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        To everyone who felt they never fit in or have too little confidence.

        Pick up your ax and cleave your way through those who shame you for being different or tarnish your badassery.
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            Translations

          

        

      

    

    
      Words & Terms

      
        
          	
        Eldr — the Old Norse word for fire.
      

      	
        Fórn — the term refers to a sacrifice, especially one made in a ritual or religious context.
      

      	
        Hjarta — the word for heart in Old Norse.
      

      	
        Hjarta dýrs — translates to “beast’s heart.”
      

      	
        Loganda reykr — translates to “burning smoke.”
      

      	
        Øx — axe/ax.
      

      	
        Sandr — this Old Norse term translates to sand.
      

      	
        Varúlfur — werewolf (a later Icelandic term).
      

      	
        Hel — the word refers to both the goddess of the underworld and the realm of the dead itself, depending on the context.
      
        	
        Hel (the goddess) is the daughter of Loki and Angrboða, and she rules over the realm of the dead, which is also called Hel.
      

      	
        Hel (the realm) is the destination for those who did not die in battle and were not honored in Valhalla, where warriors go after death.
      

      

      

      	
        Völva — this Old Norse term translates to seeress or prophetess. A völva was a female shaman or seer in Norse mythology and culture, known for her ability to practice seiðr (a form of magic or divination).
      

      	
        Seiðr — this Old Norse term translates to magic, sorcery, or witchcraft. It refers to a specific type of Norse magical practice associated with prophecy, shaping fate, and influencing the natural or supernatural world. It was often linked to rituals, spells, and trance states.
      

      

      

      

      Sentences

      
        
          	
        “Dauði er með þér. Øx þín mun rísta háls þinn í dagan.” — “Death is upon you. Your ax shall cleave through your neck at dawn.”
      

      	
        “Ek mun ekki nafn mitt þik gefa.” — “I will not give you my name.”
      

      	
        “Góðan dag, bróðir.” — “Hello, brother.”
      

      	
        “Nei! Þú mun ekki hann finna!” — “No! You will not find him!”
      

      	
        “Nǫkkut at segja?” — “Anything to say?”
      

      	
        “Svikall sonr minn ok varúlfr fúll hans.” — “My treacherous son and his foul werewolf.”
      

      

      

      

      More translations in the back of book for Part III. Flipping to that page means potentially encountering spoilers for Part III.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Riker

        

      

    

    
      Showing fear was a weakness.

      A death sentence.

      Vikings could not be afraid.

      But when I heard my sister’s desperate shouts … my entire world stilled with fear.

      I hurled from my cot, scrambling for the door as fast as I could. Identical footsteps thundered from behind me as I ran down the hall.

      Annora’s bedroom was the room beside mine, but her shouts were coming from farther away.

      At the other end of our house—our parents’ bedroom door was wide open. As I ran toward it, I saw it was draped in darkness, but the very marrow in my bones knew Annora’s voice was coming from inside.

      Rather than letting fear grip me, I reached for anger until I was surging with it—until I felt like I could tear the entire house apart with my bare hands.

      At their bedroom, I saw red.

      There was so much blood—Annora’s blood.

      My heart withered in my chest. A breath heaved through me.

      She looked so small, I was afraid to touch her.

      And I could do … nothing.

      There was too much blood.

      Helpless and useless. The realization was so consuming and weighed me down so fully, it was nearly suffocating. Tears racked through me, each drop landing at the knees of her nightgown.

      By the time her eyes found me, she couldn’t speak. I watched how the light left her crystal-blue eyes. Still, when her eyes became lifeless to the world around us, it seemed so sudden.

      I didn’t care if I was showing weakness.

      I let fear swallow me whole. Agony suffocating my heart, I allowed my tears to fall.
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            Chapter One

          

          Zyra

        

      

    

    
      No shapeshifter had ever taken me seriously. And with mashed strawberries trailing down my cheeks and stuck to my hands, I didn’t blame them. I groaned, more than a little tempted to turn around and head back to the warmth of my bed. Then with a slight snarl, I forced my feet to move.

      I wiped the fruit from my face, the scratchy rag flushing my cheeks. The shelves facing my kitchen held every nut, berry, herb, syrup, preserve, pickled vegetable, and even oil any one person could ever need. Each one brightened the small space. Light peeked through the windows on either side of the front door, casting rays across the hall and into the kitchen. I stepped around the wooden countertop more often used as a kitchen table than the actual table beside the shelves. After grabbing a jar stuffed full of jam, I stood at the counter, ready to pop open the lid, and the door burst open. I paused but didn’t need to look up to know who it was.

