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      The Empire Wars was written when I was a sophomore in high school, and I published the novel as my debut. In order to pay homage to my younger self, I am now releasing my earliest work, and it is incredibly vulnerable to share that manuscript with you, dear readers. I endlessly appreciate you for taking this journey with me. At that age, I felt strongly compelled to write about the genocide I learned in my courses, as well as highlight the genocide in my family history.

      As a reader, I was raised on a diet of Stephen King and the Hunger Games novels. Early on, my creative writing teacher encouraged me to write a nice romance novel instead. Her advice was that most books would sell better with romance. Being the weird teenager I was, I examined the threads of romance, but with darker elements instead. What if the “romance” was not romance at all, merely horror in disguise? What if the series were dystopian novels and the characters needed to survive? As I researched, and studied, it took me years to finish the books, until senior graduation.

      As I researched history, I read rhetoric from the Aryan race supremacy ideology to the parallel of the rise of intolerance in the United States to nationalist internet culture which all seemed to emphasize above all—blood purity, ethnocentrism, blond hair, blue eyes, tall stature, birtherism propaganda, racial superiority beliefs, xenophobic practices—therefore, I explored these extensive concepts for the entire series. Further, the Allied Force was not a nation in Europe or North America. Instead, I re-imagined that the Allied Force was located in the North Pole as a fictional nation, since no country owns the northernmost point of the earth, and it is governed by international law. The Allied Force is located within the Arctic Circle. Therefore, I invented the flags, the culture, the people, and the history of the Allied Force with these widespread belief systems in mind.

      For readers who prefer content warnings depicted within War Hunt, there are themes of: war, mass colonization, on-page combat, extreme intolerance, captivity, misogyny, mistreatment, exploitation, and toxic masculinity. The book is best suited for readers in their late teens and older. While I’ve done my best to approach these subject matters with care, some readers may be sensitive to these on-page depictions. I want every reader to be safe. Please follow your heart and trust your limitations.

      Welcome to War Hunt.
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          COA RANGECROFT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        one day after the great hunt

        the traeger island war camp

        east sector

      

      

      In the forced labor camp, a tourist can buy foreign laborers, even a survivor of the Great Hunt. As if we’re elk, we’re bundled for their purchase and surrendered to their dark intentions.

      The kømmand sergeant gathers the three survivors onto the dirt floors of the auction block, a flat stretch of the earth scattered with dead leaves and sunken vines. Our names are spread on a silvery screen.

      Hazen Creed.

      Czarina Stárová.

      Coa Rangecroft.

      I can hardly read through my tears. Czarina Stárová. After Bray sacrificed himself, I could only hope the girl from my sleep barracks hid herself well enough to make it through the hexed jungle alive. Somewhere in me, I knew the clever, sharp girl would live. Still, I was terrified I would wake alone—the only survivor left. Three people lived.

      Only three people out of dozens.

      The sergeant inspects us himself. “Open your teeth.”

      Czarina and I glance at each other, the only girls in the auction block, surrounded by armed men.

      The forced labor camp is held on Traeger Island, a coastal region punctured with grueling work fields and bronze barrack structures to house the field laborers.

      The fiery outdoor sun scalds my skin like fire pokers. My tongue and throat are parched; it’s been hours since I’ve swallowed water or eaten.

      The camp itself is split into four sectors—the east quadrant where we entertain tourists with gruesome games; the west quadrant where laborers kiss their loved ones goodbye before trudging to the fields to yield crops from sunrise to sunset; the north quadrant where the polished buildings like the Command Center oversee our every move; the south quadrant where laborers are packed inhumanely into overcrowded sleep barracks. The Great Hunt survivors are trapped in the frayed outskirts, and the bright island birds chirp, swooping low to watch us.

      “Part your teeth, I said.”

      With his rifled men directly behind me, I finally part my lips, and his hard gloves fit themselves through my mouth, fingers invading my tongue to check that my teeth were successfully reconstructed. He examines the blond strands of my hair, the fierce green of my eyes, my spray of golden freckles, and the white-passing hue of my skin to ensure it’s healthy enough to sell.

      I avoid his gaze at all costs, as it’s clear by the grit of his hard jawline that he originally planned to keep us for himself, if only to execute us in public for our subversion of his traditional Great Hunt.

      After all, Hazen murdered his snipers in front of the cameras, and his victory was witnessed by the entire island of laborers, canteen workers, and tourists.

      Hazen Creed could’ve returned a golden champion, hailed by nationalist men for his skill in the Great Hunt and triumph of survival over the foreigners.

      However, Hazen killed his own people on a live broadcast. He saved the lives of foreigners.

      Actions that will not be forgiven.

      Actions that will live in infamy.

      For years, the Great Hunt has been operated by the Allied Force, an authoritarian nation located at the North Pole, where the frozen temperatures are as barbaric as their disregard for life. Led entirely by brutal men, the Vikąrians are convinced their nation is the greatest nation in history. Therefore, all other nations are an abomination.

      They even named their nation the Allied Force in mockery of their defeated enemies.

      The few remaining countries tried to band together in alliance against the Allied Force and every last country fell—one by one.

      The Vikąrian objective is to exterminate all foreign life and rebuild the earth in their Arctic image.

      For their occasional entertainment, whenever the soldiers are bored, the Great Hunt is a blood sport event where laborers are chosen at random to be hunted by trained snipers for seven days. This year, it had taken place in a hexed, cursed jungle, where the dangerous magic was our only leverage.

      The only way three people survived.

      Right now, the sergeant’s men keep watch over the survivors that defied the odds and eluded the regime. However, Hazen Creed does not back down in fear. Intimidatingly handsome, his crown of golden waves shine over his intense seafoam-green eyes. He runs his hand through his wild strands.

      Before his face was reconstructed, his jawbone was mutilated, damaged from the violence of the equatorial island. Now, his masculine jawline is clean-shaven, as if he never experienced the horrors of the sun king’s island.

      At well over six feet tall, he wears that overconfident smirk of his, and he steps forward onto the platform. Hazen removes the ragged remnants of his Hunt uniform, exposing his rugged abdomen, his broad shoulders, and his hair-covered chest.

      I drop my gaze away from his lower half, fighting back the waves of emotion swelling through my heart. No one has ever killed for me before.

      He saved my life.

      I am used to being the one who risks herself for others—sacrificed without a second thought. My body is used to being discarded, considered livestock by the authoritarian men that caged me for years. My body still doesn’t know how to respond.

      My mind is broken, still numb with shock and grief.

      Bray Rainsford is dead because of us.

      A rich boy who entered the Great Hunt to search for me, Bray, offered his life in an explosion to ensure that Hazen and I would survive. He died a symbol for the end of the Vikąrian regime.

      Now we’re being sold. As if it never mattered.

      I choke back tears watching Hazen stand now on the platform. The last man to understand what happened to me.

      His war scars that once were carved with the word TRAITOR across his massive back are almost illegible amid the new lacerations and cuts acquired from the island. After his inspections, Hazen steps protectively in front of me.

      I wrap my old work dress tighter around myself. Self-conscious of the eyes of several men that want us dead after inspections. Suddenly, I feel the warmth of Hazen’s fingers grazing the skin of my wrist. I gaze up at him. He warns me. “Don’t let them see your fear.”

      “We will die here.”

      “Then we will die with dignity.” His fingers tighten on mine, and I don’t let myself sink into the terror; I focus myself.

      Who has purchased our bodies?

      What will happen to us? Think, Coa. Who could it be?

      I step forward.

      I would’ve never survived without the advanced surgical interventions of the Allied Force, all arranged by a mysterious purchaser. Someone wanted to keep me alive. Hours ago, Hazen’s right hand was in the trees, a hundred meters from his body.

      Now, it’s firmly reattached to his arm. However, there’s something strange about that arm—something on him I’ve never seen before. A scorched mark on the back of his right hand. It bears five letters. E Ş K E N.

      These letters were never on his skin before the Great Hunt. My brows rise at the sight of it.

      Is that who bought us? An E Ş K E N? Is it a private military? Is it the new letters of the sergeant? The letters are cauterized into Hazen’s suntanned skin as if someone stoked a hot branding iron in a pit of liquid fire and seared the letters right into his hand. Inch by gruesome inch. Is that who owns us now?

      What will they do with my body?

      The sergeant orders me to stand on the platform next.

      I head onto the silver tribune.

      “Raise your right arm,” the sergeant commands in Vikąrian, and I find I can lift my appendage without difficulty, same as my left when he orders it. For the first time in my life, my coiled foot doesn’t protest when I push my full weight onto it. Raised in the wilds of Hallowell, I grew up with a damaged foot, and it had deteriorated over the years, in desperate need of medication and surgeries while I foraged and scavenged in the forests.

      My bad foot is still shriveled and coiled, but it only hurts half as much to stand on now.

      I am tested for full movement, then instructed to sit back onto the filth of the ground of the auction block. Czarina is next. At the end of the inspections, we’re sent to the barracks to await the purchaser.

      “She’s fit for the sale. Walk them to the barracks.”
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        * * *

      

      The sleep barracks are bronze structures that house hundreds of laborers at a time. Filled with dirt, disease, and hunger, the barracks are mainly stacks of thin bed frames, packed body to body.

      My siblings are in the barracks. I ache for their warmth in my arms. I yearn to hold them, anticipatory sweat breaking over the skin of my hands. I killed for them. I haven’t been apart from them for more than a week in years. I killed for them.

      Yet, panic still fills my chest. Will they think of me differently now that I am a killer?

      I involuntarily swallow in apprehension.

      Concentrate, Coa. The Allied Force is watching the barracks closer than ever, I can’t think of my adopted siblings now, even if it’s all I want to do.

      Right now, there are no brutal slaughter men stationed outside of the dirt-path of the barracks, which is unusual. Just as suspiciously, I don’t see any carnage men hauling laborers into the punishment sector for any minor offense.

      The bronze barracks in the south sector are on the edge of the island. We have to walk through miles of ration tables, water stations reserved only for tourists, and souvenir shops before we reach where the field workers sleep and rest, crammed together.

      There are three hundred people forced to live in one barrack, divided by gender, but not by age. Inside, women and girls are sewing work dresses, playing with dirt pebbles in the corner, and washing their hair clean of the tropical flies in the basins. On Friday, sleep hours are prohibited. Otherwise, like today, many laborers sleep while they can on the sack mattresses.

      “Where’re my old dolls?” A little girl skips with an infected foot, holding a new set of lavender-filled straw dolls.

      Her mother lifts her onto her hip. “We gave them to the smaller girls. I made you new ones.”

      Another woman searches through the clothes piles. Her right eye is missing from the last influenza that ravaged the barracks. “Has anyone seen my work shoes?”

      Thick tension descends on the barracks when I tread inside. At any moment, I fear the soldiers will burst in, accusing us of conspiracy. After all, the laborers harbored a girl with orún and never turned her in. It doesn’t matter that no one outside of my family knew I was fireborn; everyone will be severely punished for it.

      In their eyes, surely we must’ve plotted this vengeance. Therefore, these emaciated bodies, broken fingers, and lifeless eyes are to be exterminated for their retribution on the Arctic regime.

      Meanwhile, the children hurry to cover the windows with sheets. The women grip handfuls of stolen rice and rush to pretend as if we’re celebrating in surprise of my survival. The men drum onto empty steel cans from the canteen and clank together forks to behave as if they are shocked and joyous at my return with Hazen Creed. As if they don’t know anything at all, the barracks are heavy with noise and cheer, as with every Great Hunt season. Act normal.

      All their eyes are wide with terror.

      The conversations stop as I pass by.

      It takes everything in me not to sprint around rabidly for my siblings. If the Allied Force finds them, it’s all over. Be patient, Coa. If the sergeant is aware of who you truly love in the barracks, he will remove all their teeth, he will execute them right before you.

      Still, my heart can’t help it. My legs almost break into a run.

      Eight days, seventeen hours, twenty-five seconds without them . . .

      Eight days, seventeen hours, twenty-six seconds without them . . .

      My chest tightens. Eight days, seventeen hours, twenty-seven seconds without them . . .

      “Coa, listen to me.” Hazen finds me in the crowds, parting the bodies to reach me. He catches me around the waist. “You need to seem like a sorceress, like your life depends on it.” His eyes are severe. You need to act as if you understand the unknown depth of dark magic. As if you are the dangerous sorceress they think you are.

      It sinks into me. If I am useless, the Allied Force will kill me—and the others. I need to make it seem as though there may be several more hidden sorcerers among us—raw and primal with their innate power. The Allied Force might extend our lives, if only to harvest our magic.

      However, my little brother, Buckthorne, breaks out of the pack of boys. My eyes well with tears as he runs into my arms. He erupts into a sob. “Coa, you’re alive—” His dark brown face is a mess of tears, even though his little body tries to hold it back. “I swear, when I grow up, I’m going to be a pilot and fly us all out of here⁠—”

      He can’t be seen with me. I panic. The soldiers could surround us at any moment.

      With the cold air of a sorceress, I pretend I don’t know him, but the tears threaten to spill down my cheeks, shaking my limbs like the leaves of a broken tree, as my little sister flies into my waist as well. Rabbit buries herself into the fabric of my clothes, inhaling me. Her tiny fists squeeze as much of me as she can, and I collapse to bring them close. I kiss the tops of their heads. “Be good for me, okay? We can’t—We won’t—” We won’t be able to see each other—ever again.

      Rabbit’s voice warbles. “I missed—you—so—much⁠—”

      “I missed you more,” I whisper into their hair, thick with grief. Knowing we will be separated soon. At any second.

      Buckthorne’s small fists work a fang-shaped piece into my fist, the rock surface wet with his tears. “Here. This will keep you safe.”

      It’s a fox tooth, like the ones we used to collect in the swamp, knee-deep in mud and surrounded by milkweed, water peppers, and duck potatoes. Buckthorne throws his arms around me, refusing to release me. “A fox is quick, like you.”

      I grip the pebble until it cuts and bleeds into my fist, sobbing in anguish. “I will keep it safe, I promise.”

      My eyes scan for my older three siblings, but they’re the ones who know better. They know the Allied Force is watching the barracks now closer than ever. It takes every shred of willpower in my body to extract myself from my little brother and sister.

      “I stole this for you, so you can eat.” Rabbit scoops out handfuls of beans from the canteens. She slips on a grin. “The guards didn’t even see me.”

      I kiss her nose. “You’re the one as crafty as a fox, Rabbit.”

      Buckthorne wipes his eyes with his grime-slicked sleeve. “Promise us you’ll be okay?” He hiccups, and thrusts his face into my shoulder, as if he were five again. Already, he’s grown in the week that I’ve been gone, aged in his eyes from the horror of the Hunt. “Will you be okay?”

      I lie to him, kneeling on one knee to fix his work uniform. “I’ll be fine.” I ruffle Buckthorne’s curly hair. “I might be back one day, you need to be as brave as a lion. Stay brave for me, Buckthorne.”

      To leave them with something from me, I hand them each one of the old barrack trackers, carving my initials in fire. “I will find you soon, I promise.”

      “No! Wait!” Rabbit nuzzles her nose into mine. She screams. “Please, stay. Please!”

      I grasp her shoulders softly. “Rabbit, do you hear that?”

      She mumbles, “It’s your fire.” Like I always tell her.

      “I will light every path on earth to find you. I swear it. Stay clever for me.”

      Her rabbit-wide, brown eyes are fraught with worry, tears damp against her brown skin, but at last, she lets Buckthorne put on a courageous face for the both of them as they run to vanish into the fields.

      I forgot to say goodbye. By the time I run out, a hand pulls me back, right before the stationed guard lurking in the butchery can see me. Still, I resist the grip pulling me back inside, nearly screaming. “Wait!” How could I forget to say goodbye!

      Suddenly, unexpectedly, Hazen’s fingers thread through my hair inside the barracks, tilting my cheek with his hand. He holds a heavy-lidded gaze at me, as if he is under my trance, and it takes me a few heartbeats to realize he’s about to kiss me, even now. In front of everyone. “Follow my lead.”

      His lips capture my own.
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      My stunned eyes widen. Still glowing with tears.

      His lips are more calloused than I expected, his hands scarred from years of war as they drift across my waist. I’ve never kissed a man before. My mouth falls open and his soft tongue invades, tasting me for himself. A man possessed.

      Hazen is protecting me from the watching eyes of the Allied Force. This is not an act of romance for either of us. It’s not a spur-of-the-moment act of love to defy the militant regime. This is a ruse for survival. This is a desperate act to prove that even away from the island’s orún, I’ve held him captive to my will—his body and his soul. I am powerful beyond measure.

      I forced him to kill his men.

      I forced him to save my life against all sense.

      I’ve ensorcelled him to my ambition.

      Suddenly, I feel a wave of strength. For my several siblings, I become the fireborn woman capable of mass manipulation, seizing his shirt in my fists. I kiss him ravenously, awkwardly unfamiliar with the territory of a man, but I follow his lead. He smirks against my lips, and I kick his ankle with the edge of my boot.

      I close my eyes to keep them from scouring for my siblings over the dozens of cowering laborers, and terrified seamstresses. You are a sorceress now, Coa.

      Heartless. Dark. Possessive.

      At last, the crowds disperse, grateful the stunt has worked enough that if the soldiers were to break in, Hazen will keep their concentration on him. An oathbreaker who is fraternizing with a foreigner, held under her will.

      By now, word has spread. The laborers head to the canteens, one frightened glance over their shoulders at the pair of us.

      After we break apart, Hazen lunges for my lips again, pressing me against the wall. I surprise him in return by thrusting him against the wall, reversing our position. His practiced tongue seeks mine, and afterward, I am breathless without any thoughts left.

      Hazen runs his tongue over his lips, where my scent remains on him. “Not a bad taste after seven days in a hostile, primeval jungle. Not ideal, but not unbearable.”

      I snap, instantly reminded of why I loathed him in the first place. “Why can’t you take anything seriously?” Does he not know this could be our last hours left on earth? “We could be killed by the purchaser. He could hunt us for sport.”

      “Then you should be pleased that we’ll be free from each other for good.”

      “You promise?” I fold my arms.

      “I swear it,” Hazen murmurs on my lips in return. That insufferable smirk of his spreads over that wicked, skilled mouth when he hears my breath catch all over again. “Luckily for you, now at least you won’t die without ever having been kissed.”

      My stomach churns. “How would you know if I’ve ever been kissed or not?”

      Hazen’s eyes linger on my lips for a moment. He removes his dark shirt, using it to clear the perspiration from his chest. The tropical heat is as thick as the back of a knife.

      “I know you.”

      I force my voice to be as captivating as an enchantress. “You think you know me.”

      His voice expels the wry humor from his throat. “I know you, Coa.”

      Soon, the sergeant and his men will return to take us to the purchaser, and I try not to drown beneath the icy waves of panic. Who purchased us? We need to focus on that. Hazen and I might be ripped apart. I can’t lose him. Despite my annoyance with him, Hazen knows the regime better than I do. The apprehension is flooding my veins with horror. Who owns my body now? Will I ever be able to return to my brothers and sisters?
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          IFE STØRMBANE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the traeger island war camp

        east sector

      

      

      It’s a race against murder.

      I scrub my dark brown hands furiously. Never trust Allied Force men. Never.

      My territorial, controlling husband has me locked in the bedroom before the gladiator battles. The purchaser wanted to see the Great Hunt survivors killed in a spectacular demise. A ferocious battle against men and creatures.

      I am forced to attend.

      If I move under the silk sheets, he notices. If he hears the sound of my footsteps, he’s alert. He’s never even asleep at night—he stares straight at me like the stranger that he is. I should’ve struck him, hard, over the temples when I had the damned chance. I need to run.

      He is a murderer.

      He will kill anyone that threatens to expose him.

      Including me.

      After all, he is not Maximus Størmbane, who is the actual heir of the Allied Force, and my real husband. He’s Rainer Van Valken.

      He’s an impostor.

      Everyone else believes Rainer Van Valken died in war. However, none of them knew that the militant soldier survived.

      Rainer lived because Maximus salvaged his best friend’s consciousness after his murder and inserted it into his own head, allowing him to live in turns inside his own body.

      Even I, Maximus’s own wife, never knew a hint of it. I couldn’t have even sensed there were two different men in a single body. That on some nights, I slept next to a warm, healthy man that loved me fiercely; and on other nights, I slumbered beside a corpse that had been a cold-blooded soldier that despised all foreigners. Especially since Rainer’s cadence is exactly like Maximus. He has masterfully trained himself in Maximus’s mannerisms. Rainer stands in precisely the same stature of confidence inside Maximus’s body. Rainer has the same dark blond hair, mountain blue eyes, square jawline, and disciplined nature as Maximus. He even memorized Maximus’s past as thoroughly as if it were his own.

      Rainer even replicated his capacity for perfect aim as a seasoned sniper.

      However, Rainer’s entire lineage would be executed if the leadership of the Allied Force finds out that on occasion, he controls the heir’s body.

      Therefore, Rainer watches me every night. I’m not allowed to sleep by myself. I can’t bathe myself. I can’t even clothe myself with a pink night slip without his direct supervision. Each night, he stares down at me as he oils his firearms. It sends his silent warning of torture.

      Most dangerously of all, he expects me to have a child.

      As if that will ever happen. I would rather crawl on my hands and knees into a viper pit and swim in acetone afterward than give birth.

      He expects me to create immortal soldiers in the Størmbane bloodline for my duty as a woman with a near-immortal lineage of orún magic. The Allied Force men die of metal poisoning at early ages, suffering from extreme brain damage, heart failure, and system degeneration. I am the cure.

      If Rainer is not at my side, the hover-camera is set on me at every minute, every millisecond. In his absence, it is not allowed to malfunction on the security men’s watch, but if it glitches for any purpose, his men are to contact him immediately.

      His selected security members are filled with sanguinary mercenaries.

      You can feel the lives taken in their gaze. I could plead at their feet for those men to rescue me—and the mercenaries would hold no hesitation in dragging me back to become a mother as I vowed.

      I am held captive inside of a Rainsford Resort that towers over the rest of the island, lined with palm trees, luxury emerging from the ground like pristine marble out of the dirt. It’s so obscenely wealthy and out of place, like a mink fur coat thrown inside a chicken coop. The resort buildings are arch-shaped and pure white, filled to the brim with professional staff, which only adds to the vulgar affluence.

      Down below, even in hard rain, the uniformed staff must stand outside throughout the insufferable heat and sun, before they are replaced with night attendants that must stand throughout the brisk night in case I get thirsty, or I want fresh towels. It’s absurd.

      I can’t live like this. I can’t. I need to run.

      I suffocate on raw panic in my sleep. I quietly tear out of bed, but Rainer’s large, heavy hand grasps my wrist before I even have a chance to escape, tangling my legs in the silk sheets. “Where are you going, Ife?”

      Wild with desperation, I kick at him, writhing, screaming for help. “Please, let go of me!”

      I twist out of my robe sleeves and flee him, racing for the bath.

      His voice is calm, which feels more dangerous than if he exploded in anger. “Don’t move.”

      In only a few movements, he stands between me and the basin. Don’t be foolish again, Ife.

      His body towers over mine with his six-foot-four frame, firm with muscle. He leans down close enough that I could inhale his corpse breath, if I wanted.

      I retreat from him. However, he advances until my spine has no inch left to escape him, cornering me against the doorframe.

      “Do you need to be sedated again?”

      My voice is small. “No.”

      “Are you going to stir trouble during the gladiator battles?”

      Men like him love throwing women into sanatoriums and mental institutions, and if the Allied Force still practiced lobotomies to force women into submission, he would remove my brain entirely if he could. I churn out the words through my teeth this time, imagining him dead at my feet soon enough. “No, Rainer.”

      My husband will kill you for this. Maximus will take your life, then I will take Maximus’s life for his foolishness. It’s only a matter of time.

      Rainer’s dark rifle uniform remains stainless on his body, but I imagine freeing myself with the blade hidden in my hair clip, and splattering his blood across it. However, his bare hand alone could inject another sedation needle into my neck with no effort, faster than I could strike. His strength exceeds mine, like a sparrow trapped in a hunter’s grip. He bears no patience for me as I furtively reach for the clipped blade. His eyes darken. “You were ordered not to move.”

      You do not command me. I glower up at him, my short stature not tall enough to reach his chest. You are an outsider. You’re not my father or even my husband. You have no authority. I bite back my rage, forcing out a light, silly voice instead. The girlish voice he’s used to. The voice women perform to protect themselves. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to wake you⁠—”

      “I never sleep.” He treads even closer to me, and I inhale his dead, frozen breath this time. His frigid, stern hand takes hold of my chin, forcing me to gaze up at him as the freeze scatters a tidal wave of chill down my spine. “What were you doing, Ife?”

      I bait my breath.

      “Answer me, Ife. I want to hear you.”

      I was running from you.

      I fake guilt, twisting my finger. “I only needed a drink of water from the basin. Sorry, Rainer, I had a night terror.”

      His eyes narrow down at me, and I can’t tell if he believes the lie or not. He could pretend to believe me, and poison me again when I least suspect it, as he did three nights ago.

      “I’ll retrieve the water for you, Ife, return to bed.”

      I obey without hesitation. Still edged with fury, I sit for him at the end of the silk sheets with my hands crossed on my lap, my palms open, empty of any weapons, and my feet restricted together.

      I am not allowed to reach for anything.

      I am not permitted any sudden movements.

      Rainer returns with a tinglingly cold glass of water. It’s as iced through as his bloodless touch. His body temperature is low, due to the corpse of his salvaged brain. Rainer will not survive much longer. He has months left, if even that.

      His dying brain is sickening Maximus’s body. Rainer coughs blood into his palm. It’s a shade darker than before, nearly black with deteriorated connective tissue.

      Meanwhile, Maximus’s skin is healthy when Maximus has control of his own body. The heat of his lips, the freshness of his breath, his friendly demeanor, all of it separates him from Rainer.

      As he dies inside, Rainer refuses to rest until every last foreigner is dead in the ground with him. It is his purpose in life.

      The Allied Force was built on the destruction of foreigners. It has become the last national power left on earth.

      His bitter gaze glares back at me as if remembering my people stole his glory from him when he was assassinated in war.

      He would seize my body in a heartbeat to take down with him right now if he could.

      I shatter the glass on accident, gasping.

      I flee to the floor to grasp as many shards as I can. “Sorry! I was sleepy⁠—”

      I hide the largest shards that I can beneath the bed. He will never catch me off guard again. I gather the tiny edges nipping into my flesh, cutting open my palms. Anything for a weapon.

      Soon, my fingers are slit, cracked with the glass, but I acquire as many tiny pieces as I can manage. My blood has smeared my night slip as he moves me back onto my feet. “You’ve hurt yourself, that’s why I told you to keep still. You’re clumsy at night.”

      I gaze down at the aftermath of my wild movements, where the sharp glass remnants have cut, torn, and scratched in my despair for a crude weapon. Rainer sets me back onto the bed with ease, summoning a soldier to clean the mess. Rainer restrains me with hardly an exertion of his thick muscle, as if I am a hummingbird loosed from its cage and returned.

      In his mind, I’m only a third of his weight. I am small, feeble in his grasp.

      But I am not helpless.

      Three nights ago, the Eternal Ritual I swallowed will bind us together for the rest of time. I stole Maximus’s breath, his hair, his blood, his skin, his spit. With my grandfather’s—the bone king’s—orún kakru salts, I infused my soul with Maximus.

      I silently remind Rainer of that. Within seconds, every cut on my body now enters his own. After a minute, a full cut forms in his palms. His fingers begin to drip with his own blood.

      If he ever kills me, he will be dead.

      However, if he’s ever killed, I will live on.

      That was why I shattered the glass. I am not the same vulnerable, tiny girl he poisoned three nights ago, expecting her to die. I am a vengeful woman of fury.

      I am a resilient survivor.

      I am not his little wife of heartache, sobbing at her husband’s betrayal.

      I will ensure his death. I will kill him myself.

      One of us will die. It will never be me.
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      Rainer heads down the massive coliseum steps. As always, I am required to walk in front of him, held against my will. A woman can’t even attempt escape with glass shards without a whole production of soldiers, it seems. He has the entire private section locked down with his men. “Did you sleep well, Ife?”

      “Did you?” I ask, softly.

      In his mind, this matter is resolved. He has a show of force with nearly fifty men.

      However, if you take everything from someone, that’s precisely the issue—they have nothing left to lose. I have nothing to lose.

      Ahead of us is a crude open arena made of stone, the tiered spectator seats filled to the brim with pale men, women, and children. Their roar overwhelms my senses, I can hardly hear my own thoughts, caged by thousands of visitors. The rowdiest men are at the front, drooling at the young girls brought in for the match to fight to the death.

      A girl capable of fire scatters her eyes over the sight of beer and beef, as men gnaw into the carcasses, drinking pitchers of heavy liquor that streams down their bearded jaws. It reeks of a butcher house, the gladiators primed for slaughter.

      Her eyes cross over the delicately dressed women poised next to their husbands, willing to endure the belches, the vulgar swearing, the disgustingly loud devouring of animal flesh in their teeth, if it means they ascend higher in the Allied Force society.

      These women are not allowed to yell coarsely at the Great Hunt winners brought to the battlefield. These women can’t belch without regard as they whistle for the prized fighters. These women can’t part their legs widely and spill frothy beer down their elegant dresses. Their lipstick is pristine.

      Even my makeup is fresh, virginal.

      The fireborn’s eyes skim upward, right to me. The tropical air beats on my throat. Even with the sparse sand speckled into her dark blond hair, wind-struck, she’s fiercely beautiful. Her cheeks are sallow from years of subjugation in the labor camps, however, her refined cheekbones are not her focal point. Her vivid eyes are lively and sharp.

      She’s exactly the kind of girl to survive warfare. The last left standing.

      Her splash of freckles across her nose are scraped, but now they’re part of the historic legends of her victory. She’s the youngest Great Hunt winner at eighteen.

      Above all, it’s her fire marks that captivate my eye. I feel like I’m staring at my ancestors when I gaze at the tribal markings. My lips part. She bears my exact bloodline marks . . . How is that possible?—

      Where flecks of pink are on my skin, signifying my lack of orún, flecks of fire are on hers, indicating her fire orún.

      Drawing my attention away, the chariots pull another gladiator forward and my body senses him before my eyes see him. Hazen Wargrave. Quickly, I avert his gaze. I can’t be caught locking eyes with this one. But I still feel his stare on my dress where his hands once roamed over the fabric. I feel his fixed concentration on my nuptial finger, where his emerald ring once shined on my hand, but now another man’s diamond proudly sits there.

      Tears gather in my eyes, and I blink my eyes rapidly to keep them dry. Hazen lived.

      Of course, he survived. He was always too dexterous, too skilled, for his own good. Another whimper climbs in my chest, and the urge to throw my arms around him and nestle my nose in his scar-marked shoulder like I used to aches in my bone marrow. All my fault. This was my fault. Forgive me. As if hearing my thoughts about another man, Rainer’s hard eyes fall on me.

      He would only mistake it for love or romance, instead of a ploy to escape my cage. Help me, Hazen, I’d whisper against his coarse skin if I could, tell no one. Help me flee.

      Hazen Wargrave would help me without a single explanation needed.

      Earlier this morning, Rainer ordered all the glassware to be removed from the resort. There was not even silverware to decorate the plates, not a single gilded piece of cutlery for me to fight back with. He even had the expensive vases expelled from the premises.

      The stark white resort stands formidably with high walls encircled with sandy beaches and sprays of colorful fish. The helicrafts rested on the sea docks and I imagined myself walking straight into the balmy sea and running into the mountains. Not that my husband would ever let me. Not that my pride will ever let me.

      I need to make sure this tyrant is dead and gone. I need to try to kill him again soon. Now, I perch myself at the end of the banquet, as if nothing had happened. As if girls can take up the hobby of committing acts of horror at will without it meaning much at all. However, a name settles into my ear that completely binds my spine with fear. “All rise for the grand leader, Head General Størmbane.”

      Stumbling to my feet, I grasp for words, but I am at a loss with terror at the sight of the mountainous man with the insensate gaze behind his eyes. There is no hint of humanity within him. He remains indifferent to the women screaming over his murderously handsome features.

      His left eye was removed, but his right eye is known for its precision. Its impenetrable ability to remain unread.

      With a parting of his lips, he could order more carcasses for the tradition, or give my death order.

      “I see you are well, my ikä.”

      Head General Størmbane has materialized at my side as if by magic and every single soldier in attendance cracks their polished, dark boots together and salutes him with their left fist behind their back and their right fist against their temple. Every soul in the arena silences themselves with apprehension.

      Head General Størmbane has claimed billions of lives in his regime.

      He has laid slaughter fields across every corner of the earth. He has sent millions of children to their death, and he delivered no more than an announcement of it.

      Year after year, he has given the traditional order to remove Arctic boys as young as six from their homes to be trained in barbarous mountains, later utilized for extinguishing foreign lives from continent to continent. Every son of his has been honed into manhood in glacial mountains, bred and educated in the darkest depths of the Northern Hemisphere.

      Head General has eradicated the earth of most of mankind in order for it to be rebuilt in his own cold, Vikąrian image.

      The Allied Force named itself in mockery of every nation that united against it. Every effort has been futile, since the man who has butchered other men with his bare hands achieved his massacre of the earth despite their alliance. Speak, Ife, don’t stammer.

      “Viker, victory to the Allied Force.”

      “Victory.” Three nights ago, Head General gave the kill command to have me executed and lobotomized for the act of exposing emotion in public. Yet, here I stand beside his son, barely scathed. “You were offered a rare mercy unheard of in my military.”

      My words come out strangled in my throat. As if his thick, bearish hand is wrapped around my trachea. “I thank you deeply for your mercy.”

      “It was extended as a final consideration, do you understand?” Barringęr sets his inexpressive eye on me, his six-foot-seven frame renders a shadow over me that swallows me whole in its threat.

      “Yes, Viker.”

      As if to demonstrate his threat, the Head General has the ceremony start with a human sacrifice instead of an animal sacrifice. I fight down the whimper building in my chest, watching an elder of dark brown skin like my own grandfather stagger onto the grit-stained arena sands before us all.

