, and Brunhild clenched her fists to keep from shivering as she knelt before the throne. 
“You may rise, daughter.”
She rose to her feet and clasped her hands behind her back. “I have heeded your summons, Father. I came straight from the docks.”
“Do you know why I have summoned you, Daughter?”
“I hope you have summoned me because you had word of the fruits of our raid. We have returned with many treasures.”
“Bah!” He scoffed as his lips curled into a sneer. “You will set aside your raiding. I have arranged your marriage. While you were away I exchanged ravens with the king of the each uisge, and I have bartered you and the might of my fleet in exchange for a mountain of gold.”
Her father purposely made his audience stand far away from the roaring fire in the center of the room. It was one of the many ways he chose to intimidate anyone who dared question his authority. Just as she was preparing to do. “I have no wish to be married,” she staunchly informed him as she bit the inside of her cheek to hold the shivering at bay.
“Bah! I care not whether you wish it or not. I have forged an alliance and you will do my bidding. You will be his bride and bring a fleet of longships with you to protect his island from the Kraken.”
“I have obligations here to my fleet and those who follow me. You cannot send me away.”
“You are a member of this clan and subject to my will as chief. You will marry him.”
Her father’s words were hammers against her skin, sharp knives digging into her veins. They slayed her hopes and rent her dreams to shreds. His eyes were blood and rage, glaring down at her from his throne of skulls and swords as he warned her with his words. She would do his bidding or face the wrath of his judgment. 
Brunhild trembled, but lifted her chin defiantly even as she gripped the hilt of her ax so hard it would leave bruises on her palm. Even though she felt as lost as the day her mother fell in battle beside her, she couldn’t let him see it. That day she’d become certain her father had committed murder, although she’d never been able to prove it. Allowing her loathing of his greed and manipulation to show would imperil those who followed her.
Her dream had never been to become nothing more than a man’s property, and she didn’t want to bow in allegiance to a desperate king or become his glorified leman.
She’d grown up with a dagger strapped to her thigh, a sword at her hip, and an ax always at hand. Her mother had never intended for her to become a prize bestowed on her father’s enemy.
Her four brothers cowered in the shadow of the throne, even the eldest , Baldyr. Their heads were obediently bowed, their hands clasped tightly behind their backs, and Brun knew they’d be no help if she chose to defy the edict because they were too afraid of jeopardizing their inheritance.
Brunhild dug her nails into her palms. “I have vowed to bring glory to my mother’s line, and ascend to Valhalla as a champion.”
Her father sneered. “Your mother was nothing more than a concubine. The spoils of war. She couldn’t give me sons. Only you. A woman with a tongue sharper than the blade of her ax. You are nothing more than a daughter whose rebellion I have ignored long enough and who may finally be of use to me as her brothers have been.”
“I do not wish to wed a stranger. Especially one with rumors of curses swirling around him and his kingdom.”
“Bah!” Her father dismissed her defiance with a wave of his hand. “There is nothing to fear. If the rumors were true he wouldn’t have needed an alliance with us to defeat the Kraken.”
“There are few who can defeat the Kraken on their own. We should count ourselves fortunate we live in a cold, stony hell they have no desire to take from us.”
Her father narrowed his eyes again. “Always impudent.”
She knew he would never give her and her crew the credit they were due. She and her squadron had been on twice as many raids as her brothers. They had sacked villages and monasteries all along the coast of Iberia and all the way to the green hills of Erin, but would never receive credit for their exploits.
Brunhild exhaled through her nose to expel her temper. “I wasn’t challenging you. I just think I’m of more use with my longboat cleaving the waves than letting our enemy prod me like a swine until my belly swells with child.”
“You dare question my decision on this matter?” He half rose from the dais, his battle ax clutched in his fist. 
Brunhild swallowed and bit back the words that rose to her lips.. “I would never be so rash or foolhardy.”
He gave her a curt nod. “Your intended and his retinue will arrive three days hence. You will make yourself ready to exchange vows and return with him to his island, because your sacrifice is for the betterment of the kingdom."
As her stomach writhed in protest, she knew she was being dismissed. She bowed her head in acknowledgment and exited the great hall with her head held high. All Brunhild had ever wanted was to become a shield maiden. Like her Valkyrie namesake. Instead, her father had decided to put her on a ship and send her into the North Sea to bear the spawn of his former enemy.
Her father had no respect for her battle skill and often claimed her brothers would do a much more capable job of following in his footsteps and waging war than his unnatural daughter. Brunhild knew what the hilt of a sword felt like in her hand. Her ax was forged to cleave enemy skulls in two and her club never missed its mark. None of that mattered because her kingdom and her father had decided her womb was of the most use to building their legacy.
When she arrived in her chambers, Mirren was already there. 
Her friend rose to her feet when Brunhild stalked into the room, furiously wiping away her tears. She grimaced at Brunhild’s expression. 
“He did not summon you to praise our raid,” she flatly observed.
The injustice of what she’d just endured, what she’d be forced to endure later, was a well of bitterness. “Nay. He is foisting me on his enemy.”
Mirren’s brow wrinkled. “As a hostage?”
Brunhild scoffed. “I’d much rather go as a hostage. I am being sent away as a bride instead.” She shoved her hands into her hair to loosen her braids and began to pace. “I have no wish to wed or be confined to the bed of one man. I wish to cleave kingdoms and bring glory to my name, not bear whelps behind the safety of stone walls. There must be a way to escape this noose.”
“Is your father using you to make a political alliance?”
“Aye. To one of those pathetic, blue paint covered barbarians who cannot defend their own shores.”
“Which one of them?”
“Their cursed king.”
Mirren snorted. “At least it isn’t one of his thralls. If you’re a queen, you’ll no longer be under your father’s eye and according to the skald, the blue-painted women to the south hold more power than us. Perhaps you’ll be able to wield your cunning and your weapons.”
Brunhild grimaced. “I find it hard to be optimistic.”
“Are your shield maidens permitted to accompany you?”
”My father did not make his wishes known, but stated I would take a fleet with me. I can only hope that means my crew will accompany me, because I do not wish to meet the Each Uisge King without you by my side.”
Mirren held out her hand and Brun clasped it. 
"I vowed ten years ago that I would follow you across the waves, Brunhild Freydisdottir."
Brun was grateful for her friend's loyalty. "Thank you, Mirren ___."






