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  A Note Before You Begin






This story walks through dark and broken places.



It contains violence, death (including death in childbirth), supernatural horror, abuse (psychological, sexual, and emotional), manipulation and loss of agency, mind control, torture, and deep trauma.



Scenes of sensuality are present.





Yet, it also walks through firelit moments of friendship, resilience, and love.



Please tread carefully if you need to, and step away if you must.





Your light matters more than any story.








  
  





























To those of Us who lived in the dark,


To those of Us who were lost.


May Your embers rise and leave their mark,


And light the paths We feared to cross.
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  Months & Distances


January – Mörsugur

February – Dorri

March – Gói

April – Einmánudur

May – Harpa

June – Skerpla

July – Sólmánudur

August – Heyannir

September – Tvimánudur

October – Haustmánudur

November – Gormánudur

December – Ýlir





Kyndemil – 1.6 km (the distance an average torch lasts)

Skogsmil – 10 km (average distance between resting places in the woods)

Lantmil – 50 km (appropriate distance between inns)



For details on the gods, runes, and pronunciation of names, see the appendices at the end of this book.








  
  


A Flame shall rise beneath the skies.

Born of Chaos, bound to light





— Fragment recovered from the altar of a burned Iara temple, Isafjordr

Scholars dispute the date; most place it around 233 A.D. (After Division)








  
  Prologue


Heyannir, 23 years ago

The storm waited until the moment she died.
Lightning split the sky, searing the frost-lined windows before darkness devoured the world.
Thunder cracked against the walls like a war drum—precise and deliberate, something beyond the mortal realm warring overhead.
Alve’s hand twitched toward a sword that wasn’t there, his body instinctively preparing for a fight that wasn’t his.
Once, Ingunn had left kings and queens speechless. Now, she needed help sitting up. This final pregnancy had defeated her. Nothing eased the decline—not the healers’ elixirs, nor the rare tinctures Jarl Hakvin had secured from a woman named Liv, nor even the childhood remedies Ingunn had once sworn by. Something unseen was siphoning the life from her. 
And still—she had smiled.
She had seen something in the shadows. More than once, Alve had caught her staring into the dim candlelight, a reverent, knowing look in her eyes.
“They watch over her,” she had whispered, stroking her belly.
Alve had held her tightly, pressing his lips to her forehead, willing her to get better. She had just sighed and pushed her face into his neck. As if she already knew how this would end.
Another bolt cleaved the sky; a white flash seared the hall. Deafening thunder followed instantly. Then darkness again.
Something was wrong.
The moment stretched—his lungs locked, chest tight—until a scream tore through the house, raw and final.
Alve threw open the door to their bedchamber just as one of the healers reached for the handle. The air inside reeked of blood, sweat—and something colder. His gaze went straight to Ingunn.
She lay unnaturally still. Her sweat-soaked shift clung to her thin frame, the swell of her belly like a hill under the sheets. Her breaths were shallow, the rise of her chest no more than a thread.
A barely human sound clawed its way out of him. The healers moved frantically by his desk, hunched over something small wrapped in white.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he registered it was their child. Their too quiet child. But his heart, his mind—every piece of him—was tied to his wife.
He reached her in a few strides, dropped to his knees, and took her fragile hand between both of his. He pressed it to his forehead, his lips, and finally to his heart before lifting his gaze to her face. Pain had etched lines into it, carved sorrow at the corners of her mouth.
He made himself look only at her eyes—not the blood soaking the sheets, not the healers’ silent panic. He wept without sound as he brushed aside her wild red hair from her cooling brow.
At his touch, her eyelids fluttered. Her eyes found his—blue-green, dazed, rimmed with pain.
Tired. So tired.
“Irma…”
Alve inhaled sharply. “What?” He leaned in closer.
“Irma,” she breathed, turning her head toward the still bundle that had yet to cry.
His eyes jerked toward the desk. The healers exchanged worried glances as they worked on the baby. Rubbing tiny limbs. Cleaning away blood. His entire body clenched. He didn’t want to look. Couldn’t—not if it was already gone. He wouldn’t survive losing another child.
“She…” Ingunn exhaled. Too weak to finish.
Alve leaned closer, brushing a feather-light kiss to her temple.
“What is it, little flame?” he whispered, voice raw with fear. “Please. Tell me. I’m here.”
She took a deep breath. Opened her eyes again. A sob tore from his throat. With a faint, lopsided smile, she looked toward their child and lifted her hand as if to caress the baby’s head.
“Yes…” she exhaled.
Her hand fell limp onto the bed. At that exact moment, the storm broke.
Lightning illuminated the world. Thunder followed—louder than anything Alve had ever heard, shaking his teeth, his bones, the palace itself.
Something swept through the chamber.
The hearth flames flickered violently, bowing toward the child as if pulled by an unseen force. The hairs on Alve’s arms rose. His ears popped. Pressure coiled around his chest, wrapping tight. The moment held—caught between worlds.
A wail.
Loud and piercing. Raw with life. It filled the chamber—through storm, through silence, through Alve’s grief. His head snapped toward the desk.
The bundle in white was screaming.


Haustmánudur, 23 years ago

A single cut would change everything. He knew that. But knowing did nothing to steady his hand.
The night was eerily still. Above the clearing, the moon hung bloated and pale. The air was sharp with cold. Only the restless snorts of his horse broke the silence. His breath curled unevenly and raggedly.
‘You’ve dealt with three sons,’ the voice slithered—smooth and calm as mist. ‘And now a daughter undoes everything? He changes the law—and you let him?’
His grip tightened on the ceremonial dagger. “He thinks himself a hero,” he muttered through clenched teeth. “A savior of progress. No.” His breath shook. “The throne is mine—mine by right. I’ve given everything. Sacrificed everything. That girl…” He spat the words. “She was meant to die with her mother.”
He paced, footsteps biting into frozen earth. “If not for Elver and his meddling… Always whispering in the king’s ear. Always pushing me aside. ‘Patience,’ he’d say. ‘Learn patience.’” A sneer curled his lip. “And now, after all these years—after I’ve waited, bled, killed—he hands it to a daughter?”
He stilled. The fire crackled at his feet, the book resting beside it. A book he hadn’t sought. It had found him.
‘You were meant to find it,’ the voice murmured. His heart pounded. ‘It will be quick.’
One cut.
One summoning.
And the throne would be his.
A face crumpled in anguish flashed before his eyes.
He froze, cold dread flooding his body. If he faltered now, all he had done would be for nothing—just cruelty without purpose.
But great empires were built on sacrifice.
He drew a sharp breath—and sliced the blade across his palm.
He would not turn back when the crown waited to be his.
Blood welled, warm against frozen skin, hissing into the fire. The flames flared—reaching like a hungry beast. His voice faltered on the first ancient word—then steadied. Each syllable clawed at him, dragging something loose from inside.