      Corinna slammed the door, shutting out the murmurs of the borough and blocking the light.

      “Too loud. Too early,” I mumbled when I found words, speaking for the first time that morning.

      “Too cold, too,” she offered, removing the hood shadowing her face. Sharp, red tattoos snaked up her right hand, traveling across her arm to her shoulder, then winded up the side of her face before disappearing into her dark hair. “Thank the Great Spirit you keep this place warm.”

      I fought not to roll my eyes. The borough stayed plenty warm, thanks to the tree and how the cavern narrowed the closer one got to the entrance. We had drafts, but it wasn’t like snow blew inside.

      Before I could finish opening the jar, Corinna had sauntered across the room and snatched it from my hand. Hopping onto the counter, she crossed her legs, tossing the jar from hand to hand.

      I wouldn’t dare mention the pureeing incident to her.

      Upon catching my disapproving glare, a slow smile spread across her face. “You invited me to breakfast.”

      “I didn’t realize you would be stealing my jam.”

      “I’m stealing your bread, too. Hand it over.”

      I sighed. Despite having grown up together, the friendship between Corinna and me had its limitations. I was nothing more than a glorified apprentice, while she had grown into a warrior for Haiden’s bidding. Navigating whether she was speaking to me as a friend or as my superior left me on edge at all times. Even when we weren’t under Haiden’s thumb.

      “I could just tell you to get over it and go hunt for your food.”

      That. That right there was why I walked on eggshells.

      I could only imagine how she would react if I said something similar to her.

      I scoffed, unwrapping the loaf of bread I had traded for the day prior and cut a slice for each of us. The jam was a mixture of berries, which would pair perfectly with the sourdough. Most of my nights were spent right where I was standing. Typically, I was alone, though.

      “What are you doing today?” I asked, for a change in topic, handing her slice over to let her spread her own jam.

      “No idea,” she said, spinning the lid of the jar off and flicking it to the floor. “I haven’t seen Haiden yet.”

      I nodded, taking a bite of plain bread. I nearly spat it back out, but Corinna handed over the jam before I had to take drastic measures.

      Haiden, the Chief of Waylria, played favorites. While I mostly pickled vegetables and made fruit preserves for trade despite working under Haiden, Corinna and Nabil were Haiden’s esteemed shadows and warriors­—because they followed his every command. He rarely made me report to him anymore, but Corinna and Nabil were under strict orders to meet with him every morning.

      “I think I’m just going to head out, then.” Averting my eyes, I popped the last bite of jam-covered bread into my mouth before heading to the shelves again.

      Corinna took a massive bite as she scanned the cramped space, taking in the cooking pot over top kindling, a water basin, the wooden countertop she sat perched on, and the table from where I had grabbed one of my bags to stuff the day’s necessities inside.

      Corinna released a long sigh. “Do you get bored of pickling and jamming?”

      Do you get bored of following Haiden’s every whim? I kept grabbing things off the shelf but glanced at the door periodically.

      Inside, it was impossible to tell whether it was early or late morning. Either way, I was ready to make my way down to the trading stalls. Afterward, I would be ready to come home and isolate myself with more pickling. The realm of Nedfin—since they were a realm that stood for healing, farming, and peace—was the source for all crops and orchards. Our realm, Waylria, often traded for their fruits and vegetables by offering them back as pickled or preservatives. Food kept longer, and farming could continue without guilt of waste.

      “No. Why would I? It’s not like there’s much more to do.”

      Aside from portioning food to help it last longer and helping Waylria and those in other realms, the trading stall provided a sense of community. It was a place where everyone stood on even ground. While there were favorite items for trade, there was no favoritism of those doing the trading.

      Everyone had a stall, and everyone supported each other’s stalls. If one person didn’t have something, they would direct to another’s dealing.

      It was one of the few places I didn’t have to walk on eggshells.

      Corinna let out another long sigh, then I watched from the corner of my eye as she pushed off the counter and started for the door.

      She pulled up her hood when I turned to her. “I have to leave, but thank you for breakfast … You could try standing up for yourself one of these days, you know, when you get bored.”

      I stuffed the last jar into my bag before meeting her at the door. She kept a careful eye on me the entire way, as if waiting for something. This time, it was my turn to sigh. “I don’t think it’s in my best interest to start making demands.”

      I was unsure what would happen if I approached Haiden about expanding my responsibilities again. I had already asked to be more involved once, and that had gone worse than anticipated. What more could I do anyway? My own parents hardly spent time with me. Why would Haiden treat me as anything more when even they didn’t?