      His dark skin is peeling from sun damage, his fingers are wizened from years in the rubber fields, his eyes are milky and distant, as if he doesn’t even know where he is any longer. His wounded ears are long past their prime, or he’d hear the thunder of applause for his death from the exuberant crowds, the greedy gazes from the spectators for his spilled blood, the war chants that penetrate the sternum with their cheers.

      I gather my skirts into my fists.

      Remorselessly, Head General Størmbane nods to the riflemen on the perimeter that aim, and I war against the urge to mount over the stairs, scale down the coliseum tiers, and sprint across the ground in time to escape with him. Anything to keep him from his execution, even take his hand and run until we can’t⁠—

      “Victory to the Allied Force!” His executioner declares, and I recognize the bold Allied Youth League uniform anywhere. Vørian Størmbane has volunteered to kill the aged man in front of his countrymen.

      Maximus’s younger brother is only two years younger than me, but his skill for murder is twice the age. He’s monstrous in his hunger for public executions, where he can demonstrate his domination and his expertise.

      Proudly, he strides forward with his prized rifle gloves and you wouldn’t be able to tell this is a fourteen-year-old with the air of self-importance he possesses. Vørian doesn’t even hide his inhumanity, there’s blood lust driven in his eyes as soon as his irises set on the aged man.

      Vørian narrows his deadly, ice-green eyes on the elder behind the scope of the rifle.

      Don’t yell, Ife. Don’t scream at him to stop.

      He fires the shot. Before my lips can even part, the man’s legs crumple beneath him, dead within seconds. My kneecaps waver, but my feet remain planted. I can’t believe I’m staring at a teenage boy eagerly committed to brutish war crimes on behalf of his nation’s brethren. He grins afterward, satisfied when the skull matter scrapes the ground behind his victim.

      The bullet is precisely dead center in the cranium. Not one inch past the exact target radial point.

      I keep my eyes on the collapsed body, until Head General Størmbane centers his eyes on the trumpets and horns instead of me as the festivities begin. I do not tremble. I do not weaken. At his command, we are all seated.

      Rainer seizes the seat nearest to me, ignoring the extravagant platters, even though this banquet could feed hundreds of laborers and scores of people inside this encased private section alone.

      Rainer thrusts an extra plate of ripe fruit toward me with a smile. “Kitten, I picked strawberries for you this morning. They aren’t nearly as perfect as you are, but I thought of you.”

      “You’re always so kind to me, bear!” I beam in whispered, friendly conspiracy. I gather his hands in my own as if I’m not imagining cutting his throat. “Thank you for thinking of me.”

      “Smile wider.” The cameras will capture every moment that the real Maximus might see later on. If there’s one mistake, one errant tear down my cheek, Maximus will notice it.

      There will be hell to pay.

      Therefore, Rainer pretends I’m well taken care of and catered to as Maximus would care for me. Rainer gorges my plate with heaps of exotic canapés, exquisite amuse-gueules, and elaborate delicacies. His movement, to the naked eye, is heartfelt. “Let me serve you, kitten. You need your strength.”

      Enjoy the spoils and festivities, while you can.

      After we leave the dead laborers behind to return to the frozen North Pole, I will be withered, enervated with fear.

      I will be trapped in a frozen landscape where the women do not cry.

      Where the women obey their husbands and rear their sons without complaint.

      Where the women birth soldiers for their genocidal country to exterminate every foreigner on earth. Zealously committing live executions.

      I refuse. The sniper has killed my people. Rainer assassinated my grandfather. Rainer slaughtered my family members.

      He abducted my brother.

      He kidnapped my only friend.

      I loathe him to my raw core. I know it’s the grief shaking me, the uncontrollable anger rising in my lungs. He has left me with nothing and no one else. He has isolated me for days on end, caging me like one of his hunt kills.

      Yet he still requires me to submit under him. To eat as he demands it. To bathe when he allows it.

      A man will take everything from you and still expect the last of you. Until you are nothing left yourself.

      If I don’t free myself now on Traeger Island, soon we will return to the North Pole, where I will be held in the most militarized, secured nation on earth. I need to run. I need to end this.

      I didn’t realize the battle started abruptly. Hazen charges forward with a sword swiveling in his grip, an early smirk of victory on his face. His armor consists of an impressive steel helmet and a dazzling shield of the same resilient metal with a sword edged sharp. Whoever paid for this fight had money to spare.

      However, as always, the fighters are treated as animals. His muscled arms are exposed with only leather strapped over his wide chest, thin leather trousers that a blade will easily cut, and ill-fitted bovine-skin boots that hardly protect from the ferocity of battle.

      His strong jaw and golden scruff are the next location that draws the eye as Hazen stands bolder in the equatorial sun.

      His broad chest is brazen with the assurance of a natural born warrior. “Who have you sent to fight me?”

      Will it be a savagely homicidal wild lion the size of the grand entrance? A minatory leopard with three sets of teeth, like the creatures the laborers faced in the hexed jungle?

      Which scientifically-engineered animals converted into killing machines will these gladiators face?

      Hazen’s voice booms well over the onlookers and young boys are leaned forward with interest over the barriers. A troupe of youth league members step forward, six of them against one man and two young women winners.

      The first boy gets cocky and spits out saliva, then runs his lanky arm over his mouth afterward. He’s a tall, brown-haired boy with startling blue eyes. He shouts with the voice of an adolescent teen whose masculinity still has yet to manifest in the depths of his chest. He’s brash with youth and arrogance, and to the amusement of many, he tries to copy Hazen’s stride around the arena. He even imitates his wide stance. “Any last words before we kill you, ingloriӧt?”

      Hazen ignores him, instead his eyes are locked on their crude weapons of choice in the stone center. Knives, spiked rods, iron spears.

      “Did you hear me or have you pissed yourself with fear already?”

      Now silence falls onto the arena.

      “The voice of children doesn’t evoke fear inside of me, if that’s what you’re asking,” Hazen says, earning the drunk laughter from the men in the front. The boy’s eyes scans over the men that chuckled at him.

      Audibly, he deepens his voice as he treads forward to retrieve a spear. “Give us your final words, you ingloriӧt. What do you want to say to the six of us to beg for our mercy?”

      “Let glory lead you.”

      Let glory lead you. I’ve heard those words in the Allied Force military, and he’s not only mocking these brash youth league boys, he’s disregarding their entire militarized heritage.

      Vørian slams a shield against the taller boy. “Don’t let him live. Torture him on behalf of the youth league. Remember what I taught you.”

      As the executioner already, Vørian must remain in his position where he shot an innocent man and raised his fist at the dripping blood afterward. Now, Vørian nods at his fellow youth league to perform their own execution.

      However, Hazen makes quick work of the boys. His movements are merciless, swerving around the sword thrusts and spear throws with ease, until he tightens his grasp on his own sword.

      He reminds them that they are soldiers in training, not even graduates, meanwhile he is a veteran of war.

      He has inhaled warfare far more dangerous than six teenage boys barely old enough to drink without their fathers in their native land.

      The first boy charges forward with his nostrils flared and his eyes on Hazen’s throat, instead of keeping his retinas trained on where Hazen’s hands are. Hazen’s sword fillets him like fish, cutting him straight through the abdomen all the way to the chin.

      With stunned, delayed shock, the other boys stop in their pursuit, staring at the tallest boy who now collapsed on himself. The smallest of them retreats back a step, which is his mistake, because that singular movement has triggered Hazen’s radar next.

      The smallest boy trips over his feet, but even if he’d managed to run, none of it slows the momentum of Hazen’s ferocious thrust that practically lops his head from his shoulders. Afterward, with a lazy foot on the dead boy’s chest, Hazen detaches his sword and sends another to the hot stone with a cut across his jugular.

      That’s three boys down.

      The last remaining boys scatter, fanning out the distance between them in hopes to slow the bloodshed. However, Hazen hunts them with little effort, boredom glazing over his eyes.

      To my horror, instead, Hazen briefly meets my eyes. Warmth and heat graze over my skin. My body remembers every touch of his, every stolen kiss in the dark, from when we were betrothed. But the heat, sticky against my cheeks, is from shame and embarrassment, I betrayed Hazen and I married Maximus behind his back. I ran from Hazen on our wedding night and fled to the embassy that night where I knew Maximus would find me.

      I shattered his heart because I never loved him.

      I’ve never loved any man. I only love power. Somehow, men only understand that decision from other men.

      The final youth league members seize their chance to strike him long distance with a spear, glancing their blade across his chest. Blood leaks instantly.

      To distract myself from the water gathering in my eyes, I stab through the thin morsels of aubergine croquettes and black truffle pâté, avoiding the exotic canapés on the plate. I push the food around.

      I know how this will end already for the boys.

      Bolstered by their first draw of blood, finally, the boys are renewed with strength.

      “You need animal fat.” Rainer speaks suddenly and it takes me half a heartbeat to hear the threat in his tone that I obviously missed the first time. The women will notice. The wives will pry, sifting through his secrets like water. I realize it’s not my appearance he’s concerned about, or even Maximus noticing my despair, it’s himself. This bastard is protecting himself. “I will implement a dietary regime to return you to the original state you were in before.”

      I bite back my sharp words.

      I apologize if I lost weight after discovering my husband’s war partner tried to murder me.

      I apologize if I lost my appetite after finding out I’ve been with two men for years.

      I sincerely, devoutly, apologize if I don’t want to bear sons for a lineage that has executed millions.

      That tried to execute me because they believe I am too feminine, too feeble.

      It matters little to him if my frail body will survive his sons. Only that my fresh body belongs under him by his law. In his mind, my bloodline, steeped with magic, is his now.

      Maximus will regain control of his body after midnight, the real Maximus. All I need to do is survive Rainer. Run while I can. However, as he polishes off the carcass as if nothing has happened, I am reminded he butchered my family members like they meant little. He shot the sun king dead. He killed the hunt king right after without hesitation. He will not hesitate to kill me either; then search for another princess.

      A pounding, wild drum beats in my hot ears. I will escape.

      Rainer stands on a throne of my bloodline’s bones. Men that he murdered in his pursuit of glory.

      Raw anger seethes out of me. “I will escape you.”

      I gasp, realizing I said it out loud.

      Thankfully, there’s a buzz of applause as Hazen ends the gladiator match with only a wound across his chest to show for it. The last boys suffered the same fate, a slow hunt to their death in front of their countrymen.
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        one day after the great hunt

        the traeger island war camp

        east sector

      

      

      The sizzling stone of the arena burns beneath the thin leather soles of my gladiatorial boots. Czarina still stands stunned at the bloodbath. She’s not familiar with Hazen as I am, but my concern is the silence permeating among those too drunk to realize young Vikąrian teenagers were publicly humiliated in their failure to kill a single traitor.

      Hazen refused to kill foreigners for his nation.

      He’s an oathbreaker that has formed alliances with the outsiders of the North Pole.

      There are men at the perimeter who turn their rifles on Hazen, their eyes clear of excitement or tolerance for his act. The youth league captain stares at the body with a bloodless expression as he demands a rematch. His jawbone quivers with rage, his skin spreading with a florid tone of vengeance.

      “One final match. Six more of the youth league against the ingloriӧt.” He’s too young to know when to stop and Hazen seizes the advantage, awaiting my word.

      This is where I know my part is necessary. In their eyes, I am a dark sorceress, capable of bewitching even the most tenacious of minds, as if men are nothing more than sacrifices to my will.

      “Eyi! Eyi!” I chant loud incantations, drawing gasps of surprise, and Hazen straightens his spine on command. “Ekene umė ayan!”

      Vørian Størmbane falters back from me for a step. My voice increases, terrifyingly loud, a roar of random Makarian that I hardly know, but the power is without question.

      “Itāmām bėran!”

      I exhale a combustion of fire for all to see, the firebolt exploding from my mouth in smoke and flame, an act I’ve never done with a public crowd this huge before, men and women scattering at the tremendous bolt that screams down to my flesh. Pain sears through me as if I’ve been severed in half. On Kaipo Island, where orún was abundant, I was the one siphoning and greedily devouring the plentiful orún. Now the earth hungrily ravages my orún, ripping me apart in excruciation, until I am breathless.

      Smoke fills my lungs.

      My orún is a living fire that either feeds or is fed. Right now, my fire is fed upon by the air, spreading over the sands. Splashes of beer hit my nose as the men cheer at the massive first conclusion of the Great Hunt.

      Hazen has won the arena fight, and only he is acknowledged.

      Only he is permitted freedom, if he wins the final match.

      Meanwhile, Czarina and I are treated with hatred, approached as if we are creatures. Only Ife, whose lineage was the first to harness orún, is sent to greet us and report back. The Northern Hemisphere has seen magic in the Arctic Circle tribes, I’ve heard, but orún has an unknown territory that hasn’t been conquered and subjugated by them yet.

      Yet.

      Orún, I’ve learned, is what these men believe will deliver them eternal life on earth. That they can merely steal the bloodline that has endured the earth the longest.

      Ife’s bloodline.

      We’re led to a crevice in the arena, where the violently bright sun is blocked by high limestone walls. Where I am kept in a partition, but since Hazen won, he has a few spare moments of solitude. However, the solitude is only after Ife utilizes her knowledge of orún to learn of his experiences in the hexed, toxic Makarian jungles and interpret them.

      Where she’s expected to reinforce the strength of the Vikąrian empire with any information she can glean. However, there are no words exchanged for over a minute.

      I catch my breath on my end of the partition, finally able to rest against the radiating heat. Even if the air suffocates me, it’s far cooler in the humid temperatures outside than the inferno smoldering in my lungs.

      Ife keeps her head lowered from Hazen, and I remember she was engaged to be married to Hazen Creed. I peek over the partition to get a look at the pair of them together. As if they’ve spent lifetimes apart, their lips part, but there’s no sound that releases.

      Ife’s eyes are so innocent, they hurt your chest. She’s smaller than most people and her vulnerability with her stature is as open as her heart. Unlike most people, she speaks straight from her emotion, as if she’s unable to hide her artlessness.

      After a minute, neither of them can take it anymore.

      Quietly, Ife kisses his palms. She assures him that she spoke to the rain, her voice naive and soft. “The rain is my friend. The clouds told me you’d be safe. I’m so glad the sun protected you.”

      “You prayed to the rains for me?”

      “I always pray to the rain for you. The rain is our protector.” Ife gets away with her allegiances because there are not many on earth as achingly beautiful as her, but I hope Hazen keeps his head wired on straight. Her lip trembles. “Haze, forgive me. I’m sorry—this is all my fault—I had no idea any of this would happen. You’re hurt. I didn’t pray to the stars enough to not let you get hurt⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize,” his voice thickens, and it’s the first time I’ve ever heard raw emotion in his timbre. “I will return for you soon. Be prepared.”

      She whispers, “You can’t.”

      “You can’t stay with the sniper general.” The dark rage that lives in his chest radiates from him. The anger presses through his tone like a Vikąrian brute bludgeoning through enemies.

      The two of them are dangerously close to each other. The hairs stand on my neck at the intensity in Hazen’s eyes. If the sniper general were present at this very second, Hazen would be implacable.

      He’s as oblivious to his actions as Ife is as she nibbles her pale-pink hair. Her sweet eyes delicately adorned with lush, fluttering eyelashes.

      “He’s good to you?” Hazen asks her at last, quietly enough for the outside men not to hear.

      “He’s kind, yes.”

      “But is he good to you?” He questions, not letting her leave until she swears her husband’s taking diligent care of her.

      “He’s good to me, I promise. Really.”

      As if Hazen can see through her, a muscle tightens in his jawline. “Ife⁠—”

      “Hazen, please, we can’t. Not here.” Ife releases Hazen’s hands at the very last millisecond. As if all she gave him was a firm handshake like the rest of us.

      As Ife stares at Hazen’s hands to avoid gazing at his face, her eyes blur with tears as they skim over the coarse skin, overcome with high emotion.

      “You have a new hand.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “You lost your hand?”

      “The explosion rendered it useless, the ligaments couldn’t be salvaged.”

      “All of this is my fault⁠—”

      “You didn’t create the Great Hunt.”

      Hazen conceals his carious appendage behind his back in the event she might see the rest of it. He smooths his free thumb across Ife’s cheek, an action so quick, I almost miss it. Ife nearly falls apart.

      I don’t have much of a chance to ask her about the affiliations with Eşken.

      Even with her oblivious, airy mind, she might know something useful.

      However, Hazen rests his forehead against her small head. Their words turn to desperation and murmurs. Every unsaid word bursts behind their lips, and it’s a language only distinguishable between them. I can’t decipher their shared whispers. I can’t interpret their intimate hushes, until Ife bites her cheek. “We live in Kilgrad now; I can’t escape eleven thousand miles to Ivaker.”

      “Why not? The transportation will be set.”

      Guiltily, her eyelashes flutter downward again.

      Her voice falters. “We’re planning for our first son soon.”

      That lands a heaviness in the air.

      It’s a gentle message, almost a plea, but Hazen does not honor it.

      “Is what you want with him?” Hazen remarks instead under his breath. He stands up straighter, removing his forehead from hers, as he swallows his opinion of a newborn Størmbane heir in the world. It’s almost as if it takes everything in him to lift her chin upward with his thumb. He rakes his spare thumb across her cheek. He holds her to make her gaze directly in his eyes. “Is that what you want with him? Tell me; I need to hear it.”

      It will devastate him if she even whispers it, but Hazen won’t let go of their past easily. For Maximus Størmbane, Ife was meant to be his wife. For Hazen Wargrave, she was meant to be his soulmate.

      “Is that what you want with him?” His voice splinters at the last syllable of him as though a gelid river cracked in winter with the rigid waters dead beneath.

      “It’s all I’ve ever dreamed of, Haze, truly.”

      “With him?” Hazen asks firmer, raising his dark brow, as if wanting her to understand the depth of the situation she’s in. “Irrespective of what the nation demands of him, does he have interest in fatherhood? You know I would reach Kilgrad, if you needed me. Not for a child, but for you.”

      “Hazen, you can’t do this.” Her eyes fill with tears. “You can’t say that.”

      It’s as if she’s petrified that Hazen sees right inside of her, every crevice she wants to keep for herself. Does she not want future soldier sons?

      Hazen finally says the words out loud.

      “Ife, you’ve never wanted children. I never needed sons, if that wasn’t what you desired. Has he even realized that a son is not what your heart wants? Would he understand if you expressed that to him?”

      The majority of women in the Allied Force eagerly pledge to produce progeny and soldiers.

      Yet Hazen sees her too deeply.

      “Please, leave it alone.” She hiccups softly. “Please, Hazen.”

      For the rest of the time, Hazen and Ife don’t even need words to exchange, hushing half sentences to each other. Within seconds, they’re lost within their own conversation, deep in their tender memories, as if they’re the only ones on the island.

      Warmth fills the atmosphere as Ife plays with his fingers.

      “Will you eat enough . . . ?” Ife asks.

      “Of course. You know . . .”

      “I know. Make sure you’re drinking . . .”

      “I always have. The beer halls are my weakness. Don’t be concerned over me,” Hazen responds with a good-natured laugh. Still, she fusses over his uniform and it’s impossible not to see how deeply he cares for her.

      He catches her tiny fingers in his hand.

      “You know how easily I get scared for you, Hazen. I hadn’t heard for months, I thought the worst,” she hiccups again, shifting from foot to foot. But she doesn’t elaborate, as if that might open an old wound.

      Her husband sent Hazen to the torture unit in order to steal his bride. In the jungles, I relived Hazen’s darkened memories of the moments.

      The wound opens anyway, and finally, she asks, “How’s Sten?” His younger brother.

      A little smile appears on Hazen’s lips. “Good for now. I plan to teach him to shoot. He’s almost as tall as you.”

      “He’s grown so fast, I bet!” She giggles, and for the first time, it jars me to realize that these men don’t notice she isn’t in love with them. It dawns on me that the same voice she uses to gush about the rain clouds and stars as her friends is the same vocal expression she uses on men. “I hope Sten will become more polite than his older brother.”

      “He’ll learn my confidence at bare minimum, if nothing else.” Hazen smirks with that charm that won over a few in the crowds.

      “Then he’ll be in the best hands.”

      There’s a beat of silence. Hazen drinks in every moment, gazing into her eyes, then staring at her lips, until she speaks again. Anxious.

      “And your mother?” She nervously wrings her hands.

      It hits me that these would’ve been her mother-in-law and brother-in-law if they’d been married. Sten and Hazen’s mother would’ve been dead, if Hazen hadn’t fought to survive for them. “How is she now?”

      “Better, I heard.” Hazen refers to some favor I don’t know about. He says with gratitude, “We received it. You didn’t have to send it. You’ve heard . . .”

      “No, Hazen! I wanted to help. Even if it was only that small bit.” She cries out again. “The guilt was unbearable. I feel responsible for all of this⁠—”

      “The Great Hunt is the Vikąrian tradition.”

      “Even the torture unit; he separated us as far as he could and I wish I’d known—” She tries again, but Hazen won’t let her fit the weight of blood onto her shoulders for that either.

      “The Størmbane command is a practice that predates you by decades. You never could’ve stopped a minute of it. If he wanted to get rid of me at his command, he has birthright authority under law.”

      “I could’ve tried harder. I could’ve run to you.” She’s only as tall as a man’s chest, her little legs wouldn’t get her far, and even Hazen knows that.

      “To what extent?” he asks. “I defected from the unit. Even the Great Hunt is finished now.”

      Hazen concentrates harder on her. This time, he discards caution, and as softly as cupping a petal in his grasp, so she can’t escape his intense eyes, he raises her delicate lips toward his mouth. “He’s your final choice?”

      “Hazen . . .”

      Hazen presses on. “He’s who your heart chooses? Your heart?”

      Hazen’s recklessness will get him killed, but in his eyes, she’s not the first human to experience loving two souls at once. His mistake, though, is not realizing she doesn’t love either soul at all. Her presence in the Allied Force is not out of love, there’s no escape for women.

      Ife is still in their grasp, and if she doesn’t wake up and figure out a plan to run, it’ll be too late.

      However, Ife holds onto his palm. “Maximus Størmbane is my whole heart. Please give us your blessing.”

      “You’ve always had it,” Hazen swears to her, but his eyes externalize the opposite. “I wish the best for it. I’ve always felt that marriage was safest for you at the time.”

      Marriage. Not a marriage to Maximus Størmbane.

      While Hazen doesn’t offer any blessing for children, he releases his own hold.

      “Thank you, Hazen. Our firstborn is destined for Maximus and I.”

      That’s the killing blow from her, enough to force Hazen to tighten his mouth and wire it closed from saying anything last minute that could put him in further danger.

      “Your heart will move on, Hazen. You’ll exist without me,” She gazes up at him, her tiny teeth showing. “I’m happy for you. Good luck to you all.”

      For his sake, I hope he manages to screw his head on straighter at last. However, he melts a bit under her gaze. A spell he can’t escape. I’ve never seen any man be able to escape enslaving himself under Ife Størmbane’s saccharine gaze. He can’t even speak for a moment.

      “You should let your heart beat for someone, Hazen. Promise you won’t let yourself remain solitary any longer. For me, please?”

      “I promise.” Her marital decision would’ve never been Hazen. His love is unreturned. Hazen postures as though he has made peace with it by the time he smiles. “Be safe for me.”

      I doubt she can hear him, not over the fear entering her eyes as the sniper general himself treads over to us. However, even though she might not be able to hear him, my mouth falls open as Hazen whispers.

      “I won’t let them take another foreigner’s life. That has been my attempt since I left the regime; since my adoptive father’s execution; since I’ve met you. It is my vow now with the conclusion of the Great Hunt. I will protect them all with my life.”

      “Ife.” The sniper general possesses a far more brutal expression than the first time I laid eyes on him. He doesn’t acknowledge Hazen as if the defector doesn’t exist. He does not congratulate or offer any of us luck as his wife had. His eyes land only on my fire marks. “The final gladiatorial will be started at dawn. Get your rest while you can.”
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      My granduncles’ deaths are fresh, and I detest myself for the tears that sting my eyes. I haven’t had a chance to cry yet, and I am dangerously close to throwing myself onto the floor to weep out the anguish. However, I was the one required to greet the winners of the Great Hunt and therefore at night, Rainer interrogates anything I might’ve learned.

      “Don’t tell me you merely stared into Hazen Wargrave’s eyes the entire time.” Rainer removes his rifle uniform gloves. Six indoctrinated youths are dead, but in Rainer’s eyes, if they were better fighters, they would’ve lived. “What critical information did you gather?”

      “I inhaled the scent of orún,” I manage, on the verge of grief. Their skin smelled like my grandfather’s orún, before you killed him. Before you stole him for me and set me on this path of vengeance at only eight years old.

      Rainer is oblivious to my anguish, noting every word I translate in his head. “Did he survive due to orún? Could other Vikąrian men endure similar conditions and yield the same results? Will it shorten our lives or extend it, as estimated?”

      “Hazen is well trained and the sorceress seems to be highly skilled as well. She clearly controls him through her strength, her resilience from the Hunt unique to her experience. The results for him may vary.” Particularly with a fireborn at his side. “Simply put, right now Hazen is one of a kind.”

      Rainer remarks, “Spare me your praise and emotion of that vermin. His success, if facilitated by orún as theorized, could revolutionize the future of the military.”

      Rainer mistakes the tears suspending in my eyes for Hazen. He doesn’t deserve to see my tears, I hold my stone plate with all my strength, holding back every memory of my grandfather and his brothers. My lower lip trembles. “I demand a separation from you.” Even if I must kill you earlier than I planned.

      I hear my voice, the tone of a stronger, furious woman. However, my face is a mess of tears.

      Rainer’s eyes blaze at the mention of separation. Even I didn’t think I had it in me to utter the words. But I refuse to seize it back. I refuse.

      He silently rises out of his seat in response and it turns my blood cold. His disciplined, hostile hand grasps my cheek, lifting my chin to meet his eyes. He scrapes his thumb over the new scar of mine as he gazes into my eyes.

      I force myself to hold his glare evenly. Don’t back down, Ife. Don’t take it back.

      “You are mine until your death. Do not forget that over the likes of Hazen Creed.” His invasive presence swallows the distance between us. It would be less terrifying if he exploded in rage and roared at me, but instead, the mass killer breathes in my scent for several minutes. Until my jawbone begins to ache. Until my cheekbones are quivering in his palm.

      Until I feel how weak I am in his muscle.

      Even when he removes his hand from my cheek, my lithe neckbones can’t even handle the strain of gazing up at his height any longer, and he reminds me of that fragility in every second that agonizes through the entire hour of his intimidating stare.

      He only maintains direct eye contact, and he only breathes in my proximity, but still my primal instinct urges me to evade the active threat. I can’t risk taking my eyes from him for a millisecond.

      At last, he momentarily diverts his attention elsewhere.

      I gasp for air.

      His heavy blue eyes examine my eyes with a deadly finality after. He only speaks when it’s clear I will not make my move. “From the hairs of your head to the skin of your feet, you are my blood. My oath-sworn wife. Repeat it.”

      I am your stolen wife. You stole me, you beast.

      Rainer seems to read my mind, as if he can hear every thought between my ears.

      “You are not stolen, you were acquired in war. You’ve never understood war, but I will make it clear for you. You will never take another husband. I will never own another wife. Do you understand?”

      You do not own me. None of you men own me. He could easily have another wife, several wives if he willed it, but he demands tradition of me and himself above all else.

      My heart rate escalates, shredding through my pulse. Now is the time to thrust all my courage together and gouge his eyes out, or I might never fight again to break free of him.

      Act now, Ife, before you lose your nerve!

      Rainer’s eyes remain on my lips as I charge at him, striking and scratching him. He catches my wrist, but he refuses to hit me back, he doesn’t even raise his hand to signify that he would. Rainer would never strike me in return. He’s a bastard, but he’s not a fool.

      Spent, I vow to him. Trembling before him.

      “I will divorce him.” I will divorce Maximus. I will sever his heart and expose you. I swear it.

      The man’s sickening smirk on Maximus’s body raises the fine hairs on the nape of my neck. I despise myself for flinching from him as he nears me again.

      You never know when to shut your mouth, Ife.

      Still, defiance rises in my blood. There’s no turning back.

      “I want a divorce, Rainer.”

      Rainer narrows his eyes down on every feature of my face. “Are you still in love with Hazen?” His thumb skims over my damp skin. “Are your feelings and heart for Hazen Wargrave the source of your recent defiance?”

      I force myself to hold his glare evenly. Don’t back down, Ife. Don’t take your words back. Demand a separation.

      “No, I no longer have feelings for Hazen.” You will not blame my fury on me. “I want to separate from you, Rainer.”

      “Maximus will not know of what I’ve done, and he will not hear of you fawning over your dead former lover.”

      I quiver. “He’s not dead.”

      “I will kill Hazen Wargrave myself, if I sense Maximus sees your love written on your face. Hazen will wish I had killed him instead. There will be nothing left of him. No one will recognize the body.”

      “It’s you.” You’re the reason I will run earlier than I plotted. “Not Hazen.”

      “Apparently, you do not understand. Maximus will not hear of me, you will never mention a separation from him, or I will kill your brother and that female friend of yours. I see how you gaze at her. In war, Maximus left unrecognizable bodies, but I will ensure there’s no matter left. Do you understand?”

      I seethe the word like a curse. “Yes, Rainer.” My vision darkens as he inches closer. “Yes, Rainer.”

      “Each skull will be sent to you directly, every night, until your sense returns.”

      “Rainer—”

      His face becomes hellish. “If you are incapable of the task, unfit to fill your basic duty, say it then.”

      My lips refuse at first, but they part with desperation as he orders a soldier to aim at the sanitation worker below. I struggle in his arms for the firearm. “Stop! Rainer—stop!”

      “Do you comprehend your duty?” He seethes between his teeth, his rotted breath on my nose.

      “I understand.” I wilt in his hold.

      “Will you fulfill your duty?”

      “I will.”
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      At dawn, we’re dragged into the sun, returned to the stone arena that swelters significantly now beneath a rising heat wave. Spectators scorch and burn beneath the punishing Makari-African sun, women fan themselves relentlessly to little relief, and men order more ice than beer.

      There’s an intensity in their gaze that didn’t exist during the festivities yesterday, the audience has lost six future soldiers because of the matches. Vørian seems to feel their disgruntlement and fury, the evidence that the youth league might not be as promising as they seemed, because his back is raised against the walls, angrily barking at his fellow youth league members into a formation they must’ve practiced all night.

      A grave mistake.

      A few of them are tired, languished from the drill, languid in the sun, and the others can’t focus as soon as the sound of our arriving chariots hits their ears. I can see visible swells of heat streaming off the stone.

      Without warning, the chariot doors are thrown open before the rickety wheels even come to a stop. There’s a dried spurt of blood from yesterday’s games that streaks under my leather-skin boots, the ground uneven with crude material.

      I hiss beneath my breath in pain, stiff from the night spent on the floor, and though Hazen can’t have slept any better, he boasts as soon as he leaps down from the chariot. Czarina throws her gaze over the watchers, gauging their reaction to Hazen Creed.

      Hazen the mankiller. Hazen the sniper killer.

      The man that won’t die.

      My sorcery is the clear reason why they believe he’s lasted this long. I’ve been cast onto the stone and weapons now to be killed. My famed death will earn these boys legend and glory when they finally defeat Hazen Creed and the strange sorceress.

      There are twelve boys who volunteer themselves, all who are hungry to both prove themselves and avenge the fallen. A useless effort.

      Twelve young men are spread out in a Spartan phalanx formation like a flock of geese instead of warriors, but armed to the teeth with shields, daggers, and javelins as if they are true gladiators. Last time, Czarina and I didn’t even need to fight, Hazen finished them all off so quickly.

      It was a relief to stand and watch for once, but this won’t be the case.

      Instead of thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds, these youth league members seem closer to our age of eighteen and nineteen. The oldest appears twenty, a year older than Hazen, although I doubt it will make a meaningful difference. The twenty-year-old has a slender stature compared to the brawny, muscular strength of Hazen Creed.

      Where Hazen stands at six feet two, the tallest is my height at six feet even.

      Several of the boys slide their eyes over me, and I can practically see the calculations in their eyes. For one, I am a woman. For two, I’ve been starved of food and drink for hours now. For three, the exhaust from orún is evident on my weary, weakened face. Last, I’m holding my spiked axe awkwardly, untrained with the wooden handle as it splinters my fingers.

      I am not battle-tested in one-on-one fights.

      I am not versed in how to kill men with axes, blades, rods, or anything really, I worked in the rubber fields where I yielded a nightly quota of rubber.

      This time last year, I was cramming into the metal showers after the fields with dozens of other bodies, squirming beneath the cold gust of water.

      Now, I am gripping a corrugated axe in a gladiatorial arena.

      After this final gladiatorial match, though, we won’t belong to Vørian Størmbane any longer. There are several men who bet against the odds that Hazen Creed and the sorceress will be killed. Therefore, Hazen and I will be put up for an auction to the highest bidder.

      No one even gave any mind to if Czarina would survive the arena.

      Czarina is still shell-shocked from the horrors of the island, mumbling under her breath.

      Startlingly, a glimpse of herself comes out when I touch her shoulder. “You don’t need to pray to survive, Hazen and I will protect you.”

      Czarina is the only one who will return to the barracks, if she lives, as is usually the case after the conclusion of the Great Hunt. If any laborers survive the seven-day hunting by the snipers, they’re merely returned to their living quarters, traumatized and forgotten.

      Her fierce eyes land on mine. “I’m praying for strength, because if I die, I hope it will be at least with Vikąrian blood on my hands.”

      Her words stun me. If Czarina acts feeble and vulnerable, she might trick one of them to his death. Clever girl.

      A smile spreads across my lips as I punch her arm. “I thought I lost you. You were mumbling nonsense all day yesterday.”

      Czarina has endured years in a labor camp through the darkest conditions of mankind. After surviving the Vikąrians, there’s little a hexed jungle could do to instill fear within her. Not for long anyway.

      As the chariots are driven out of the arena, removed from the battle grounds, the audience is momentarily distracted.

      Czarina kisses both hollows of my cheek. “Fight well, fireborn. May you live even if you die.”

      That prayer was one of the last words in my mind in the Great Hunt. I thread our fingers together now, softly laying my lips on her scraped knuckles. “May you live even if you die, but I will kill you, if you die, Czarina.”

      She smirks at me, tucking a dagger in her leather belt. “Not if I kill you first for saving me in the jungle. I hate owing you my life.”