O Vareth Norai, en threnan dorath,

O Son of Death, from the Shadows I call you,

Tha venakar dathun, ekra shiven dorai,

Through eternal Shadows, hear my voice,

Kor aelen viran, shunai vek’tari…

My heart is open, I offer my soul to you…


His breath rasped, labored now. Still, he pressed on:

Luthen var... oskai,

To this sacred... place,

Ven arathai… vek’han,

The nexus of my life… calls you,

Kai... kai sularan vek’shira,

So your presence... may... reach me,

Per dravon et... ekra... norai... vek’ta

Through blood and... fire, come to me




He sheathed the dagger with trembling fingers. The linen binding stuck wetly to his palm. The unnatural silence stretched. A silence that listened back. For a heartbeat, he sagged—throat raw, breath dragging—as the summoning hollowed him.
Nothing answered.
Relief crept in, shaky and unearned.
The fire shuddered, coiling inward. A gust of wind shrieked through the clearing. Trees bent low, shedding their last brittle leaves. The air warped around the fire—bent sideways around something that shouldn’t exist in this realm. His horse screamed, reared, tore loose—and fled into the trees without looking back.
A figure could be made out through the void in the flames. He didn’t emerge.
He unfolded from it.
Smoke and shadows clung to him like sentient things—writhing, greedy, reluctant to let him go. Bare feet, blackened and scorched, left smoldering prints in the withered grass. A blood-red coat shimmered like fresh-spilled wine over black leather, hugging a tall, powerful frame. Silver-white hair fell across his brow, half-veiling pupil-less eyes that burned like molten silver.
Too perfect, too angular.
He didn’t walk—he prowled.
“Y-You came,” the man stammered, fists clenched. “Took your time...”
The Shadow tilted his head, slowly. A faint, cruel smile curved his lips.
A voice slid painfully into the man’s skull, soft and cold as buried bone: “Ah. A mortal with ambition. How quaint. Did you, or did you not, just summon me here?”
The man stumbled back, bravado crumbling. “Y—yes! I—I need help. I know I’ll suffer for this, but…” he swallowed. “I’m willing to strike a bargain.”
The Shadow’s smile widened. With a flick of his wrist, the man rose weightless off the ground. Invisible bindings clamped around his ribs. He writhed, breath rattling, clawing at nothing.
The Shadow studied him, unblinking. “This kind of summoning is for lesser demons.” He let the words hang a moment—like a blade waiting to fall. Then his voice dropped. Lips peeled back over too-perfect teeth. “I am not to be summoned like a common dog.”
The man wheezed. “M-my sincerest apologies—”
The Shadow stepped closer. “Now,” he whispered, breath curling around the man, cold and rancid, “I will grant your plea.” A smile unfurled like a wound. “But the price—will be steep.”
The man blinked, barely holding that depthless silver gaze. “No price is too high,” he whispered.
A lie.
He was already trembling.
The Shadow laughed softly, like a corpse exhaling. “They always say that.” He began to circle him slowly, predatory. “The throne. Such a… worthless thing.” A cold, clawed finger traced the man’s shoulder possessively.
“Men bleed for crowns... but it is power they crave. Always have.”
His voice was all hunger—ancient and voracious.
“I—I can bring order,” the man offered.
The Shadow turned his full unimpressed gaze on him. “You think you can bend fate?” Thunder rolled like judgment in the distance.
The Shadow turned his head toward it briefly before settling on the man again. “You think you can defy the natural order… and walk away whole?”
The man froze.
The Shadow leaned in, his voice barely more than breath. “You reached for power not yours, and in doing so, you made her inevitable.”
The man forced down another breath.
“You will have your throne. But you will not hold peace. Or power. Only a brand.” Molten silver flared behind those empty eyes.
“And it will burn.”
The man’s throat bobbed. “I understand,” he whispered.
The Shadow’s smile returned wider this time. Mocking. “Do you now?”
“I—I do. And the price?”
The Shadow put his icy breath right to the man’s ear. “This is no mere bid for a crown. This is war—between forces older than stone, older than this realm. You will give more than you can possibly imagine. It will cost you something precious.”
The man’s heart stuttered. “What is it you want?” he rasped, voice cracking as he strained against the invisible bindings.
“What I want is irrelevant. What matters…” He slowly moved back, cold lips brushing the man’s skin once again. “…is what you’re willing to lose.”
A pause.
Silver eyes searched the man’s deep brown ones. “Something… unexpected.”
The man frowned, uncertain.
The Shadow’s silver gaze did not blink. “You will lose something rarer than gold. More sacred than breath.” His tone was almost gentle. “A love you never thought possible.”
The man’s mouth opened.
Closed.
No.
The Shadow’s stare didn’t waver. He pulled the collar of his coat up, smoothing his sleeves with elegant precision. “The price is set. I will not ask again. Do you accept?”
Time fractured.
The man’s thoughts scattered—flashes of fire, a man laughing, blood in snow. He reached for thought—but they shattered on contact.
Then, abruptly, the unseen grip released. He collapsed, hitting the ground hard. Gasping, the bindings fell away like they never existed at all. His chest heaved. His heart thrashed.
It knew.
Finally, voice shaking, hollow: “Yes.”
The Shadow’s smile widened unnaturally, showing his perfect, white teeth. “Excellent.”
A force struck the man’s chest—cold as ice, brutal as a warhammer. He slammed back into the earth, choking. His ribs burned. His fingers clutched at nothing. Something latched onto his insides.
The Shadow watched. Unblinking.
The man shook violently. A memory flickered. A smiling woman. A hand resting on a round belly. Laughter—soft as autumn leaves.
No.
He inhaled—but air wouldn’t come. His chest ached with the effort. The Shadow’s voice coiled into his mind: “I told you—the price would be something you never thought you would have.”
The ache turned sharp. Deep. A presence where something vital had been.
The Shadow stepped forward. The air froze and the man couldn’t move. Couldn’t scream. The Shadow crouched, calm as the breath before a storm. He cupped the man’s face gently. His fingers were like ice, a parody of comfort.
Every muscle screamed to flee but the man was stone. Locked. Trapped. The Shadow stood, pulling the man to his feet and leaned in. “Your words mean nothing without the seal.” Then his lips descended.
It wasn’t a kiss. It was a razing. The man convulsed. Something inside him tore loose. His body arched and twisted. His hands pushed at The Shadow’s chest to no use. A cry rose inside—wordless, endless.
His soul was screaming.
The Shadow pulled back, slowly, closing his eyes and exhaling like he’d just tasted something exquisite.
In his palm, a faint shard of trembling light flickered, pulsing like a dying star.
The man crumpled before him, broken on the ground. The Shadow studied the light. Turned it over with fascination. “Look at it,” he murmured. “So fragile. So easily taken.” He closed his fist and the light vanished.
The man gasped. Something inside him had simply… ceased. He opened his mouth but the world gave him no voice.
The Shadow crouched again. Studying, tilting his head like a curious child. A single, ice-cold finger traced the man’s jaw—almost tender.
“Such a fragile creature,” he drawled.
Not amused.
Just… disappointed.
He straightened. Smoke and shadows peeled away from the world—and swallowed him whole.
His parting words hung in the freezing air:
“Enjoy your throne while you can… mortal.”