      I shook my head, struggling to swallow around the lump in my throat.

      Corinna merely nodded, then opened the door. When I stepped out behind her, I swallowed again. She moved to the edge of the top step leading up to my front door, then didn’t even look back before she flung herself forward, shifting into a raven. Furiously flapping her wings, Corinna glided through the borough until she reached the waterfall, where she disappeared into Haiden’s quarters.

      I stood envious of her effortless shift into flight.

      Running, growling, and hunting was all my shift seemed good for. A mere wolf. No wonder Haiden thought me beneath Corinna and Nabil.

      I shoved those thoughts to the shadows of my mind and, rather than shifting to race to the market on all fours, walked down the endless stone steps on human legs. Murmurs met my ears, growing louder the farther into the borough I went.

      Stairs upon stairs had to be descended before reaching the split paths. All the winding footpaths joined at the center—where the Great Spirit upheld the ceiling with sturdy branches stretched across all corners of the vast cave, alighting the dome with its orbs of fruit and bright-green leaves.

      Myths told of how we were birthed from the tree, having burst from its roots and climbed from the ground. And tradition upheld ritual blessings where we discovered what animal form we could shift into. The tree was Waylria’s source of light and life.

      Memories of having the glowing fruit spread across my forehead did anything but bring a smile to my face.

      But I refused to think about that when I was stepping into the market.

      Each stall resembled that of a cramped home. Each one barely fit more than two people. Once squeezed through the door, someone would be met with a small wooden block for a counter and walls packed with items for trade. With a few already setting up for the day, I offered a tentative smile as I passed. Lizeth, whose stall was beside my own, was the only one who noticed as she set a handcrafted bowl on a table just outside.

      My walls were lined with shelves, and some still had a few leftovers from the previous day. I didn’t bother setting my bag down; I kept it braced on my shoulder while refilling the empty space on the shelves. While others offered things such as bowls carved with intricate designs, or weapons or even clothing and draperies, I offered preserves and pickled foods. Others traded fresh fruit, vegetables, and spices from Nedfin, too, but I was the only one who had mastered preservatives. My ability to balance the sweetness and bitterness within preserved foods was what Haiden used to claim I was more of a necessity when it came to trade. Not only with our people but with Nedfin, to continue the back and forth of goods between our communities.

      That was where I was an asset.

      The glass of the jar in my hand splintered beneath my palm, and my teeth gritted to hold back a snarl.

      My animal skin was not that of a raven like Corinna and Nabil, but I was his messenger whenever a produce runner came to Waylria. That was when I was allowed in Haiden’s chambers. That was my time of importance. And yet, though I dealt with trade between realms for Haiden, another world felt like an impossible reality. Nedfin’s runners came to us since it was too dangerous for shapeshifters to leave Waylria.

      Our lands were where we were safest from Vikings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Riker

        

      

    

    
      Days and nights blended together—never ending. And I only ever stopped running when I absolutely had to. When the exhaustion became overwhelming and I had to sit or I would collapse. I never experienced a quiet moment, a constant roaring in my ears kept me moving. My mind was chaos, replaying everything that had taken place, beginning with the night of my sister’s death. Even with my eyes closed, I saw the spear shooting through her body.

      To beat back the images, I thought of everything I was leaving behind. I would never be forgiven. I would be blood eagled if I ever stepped foot in Sandire again. My ribs severed from my spine; lungs pulled through the opening to create a pair of wings.

      My entire life had been stripped from me in the same way, it felt like, leaving me with only one possession—the ax clutched in my hand.

      I may not see my friends again, let alone be accepted by them.

      Never seeing my mother again was also a possibility. And my last image of her sobbing over Annora’s lifeless form stained in blood was all I had left to cling to.

      I ground my teeth, locking my jaw to fight back the grief overwhelming my every breath.

      My father’s men weren’t far behind. I had spotted them in the distance a few times, usually at sunset or sunrise when their silhouettes stood out against the light. They intended to capture me, but it went beyond that. It was also to stop me from speaking of his plans. I would have to go into hiding, become someone else; take on a new identity in a new realm.

      I couldn’t ever be the Viking Prince of Sandire again. I was an outcast, forced to blend into a new and foreign culture. They couldn’t find me. I had to escape them and start a new life. Beginning anew was the only way to have a life at all, but to avoid my old life was to abandon. Walking away forever when my family was in shambles and needed me to put them back together was outrageous.

      Never returning wasn’t an option. Not when they needed me to keep them safe from the war my father was about to ignite.