      A rock forms in my throat. “If you want to repay the favor . . . look after my little ones, all right?”

      She nods. She knows how the sale of bodies works under the ruthless Vikąrians traditions. We’ll be passed around from petulant Vørian to someone else. We’ll be separated and discarded for the entertainment of men until we manage to be killed.

      It will only end one way for Hazen and I.

      Czarina’s eyes tinge with tears, escaping down her cheeks in rivulets, skimming over her lip. She was once a talent girl, she knows what the future will be for me to entertain the rest of my days. “The one with the rabbit teeth and the boy with curls, they’re yours, right?”

      I nod. “Rabbit and Buckthorne. My oldest siblings can look after themselves, they’ll protect each other for as long as they can.”

      Even now, my eyes skim over the row of pristinely dressed women in long skirts, hoping for an impossible glimpse of my older sisters. Even if they were scrubbing the stone floors of the gritty arena, at least I could see them one last time.

      My eyes graze over the rows of burly, rowdy men who arrived early with the promise of a better, longer fight this time. I glance at where the oppressive heat boils over the weapons.

      Czarina and I will have targets on our backs as women and not one Vikąrian woman will speak out against the unjust battle.

      As far as they’re concerned, their sons better not embarrass them.

      Before I realize it, the match begins as we’re allowed final words by Vikąrian custom. From a distance, Hazen’s confidence is bold and dazzling, he doesn’t remark any words of mercy for himself, instead he wishes the boys well against him.

      “Let glory lead you.” His gilded mane falls in his intense eyes as his smile widens. It’s a smile only I know is latent with pity. “At least let glory lead you better than it did the last ones.”

      The heftiest fighter lifts a steel trident. “I will crush that crooked nose of yours.” He growls through his thick teeth with barely a few hairs on his lip. He makes the mistake of rambling, not noticing Hazen is stalking around him in the arena to see which hand of his is the dominant hand. His left. In better-trained Vikąrian men, every hand should be your dominant hand. “It’s your fate to be defeated by the rightful inheritors of the earth. It is our birthright to tear apart every oathbreaker⁠—”

      “Well see who fate favors then.” Hazen charges forward and a shout behind me steals my attention. A horn blasts for the battle to begin.

      Czarina skitters from a hurled spear, the metal splicing over her shoulder and taking a slice of her skin with it. She lets out a curse, retrieving her dagger to throw at him, but she misses abysmally, which attracts more hunters her way.

      She’s the easiest prey.

      With orún I mark a perimeter of fire, flames burning out of my hands to carve a line between us and the fighters.

      Us and death.

      Exhaust and fumes invade my lungs, painfully carbonizing my orún. The cost of magic leaves me breathless for a short moment, but Czarina now has a chance to take as many daggers as she can manage into her waist belt.

      Brave and foolish, one of the boys disregards the flames as if they’re pyrotechnics at a tourist attraction. To him, this likely is all part of a show.

      Maybe he doesn’t realize the boys before him were dead, not part of a performance.

      Maybe he thinks himself too smart to believe that when his military gets bored, they send seventy-five laborers to be hunted for sport.

      Whether the Great Hunt is real to him or not, he learns my fire is excruciating, hopping on his scorched feet. Screaming. “Damn it! Damn it!”

      The fighter’s reinforced armor of thicker, resilient material catches fire, and he rolls onto the hard stone. That detracts a few of the league members, but one leaps over the jagged grounds, landing evenly on both feet, unscorched.

      Menacing, he lifts a spear with primal aggression, heaving his arm backward to throw it right into Czarina. However, she desperately dives to the ground with only inches to spare. She shrieks from the sun-broiled stone, and raises her reddened hands, grimacing in agony.

      However, she forces her hand to close a fist around one of her daggers and while the boy retrieves the spear with both hands this time, she cuts him across the knees, and then across his throat. He staggers from her, and I lift my leather boot to kick him in his sternum, sending him back into the fire to be burned alive.

      As the first boy still rolls around on the hot stone, I drag him right into the line of my ferocious flames.

      Two fighters are gone.

      If the crowd is booing and threatening me, I can’t hear it over the roar of blood in my ears. Their fury can’t match my determination to keep Czarina alive in our last moments together.

      I can’t see Hazen well through the barrier of flames, but the grisly sounds of his victory are unmistakable. For now, I retreat back to Czarina, her hands blistered from the fiery, roasting stone. “Are you all right?”

      “Better if we killed another Vikąrian,” Czarina says, wielding a second dagger, despite the injury. It’s a wound that won’t heal for weeks, if months.

      However, you wouldn’t know it hurts at all, after the years the Vikąrians have tortured her, killing Vraničarians one by one, field by field.

      A pair of boys leap over the flame, undaunted by the bodies, and one of them thrusts a sword at my ribcage, tearing out a cut of my ear instead, because he missed. Either way, I stagger back, the pain instant and the blood fresh.

      It’s only the tip of my ear, blunted of pain from adrenaline.

      However, blood pools significantly. He took more than the end of my ear, it sliced part of my head, not deeply enough to need more than stitches, but it was an intended deathblow.

      Even when he missed, he nearly killed me.

      His nostrils are flared, and his sword clashes with my axe, although his strength far exceeds mine and I nearly stumble back again. I grind my heels into the dirt, fire crackling over my lips, scathing my throat. His eyes widen.

      That millisecond.

      That heartbeat of apprehension is all I need and he’s yet another one thrown as a sacrifice to my flames. Czarina was even faster than I was, having spent seven straight days fighting and hiding, while this boy has only fought other boys for practice and preparation in the mountains.

      He might even be one of the boys that were never inducted into the military, instead enjoying ski trips in the east of the North Pole, or snowboarding with his friends in the frosty summers. We will never know, because Czarina doesn’t give him the luxury of a fiery death.

      She thrusts a blade into his jugular.

      By the time my yard of fire encroaches, Czarina and I fan out, darting our eyes for the eight other boys. Hazen, bloody-eyed, stands in a circlet of cold, earned victory. If he noticed my wall of flames, he doesn’t mention it between his hard grunts of exertion. His back is marked with cuts, tears, lacerations. His opponents fought hard, but not well enough.

      His eyes of war are locked on me.

      His nostrils flare as he raises his sword on his march toward me. He evades Czarina when she recognizes his war path and she leaps in front of me. Hazen moves right past her, grasping my hair.

      As if possessed, Hazen finds my lips and kisses me.

      “Now.” His voice is a blunt order under his breath. “Exclaim your will now, sorceress.”

      A sound of incantations that I hardly recognize leave my lips, unfamiliar, but convincing. There’s an astonishment that falls between the pocks of silence, where only the rage of Vørian can be felt, only the sound of orún fire can be heard. A disarray of bodies is evidence of my fire and not Hazen’s skill.

      My sorcery is an impenetrable control of the mind.

      My orún is a minatory force that consumes men.
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      The morning after the gladiator battles, I am awakened with a kiss.

      Far in the distance, an idyllic harpist, not bruised and beaten like the last labor musician sent to perform for me, plays an angelic melody as his lithe fingers strum through the strings with impressive, complicated trills that evoke classical, heavenly notes. I stir for a moment, lost in its dreamy consonance, that the dread and nausea of my circumstance isn’t even on my mind, until I hear a sound.

      Then I hear several chaotic sounds, nearly a cacophony.

      The grand halls are echoic with wild barking, arctic hounds, and a muddy little boy who leaps onto me in bed. He signs excitedly in Vikąrian Sign Language. “Look what we found. Look. It’s a seashell and a sea turtle and a cuttle fish and shark bones that were beached. Ife, look.”

      Tiny fingers barrage me with glossy, sea-strewn shells, the briny scent of heavy fish bones shoved in my nostrils as the four-year-old doesn’t care if I’ve slept or not. It doesn’t matter if I’ve yawned or stretched, he nestles himself inside of me, and he makes a little home in my arms where he can admire his adventures and treasures. Sleep be damned. “Maximus and I scavenged the entire resort.”

      Seashells are a novelty in the North Pole, but I can’t look at the small boy with tufts of canary-blond hair experiencing the magic of the tropical islands for the first time. I stare in bewilderment at the deluge of botanical petals surrounding me—a ravaging sea of its own excessive abundance—and the man who draws my attention.

      Square jawline. Perfect posture.

      Strong, powerful arms that are unmistakably warm as they wreath around me, stealing me from his little brother as he sneaks a kiss onto my lips. “We’ve searched everywhere for a Zwena conch for you. We wouldn’t leave without it.”

      I mentioned once, only once, offhand last week that I thought Zwena conches might make pretty necklaces. Maximus stretches his lips into a smile, releasing thirty of them onto the sheets, his winter eyes crinkling with achievement in the corners.

      His skin is tanned and fresh from bone hunting on the pristine beaches, turquoise waters, and lush, verdant mountains.

      Belatedly, I realize he wants me to reward him with a shower of kisses.

      He expects my normal love and adoration.

      He doesn’t know to expect my fury and hatred.

      Meanwhile, Thorsten lists all the fish he’s learned, dove for, then netted with Maximus. “We caught parrotfish, pufferfish, oysters, barracuda⁠—”

      “Are you all right?” Maximus tilts his golden head, and it dawns on me in his mind he doesn’t know anything is gruesomely wrong. That his best friend tried to murder me in cold blood. That his best friend has trapped me under his oppression for several days. That his best friend slaughtered my granduncles without hesitation.

      That his own father ordered a lobotomy to be operated on me as a brutal punishment for displaying fragile emotion.

      That his middle brother tried to have my ex-fiancé killed in a gladiatorial arena right in front of me.

      That countless, innumerable people have been butchered in the name of the Vikąrian ambition.

      Maximus’s sun-warmed fingers threads through my hair, seizing my lips for himself, skimming his tongue over my bottom lip. “Do you like your gift?”

      No, I don’t like these petals, I’d like to execute you. I want to bathe in your blood.

      I want to escape from your nation.

      “Maximus!” I grin girlishly, leaping onto him as if only air exists in my head. “Thank you so much! You’re so sweet. Yes, of course, I love my gift!”

      I clasp my legs around him, and bathe him in light kisses, peppering his skin. Afterward, we head to breakfast as a small family. Thorsten’s hounds are everywhere, treading damp sand over their massive paws, ripping at curtains, tearing at furniture, clumsily running into glass they didn’t know were walls. Eagerly, they slip all over the marble. Their slobber ruins the fine plates left for them.

      Six different hounds wrestle with Thorsten as we melt into our routine. Already, Thorsten is asking for a seventh puppy, he’s determined to sled race with them this year, even though it’s suited for men. “Please? I’ll train them myself.”

      No, he won’t, Thorsten can hardly match his own socks. Thorsten hangs on Maximus’s arm. “Please?”

      “Six is enough for now. The compound will be full soon,” Maximus looks to me with hope on that last part. I keep the vomit in my mouth, and I beam with darling excitement over the fresh wave of nausea. Maximus returns his gaze to his younger brother. “Have you given thought to how you feel about becoming an uncle, Thorsten? You won’t be the baby of the home anymore.”

      Right before Thorsten stubbornly folds his arms, he signs in protest. “I’m not the baby of the house now. I can hunt, sled, and fish, babies can’t do that.”

      In his mind, he’s old enough for war, and he makes a very compelling case for his big boy status as he whistles for his hounds to sit at attention, then obediently row themselves for their meat in a neat line.

      “A child will be harder than that,” Maximus says to his grin.

      “A baby will be like a little brother, won’t it?” Thorsten clambers onto the seat, boasting in Vikąrian Sign Language. “He will be an explorer. We’ll be the first to see the bottom of the sea!”

      I trap my hands underneath to the table to hide their trembling. I need to leave. Quietly. Slowly.

      Maximus might as well be of a different species of man than Rainer. He’ll let Thorsten curse like a sailor, but he won’t let Thorsten devour sweets in the morning. Maximus wakes up before the dawn to teach his little brother how to hunt, before his military hours, but he always carves out time for us to be alone together.

      We always eat as a family when he’s here. No visitors allowed in.

      No mandatory nationalist speech viewings.

      After breakfast, I find any reason to pocket the forks and table knives. They’re pathetic utensils for weapons, but I’ll need to make them work. I’ve already tucked away many berries and bread that will last me. I’ve silently packed trousers, socks, shirts, and any headscarves that will help me blend in with the laborers, hiding my tresses of pink.

      My mind is on that, instead of infants.

      To cover the scent of my items, I buried them where the hounds’ scents are strongest near their sleeping enclosure outside. I force myself not to stare out into the gardens right now, I keep my eyes on the pair of them instead.

      Even though two years ago Thorsten wore diapers and he was the mortal enemy of a training potty, he insists now that he’s old enough to explore on his own, robustly arguing with Maximus. Yesterday, Thorsten wanted to be a paleontology expert; now he wants to be a sea explorer. He whines whenever Maximus has his lengthy military hours that can extend over a hundred hours throughout the week, and still, Maximus refuses to let Thorsten stalk carnivores unsupervised.

      Above land or below sea.

      Thorsten throws himself to the ground when he can’t hunt today. A cry drags out of his throat. “Wek?” Why? he rapidly signs in a tantrum.

      “Because it’s not safe on your own,” Maximus reminds him, patiently scooping him off the ground as if he weighs no more than a pound, earning a kick in his shin. No matter what we say, Thorsten’s favorite word this week is why?

      But why can’t I eat dirt? But why can’t I touch fire?

      “I need to be there with you, Thorsten. It’s for your protection. What if you get eaten?”

      “Neiv! I want to be eaten by a shark—” Thorsten protests, not understanding the power of the sea and its treacherous currents. “Why can’t I?”

      “Because you’ll die,” Maximus warns him, but he’s ever-patient like a father, he doesn’t reprimand him that young boys don’t cry. He doesn’t castigate him with a lecture of how Thorsten will be inducted into the Vikąrian military when he turns six years old. While Thorsten’s counterparts are entering elementary schools and sitting in primary education lessons, Thorsten will be enduring brutal conditions, fending for himself in the glacial, unsparing mountains. He will spend a year in isolation, forced to be innately self-sufficient. Self-reliant.

      Then, he will be raised among a wolfish pack of other seven-year-olds, fiercely independent, but bonded with grit during their exercise drills, coordinated in their endurance training, and honed for years of war preparation.

      Instead, Maximus promises that we’ll dive for sharks on our last nights outside the homeland. The childhood he never had for long before his world shifted.

      In response Thorsten acts as if we sentenced him to death, wailing. He signs, “Wek?”

      Escaping Maximus’s arms, the toddler darts for the grand varnished doors. I don’t understand what part of this is appealing for Maximus to want fourteen of them. Everywhere. Screaming. Fussing. Laughing. Crying.

      Retrieving him with a chuckle, Maximus wields the boy like a sword over his head and tosses him onto a nearby pile of blankets when we’re inside, making him erupt in giggles despite Thorsten’s frustration only a minute ago. “If you defeat me in battle, you can swim with sharks by yourself.”

      Challenged, Thorsten lifts his wooden toy spear, charging without any sort of strategy or plan, as I help him, leaping onto Maximus’s back. “I’ll hold him, Thorsten! Hit his stomach!”

      Maximus catches the spear and snatches Thorsten easily, heaving me over his trapezoid, as he lifts both of us onto his broad shoulders. We attempt to flee before we’re tossed by the giant, but it’s futile, we’re thrown over chaises and discarded toys, but we run at him again, until we’re spent and tired. With every minute, I countdown my escape as the seconds strain through time. I fight the urge to constantly glance at the clock. Eleven hours.

      Ten hours.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Maximus and I are alone for the evening, the moon is encrusted with stars and a sliver of clouds, with only three hours left before I make a run for my emergency packs of food, clothes, and water. A million thoughts race through my mind with a relentless voltage. Silently escape before he can suspect anything, don’t make a sound⁠—

      Meanwhile, Maximus pours himself køvma for the night, mentioning something about mountains and highlands that would surprise me in the North Pole, where there’s only snow and despair for miles ahead in any direction. For him, it’s his homeland, where he believes we will raise our sons together in the grueling winds and strenuous conditions. Lies spool between my teeth of absent-minded assents, anything to neutralize his suspicions. The last thing I need is from him to ever suspect that I will flee into the night.

      Slowly . . . his eyes begin to watch the anxious twitch of my fingers.

      Subtly . . . his mouth downturns at the rabbiting tap of my foot. The nervous bite of my lip.

      Therefore, I hook two fingers around his, leading him to the bedroom as I pretend romantic nuptial bliss is why I can hardly stand still, and it doesn’t take long for his eyes to lock onto mine. For the familiar hunger to grow in his gaze. For his large, warm palm to inch across my dress, until the fabric loosens in his hands, once the burnished doors are closed.

      “I’ve missed you, my ikäniną.” My breath hitches as I feel every ridge of his scored, scarred hand thread over my skin, before he turns me around to face him. As always, his kisses are all-consuming, like ravaging flesh and skin, and he never stops his kiss until his chest is depleted. His breath faintly tastes of the metallic køvma on my tongue. “Have you been good for me?”

      “Always.” Ever his dewy-eyed bride, I climb onto him helplessly, clinging my limbs around him like rose vines. Burying my nose in his starched collar, I hide the quiver of my thumbs in the sheets as my back hits the silk. “Really, I’ve needed you, Maximus.”

      “Where do you need me?” his smoked timbre asks, laying a bite disguised as a kiss on my shoulder.

      Forcing my hands to still, I run my manicure over the back of his hands. “My hands need you. My hands could paint you for hours. Do you want to paint together?” His canines sink into my pulse with no mind for brushes and oils.

      “Where else?” He tightens my legs around him, pressing me against the structure of his rugged body. He drags a pillow for me to bite on, but I prefer his skin. I tangle my fingers within the dark blond strands to bring him closer, caressing him gently, until I lay my hand over his heart. “My heart needs you. My heart could sing arias of you for years. Do you want me to sing for you?”

      His kisses lowers down my neck, reaching the seam of my floral dress. He tears the stitch with his teeth.

      “Where else?” His breath becomes heavy. Roughened. It drives him wild with desire when I pretend not to know what he wants.

      “My soul needs you more than ever.” I nip him on the tip of his ear, feeling his grip tighten on my dress, bunching the material up my waist. His calloused palm wanders between my thighs, parting them for himself. Kneading with precision. “Do you need me here?”

      His earnest gaze sets on mine, and I know I can ask for anything I wanted. For compounds. For nations. There’s not one sapphire left in the Northern Hemisphere that I can ask for which isn’t already mine. If I set my voracious eyes on rubies next, he’d exhaust the earth of their reserves, excavating every perimeter of terrain, until they were firmly in my possession. Even if I never decide to wear them. I can ask him for anything.

      Anything.

      Except my own freedom.

      My lip tremors, unexpectedly, and I feel as though I’ve gotten the cheap end of it all. I walk away with nothing. I’m the one who flees into the night as if I have anything to be ashamed of, I am robbed of vengeance. He gets everything, and all I get is the nine letters of his last name that won’t matter anymore.

      What are rubies compared to an empire?

      What will sapphires matter when the Northern Hemisphere owns the earth?

      “Show me where else you need me, my ikäniną.” His breath is thicker against my throat. In seconds, clothes are abandoned on the floor; boots and slippers are forgotten across the room; crickets serenade the night sky as even the pillows get in the way. “Let me fill where you ache.”

      I need you in the execution field, where you and Rainer will burn together in the ashes. “. . . My body aches everywhere . . .”

      “Here then?” His lips form a smile against my throat when his searching hand finds where my body arches for him out of instinct. He swallows the soft sounds releasing from my parted lips, before he kisses along the rise of my hips, his teeth grazing my inner thighs. “Tell me when I’m close, my ikäniną . . .”

      I can’t catch my breath, quickening in small gasps.

      “You’re close.” There’s a bladed hair clip not far from my reach, embedded in the high knot of my hair, and if I’m swift enough, it will plunge through his golden flesh. The imagery of his eyes, wide with shock and my own betrayal, fills my irrepressible ache for vengeance.

      My eyes are tinged with an incarnadine hue for vengeance. I’ve given my mind for my cause. I’ve given my body for my cause. I’ve compromised my soul only for all of it to seep out of my hands like water? That is what I’ve earned in all this?

      My fingers closed around the knife blades hidden in my hair. Just once.

      I could avenge myself just once.

      I could die here. I could never see anyone I loved again if it meant this Pyrrhic victory for me. I could assassinate him, his head severed from his body.

      His limbs dismembered across the sands.

      An ache carves into my lungs instead. Why did any of this happen to me? Then, my own voice hits me with the weight of gravity itself. You didn’t trust yourself, when you knew something was wrong. I knew, several times, when Maximus’s skin felt frozen and his eyes were distant. I noticed, countless times over, that his winter retinas were rimmed red, and I convinced myself he was ill from metal poisoning. For months, the back of my neck prickled that something wasn’t right, yet I told myself I knew everything about him. Right now, my instincts warn me that Rainer is expecting me to attempt to run, because why wouldn’t I? He expects me to behave exactly like the same girl he tricked for years. The girl who didn’t believe her own eyes that saw his pallid skin, who felt the freeze of his flesh, yet he easily manipulated her. He wins. I didn’t trust my instincts. A man convinced me not to trust my instincts. Then he wins, savoring the victory. If he can’t kill me, he can make me flee like a coward and someone else awaiting at the perimeter can kill me.

      In the end, he can feign innocence and lack of knowledge. After all, if anything, I was killed on Maximus’s watch.

      He’s relying on me not to trust my instincts to wait even a year longer for my revenge. To plot everything meticulously this time. To gather every resource in my power to rid him of this earth to eradicate him for the rest of time. I will win. I will be the victor.

      I remind myself to trust my instincts, no matter the cost. After all, men have taught me one thing—a woman who does not trust her instincts is dead.

      A woman who does not trust her instincts is dead.

      A woman who does not trust her instincts is dead.

      A woman who does not trust her instincts is dead.
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      I can still taste Hazen’s lips, smell his scent, moments before the purchase. In the auction house, the dark tension thickens in the stifling air inside. There are three survivors held in a straight line—Hazen, me, and Czarina.

      Nine high-ranked men have entered the auction block to celebrate their spoils. Colonel Hellinger lights his cigar. By the papers in his hand, he is the man that purchased me and Hazen after the gladiator battles.

      I’ve seen him handful of times, a militant that places bets on winners in the Great Hunt whenever he attends. He gambles on how soon a laborer might die in the fields and which sniper will make the kill. I’ve always seen him in a haze of smoke or with a glass of liquor.

      I’m not surprised he attends the auctions as well, claiming his bets and taking his prizes. This time the ultimate prize is the survivors of the Great Hunt.

      The auction is held in the Interrogation Building, a bulletproof structure enclosed with wrought iron gates. Hard dirt from the arena sticks in my boots. My ear is still ringing from being cut in the arena, and though the seller paid to have us “fit for sale” and therefore well healed, the end of my ear is permanently gone.

      I can’t stop raking my hand over my ear nub, but I concentrate on the matter at hand.

      Not many people leave the Interrogation Building alive, which makes my heart skip. There are no lights, and the only exit is through a wall of soldiers. The soldiers can commit any horror they want in the dark. You wouldn’t be seen again.

      The last floor of the building is intentionally filthy and grungy. You’re essentially sightless in the near dark, like entering a lethal cave with your eyes closed.

      Slowly, grief tugs at my throat. The last time I was here, Bray was alive.

      Without realizing it at first, I instinctively squeeze Hazen’s hand. But I quickly tear it away to exude the aura of an indurate sorceress.

      I remind myself. You are a sorceress. Heartless. Dark. Possessive.

      His steady palm closes over mine.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you either.”

      I can feel Hazen looking at me, briefly, as if he senses the new identity burgeoning inside of me. That of the deadly mystic.

      “Do you have any thoughts of what the purchaser will do with us?” I gaze up at Hazen for answers, and by his indecipherable silence, he doesn’t know the uncertain future either.

      Which only fills me faster with panic. For once in my life, I wish that arrogant, cocksure voice of his would return, even fleetingly, so I can sense he has a plan instead of my own desperate attempts to fathom the kind of person who would purchase humans as though we were bartered animals.

      However, the authoritarian anthem begins on the auction floor.

      Suddenly, the dingy lightbulbs flicker on, the lights stinging my eyes.

      I rapidly glance around to ground myself in my surroundings. There is a partition of protective glass, behind which eight men exchange money with the purchaser. I squint, recognizing the tall, fearsomely large man in uniform as Colonel Hellinger.

      On occasion, Colonel Hellinger has visited, treating himself to the spectacles of the island. He’s known for his incisive, sharp eyes.

      The nine men are seated around betting tables, where cigars are prepared for them.

      As the Arctic flag unfurls for the auction purchase, the warlike anthem resounds throughout the building. We’re on the other side of the partition glass, which appears bulletproof as well as fire-resistant, as if we’d ever be permitted weapons.

      Then I realize, it’s for me. The firebreather. The lightning striker.

      I am the weapon that could be unleashed upon them.

      The heavy grid-iron gates shut ahead of me with enough force to make my breath catch.

      Colonel Hellinger salutes each of the higher-ranking officials, and I can’t hear him over the pounding blood in my ears. He is the size of a ship, domineering in height over even the tallest lieutenants and sergeants. He appears monstrously strong, as if he could rip a man’s head from his body with his bare hands.

      My breaths come out as harsh as a chain saw.

      Lieutenant Brünter, the head of the sugarcane fields, initiates the procession. “Mikôs Volkov and Alina Volkova have been sentenced to death.”

      Kømmand Sergeant Arcus responds, his pocked jaw dampened by perspiration from the heat of the island. “Fitting, then, that they are already dead.”

      There’s a scatter of chuckles. But a dark chill sprints down my spine.

      Tears prickle my eyes for Alina Volkova, and for Bray all over again. Bray Rainsford’s final words whisper back to me. The war victims are human beings. Their people are my people . . . If I die for seventy-five people, so be it. I lived for something.

      I am dangerously on the verge of crying. All of it was for nothing.

      In response to the sergeant’s words, Colonel Hellinger’s eyes are darkening, comminatory, charring to a complete abyss of color, to the extent that there’s a black depth where the whites of his eyes once were. With a jolt, I realize that flames escape my lips as I grieve, nearly losing control of myself. The only one who seems to notice is Hazen. “Be careful with the fire,” he warns me in a subtle tone, before the colonel shuts and locks the protective glass of the separator.

      However, the deaths of the twins at the hands of the Allied Force only serve as a reminder of my own kin. My heart thrashes against my chest. I need to get Evelie and the rest. I need to take Rabbit and Buckthorne before Vørian can hunt them.

      These monsters will hunt us all.

      “Brethren, unfortunately, I must apologize for bringing you here under false pretenses.” Colonel Hellinger stands before the rest of the betting tables, the haze of cigar smoke crawling over the stacks of cards and money. His words earn looks of confusion and mild irritation.

      One of the lieutenants lets out a grunt. “Don’t tell me you don’t have the funds to pay your bet.”

      Meanwhile, my eyes catch something strange on his hand.

      EŞKEN.

      Hazen had the same markings on the back of his right hand.

      There’s a Primeas symbol underneath. A javelin shot through a spear.

      Even Kømmand Sergeant Arcus notices the markings. He frowns with suspicion as he stands from the end of the betting table. “Colonel⁠—”

      Without warning, Colonel Hellinger lunges at his first kill, Kømmand Sergeant Arcus, his powerful hands latching around the man’s neck. He squeezes with little effort, and yet Kømmand Sergeant Arcus’s legs crumple like scrunched foil. The man who has terrorized us for years is dead. An involuntary gasp of shock rips out of my throat.

      Lieutenant Colonel Evęm’s assistant shrieks in my ears.

      She rushes for the gates, several meters away.

      Colonel Hellinger takes advantage of their collective shock, disintegrating her with a blast of crimson from his darkened eyes. Melting the woman’s skin into her skull, smoldering her bone into boiled liquid.

      I leap back, a scream of horror trapped in my throat. His eyes have fire in them. He has orún.

      For the first time, I’m not the only one with orún and he has twice the skill as I have—he is twice as deadly.

      Havoc ensues as the colonel drags the sergeant’s body across the betting room, a blur of danger in the smoke.

      “Hell!” Lieutenant Colonel Evęm exclaims. Caught off guard, he grasps for his handgun as the stationed soldiers charge at Colonel Hellinger. The first soldier’s eye socket is punctured as Colonel Hellinger’s fist rams through it like punching through dried paste.

      My lungs tear out another gasp.

      Bullets explode in a blaze of gunfire, gunpowder rises, and my eyes squeeze as I crouch behind the armored panels of the partition.

      With a sickening crunch, my jaw crushes my teeth together. My fists are clenching the restraints. He’s dead. Dead.

      By the sound of the bullets’ impacts and clinking shells, Colonel Hellinger should be dead. By the time my eyes wrench apart, I can’t help but unleash a cry of shock myself. Colonel Hellinger stands, eerily silent, as though disappointed by the attempt of lead bullets.

      Unscathed.

      Unmarked.

      Seething in fury. Not a speck of his own blood leaks out of his body.

      This is impossible . . .

      His skin withstood the entire barrage of ammunition.

      His dark green colonel’s uniform—once crisp and exact—is now riddled with holes. Not bloodied, simply ripped and rutted. The way it would have looked had it been attached to an indestructible pole instead of a human body.

      Due to the soundproof measures of the Interrogation Building’s lowest floors, constructed to hide the shrieking agony of their victims, it’s likely no one above can hear this.

      A spine-chilling scream of my own traps in my esophagus. He’s going to kill us. He’ll murder the entire island. He’s not human.

      My mind can’t even process what my eyes are witnessing. He is beyond human measure.

      Colonel Hellinger shatters the spines of soldiers and high-ranking officials, one by one, pulverizing them in his hands as alarms wail. He catches his prey with the velocity of a lethal predator, rams their skulls into the steel blockades, all with little exertion.

      I can’t breathe.

      I taste only acrid horror. It spreads across my quaking limbs.

      Colonel Hellinger, clutching his dislocated shoulder, is left alive out of the officials. His uniform is drenched in the blood of others from bullet grazes.

      Czarina’s body convulses in physical shock.

      Hazen keeps himself rigid, inured to the presence of combat, but I nearly meld myself against the metal walls in a bid to escape.

      Finally, Colonel Hellinger speaks for the first time since the carnage began. As if the entire continent of the Allied Force can hear him. I catch his words over the high-pitched rush of blood stuck in my ears.

      His voice sounds sincere, but cold, as if the murders were merely a formality in his plan, an unfortunate gruesome necessity. “My deepest apologies for the assassinations, brethren, the North Transatlantic Empire sends its regards. I am not Colonel Hellinger, I am Valstark, initiated by the North Transatlantic to end the Vikąrian regime.”

      His voice is formal with a vintage quality that denotes an earlier era, despite his youth.

      I dare to break away enough from Hazen’s chest to see Valstark’s towering, blood-soaked body.

      “I am part of a small army of advanced soldiers, classified as the warkillers.” His threatening tone deepens, as if somber for the rest of the bloodshed to come. “We are living weapons as metasoldiers.”

      Metasoldiers.

      Suddenly, his bloodless eyes meet Hazen’s.

      “You will inform the Allied Force military of what you were hand-selected to bear witness to today.” His voice is clear and prepared. “Tell their men, their superiors, and their countrymen, that their end has come.”

      Now, his gaze flickers to me.

      I sink to my lifeless knees, unable to even backpedal in abject fear.

      “The North Transatlantic Empire will offer each war refugee full citizenship—and you should accept it, while you still can.” Valstark approaches the partition. He smears the Primeas symbol of the North Transatlantic Empire in blood. The warkiller. “Great Hunt winners—you’ve represented your nations decently. It is now time to forge your legacy.”
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      The man who purchased us has more in common with the size of summits and mountains than he does the rest of us. Valstark is washed of the blood he spilled, now standing in a full North Transatlantic Empire uniform, entering a plane of special operation force soldiers dressed in tactical uniforms and coordinated for the organized extraction.

      Ahead of me, Valstark towers above the other men in size and stature.

      The military plane we’re crammed inside of consists of the pilot, seven field laborers, a heavy number of operatives, myself, and Hazen Creed.

      As we’re lifted from the mayhem below, the military plane is not a fighter jet armed with ballistic missiles like I was expecting. A few minutes ago when we boarded, I realized it’s army-green in tone with an infiltration technology exterior that keeps it hidden until you’re close. When we first approached, it almost looks like a helicopter—square-shaped with rotor blades on top.

      Now, on board, it has the interior of a command aircraft.

      The pilot warns that the flight duration from a tiny island on the coast of Africa to the Former United States of America is almost a full day’s journey. He passes out bread and beans that taste like salt and cardboard, but the meal isn’t meant to be a delicacy, it’s meant to build back the weight in our sallow cheeks, our waning skin, our starved bones.

      We’ve been brutalized on the island for years. After nearly half a decade of beatings and torture, we hardly look recognizable as humans—especially compared to the well-dressed, well-fed, toned soldiers.

      One of the barrack men passes his plate to me to eat first, likely out of habit. It’s an unspoken rule to feed the youngest first, and I realize that at eighteen, surrounded by full-grown men, I’m once again the youngest in the pack.

      Firearms are mounted on the walls and doors of the plane. One of the soldiers smirks at me. “Didn’t think you’d make it out of that hell, did you?”

      Even if escape is what all of us prayed for, we didn’t realize it came at the cost of war. Out of the plane windows, I can see the truth.

      Valstark has declared war.

      Dead pilots hang out of helicrafts, engine smoke smoldering through the air. The sky is lit with fire, turning the world red with hot ash and cinder. People scramble below—canteen workers gathering spare rations, field workers arming themselves with crop equipment, tourists flocking to the evacuation vessels. The tropical thunder clouds unchain torrents of wind-driven rain everywhere, flooding the earth.

      “All Vikąrian citizens must exit to the emergency transports—repeat—all Vikąrian citizens must exit to the emergency transports.”

      Horde after horde of laborers are being airlifted to rescue by aircraft bearing the red, white, and blue insignia of the North Transatlantic Empire. Field women are weeping with joy, sending their malnourished children up first. The barrack men are rallying the stragglers, the ailing and injured, hoisting them toward the rescue carriers.