  
  Chapter 1 - Ýlir, 17 years ago

Irma


Irma ran, the cold air tearing at her lungs. 
Pappa needs help. Pappa needs help.
The escape tunnel swallowed her in darkness, the packed earth muffling her steps. Hakvin had yanked her from bed and shoved her toward the safe chamber. No explanation, no time to dress. Her robe and nightclothes offered no protection against the winter chill.
Behind her, nursemaid Matilda’s voice cracked through the dark—shrill, screaming her name, to come back. Irma didn’t look back. She couldn’t ignore the pull in her chest. Her legs burned, but she forced them to move faster, feet skidding against the frozen ground as the earth trembled beneath her.
At last, she reached the end of the tunnel. She slowed just long enough to heave the heavy wooden door open. Branches scraped her arms as cold air flooded in. Irma slipped into the forest, breath hitching, heart slamming against her ribs. Moonlight pierced the canopy in broken fragments, turning snow into scattered silver.
Stay low. Stay in the shadows, her father’s voice whispered through her mind.
The night blurred around her—shouts and screams, metal on metal, blades ringing like struck iron. This wasn’t a battle. It was butchery.
Snow crunched beneath her as she crawled through the underbrush, drawn toward the sound of her father’s battle horn. Her limbs trembled—from cold, or dread. She couldn’t tell. Both were sinking deeper with each breath.
A sharp, panicked whinny caught her attention. She turned in time to see a horse—blood-slicked, its sides torn open—stumble into a thicket. Its head lolled sideways, half-severed. It collapsed, steam rising from the fresh wounds.
Irma turned away, gagging, tears stinging her frozen cheeks. But she didn’t stop. She couldn’t.
The forest thickened. She kept her eyes low and her steps soft, but—she felt it. A gaze. Watching her.
She froze. Her heart stuttered. A crimson-leather warrior stepped through the brush, barely ten paces away. Without thinking, she dropped to the ground, pressing herself into the brittle leaves underneath a thick bush. ‘Please. Don’t see me.’
The warrior’s white, pupil-less eyes scanned the thicket. From somewhere off to her left, a soldier in cobalt blue leather shouted a challenge. The crimson warrior turned toward the sound. They clashed in the clearing, each blow sharp and fast. Irma watched, unable to look away. The blue soldier fought with desperate strength, and for a moment, it seemed he might win.
He struck true, severing the crimson warrior’s sword arm at the elbow. The world paused. The warrior didn’t bleed. He staggered, scowling, a hand clutching at the wound. He stepped forward, placed a boot on his own severed arm, and wrenched the sword from the limp hand.
Irma bit back a scream as the thing raised the blade and plunged it into the soldier’s stomach. He collapsed, choking on his own blood, limbs twitching.
She forced herself to continue forward. The pull in her chest cinched tight—he was close. ‘Please be alive. Please be alive.’
All around her, the cries of the dying grew thin. The battle was ending, not with victory, but with mortal silence.
Then she saw him. Her father stood at the center of a clearing, surrounded. She had never seen him like this—bloodied, stumbling, one arm hanging useless at his side.
Still, he fought.
Suddenly, he lurched.
An invisible force pulled him upward by the throat. Her father clawed at his neck, legs kicking, boots scraping against nothing. Wind shrieked through the clearing, icy and sharp, carrying whispers she couldn’t understand.
With a sickening crack, his neck broke. His body went limp with a final, wheezing breath.
The crimson warriors didn’t cheer. They smiled—quiet, cruel, and victorious.
A tall, black, horned creature materialized, its body cloaked in coarse fur. It looked straight at her, its glowing scarlet eyes fixed on her. The moon glimmered against its horns as it dropped her father’s body to the ground like broken kindling. Slowly, it wiped its hand against its thigh.
Irma gasped when a spike of cold shot through her spine, as if claws had burrowed beneath her skin. She clutched her chest—but nothing was there.
‘Little flame, the world has already begun to change for you.’ The voice coiled through her skull like ice water.
She screamed. A raw, animal sound, torn from somewhere deep.
Arms she knew—human and warm—grabbed her. Lifted her. She kicked. Bit. Fought. ”Pappa!”
The creature turned, satisfied. The warriors melted into the dark like rain into a lake.
All that remained was silence, the stink of blood and ash—and a girl screaming her throat raw in the snow.






