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Chapter 1: The Peace That Bleeds
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The great hall sounds wrong tonight.

Too full.

Too warm.

Too alive for a place that spent the winter swallowing war.

Smoke rolls thick beneath the rafters while dozens of clan banners hang from carved beams blackened by years of fire and salt air. Mead sloshes across long tables crowded with northern Jarls pretending peace can exist simply because men are tired of burying their dead.

Outside, snow lashes against the fortress walls hard enough to rattle the timber.

Inside, everyone watches me.

Interesting how quickly survival turns into spectacle.

I lean back slightly against the high seat beside Eirik trying not to look like I notice every silence that lands whenever conversations drift too close to our table.

The bond pulses warm beneath my wrist.

Steady.

Present.

Him.

Eirik sits close enough that fur brushes my arm every time someone approaches the high table. His hand rests near mine atop the carved wood between us not touching fully but near enough that heat gathers anyway.

Instinct now.

The distance hurts if we ignore it too long.

Astrid claims the bond will settle eventually.

Astrid also claims fermented shark meat sharpens the mind so her credibility remains questionable.

A drunken commander from Clan Hjord raises his drinking horn loudly across the hall.

“To the united north!”

Half the hall echoes the toast.

The other half drinks because refusing would start another war.

Progress.

I lift my mead cup slightly without enthusiasm.

Eirik notices instantly.

Of course.

“You look miserable,” he murmurs quietly.

“I am trapped in a room full of politicians pretending they do not want each other dead.”

“That is every feast.”

“Then I hate every feast.”

The corner of his mouth shifts faintly.

Dangerous thing.

Several nearby clan leaders notice immediately.

Gods help me nothing unsettles powerful men faster than realizing the terrifying warlord at the center of the north occasionally smiles at someone.

A Jarl from the southern fjords keeps staring openly at the bond mark visible beneath Eirik's wrist wraps.

Fear mixed with curiosity.

I know the look now.

The north no longer sees us as merely rulers.

We became story during the war.

Stories make people uneasy when they still breathe beside you.

Leif approaches the high table carrying two fresh cups of mead while snow melts slowly from his shoulders onto the floorboards.

“You missed three marriage offers while I was downstairs,” he tells me dryly.

Eirik's eyes narrow immediately.

I blink once.

“Excuse me?”

Leif sets the cups down.

“One from a widowed shieldmaiden. One from a clan healer.” He pauses thoughtfully. “And one from a very determined fisherman from the western coast.”

Eirik reaches for his mead.

Too casually.

Interesting.

“You encouraged this,” I accuse.

Leif looks deeply offended.

“I would never endanger innocent civilians for entertainment.”

Liar.

Eirik slides one of the cups toward me.

“Drink before you become hostile.”

“I am already hostile.”

“Yes.” His fingers brush mine briefly against the table while taking his cup. “You are simply quieter about it drunk.”

Heat flashes annoyingly through my chest.

The nearby southern Jarl notices the touch.

His expression changes immediately.

There.

That subtle shift again.

Not disgust.

Not entirely.

Wariness.

Like watching something too powerful become intimate in front of him.

The bond reacts sharply whenever Eirik moves farther than a few rooms away now. The clans witnessed enough of that weakness during rebuilding to understand more than I wanted them to.

They saw me collapse during council when Eirik spent too long beyond the outer walls inspecting ships.

They saw Eirik nearly tear apart a healer after one fool suggested isolating me during a power surge.

The north notices everything.

And fear grows fastest around things it cannot control.

A horn sounds outside suddenly.

Sharp.

Urgent.

The entire hall stills instantly.

Eirik rises before the second blast finishes echoing across the fortress.

Every warrior near the doors reaches for weapons automatically.

The peace shatters that quickly.

Interesting.

Leif moves first toward the entrance while snow and freezing wind explode inward through the opened hall doors moments later.

Three men stumble inside.

Fishing villagers.

Or what remains of them.

The smell hits first.

Saltwater.

Blood.

Rotting seaweed frozen into wool.

The lead fisherman collapses hard onto one knee before the central hearth while half the hall recoils visibly.

His beard crusts white with ice and dried blood. One arm hangs twisted wrong beneath torn sealskin wrappings while seawater drips steadily from his boots onto the floorboards.

Behind him a younger boy shakes violently enough his teeth audibly crack together.

Not from cold.

I stand slowly.

The hall goes silent except for the fire.

Eirik descends from the high table first.

Always toward danger.

“What happened?” he asks.

The fisherman looks upward breathing raggedly.

His eyes stop on me immediately.

And gods—

I know that expression.

Not recognition.

Fear.

The same fear I saw after the fjord battle when warriors watched me tear ships apart with ice and tide.

The fisherman swallows hard.

“Our village is gone.”