      For the first time in years, the elderly are smiling with their broken teeth. Tears streaming down their face with grief and gratitude.

      My entire body is numb with overwhelming happiness. At the same time, I mourn for my family. For the sake of their safety, we can never know the locations of our loved ones, we can never see them again, in case we are tracked down by the Allied Force.

      I share a look with Hazen. Valstark did not liberate us—he’s written our fate in blood.

      Hazen was taken due to his former military experience in the Allied Force and internal knowledge of the enemy. After all, he was the kømmand sergeant’s nephew.

      As for me—Valstark only knows my powers. Why did he take me?

      Around us, the military aircraft is heavy with soldiers shaving their beards, arguing over dice, belching canned beer, and yelling over a small transportable radio. As if they’re oblivious to their danger. A dark-skinned man exclaims, “Their pitcher is a rookie, it should be a shutout by now!”

      “He’s been in the league six years; he’s not a rookie⁠—”

      “He’s a damn rookie!” The men bellow at each other, their mouth full of the stale bread and beans. It hits me that I haven’t thought about sports in five years.

      I sink into an abyss so unrelenting, before I know it, we’re landing, potentially ten thousand miles from my loved ones.
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        * * *

      

      I realize, all too quickly, that we’re landing in a vast taiga—a subarctic forest domain that stretches farther than the eye can see, carved through with a massive river, and more mountains of snowfall than I’ve seen in my entire life. It’s like we’re landing onto a nation of snow.

      Two other helicrafts set down nearby, refugees stumbling out into the snow. I frantically seek my siblings but none of them appear. An aching grief has blunted my ability to process the emotions roiling inside of me. Sorrow for my young ones has made it almost impossible to move my limbs. Anguish has rendered it inconceivable to care if Valstark lifts my head and slits my throat. I will never see my siblings again.

      Hazen’s eyes are consumed with tragedy. He was born under a nation that has caused the extirpation of countless lives, and if he’d been born in any other country, he would’ve been the one down below, bleeding and desperate.

      Hazen rarely allows anyone to see his humanity. Right now, his guard is down. He swallows down the hard liquor, but his eyes remain haunted.

      He glances up and catches me staring at him. He smirks to distract me, but it isn’t working this time. He can’t hide the regret that has consumed him, afflicting him until he defected on his own, fighting back against the regime to the extent that the word TRAITOR was carved into his skin. He will spend his life repairing his countrymen’s debt to humanity. Even if it costs him his own.

      Hazen isn’t the only one watching me. My skin prickles as I feel the others’ stares. Men who’ve heard of my fire. A pilot that doesn’t seem to believe I’m worth my salt for this level of risk. Valstark himself examines every expression on my facial features, hunting for any further signs of weaknesses, such as the visible tears frozen on my face.

      Quickly, I smear my tears away, but I’m too late. My tattered sleeves come away damp. I’ve been seen.

      Hazen’s eyes darken with hunger. Without warning, he lowers himself onto his knees, as if I’ve commanded him. As if my stained cheeks and my despair are a ploy to appear weak and disposable, even though I revealed my unbridled fire in the Great Hunt. Electrocuting man after man with my bare hands.

      I feel a smile curling on my lips.

      Hazen’s voice is dried, cracked with need. “Anything for you, sorceress. Demand anything of me.”

      As if there’s no audience watching, I whisper over him, “Not yet.”

      “For you, I will not eat. I will not drink. I will wait for eternity for your use of me,” Hazen vows over the collective gasps. A Vikąrian man on his knees is a disturbing sight to behold. Men back away. The tension in the air thickens. Even his heavy timbre is bewitched. “Use me for your will when it’s time. I beg of you.”

      “When it’s time. For now, follow me.”

      Hazen obediently rises to his feet and follows me past soldiers with their mouths parted with terror.

      We duck into the latrine. I catch my breath behind the closed door.

      I turn on the fan to conceal our voices. We have to convince everyone that we’re being intimate.

      Before I can speak, Hazen smugly whispers, “I’m always saving your skin, aren’t I?”

      I ignore him, inhaling the grease and urine of the latrine, and I concentrate on the perspiration of the soldiers. I lean into him, but knee him in the groin.

      He grunts. “Don’t worry, there’s no pleasure in this for me either.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” I mutter.

      “The way your pulse is racing, I definitely fooled you.”

      I hate how frightened my voice sounds. “Was I convincing enough?”

      Hazen nods with his forehead rested against mine. He grasps my cheek with his large, war-marked hand. “It was fine.” His eyes tell the truth. It was fine . . . for now.

      It’s when we depart the plane into unknown territory that we’ll need to think better on our feet. We’ll be thousands of miles from orún on the Makarian islands, my lightning won’t be as potent, my fire won’t be as fearsome. We need to rely on this ruse longer than either of us want.

      I remind him, “The second I can find my family, you’re on your own. Will you be all right?”

      He rolls his eyes, he always survives. Then he leans in for a kiss. “Let me have more of you. In case I’m on my own.”

      It’s my turn to roll my eyes before I turn away and throw open the door.

      The eyes of men scatter upon our return, finding everywhere safe to look at except me. As if the direct eye contact means peril. It’s a power I’ve never been afforded before.

      My eyes land on Valstark, and he fixes me with an even gaze, as Hazen strolls past him to the cockpit to get information.

      My mind still can’t separate the image of Valstark tearing through the men. He exterminated them as if they were flies. As if they were mere debris in his war path.

      As he steps in front of me, Valstark examines me with the same dissection that the sergeant used to assess our health, alert for physical injuries or inconsistencies. Suddenly, Valstark’s hard eyes center on the fire marks on my face.

      “This one will live with me.” His decision is final in a tone that no man here objects to, not one of his rifled men. Valstark’s burly body extends far above the North Transatlantic soldiers. Valstark’s dark eyes gaze down Hazen’s muscled body from afar, fit for warfare like himself. Afterward, he keeps his eyes trained on the branded letters of Hazen’s hand. “I am certain Eşken will arrange to see him as soon as we land.”

      The helicraft blades roar in my ears, panic escalating through my head as Valstark extracts a knife from his holster. Without warning, he grasps my wrist and slits open my palm.

      I scream, writhing as blood slips between my fingers.

      “Prepare her for the ceremony.”
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        territory 49

      

      

      We are nearing a massive forest of wandering caribou, musk oxen, and herds of wintry deer swathed in snowcapped mountains.

      Ahead, there’s a small, wintry town that’s gathered to greet us. Hundreds of people gathered in quilts, lumber coats, knitted scarves, and heavy boots.

      However, the soldiers seem to talk about everything else—sports, women, television—than the concealed location of the war refugees. It occurs to me that for the safety of the masses evacuated, not even the soldiers here know where they were placed. Their faces warm as they seem to lay eyes on their wives and children, and they no longer seem like soldiers, only young men.

      The rugged, wild surroundings swallow the entire aircraft, and it takes me several minutes of squinting to notice the dainty lights of roads, woodcrafted homes, and a tiny little town in the middle of the vast, expansive forest.

      Everything appears made of wood and stone, from the schoolhouses to the paved roads to the shops that crowd along the enormous river as if there’s not enough water for everyone.

      Snow dusts my freckles, the sky bleached with winter. The other refugees trudge alongside me.

      I shouldn’t be here.

      My wild thoughts run rampant—my siblings will never see me again. I should’ve said goodbye when I had the chance. I should’ve risked it all. I’ll never inhale the softness of their hair again. I choke. I’ll never embrace the warmth of their arms in safety and comfort, sinking into their love again. I hyperventilate on frosted air. I’ll never see them. I’ll never hold them.

      Ahead, the women approach us with stews of beef and hearty pulled chicken. Weeping at the sight of our damaged, starved bodies.

      My intestines are shrunken, empty of injury, but filled with hunger at the sight of warm meals. Embarrassed by my thirst. Instantly, my eyes water from the steam of tea, the scent of savory meat, and as I bleed deeply from my hand, two of the girls rush to bandage my palm. If I can manage to eat, I can salvage my strength to find my siblings. I can still find them.

      They might be in the North Transatlantic Empire.

      I wish Hazen was with me, he might’ve overheard something. He’s ahead with Valstark. Tears sting my eyes in the cold as I realize I’ll never see Czarina again.

      One of the girls squeezes my shoulders with a note of comfort and pride.

      “He chose you then. You’re blessed.”

      I’m blessed? Valstark cut my hand with a raw, stinging wound that the snowfall and cold air exacerbates with intensity. The wind screams without relenting.

      What was I chosen for? What is the ceremony? The auction already happened; Valstark has already paid in blood for us, unleashing an onslaught of hell from the Allied Force when they track us down. The Allied Force military will track us down soon; we should be sprinting for our lives, scattering into the tundra’s wilderness. However, the small town gathers closer around us, as if to protect us with their iron sledgehammers, steel pitchforks, and harvest axes.

      A few men wrap pelt blankets of fur over my shoulders, layering me in warmth against the frozen chill, and I realize one of them dries my tears with his hard leather gloves. A woman adorns me with a necklet of sigils I don’t recognize.

      Whispers arise. “Aiva Salvatierra will aid her.”

      “Find Aiva.” One of the women calls for a woman in a dark brown bear pelt. “Valstark has chosen this girl. Bathe her quickly.”

      The crowd parts for who must be Aiva Salvatierra. A brown-skinned woman with silver-spun hair and dark eyes, a cloak around her shoulders to brace against the wilderness’s winter. Her sharp features are intimidating, beautiful and cold.

      Her suspicion of my arrival is clear.

      Aiva twists her lips in distrust, until her eyes widen at the sight of my fire marks. “Truly . . . is she fireborn?”

      “Valstark believes so. He wants her to perform her fire and call down lightning for the ceremony.” A woman kisses my hands, as if now my hands are sacred. “Please, bathe her. Use your forage herbs and salts. It’ll keep her from infection.”

      Aiva nods, bearing a reluctant arm around me, guiding me toward the crush of the crowds that are swarming with spare clothes, jackets, and wheat for the laborers who are torn in grief. The extermination camps still haunt us all, wearing down our souls, as it has done for years. As they will for the rest of our lives.

      However, Aiva’s voice is more frigid than the air outside. “You may have many that will easily swallow your lies. But if you lie to me . . . I’ll slit your throat myself.”

      “W-where am I?”

      “Territory 49,” she answers, but the number means nothing to me, until she explains, “Alaska state. Each territory in the empire is named after the order in which it joined the North Transatlantic Empire. Alaska was one of the very last.”

      Alaska? Is this truly the North Transatlantic Empire; what’s left of it, at least? I glance over the endless swath of pinelands, timberlands, and the half-frozen river.

      When I was young, hordes of cities and metropolises existed in Former America. I never saw it with my own eyes, but I’ve heard of the city lights of Former America, the weight of millions packed into one city, vulnerable to war. The war.

      “The war—” I start, helpless, but Aiva lowers her voice.

      “Hush. The government could be listening at any time—it’s illegal to mention the war. The Authority Control will count that as conspiracy.”

      “The Allied Force⁠—”

      Aiva stops me with a sharp gaze before I can warn her of the full brunt of the Allied Force. “You don’t want a conspiracy charge. It will affect the entire town to be accused of harboring conspiracists. The war does not exist.”

      “It exists. The Allied Force will kill us all.”

      “It does not exist. It will never exist.”

      She doesn’t understand. This is not war—this is full extermination. In truth, the Allied Force is plotting a widespread annihilation. The Allied Force will annihilate every last foreigner, if we don’t escape while we can.

      Our boots crunch together onto the ice-laden snow in silence, my mind spinning in millions of directions. Are my brothers and sisters still together—or have they been pulled apart, like me?

      I glance over my shoulder as Hazen’s eyes track me now, as if to offer assurance. He nods for me to head with Aiva, but I can’t help but notice again the letters branded into his hand. E Ş K E N.

      Is the Eşken responsible for our evacuation from the burial site of the extermination camp? Why had the Eşken waited so long? Why had it let thousands of us die, until their arrival?

      Most of all, why would they risk the entire wrath of the Allied Force with a preemptive assault?

      What is happening?
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      Aiva wrings a fresh rag for the bath, wasting no time in stripping me of clothes, though she’s cautious to keep her eyes averted below my chest. She avoids the Kōn fire marks on my face and only stares at the gash on my palm. “That’s the worst of it, I promise.”

      Her promises mean very little; even with her herbs, the wound where Valstark split open my hand still aches excruciatingly, but the rest of my hands are still warm from the stranger’s lips kissing each of them earlier. He wants her to her perform her fire and call down lightning.

      For now we’re inside the town’s finest ceremonial bathhouse, which isn’t saying much for a town of caribou and bears. Inside the firebath enclosure, we’re surrounded by indoor foliage and scented candles meant to be relaxing. However, it took nearly an hour of harsh walking in the snow past the fishing cabins, outdoor meat storages, along path after path through wild herds of caribou to get here from the heart of town where the quaint square resides.

      While the other bathhouses are sandwiched between tailor shops and quilt stores, where women roam in and out with basketfuls of herbs and plants for their laundry, Aiva’s bathhouse is reserved for the town ceremonies and is deep in the taiga. We’re only populated by evergreens and streams here.

      It would be serene and tranquil, but all I can think of is that I am expected to participate in the upcoming town ceremony. To demonstrate my fire.

      In the past, the flaming sparks caused my lungs to fill with smoke and pinches of pain, but I kept up my practice. In the Great Hunt, I collapsed nearly every time I used my fire to survive, yet I hardly noticed. Endorphins were sprinting through my blood. I tasted only adrenaline; I knew only survival in that moment.

      I shorten my lifespan with every catch of fire, each strike of lightning toward a target.

      I doubt Valstark is a man who can be refused or even bartered with, or I would demand the location of my loved ones in a wall of threatening fire.

      Even if it halves my life.

      Clearly, there’s a deep interest in the orún of my blood, and it’s the only reason I was selected out of the laborer lines—separating me from the seven field men and Hazen—that followed behind Valstark.

      I haven’t seen Hazen since the military plane landed in this small fishing town. He’s necessary for any insight into the Allied Force military, the high-ranked militants—like his uncles—and the brutal operations that occurred on Traeger Island. An uneasy feeling prickles inside of me. What are Valstark and his men planning?

      Why are we here?

      “Step in quickly, if you can. The water is still hot.” Aiva offers me a smile, though it doesn’t reach her eyes. She is not one to trust easily. “Hot water is hard to come by in these parts, we’re miles from the town generators.”

      “Which town is it?” My knowledge of the former United States is shaky at best, but I still remember winter nights curled at the feet of Whitelaw as he informed us of the world—geography, philosophy, history. “Is it Eşken?”

      Is Eşken the name of the town?

      Aiva nearly shrieks in horror at the name, leaping back as if I struck her, but stops herself from stumbling, catching the bit of soap pellets she dropped into the water. Aiva checks over her shoulder, as if one of the women outside mending the uniforms and darning the fabrics might overhear. “Who told you that name?”

      “I saw it somewhere.”

      “Do not mention that to anyone. Never in my presence.” She forces herself to sit again. But her breathing is still uneven. “You may refer to the town as Matcharak, if you’d like.”

      “Matcharak?”

      “It is named after the lake we lived near in the past. We fled after . . .” The loss glistens in her eyes; a pained history.

      Before I can ask another question, Aiva reaches forward and snatches my arm. “Never mention Eşken around the others. Never.”

      I nod, despite the fact that I need to know what Eşken represents, why she fears it so desperately.

      The town can’t risk us divulging their precise location. I doubt its true name is even close to Matcharak. Still . . . if I can manage to flee, if by any miracle I can get in touch with my loved ones, how can I inform them where I am? How will I know how far they are from me right now, if Matcharak is a fabricated name?

      My kin consume my mind as Aiva softly takes hold of my fingers, as if cautious I might light with fire right before her. “The water will grow cold.”

      I can heat water, easily. Yet, I can’t bring myself to enter clean water.

      It’s a luxury I haven’t indulged in for years, and I instantly feel unworthy of it.

      In the forced labor camp, the Allied Force will coerce you to memorize mandatory inferiority tapes. How insignificant foreigners are. How we are filth. Undeserving of heat, proper clothes, or humanity. It tortures your mind that you are unworthy of everything, even the warmth of boiled water.

      It’s out of the generosity of the Allied Force that we are fed and not left to starve to death. We were given threadbare blankets in the wet season instead of abandoned in the plunging temperatures with the mountains of the lavish resorts lording in the distance. In a dark sense, it made us feel grateful for whatever little mercy we received for the week, even in our subjugation.

      “Is the soap not scented enough?” Aiva looks after her small pellets, like they’re her friends. “I’ve made lavender, lily, citrus⁠—”

      I can’t meet her eyes. “I don’t need to bathe.”

      I am not good enough for it. Not solely because of the Allied Force, but there are better men and women who’ve generously contributed more in dire times inside the barracks that deserve the luxury of heated water.

      I cowered to Valstark. Czarina and the other talent girls were liberated from the island, taken to safety, but I was among the chosen to leave with Valstark.

      Czarina and I hardly had a handful of seconds to say goodbye. A girl I killed two young men for.

      I couldn’t even meet her eyes, never decent at goodbyes. Never able to speak my feelings. We only held each other for as long as we could. She kissed my cheeks and my temple. “May you live, even if you die,” she whispered to me.

      I could only squeeze her and nod. Afraid that if I say goodbye, it will be the end of us. That I will never see her again. Coward, Coa. You are a coward.

      You should’ve told her how you felt about her. How you’ve always felt about her.

      Outside somewhere, men and women are in mourning and need the comfort of someone to take care of them the way Aiva is taking care of me. How could I accept any of it?

      You are nearly alone. Held in a new, unfamiliar part of the empire.

      It doesn’t elude me that Valstark chose to wait until after the Great Hunt to assail the Allied Force and liberate us. While he could’ve been waiting for the dark sheath of night to smuggle out as many survivors as possible, tears brink against my eyelids all the same.

      We suffered for years.

      I can’t help but imagine how it would have been if he came weeks earlier, before the Great Hunt even began. If he had saved us years ago, before we ever fell into the hands of the barbarous sergeant.

      Why did Valstark feed us hope when we were already beyond it?

      Ingratitude fills me. I recognize it inside, which only proves that I am unworthy of even a bath. Perhaps the warkiller didn’t even exist yet when we needed him. Maybe the North Transatlantic Empire did care for us this entire time, preparing for the liberation.

      However, I’ve never forgiven the North Transatlantic Empire for abandoning my birth nation of Hallowell to die, despite Hallowell once belonging to the empire. They chose their own survival.

      A touch startles me. Aiva leads me into the bath by the small of my back, sending tingles up my spine from her soft fingertips. “Valstark will insist on the bath.”

      A lurch of trepidation accelerates my pulse. “What does he intend to do with me?”

      “He won’t cut you again,” Aiva responds, as if that’s what I am asking. We both know that Valstark purchased me, or at least chose me, but what does it mean to be chosen in the first place? Chosen for what purpose?

      Aiva stares at the wound. “You’ll heal nicely, by the way. He always knows how to cut skin without leaving a gruesome scar, it will stitch well.”

      “Why did he cut me at all?” I ask, nearly frantic that worse could happen despite Aiva’s words. She won’t be alone with me, living with him, I imagine. The way she speaks makes it sound as if this ceremony is a regular occurrence, yet I haven’t seen anyone else bearing Valstark’s markings.

      Only Hazen bears a branding on his hand, and it reads EŞKEN, a word that breeds fear in the heart of Aiva even by mere mention.

      Now Aiva searches my eyes, as if desperate to find an answer living there.

      “You’re part of the salvation.” Her words are as cryptic as I expect, but I don’t expect the spatter of tears in her eyes. “We’ve been waiting for you, if you are what you claim.”

      I was left to rot. How could anyone have been waiting for me?

      Aiva steps closer, this time ignoring that the water has gone lukewarm, colder by the second as it’s exposed to the chill of winter through the parted window.

      Her dark, liquid brown eyes pierce into me like a knife.

      “Are you truly born of fire? Is there orún in your blood?” She whispers, almost hesitant to trust herself with the disappointment if I am not.

      However, I nod. “I am fireborn.”

      “How long have the Kōn warriors taught you to fight in fire and lightning?” she asks, so unbearably relieved she can’t help but murmur, “If you are blessed, if your blood is vital, then the Kōn sacrifice⁠—”

      “Sacrifice?” I murmur back, realizing now this might be a killing ceremony. However, Aiva shakes her head, as if the town doesn’t use torture to conduct their traditions and ceremonies.

      “We aren’t the Allied Force, I swear,” she tells me, gently easing me one last time toward the waters, but respecting at last when I truly can’t manage to bring myself near it. Aiva Salvatierra allows me a moment of privacy to myself, turning only once at the door. “We are not the barbarians.”

      I nod one last time out of respect. All I’ve gathered is that Valstark desires something from me—he needs it.

      I am living with him because he plans to oversee me.

      Himself.
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          IFE STØRMBANE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        now

        the allied force evacuation vessel

      

      

      “Good evening, everyone.”

      On the barge-sized evacuation vessel, the tourists are a blur of champagne flutes, sculplted porcelain plates, and horrendously expensive sea cuisine. Why were we evacuated in the dead of night? Why were we taken out of our beds, bleary-eyed, stumbling through the dark, as the soldiers smuggled us onto these vessels?

      In the humid, sticky night, Maximus’s expression was composed, unreadable. He had a stealth unit of men to direct for a manhunt, and therefore, there was no time for farewells or questions. We shared a brief kiss and Maximus instructed Vørian and Thorsten to remain together, as a naval captain approached with a fleet of men in the brunt of the night.

      I wrapped a wolfskin war cloak around my arms for warmth, I never leave a designated location without it, and I followed the authorized men that navigated evacuees to these strange, ominous ships that lurked on the outskirts of the island.

      As we traversed through jungle vines and sinuous paths lined with wind-struck branches, I forced my feet not to trip over the massive war cloak—it was seven sizes too large for my smaller frame. However, it was matted in blood on the inside, where Head General Størmbane’s silvered hair and dried battle sweat were trapped within the pelt—keeping his war stench on me. It wasn’t for no reason. To the eyes of Vikąrians, it serves as a reminder of the Størmbane lineage that I belong to, and it’s the only symbol of power I have in my arsenal without needing to say a word.

      Through the thick, sweltering air, there were distant sirens and the far scent of carnage that seemed to travel through the quiet, empty pavilions and abandoned resorts, as though the island was uninhabited, slowly draining of life. It was eerie, the silent march of soldiers on either side of us, their eyes on the looming barges on the sea.

      As we boarded, the murmurs of tourists finally began, their shoulders deflating from their worry as they recognized the familiar crystal chandeliers, decadent tables of exquisite cuisine, the formal fine dining experience they were accustomed to on the island. As long as it wasn’t a filthy ship, all would be well.

      Everything will be explained.

      Now, vacationers stabilize themselves as the vessel lists onto its side, barely paying attention to the Vikąrian Naval Military captain. Until he fires a gunshot into the ceiling.

      A scream of shock erupts. But the scream instantly stifles as the gunfire’s report cracks against the walls. I nearly jump out of my skin in fright as the metal doors slam behind me with enough force to roughen the war cloak.

      A thick tension follows.

      “Good evening, everyone.” The naval captain repeats himself with the air of a man who has infinite time on his hands, merely addressing those with much more finite time on ours. As if he pities us, he says beneath his breath, “If you cooperate early, half of you might live.”

      “Excuse me?” A society club woman rasps. She adjusts the ascot around her neck.

      Ife, stay relaxed. Maximus left me with an emergency device, the electric communication bracelet I’m always given in times of crisis and danger.

      A tumble of voices rise, and a few women glance nervously at their spouses for assistance. But the men are as perplexed as the rest of us as fleets of soldiers fill the interior.

      A few soldiers hand out brooms and dustpans for the tourists to clean after themselves.

      There is something strange about these soldiers . . . There are dozens of men that wear the defector symbols on their armbands. Instead of the standard black gloves of extreme militarism, they wear the white gloves of antinationalism. Their uniforms are solid white and navy blue. The symbol of truce to all foreigners.

      “Is this part of the tourist attraction?” a stern-voiced Vikąrian man finally ventures.

      “Oh!” The silk-scarfed woman twitters, laughing. “Of course. All of this nonsense scared me for a second. I didn’t understand the purpose of the cleaning materials.”

      I ignore the dustpans, and I examine the naval captain. He is a classically older man, a bit on the young side, I think, except for the completely silvered gray of his tidy beard and short, tapered hair. My brows knit. Do I know him?

      The Vikąrian Naval Military does not permit facial hair while on duty—it violates regulation. But I’ve seen him in military events before; he’s still in active-duty service.

      But where?

      Slowly, I slip behind the resort guardsmen. I attempt, urgently, to send a message to Maximus, but my jaw drops. There is no signal.

      Hurry, Ife. My blood pounds, my eyes darting for safety routes—a parted window, an exit door—anything. This could be a hostage situation—a ransom.

      As if to amplify my darkest fears, a second gunshot fires into the swollen air and this time, the report is so loud that I nearly shriek with the other tourists.

      An elderly man’s body lifelessly slumps out of his dining table chair. He had tried to run.

      “I’m afraid this event is very real. Not an attraction.” The naval captain remains calm as flurries of bodies race beneath their tables, bolting for shelter, crawling behind the barricade of soldiers for cover. Pounding their fists against the caged doors for help.

      But the soldiers do not move. The heavy lines of armed men remain disciplined in their inflexible formation. Each man has a brand on his right hand: EŞKEN.

      Which militia is the Eşken? Anxiety mauls through my nerves when I can’t think of what—or where—an Eşken might be. The Arctic Circle covers more than 4 percent of the entire earth’s surface.

      Panic swells in my chest. I feel my brother’s hand on my shoulder, as if Zaire’s spirit settles on my bone. Stay relaxed.

      Think, Ife.

      However, the Vikąrian naval captain seems to read my mind. “If any of you attempt to call for help, you will be killed and dumped overboard.” He speaks evenly as hysteria breaks loose. His voice spears through the spiraling chaos as he steps forward onto the center platform. “If any of you utilize your wristchips, templechips, or any device for that matter, for any reason at all, you will be killed and dumped overboard.”

      “Please, don’t do this⁠—”

      “You can’t take us—” A scrawny young man exclaims, but he silences himself as the naval soldiers, in unison, draw their rifles and aim at him. Directly.

      The young man still grips the shaving utensil he must’ve been utilizing when the evacuation air sirens sounded. Half of his neck is still dried with soap, uneven.

      He drops his electric shaver onto the ground.

      Whimpers and pleas echo around the evacuation vessel. My breath accelerates with an arrhythmic rush. I search furtively for Thorsten, who still gazes at the windows of lively, bright marine life, unable to hear the threat surrounding him.

      He’s ten tables away from me, trying to find someone he can ask to swim with sharks, someone who might hurt him. Anxiety lurches to my throat.

      A spindly young woman switches tactics, lowering her tone. “If you attack Vikąrian citizens, the military will execute you for treason. Given what happened on the island, you should rethink your decision. It’s not too late.”

      She cautions this as if there’s not already a dead man on board, right now, bleeding onto the marble.

      But I concentrate on Thorsten, taking a single step toward him every five seconds. Measured. Persistent. However, the Størmbane furs are so damned heavy, weighing me down, the stench of darkened blood deep in my nauseated senses.

      The naval captain responds to the woman with a chuckle.

      “I am prepared to commit treason.”

      “What do you need in exchange for our lives?”

      “What do I need?” the naval captain repeats after her, as if a child is asking him.

      She refuses to back down. “What are your demands?”

      Almost before he says it, I already know it. My head guard, Pacer, is not on board. I haven’t seen him in days, and I will likely never see him again. My second-in-command guard, Skellen, is also missing. My armed unit is not tightened in stringent formation around me. Even the invisible defense militia is not present, or I wouldn’t be able to move, let alone see the chandelier diamonds above me.

      No light would be able to penetrate. Their united formation would block out all areas.

      This is a premeditated attack.

      A wave of dizziness washes over me. How is this stranger high-ranked enough to remove my entire security detail? I examine the naval captain hard, again, for any recognition. He’s vaguely familiar, but I can’t fully place him, not with tight apprehension squeezing my throat. Where do I know him from? I know I’ve seen him.

      The naval captain is not extraordinary in appearance. There are millions of men in the Arctic military that have the same homogeneous, indistinguishable traits. There are millions of Vikąrian men with dark brunette hair and dark gray eyes, features exactly similar to his. Aged hair and milky eyes.

      Even his scars aren’t unique. It’s nearly impossible to land eyes on an Allied Force military-bred man without his own share of rough, notched skin and war-marred characteristics.

      Still, I force my terrified eyes to track his deeply pocked right cheek, where a rugged scar cuts an X over his carved cheekbone. What on earth could’ve scarred his face into slits?

      “Why are you doing this?” a woman begs. At last there’s murmurs, and instant appreciation that someone else spoke out. A growing number speaking of mutiny.

      An increasing mob.

      The civilians on board surrendered our munitions before boarding, all weapons including blades and firearms, all forms of risk.

      As soon as he turns to face her, I steal an opportunity to scutter as far as I can toward Thorsten, weaving between tossed-over tablecloths, splintered beer pitchers, rivulets of shattered wine bottles.

      I speed for the four-year-old as if he’s my own, breathless.

      Maximus will never be in his right mind again if he loses another brother. My one advantage would be useless.

      I leap, practically crushing Thorsten’s arms as I squeeze him against me, preventing a shout of surprise. I hold him still for as long as I can, as tightly as I can, and Thorsten struggles, before he seems to pick up my scent, my war cloaks. Then, he giggles. “Look!”

      Thorsten laughs, thinking there’s time for us to catch all the bright fish, and his action figure stabs into my knee like when we play-wrestle with Maximus, desperately trying to escape his trained arms, but I don’t let go. I can’t release him.

      I can’t let him see another dead body.

      Because I already know the truth and who they will be after.

      There’s nowhere to run. Nowhere to escape.

      But I refuse to let them separate us. Were we intentionally invited to attend the Great Hunt or we were lured to Traeger Island to be kidnapped? Who is behind it all?
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        five months ago

        kilgrad, southern kilrød, the allied force

      

      

      I could be on a beach somewhere, getting my eyebrows waxed, sipping on toxically sugary island drinks, and sunbathing on bright sand, a breeze on my cheeks. Instead, I am plotting to kill the regime.

      I will end the Allied Force and send it down to its knees, burned in the remnants of history.

      There’s one autocrat in particular I will slaughter, and I will save him for last. The first militant of rank on my kill list wakes me up with a warm kiss on my ear. “The generals across the Kilrød want to meet you.”

      That makes my heart stop nearly dead in my chest. Already?

      “The generals?” I murmur, sleepily.

      As newlyweds, Maximus should be used to my face by now. But I know the allure I have over men when I gaze up at them through dewy, bridal eyes. His tongue twists in his mouth for a few heartbeats and he blinks, before remembering his thought. Sometimes, he can’t retrieve his thoughts at all, he only smiles his infatuated, enraptured smile.

      “North General Luçan Warmark has invited us to view the Great Hunt for the summer,” Maximus informs me with another hungry kiss. His skin’s as hot as fireclay. “His lineage has held control over the northern Kilrød for over a century. North General Warmark is second-in-command to my father in the homeland, which means you’re welcomed in the North Kilrød as well as Traeger Island.”

      See? You’re welcomed already, his good-natured smile seems to say. However, I don’t dream of being stuck in the North Kilrød any time soon.

      The North Kilrød is second only to Antarctica in extreme polar temperatures. Here in our estate in Kilgrad, we’re encircled by glaciers, ice sheets, and absurdly extensive snow mass. We’re nestled in the higher elevation of the circumpolar mountains, several miles from the nearest neighbors.

      We’re prone to glacialized catchment outbursts, which flood the mountains and make for the clearest, freshest water on earth. Nearly every morning, Maximus takes Thorsten out with their hounds to hunt and fish, and the two of them spend hours in the severe weather. Happily coming home to bury me in their snowy arms and devour meals.

      We’ve settled into our marital home already, and I barely have a few seconds to myself in the morning, before Maximus wakes me with his lips, then kidnaps me as the hounds bury bones all over the estate. Thorsten climbs onto the breakfast table while I cook, and then he leaps onto his older brother’s back, while Maximus teaches him in the glaciers how to haul in walrus meat and fresh water for the day. I only get moments of heavenly silence to plan my ascent to power, before the entire estate rings again with their boisterous laughter, wrestling, and barking. An exotic summer trip would be bliss right now.

      I kiss his nose softly. “An island? Another honeymoon sounds perfect.”

      “Anywhere is a honeymoon with you,” Maximus murmurs against my skin, gently. His hand nestles into my hair as he kisses underneath the fabric of my night dress strap on my shoulder. “With the aurora borealis above your head at night, it’s like you were crafted from the stars, instead of earth. Every time I gaze at you, I forget how beauty even existed before you, my ikäniną.”

      “You’re more handsome than sunrise,” I whisper, pretending to be smitten. He turns into a poet whenever we’re alone.

      He also turns into an abductor.

      Suddenly, Maximus ensnares me, trapping me in his arms until I giggle. “Let me go!”

      Maximus holds tight. “You’re my wife, your feet aren’t allowed to touch the ground. A barbarian might steal you behind my back.”

      I playfully pound his shoulders. “A barbarian is stealing me right now!”

      “The first hunter keeps the catch.” Maximus smirks and keeps me held over his shoulder like a rogue, kicking and squealing.

      This past winter was a spontaneous rush. We eloped in a flurry of guests, a spur-of-the-moment wedding ceremony, a hasty nuptial reception, and rapid dinner toasts. I didn’t have a minute to put on any makeup. I was barefaced and almost barefoot, which only enamored Maximus. I didn’t know any of the time-honored vows. I’d never even attended a wedding before, let alone been in a ceremonial hall with eleven people.

      All I knew was Maximus Størmbane, the most famous wølvenstarker in the Allied Force, wanted me to elope with him. That—and the sparkling diamond on the ring was bigger than my finger. It rivaled the sun.

      In six hours, I stitched his grandmother’s wedding dress to fit me enough to hasten down the grand entrance amid bannered pillars. I would’ve worn a silk pillowcase, if it meant I could infiltrate further into the Allied Force.

      Some girls dream of the perfect hair curl.

      I dream of beheading a dictator.