  
  Chapter 2 - Heyannir, present day


Irma’s breaths came fast. 
The voice.
The promise.
The shift beneath her skin—still there.
Dawn streaked through the narrow windows, dust motes dancing like ash in the pale gold light. Black flames raced across her arms and legs—like a flash flood, hot and silent. Her body stayed still, eyes unseeing.
“Irma Hagtorn!” Liv’s voice cracked the silence like a whip.
Irma blinked. The flames vanished with a breathless hiss, retreating into her skin. She stumbled back from the hearth.
Liv stood in the doorway into the kitchen, wide-eyed and a hand clenched at her throat. “What in the gods’ name do you think you’re doing?” Her bare feet slapped the stone as she crossed the room, sapphire robes whispering at her ankles. “Do you want the girls to fear you more than they already do?” Her tone cut deep—but it was the flicker in her pale blue eyes, quick and sharp, that made Irma’s heart drop.
“…I was dreaming, and then—” Irma’s voice rasped. The words tasted wrong in her mouth. “I—I don’t know how I got here…”
Liv’s hand sliced through the air. “Then control yourself.” Her voice dropped, colder. “Next time you wake in a haze of flame, keep it to yourself. We can’t afford another incident.” Her gaze travelled up and down Irma’s body. “I can barely convince the villagers to accept you after last time.”
Irma’s skin prickled, still aching from where the flames had clung. She said nothing.
Liv’s jaw clenched and her eyes flicked over Irma’s body again—and for a breath, she leaned back. Then, as if flipping a switch, she composed herself. “Well. You’re awake now, at least.”
She turned to the table and lifted a small bundle wrapped in waxed linen. The scent of chamomile and mint drifted between them. “Take this to the tannery. Olav’s expecting it before midmorning.” Liv extended the package, her expression unreadable. “You’re not afraid of a simple errand, are you?” A slight lift of her brow. “It’s been three years. Surely you can manage a walk to town without another episode.”
Heat crept up Irma’s cheeks. She stepped forward and took the bundle. It was cooler than her hands.
Liv gave a curt nod. “Good. It’s important to move past... situations like this.” Her voice smoothed with kindness. Her eyes didn’t. “That’s how people learn to trust you again.”
Irma swallowed. “Yes, Liv.”
Liv adjusted the fold of her sleeve and fixed her with a final look. “We’re only as good as the lessons we take from our failures.”
And with that: a brisk pivot, the rustle of fabric, the soft click of the bedroom door closing behind her.
Irma stood in the quiet kitchen. Her legs ached from holding still. She looked down at the bundle in her hands. Its weight was nothing, and yet it pressed into her like a stone.
She hadn’t protested. She never did anymore.
Still dazed—body tingling from the magic, throat raw from the scream that never escaped—she dressed. Gathered herself. Headed for the stable.
Just a delivery.
She had to.
Even this early, the courtyard was blistering. The heat chased away the lingering feel of snow—but not the chill clinging to her spine. The stable shadows wrapped around her—brief relief, not warmth. Irma paused inside, forcing a breath into her lungs as she prepared Brigo. Her fingers trembled against his chestnut coat.
Liv’s words caught in her mind like burrs. ‘Only as good as the lessons we take from our failures.’
She looked down at the package. Of course, Liv was right. If she couldn’t even deliver herbs to a tannery, how could anyone trust her with more?
Brigo shook his head, snorting, shifting his weight. The movement jolted her, forcing her to refocus. Breathe. Her hands moved on instinct, fumbling at first, then steadier as the feel of cool leather grounded her. She saddled him in a daze, her hands remembering what her mind couldn’t.
Out in the courtyard she mounted with ease, putting the herbs in the saddle pack behind her. The folds of her blue healer’s dress swayed as she settled into the saddle. Her apron still bore the stains of yesterday’s work. Her legs trembled beneath the hem, but she adjusted the reins and nudged Brigo forward. The light of late Heyannir summer morning caught in her braid, turning the blond strands to gold. A few wisps escaped to frame her face—stubborn as ever. Like something in her refused to stay tucked away.
The village rose around her, nestled between the forest edge, fields, and the glittering mirror of Glimávatn lake. Cobbled streets twisted through wooden cottages and blooming gardens. Ripe golden and green fields billowed in the breeze, cattle grazed peacefully in their pastures. Red, white, and blue flags fluttered lazily, Fjallskogr’s proud crest of a prancing mountain goat in the middle—absurdly cheerful.
Tryggir í myrkri—Faithful in darkness. The words beneath the goat looked ridiculous in the sunlight.
Irma guided Brigo through the bustle. Wooden carts rattled. The scent of bread drifted through the air. Somewhere nearby, a blacksmith’s hammer rang out in rhythmic clanging. She nodded at a few familiar faces. Most didn’t meet her gaze.
A child darted past, laughing as he clutched a wooden horse. His mother’s voice trailed after him, half-scolding, half-affectionate.
Something stirred beneath her ribs. Something old and restless. There was a time—wasn’t there?—when she’d clutched a toy that tightly, when strong hands had lifted her onto broad shoulders, when a deep voice had rumbled with quiet amusement. The memory was there, just out of reach, blurred at the edges like a painting left too long in the rain.
She exhaled sharply and blinked against the glare of the sun. The golden light was too warm, too clean—nothing like that night she lost her father.
And now? Now she wasn’t even sure it had been real. Her life before Liv. Her own survival. Pulling on memories just shattered them, like fragments of a story she couldn’t piece back together.
She pressed her lips together and breathed—slowly, through her nose.
In. Out. Again.
Around her, the village carried on. The same faces. The same routines. The same endless expectations.
She knew every twist in the cobbled roads, every weathered door, every rune carved into the temples and doorposts, every familiar scent clinging to the morning air.
She could walk these streets blindfolded and still find her way.
She swallowed hard, but the thought broke through anyway—quiet, insistent, undeniable.
Surely I’m meant for more than this.