      Letting them catch up to me couldn’t happen. Not when I needed to stop him from setting these plans in motion. Not when my family needed me and my ability to go home relied on my father’s failure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Zyra

        

      

    

    
      “Got tired of organizing by vegetable and jam?” a voice asked from behind me.

      With my jars organized by color on my shelves, I was satisfied by the look of my trading stall by the time Lizeth peeked her head inside with a smile.

      I shrugged. “Shopping should be a challenge sometimes.”

      Lizeth wandered inside, picking up a jar of nuts and setting it beside a jar of almond spread for a smoother cohesion of color. Hands on hips, she gave a nod, as if she had put in the same amount of time and energy as I had. A laugh nearly burst from my lips, but when she turned back to me, I was smiling and shaking my head at her. “You put it in the wrong place. Don’t make my eyes bleed like that again.”

      “Careful … you’re starting to sound like Corinna.”

      Lizeth grinned. “As if Corinna could be gentle enough to carve pretty bowls like I do.”

      “As if you could handle abiding by⁠—”

      “Oh, I certainly couldn’t.”

      With Lizeth’s unique animal skin, it was surprising Haiden had never offered her a position in place of Nabil or Corinna, especially since both had identical animal skins to that of ravens.

      Lizeth’s animal skin took the form of a fox. Her red hair already took on a life of its own in her human form, with how every bushy strand wove its way around her neck and shoulders. In her fox skin, it was still beautiful but more contained. Smart, curious, and intuitive—Lizeth was talented at hunting and always had to be on the move. One could only imagine what she would be capable of if Haiden took her under his wing.

      Ravens could only do so much to protect us from our enemy.

      They were sneaky enough to gather information and could fly high and quick enough to drop messages from their talons, but if a true invasion and attack ever ensued … I feared it would not be enough.

      Then again, Haiden could just sideline Lizeth the same way he had done me. Despite her skin being far more unique than my own. Despite her talent.

      I had no use outside of pickling and trade.

      “Do you want to go hunting tonight? Oh! Can I show you the new bowl I just made?” Before I could answer either question, Lizeth bounded out the door to make for her stall, only to rush back with a large serving vessel in her hands.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at how frantic her mind worked at times.

      Lizeth held the wooden bowl up by her palm and spun it to flaunt the designs she had carved. Various animals were etched around the bowl, each small and intricately detailed. My jaw nearly dropped as I pictured Lizeth sitting stooped over the bowl for hours without so much as blinking away from her art. Birds, big cats, and even canines like us appeared to be racing around the bowl, aiming for a destination that would never come.

      I opened my mouth to tell Lizeth how gorgeous her work was and what she might want to trade for it, because I might need it for my kitchen, but I never got the chance.

      “Haiden sent me to ask you something, but it seems you’re rather busy.”

      Her scent hit me the second before Lizeth and I whirled.

      Corinna—one of the few who could sneak up on me—sat perched on the wooden slab near the door, her talons digging into the counter beneath her. Her yellow eyes moved from Lizeth to me and back again. A heaviness settled into the pit of my stomach.

      “It’s just Lizeth and I. No one is here to trade,” I said. “What does Haiden need?”

      Her expression was impossible to read, making my heart jolt against my chest.

      “I thought you would be excited to know he was asking for you.”

      Lizeth tensed at Corinna’s words, knowing their effect on me.

      Haiden was asking for me specifically. He’d sent Corinna to seek me out. Him wanting to speak to me, the unknown of what his question could be and what it could all mean, had me in a chokehold. I was left to my own devices often—only called upon when it was beneficial to Haiden.

      Corinna also knew the clutch her words had on me.

      “Of course I want to hear what he has to say. What does he need?”

      Corinna nodded before saying, “He wants to know when Nedfin is supposed to have its next runner arrive for trade.”

      I frowned at the peculiar question. “The last exchange was a month ago, so we won’t see another for another two months. Why is he asking?”

      She pushed off from the counter, silently landing on her feet. “I’m not entitled to say.”

      I clenched my jaw, and my stomach plummeted. I was one of the three shifters Haiden trusted enough to have under his command yet was treated as anything but a confidant.

      “I’m sorry, Zyra,” Corinna went on, finally showing a glimmer of guilt. “He wanted me to ask you but didn’t want me to share any details. I have no choice. I’ll see you outside tonight.”

      “But you don’t hunt,” Lizeth pointed out with the tilt of her head.

      “I’m a raven, not a pigeon.”

      With that, Corinna was gone as quietly as she had arrived.