      Taking retribution on behalf of my empire.

      At times I think I was born for it.
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        * * *

      

      I murmur sleepily. “Sorry, he really messed up my hair.”

      I’m supposed to be a convincing, blushing new wife, showing off my exquisite ring at every opportunity, but my hairstylist seems to see right through me. Kateri gasps, dropping her equipment, “You married him?”

      “We live together now,” I announce eagerly over the shocked silence. “We’ll be with each other all the time. We’re going to raise Thorsten⁠—”

      “Does he know you don’t love him?” Kateri asks, and I hush her quickly. I cover her open mouth with damp fingers, my palms sweating.

      “Of course, I love him. Don’t be silly. I’m foolish for him.” I lie back on the bed, flipping through vintage magazines. None of the pictures fits my naturally coiled, pale-pink hair. My arms ache whenever I gather my massive hair, which brushes past my spine. I want to chop it off to my mid-section, but in the Arctic, you need your husband’s permission to cut your hair. To obtain surgery on your body. To approve your clothes.

      I hear how much women absolutely love their husbands’ preferences for their styles. He favors skirts, I can’t wait to wear this for him!

      I’m only allowed to buy one-piece swimsuits, he thinks bikinis are too revealing. Oh well!

      I don’t think Maximus knows what mascara even is, let alone wants to waste his time deciding what might look best for me. He adores it when I look pretty for him. We don’t sit and argue over bikini strings.

      I only need to make that last.

      From now on, I need to pretend to cherish him for that. “Why wouldn’t I love him?”

      “You ran away, I heard.” Kateri flips onto the other side of the mattress. The artificial tropical heat is airless, sticky, and we both leave our drinks on the floor, wearing oversized T-shirts beside each other. “I’ve seen you hide from their anthem before.”

      Dammit. She saw that? Has everyone seen that?

      A shiver rakes through me, and I bite my nail. “I was so nervous, Kit! I didn’t even know what to do with my hands.” I giggle.

      Kateri’s lush, dark hair falls over her shoulder. She snips at me with her fingers. “For every lie, I’m cutting off another inch behind his back.”

      “I’m not lying!” I swat her. “I’m hopeless for him. I’m excited to be married, finally.”

      Kateri’s face falls. “Does that mean you’re leaving the foreign embassy?”

      “Yes, but you and I will still talk every day. Even if I have to stomp back to the embassy myself.”

      Her voice mumbles. “We just won’t see each other in person anymore. Anything could happen to you in the Kilrød, and I’ll be in the outskirts. Ife, I won’t . . .” She leaves the words to trail on their own. I won’t be able to protect you.

      I throw my arms around her, kissing her cheeks, and she smears my tears with her thumb.

      “See? You’re crying already, little wife.”

      I whisper. “You’re making me emotional. I wish you knew . . .” I wish you knew everything. I wish I could tell all of my plans, ambitions, dreams, to you. “I’m just going to miss you, Kit. That’s all.”

      We used to wear spa masks all day, eat ice cream, and watch the stars.

      She snorts. “Then stay.”

      He’d never let me stay there. My lip quivers and I bite it. I clear the spa mask oils from my eyes. I ran away from Hazen on our wedding night, rushing to marry someone else. It caused such a scandal that I had insults branded on me—a slevt, a flirt. Maximus incited outrage when he ended his own engagement, and we barely waited to elope.

      Then at the last minute, I fled from Maximus on our wedding night, moments before the vow. It was like my intestines were wrenching inside of me again. My feet were pleading with me to hide somewhere away from the Allied Force. I can’t explain it.

      There were four generals and Head General Størmbane himself in attendance at the ceremony.

      Three years ago, Hazen let me run, and I think he knew I wasn’t coming back.

      On our wedding night, Maximus tracked me down and we exchanged our vows right there in the botanical gardens. One billion imported March lilies surrounded us.

      “I can’t go back to the embassy, that’s irrational,” I murmur.

      “You’re irrational.” Kateri rolls her eyes, but she leans into her open equipment packages and rummages for a moment. She hands me three gilded hair clips and unclasps them, making me gasp. They’re bladed. “I always make my hair clips like knives. If you ever need them, use them. Dozens of political leaders are suspicious.”

      Her voice sounds urgent, like when I first invited her on the last trip without confessing to her it was a honeymoon. You’re going on more trips with him? He’s the deadliest sniper in history, Ife.

      I nudge her now. “Maybe I will use them. A general invited us to Traeger Island. Another honeymoon in the summer is better than the ice caps.”
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          COA RANGECROF

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the north transatlantic empire

      

      

      Hazen enters the firebath.

      Aiva has gone to fetch the ceremonial robes within the herbal bathhouse, and Hazen helps himself to the lukewarm water to soak his blisters from the gladiator arena. He shakes his sandy blond hair dry, washing his face afterward, trying not to get soap on his new North Transatlantic uniform.

      “We need to practice your halfhearted performance of bewitchery.” He spreads shaving cream over his blond stubble. “If you can call weak orders bewitchery.”

      “Isn’t it early for insults?” I ask, folding my arms.

      “We need to be practical. The bewitchment appears forced on your end.” His tone is severe. “We’re both staking our lives on your sorcery. The weaker you seem without island orún, the weaker I seem under your raw power.”

      Then we’re both expendable.

      There might not be another chance to prove my worth.

      I hand him a straight razor. “Then what do you suggest?”

      “For one, I suggest you don’t behave like you’re being held hostage. You’re the hostage-taker.”

      Balmy scents of lavender and eucalyptus wash over me as we’re surrounded by foliage, a raw fire underneath the stone bath, and heavy stacks of lumber for the fire to our right. There aren’t any nearby cedar-built cabins or woodland residences on this isolated edge of the taiga. The bathhouse is secluded enough to ensure privacy.

      I sit at the edge of the firebath. “Fine, we’ll practice. I will tear apart your collar and force you closer.”

      “That’s a start.” He leans into toward me. “Remember, we need to behave as if there’s no familiarity to us. No genuine friendship. The bewitchment is your possession and ownership.”

      “And your devotion and surrender.”

      The earlier kisses were ruses, but the true difficulty is the mastery of a power I don’t have. Manipulation. Control.

      “Exactly.” His knotted hands remain at his side, waiting for me to be in charge.

      When the threat of slaughter hangs over your head, it’s difficult to pay attention to the nonsense of lips and tongue. I grew up on my own in the wilds, catching game to survive with crude rocks and traps. There was no one else for years, and my guard is still up around others. My body has known nothing else.

      Except, he’s not waiting for a faked kiss, he’s waiting for something else. The dark enchantment that will warn him of my ability. The intimacy was the easy part; the authority will be the true challenge. Particularly as a former captive who was subjugated for over four years of her life. How does a captive regain her inner power?

      If I fail at being a dark sorceress, I can never gain leverage I need to find my siblings. I’ll never again sleep beneath the stars with Rawley snoozing beside me. I’ll never again fish downstream with Hucket in the swamp rivers or bake with Evelie while humming tunes or carve plane wings out of timberwood with Buckthorne in the summer. I’ll never again cuddle Rabbit in my arms at night.

      I’ll conquer this act if it kills me. My hand snakes through his hair, almost roughly, and my breath is a harsh command through my teeth. “Bow before me.”

      With a dutiful hand on his heart, he kneels before me. “My will is your will, sorceress.”

      If I’ve done well, Hazen doesn’t show it. Therefore, I attempt to throw him off his ready.

      “Weep for me.”

      There’s a slight tick in his jawline. His pride flickers for a moment, the hard-grained Vikąrian masculinity that refuses fragility, let alone in front of a woman. “I can’t. I haven’t had the ability since I was an initiate in the military.”

      “Weep for me.” I am immovable.

      In the Allied Force military, young men are forced to chemically damage their eyes for resilience. He may have altered tear ducts that prevent tears, but I demand to hear it.

      The human side of him.

      The Hazen Creed who was to suppress grief and agony since a young age. The Hazen Creed who prepared his entire life to protect his mother and foreign half-brother from being hunted down. The Hazen Creed who has lost everything as a soldier.

      The traitor of his own people.

      My friend.

      Friendships are birthed in the moments when everything is stripped away, when two human souls reveal themselves in full to one another. It’s an experience unlike any other. It’s a promise: Come as you are and I will accept you. Fall from your guard and I will catch you.

      But even under such circumstances, true friendship is neither guaranteed nor eternal. It is fragile and precious.

      As they say, friendship is the soul you choose.

      Hazen’s throat rumbles. His neck veins become taut, straining with emotion. His eyes redden.

      There aren’t tears, but if he were capable of it, there would be.

      Afterward, Hazen flexes his forearms, cleaning behind his clouted ears. Ears that have taken several beatings, but he bears scarred knuckles that seem to prove his victory in fights as he grew older. Then, he rinses.

      He gives me a lazy smile. “No more labor. We can soak our feet all day, if we’d like.”

      We don’t talk about it, not if he doesn’t want to. Except, we both know that’s not true that we can bathe all day, but the fantasy lures me closer to perhaps soak my feet too and rest my cheek on his shoulder. It tastes almost real. A life where I will never be forced into anything again.

      That I control my own destiny.

      Instead, I fold my arms, avoiding any gaze that betrays my hope. He arches his brow. “You aren’t going to soak your calluses in Epsom salt?”

      Beyond the kiss, we’ve grown used to each other. Injured in the violent jungle, we washed in front of each other, cleaning our wounds in the waters. You quickly forget decorum while you flee for your life. I’d often tear off my rags and swallow handfuls of water with one cupped hand, bathing quickly with the other, matted with dirt in my damaged eyes. Filth mired in my hair. My nostrils filled with blood and dirt.

      However, now, I sit at the edge of the wooden tub. “How can you be calm in this?”

      Hazen responds, “Come here, Coa. Salt your blisters while the water is at least favorable.” He seems to know my hesitation, and why I bear it. He’s seen the inferiority tapes by now, the mandatory psychological debasement that the Vikąrian military broadcasted to the foreigners by force. I hate that I can’t even let myself deserve the small luxury of soothing my sore heels in a bath or scour my face clean. As always, he reads my emotion as though it was written on my heart. “You’re worthy of it, you know that.”

      “There are others more worthy,” I say instead. “Laborers who’ve never shed blood. Workers who have only helped, instead of harmed⁠—”

      Hazen’s bath-drenched hand grasps me around the wrist, aiding me forward.

      His intense green eyes set on me. “There are few more worthy of it than you.”

      Hazen speaks from the heart; he was raised on the other side of the indoctrination.

      The pain he inflicted was on his own people. He hunted down half-Vikąrian men like his adoptive father, who raised him as a son to be a man with humanity. However, his adoptive father was exterminated.

      Hazen was a child soldier exploited into violence, until he overcame his indoctrination on his own as an adult.

      Traumatized as an adult myself, I still can’t bring myself to give into this one luxury. After years of abuse and mistreatment, I embrace the excruciation more than I ever will the comfort.

      Hazen assists with unfastening the laces of my work boots, and it helps for a minute, but I catch his hand with my own. “I need to become their weapon. That’s more important than healing my blisters.”

      “I’ve been a weapon. It’s a dark path,” Hazen responds, he sets his hand down. His path started when he was only a child. Hazen’s eyes harden. “I will never again be a weapon. You can’t let it happen to you.”

      You are human first and always, that’s what my older sister reminded us every time after the mandatory indoctrination tapes. But she never had the power to stop them.

      I murmur under my breath, “As a weapon, I will have control over my life.”

      “Is that what Valstark promised you?”

      “It’s what I promise myself.”

      Hazen doesn’t press it any further. I realize my hand still lingers on his skin, holding him for a moment of comfort. However, I feel the rough stretch of skin that was seared, branded into him. I was right. It reads E Ş K E N.

      I sift my brain for the word E Ş K E N in Vikąrian but come up short.

      I open his hand. “What does it mean?”

      “Nothing.” It’s a lie to protect me; I hear it in his voice.

      “Did you burn it yourself?” I press further.

      Hazen’s perceptive eyes train on each of my facial features, glazing over my fiery orún marks, as if weighing his options. His voice is even and steady, but I know him well enough to smell the lies on his breath. He doesn’t have a tell; there’s nothing physical to signal his deception, but I know him like any of my friends before him. He draws a half circle in my palm with his finger. “It’s an old war scar.”

      “It’s new.” I catch his second lie. Now I’m certain he’s trying to protect me. “Is it personal or should I know about an Eşken?” I demand now, releasing his hand. “It’s too late to leave the North Transatlantic Empire; I might as well know about an EŞKEN.”

      I left my siblings behind for this. I can’t even barter for their lives, because Valstark is too dangerous to trust with the information of their existence.

      Hazen exhales. “It’s not an Eşken.”

      “What is the Eşken then?” I insist. I don’t need to remind him, but I do. “My siblings are out there, Hazen.”

      He expires a deeper breath through his nostrils. “It’s not the Eşken, either.”

      Now Hazen’s lips downturn, and he becomes a locked vault, as if he’s already said more than he intended to this early. As if I’m not ready for this depth of information yet.

      What is Eşken? Is it the real name of the town? Is it the local regime?

      Each letter is burned into his jagged hand, and the scarring left a horrid, rigid layer of flesh that appears painful, but Hazen doesn’t let on to any excruciating agony.

      He doesn’t even grimace at the touch. Instead, his green eyes focus on the windowsill, where a hummingbird sips from the bird fountain.

      Hazen lowers his voice. “I’ve accepted that I will never see my mother and brother again. It’s not realistic any longer. Still . . . whenever I see a hummingbird, I know they are with me.”

      He’s changing the subject, but I know what he means. I can’t glance at a warren of rabbits without thinking of Rabbit. I can’t hear a songbird without imagining Evelie singing for us in the nighttime. However, I whisper, “I refuse to believe I’ll never see them again. I refuse.”

      “I don’t mean to hurt you, Coa. But it’s not practical⁠—”

      What is he saying? How could he give up on seeing his family?

      I tighten my fists. “Leave⁠—”

      “Coa, listen to me—” His words are interrupted by the soft gasp of Aiva. She nearly drops the ceremonial robes, clutching my hand and tearing me away from the Vikąrian as if he might shoot me dead at any moment.

      Courageously, she even puts her own body in harm’s way, in case Hazen decides to attack, shielding me as she ushers us into the alcove away from the bathing vicinity.

      I stretch my fingers as if casting my magic over the Vikąrian. “Leave us.”

      Obedient, Hazen whispers, “For you, sorceress.” He places a stern hand over his heart, meaning it with his soul in front of Aiva.

      I turn to Aiva after the oaken doors are shut, my voice still commanding.

      “Forgive the intrusion. Hazen only shaved and washed his hair and face under my direction.”

      Quickly, she hurries me into the cloths, panicked under her breath. “Never speak of that. You can’t be alone with him ever again.”

      Hazen is not the threat among us. However, all she must see is a Vikąrian nationalist. Aiva’s duty is on the line, and even more heart-wrenching is that she truly seems to care for the ceremony.

      She is desperate for hope.

      She needs me to be the fireborn everyone believes I am.

      Or she will kill me herself if I am not.

      Find out what is happening, Coa. Before it is too late.

      As we brace for the winter outside, she squeezes both of my hands as if for good luck to me and herself. “Let’s put this out of our mind. It’s nearly time for the ceremony.”
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      “Aiva!” cries one of the women who burst into the bathhouse, swarming with fabrics and cloth. “Her hair! Is she not bathed?”

      Aiva attempts to whisper about my hesitation to bath water, but the woman grips her arm. “The bathing is for Valstark. He’s saved us all, how could you not follow the ceremony doctrines? Least of all, she’s dressed in scarlet cloth⁠—”

      “She can’t wear the ivory cloths, she’s not innocent, Ticasuk,” Aiva discloses delicately. “She’s spilled blood already.”

      “At her age?”

      “She claims she was forced to hunt snipers.”

      It’s all I could think of to explain why Hazen would be inside the bathhouse with me and it wouldn’t be romantic. It was not led out of that kind of love, but familiarity, a bond of pain and agony.

      Still, the woman’s mouth gapes open and she glances in soft pity at me, as if my fate is now at risk because of it. Ticasuk’s voice is softer now with understanding. “Keep her in saffron then, a muted yellow. If anyone asks, tell them it’s because we hope for good fortune that she is one of the fireborn.”

      “She is fireborn, Tica,” Aiva confirms, although she’s yet to see it with her own eyes from me. The fact that she trusts me would warm my heart, if I didn’t distrust the ceremony myself.

      Why can’t we mention the war? Why is it kept secret that the Allied Force is committing the annihilation of all foreigners?

      “Aaka?” Tica asks tenderly, and Aiva informs her that I didn’t arrive with a mother, only men.

      Tica melts with sympathy, until she catches sight of Hazen leaving the bathhouse. “You let a man inside the sanctuary? What has gotten into you, Aiva?” she questions hotly. “Did you forget all we’ve prayed for?”

      “I was afraid to banish him on my own,” Aiva expresses with difficulty, and by the gasp of the other woman, it’s akin to a danger. “He’s with Eşken.”

      “He’s one of Eşken’s men? You’re sure of it?”

      “He bears his sign on his hand. I saw it myself,” Aiva fills her in with concern. “Is Eşken coming here to Matcharak?”

      “Valstark made no mention of it,” Tica responds. “Keep an eye on the man, if he’s with Eşken. Report to me if there’s anything strange. The Authority Control barely allows us to exist on the perimeters as it is—we don’t need another enemy in our midst.”

      Aiva told me that the nation is divided into territories. There are fifty territories that are former states. Each territory is under the Authority Control, which is the main government.

      We reside in Territory 49—Alaska state, right near the Noatak River. The territories are allowed their own local governments, known as their local regime.

      In a small town’s local regime, a young man can have better hopes of training to become a regime soldier in exchange for food for his family, a shelter over his head, and a stable income funded by the town.

      A young woman could be an educator under the local regime, teaching young children the history of the North Transatlantic Empire, and preventing any conspiracist speech in the classroom.

      No one is permitted to speak of the Allied Force.

      No one is permitted to mention the oncoming war. It falls under conspiracist speech and incites panic.

      Most citizens don’t even know there is a war coming.

      If the citizens knew they were in an inevitable war with the most obliterative empire in the world, the fragile stability of the North Transatlantic Empire would erupt into violence and mayhem.

      Therefore, men, women, and children are taught to obey their local regime.

      Those who don’t want to live in the main cities or towns exist in rural communities where the local regime surveils them, overseeing their actions to ensure they’re preserving democracy and that they’re well-behaved patriots.

      Right now, from what I’ve gathered so far, the small community can’t afford to be struck down by the Authority Control, removed of its resources, and starved of its agriculture for failure to commit to sworn patriotism and anticonspiracy conduct.

      After all, in the North Transatlantic Empire, patriotism begins at birth.

      I saw it myself on the Matcharak registration building bulletin boards we walked past, which also read, Patriots wanted. The brave needed.

      Right now, Aiva quickly changes my robes and cloths into saffron-darned materials. In their town of Matcharak, saffron symbolizes the courage, good fortune, and healing they use for medicinal health and mending of the skin, wounds, and heart.

      Apprehension lodges firmly in my throat as we head outside into the roads of snow. After a few miles, the scattered timber-framed houses are joined by fishing storages, herbal shops, and winter attire stores as we near the town’s center.

      Crowds of people have gathered for the ceremony, waving flags and cheering at me, shoulder to shoulder with each other. There have to be at least four hundred people in attendance, filling up every space of the brick-paved roads and wood-lined building structures—even the butchers are closed, standing in their aprons in the town square.

      What exactly is this ceremony?

      The women fawn over me, offering gifts and their best draperies for my new home. Housewarming gifts of kettles, engraved wines, and baskets of weaving utensils.

      “It’s an honor to live with Valstark.”

      From the woodsmen, I’m burdened beneath the weight of ceremonial leathers, hard winter coats, and fish they bestow upon me, mentioning their excitement. “Alipaa today. Keep warm.”

      “Valstark will be kind to you. You’re blessed to be chosen.”

      A young woman kisses my palms with her soft lips, as Tica had. “His selections are always wise. I pray the ceremony will be safe for you.”

      Safe? I glance at Aiva, who assured me the worst of it passed after Valstark cut open my hand with his knife, spilling my blood onto his palm, but I am not foolish enough to believe that he couldn’t immediately carve me open again.

      He might even slit my throat in front of everyone, praised as they celebrate his choice. Thank you for your sacrifice.

      Children race each other throughout the square with corn stalks, candies, and toys. I shiver in the snowfall, noticing that the town square is surrounded by ice-capped mountains and hills. A handful of caribou is being led in by herders for meat and meals to feed the town.

      It’s barely ten degrees outside, but I’m wilting as young girls bring garlands and young boys pound at their boar-skin drums. I am instantly trapped by the children, swarmed by the masses⁠—

      “You’re late, Tica,” another woman hisses, “we can’t keep Valstark waiting⁠—”

      We stop in front of the large wooden platform ahead of us with a staircase on each side.

      Tica cuts off her words. “Eşken is coming! Aiva saw one of the men bearing his name on his hand.”

      The lividity seeps out of the woman’s face, replaced with a pallor of fright. “Which man?”

      She cranes her neck over the sea of incoming lumbermen and farmhands who came to witness the ceremony, welcomed with their late arrival.

      However, Tica juts her chin in Hazen’s direction. “The blond man with green eyes like hell itself.”

      The woman nods. “Then I’ll keep watch on him.”

      “I’ve ordered Aiva to do the same.” Tica grumbles, “I wish I’d known sooner that Valstark had accepted the Arctic man to the town.”

      The other woman intakes a sharp breath. “Among the children? Does he know Eşken’s native origin . . . ?”

      “The green-eyed man is one of the Vikąrians. I heard it on his tongue,” Aiva whispers in a hushed volume she thinks I can’t hear, besieged by more women holding their children on their hips. “He’s native to the North Pole.”

      “He’s a hellbeast then,” Tica seethes. “Why would Valstark open us to the Vikąrians’ watch?”

      The other woman admonishes her. “Don’t question Valstark, he has a reason for luring him into the ceremony. Perhaps he will kill him.”

      Is this a trap for Hazen? A tremor rams through my chest, like an ice hammer to my sternum. Valstark had the perfect opportunity to kill every Vikąrian man in sight, but he spared Hazen Creed. Hazen has firsthand experience as a former member of the Vikąrian army.

      Why kill him now? Simply for the eyes of the town in the ceremony?

      I need to warn Hazen of the possibility. I step through the crowds, edging toward the barrels of beer and fresh water for later libations.

      Will Valstark kill Hazen in front of an audience?

      All at once, the crowd disperses into a field of empty snow. The caribou are startled, bundling in together, as four of the woodsmen lead in a caged bear toward the raised platform.

      It’s a wild bear, grunting in the metal cage, roaring spit at the parting crowds. The creature is muzzled but could still cause severe harm. Its massive paws don’t fit through the grates of the cage, but it’s still a living threat.

      As the bear is wheeled onto the platform circle, I glance over my shoulder at Hazen, and there seems to be recognition in his eyes for what is happening.

      As if he figured out the ceremony before I have. That settles my nerves, but still I make sure to catch his eye and mouth. “These people know you are Vikąrian.” I try my best not to let my lip tremble. “They might kill you.”

      Desperately, I attempt to slither my way through the throngs of offerers and onlookers perched as far as the mountainsides, but it’s gotten too thick with townspeople for me to reach Hazen. Did he manage to read my lips?

      Scents of salmon and rye fill my nostrils.

      All at once, everything occurs quickly. Almost too quickly for my mind to process.

      Without warning, Valstark appears through the paths of snow, bearing the same knife bloodied already by my flesh not long before.

      With one charge forward, he enters the cage and ravages the bear, lending it little time even to roar, let alone lunge for him. With one merciless thrust, he plunges his knife into the animal’s center mass.

      As if he’d done it before. As if he’d trained since he was a youth to kill bears in practice of killing men.

      The dark creature crumples to the earth, spooling itself of blood.

      Afterward, Valstark carves out its heart right there in the field, bathed in its blood, as snow falls onto his scarred skin.

      Without a sound, Valstark motions me forward. To enter the cage.

      The symbolism is not lost on me that he wants me to prove I’m willing to cage myself to his will. However, he’s more dangerous than that bear once was.

      Aiva smiles at me in earnest, genuinely thrilled for me in this moment. Her eyes glitter.

      This is my moment.

      However, I don’t trust that knife, particularly not after I’ve seen his carnage of the bear. Right now, as he tears out the bear’s heart, right there in the field, tissues and ligaments dripping down his hand, he holds the heart out to me.

      Now I realize he’s offering the heart of this town and its traditions. As he’d clearly done before.

      The reason it’s a small town is because everyone is chosen and embraced by the town. Everyone gathers to greet their new neighbor accepted into the town. There’s a feast for each and every person. My arrival, however, is more special than most.

      Tica nudges me forward. I stumble toward the metal cage, uncertain of what on earth he’d want me to do with a bear’s heart.

      Instead of smearing the blood on his face, he sinks his sharp teeth into the bear’s raw muscle. It dawns on me. He wants me to eat this creature’s heart.
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          IFE STØRMBANE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        three months ago

        kilgrad, southern kilrød, the allied force

      

      

      As a newlywed, Maximus turns in his sleep toward my palm to kiss the inside of my wrist. He does this often before bed, marveling at me, as if he’s staring at a statue of Venus come to life, exquisite art stolen from a museum, or a star fallen to earth, tumbled out of the atmosphere and into his open palms.

      A dedicated, devout man before an altar. “You’re even breathtaking when you’re half asleep, my ikäniną.”

      I giggle. “Thank you, Maximus. You’re so kind. When the stars told me we would get married, I didn’t know how lucky I was. I don’t deserve you.”

      His hot-blooded warmth spreads over my belly as his palm roams across my skin. He tugs me closer to him in his near slumber. Settling me into his side, he remarks, “It’s the other way around. I won’t deserve you, even if I lived a hundred years to try. Yet I will try still, until my last breath.”

      “You’re perfect to me.” I kiss his nose. “Good night, bear.”

      His voice grows distant, sleepy. He whispers his love, taking one last kiss for himself, and within a few more seconds, I’m almost free. I murmur as his eyes shut, “Sleep well, bear. I can’t wait for our trip to the Great Hunt.”

      Maximus worried the Great Hunt would be too gruesome for me to attend after we were invited by North General Luçan Warmark. He didn’t think it was an appropriate event for me, given my sensitivity to hunts.

      General Van Raden, the head of the Kilgrad, agreed over dinner last night. He snapped that the Great Hunt was no place for women.

      It only made me want to attend more. What happens there?

      What sort of majestic panthers are hunted? Are there battle elephants used for warfare?

      Maximus relented when I promised I felt safe watching the hunts. I’d be happy to return for a visit to Makari, even though I’ve been exiled for years.

      Meanwhile, General Van Raden snorted as he shoveled raw meat into his mouth, his utensils clattering. “Maximus, your generation puts too much stock in your wife’s opinions and feelings on matters. Don’t let her convince you to take her on another honeymoon. Enough of this nonsense.”

      He spoke as if I wasn’t there, thrusting his serrated knife toward Maximus.

      “You’ve already taken trips. Discard this frivolity and romantics, you’re in your prime to begin decimations for the fatherland.”

      Maximus only chuckled in response. “It was my idea to take her on another honeymoon. Ife is used to tropical islands, it’s not fair to keep her in the Arctic icebergs for eternity.” Maximus reached over to grasp my hand. “Ife, if you want to come to the Great Hunt, we’ll go.”

      He spoke without deference to General Van Raden, which made the man grunt. However, it only served as a reminder that Maximus outranked him, despite the disparity of decades of combat experience. General Van Raden was an old man now; an aged senior that pretended as if he didn’t limp from old battle wounds, still read newspapers dated the last century, and he indefatigably scowled at the proclivities of the youth that now outnumbered him. He was the grandfather of twenty, when he was first married, the continents were intact, the world unblemished by catastrophic damage. Metropolises ran on trains and airplanes, the lifeblood of the cities filled with coffee-drunk people whose largest concerns were the rising prices of rent, the hardship of the economy, and the balance of their careers and their hobbies.

      Now, a hobby seems unfathomable. What was knitting for a few hours when the earth cried of loss? What was a novel enjoyed in the sun when the killing fields were burned and vast?

      I beamed in delight. “I’d be on our honeymoon forever, if we could! I already miss the wedding.”

      “When marriage is old and tired for you, find me, Maximus. No doubt within the week,” General Van Raden stated, discarding his silverware to gnaw through the carcass.

      It’s been far longer than a week. Now, I snuggle next to Maximus, waiting for him to sleep.

      But as General Van Raden departed from the compound, when he thought I was out of earshot, he’d said something strange.

      “I left you extended files for a reason. There’s another matter worth your concern. There was orún was detected on Traeger Island.”

      “The island itself?” Maximus responded.

      “Perhaps. The collected data was tampered. The detection machinery was deconstructed.”

      “How long will it take to calibrate a new machine?”

      “Orún is fleeting, slippery in any grasp; it could take years again. Your wife, does she know . . . ?” His voice trailed.

      “Ife’s not trained in orún detection; nor would I ask that of her. I will head to Traeger Island myself to investigate the sergeant. He might provide more details on the issue at hand.”

      “Even if Ife isn’t trained in detection, are you aware of her past?”

      Maximus bristled. “Her past is her own.”

      “Don’t be permissive with her, Maximus. A wife needs a firm order. She might yet lead our countrymen to glory.”

      “When there’s cause, I will read her records. She’s never given me cause.”

      Records? There are records of me somewhere?

      Orún. That’s why Traeger Island is important. That’s why Maximus and I were invited to the island. That’s why General Van Raden doesn’t want me traveling around, in view of anyone who might capture me.

      “For generations, the entire world was scoured and dredged through to find even that wife of yours. There are glory-starved men would take your place at her side if they could live in eternal legend. Keep guard.”

      “My wife is my priority, as she has always been.” Maximus’s exiting footsteps treaded almost out of hearing range. “Have a good night, General. Victory to the Allied Force.”

      “Victory, Maximus.”

      What information does General Van Raden know about me that he gave to Maximus?

      Are you aware of her past?

      Suddenly panicked, I shake Maximus until he stirs. “Bear, will I still be able to visit the island?”

      I’m hoping he’ll expose the truth of what—or who—they have in my records in his sleep. I only need to keep him talking while he’s tired. Perhaps there’s a secret he might let slip if he’s not on his guard—just as General Van Raden said. What do they already know about me?

      However, Maximus Størmbane is always on his guard.

      He stirs for a moment, rousing himself from sleep, “What was that?”

      “ . . . Van Raden, he seems adamant that I should be kept here. Will I still be able to leave for the island, even if I’m red-stated?”

      His eyes expand.

      “Where did you hear that?” Alert, he rises up on his elbows.

      “Am I in trouble?” I inch away from him in case I need to run. I’m always prepared to run from men. Even from my husband. Men like General Van Raden, who believe that women who “defy all domestic control” therefore need reeducation.

      “No, you’re fine.” Maximus draws me closer. “General Van Raden is outdated. You’re my wife, not his. You decide if you want another honeymoon trip, don’t be concerned otherwise.”

      “All right.” I cuddle against him, and I kiss his fingers, pretending to snooze a few moments later.

      But I feel his eyes watching me.
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        * * *

      

      There are records of me in this compound. I want to know what they are.

      Maximus and Thorsten have left for the polar glaciers. They carry husks of arctic char, a cold-water fish similar to salmon and trout, before the walrus migration season. The walrus blubber will last all winter, and their ivory will make for fine hatchet handles.

      Afterward, Maximus plans to take Thorsten into the pines to cut down his first tree in practice for the winter holidays, starting as small as they can for the eager four-year old. Which leaves me plenty of time to explore the war room.

      The war room is large and elegant, lined with expensive brass throughout, and smooth table made of burnished wood that rises out of the ground upon entry.

      The retina scanner registers me as a Størmbane, and I expected as much, which is why I brought in a silver tray of goodies and treats as if I plan to surprise Maximus later.

      There’s a drinking fountain in the back, its water running in a perpetual circuit. I pretend to be fascinated with it, stumbling when I’m close enough, and half drenching myself in the process. Now I have an excuse to look around and grasp things, hoping to dry one of my favorite leaf skirts.

      I don’t have Maximus’s retinas to access everything, but as a Størmbane, I have access to virtual archives, registries, documentations, transcripts, and history logbooks—enough to drown in. I don’t even know where to start.

      I brought my wedding certificate with me, thankfully unframed, since I wanted to do the honors right here, implementing another reason for my purpose of being there, if only to hang our wedding paper right over the glaring oil paintings of Maximus’s grandfathers and forefathers.

      They’d love that.

      There are more memoranda, publications, compendiums, and contracts than I know what to do with. There are entries that date back to a pretechnological era.

      But in spite of the onslaught of information, most of the files are restricted. Marked classified by the insignia of Maximus Barringęr Størmbane.

      Steeling my nerves, I link my wristchip to the server. Without needing to ask, my records surge to the surface. I separate a few holograms to start with photographs.

      I press my fingerprint against the smallest hologram, hoping it will grant access, and it does. Any regret or fear melts away. Feral curiosity is all that drives me.

      There’s a little blond girl. Freckled with wild green eyes. Why did General Van Raden put a blond toddler in my file?

      She was obviously photographed by a drone. There are firemarks on her cheeks, visible even from a distance. She couldn’t be more than a handful of years old. She’s holding a bundle of blankets in her arm. I enlarge the photo and it doesn’t help⁠—

      I stifle a scream instead.

      There is a pink-haired infant nestled in the fabric. As I expand the photograph further with shaking hands, I recognize the Bone Kingdom.

      I recognize the infant.

      It’s me.

      My eyes frantically scan over the wildlife, settling on the mango trees. Memories flood my mind, of juice dribbling down my chin, of swinging from the tree limbs with Zaire, of our mother shouting at us to settle down. But . . .

      This isn’t possible.

      That can’t be me.

      Quickly, I sift through more photographs. My entire body starts to shake.

      There are hundreds of photos of me. Thousands, perhaps, taken moment by moment. The years and dates arrange themselves chronologically. There are gaps in the record, though. But it is frighteningly complete.

      I can’t breathe. I fall backward onto the granite floor with a gasp.