Her pulse quickened, as if her body already knew the truth her mind tried to deny. For one dangerous moment, she let herself imagine it—more than this, a life that was hers alone.
It barely had room to breathe before another voice—sharp and scornful—cut through it like a blade. ‘You’d be nothing without me, Irma. Don’t forget that.’
If she couldn’t even deliver herbs to a tannery—
Her jaw clenched. She hated how her thoughts echoed Liv’s voice. The words churned, heavy and unrelenting, as if they were branded into her.
And wasn’t it true? Without Liv, she’d be nothing more than a stray—a danger to herself and everyone around her. Eventually caught. Executed for unlawful magic. Just another name whispered in warning when the guards came through.
Liv had saved her. Taken her in. Taught her to read, to write, to heal. To try and control the reckless magic that burst free without warning. If Liv thought she was still dangerous—then she probably was.
Brigo snorted, tossing his head. The reins creaked under her grip. The sound startled her, but her white-knuckled hands didn’t loosen.
They’re right.
The words twisted through her ribs like thorns, burrowing deeper with each repetition. But beneath the numb ache of resignation, something else stirred. A flicker of heat. A pressure against the cage she’d built around herself.
Her magic slipped through her veins unbidden, rising again fast—heat surging beneath her skin like sunlight turned to fire.
Her heartbeat surged, matching the magic’s climb.
She closed her eyes, trying to breathe through it, but the pressure grew sharper.
Brighter.
A tide rising.
“Stop,” she whispered.
She gritted her teeth, steadying her breath, but the magic pressed closer to the surface, raw and vivid. Her body felt too small to contain it. A bead of sweat rolled down her temple.
A sudden spike of pain burst behind her eyes, sharp enough to make her gasp. She clutched at her head, heart thundering. The headache deepened—beating with the rhythm of her magic, wild and consuming.
She was going to lose it.
Again.
Then—coldness. Soft and sudden. Steady as a hand on her shoulder.
Her bracelet. The chill against her wrist spread gently outward, up through her arm, curling through her chest. The sharper edges of the headache dulled. Her magic faltered. The tide receded. Irma stared down, her breath ragged. The runes for strength and protection shimmered faintly on the moonstone surface, their etched curves catching the light.
Or was that just her imagination?
Her fingers brushed the metal-encased stone. The cold was real. Unnervingly soothing. She had never felt it like this before. The bracelet had always been there, quiet and steady. A gift from Liv when she was thirteen, the day her body had marked her as an adult.
“You’re a real woman now," she had said, with a rare, unreadable smile.
Something like pride—and something colder beneath it. For ten years, it had rested against her skin. A reminder of balance and restraint.
But now?
Now it felt alive.
Not just responding to her touch—but to her.
To something deeper.
Her breathing slowed. The pain ebbed. But the tension in her chest remained. She swallowed, her fingers still resting on the bracelet. She didn’t look away for a long moment.
What just happened? And why—despite the fear curling at the edges of her mind—did she feel so reluctant to let go of the warmth?
She stiffened, staring straight ahead as the tannery came into view. The sun climbed higher, bathing the village in light. But no warmth touched the cold dread coiling inside her.
The tannery lay at the far edge of the village, where the air turned acrid with the stench of treated hides and the murmur of the stream that fed its vats. Brigo’s gait faltered as they neared, his ears twitching at the sharp smells. Irma leaned forward and patted his neck. “Just a little further, boy.”
The courtyard buzzed with activity. Workers hefted wet skins onto frames, stirred barrels of pungent liquid, and scrubbed and scraped in rhythm. Voices rose and fell in casual exchange—but as Irma dismounted and led Brigo toward the main shed, the sound thinned. Heads turned. Conversations faltered. A few people looked her way, then quickly averted their eyes.
She took a breath and tightened her trembling grip on the bundle.
From the shadows of the shed, a man stepped forward, wiping his hands on a stained cloth.
Olav, one of the senior tanners.
Broad-shouldered, lean, with graying hair and a permanent scowl carved into weathered skin.  A scar split the left side of his face, whitening the blue of his eye. It twisted the skin from temple to jaw, disappearing beneath the collar of his tunic. A brutal reminder of a day neither of them could forget. His eyes landed on Irma—and hardened the instant he recognized her.
“The light honors your waking, Tanner. I’ve got the herbal balm,” Irma said, her voice was carefully even. She held the package out, willing her hands to still.
Olav’s gaze dropped to the bundle, then back to her face. His fingers curled slightly around the cloth before he took the package, slow and deliberate. As he reached for it, his thumb brushed the scar at his throat—a small, unconscious gesture.
“Thanks,” he muttered. He turned away—but not before she caught the unease in his eyes.
Her stomach twisted. “Olav,” she began softly, the words catching. “I know I’ve said this before, but… I really am sorry for what happened.”
He froze mid-step. His shoulders stiffened. Slowly, he turned. His brow twitched. Finally, he let out a breath. Harsh and bitter.
"Sorry, huh?" The word hung there, teetering between disbelief and resentment. "Easy to say, when you’re not the one left looking like this." His hand flickered toward his face.
“I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” she said quickly. “I just tried to—”
“Doesn’t matter what you were trying to do,” he snapped. “You threw half the square into chaos.”
Irma flinched. The words hit harder than she expected. “It wasn’t on purpose,” she whispered. Images flashed before her eyes.
The blot. The fight. The heat of her magic surging free trying to stop it.
Liv’s cold fingers on her arm, dragging her through the crowd as whispers coiled like smoke: ‘They’ll fear you. As they should.’
Olav’s voice snapped her back. “Liv warned us,” he said, scowl deepening. “Said you’d always be a danger. She’s the only reason this village tolerates you at all, and you’re damn lucky she’s kept you in check. Without her…” His gaze trailed up and down her body. “…who knows what you’d have become by now?”