      I stared out the door after her until Lizeth came up beside me. “What was that about? I hate it when Haiden messes with you like this. He treats you⁠—”

      I shrugged, trying to ignore the way my heart sank to my toes. “Who knows. I’m not privy to the same information they are … evidently.”

      Biting my tongue, I tuned out what Lizeth said following that. I did not need reminding of how Haiden treated me; it was blatant enough. Two people came in to trade for preservatives, and one followed Lizeth out to her stall after seeing the bowl she’d shown off to me.

      I traded for the bowl before someone else could take it for themselves, planning to pile my unpreserved fruit inside it.

      Still, sundown could not come soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      With my stall closed for the night, I stepped out to head to Lizeth’s stall, and she burst out the door. “I’m ready to catch myself some mice!”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Mice? Dream bigger. I’m after a rabbit.”

      She gasped, and her eyes grew wide. “No! They’re so cute and fluffy! Don’t eat a rabbit. You’ll get their fluff stuck in your teeth.”

      Hunting and eating raw animals wasn’t necessary. We could survive off human food, and often did, but hunting kept our animal instincts sharp. It also curbed cravings from our predator forms, quieting the itching.

      I grinned at her, flashing my canines. “I’ll pick the hair out with its bones.”

      “You’re cruel. I’m not watching you eat a bunny.”

      We meandered down the paths, heading toward the stairs that led to the borough’s exit. The steps were steep and seemingly endless with how they ran into the mouth of the cave. On two feet, climbing such stairs was exhausting, yet Lizeth and I pushed to walk side by side as we discussed our day.

      I hadn’t been able to get Haiden’s question out of my mind.

      Even as I talked to Lizeth, I wondered why he’d asked it. What was the purpose of the information? He knew our trading deals with Nedfin, so why ask a question he already knew the answer to? If he asked it for the sake of making sure, why was there a need to? Sending Corinna to ask it rather than summoning me to his chambers didn’t make it seem urgent, but Haiden didn’t overlook details. Especially when it came to outsiders crossing into our realm.

      As we neared the top step, a chill wrapped around my arms, bringing with it an itch that spread across every inch of my skin and snapped me from my thoughts.

      The change of seasons did not apply inside the borough. Our Great Spirit kept us warm. This left only one season to prosper: spring. Inside, the cave was always warm, thriving with luscious green, always thrumming with life. Fall did not seem to exist, and it never snowed. Cold air never made it past the first steps inside.

      Outside the borough, the ground was covered in snow; the forest blanketed in white flurries.

      My every exhale misted into a fog. Flurries fell from the trees, making it seem like snow was still coming down. Either way, snow would get caught in my fur and keep me just cold enough while I ran free.

      Lizeth grinned, her canines extending before her skin morphed and shed to replace the human with a fox. Her gorgeous red hair was replaced with that of a beautiful red coat. Her black ears perked at attention; she looked up at me with a mischievous grin of sharp teeth.

      I flashed my own elongated smile, relishing in how they dug into my bottom lip.

      A raven appeared in a flapping of wings, landing in the snow in front of me. Corinna cawed, and I knew if she had been gifted with a different skin, she would have likely been something ferocious. Her raven skin did not match her furious and rigid personality. To match her animal skin, I feared she would have to be one of the made-up animals from Urute, like a dragon. Then she would breathe fire in both human and animal form.

      I shredded my human skin in a stretch of discomfort, my clothes transforming into fur. Afterward, I stood before them as a wolf.

      I nipped at Corinna, pretending I was after one of her feathers. When she screeched and hopped back on her short legs, Lizeth squeaked and panted with laughter. I whirled before Lizeth rolled with laughter, releasing a frisky bark as I leaped over her and snapped at her tail. Her beady eyes narrowed, but when she took a step toward me, I took off. Blood pounding through my veins, my heart soaring, forcing my paws to beat against the snow-covered ground.

      With my thundering heart echoing in my ears, I almost shut my eyes to take it all in. The smell of the dense evergreens, the soft crunch beneath my paws, the chill that clung to my fur but didn’t penetrate it—this was where I thrived. No matter what anyone said or did, everything about me felt fierce once I was in my wolf skin.

      Corinna flew overhead, her winged shadow racing above me, and Lizeth’s steps sounded from behind me. Yet, the surrounding night was quiet. Our paws left a soft crunch and a print where they landed, but no sound or sight caught our attention until we were miles into our hunt.

      Slow down, Corinna called to Lizeth and me through her mind, followed by an image of a few rabbits. With the three of us in our animal skins, projecting our thoughts to each other was effortless.

      No, Lizeth groaned while I sent laughter to their minds.