      I’m frozen there for what could be hours—I have no idea—until I hear the locks disengage. I stagger to my feet, my knees weak, and swiftly attempt to reconfigure the record until it looks precisely as it was before it was accessed.

      Hurry. Hurry.

      I scramble for the baked cookies and tarts I made, staring uselessly at the wedding certificate on the floor.

      My mouth is dry.

      Maximus owns a trove of photographs, videos, and audio of me from birth, all care of General Van Raden.

      I suddenly realize why certain periods are missing. Magic. That’s why the Allied Force couldn’t pinpoint my location with their drones.

      You could be standing right in the thick of iroko and wenge, sweltering around the agba and sapele, and you’d never realize the precise location, it’s concealed from any map or surveillance. You wouldn’t even hear the leopards chasing the okapi until it was too late for either of you. Unless, of course, you weren’t really there.

      Because in that same moment, I also realize that some of the images were mirages, created by my mighty grandfather to deceive outsiders.

      But who was that girl? She was real.

      Hearing solid bootsteps, I pack up swiftly, my heart rate rapid. My mind squirms around in my skull, neurons firing in panic, as Maximus materializes at the entrance.

      “There you are. We were looking for you for an hour.” He regards me with a concentrated, fixed expression. “Why are you in here?”

      I emit a high-pitched giggle. “I’m trying to figure where it’s best to hang our marriage certificate! I’ve never had one before!”

      Before Maximus could suggest our bedroom, I strike down the idea of it as too boring, too commonplace. Besides, guests don’t have access to the bedroom. The certificate should be on public display. It should hang in the war room.

      My fingers are still trembling. I tuck them behind my back. My mind screams with silent questions.

      Why am I in your war room database?

      Why do you own so many pictures of me?

      Who is that girl grinning at me?

      “Ife, are you all right?” Maximus asks, registering the discomfiture in my tone, despite my words.

      Luckily Thorsten interrupts us, bolting into the room. He leaps onto me with a young walrus tusk in his mouth, leaking of blood and sinew.

      “Look! Look!” He signs. “I got one!”

      I wrap my arms around him, seizing the opportunity to escape by carrying him out of the room. Maximus frowns at me, following me with his eyes. He doesn’t like it when I don’t answer his questions. He registers the shock palpable on my face.

      “Did you see something?” He regards me carefully, every word selected with consideration. When I stiffen, he strides forward and extracts Thorsten from my arms, dismissing him so we can have a private conversation. “We can speak about it.”

      “I’m fine!” I swat him playfully. “Thorsten caught his first walrus on his own, Maximus! We need to celebrate.”

      I’m not fine. I’m not fine. My mind is haywire. And he knows it.

      Maximus collects me into his warm embrace, his skin incarnadine from the outdoors, and he centers his eyes on me.

      “Tell me what happened to you. What’s wrong?” He skims his thumb over my cheek. “You can always speak with me.”

      My shoulders deflate.

      Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe the swaddled baby isn’t me.

      “Can I . . . ? Can I confess something to you, Maximus?” I ask.

      I almost tell him what I did in here, until it hits me that there were scars on that infant. The same scars I bear from when my mother desperately tried to get rid of the evidence of my birth as a ketê. Repulsed.

      I dissolve in his arms.

      “I don’t like following you and Thorsten on your hunts. I don’t mind your hunts themselves; I love that you two bond together. I think I am sensitive to animal deaths after all.”

      Maximus softens, relieved enough that it’s an audible exhalation, before he presses his lips onto the top of my waist-long hair. “Then, you won’t need to hunt with us any longer. That won’t even be a consideration any longer.”

      He holds me tighter than usual, almost as if he is hesitant to release me from his perimeters. I nod into his cologne-scented chest.

      As I tangle my hand into his hair, I begin preparing to protect myself from their records.

      I start an Eternal Ritual.
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        now

        the allied force evacuation vessel

      

      

      The naval captain makes an announcement.

      “There is a severe weather forecast warning. We have quite the journey to embark upon for the next eight hours. Please, eat and dine, sleep if you can.” He adds an ominous tone of pity. “You will need both.”

      A suffocating weight settles on my heart, right as the naval captain makes eye contact with me. With an uneven gait, he approaches. “May we share a moment?”

      Never let a captor take you out of public view and public attention, I know that.

      More than that, I know to never let an abductor take you to a second location—where no one could be able to find you—especially when the abductor will likely know the territory better than you will.

      But I have little choice. Without security men to stand against his fleet of soldiers, it’s almost immediately a lost cause.

      “Where are we going?”

      “That’s confidential. You’ll incite a stir, I’m afraid.” He speaks as if I’m the one committing the hostile takeover. “We must feed people hope that they will possibly survive this.” Including me.

      I swallow. I’m thankful that Thorsten can’t hear what I’m about to say, even if he’s getting better at reading lips. I tilt my head from him. “You’ll kill us on board?”

      It’s better I know this now, assess his reaction right here. His amusement is fresh, and the naval captain shakes his head.

      “You are necessary,” he says in a way that still manages to sound distressed. As if I won’t be around by the end of this, not alive, and not in one piece, but for now, I am crucial. “Please listen carefully, I’d like to give you two options. But we must discuss the options in private.”

      He leans forward.

      “The fate of every life on board depends on it.” He acts as if I have any choice then. “Will you come?”

      Don’t leave Thorsten. I clutch Thorsten’s little hand and nod. “He will come with me.”

      I’m not asking, it’s an order. Still, I rely on my international reputation of being a birdbrain. As if there’s nothing but air in my brain cavity.

      “That is fine. Vørian Størmbane was the only Størmbane we anticipated to be difficult.”

      I gasp. The last I saw Vørian, he was fuming at his public defeat at the gladiator battles. Now I realize he was one of the first to be kidnapped. “What did you do to him?”

      The naval captain raises his hands in nonoffense. “He’s sedated. For now. His meal was formidably laced. This will be his last nourishment for some time—unless he makes his own decision to cooperate.”

      His tone turns darker, as if torture will be involved very soon. “Otherwise, I fear it may prove very difficult to ensure his survival.” He speaks mostly to himself.

      As Thorsten rubs color back into his exhausted eyes, I shield his face from the blood-leaking body of the man shot earlier. Head General Størmbane’s war cloaks are bearing down on my shoulders, the bloodstained layers of fur strain my neck and shoulders.

      We follow closely behind as the guards escort us through dim, night-blocked passageways. We navigate, and ludicrously, I pick up Thorsten to carry him on my hip, which makes the sleepy four-year-old protest. Kicking his feet. “Neiv! I’m a big boy!”

      I set him on his feet, bending down. “I need you to mind me, okay?” I glance at the war captain, terrified for our lives. “Okay?”

      “I’m not a baby anymore,” he huffs, holding up his hand to show four fingers. “Maximus said I’m big like him now. I wanna walk myself.”

      He gives a whisk of a mischievous grin and with dread, I know what he’s about to do. He bolts like rocket, speeding out of my reach. I chase after him, grasping his hand in time, right before he can reach the captain.

      “Where’s Maximus?” Thorsten nibbles his thumb between his missing front teeth. He gazes around the naval vessel. “He promised we will hunt sharks.”

      We might never see Maximus again. “We will see the sharks, I promise. But Maximus told you to mind me, remember?” I am desperate not to betray my fear. “Can you stay in my sight for him?”

      Thorsten nods, wiping his hand across his wet nose. “Are you and I hunting the sharks now?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. Can I carry you to see the sharks and we’ll count them?”

      With the promise of sharks, he nods his little chicklet head. He can only count to a hundred so far, but he hums. “Eint . . . zellecht . . . tieren . . .” One . . . two . . . three . . .

      I lift him while he’s distracted. Within minutes, Thorsten’s too tired to count, and so he lays his head on my shoulder, sinks deeper into the perspiration-tainted furs. Allowing himself to drift to sleep.

      I’m taller than Thorsten in height, but he’s at least forty pounds in weight. My arms are shaking like a bedsheet in a hurricane. I’m only fifty pounds heavier than Thorsten, which makes my body frame very quickly feel as though I’m carrying my own weight.

      “Right this way. One last stairwell.”

      The naval captain has his own militarized force, even in the thin, silvery corridor we enter. Armed men line the wall fronts. How many people did he employ for this? Are these voluntary traitors to the Allied Force?

      Antiquated lights guide our path with an amber warmth. I sneak as many glances at the naval captain as I can, memorizing the distinctions embedded on his decorated sleeves and wide chest. But his lips lift in a wry smile. He explains all of it in one word. “Seized.”

      I squeak. “Of course.”

      The distinctions don’t even belong to him. It won’t offer me any clues to who he actually is. Who is this murderer?

      His voice breaks into my thoughts.

      “Now, please consider this an even exchange. I will be honest with you, and therefore I trust you will be truthful with me.”

      I sound as flighty as possible. “How do you mean?”

      “We exchange objective fact for objective fact. Do you know what objective means?” Surprisingly, his voice isn’t patronizing, despite his question. He means it very earnestly, ensuring he’ll be fair and that I understand what will be happening. His gray eyes examine my facial response.

      “Objectical? Like objects?” I ask.

      “No—but very close,” he compliments regardless, “objective—it means universally true.”

      “The universe then. Stars are my favorite. I love consolations.” I’m glad he’s easily initiated to my famously flimsy mind. Still, a whirlpool of nauseating apprehension wrenches my liver. “My necklace is a consolation. See?”

      “Constellations, and apologies for my word selection. I require neutral honesty, neither biased nor partial.” Now he asks if that makes sense, and I furrow my brow, and hesitate for exactly six seconds, then nod. As though I don’t actually understand, but I agree to it anyway.

      “Just be as factual as you can.”

      “Okay. I’m Ife Maximus Barringęr Størmbane. May I know your name?”

      “You may call me Eşken, my ikä.”

      My stomach hits my ankles. “P-please, call me Ife.”

      Eşken was never a “what” or “where” or even an organization that I was deciphering—he was a “who” this entire time. A man with unknown power.

      I need to humanize myself with my captor as rapidly as possible. Do you have children? Are you an only child? I am married. I am the sister-in-law to this adorable little toddler.

      I beam with the bubbly brightness of a scout as if we’re on a new tourist trip. “Kids are heavy, do you have any?”

      I coil. Protecting Thorsten’s body with my own.

      Eşken leads us to a bank of elevators that open to the private sublevel floor. The space is pocketed with six isolated guest rooms on each side, and at the head of it is the distinguished captain’s quarters with a polished, all-wood interior.

      My body nearly drops to the floor when the reek of dead bodies infiltrates my nostrils. Above the captain’s quarters, bodies are decomposing, hung from the rafters. The original captain and his crew can’t help us now, they’re dead.

      Before I am forced to enter the main quarters, Eşken’s defector men carry my belongings to the closest luxury cabin to the captain’s quarters, reserved for high-end guests and famed passengers.

      Meanwhile, Eşken keeps his eye on Thorsten in my arms.

      “I am certain you know by now I am a close friend of the Størmbane lineage.”

      I did not know that. I ask, delicately, “Are you still a friend of the Størmbane family?”

      My life depends on it. Now I am biting my nail, wondering what Head General Barringęr Størmbane could’ve done to anger the captain this deeply. Which, for a genocidal leader like Barringęr, could be a multitude of offenses.

      Although not many have ever tried to make him answer for it.

      “I am. I was a vencęr with Head General’s older brother, Wulfgar.” He immediately gets to the real point. Why he’s here.

      “What’s a vencęr?” I know what a vencęr is, but I need his view on it. It will teach me more about him, and his view of other Allied Force men.

      “Vencęrs are lifelong komrades, from the bear cave to death.” There’s a hint of a smile. “Most vencęrs are closer than Vikąrian men will ever be with their wives or actual family. We endure experiences together that our family cannot understand.”

      He glances at me as if to drive a message.

      Maximus and Rainer were vencęrs—loyal until Rainer’s death. It tore Maximus apart when Rainer died, to the extent that Maximus gave Rainer his body to live inside.

      He gave him his wife.

      He gave a quarter of his life.

      There are men that love their vencęrs profoundly, like a brother, a dearest friend, or a soulmate, to the point where those men often don’t even accept another vencęr, because they cannot be replaced. Several vencęrs will never even marry, because it feels traitorous to vow to someone else that deeply.

      A vencęr’s vow is deeper than marriage.

      Rainer vowed never to marry. But Maximus did not vow.

      A significant majority of Arctic men don’t share romantic feelings for their vencęrs—not even slightly—but there’s a sizable fraction that would slaughter a village for their vencęr.

      They were socialized only with men inside the military.

      In a war against foreigners, their vencęr matters more than the value of human life.

      I perk. “Wait, don’t most vencęrs decide to become lifelong komrades at only eight years old?”

      Millions of training soldiers don’t even meet women until after military graduation—outside of special occasions or home visits. Unless they have relatives that are women.

      If the men were machine-birthed from an ovum, like Thorsten was, and then military-raised, like Vørian was, there are some who never touched a woman until they were already men.

      They become unable to understand women. How we think. Feel. Bleed. As if we’re enigmas.

      Their minds explode at the sensation of softer bodies, feminine voices, overstimulated by new, unexplored territory. Meanwhile, others aren’t attracted at all, disappointed by the image they’ve built of what women were like in their heads, and seen in propaganda movies, contrasted with the real normal woman herself.

      “What was Wulfgar like?” If he despises him, I’ll despise him.

      Eşken chuckles. “Wulfgar was not a soft or gentle man—but he had no capacity to kill inside of him. His wife was suspicious of our lack of emotion because we were soldiers first.”

      “She was?” I exhale the pain of weighing Thorsten on my hip bone. Trembling. He’s growing too heavy, sitting on my bladder.

      Eşken nods. “His wife couldn’t comprehend that neither Wulfgar nor I wanted wives or children. We had no inner capacity for romance or patience for progeny. I, thankfully, escaped the trap of children and marriage because my father died at war when I was twelve. In those days, it meant I held more power than my mother.”

      He stares at my wedding ring. As if still unable to imagine himself as a married man. He says as much out loud. “I couldn’t even stand the thought of a wedding.”

      “Weddings are fun.” I giggle.

      Eşken smiles to be polite. “Weddings are new families in my view. I had no need for a new family. Similarly, Wulfgar tolerated his new family; but he never loved them. There were times when he would accept war tours hoping he would never return to his sons and his wife. He was tormented.”

      “Tormented?”

      “Every kill he made stayed with him. It tortured him all his life.” Eşken gazes out of the window. As if lost in memory. “When he died on the battlefield, I didn’t realize until right then how I’d felt about him.” His voice fades.

      Eşken removes a spare thermal blanket from the emergency kit. He lays it over the leather guest chair. I sit obligingly, grateful for rest.

      However, the frigid air temperature begins to drop further.

      Hearing the locks slide in, I already feel caged, cornered with Thorsten on my hip. The urge to flee has slammed me, but I need to bide my time until I can attempt to escape. I listen, doe-eyed.

      Eşken uncorks a bottle of chilled purified water.

      “As Wulfgar died in my arms, I realized how unbearable and deep the feeling of loss was. As I tried to save him, he ordered the rest of his entire unit to be rescued first. Wulfgar didn’t want to be resuscitated. He was relieved at last. I could see on his face how he was filled with relief that it was over for him.”

      He sets a glass between us.

      “I knew he was grateful to be done with his service.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I say, overwhelmed with information. Everything slowly starts to sink in . . .

      Eşken stares at Thorsten, Barringęr’s youngest son.

      He tilts his gaze forward. “I swore to take care of Wulfgar’s younger brothers—Vikrage, Barringęr, and Sladę. Barringęr didn’t have a vencęr, even at eighteen, and he never wanted a vencęr. Which I cannot understate how strange that was; it’s not our culture in the military.”

      I know Barringęr operates entirely alone. He’s always been a solitary man. A mountain-sized man of unreadable indifference.

      You can tell the Head General has no soul inside when you stare at him. He was born without one.

      A chill sprints down my spine, gathering sweat, as Eşken continues, “I offered to become Barringęr’s vencęr on behalf of Wulfgar. Regardless of the fact that Barringęr was bloodless, more callous, I endeavored to see him as an equal.”

      Eşken sits thoughtfully before he speaks again.

      “However, Head General declined. He did not care for any men apart from his younger brother and Maximus.”

      I agree quietly with a nod. Head General will ignore Vørian if it’s not urgent, and he will rarely see Thorsten outside of military requirement, but he’ll arrive unannounced to spend time with Maximus.

      Maximus mentioned to his father, only once, that he might find it important for Barringęr to attend our wedding. If only to help me acclimate the rest of the nation. Therefore, Barringęr arrived early.

      He stayed the entire ceremony.

      Head General does not celebrate his own birthdays, but he’s never once not been in touch with Maximus on Maximus’s birthday. Even if it’s a war message with information irrelevant to his birthday, he sends him a missive. It’s a subliminal method of showing Maximus he thought of him on his birthday.

      Eşken chuckles. I don’t need to tell him their comparisons . . . or their stark differences.

      Eşken pours with the finesse of a sommelier. “Maximus was his instant favorite at his birth. Barringęr had an immediate bond with Maximus that he didn’t have with his older sons. He never had to explain himself to Maximus, he was always understood. Which surprised him, because Maximus was born from his weakest wife—his third wife. A kindhearted and compassionate woman when most Størmbanes’ wives exuded an insensate disposition.”

      Eşken settles the glass into my palm, wiping it dry first.

      I pretend to not notice the suspicious particles on the rim.

      Eşken arranges the paperwork on the desk. “Soon, Maximus had broken world records, and reports came back to Warholm almost daily, yet Barringęr wanted to witness it for himself. This ‘sniper prodigy’ son of his. When Barringęr returned, he was visibly impressed, he spoke at length at how Maximus was physically exemplary, sharp-minded at war, and truly had an unholy aim.”

      He stares at my wedding ring again.

      Eşken exhales through his nostrils a third time. “I have never forgiven the Arctic for what it did to Wulfgar—even before his death. I will not forgive the fact that his country killed him. The nation—whether they honor him or not—no longer means anything to me.”

      It must have been decades ago if it happened when Head General was eighteen years old, but the rage is fresh. As if it happened hours ago. As if Eşken still can’t get past living without his war partner.

      Eşken discloses, “Barringęr strategized the operation that killed his own brother.”

      Soundless, I gape around for words. If he killed his own older brother, what do you think he’ll do to me? I stammer. “Barringęr must’ve been devastated.”

      He gazes at me and Thorsten.

      He sips køvma. Not the water, I notice.

      “He was not devastated. Barringęr arrogated his rightful position as High Kømmandęr and became the Head General.” Eşken seethes. “Barringęr did not bury Wulfgar. He never gave him his proper rituals. In North Pole culture, you must allow a man who dies in battle to be buried with his own uniform and weapons, or else, if there is an afterlife, their recognition will not be there. They will arrive empty-handed, and without the decorations they have earned. It is an unforgivable offense of dishonor.”

      His lip curls in disgust. “You cannot simply give his weaponry to a random infantryman. It retires with him.”

      Head General doesn’t believe in several of the ancient customs. Neither do I, but I act clueless, as if I don’t know I am wearing his leaden layers of blood-drenched war cloaks. “I don’t understand.”

      “Barringęr discarded Wulfgar’s body in the nearby sea. I had to retrieve his body myself.” His jaw sets. “I couldn’t find his main weapon for twenty years. Barringęr had given it to a random man.”

      “Horrific.” I make sure my eyes redden and spill with tears of anguish. I can interweave him into my espionage, gaining my first political partner.

      However, Eşken can’t even register me through his own fury.

      Eşken snarls. “It was as if Wulfgar was a standard casualty to him.”

      I almost ask another question, but I tilt my head, innocuous, as if I still can’t grasp this. Above all, I hope Eşken realizes I have nothing to do with this malignant history between these two men. There’s no reason I must inherit their conflict. A few years ago, I wasn’t even part of this family.

      “Never mind.” Eşken stares at me, as if he considered informing me of something else, but thinks better of it now. “You met Maximus the night you and Hazen Wargrave were intended to marry, yes? Then you’ve stayed with him ever since,” he says, and I realize I might know who he is now. He attended the wedding. Which one was he? “The seers foretold your arrival. I heard one particular seer was sent to meet you themself.”

      I clench my teeth. What does he know about the seer? Does he know the rotted blood between us?

      Does he know she’s part of the reason I’m stuck here in the first place?
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      A woman who does not trust her instincts is dead. Why didn’t I escape before it was too late? Why did I trust my instincts that it wasn’t the right time yet to flee? Why did my instincts tell me to stay? Now, I am held captive. I am weak. I am useless.

      I can’t even keep myself alive.

      I sweat inside of the high-ceilinged, ornate captain’s quarters paneled with brass and wood. Eşken steeples his hands in front of me. “I came to offer you an option—as you know, Head General will be seated next to you at your wedding anniversary.”

      There’s enough brass to keep a man rich for a decade, and in its reflection, perspiration drips down my temples.

      “Yes, Märzen 11. Of course, the beer month for celebrations.” My stomach churns over. Right now, I am choked in Head General Størmbane’s own war cloaks earned in battle, because I know where this is going. His scent of glacial ice, pine smoke, and military gear weigh on my body.

      However, Eşken’s words surprise me. Stun me completely.

      “Your choices are: You will either be responsible for the deaths of everyone on this vessel, including Vørian and Thorsten Størmbane.” Eşken doesn’t miss a beat. “Or help to assassinate Head General Størmbane himself.”

      I sit forward, barely restraining myself from sitting at the edge of my seat. A rabid smile nearly breaks out across my face. Kill Head General Størmbane? Assassinate the genocider myself? I was born for it.

      However, I don’t know enough about Eşken to trust him yet. I tamp down the rush of excitement pulsing through my blood and I pretend to pick at Head General’s silver hairs in the war furs again. “Is he retiring or settling down? Are we helping him celebrate his retirement during my official wedding ceremony?”

      Eşken does not hesitate. “We can. If you’d prefer.”

      The Allied Force is checking to see if I want him dead. That’s my first instinct. This is a baited trap.

      However, Head General Størmbane didn’t just slaughter my people, he took billions of lives. Eşken reminds me as much in his next breath. There are Vikąrian men and men who do not stand for this world genocide.

      Is this a test? I can’t help but constantly wonder. Exhilarating news like this hasn’t happened to me in years. I thought I would have to track down political allies; for the first time, one’s coming to me. A rush of endorphins floods my system. Calm yourself, Ife. Don’t get too zealous. You don’t know if Eşken is trustworthy.

      There’s a dead body upstairs, drained of life, and already blanching of color.

      There are at least two dozen passengers who they will target next. Eşken can’t really expect to eliminate all of them; they’re family members of ranked officials. And they can’t possibly expect me to eliminate all of them by hand.

      Perhaps this is a test of my loyalty.

      Perhaps not. Either way, I’m prepared to take his blood.

      If I go down, we go down together.

      “We can make it like a celebration soiree for him, if that soothes you.” Despite his words, Eşken’s voice is nonnegotiable. He plans to die with the vessel, if he must.

      I think I found the one person exactly like me.

      I act as if I’m bursting with euphoria. “Oh perfect! I love parties!”

      I babble on about acrobats, aerialists, and trapeze artists, then outfits, floras, and color-coordinated schemes, as if oblivious to the danger at hand. I tighten Barringęr’s war cloaks around myself, flattening the matted tufts of fur in my fists. It’s all I can do to keep from grinning like a fool.

      It’s about damn time we killed that man.

      “I’m afraid you only have a few hours to decide whether you will join our cause. Precisely three hours—then sixty minutes to provide a price for the commission.”

      “Commission?” There’s more? I would slit his throat for free.

      “Yes, there will be payment given to you or an exchange on behalf of your participation.”

      I crave the challenge. I’m hungry for it. I want to avenge my fallen family members so deeply, I nearly spill words out of my mouth. When can I expect my selected army members under my authority? Where will our base be held? How many mercenaries will I be given to command?

      “Head General deserves to be slaughtered by a foreigner. By a woman, no less.” Eşken’s eyes are hardened with implacable hatred. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      It would be my honor. If what Eşken is proposing isn’t a trap.

      “You will have three hours to decide, as I’ve said. Please, for the young boy’s sake, choose his life.”

      Which is exactly why he allowed me to bring Thorsten. To feel the weight of his life in my hands. It’s largely why, despite my felicity, all of this gives me pause—why was I chosen for an operation so critical and important? I don’t even know Eşken.

      I need to make sure it’s real, so I don’t answer yes right away.

      What kind of man is Eşken?

      Eşken rises out of his seat unceremoniously, as if we’d had a simple diplomatic conversation. As the polished doors of the captain’s quarters open, I tighten my hold on Thorsten as the decomposing bodies of the crew and captain are taken down right in front of us.
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        * * *

      

      After allowing time for his offer to sink into me, Eşken reiterates. “You will not be permitted to contact anyone. Do you understand this?”

      “Completely!” I smile ingenuously. Besides, I already know that my emergency communication signal is out. Eşken interfered with it. I can’t call for help.

      Instead, I pick up a marker and draw on Eşken’s hand like we’re at a sleepover, painting each other’s nails and applying face masks on each other. “This is my emergency bracelet code so you can contact me. We can send each other party ideas!”

      The emergency bracelets have my full data—from my blood type to my DNA information. It can grant him access into private entrances exclusive to the Størmbane lineage.

      It’s a false show of trust. I need a fail-safe escape in case he’s too good to be true. The second his digital fingerprint touches my emergency bracelet, it will alert the military as soon as I want it to. All I would need is a signal.

      “That won’t be needed at this time.”

      Eşken’s rejection is kindhearted, but there’s no mistake, he believes he already knows everything there is to know about me. He’s likely watched my debut entrance at the opening ceremonies several times, studying every facet of my live recordings in public throughout the Great Hunt week. Which makes levity rise in my heavy chest for once. He doesn’t even know I dream at night of killing.

      He underestimates me.

      Perfect.

      However, I realize I’ve underestimated him, as his smile widens. “Of course, to be certain of your intentions, I hailed for a seer. I’ve heard you’ve met the seer before.”

      The seers are Vikąrian mystics who proclaim to see your future or your past with a simple touch of their wizened hands on your skin. While the seers are incapable of envisioning their own futures or past, they’re chillingly precise with their prophetic foretelling—enough to be coveted by powerful men determined to mark their own destiny.

      My mind spins vertiginously with suspicion. This man has watched me for weeks, if he knows I am familiar with the seer.

      Apprehension begins to seep in. Dampening my fervor to end the regime authoritarian.

      The layers of war furs suddenly feel heavier than ever at the thought of the seers. Eşken departs with a final statement.

      “I’ve hailed a seer across the seas to read your fate, chief princess. I intend to witness your fate for myself.”
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        kilgrad, southern kilrød, the allied force

        three months ago

      

      

      Maximus navigates me onto his lap, softly laying a path of desire with his warm lips down my spine. “The council sent a seer to greet us for our marriage. North General Warmark is persistent—he will kill me if I don’t have your fate foretold.”

      Maximus chuckles, he’d meant that in hyperbole, yet the word sticks out like a knife in the throat. Seer.

      I am immediately on my guard. A seer is trained to be wary of outsiders and infiltrators. A seer can view your memories with a single touch as if it’s their own. A seer can read the destiny of your future in only skin contact.

      They see visions of your destiny. Pieces of your future fate.

      If the seers determine you are an infiltrator, a traitor, or a threat, you are sent to trial for execution.

      Their visions have been incorrect at times, however, it’s rare. Their visions must be interpreted and at times the translation is lost. For example, a seer may falsely accuse a loyalist because they’ve seen the loyalist standing in the company of infiltrators without realizing it.

      Right now I know the council wants to root out my past to expose every secret dormant within me. I can’t let them uncover my internal plot to murder Maximus.

      As if I’m smitten, not dreaming of his death at all, I swing my arms around his neck. I giggle. “A seer? Does the council really believe in mythical visions?”

      “It’s tradition.” Maximus murmurs against my skin. He lays a soft kiss on my wrist.

      “The council distrusts me,” I whimper, making my lip quiver and my eyes burn. Before a tear can escape, Maximus scrapes his thumb over my cheek. I almost tell him, the council doesn’t trust your judgment, but it’s too early for that extent of manipulation. If I speak too early against the council, Maximus is earnest enough to fight them on my behalf, earning us both enemies. Garnering me enemies.

      “It’s only tradition. I promise.” Above all, Maximus believes in the tradition of family. Maximus presses his hand into mine. “You’re my blood now. There can’t be a secret within you.”

      Within you. For the first time, I wonder what are the secrets within him? There are hundreds of rules for me; how many are there for him?

      I nip his cheek softly. “Do you have any secrets within you, bear?”

      I doubt it. Maximus has detailed nearly all of his war kills, even when it hurt for me to hear in order for me to know him. He wanted me to be aware of everything in his past, as if he could’ve changed my mind in securing the heir to the Vikąrian Empire.

      However, Maximus rises to his full height now and his mountain blue eyes land on mine. “There are several secrets within me.” He drags his scarred palm across my womb, his heat like the surface of the sun. “The council would never permit our union, our bloodline, if I told them to anyone. I will protect my secrets, if it means our matrimony.”

      Forget the nuptials. What about me? I can’t lurk in the dark crevices of the military when the council keeps forcing me right into his spotlight.

      For Heaven’s sake, I choose the heart of the empire because they relegate women to the background. A trophy that rests far behind him on his mantle.

      I can’t afford to be ambushed with seers for the rest of our marriage.

      Right now, I’m furtive, slowly laying the foundation of his own death. However, if I am everywhere and known to every seer in the North Pole, I will be the first suspect in his murder.

      Maximus reads the discomfort in my face. “If the seers are an unpleasant thought for you, I will speak with the council.”

      “Don’t be silly!” Still, I leap to wrap my legs around him and spray kisses over his face. “I’d love to meet the seer!”

      Pleased, Maximus captures my lips with his own. His breath is heavy against my skin. “The seer will welcome you. Anything that belongs to me, belongs to you. They are at your disposal.”

      I murmur in his ear. “If you trust the seer, then I trust them the rest of my days. I am at your disposal.”

      “No, I’ll keep you with me.” His hand trails down my silk robes, untying the strings. “Although I want to dispose of something else for the night.”
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        * * *

      

      Due to the natural phenomenon of polar day, where there’s twenty-four hours of sunlight, the bright sun shines at midnight. The overly radiant sun will not set for the next six months, and I shield my eyes from the harsh outdoor light when the seer arrives in a luxurious armada of escorted vehicles. The grand columns of the massive estate are encrusted with snow, the lavish structure encased in expansive hoarfrost, the sky bleached of warmth.

      We have no neighbors except for the manicured verdure and flora. It takes the better part of an hour to reach the winding enclosure.

      I will need to perform for the seer, convince them that I am foolish, girlish, and wifely. In the back of my mind, only one thought pounds. I should’ve never agreed to this.

      If the seer’s intuitive enough, they could ruin the entire espionage, exposing me as a potential murderer of my new husband.

      I grip the silken curtains, hardly noticing I am on bated breath to see the seer. What they might look like. How perceptive they come across. All I know is they’re a little older than Maximus, he said, already over eighteen. The gossip and hot chocolate that I have planned might not be enough.

      As the seer emerges from the fleet of vehicles, my smile falters a bit.

      The seer is a young woman. She’s bookish and poor-sighted with thick, round glasses that are owl-shaped. Instead of the tall, striking Vikąrian authority figure I expected, she’s as short as I am, maybe even shorter, with layers of knitted sweaters, several pleats of skirts, and leather boots built for the piles of winter she carves through as she’s escorted inside by soldiers.

      My shoulders deflate with relief. She is who I was so worried about that I’ve been sleepless for three nights straight? She is why I couldn’t bring myself even to eat for the past several hours?

      As if she can sense my eyes, she gazes up and squints through her heavy glasses, and I wave eagerly.

      I expect her to zealously return my wave, instead her eyes examine me in a way that freezes my entire body. As though I am gazing at a woman who can see straight into my soul, stripping me bare in front of her sharp eyes.

      She delivers a brief nod. Then, she cleaves through the snow, returning to her undeterred tread toward the estate.

      I don’t recover from my trance, even as Maximus leads me by the hand, as though I can’t walk without his guidance. I nearly stumble into walls, furniture, distracted by the fear that this woman can see into my past, present, and future.

      Last night, as Maximus convinced me to welcome the seer, his hands were warm against my skin. Right now, his flesh is pale; his scent carries a decay I can’t exactly place. However, I concentrate on the woman ahead.

      There is power in her Vikąrian blood.

      Not the mighty, ferocious magic that orún awakens, capable of healing torn ligaments, restoring fractured bones as if they never broke, like the rainborns. The huntborns that can hear an infant’s cry a mile out of the ear’s reach, picking the scent of blood on the ground from the tip of a mountain. The darkborns that can enter the human mind with their thoughts, penetrating your mind with their orún.

      Instead, her potent power claims to see into the future. Therefore, the seers are often at the right hand of Vikąrian leadership, though in recent generations technology has become their oracle.

      Instead of the Head General allowing someone to predict his future, he forges his own future with mass munitions. However, the council is fond of seers and magic; they refuse to rule out anything to hubris or the unknown.

      After all, the seers aren’t from the outsider tribes of the Arctic Circle with their own forms of magic, the seers are considered far more trustworthy as full-blooded Vikąrians.

      Her weathered face, wizened beyond her years, enters first through the threshold of our home. Her wrinkles are the price of her visions—stress, I imagine, but also the threads of many lives that she’s witnessed.

      Her eyes are blanched of color. Faded. Hueless.

      I rush into her arms, surprised by the milky scent of her sweaters. I kiss her cheeks, lips, and hair, then rip myself away as fast as possible. “Welcome to our happy home!”

      “Sniper General Størmbane,” she addresses him with a loving smile, “it’s good to be in your home.”

      Your home sticks out like the needle it’s intended, knowing I’ve never bought anything in my life, let alone an estate. All of it belongs to Maximus and his lineage. For several minutes, she only acknowledges Maximus, which I hope he notices, but he’s too filled with warmth to see a familiar face from within the council. “Skova, this is my wife, the ikä of the Kilrød, Ife Størmbane.”

      My lips can’t help but twitch into a smile as she visibly swallows at the term “wife.” However, she restores her face to a cold dearth of emotion. “Then it’s true. You’ve married her now?”