She recoiled, spine straightening. “I… I know,” she said quietly. “Liv’s right. I should’ve learned to control it.”
Olav huffed, lip curling. “Damn right you should’ve.” He crossed his arms and leaned slightly away from her, as if distance alone could protect him.“Magic like yours shouldn’t exist.” His tone softened—but somehow, that edge cut deeper. “Do yourself a favor. Keep to yourself. The village doesn’t need the royal guards coming around, asking questions, giving us trouble.”
Irma nodded, shame rising in her throat like bile. She looked down, unable to meet his eyes. “I truly am sorry,” she murmured. But the words felt thin. She didn’t expect him to believe her. She wasn’t sure she believed herself.
Olav stared at her a moment longer, then jerked his head toward the road. “Just go,” he said, voice gruff. “I’ve got work to do. Walk with the gods.”
“Walk with the gods,” she echoed.
She stood there a moment longer, his words resounding like hammer blows in her skull. Then, slowly, she turned and led Brigo back toward the main road. She mounted quickly, the tannery fading behind her—but the weight of the encounter clung to her like a wet cloak, dragging with every step.
Hopefully Ziphin, the God of penance, would hear her plea for forgiveness and ease the pain.
The heat hung heavy in the air, the sun beating down without mercy. Sweat slicked Irma’s palms, the pale blue of her healer’s dress clinging to her back beneath the apron. The road shimmered ahead, and grasshoppers buzzed in the tall, dry grass surrounding the cottages.
A sharp gasp pulled her attention forward. A boy had stumbled. His bucket tilted wildly, water sloshing over the rim and soaking his bare feet before splashing into the dust. He froze, lips trembling, eyes wide as he stared at the empty bucket.
Irma dismounted in one smooth motion, the reins loose in her hand. She stepped forward slowly. The boy didn’t notice her at first. His small hands gripped the bucket like he could will the water back inside.
“Here,” she said gently, crouching to his level. “Let me.”
His head snapped up. Wide eyes darted from her face to the bucket and back again. “I… I didn’t mean to,” he stammered, voice thin. “Grandma’s going to be so mad.”
Irma offered a soft smile, brushing a damp strand of hair from her forehead. “It’s alright,” she said calmly. “We’ll refill it. No harm done.”
“You’re sure?” His fingers tightened on the handle.
“Positive.” She rose and nodded toward the well. “Come on. Let’s fix it together.”
He followed, hesitant but trusting. Irma worked the crank, the old rope groaning as the bucket rose from the depths. Around them, people shifted aside, leaving them alone with withering stares. Brigo snorted behind her. The boy watched, lips twitching in a hint of a smile.
“There.” Irma filled the bucket.
“Thanks,” he murmured, barely louder than the breeze. She motioned for him to lead, and he did, Brigo falling into step behind her, muzzle brushing the small of her back.
As they walked, the scenery shifted. The muddy path gave way to smooth, well-packed gravel. Crooked fences disappeared, replaced by low stone walls and wrought iron gates. They were nearing the riverbend, where the air smelled fresher, and wealth clung to the buildings like ivy.
The houses here were larger, built of pale riverstone rather than rough-cut logs, with steep, well-kept roofs.  Ornamental gardens stretched between manicured lawns and flowering hedges, every bloom in its place. Wide verandas caught the afternoon light, and brass fixtures gleamed at every door.
Servants moved with quiet efficiency, balancing pitchers and linen-covered trays. Their gazes snagged on Irma as she passed—hesitating, evaluating—then dropped away just as quickly.
“Where are we going?” she asked lightly, swallowing down the growing unease.
“To Grandma’s,” he said, as if that should be obvious.
Her movements stilled.
Ahead loomed a large, carved wooden gate, her runes of power and strength etched in. The house beyond gleamed in the sun, its windows trimmed with white-painted frames. A servant rushed forward to open the doors, while another took Brigo’s reins without a word and led him toward a shaded alcove.
Irma stood still, the boy trotting ahead with light steps. The water bucket’s weight pulled at her arms, its cold handle biting into her skin. An older woman stepped into the sunlight.
She was tall, straight-backed despite her years, with silver hair pulled into a severe bun. Her navy-blue dress was impeccably tailored, and a polished silver brooch—a toadflax blossom—glinted at her collar. A carved cane supported her right side, though she barely leaned on it. Her gaze swept over Irma like frost across a windowpane.
The boy turned, beaming. “I brought it, Grandma! All the way from the market. See?”
Her sharp eyes flicked between them, assessing. The servants near the door stiffened but didn’t speak.
Irma stepped forward and set the bucket gently at the woman’s feet. Her hands trembled faintly. She dipped into a curtsy, head bowed low. “Morning grace upon your house, Elder,” she said softly.
The boy’s grin widened. “She helped me. I dropped the bucket, and she helped me refill it. She’s nice!”
The Elder’s expression didn’t change. For a moment, her gaze lingered on Irma, narrowing slightly. Then, after a pause just long enough to chill, she nodded. “Thank you.” The words were stiff—but real.
Irma straightened, her hands clasped in front of her. “It was no trouble,” she murmured, daring to meet the Elder’s gaze for only a moment before lowering her eyes again.
The boy grinned up at her, his gratitude shining through despite the stiff air. Irma offered him a faint smile, then inclined her head toward the Elder.
“Light in the dark.” Heart galloping, she turned to Brigo and took the reins from the waiting servant.
“Strength in the storm,” came the reply behind her.
Irma froze, her mouth parting in surprise. She turned, wide-eyed. The Elder quirked an eyebrow. Dipped her chin. A half-smile ghosted her lips before she turned and disappeared inside, her grandson running in before her.
Irma mounted Brigo slowly. The sounds of bustling servants faded into the drone of grasshoppers and the lapping of the river. The Elder had answered her.
It had to mean something—didn’t it?
‘You’d be nothing without me,’ Liv’s voice echoed, cold and certain.
Irma exhaled sharply, forcing her shoulders to loosen. The boy’s smile lingered in her mind, a small balm against the weight in her chest.
At least she could still help. Even if it was just a bucket of water.