      Stop your complaining, Corinna bit out. All of us get a meal this way.

      You’re a fox, so start acting like it and eat a delicious rabbit, I told her as I crouched close to the ground, careful to stay hidden behind a tree. Corinna disappeared to land somewhere, and Lizeth scurried to the tree closest to mine.

      From behind the tree, I saw four rabbits bounding through the snow in search of something edible, but nothing would bloom green again until long after the snow melted. I tried not to think about how cute their little twitchy noses were; Lizeth was getting in my head.

      Somehow, my thoughts settled on how Haiden had sent Corinna to ask about the next trade with Nedfin.

      Crouched with my belly touching the snow, I wanted to ask Corinna about it. My curiosity was burning for me to. Corinna must have felt it through what bonded our thoughts because she cawed from somewhere in the distant trees. I shrank farther into the snow, my nose nearly buried as I turned my focus back to the twitchy bunny noses.

      This time, my mouth watered at the thought of catching one in my maw.

      A few heartbeats later, at the precise moment my instincts told me to, I burst into a run. My hind legs kicked up snow from the force of how quickly I took off. They scattered, eyes wide, and their limbs flailed with the visceral need to get away.

      Lizeth was behind me, but I could hear the hesitancy in her steps.

      I didn’t wait to see what she would do. The moment I had a rabbit within reach, I clamped down. Lizeth flinched at the crunch of bones, failing to catch her own.

      I dropped my limp rabbit in the snow in time for Corinna to land on its neck, aiming her beak at its head to give it a poke. Just eat fruits and vegetables, Corinna snapped at Lizeth.

      Lizeth’s yellow eyes narrowed at the black bird. I just don’t like killing cute animals. Ravens are not on my list of cute animals.

      I couldn’t contain my snicker, then forced Corinna away from my meal to dig in.

      When Lizeth, Corinna, and I stepped back down into the borough’s cavern, it was on human legs. I took in the wide, thick trunk of the Great Spirit, my eyes alight at its fruit. The streams wearing around the base of the tree reflected the glowing orbs as each trickled beneath a few of its raised roots. Lush, green, and strong—nature had its own pattern in Waylria, but the tree represented our people. A symbol part of our very essence. Everything was sacred, precious.

      Standing among the streams and roots, grass and encompassing flowers was my mother, a force compared to the other shamans and healers, striking as she worked to crush herbs with a pestle. Since we hardly spoke, I did not know how involved she was with Haiden or what her duties were. Even as a healer, I assumed she was more involved with Haiden than I would ever be. I could only guess as to whether the herbs she was crushing were meant for healing or as an offering to the Great Spirit.

      She probably made a point to visit with Haiden regularly to spite me.

      Ever since my blessing in discovering my wolf skin, both my parents had distanced themselves, slowly turning their backs on me. Once I moved out on my own, I stopped talking to them.

      It was the fact they let me stop talking to them that hurt the most.

      I inhaled a shuddering breath to fight the tight ache in my chest.

      Not wanting to think about where my father was, I tore my gaze from her before my thoughts could spiral further.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Riker

        

      

    

    
      Fighting for breath, I stopped at the top of a hill surrounded by trees that appeared to bloom purple leaves, but I couldn’t trust my vision when a haze still consumed my mind. With the sun rising, I turned, squinting to get my eyes to focus. I fought hard to keep on my feet, afraid of collapsing if I let my mind wander from that blurred focus.

      My father’s men were drawing closer. Their distant figures were still somewhat small, but they were closing in. Their pace made me question whether they were even stopping to sleep. If they were, I doubted they were getting much. I moved until exhaustion overpowered my will and drowned my mind in the depths of unconsciousness, but I couldn’t control how long I was under.

      With them drawing closer, I wouldn’t be able to sleep again for some time.

      After turning into the woods, my footsteps were calculated as I maneuvered around twigs, roots, and patches of dirt. I watched the ground, searching for any sign of tracks. Eventually, sunlight spread through the forest, glistening the dew on the plants. I waited, scouring every inch of the forest until my prey revealed itself. Then I beheaded the rabbit with my ax before tearing through its fur to get to the meat beneath.

      I wrestled with the haze to figure out what to do next.

      By the sight of the purple leaves, I knew I was at a crossroads.

      With Urute being an alley to Sandire, they would turn me over the moment it was asked of them. Even if I told them of my father’s plans to overtake the realms, they would not believe a traitor.

      I could hide—blend into a society until my father was done hunting me and turned to his greater plans. The mountains of Nedfin would provide the seclusion I needed to lose my father’s men.