  
  Chapter Two


“The Kraken are determined to destroy us.” 
Toran Balthair Lir, King of the Each Uisge, glowered at the head of his council. “I’m well aware. I’ve made arrangements to thwart their plans.” 
“And what would those be, Your Majesty?”
The tone adopted by the newly minted druid was slightly derisive.  
“I’ve sent ravens to the Berserker Chief of the Far North, Ranulf of the White Wave. I would end our enmity and make him my ally because I was recently made aware he has a daughter of marriageable age. He has many ships and hundreds, if not thousands, of warriors. His daughter will become both my bride and a hostage of sorts to ensure his good will.”
The druids exchanged a look, and the one who'd been scoffing a moment ago leaned forward. “Your Majesty, I fear your sources have misled you.”
Toran leaned back and crossed his arms. “Go on, tell me why you think this is not a solution to our problems.”
“Well, his daughter may be of marriageable age, but she is not what we would deem a suitable prospect. If you do not find the creature who is your soulmate, and exchange sigils, your line will end.”
He didn’t openly contradict the man’s conclusion, but he raised his brow to refute it. 
The head brehon crossed his wrists and shook his head. “Brunhild Ranulfsdottir is a shieldmaiden. And by all accounts that have come to our ears, she is a savage one. She leads her own fleet of ships - full of women who are just as savage as she is. The gods would never mock us by declaring her your mate.”
Toran had heard the rumors too. And though he didn’t welcome more strife in his household, he saw no other remedy. If she was as fierce as she was rumored to be, at least she was a warrior of some prowess, and his kingdom was in desperate need of warriors of her ilk. If he was to keep his kingdom safe from the invasion of the Kraken King and his horde, he must pursue this alliance. “Her father sent a raven back this very morning. He has pledged his longships in our defense if I agree to this union, and I cannot afford to refuse him. I have already readied the coffers I will deliver, and who is to say this shield maiden and I won’t grow affection for one another?”
“Your majesty, you cannot mean to go through with such a sacristy. The runes have given us no indication that she is your mate and her unworthiness of a union with the crown is obvious to anyone who has heard of her deeds. She is clearly not your soulmate and it will be an infertile union.”
“There are others who can inherit my throne. I don’t need a soulmate, I need an alliance.”
“Never in the history of our kingdom has someone not of the king’s direct line inherited. When you defeated the Kraken in battle the first time five hundred years ago, and your father stepped away from the throne and handed it to you, he did so with the intention that you would carry on his line. He and your mother may no longer be involved in court politics, but they wouldn’t approve of changing the line of succession. You owe your kingdom heirs that aren’t tainted by this woman’s bloodlust and madness, and I am counseling you against this alliance. She is bloodthirsty, and you shall meet your end at the point of her sword, or hacked into pieces by her battle ax,” the lead brehon warned.
“Her father assured me she would fulfill the terms of his oath, and if our union is unfruitful, my brother will inherit my throne. He is still of my father’s blood."
The lead brehon scoffed in disbelief. “Your brother already defies you at every turn, and who is to say he will not do all in his power to hasten your departure? And we have all heard the tales of Ranulf Berserker and his kind. They do not keep their oaths. The burned out villages on the mainland have fallen to his horde because they believed his falsehoods.”
Toran grew impatient with his advisors’ protests. “I did not come before the council to seek its blessing, I am merely here to disclose my intentions. This alliance will happen despite your warnings."

      [image: ]Against the advice of his druidic council, Toran had set sail for the North Sea. It had been a stormy crossing and when they finally made landfall, all he wanted was a soft pallet to lay his head upon and a quaff of mead to stave off his thirst. 
When he and his crew anchored in his former enemy’s harbor, there was a show of arms. A marauder skiff with a dragonhead was moored beside him, its mast and planks overflowing with fierce, painted women who held knives in their teeth. One of the women stood a head taller than the rest, her body loose and long-limbed with the ease of a predator. The braids tossed by the wind were decorated with dark feathers and she wore a mask of kohl or black mud around her eyes. 
Toran knew in that moment that every single story his council had recited about the women of this kingdom was true. 
The tall woman kept her hand on the hilt of her sword and her gaze on his. 
“I do not want this union.” 
So this was his betrothed. Instead of disembarking, he strode to the stern of his own boat to face her. “Believe me, shield maiden, this is not the path I would have chosen if I was left with any other choice. I have no desire to invite a poisonous serpent into my bedchamber.”
The woman at her side gasped at his slur, but his betrothed simply shrugged

      [image: ]
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