No one moves.

Eirik's voice lowers.

“Raiders?”

The man shakes his head too quickly.

“No.”

The answer crawls unpleasantly beneath my skin.

The younger boy suddenly speaks from behind him.

“They took them.”

Every torch in the hall seems dimmer afterward.

Leif kneels beside the boy carefully.

“Who took them?”

The child stares blankly toward the fire.

“Something under the ice.”

Murmurs erupt instantly across the hall.

Superstitious fools begin making warding signs against evil while several Jarls exchange dark looks.

Astrid appears near the edge of the crowd without anyone noticing her arrival.

Terrifying woman.

Eirik remains perfectly still.

“Explain.”

The fisherman drags one shaking hand across his mouth.

“The sea started singing three nights ago.” His voice cracks roughly. “Strange sounds beneath the fjord. Then the ice broke open.”

Cold settles slowly beneath my ribs.

The fisherman keeps talking anyway.

“People walked into the water.”

Silence.

Absolute silence.

The younger boy starts shaking harder.

“My mother heard voices.”

Gods.

“She walked outside barefoot.” Tears freeze visibly along his lashes. “She smiled while the sea took her.”

Several warriors curse softly beneath their breath.

The fisherman grips the edge of the hearth hard enough his knuckles pale white.

“We tried pulling them back.” His breathing roughens. “The water pulled harder.”

Something twists sharply beneath my skin.

The bond pulses suddenly.

Eirik senses it immediately beside me.

His hand finds the small of my back without looking.

Steadying.

Protective.

The contact settles the power before anyone else notices.

Too late.

Astrid already watches me carefully from across the hall.

Wonderful.

Eirik's voice cuts through the silence again.

“How many survived?”

The fisherman stares into the fire.

“Six.”

The hall shifts uneasily around us.

Entire villages do not vanish from storms.

Not like this.

The boy slowly reaches into his soaked cloak then.

“Found this after.”

Leif takes the object carefully.

Black ice.

Small enough to fit inside one hand.

Except symbols carve deep across its surface glowing faintly blue beneath the torchlight.

The moment I see the rune something inside me goes cold.

Not metaphorically.

Actually cold.

Frost crawls instantly across the nearest table edges.

The hall notices.

Every warrior near me stiffens.

Eirik turns sharply toward me.

“Soren.”

The rune carved into the black ice burns familiar and impossible at the same time.

Ancient.

Older than Norse.

Older than Járnheim.

And somehow I know it anyway.

The mark beneath my wrist ignites violently.

Pain slices straight through my arm.

I suck in one sharp breath before I can stop it.

The ice reacts.

A low cracking sound echoes through the hall.

Several clan leaders step backward immediately.

Fear spreads fast.

Interesting how quickly admiration turns animal when power enters the room.

Leif looks toward me carefully.

“You recognize it.”

Not a question.

I cannot answer immediately.

Because the rune feels wrong inside my skull.

Like remembering something I never learned.

Astrid crosses the hall abruptly then snatches the black ice from Leif's hand before anyone else touches it.

The old woman's face drains pale beneath the firelight.

Well.

That seems terrible.

Eirik notices too.

“What is it?”

Astrid looks directly at me instead.

Not Eirik.

Me.

And for the first time since I met her I see genuine alarm crack through her composure.

“The old north,” she says quietly.

The hall stills harder.

Astrid turns the ice slowly beneath the torchlight.

“That rune predates the clans.”

The mark beneath my skin burns hotter.

The ice cracks softly in Astrid's hand.

And somewhere far beyond Járnheim beneath black frozen water something enormous shifts in the dark.
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Chapter 2: The Thing Beneath The Ice
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Astrid locks the tower door behind us.

The sound settles badly in my spine.

Outside the narrow windows the storm thickens over Járnheim while sea wind rattles against black stone high above the cliffs. The tower smells like smoke soaked herbs and old parchment left too long near damp air.

Eirik remains close enough behind me that heat brushes the back of my neck every time I stop moving.

Intentional.

Annoying.

The black ice rests atop Astrid's central table wrapped in sealskin and iron chains now as though either thing might matter if the object decides otherwise.

The room feels colder because of it.

Astrid circles the table slowly muttering under her breath while candles flicker violently each time her fingers hover near the rune carved into the ice.

I lean closer instinctively.

Eirik catches my wrist immediately.

“No.”

I look down at his hand around mine.

Then upward toward him.

“Interesting strategy,” I murmur. “Have you considered explaining why before grabbing people like a suspiciously possessive mountain bear?”

“You reacted to it in the hall.”

“So did Astrid.”

Astrid does not look up from the table.

“I am old enough to know better.”

Useful woman.

Eirik's grip tightens fractionally before releasing me.

The absence of contact leaves an irritating ache behind instantly.