  
  Chapter 3


Brigo’s hooves clattered against the cobbles as he squeezed through the courtyard gate, nearly knocking Irma off the saddle. She spotted Liv in the doorway, arms crossed. The healer’s quarters, a wooden cottage wreathed in drying herbs and flowering beds, might have looked inviting—if not for the woman standing in its shadow. 
“You’re late,” Liv snapped, long fingers tapping against her arm. “What took you so long?”
Irma dismounted, her chest tightening with each step forward. The explanation was there—on her tongue. Would it even matter? “I—”
Liv’s hand cut the air. “Never mind. I don’t have time for excuses. You’ve wasted enough of the morning. Stable the horse and get to work.”
Heat crept into Irma’s cheeks. She led Brigo into his stall, stripping the bridle and saddle with sharp, jerking motions. When she returned, brushing horse hair from her apron and hands, Liv was tying herbs to dry. Her silhouette glowed faintly in the garden's herbal haze.
”What are you doing?” Liv barked. “You smell like a stable and look like a ruffian. Take care of the animal properly, then clean yourself. Change. And braid that mess of hair. You may act like a farmhand, but you’re supposed to be a healer. Try to look like one.”
Irma stiffened, her pulse hammering. “Of course,” she muttered. “I wasn’t thinking.”
Liv sighed, sharp and heavy. “Obviously. You never do.” She turned, disappearing into the house, the door swinging shut behind her.
Irma stared at it. She blinked hard against the sting in her eyes and turned back toward Brigo with deliberate steps, every movement sharper than it needed to be.
Of course. I’ll just go wash off all this incompetence before she scolds me for breathing wrong.
A headache pulsed at her temples. She brushed Brigo’s coat harder than necessary. He snapped at her thigh.
“Ow!” she hissed, stumbling back. Brigo nudged her shoulder, ears flicking forward.
“You’re right,” she murmured, voice softening. “I’m sorry. That’ll leave a bruise, though.” She rubbed the sore spot and scratched behind his ears. Brigo needed care. Repetition helped. She fed him, refilled his water, brushed his flanks, turned him out—each motion grounding her.
Afterwards, she carried two buckets from the well to the stables and slipped into the far stall. Stripping down, she poured the first bucket over her shoulders, gasping as the cold bit through her skin. Lavender soap lathered quickly. She scrubbed hard, washing dirt and sweat from her limbs, dragging her hands through her hair, trying to quiet the churn inside.
The dream returned. Hazel eyes, warmth that didn’t belong to anyone real. A pull that ached in her chest. It wasn’t just the dream. It was the way it lingered—like a memory of something she’d never had. Gods. Maybe tonight she’d go to the tavern, let herself be seen, just for a while. The thought settled into her bones. Half thrill. Half shame.
She exhaled and scrubbed harder, shaking off the weight of wanting. There was still work to do, and Liv would notice if she lingered.
By the time Irma reached the worktable inside the surgery, the sun had stretched across the windowsill, catching the dust in lazy spirals.
She set to work. Her hands moved on instinct—grinding herbs, measuring carefully. The mortar and pestle scraped steady and slow. Chamomile and sage curled into the air, soft and familiar. She focused on the rhythm. Anything to quiet the restlessness still coiled beneath her ribs.
She barely noticed the door creak until a shadow stretched across her workspace.
“Still at it, I see,” Ask said, voice light and teasing.
Irma stilled instantly.
She glanced up. Ask leaned in the doorway, her blond plait draped over one shoulder, arms folded neatly across her chest. Her blue healer’s dress was pristine, her white apron spotless. Sunlight caught the curve of her smirk and the sharpness in her blue eyes.
Behind her hovered Gudrun—strawberry-blonde curls, freckled cheeks, hands folded demurely at her full waist. Her green eyes flicked between the other two, wide and uncertain.
“We were just talking about you,” Gudrun said softly. Too softly. Her voice always sounded sweet, but Irma had learned to hear the polish behind it.
Irma straightened slightly, brushing her palms against her apron. “Were you?” She kept her eyes on the pestle.
“Oh, don’t be so suspicious,” Ask said, stepping into the room. Her smile widened. “We were saying you should come to the tavern with us tonight. You know—get out for once. Liv thought it would be… good for us.”
Irma blinked. “Liv’s idea? The tavern?”
Ask sighed—long-suffering and loud. “Yes, Irma. The tavern. Surely you've heard of it?” Her eyes glittered sharp as needles. She tossed a glance at Gudrun, who smothered a grin behind her hand, the unspoken joke crackling between them like dry kindling. “It’s not just for errands, you know. People go there to have fun.”
“Are you sure—” Irma began.
Ask waved a hand. “Come on. It’ll be fun.” Her voice didn’t leave room for disagreement. “Besides, who knows? Maybe someone will finally notice you.”
Gudrun leaned closer, her voice barely a whisper. “And maybe this time you won’t scare them away.”
Irma’s hands froze mid-motion. Their words landed like they always did—smiling, sweetly wrapped, and sharp underneath. But the thought of being included, just once, gnawed at her resolve. Against her better judgment, she nodded. “Alright,” she said softly. “I’ll come.”
Ask beamed. All teeth. “Perfect. Wear something nice, won’t you? And don’t keep us waiting.” Gudrun followed as Ask turned, but her gaze lingered on Irma—hesitant, almost guilty.
When Ask called her name, she blinked and hurried after her. Their laughter and murmured voices floated back through the open door.
Irma sat still, hands curled around the pestle. The scrape of stone against stone filled the silence. So did the knot in her chest.
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The tavern buzzed with noise and warmth, the air thick with the scent of dark ale and honey roasted meat. Irma lingered in the doorway, fingers fussing at her dress. Not fancy—just the nicest thing she had. Deep green linen, modest neckline, long sleeves. The fabric flared slightly at the waist and brushed her ankles. She’d pinned her hair back, but a few strands had escaped to brush her cheeks. Her pulse thrummed, fast and hot.
Heads turned—a subtle shift, like wind brushing tall grass. She scanned the room, swallowing past the nerves gathered in her throat. Ask, and Gudrun sat near the center of the room, laughing easily. Irma made her way toward them, trying to quiet her thoughts. Her sweaty fingers fidgeted with the dress again. She kept her eyes on them, trying—like Navráth—to ignore the whispers that trailed behind her.
“—that’s the girl from the healer’s house—”
“—threw everyone back like a storm wind—”
“—Olav still can’t see right out of that eye—”
Someone touched two fingers to their forehead—“Duas, shield us.” Irma’s scalp prickled. Not sure what the God of Health and Safety is supposed to save you from, but sure. She kept walking.
Ask looked up, lips curling. “Well, look who decided to show up.”
Gudrun smirked behind her mug. “Though a bit more effort wouldn’t have hurt.”
Color rose in Irma’s cheeks. She forced a tight smile. “I thought this would be enough.”
“Oh, it’s fine,” Ask said, tone breezy. “Smart of you not to wear one of those dresses that shows your collarbone. You always look a bit... chickenish in those.”
Gudrun snorted into her drink. Irma’s smile faltered. She straightened, hand twitching toward her chest. Ask leaned forward. “Don’t be so sensitive, Irma. You know I’m only joking. We’re here to have fun, remember?” She raised her mug in mock toast and took a long drink. “Loosen up.”
Irma nodded and sat. A barmaid slid a mug in front of her, foam spilling down the sides. The ale scratched down her throat. She drank anyway, chasing silence. Let them laugh. Let them whisper.
Some knives didn’t need steel. She’d learned that long ago.
As the evening wore on, the tavern filled with voices, music and firelight. Lanterns cast soft gold across sweat-slicked skin and flushed faces. Laughter rose and fell like a song Irma couldn’t quite join in. Ask and Gudrun drew glances from across the room. Of course they did.
Ask sat poised in a deep blue dress that hugged her womanly figure. Her braid hung over one shoulder, perfectly placed, perfectly plaited. When she laughed, it was bold and unselfconscious—as if the tavern was there to reflect her light.