      Only, there was a strong possibility my father would never forget the betrayal I had been accused of and wouldn’t turn his back on having me hunted down and blood eagled. Then, of course, I was loose and aware of his plans. He would do everything to bring me back in chains.

      My only other chance …

      I rose to my feet, refusing to let my legs buckle beneath me.

      There was only one place I could go where my father’s men wouldn’t follow—Waylria. The land of shapeshifters. The land of our enemy.

      I gritted my teeth at the mere thought, my hand tightening around the hilt of my ax. The trek would wear at me, and the savages would be at my throat the moment I crossed into their realm, but it was the only way. Perhaps I could convince them to be on my side after they knew of how determined Slate was to eradicate their kind. On a deeper level than ever before. The moment Vikings were the ultimate power among the realms.

      Perhaps their survival instincts would overshadow their eagerness for bloodshed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Zyra

        

      

    

    
      After seeing my mother the night before, I went home to throw myself into preserving. I refused to say anything to either Corinna or Lizeth because Corinna would’ve offered to stay the night with me, and I couldn’t stand the thought of her feeling like she had to spend time with me. All I wanted was quiet time to myself.

      Mashing fruit helped extinguish the surge of emotions that surfaced.

      Sometimes, it felt like reopening a wound. Other times, seeing either of my parents sent me spiraling into anger. Then there were the times I felt like locking myself away to cry. I craved the moments where I felt detached in an indifferent way. Most days, I relied on them.

      But for now, I crushed and squeezed and mangled until everything was a splattered mess in the giant bowl.

      I worked until the empty spaces on my shelves were filled. Once I was too exhausted to stand, I collapsed into bed.

      The next day, I got up to do it all over again. Only, this time, I put my head down to keep my emotions at bay. I had every intention of avoiding looking around the borough, busying myself with helping the other stalls, until I spotted my mother out of the corner of my eye. Neither Corinna nor Nabil was with her. No, she was alone as she made her way behind the waterfall to Haiden’s chambers.

      I gritted my teeth. My mother had been summoned by Haiden when there wasn’t another blessing for weeks, if not months. Corinna was keeping secrets from me but asking strange questions per Haiden’s request.

      For the remainder of the day, I stayed in my stall.

      I kept myself and my emotions under control when people came in for trading, but otherwise, I was slamming jars and drumming my fingers against the counter. With every breath I took, I was more ready to tear the shelves from the wall. What was meant to calm, only seemed to fuel the heat in my veins.

      It wasn’t until nearly nightfall, when I was putting everything away, that I saw Corinna. She bounded through the door of my stall, grinning from ear to ear. “What are you planning for the rest of the night?”

      The moment she walked in was the moment I should have been ready to tear the smile from her face.

      But every emotion collapsed within me.

      Corinna was acting under Haiden’s orders, but she was also my friend.

      Somehow, there was a hierarchy—and I was at the bottom of it.

      I had not done anything to deserve it, but perhaps my mother’s influence had gotten to Haiden. I’d heard the murmured myth. Even still, I was one of the few under his direct rule, and my mother only garnered me negative attention. While she was likely the only reason I was under Haiden, she also had the ability to snatch it away.

      I sighed a hot breath. “I don’t know, Corinna. I’m still trying to wrap my head around your question earlier.”

      She frowned. “I can’t tell you anything further, you know that.”

      I couldn’t help but push. “Why does Haiden need to be reminded about when Nedfin is supposed to arrive next?”

      Her jaw clenched. “I told you. I’m under strict orders not to say anything further.”

      “I told you⁠—”

      “I asked a question. You gave an answer. I cannot say anything more on the matter.”

      I forced myself not to flinch at how she cut off my words.

      With anger heating my blood, my nails elongated to claws that could rip through life. “I’m going hunting. Don’t follow me.”

      There was no bite to my words. If anything, I deflated the moment they left my mouth.

      Leaving Corinna there, in my stall, I had no desire to close up for the night. She was one of Haiden’s top warriors; she could figure out how to blow out the candles and shut the door. Locking doors seemed unnecessary when her whole purpose was to protect the borough.

      I raced up the stone steps, shifting in time for my paws to land on the final step.
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        * * *

      

      I ripped through a few rabbits and now have a raccoon clenched between my teeth. The moment I shifted, my skin stopped itching under the sway of the moon. I had been itching to detect movement. Itching to release the predator growling inside me.

      A howl built in my wolf throat, my fur standing on end as my thoughts whirled.

      Shapeshifters originated from wolves, so my animal skin was anything but special. We began as wolves when we climbed from the Great Spirit, slowly evolving into other animals over time. Most represented a shifter’s personality, but a wolf was viewed as nothing special.