Gods.

The bond worsened after the war.

Or deepened.

Possibly both.

Sometimes I wake because Eirik shifted in sleep three rooms away.

Sometimes he knows I am angry before I speak.

Sometimes the space between us hurts sharply enough that neither of us mentions it afterward.

Astrid unwraps another layer of sealskin carefully.

The rune glows faint blue beneath the candlelight.

The mark beneath my wrist answers immediately with painful heat.

Eirik notices before I do.

Always.

His eyes flick downward toward my hand.

“Soren.”

“I know.”

The words scrape out too quickly.

Astrid finally looks toward us both.

“There are stories older than the clans,” she says quietly.

I lean against the stone wall folding my arms tightly against the cold gathering beneath my skin.

“That sentence has never once improved a situation.”

“No,” Astrid agrees calmly. “It rarely does.”

The old woman touches the edge of the black ice carefully using iron tongs.

“The first Jarls believed the north itself was alive.” Her gaze settles on the rune. “Not metaphorically.”

The tower creaks softly around us.

Wind screams across the cliffs outside.

Eirik moves closer beside me without appearing to think about it.

Warmth steadies the ache beneath my ribs immediately.

Interesting.

I hate how visible this has become.

Astrid continues speaking anyway.

“There are places beneath the sea untouched by men since before written memory.” Her voice lowers. “The old stories claimed something sleeps there.”

“Something,” I repeat flatly.

“Yes.”

Wonderful.

I rub one hand across my mouth trying not to look unsettled.

“Define sleeps.”

Astrid ignores the question.

Also wonderful.

“The first Blodhjerte sealed it away.”

Silence lands hard between us.

The fire pops sharply.

Eirik's attention shifts toward me instantly.

I stare back at Astrid.

“That rune,” she says carefully, “predates recorded history by centuries.”

Cold crawls slowly down my spine.

“No.”

Astrid meets my gaze steadily.

“Yes.”

The room suddenly feels too small.

Too warm.

Too close.

Eirik studies my face with the quiet focus that always makes me feel slightly skinned alive.

“You recognize it,” he says softly.

Not accusation.

Worse.

Concern.

I look away toward the narrow window where snow lashes against dark sky beyond the cliffs.

“I know it,” I admit finally.

The words settle heavily in the tower.

Astrid goes still.

Eirik does not speak immediately.

That restraint costs him now.

I can feel it through the bond.

Then quietly:

“How?”

Excellent question.

I laugh once without humor.

“I was hoping one of you terrifying old mystics planned answering that for me.”

Astrid reaches beneath the table withdrawing another object wrapped carefully in leather.

A knife.

Ancient.

The blade carved entirely with runes matching the symbol inside the ice.

The mark beneath my wrist burns harder.

Pain twists sharply through my arm.

I hiss through my teeth before stopping myself.

Too late.

Frost explodes suddenly across the nearest wall.

Candles gutter violently.

The tower temperature plummets hard enough that my breath fogs instantly in the air.

Eirik reaches me in one stride.

Both hands close around my shoulders grounding me before I fully realize I moved.

The power settles fractionally beneath my skin.

Not fully.

Gods.

Astrid watches with open alarm now.

Interesting how quickly people become afraid when your body starts turning rooms into winter.

Eirik's voice lowers near my ear.

“Look at me.”

I do.

Gray eyes steady and sharp beneath firelight.

The bond catches instantly.

Anchors.

The ice inside my veins eases enough that I can breathe properly again.

His thumbs press once against my shoulders.

“You with me?”

“Unfortunately.”

A shadow of relief flickers briefly across his face before disappearing.

Astrid unwraps the knife fully.

“The old stories named them sea prisons,” she says quietly.

Eirik does not release me.

Good.

The contact remains the only stable thing in the room right now.

“Prisons for what?”

Astrid's silence answers first.

Then:

“Gods perhaps.” Her mouth tightens. “Or something men mistook for gods.”

Wonderful.

I close my eyes briefly.

“We are never allowed normal problems.”

“You destroyed half a fjord during the war,” Eirik says dryly beside me. “Normal abandoned us some time ago.”

Fair.

Astrid gestures toward the black ice again.

“The villagers said the sea sang before the disappearances.”

The words twist unpleasantly through my chest.

Because part of me already knows that sound.

Not consciously.

Deeper.

Like memory trapped beneath ice.

Eirik feels the reaction instantly through the bond.

His jaw tightens visibly.

“We should destroy it.”

Astrid snaps her gaze toward him.

“No.”

The word cracks sharply through the tower.

Interesting.

Eirik's eyes narrow.

“Explain.”

“If this truly comes from the old north then damaging it blindly could weaken whatever seal remains.” Astrid looks toward me again. “Especially with
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