      Your visions didn’t tell you? I want to say snidely, but I tame my tongue as her creases summon a frown as Maximus responds to her. “The official wedding will happen in time, but, yes, we’ve sworn our lives to each other.”

      “Maximus . . . I must caution you, the council believes you’ve spat in the face of history,” Skova remarks, subtly reminding him that he has strayed from the Allied Force objective to exterminate all foreigners, not marry one of them. Skova refuses to restrain her words on behalf of the nation. “Foreigners must end in destruction. It is your path.”

      “Let her be the new path for me then.” Maximus does not falter. My pride can’t help but swell. He disarms her with a smile. “After all, the visions have been proven wrong before, Skov.”

      Outranked by him, Skova permits him one of her curt nods. “As always, your fate is your own.”

      With the last part, her eyes linger intently on him, and for a moment, I nearly choke on the distrust in her gaze. It’s clear she is suspicious that I will be the harbinger of destruction.

      To my irritation, she makes herself comfortable in my home, removing layers of her frumpy sweaters and discarding my luxuriant chocolates in favor of her own crinkled tea leaves.

      As if she’s the hostess, Skova sets aside my extravagantly laid, gilded cutlery and she removes a plain wooden spoon for stirring and her own self-sculpted wooden cup. At least, I hope it’s self-sculpted the way it’s rough, uneven, and rudimentary.

      The soldiers haul in her luggage, and I plead for a sleepover, but she doesn’t even trust me to direct it to her wing of the estate. She sips sternly. “I’ll carry it myself.”

      Maximus teases her. “You’ve finally built strength and endurance? You used to make me carry everything when I was young.”

      Her eyes are hard. “I wanted to prepare you.” Her eyes lock on me for the last part. Prepare him for what?

      Did she know I would arrive in his life?

      Aimlessly, I blink at her, as clueless as a duck, until she gazes back at Maximus when his attention is on her. Maximus asks her, “Has North General Warmark prepared a wedding of your own?”

      If she ever does marry, it would need to be someone with an army behind their power. A seer is a rare commodity.

      Skova shakes her head. “North General Warmark would marry me himself, if he were young enough.”

      “He’s unworthy of you,” Maximus says, oblivious of her tiny glance at him. He rises, his tan skin somehow pallid from his brisk hunt before dawn, and Skova’s eyes follow down the span of his broad back, the muscled curvature of his abdomen, the height of his healthy stature. All of it is thrown away for a foreigner.

      Skova parts her lips to speak, desperate to gather her courage to say a word, even if it’s too late, but I leap toward her. “Can we braid each other’s hair?”

      She cuts her eyes darkly at me. “No. My hair is fine.”

      I didn’t want you to touch my hair anyway, I think, derisively.

      “Let’s paint our nails then,” I give a tiny pout. “I’m surrounded by masculine men everywhere. None of them want to polish their nails with me. It would be so amazing to finally have another girl.”

      Skova frowns into her steamed drink. “And why would you assume I care for my nails? Simply because I am a woman?”

      Words stammer from my mouth, but nothing of coherence comes out. I glance down. “I didn’t mean any harm. What do you want to do for our sleepover?”

      As an answer, Skova darts a hard look at my diamond tiara, then drags her eyes down to my small, jeweled pedicure. “I want to read your future. It is what I was sent for.”

      Absolutely not. You weird, little— Without waiting for response, Skov’s hand lashes to take hold of mine, and despite my every effort to appear slow, I snatch my hand away so swiftly even Maximus stares at me for a minute.

      His laughter breaks the silence. “Ife, you don’t even move that fast when I chase after you.”

      I giggle. “Stop! I hate when you scare me,” I complain.

      For a second, I can catch my breath. However, to my irritation, she begins to make her camp right on the imported marble. “The travel has made me weary.”

      We offered her twenty rooms in the west wing. We live all the way in the north wing, near the glaciers, which truly isn’t far enough, but she has plenty of beds to rest inside of, not on the ground. Maximus insists on carrying her belongings himself, if she prefers, but Skova stakes her colorless eyes right at me. “Maybe the ikä could help me? Us two girls can carry it to a room for our sleepover?”

      She sneers the word “girls” like an insult, and she practically heaves on the word “sleepover” as if it’s beneath her, too childish to even consider respect. Yet it works completely on Maximus.

      I grunt internally but break into a grin. “We can cuddle up with blankets!” I kiss Maximus’s cheek. It’s a horror to be alone with his seer, so I murmur, “You’ll join us, won’t you?”

      “Not with the seer.”

      By tradition, Maximus isn’t allowed to interfere. However, he promised to intervene if I need him.

      As Skova waits, her face remains indecipherable. Her lusterless eyes only stare ahead, which is my mistake. As I reach to help pick up one of her well packed bags of tea, she catches my wrist. Her eyes lighten with color, bleeding my iris’s bright green color into her own. I screech in fright.

      Maximus pulls our limbs apart.

      A breath later, her eyes return without color.

      However, I know she’s seen the vision of me she was after, too naturally mistrustful to let me remain a mystery to her.

      Airless, I gasp for oxygen. Her touch bisected my soul, leaving gooseflesh in its wake on my arms. Visceral trepidation rises in my chest, waiting for her to slander me—Ife is a liar. Ife will be a murderer.

      Instead, she smirks. “He will be the death of you first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part 2

          

          
            The Allegiance Ceremony

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          COA RANGECROFT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the north transatlantic empire

      

      

      Valstark holds the creature’s leaking heart in his fist.

      Valstark delivers a handsome smile to the crowds, as if ravaging raw animal hearts is perfectly normal, and the women applaud for him. A woman whispers how he’s been given the name of Tuktu—caribou—because even the antlered caribou adore him, grinding their hooves into the ground. The caribou gather in herds even now, drawn by his aura.

      There are a handful of caribou and moose that wander the town often, mostly in the woods it seems, but these caribou are brought in for tradition. The woodsmen keep them near the shops with bright ceremonial banners and outdoor market fruit stocks, far from the parades of people. Soon, the caribou meat will be distributed to feed the town.

      However, I flinch at the weight of bear blood that pools over the snow mounds. There are several liters more than I ever expected. He killed that beast in less than fifteen seconds.

      He could slaughter me even faster. I’ve seen what he’s capable of, which is the only reason why I stumble forward out of fear, laden with the saffron cloths and gifts, though I crave with every urge in me to abandon the materials and run.

      However, I keep my guard. My eyes fixed on that man.

      A man I will live with against my will.

      For my siblings’ sake, I don’t surrender to the impulse to fight him, and instead I march with caution toward the man who’s chosen me.

      Who has purchased me.

      Who now expects me to rip apart anything at his command.

      I grit my teeth, prepared to flare a flash of fire at him to remind him that I am capable of murder myself; after all, I am a living weapon.

      However, I realize it will be seen as a threat, and before I know it my head would be severed from my body, faring no better than the bear itself.

      Therefore, I reach to accept the bear’s heart from Valstark, but he lifts the arteries to my mouth himself, one hand firm on my shoulder. I glance to Hazen, who averts his gaze from me, his eyes kept on the bear’s ruptured heart.

      Slowly, I witness Hazen reach for a weapon of his own, ready to defend me should Valstark attempt to slit my throat in one swift motion. However, I shake my head. Hazen nods in return. There’s no point in both of our deaths, not when Hazen knows what my sisters and brothers look like. Hazen is one of the few people I’m familiar with who is resourceful enough to track down my siblings. If I’m dead and he’s dead, who will look after them?

      Right now, I clench my eyes shut, opening my mouth wider to devour the bear’s heart to the riotous applause and cheers of the town. As I sink my teeth in, hot blood spurts in my mouth and the sinewy meat is grated in my teeth. Tica cries out, “Let the ceremony begin!”

      “Prepare for the ceremony!” a woman shouts as the celebrators step back.

      Now, Valstark lifts my hand, marked from his knife, and for a terrifying second, I think he’s about to slash my palm again, this time with the animal’s blood inside of me.

      Instead, he demands, “Call down your lightning.”

      There’s too many people here. We’re quickly pressed in by crowds that want to rejoice with us, revel in the ceremony and make pelts and feasts of the carnivore. However, Valstark trains his dark eyes on me.

      He is not a man that repeats himself.

      He is a man with a lethal blade still in his right hand’s grasp.

      “It could smite you,” I warn him, realizing he’s stubborn, refusing reason.

      “I won’t be harmed,” he says to me, as if he knows anything of orún and the trail of bodies it leaves behind in the wrong hands. How would he even know?

      Only those with orún in their blood can withstand my temperature of lightning. He’s not thinking straight, still in a haze of victory from the Allied Force.

      Lightning is faster than a bullet.

      Lightning is deadlier than a bullet.

      What happens if people think I killed their protector?

      What will become of me then?

      Valstark’s grasp tightens on my shoulder, staking his claim as his fingers hold me still, preventing me from escape. “Call down your lightning upon us.”

      I caution the crowds to stand back further to little avail, until Aiva realizes what’s happening and shouts to Tica, who must often lead the ceremony, as she forces everyone to retreat from the perimeter of my incoming lightning.

      Their hairs stand on end.

      Their skin thrums with the charged air of approaching ballistic electricity.

      I call forth lightning, exploding Valstark and me in a spectacle of savage, violent fire and light. It churns through me, burning me almost to my knees, as though I’ve scaled a summit of fire bare-handed.

      I scream out in agony.

      Lightning always damages my hands, taking hours, sometimes entire days, to heal. My fire’s smoke swells in my lungs, poisoning me as I swallow it, fighting back the urge to collapse from the pain.

      Under the adrenaline of the Great Hunt, I rarely felt the full excruciating force of my lightning. Back then, endorphins sprinted through my blood system, dampening the agonizing infliction.

      At the time, the imminent danger of being hunted to death lulled me into a tolerable pain.

      Right now, I shriek in horror, reminded of how torturous my own orún can become, even for me.

      As the crackling embers of flames settle, I expect Valstark’s dead body. If he survived it, he will realize his mistake, gripping his torn flesh. However, where my temperatures can burn even tungsten, he stands bare, only his clothes aflame as he tears apart the fabric, then tosses the charred remnants of them into the depth of the snow.

      He only speaks once.

      “She is my choice.”
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      “She’s chosen!”

      “She’s blessed!” Tica exclaims with tears in her eyes as Valstark paves a way for me to head through the town for new clothes, my saffron scorched in the ceremony. Aiva Salvatierra is swiftly equipped in advance, swathing me with heavy layers of fine cloth. Her eyes glisten. “You were true.”

      I frown at her wound. “You’re hurt.”

      “Don’t mind it,” she tells me softly, not even glancing at where a stray flit of my lightning caused her sleeve to catch fire.

      “Let me take care of it,” I offer, but she promises me she has more than enough herbs to care for herself and for me. Aiva even turns my slit hand over to show that it’s almost miraculously healed and already begun to stitch itself together. “I will visit you to take care of that hand, Coa the fireborn.”

      Aiva kisses my palms, leaving traces of her gentle lips, before she returns to the libations. I walk out of the town square, closed in by the timber-framed homes and the woodsmen storehouses that line the stone roads. Civilization drains into the taiga as I’m led up the mountainside patterned with wooden signs and deer warnings. The cold air stings my cheeks, drying the bear blood on my face as the townspeople head deep into the secluded mountains.

      My siblings are missing. I need to find them.

      Only Valstark stands with me after the ceremony. He rests his boots on the rime-covered cliffside.

      “I’ve heard you have a family,” he says on top of the screeching wind. He invites me to follow him through the summit’s pathway, toward the cavernous mouth of the mountain, leaving the joyous crowds behind, as merriment and rations are consumed. Barley, wheat, and grains run with wine, beer, and fresh water as hearty meals are passed around and the town heads back down the mountain to the square to celebrate in the lumber-built gathering halls.

      From the distance, I notice there are circles of heavy outdoor fires where pots of stew carried down the mountain range await the bear meat, and stories of the sightings of my lightning are shared. Children and teenagers race each other down the slippery cliff edges.

      “Her lightning came from Heaven itself! I saw it!”

      “There was a streak of flames afterward!”

      Valstark’s palm cups my chin and returns my attention only to him. “Do you have a family?”

      Valstark peers down at me, as if he can read every thought behind my head about him as a metasoldier. “I don’t plan to keep you from your family, if you have one.”

      “I don’t have one.”

      Valstark will weaponize my kin to control me. All men in power have done it to me. I grind my teeth.

      “One hundred seventy beats per minute is your current heart rate,” Valstark says by answer. “Your average heart rate has been one hundred five. You are lying to me.”

      He can hear my heartbeat?

      “There is a way to protect your family beyond your own means.”

      “How?”

      “You can become a warkiller yourself.” Valstark turns to me with intention, his eyes homed in on my reaction.

      “I can carve your name in legend, Coa Rangecroft.”

      It’s the first time he has ever said my name at all. His voice is tense and distinct with his Vikąrian intonation. Even though he speaks English with the town, he speaks Vikąrian with me, and I am helpless to remember that he is a Vikąrian man, built for warfare.

      I can’t become the ravaging, raging soldier he was when he attacked the Allied Force. I want to sink beneath the stars with my siblings, wild and free in the adventurous swamps for the rest of our days, released from the pain we’ve suffered.

      I want to raise my little ones on a rabbit farm, where Rabbit can have all the checkered bunnies and hares her heart can care for.

      I want Buckthorne to own a small army of toy planes, until he can be the pilot he’s always dreamed of. Where he won’t just whittle them from wood in the corners, out of sight from the violent concentration camp guards.

      I desperately want my oldest sister Evelie to bake again, filling our home with her cinnamon and love, kneading fresh bread for a town like this one, where everyone is a family together.

      Rawley and Hucket would fish for the rest of their lives in the lakes, never worried if Allied Force planes will raid the skies again. I want to run away from the destructive path of warkillers, not toward the demolition of our lives.

      Even though there’s nothing more I’d like than to exact retribution on the men who held us hostage, forced us into labor, and killed en masse, I want the people I love.

      The people I care for.

      I can’t lose them.

      Valstark seems to follow my train of thoughts as easily as he reads my expression. He releases my face at last. “Your blood is the reason I am a warkiller.”

      He mentions it as if it is simple instead of a world-tilting revelation. He has orún in his blood.

      I should’ve figured it out as soon as I called down lightning and instead of searing his flesh apart where I struck, it warmed his skin to a golden tone. It finally dawned on me that he had to be a combination of many, if not all, forms of orún—fireborns, rainborns, huntborns, sunborns, and darkborns.

      Not to mention he’s enhanced even further with scientific advancement.

      He has a heightened sense of hearing and sight, like huntborns, born from the hunt king. He can withstand high temperatures of raw lightning, like fireborns.

      I can’t even tell what else he might be capable of in the explosion of power he’s shown everyone. How did he get the blood of orún?

      Words abandon me as he stares into my eyes, the intensity boring into my body, as he waits for a response from me. A confirmation that I will join him as a warkiller, providing a chance for humanity’s survival.

      A silence pools between us, thickening as I fight for words to reject any idea of becoming a warkiller. Before he can kill me for it, or determine I am too ungrateful for his liking, or disposing of me as he had the high-ranked officials, I thank him first as Tica would. “I appreciate that offer. It means the world to me to have a chance to protect my loved ones.”

      As quickly as I can, before he even speaks, I alter the subject. “You speak Vikąrian thoroughly. Are you from the North Transatlantic Empire?”

      Valstark steps toward me. “This isn’t my original body. My mind was implemented inside of the actual body of the real Colonel Hellinger. I overtook his body and became a warkiller.”

      I stammer, floored by his words. “You’re in someone else’s body?”

      I’ve never heard of that being possible.

      Who was he originally?

      His half-frozen hand touches my shoulder again, sending a terror down my spine.

      “Yes. I needed to infiltrate. Therefore, the colonel’s high rank and private, independent division was necessary.”

      The North Transatlantic Empire believes patriotism begins at birth. Is he a soldier of the North Transatlantic Empire? This is too little, far too late for them to send their infiltration soldiers.

      However . . . openly speaking against Valstark while he’s in near grasp of me, already having cut me open, forces my lips to part. “How much time will I have to consider becoming a warkiller?”

      “All the time you need,” he says in a tone that will dictate how much time I will need regardless. There’s a time limit; he simply hasn’t imposed it yet.

      “Thank you for the explanation.”

      To my relief, as we arrive, I am not the only woman at his compound; it’s well populated with women who might hear me scream. The women harvest the gardens, a few read by the winter sunlight, and many more tend to the compound itself.

      The women rush to greet me and Valstark. “Thank you for your sacrifice.”

      “She is the perfect choice.” A handful of women tell him, filled with hope, and it severs my heart to know I will let them down to not become a warkiller to protect them. I barely survived one war without my siblings; I need to return to them. Stay brave for me, little ones.

      We stride past the feast halls crowded with revelries and the aroma of wine to where I will now live with Valstark.

      Right inside his compound.
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      Valstark stands within his private compound watching me. His massive frame is adorned in processional robes, and I am meant to slip into my own robes as he examines the strength of a fireborn.

      Another test of glory.

      However, I flee into the night.

      Surely he can hear me escaping from hundreds of meters away, the pace of my rasping breath inhaling the sweat slicking my skin. However, he needs me alive, and this is a test of my own. To see if he will let me live.

      To see if he will keep his word that I ever had a choice.

      That I can refuse him.

      As I break out of the secluded compound, brisk winter air pierces my exposed skin. I trip and stumble up the nearest mountainside for elevation, looking for a water source. I track the animals, since it’s easiest for a small creature to lead me to where the Noatak River is, where a modest boat to escape Valstark might be lodged and unattended, but the farther I escape up the uneven incline of the mountains, the more I hear the unmistakable sounds of voices. Hundreds of voices.

      I climb on my hands and knees onto a rise, discovering the vast depth of the Chukchi Sea and the Noatak River stretched out past the forest that surrounds the town of Matcharak.

      However, I gasp, realizing that the shores are thick with incoming boats.

      The moonless night is illumined with torches, spilling over the shores. A ragtag fleet of fishing boats carve into the rough, icy waters of the Chukchi, small but formidable. For now, the rural inhabitants are asleep in their beds, the cattle roaming through the fields, the children slumbering out in the open plains, safe with Valstark.

      Until the raid sirens blare.

      By the time I make it down the ice-rocked mountains on foot and into the cedar cabins that populate the town, mothers are darting across the snow-covered prairies, scooping their young into their arms, yanking the reins of their range animals in panic as the outsiders disgorge onto the shores.

      “Raiders!” someone screams.

      Another voice joins over the chorus of chaos. “Raiders!”

      There are hundreds that live in Matcharak, and within minutes, dozens of Matcharak’s men arm themselves as their voices leap over the mounting cries of newborns and screaming women. “Everyone, inside the main halls now!”

      “Keep the children inside! Bunnik!” Daughter!

      A woman cries. “Another raid so soon?”

      The man hands her a mallet to defend her small home. “Valstark will protect us all. Keep faith in him and send your oldest to fight.”

      “I will not send my sons to fight!” another woman refutes him with a guttural roar. “Mark my words, the Authority Control will storm their troops here to wipe us all out! They want us to be silent about the war in the name of peace. Everyone fears war with the Allied Force, no one wants to be easy targets anymore!”

      As if in response to her words, in the distant mountains, Authority Control vehicles now rumble over the earth. Metal drones hover overhead, with loudspeakers that bellow out orders through the mayhem. “Surrender your weapons now. All citizens found engaging in violence will be detained and revoked of their citizenship. Repeat. Surrender your weapons now.”

      Terrified, she snatches more mallets from him, before fleeing into her home. She slams her doors with a final glare at the men armed within the Authority Control vehicles.

      I can only assume that survivors of Traeger Island have told their story in the other towns that have taken them in. Now rumors of the invading Allied Force have run like wildfire, sending raiders against Matcharak for their goods.

      The secret could never be kept for long. It’s human nature to attack the weakest first.

      It’s survival of the fittest.

      I run past the homes made of teak and lumber. I rush through the stables trampled by horses freed from their holdings, mounted by men and women rushing for the main halls.

      The mares from nearby barns are loaded with children and hard materials.

      The sirens of the Authority Control wane as their vehicles are quickly besieged for their weapons by desperate outsiders.

      My bad foot drags behind me, but I force myself against the high winds. My breath comes in short gasps as mud splatters my robes in the sightless dark. The only visibility at night is the draining warmth of the homes, the soft lighting of the orphanages shutting out their lights to appear abandoned, and the aged barns heavy with startled livestock.

      As the masked infiltrators shatter windows and forcibly trespass onto property, I see their skin is layered with leather vests, dark trousers, and black woolen gloves to blend into the shadows. Their faces are obscured by bestial masks.

      All of Matcharak will be descended upon and plundered soon.

      The nearest territory towns are not after protection from Valstark—they will strip every other town bare for their own needs. For their own survival against the war they’re banned from even mentioning.

      A lengthy, sanguinary war that could start at any minute.

      Young men glance around with raw, dangerous hunger in their eyes. Their arms are full of barley and rye, their backs heavy with packs of stolen, dripping, slain meat.

      It’s every person for themselves.

      Run for Rabbit, Coa. Run for Buckthorne. You promised them. If I stay here, I will never see them again. Yet I can’t help but lift the children onto any spare horses I can find to leave here.

      The North Transatlantic Empire is not coordinated enough to withstand the structured warfare of the Allied Force. The proof is before me: The Authority Control can hardly suppress the crushing waves of pillagers right now.

      A woman weeps. “Why are you killing us?”

      “No one is killing you!” a raider bellows back, “We need more supplies to protect ourselves from the war!”

      “Don’t you dare speak of the war. The Authority Control is right here⁠—”

      Someone barks out, “That’s what they want, for us to pretend this ain’t happenin’ to preserve their damn economy!”

      “Boys, take what you can!” someone hollers in panic, his arms full of pilfered quilts and jackets trimmed with fur.

      As the patrolmen of the Authority Control swarm in, the crowds hush for a moment. Burdened, he shouts over the young men and women gathered to defend Matcharak from destruction. “For every raider you turn in, you’ll receive chicken, cattle, and oxen. Swear your allegiance now to be spared.”

      An elderly man spits on his boot. “This isn’t the time for patriotism! This bedlam is the fault of the Authority Control in the first place! You refused to expose the truth of the Allied Force.”

      The patrolman’s jaw locks. “There is no truth to be exposed.” His eyes dart over the rest of the panicked crowds, knowing they will be in need of provisions and shelter soon. “If you leave the sanctioned borders, you will be treated as a raider. This is your final chance to swear allegiance.”

      There’s an explosive clash of weapons behind him, and I don’t hesitate. The masked raiders charge for the crowd, carrying rough-hewn shields of cedar and larch, wielding steel rods. “Hand over your boots, shirts, and barn keys!”

      They don’t even yell for their money or coins, only what will keep them alive.

      The elderly man tries to spit on them, but his cheekbone is bludgeoned, bashed with a rod. The pillager leaps on top of him, stripping him of his old watch, the laces of his tattered snow boots, anything to sell later.

      More raiders fill in, catching anyone too slow to escape them. One of the men grasps my arm, but I seethe fire through my teeth. The pain is instant, clawing through my throat, churning my intestines, but he releases me in horror.

      “What the hell are you?”

      The cries of the infants in the orphanage are unbearable to ignore. Matcharak might experience a mass fire, burned to the ground, if these foragers overrun the town. Even if none of this is the raiders’ fault, they’re only pillaging in panic.

      I may not know how to swing a sword or throw a punch, but I know how to scare men with fire. Down below I hear a voice. “Coa!”

      Hazen is in the smoke of torches and fighting bodies. His powerful arms are lifting and fastening the elderly, the women, and children onto mules he must’ve found to be taken to the main halls.

      “Coa, go with the rest!”

      I shout down at him, “No. I can protect the others with you! You’ll get hurt!”

      “I can handle myself!” Hazen shouts back, ordering me to head to the main halls. However, I refuse.

      “You’ll get your head smashed in; I’m not leaving the rest of you!” I exclaim. “You’ll regret it if they pummel your face.”

      “As handsome as I am, there’s enough of us left to defend. You don’t need to worry about my face; you don’t have to keep fighting.” He carves a sword past the rush of men eager to take the mules for themselves. His resounding voice bellows a command. “Don’t use your fire!”

      He knows what it will do to me.

      No. I said I can protect the others with you. I head for the roof. Sweat slicks into my brow, scorching my eyes with salt, as I climb the nearest distillery. I wrap my arm before I splinter the window with my fist, grabbing the liquor to fuel my flames.

      My sleeves, torn and bleeding, are soaked with perspiration as I clamber onto the ladder. I crack open a hefty bottle of spirits with my molars, spitting out the cap.

      One of the invading women scales the distillery after me. I kick her temple, pelting my leather boot into her skin and bone, but she’s determined. Her eyes are on my leather boots. I climb faster, my fingers clutching the ice of the metal ladder rungs, and my boots squeak over the frame of the copper edges, as I mount the roof.

      Her eyes are wild with need. “Hand over the boots and I won’t hurt you. None of us want to hurt anyone.”

      “This town won’t have anything left for their young and sick.” I warn her. “Head back down.”

      “I will—with your leather in my arms.” She reaches, slowly, behind her. Her knife is rusted, but sharp. “Don’t make me cut you for it.”

      She lunges forward and I trap her arm with my elbow, sending my free elbow into her nose. She retaliates swiftly, sending her rusted knife across the freckled bridge of my nose.

      I bend to sweep her legs from beneath her, but she tackles me to the ground like a ferine, swinish cat. With her talons, she claws at me, scratching my neck, thrashing her nails into my head.

      I batter my fist into her ear, a weak spot for most people. However, she bites down as hard as she can on my flesh, eliciting a scream out of me that gathers attention from below. The crowds gasp at my raw fire.

      I rush to my feet. Blood dribbling down my jawbone.

      I belt out an explosion of flames. The heinousness of fire is that it can only consume. It is a wild terror, laying waste to nearly everything set before it. However, if she can’t pilfer from me, she’ll take from someone else, rendering innocents helpless against the Allied Force. Leaving them for dead. I let my fire take her.

      A voice cries out. “The fireborn!”

      Out of alarm, one of the men aims his gun at me. “She’s a fireborn!”

      I stake a lightning strike through his heart.

      The raiders trample each other to return to their mangy motley of boats. But I am not their only adversary. Valstark has pulverized their watercrafts as if they were as flimsy as toy ships. He razes their only route to escape him.

      His war path has begun. He desecrates bodies, splitting them apart with his bare hands. His bloodred eyes exterminate the masses in his lethal flare from those dark, insidious retinas. His speed is impossible to evade; he catches fleeing pillagers without effort, to the point where Matcharak residents return to tend their homes.

      They’ve witnessed his capacity for wholesale slaughter and all-encompassing defense. The residents merely pick up their spilled barrels of grain and hay. Meanwhile, the outsiders are breaking into the miles of tundra to elude his mass destruction.

      This is my chance to find my family.

      I take my only chance to run among the chaos, to flee among the high numbers of people bleeding out of Matcharak, and to get lost in the distraction.

      However, the sound of his gore and carnage sinks fear into your bones.

      I sprint for my life, stumbling through the pines, chased with visceral horror.
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      A raw scream lodges in my throat, but I don’t dare let it out of its cage. Valstark will hear me.

      I engage the uselessly thin lock on the timber door—the only entrance and exit of the abandoned cabin.

      I lay my head flat against the floorboards. Slowly, I inch myself beneath the aged table.

      If the warkiller outside won’t find me for hours, then the frozen temperature will kill me instead. There is no hearth for fire. There is no practical insulation. The fresh snowfall trickles inside the cabin like fallen ash onto my scraped knees.

      My heart thrashes against my chest, a wild stag pleading for its life. Don’t breathe too loud. Don’t whimper out loud. Valstark will hear you.

      His low whistle cuts through the woods, and my ears perk at the unholy sound.

      He already knows where I am.

      He is biding his time.

      As if he’s a predator playing with his prey, he even allowed me a head start. He knew I would run for the cabin. There are signs everywhere—warning of lethal wolves, polar bear sightings, slippery ice cautions—and shelter directions. The cabins are constructed for safety in case you are ever stranded or lost.

      The primal instinct to rush for shelter is basic nature.

      He knows how animals behave; and what are humans, if not unthinking animals to him?

      His hunting boots squelch with the blood of the others. The only object defending me between life and brutal death—freedom and captivity—is a half-broken timber door keeping him outside.

      My bare feet are sore, bloodied, from sprinting from him. I can’t endure another mile run through the wintry, pathless forest. My worthless ankle won’t allow it.

      My injured lungs can’t sustain it.

      Swollen with defeat, I nearly let out a cry. I won’t ever find my brothers and sisters if I’m trapped here.

      His heavy footfalls halt. As if he can sense my despair through the cabin wood. As if he can taste my panic on his tongue. As if he can inhale my primal fear through his own nostrils.

      An hour ago, I ditched my ill-fitted boots hundreds of meters away in desperate hopes to throw him off my scent. A separate trail of footprints led north, where a lost pillager had escaped into the wilderness.

      He caught them soon after—her silver harpoon is a blood-soaked souvenir in his hunt pack.

      I outran the others, limping as I squeezed my eyes and obstructed my ears to block their shrieks of anguish, their pleas for life. Each of the raiders would’ve done the same, if it meant reaching the lodge. Any of us would’ve killed someone with our bare hands if we could’ve sprinted here first. If we could’ve had a handful more seconds to live, we would’ve strangled each other. All of us have families to live for.

      I allow myself milliseconds of rest. Then I need to run.

      Don’t stop. Keep your promise to the little ones, Coa.

      Find Hucket. Find Evelie. Find Rawley.

      A ragged, preparatory breath of my own slips out of me, spreading a frost-white vapor of cold air in front of my eyes. Then, I⁠—

      The warkiller’s boots land on the porch outside.

      I swallow a gasp. Valstark is closer than I expected. He’s tired of playing with his target.

      He is faster than me. He outweighs me. He stands nearly seven feet tall, hundreds of pounds of hardened muscle, with a body honed for warfare. His eyes are a menacing black, his muscular abdomen rinsed thoroughly with blood.

      His serrated blade carves an unnatural metallic slit on the timber as he drags the weapon behind him. Valstark shifts his weight onto his right, resulting in an uneven gait, and the wooden planks complain beneath his body. Is he injured?

      Did one of the ravagers manage to cut him open?

      Will he bleed to death? Will he die of blood loss before I collapse from my own loss of blood?

      His bootsteps halt.

      His heavy breath lowers.

      The aching terror drips down my body. The absence of his movement turns the air unbearably silent. Despite myself, I risk a full glance at the only window in the cabin. His iced head comes into view. He strains his ear, as if listening for me.

      A drag of breath. A thumping pulse.

      He’s waiting for perhaps an errant footstep. A low sob building in the throat. Anything to locate me inside, confirm my presence.

      I will myself to remain silent. I prepare to ram him. I need to propel with my whole weight and slam him into the ground, pounding away at his face with the edged rock in my fist until⁠—

      The window explodes.

      His boot bursts through the window in one thrust.

      It’s a cacophony of sound—fractured glass, splinters of wood, violent howls of winter air that rip at my hair. I scramble deeper under the spare table, the shards dangerously blocking the run for the door. If I run for the door on bare feet, the abrasions will be excruciating on the hard, knifelike glass.

      Therefore, I tear at my sleeves, bandaging my feet first. Then I wind the fabric around my palm and fingers to protect the skin of my hands, as I grip the thickest, sharpest shard nearby.

      He made quick work of the pillagers. I won’t let him make quick work of me. I will see my siblings again.

      As Valstark climbs into the isolated cabin through the ruptured window, his boots land first, crunching onto the ground with that sickening squelch of blood.

      I force myself not to scream at the sight of him.

      As if it weighs little to him, he throws aside the table, and I lunge at his femur, slashing for his abdomen—but his tight-clenched fist pins me down onto the floorboards.

      He wrenches my arm behind my back until my ligaments have no choice but to release the glass. He reminds me in every movement that he’s military-trained.

      Now, the muscle in his jawline pounds with impatience.

      “It seems you fled, fireborn. Not an unexpected decision.” The hair of his knuckles caresses my face, his mouth smirking, amused with himself. However, his eyes betray his fury, and his voice is authoritarian with me. He restricts my other wrist, twining my arms together, and he turns me over onto my back. I can’t hear his words over the roar of blood in my ears.

      With intense concentration, he squints to examine me in the light. He’s hungered for the power within me. His prize.

      “As I vowed, your name will be carved in legend, Coa Rangecroft. I will take your orún blood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          IFE STØRMBANE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the allied force evacuation vessel

      

      

      “We are approaching our destination. I’m certain that Maximus Størmbane will send for you at any moment. Your alliance with me is appreciated.” Eşken removes his gloves. “I would’ve deeply regretted executing Vørian Størmbane before it was absolutely necessary.”

      I quake. He’s spoken as if I had any real choice in the matter. I’m hardly able to hear him over the flood of terror in my ears as I watch the handgun in his right palm. But at last, he returns it to his holster.

      Eşken confesses, “I’m afraid there’s more information you should be aware of at the moment.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He retires the handgun into the drawer of the dead captain. Without acknowledging the bloodstains, he retrieves one of the cigar packs with a steady hand.

      “The whole Størmbane lineage will be replaced, my ikä. The Allied Force cannot be defeated or rendered unarmed in any capacity. Not in the least by the North Transatlantic Empire. It is no longer possible.” Eşken removes a set of matches from the interior pocket of his uniform. “Perhaps two hundred years ago another empire, or a coalescence of empires, could have stood a formidable chance.”

      He wedges the cigar between his molars, speaking with the cadence of an aristocrat as he strikes the match.

      “However, the indoctrination of hatred can be reduced and bled out of our ideology with the new generations. Intolerance can be removed from our culture. The wars can end. In order to salvage the earth from the grip of the Allied Force, its leadership will need to be forcibly altered. The bloodline that strengthened the Allied Force and began its rise needs to be replaced with humane mentalities and open-minded sentiments. Wouldn’t you like that? A world where men are as considerate as women?”

      Thanks to Rainer, I know now when men are telling me what I want to hear, not what they will do. As much as I despised the betrayal from Rainer, it saved my life. The betrayal has given me concrete experience with men; it formed a distinct discernment that never existed within me as a young girl.