      That was where the dismissal and disgust from my own people began.

      But it was a myth that further damaged me.

      The last wolf shifter to me had fallen in love with a Viking. Somehow. By some revolting tragedy. Since my blessing from the Great Spirit, murmurs about Vikings having some sort of power over shifters spread through the borough. As if another wolf shifter could be influenced to look past an ancient rivalry to fall in love with another.

      The thought made bile rise in my throat, silencing my howl.

      That was why Corinna couldn’t tell me anything. Why Haiden barely paid me any heed. Disappointment spread the day of my blessing, and I continued to be punished for something beyond my control.

      My fate was up to the glowing fruit hanging from the limbs of the Great Spirit.

      As the hours wore on, night turned into early morning, when the stars were given the chance to shine as brightly as they wished. Although I couldn’t see the moon, the light breaking through the trees was enough to send shudders rippling down my spine. Enough to feel its pull, causing my blood to thrum while my heart thumped in my ears.

      Each breath I released floated away in a whisper of curled frost, and each intake singed with the frigid air. I breathed the cold deep into my lungs, searching beyond the silent entanglement of trees and subtle shimmers, the flurries painting the branches, and the leaves and glistening forest floor. Snowflakes twinkled when they passed the rays of moonlight peeking through the branches. They clung to my fur and melted beneath my paws.

      Still holding the limp corpse of the raccoon between my maw, I scrutinized every shimmer my eyes caught when the smallest of breezes swept through the trees, and a shudder ricocheted down my spine.

      As the breeze glided by, I sniffed the air and was again met with the cold, wateriness of snow with a tinge of pine.

      Then … a hint of sand.

      I stiffened, my paws digging into the snow as I nearly dropped my catch.

      There wasn’t a grain of sand in Waylria. Forests and soil covered our land, not desert wastelands. Hardly anyone traveled so deep into Waylria unless they planned a trade, let alone did anyone threaten Waylria.

      I tasted the air again to get a sense of where it was coming from, but without the breeze, I couldn’t catch it and didn’t have the restraint to wait for another. Heart pulsing, I studied past the trees in front of me, every muscle in my body stiff with focus.

      Perhaps it was nothing. Perhaps no one was here.

      But my senses were gripped with attention, warning me to be cautious.

      I hadn’t heard approaching steps in the snow. I hadn’t smelled anything out of the ordinary until now, or so much as sensed another presence.

      Focusing on every detail around me, I waited for the slightest hint of movement. My entire body was thumping, warming my blood and escalating the thrill that stole all feeling from my legs. Every part of me was wound tight, and my surroundings were so still, I began to question if I had imagined the whispered scent of sand.

      Slowly, ever so slowly, I crept behind a tree with a cluster of bushes and continued to watch through the shrubs, ducking low as I waited for the slightest of sounds. I had stopped breathing to keep my breath from stirring the air. Though, there was no movement in the shadows beyond where I stood.

      Luckily, the faint brush of snow came before my patience wore thin.

      Only a few trees separated me from the sharp intake of breath that came.

      I tore from my hiding place, my heart stuttering with a surge of excitement.

      A towering figure burst from a cluster of trees and underbrush a few yards away.

      The sudden movement stirred a feral growl from the depths of my chest, but I didn’t hesitate, taking off into a run to catch the intruder. I only ground my teeth when I skidded across the snow.

      Twigs snagged at my clothes; snow fell from pine needles as I ran past. Otherwise, the forest around us echoed with tense silence.

      Between the needled branches, I caught glimpses of the broad figure whenever they dashed through the pockets of light. Long, unbound hair. Worn and dirty clothes that appeared to be wet in some spots. A weapon in hand. Moonlight reflected off the ax clutched beneath white knuckles.

      When I breathed in the air again, a male’s scent mingled with the sand.

      I bit back a growl, a confident need coursing through me. A need thrilled with the chase and whirling scents. A need begging me to catch him. I wouldn’t let him get away.

      I couldn’t. Not when so much was at stake.

      Panting through a clenched jaw, I pushed my legs harder, my lungs burning.

      How long had he been there before I detected him? How did he get so close without giving himself away? How had I not heard or sensed him?

      Cursing under my breath, I pushed my body harder until the trees around me were a blur of contorted shadows. I darted around them without seeing them, my instincts telling me exactly where each tree stood. My eyes were on the intruder, my target, my prey.

      Closing in, I moved from behind to loop around the trees beside him, knowing once we reached the small clearing
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