Gudrun was softer, fuller, but no less magnetic. Her curls caught the glow of lanterns, her freckled skin warm and alive. She didn’t have to try. She simply was.
Irma shifted in her seat, glancing down at herself. The high neckline and long sleeves suddenly felt too plain, too careful. Her slim frame didn’t fill the fabric the way Gudrun’s did, and her posture made her feel like she was shrinking. She reached up, trying to tuck a stray lock behind her ear. It slipped free again, brushing her cheek.
Across the room, her reflection flickered in the darkened window: flushed cheeks, blue-green eyes, and an expression she didn’t quite recognize. Not sad. Not angry. Just… out of place.
Ask leaned toward Gudrun, whispered something, and Gudrun burst into laughter, tipping her head back, curls bouncing. Irma joined in, late and quiet. The laugh came out small and brittle. No one noticed. She sighed, lifted her mug, and let the din of the tavern wash over her, trying to soak in its warmth like someone might soak in firelight. It didn’t reach her bones, but at least she was out of the house. She could stay a moment longer.
Her second mug disappeared faster than the first. A warm haze settled over her, the edges of her thoughts blurring pleasantly. The tavern door creaked open. A gust of fragrant summer air swept in, along with the laughter of a trio of young men.
Irma’s gaze snapped up. They walked with that easy confidence that came from belonging—loud voices, relaxed shoulders, grins already halfway formed. One of them, dark-haired with sharp features, caught her eye. She looked away quickly, heat flaring in her cheeks, fingers tightening around her mug.
Ask straightened, smoothing her dress. Gudrun tilted her head, her smile slow and knowing. “They’re coming over,” she murmured, tone honey-slick with satisfaction.
Ask leaned in, voice just loud enough for Irma to hear. “The dark-haired one’s mine. Don’t get any ideas.”
“I wasn’t—”
“Good,” Ask interrupted, eyes already locked on the men. “Just don’t get... spontaneous. Don’t be—” Her eyes swept Irma’s dress, her posture. “That.”
Irma narrowed her eyes. What?
The laughter reached their table like a wave. The dark-haired man—Einar, if she remembered correctly—pulled out the chair next to Ask. “Evenin’. Peace to your hearth and strength to your table,” he said with an easy nod as he sat.
Ask smirked. “You sound like a village Elder.”
He chuckled, then turned to Irma, curiosity warming his features. “You’re Irma, right? One of Liv’s apprentices?”
She flinched. “I… yes.” Her voice caught. She glanced at Ask’s smile.
A lanky redhead dropped into the next seat, grinning. “Told you it was her,” he said, nudging Einar. “She’s the one with… you know. The magic.” He lowered his voice, as if the word were a joke or a threat. Gudrun’s smile flickered—just for a breath—then returned. Ask laughed airily.
“Oh, she doesn’t have real magic,” she said, waving a hand. “That hasn’t been seen in a woman for centuries. Only some men have magic, you know that.” She chuckled. “She can’t even shield properly. She has the same healing magic we do—soothing pain, infusing herbs and runes, and stemming blood. Right, Irma?”
The ale churned in Irma’s stomach. She forced a smile. “Sure, just—”
“She’s harmless,” Gudrun cut in sweetly. “Nothing to be afraid of.”
“I’m not afraid,” Einar said. His voice was steady, quiet, but certain. “I think it’s impressive.”
Irma stared. That soft and steady tone landed harder than mockery. It didn’t fit. People didn’t look at her like that. Not with… what was that? Respect? “Thank you,” she murmured, too soft.
Ragnar—the redhead—clapped Einar on the back, grinning. “Magic or no, let’s toast to the company.”
“To good company,” Einar agreed, raising his mug. His eyes lingered on Irma.
Ragnar slid her a fresh ale with a wink. “Can’t have you sitting dry.” Irma took it with a small laugh, the warmth spreading lower now. “Thanks.”
He tapped two fingers to his forehead in a mock salute.
Ask leaned forward, reclaiming Einar’s attention with a bright smile and soft voice. “So, Einar… How’s the harvest shaping up? Your father still running you all ragged?”
Einar chuckled. “Oh, he’d work us day and night if he could.” His gaze returned to Irma. “What about you? How do you find time to relax with everything you do? You must be busy. Can’t recall seeing you around that much lately.”
Caught off guard, she hesitated—but the warmth in his expression steadied her. “I suppose I don’t,” she said lightly. “I’m usually working.”
“That sounds exhausting.” His brow furrowed. “You deserve a break.”
Ask laughed as she touched his arm. “Irma’s always so serious. She’d probably bring a book to a blot if we let her.”
Irma snorted—then surprised herself. “At least I can read.” Laughter rippled across the table. Ask’s smile tightened.
Ragnar clapped. “Oh, she’s quick! I like her.”
The third man, Torsten—broad-shouldered with a blond plait and reddish beard—lifted his mug. “To quick wit.”
Irma huffed a laugh, ducking her head. “You’re all ridiculous.”
Einar leaned in, voice low. “We are. But I’ll take it as a compliment coming from you.” She laughed, soft and real. For the first time that night, she didn’t feel like an outsider. The conversation drifted—harvest stories, gossip, teasing—and Irma let herself relax into the rhythm.
“So,” Einar said, leaning back. “What’s it like, the three of you working together all the time? I bet it’s never dull.”
Ask straightened, smile bright. “We manage. Though Gudrun and I carry most of the weight.”
Gudrun laughed softly. “That’s not fair—Irma works hard too.”
Ask waved a hand. “Oh, I didn’t mean it like that. We’re just... more efficient.” She smiled pointedly at Irma.
Irma arched her brow. “Efficient? Is that what we’re calling it when I keep you from giving the wrong remedies?”
Gudrun giggled, covering her mouth. “That was one time.”
“One time this week,” Irma shot back.
The men laughed, voices mingling with the hum of the tavern. “Sounds like Irma’s the real boss,” said Torsten. “Keeping everyone in line.”
Ask leaned forward, tone sweet but cutting. “Oh, she tries. But don’t let her fool you—Irma’s the quiet one, sure, but she has her moments. Like when she set the cauldron on fire.”
Irma groaned. “You’re never letting that go, are you?”
“Not when it was the highlight of the month,” Ask grinned. “Gudrun screamed so loud, Liv thought someone was dying.”
Einar turned to Irma. “What happened?”
Irma sighed. “It was years ago. I added too much alcohol to a tincture and it caught fire. Ask didn’t help by fanning the flames with her apron.”
“I was trying to put it out!” Ask protested, laughing.
Gudrun’s cheeks pinked. “It was chaos. Irma’s eyebrow took months to grow back.”
Irma laughed, shaking her head. “I’ve learned since then. No fires and alcohol indoors.”
Einar grinned. “Impressive. We should toast to that—No Fires Irma.”
“Please don’t,” Irma grumbled, just as Ragnar raised his mug.
“To No Fires Irma!” he declared. Laughter erupted around the table, mugs clinking, the moment bubbling over with easy warmth.
As the laughter faded, Einar turned to Irma, his voice quieter now. “Still... I’ve seen what you do. It’s not just hard work—it’s impressive.” His eyes locked with hers, a flicker of something hesitant and vulnerable hidden behind the steady gaze. “Like at the market last spring. That boy who got trampled—you stopped the bleeding, calmed him like it was nothing. It was incredible. And what you do in the glade—”
Pride and panic twirled in her chest, tightening like a coil. She held his gaze, her eyes widening just enough to betray her surprise—and the silent warning pulsing behind her mind: Don’t. She barely shook her head.
Einar’s brows lifted in question, uncertain how to read her.
Ask chimed in, the scent of honeyed ale thick on her breath. “Oh, don’t make her blush,” she purred. “It’s just healing. Nothing to get excited about.”
Something in Irma cracked. “Funny,” she said, her voice cool. “I don’t remember you calling it just healing when I fixed your arm after that horse threw you.”
The laughter at the table died. Ask’s smile froze. Gudrun’s smirk faltered. The men glanced at each other. Ask recovered with a brittle laugh. “Well, someone’s feeling bold tonight. Cute.”
Irma’s smile sharpened. “It’s not boldness. It’s memory.” She tilted her head. “Like how you swore your arm was
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