      “Remove. You’ll remove their minds.”

      I tremble. Shivering, despite the warmth of the dense, primitive war cloak layers. He’s feeding me lines he’s rehearsed and prepared. Appealing to my heart as a woman, not my survival as a human being.

      Raw fear pinches my skin. I will be replaced?

      By now, it’s clear Eşken does not care about hatred ideology or intolerance, he’s only telling me what I want to hear, because he believes I might care for it. He is solely offering a fair exchange. He is willing to get rid of hatred with little personal care about it, and in return, I will participate in the eradication of the Størmbanes.

      Eşken confirms my words with a nod. “Yes. Their bodies will live on—not their minds. Their glorious legacy, of course, will live on. Which is more than the Head General deserves.” Eşken leans toward me. “Do you not wish to avenge your own people?”

      Eşken doesn’t permit a response. He strikes the match, lights the cigar eloquently, and continues.

      “War against the Allied Force has never succeeded. It cannot. Advanced Allied Force technology is unattainable for foreign counterparts.”

      “The warkillers⁠—”

      Eşken chuckles, a haze billowing from his cigar. The end of the cigar burns and fills the room—the world—with ash and fire. “These warkillers. What do you know of them?” His gray eyes drift with disinterest. “I turned Colonel Hellinger into a warkiller. He is known now as Valstark. The North Transatlantic Empire was so eager to borrow warkillers, it was an embarrassment.”

      Borrow.

      I heard the grumbles, rumors, and complaints of the tourists. “The warkiller liberated the island, at least; the concentration camp is free now.”

      “Do you truly believe the island is free?” Eşken asks, brow raised. “Or was it liquidated?”

      He stretches the tense silence to drive home his point. “And how many warkillers does the North Transatlantic own? Do you know?” he presses on in earnest. “Are there enough to operate equivalent to the brunt of the Allied Force military of 150 million soldiers? How many scientists will be necessary to generate enough warkillers?”

      He grunts, as if he is a parent cleaning the table mess of a child. “The North Transatlantic Empire will fail—then who will save them? Who will spare the world?”

      You aren’t trying to spare the world. You are exacting vengeance against a nation for a slight against you. I bite my lip.

      “But who will take Maximus’s place?” I ask.

      “You will know the man in time.” Will I know more about Eşken in time?

      “The young man I’ve chosen has passed every test of loyalty—thoroughly—I assure you. You will be very pleased.” Eşken intakes a final sophisticated draw of smoke. “You will learn in due time. You’ve already met him.”

      I swallow. “Will I be replaced in the Størmbane leadership?”

      The chess pieces have been moving for decades now. It’s clear Eşken will replace every faction of the current Allied Force leadership.

      It already occurred to me that Eşken will be taking the place of the grand leader of the Arctic himself. He will be in Head General’s dominant body.

      “If that is your commission price—your own life—then I will sanction it. You will be protected.” Eşken reaches forward, awaiting my hand. My vow.

      Eşken’s eyes narrow, as if sensing my hesitancy to trust him, despite my own ambition for the same cause of terminating the Allied Force.

      “We are no longer on course. The sniper general has been tracking you extensively. I am certain you are aware. It will become your duty to convince him of everything I will tell you happened aboard this vessel—exactly as I inform you. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. That will be your first test of loyalty to me.”

      Eşken stares intently at me. I still have yet to shake his hand. “Do not make the grave mistake of exposing the critical details we’ve discussed this morning. I pray you realize that Vørian, Thorsten, and yourself can still be murdered at my will. Additionally, it was me that aided your brother and your young friend.”

      Zaire’s voice warms me not to be foolish with a man willing to set the world ablaze.

      I babble dulcetly. “Don’t worry. I feel like I’m in a dream right now. A dream. I always feel like I’m in a dream.”

      Eşken’s voice softens. “Your mind might dissociate. I’ve studied subjects like you who dissociate during traumatizing situations, convincing themselves that they’re in a sort of dream state. Which is not your fault, given your isolated childhood.”

      I murmur sleepily. “Can I be honest?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “I don’t completely remember much of anything you said. But I will keep my dreams between us.” I yawn, and mumble sweetly, “I’m tired. Will you hold my hand?”

      “Very well,” Eşken says gently.

      I slip my arms around him. Hugging him close. “Wulfgar would be very proud of you.”

      “He would not be proud.” His lips downturn with an expression inscrutable to me. Eşken extinguishes the cigar into an ashtray. “Wulfgar believed very greatly in his nation and the perfection doctrines.” Eşken sounds strained, as if he’s told me a lie to protect someone or something. And now is the time for his first test of loyalty.

      “What’s your real name, Eşken?”

      It’s the moment I’ve been waiting for.

      For a second, he remains frozen. Silent. Considering. But even he must realize that eventually his face will be recognized, and I will be given his name and credentials. If he needs me to bend the truth for him, I need the truth to confirm everything he says. I’m new to espionage—but I am no longer naive.

      I need to be able to trust him. Completely.

      Eşken answers after a prolonged, tortured stretch of quiet. “Luçan Warmark.”

      My voice smiles. “Let’s be friends, Luçan.”

      Now I realize I do know him. He was at my wedding. He’s North General Luçan Warmark.

      Luçan invited us to the Great Hunt. Luçan was the military breach that the Allied Force was alert to at the time—the missing uniforms, dead tourists. With the military’s full attention, Luçan escalated the deaths with a warkiller who liberated the hard labor island. Luçan has plotted the downfall of the Allied Force regime for decades.

      His family was important; they’ve led the North Kilrød at the right hand of the Størmbanes for a century.

      I’ve seen him during his annual speeches honoring Wulfgar Størmbane and the fallen at Bräxe. Head General has never attended the Bräxe memorials. But Maximus always attended on his behalf, in Wulfgar’s honor.

      Maximus knows North General Warmark.

      Luçan likely understands that if Maximus uncovers any facet of this internal plot, if he even discovers Luçan put my life at risk—Maximus will expunge him from the earth.

      Except, this cause means everything to Luçan. He even smiles. Briefly, I see the bright, dark-haired boy with sensitive gray eyes that eight-year-old Wulfgar Størmbane must’ve seen when he asked him to become his war partner for life.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Luçan.”

      I feel a heavy arm envelop me. Luçan’s voice lightens.

      “Ife, I’ve been waiting to meet you since before you drew breath.”
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      Aiva wrings the iced towel in frustration. “How could you be reckless at a time like this?”

      I wince from pain. My feet are in agony from the tundra—running for hours before Valstark found and captured me, and then returned me to Aiva’s remote bathhouse to be healed. My bad foot hasn’t been this excruciatingly painful since the Great Hunt.

      I grimace as Aiva elevates it onto the stacks of timber, but Aiva snaps at me. “You’re lucky to have even kept those feet of yours. If you’d been any more careless, frostbite would’ve taken them entirely.”

      Hazen told me that there are patrolmen of the Authority Control stationed on the snowy road paths of Matcharak. The North Transatlantic Empire government must have sent a brigade of them since last night, hearing of the havoc that ensued once word spread of the Allied Force.

      The herbal bathhouse is isolated from woodland homes, mountaineers, hikers, and taiga residents. The Authority Control hasn’t driven this far. Yet.

      I groan. “I still . . . don’t understand the Authority Control,” I greedily accept her healing herbal tea, slurping spoonfuls of her medicated anesthetic. “How was it established?”

      Aiva lowers her voice, as though there’s a spy right within the steamy bath. “The former United States descended into mayhem. The Authority Control was established to keep order and regulation throughout the smaller regions of the scattered, weakened North Transatlantic Empire.” Aiva stirs her aromatic teacup, pouring more fresh hot water. “Their spies are heavily throughout the rural areas that are without enough resources to defend themselves against the Authority Control.”

      Her eyes lift to the statue of Valstark towering over us.

      “However, Matcharak is different. Even the Authority Control knows they could send in a thousand men, and the men will die at his hand. Therefore, their tense agreement to allow Matcharak its independence was formed.”

      Valstark may kill a thousand men easily, but what about ten thousand? A hundred thousand trained patrolmen?

      Aiva fumes, whisking the tea broth, a woman perilously close to the edge of her temper. “Your responsibility as the fireborn is to keep Matcharak alive. How can we possibly help the poorer towns in need, if we ourselves burn to the ground!”

      I crush the lavender soap bars in my fist. “I must die in order to keep Matcharak alive.” Did she ever stop to think I might have a family of my own?

      Even if she did, it wouldn’t matter, because Aiva Salvatierra hollers, “One powerful woman sacrificed for thousands is worth the sacrifice! If you claim there is an annihilation coming and we all are to die—at least die for something greater than yourself!”

      I snatch her tulip-crafted tunic. “I have suffered for thousands. I’ve spent more of my life in forced labor than I have in safety in the past decade. I have never even known safety. If this is the end, I do not want to be the warrior woman in legend who fought for eternity in war and lost her family.”

      Aiva softens in sympathy, as though she can understand my thoughts, but her voice remains firm. “We have all lost something, fireborn.”

      “Coa.” My voice is smaller than I intended. I’ve been called the feral child, I’ve been demeaned as livestock, I’ve been praised as a fireborn, but I’ve only ever wanted to be Coa.

      Aiva slides her slight hands over my own, closing them tightly. “Coa, I’ve barely escaped from war with my life. If Ticasuk and Matcharak hadn’t taken me in . . . In a heartbeat, I would sacrifice myself for others.” She stands, leaving to replace the lavender soap I’ve crushed in my grasp. She turns her head over her shoulder. “Others have sacrificed themselves for me. Remember this—you live only because others have spilled their blood for you.”

      “Then it’s transactional.”

      “No, that is the law of life itself.”

      Her words incite protest within me, There’s a question I can’t bear not asking any longer. “Why do you fear him?”

      I make sure not to speak his name directly. By the twists of her lips, Aiva knows exactly who I’m preferring to. For a moment, she’s quiet, then she finally explains.

      “The Vikąrian north general made ground at Matcharak before Valstark ever emerged. We had no knowledge of the existence of Valstark. We lived along the west end of Noatak River—the metropolitan cities had fallen, becoming a scattering of towns in the wake of his onslaughts, with thousands dead. He was in search of a body he’d frozen in the Northsea Mountains. All that destruction was over one singular body.”

      Valstark.

      Aiva grinds an herb between her fingers. “My husband, Kajuk, had found the warkiller’s body. Valstark had no memory within him at first—no recollection of where he came from or how he had arrived in Territory 49. He spoke only Vikąrian. Valstark helped us build this town over the years. When his memory resurfaced, Valstark declared he would prevent war with the Vikąrian general.”

      None had died at Eşken’s hands since Valstark’s declaration. Yet the town had not easily forgotten the horrors he’d inflicted. Tears of frustration well in my eyes. “You don’t understand, Aiva . . . I am not worthy.”

      All I want is my family; why can’t that be enough?

      “It is destined.” Aiva remains firm. Yet, she squeezes my hands softly. “Fate does not choose the worthy, it simply chooses. Your fire was chosen.”

      Hazen stands in the doorway after Aiva has vanished. My throat tightens. The last time I spoke to him, I was fleeing without him.

      “I saw you on the roof. You fight with your face first.”

      “Now is not the time,” I tell him, though I remind him, “I trapped her arm with my elbow and smashed my other elbow into her face.”

      “Yes,” he agrees, nodding slightly, “which allowed you to get your own face cut with her free hand that you left unaddressed.”

      I pinch between my temples, sitting at the edge of the bath. “Sorry I don’t have three hands, handsome man.”

      “You don’t need three hands—only a clever mind.”

      “A devious mind like yours?”

      He smirks. “A devious mind must be clever.” He rests his hand over his heart as if I truly am the sorceress. “You still can’t allow yourself into the bath waters?”

      It’s been weeks since I’ve bathed. After sprinting for hours, stumbling through the pines of the tundra, I must smell like the underbelly of a fish, yet Hazen sits beside me. “You left without a goodbye.”

      I didn’t even say goodbye to Rabbit and Buckthorne. Involuntarily, I swallow. “There’s a finality in goodbye—and if you never say goodbye then it never has to end. I’ve never been good at goodbyes.”

      “There is an ancient Vikąrian myth⁠—”

      “Not that again.”

      Hazen smirks amusedly, knowing how much I hate his ancient Vikąrian myths and his parables. “This one you will like. In the myth—there was a man and a woman. They were neither lovers nor enemies. They only fought for the same cause in war.”

      Of course, war is involved in the Vikąrian myth, I almost say.

      However, Hazen’s voice lowers. His timbre is tender as he sits on the edge of the bath, his hip rested against mine. “It was a losing war and they both knew it. The man realized, even though he was not her lover, he had little to live for until he met her. She had left for war without his knowledge, and he rushed to the battlefield. She expected him to fight beside her. Instead, he pulled her to the stars and when the enemy came, the pair killed the leader of their enemies, but they were outnumbered. Soon, the pair was killed. Their adversaries celebrated their victory, believing they had won in the end. In truth, the pair knew that as they died together, they had all they needed, and they had won what mattered most.”

      I whisper, hating how vulnerable my voice sounds. “If the woman lost her family in the war, didn’t the enemies win?”

      Hazen presses his hand against my chest. “Your family is with you. Even when our loved ones pass on, they are ever with us. Whether it’s their flesh and blood in our bodies, their memories, the spirit in which they lived while they were alive, it bonds with us. Therefore, even in death, our family is with us.” Hazen rests his temple against mine and the pressure eases from my skin. “And we are with them.”

      At the oak door, Valstark appears in the darkness.
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      It’s impossible to stare up at Valstark and not think of Colonel Hellinger. Although the colonel was not often at the forced labor camp, he had attended a Great Hunt from time to time, betting on survivors. Now his eyes are fixed on me.

      As Valstark pours himself a drink, he performs the ceremony of it. He must be an older man; he fills his throat with an aged läkøn without effort. I’ve only seen old people drink metallic beer that way.

      The elderly Vikąrian tourists indulged läkøn at the canteens, decades removed from when läkøn was popular. This man seems worn. Deadened.

      Locked on me.

      Against my instinct, I cover myself further with the silken robes, even if his eyes aren’t on my body. His skin is half frozen as he traces the fire marks of my face with his hand. It chills straight through my cheekbones, and I recoil my fingers back into my palm. Even his breath smells of a corpse. He asks me, “Might I give you advice?”

      I nod. Hazen has left, but right now, I wish he’d been able to remain within the bathhouse.

      “Never attach yourself to another soul. You’ll never forgive yourself for it.”

      I recall Valstark’s earlier words. This isn’t my original body. My mind was implemented inside of the actual body of the real Colonel Hellinger. I overtook his body and became a warkiller.

      Part of him is dead. As cold as dead bone.

      Not only on the outside with the frozen temperature of his skin, but also deep inside of him a part of him no longer lives.

      Miles ahead in his compound, the halls are always thick with women. You can hear their peals of laughter, their soft chatter, and the din of sharing their meals. Before, I assumed Valstark was lavishing himself with women, and instead, he is attached to these women. He destroyed his body for the women and men of the town.

      He keeps the most vulnerable population close to his protection, should there be an invasion. Like there was last night.

      However, there’s a shift in the wind.

      My ears perk, hearing the heart-stopping sound of the Vikąrian ship whistle, engines charging through the heavy waters. I realize another invasion is underway on the edge of the Noatak River, right toward the deep taiga.

      Valstark, far from drunk, sets down his drink of läkøn with one sentence.

      “Eşken is here.”

      Tripping onto my feet, I search for a weapon. I glance about the room, and I find only fine tapestries, paintings, and draperies of Valstark woven by the women out of gratitude for his devotion to their survival.

      I’ve never laid eyes on Eşken, but I can imagine what he is capable of from the way others speak of him.

      Within seconds, the halls are lit with sirens. Women sprint through the halls, hiding their children, opening concealed trap doors beneath the earth to shelter the youngest and elderly within. If Eşken burns down the compound, the women and children could burn.

      I fight down panic. “Why is Eşken only addressed by his first name? Is he a lieutenant or another colonel?”

      Valstark stands and explains it simply. “Eşken will bring war. In Ancient Vikąrian, Eşken is a title and a term that once meant Warbringer. He uses war as his name when he is in foreign territory, such as the North Transatlantic Empire.”

      “Why is he here, then?” I ask, swallowing deep in my chest. “For war? Right now?”

      “He is here for the fireborn,” is all Valstark says, which is his way of saying, He is here for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          IFE STØRMBANE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the allied force evacuation vessel

      

      

      Finally, I am freed from the rancid, decay-reeking captain’s quarters. Eşken leads me out to a sublevel hall of luxury guest cabins, six on each side, where I want to collapse into imported silk sheets and squeal about how destiny finally shined upon me.

      I get to kill that decimator. Myself.

      Eşken allows me one hour inside of the furthest cabin, then he departs.

      My throat closes as he locks the door behind me. Why did he leave me here?

      “Funny. Even with all my scars and abrasions, I’m still far prettier than you.” Zaire appears through the extravagant chandelier light, bathing his healthier skin in radiance. “I am especially more gorgeous than that grotesque fur cloak on your shoulders.”

      I rush into Zaire’s arms, squeezing the breath out of his lungs, and crying the oxygen out of my own. I lighten the anguish in the air. “You will never be prettier than me.”

      “I always will, it’s my curse. Yours is to be pampered and empty headed.” His inner concern overtakes his voice. “You’re alive, Ife. I prayed for you.”

      Zaire never prays. He always missed the rituals.

      Soon, I feel a drop of water fall onto my hair, and I allow him privacy to shed his tears and recover himself. His limbs are shaking. For the first time in several days, we can finally speak to each other. We survived.

      “Did he hurt you?” Zaire asks, in one of our made-up languages. It takes me a moment to decipher which one it is and prepare my response, but his throat is still choked with emotion. “Are you all right? Is all this blood yours?”

      Head General Størmbane’s war cloak layers are burdensome with blood, reeking of his sweat, and dense with his own body hair caught in the strands, mixing with the animal’s pelt.

      As much as I want to torch it and rid myself of the bulky burden, I need to be seen right now as a powerful Størmbane. A woman of higher rank than Eşken.

      “No, it’s not my blood.” I manage as close to the truth as I can without worrying him. “Yes, I’m all right. Eşken kept me well fed, well rested.”

      I’m better than all right. I’m alive with vengeance; it sings in my blood.

      Zaire won’t explain the lacerations on his knuckles and high cheekbones—did he punch his way out of a cellar? Likely not, Zaire isn’t strong enough to punch through metal. However, his skin is restored, less emaciated, and worn. There’s even warmth to his light-brown skin tone.

      He has his golden color back, although his crown of tawny curls is still gone, shaved down. After clearing his hazel eyes with his sleeve, Zaire gets right down to business, as if we’ve never been apart.

      “What happened to your eyes, Ife—” Zaire leans closer toward me. “They’re blue instead of green.”

      I could easily lie to him, but he’d smell it on my breath. So, I lift my chin. “I made a calculated choice.”

      He takes a sharp breath of his own.

      “The Eternal Ritual.” He deduces it immediately, horrified. “You bound yourself to that man for the rest of time—do you understand that?”

      Rainer tried to kill me. Zaire doesn’t even know that another man exists inside of Maximus. He’s not even aware of Rainer and his pursuit for retribution. What Rainer has done to me.

      What Rainer has vowed to do to him.

      I can’t even utter the words out loud without my eyes misting, remembering Rainer’s poison in my blood. How sluggish my eyelids became. How lifeless my body was. How close I was to the end.

      Now I will kill his leader for it.

      “It was necessary.”

      “It can’t be reversed.”

      “The Allied Force will try.” I shrug, as if it doesn’t matter. As if an entire nation won’t be coming after me if word breaks out.

      “They will fail,” Zaire tells me, solemnly. “Your souls can’t be split apart. Does your husband know?”

      I nod.

      “Does his father know?” Zaire questions, staring at the war attire on my shoulders. “You need to inform me of everything.”

      “Not yet.” Soon, Head General Størmbane will know by the wedding. My eyes keep turning bluer. Soon they will match Maximus’s tone of mountain blue. His skin would scar itself with orún marks on his face, if I had any orún of my own.

      Even Zaire knows how extreme it is—a last resort. “Was he attempting to seize the orún sands from you? Did he try to remove our grandfather’s bone beads from your possession?”

      No. He wouldn’t let me divorce him. Rainer refused to have a failed marriage, even to a foreigner. His words that night ring cold in my ears now. You are my wife and the mother of my future children. You belong entirely to me.

      People always ask women why they don’t just simply divorce men of power. As if those men will simply let them walk out of the door.

      I shake my head. I tell most of the truth. “Kōnkon asked me to perform the ritual—no matter who I married.”

      “Even our grandfather knew you were stubborn.” Zaire laughs, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. Worry has made its home in his corneas and now lives there. “Kōnkon always loved you most of all of us.”

      “Because I was the least of you.”

      Zaire cups my face in his princely hands. “No—he knew you were willful, defiant.” Brave—though he doesn’t say the last part.

      Our grandfather was the only one who could see right through my mother—see into the shame, hatred, rage.

      My mother had killed to become the wife of a bone king’s son. Zaire was her perfect firstborn. The secondborn, a daughter, was even more steeped with orún. Both of her eldest children had my mother’s lighter skin, tawny hair, and green eyes. The fireborn even had her freckles.

      Before her second child turned a year old, the infant fireborn was stolen. My mother’s rage consumed her life, and cities everywhere were searched, but there was no sign of the missing child.

      While my mother’s rage still burned, she gave birth to her final child. I was meant to be a return to valor for her and the lineage—except, I emerged far darker than she, weaker than she, and without any of her magic.

      A stranger, practically.

      A pathetic, small ketê. A lastborn child without magic. My mother had only her son to show for glory.

      Zaire sits with the knowledge of the Eternal Ritual, and tragedy deepens his features. He can sense the danger, but he doesn’t know where it’s coming from, only that it will be Vikąrian and hostile.

      Remarkably, I find my voice enough to fill in the tense silence. “You’re invited.”

      “. . . Invited? Ife, no . . .” His face blanches of color. “Don’t tell me it’s another wedding.”

      I need to get this one right, everything is on the line. “The first wedding was an elopement. This is the official grand wedding.”

      “How have you plotted to kill us now?” He speaks at last, after a tense stretch of silence, wary of my calm demeanor. “What are you plotting?”

      “Who says I’m plotting?” I tamp down a smirk.

      “You’re always plotting, always crafty. You’re like catching water with a fist.” Zaire snorts. “You believe yourself cunning, when you are painfully naive.”

      “What a warm compliment. I expect nothing less from a captured man himself.” Need I remind him? “You’re not as grand and cunning as you believe, either. Not to mention, I’ve learned from my mistakes. I’m no longer gullible; no longer naive.”

      “Yet you are captured, too, even if I warned you beforehand,” he reminds me in return, but then he realizes the unspoken. “Don’t tell me you made a deal with Eşken. He is a threat.”

      I lower my voice, whispering. “He told you of his plot here?”

      “The restructure of the Allied Force.” Zaire helps himself to a leather seat, though he doesn’t trust the refreshments presented for us. Like me, he knows we’re likely being watched.

      Still, he puts those forsaken, muddied boots on the luxury cabin chaise, spinning a toothpick between his teeth. “Does it strike you as suspicious that he’s highly interested in violence?”

      “Yes.” I speak in slow gibberish. “I’m cautious of him.”

      “Then why make a deal with him?”

      “Who says I’ve made any sort of deal?” I huff, shoving a handful of pastries into my mouth.

      Zaire’s slit brow lifts. “Are you telling me you didn’t forge an agreement between you two clever wolves?”

      Sweat drips down the valley of my spine. “Why? Did he tell you that I did?”

      If Zaire knew I was being recruited to murder the entire Størmbane lineage, we’d be on a makeshift raft within the hour. We’d live in the wilderness as fugitives for the rest of our lives. We might need to.

      Thankfully, Zaire shakes his head. “No, Eşken did not tell me, but you have the same expression you had on your wedding night. Your elopement.”

      My mouth drops.

      “You were there?”

      “I tracked you every few months, never the same season, never by the exact method I used before. Your dress was hideous, unsurprisingly, but I never forgot your face. As ornately beautiful as it was on the outside, I could sense you knew you’d accepted danger on behalf of the rest of us.” He whispers, “You never needed to do this vengeance, Ife.”

      Tears sting my eyes.

      I swallow around a heavy lump in my throat, emotional that I did have family there at my wedding. My side of the ceremony was bare and empty, and I had to borrow two of Maximus’s relatives in order for the aisles to appear fuller.

      We had spontaneously tied the knot.

      We barely gave anyone warning, let alone time, to attend the ceremony. Yet Zaire still made it.

      “Nim,” Zaire says, which means short. At any other moment, I’d refuse to answer to it, but his voice is softened. As if he forgives me for what I’ve done, but he needs to stop me from what I will do. “Ayi, tell me what I can do so I can help you.”

      My voice is strained. “It’s too far deep in the tooth. Besides, you’ll only judge me.”

      Zaire smirks. “I will always judge you. From the second I saw you in your birth cot until the last moment I am alive, I will judge you.”

      “You will live long then.”

      “You will live longer. Though, to be truthful, with your luck, you’ll get us both killed at any moment,” Zaire sighs, unsentimental about it. “Even then, through the years, I’d prefer to depart first. What is left for me in this life without the one person I despise the most?”

      I laugh. “I’ll remember you said you love me the most.”

      He grins. “You’ve always been a revisionist, I’m not surprised.”

      I attempt to calm my voice. I mutter, picking at the cloak. “If anything happens to me, I love you.”

      I’ve very rarely said it outright, least of all to my family, but I’d regret it if I died without uttering it at least once when I could.

      Zaire can practically sense the defeatism. His eyes narrow. “We need to run, I take it.”

      I nod. “Not yet, but soon.”

      Whatever amount of trouble Zaire believes I am in, it’s far more dire than he could imagine. Even Zaire knows I am not held hostage for no reason. Something is wrong.

      As our time nearly eclipses, and Eşken makes a point of disengaging the lock, Zaire’s absinthe-green eyes darken with his final words of brotherly counsel.

      “Ife, this is a man of war. Do not join his war hunt.”
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      “Are you ready to see her, as I vowed?” Eşken asks a handful of minutes later, leading me to the left side of the luxury guest cabins. His generosity is not subtle—he’s reminding me that he has everyone I love under his authority and power. The teak doors are armed with two defector soldiers on each side.

      I feel silly with the melting bowl of fudge ice cream in my grasp. I feel useless with the frozen ice cream I stole from the naval kitchens, desperate to comfort her, in need of her.

      Kateri.

      As promised, Eşken opens the antique doors. If he noticed that I stole from the captain’s personal reserves, he doesn’t say anything; however, I can see he senses how deeply she matters to me. The interest settles in his eyes.

      But I can’t hide it anymore. I can’t escape my feelings any longer.

      I’ve missed her for days. It feels like years since I’ve inhaled her hibiscus scent through my lungs.

      Kateri wears a shapeless frock and apron, but it doesn’t matter, I’d recognize her anywhere on earth.

      As soon as I see her, I don’t care that I am meant to be the poised chief princess. I don’t care about my bloodline that belongs to the bone king, requiring me to act in dignity. I don’t care about the absurd cloak that has lasted throughout the decades, I tear off the war garment to allow me to run to her.

      My legs trip over themselves and we stumble toward each other. I grip her sobbing, wet face in my hands, kissing her cheeks, her lips, her hair, swallowing in her scent, as if my lungs can never be full of her.

      “You’re alive,” I cry out, “You’re alive, Kateri⁠—”

      I’m still not used to seeing her with her head shorn, her ear missing. My eyes don’t even know where to look first, searching for any immediate injuries on her shoulders, her hands, her left ear. Any signs that Eşken and his men might’ve hurt her.

      I expect Kateri to lash out at me, viciously slap me across the face for endangering her life. I deserve it.

      This entire honeymoon vacation went wrong because of me. She warned me not to elope with him.

      But I was too driven by bloodthirst and now we’re trapped. I wait for her to at least scream at me.

      Instead, after a moment of stunned shock, she throws her arms around my shoulders, dragging me with her to the ground. Pounding on my arm. “He told me you were dead—” She hits my arm with all her strength. “Don’t you ever scare me like that! Don’t you ever leave me alone on this earth.” She weeps against my shoulder. “He told me you died.”

      Her face contorts with grief.

      “I was supposed to be dead and replaced.” I tremble with relief beneath her. “You’re the only reason I was alive, Kit. The gold clips you gave me saved my life.”

      With my fingers damp with salty tears, I unravel the clips in my palm, revealing the bladed weapons she hid inside of my hair accessories.

      Kateri kisses my fingers. As if they’re made of gold.

      “Did he hurt you?” Kateri whispers, checking that Eşken is out of earshot.

      I shake my head, despite my dire circumstances.

      “Did . . . the sniper general . . . hurt you?” she asks, timidly, knowing that it’s not her place to pry inside of a marriage, let alone be bold enough to ask what the general of high rank has done to me. “He hurt you, didn’t he?”

      I cover her mouth quickly, checking over my own shoulder to ensure that Eşken is still out of hearing range. Although I wouldn’t put it past him to utilize surveillance measures.

      “Maximus didn’t hurt me.” That much is true enough. It’s Rainer who is the threat. I need to form a deal with Eşken to get Kateri out of here. “I’m fine. Listen, Kateri.”

      “You are not fine⁠—”

      “The wedding⁠—”

      “Forget the wedding! How could you even think about the wedding?”

      “The wedding is everything.”

      Kateri checks my temperature as if I might be running a fever. “You’re not well. You’re delirious right now.”

      “I am fine,” I insist, because I need to insist. I’ve exposed Kateri too much as it is. “I will get you out of here⁠—”

      Kateri grips my hands in her damp fingers. “You need to come with me. You can’t stay here on your own. You’re just a girl out here.”

      “I am a wife,” I remind her with a strained throat. This is still my honeymoon as a bride.

      Husbands like Rainer would sooner kill a thousand men than ever let me leave him. Abandoning his sworn vow, discarding his marriage, as if it were nothing, would make him a common man, and in Rainer’s vision, he is destined for glory. He refuses to have anything in common with mediocre men. I spill lies out of my mouth to protect her. “I love him too much to ever leave him. He’s my heart.”

      “How could you still love him?” Kateri whines, her voice a choked gasp. “Ife, this is the end. These men will annihilate every foreigner left in their path. Whether it’s a week from now, a month, a year, we need to run away.”

      I offer her the fudge that I managed to melt into the bowls, knowing how much we both love ice cream, and I gather the blankets filled with pilfered goods. I stand up to retrieve popcorn from one of the kitchenette counters. “Look, popcorn! There’s plenty of salty, buttery snacks. We could read books or watch a movie⁠—”

      But she knocks the popcorn out of my hands, spraying it everywhere, as she holds onto my shoulders. As if she is trying to anchor me to the shores of reality. To claw the truth into me as she tightens her grasp. “These men will use you and leave you behind. Even if they kill us, we could spend a day free in the sun together. You won’t have to answer to him as your husband. You can just be a teenage girl.”

      I sink to the floor to scoop the pieces of wasted popcorn back into the bowls, as if that’s the reason I have tears in my eyes. I am too ashamed to tell Kateri that I gave Maximus my girlhood already. There’s no girl left in me. I had my first bleed in his compound. I learned makeup, wifely duties, and self-made contraception all on my own in his compound.

      I’ve spent more holidays with Maximus and Thorsten than I have with my own family, all because I was raised deep in concealment from the Allied Force.

      I need this vengeance. I need it.

      I can’t even remember much of myself before I set my sights on vengeance. Rainer killed my grandfather in front of me when I was only a child. I was born to kill him in return.

      My hands gather into fists. Rainer doesn’t get to kill my family members and simply live the rest of his frozen existence within the final Allied Force objective. I will end him if I do nothing else.

      I will slit my own throat myself to kill us both, before he gets to live.

      However, I chirp. “Don’t be silly! I left home already; I am not a girl.”

      Kateri wipes the tears from my eyes. “Even if you ran away from home, you’re still only a girl. Don’t let the Allied Force take these years from you.”

      I dust my hands off. “Baking! Let’s make cookies!”

      However, Kateri has her mind made up. “There is an island we can escape to. Even if we just make the tropical island up in our heads in the woods one day when they come for us. If you want, we can do our hair together, sing songs at the top of our lungs, wear mud masks, and dance in the wilderness while they kill us. Even if it’s just for one day, come with me.”

      Her eyes plead. Kateri knows it’s the end of foreigners in history; this is our last chance to have control over our lives. To end all of it on our own terms.

      I can’t give in. I can’t have nothing.

      Head General can’t inherit the world after he destroyed it in his grip. I adapt my silliest voice. “Kateri, we have ice cream! I was so worried that they wouldn’t have our favorites! But look!”

      I scoop my finger across the fudge and hum happily. I cover us in blankets to cuddle together. Kateri surrenders at last.

      Kateri sinks herself against my shoulder, sitting right beside me, listening to my singing deep into the night. It’s almost midnight before she whispers. “Remember when you used to giggle about the snowfall because you’d never seen snow before? How pure and delicate the sky looked?”

      My throat tightens.

      Kateri rests her head against my bone. “When the foreigners died in the winter and the soldiers stood and watched, I realized then how young you were. I knew that he would never see you the way you were meant to be seen. I notice how you shiver now whenever you see the snow start to fall in the North Pole. I see how scared you are of snow now. He will never see it.”

      I tilt my head, innocently. “What do you mean?”

      “The sniper general is a ferocious protector; he would crack open the earth for you if you ask him. He will protect you against every adversary in his war path. However, it will take your innocence and your girlhood for him to achieve your safety. Is it worth it?”

      I draw circles in her arms. “I want to try on dresses, maybe crowns.” My voice warbles. “I had a dream once that I ran out of tiaras.”

      Please understand that I can’t give in. Please, leave it alone.

      In response, Kateri pops a piece of popcorn in her mouth. “You at least could’ve brought wine so we could drink to our own demise,” she mutters against my arm. “It’s fitting that I am on a ship with you because I suppose I’m willing to sink to the bottom of the ocean with you.”

      “The ship floats, silly,” I say. “It has motors.”

      She sets herself against the wall, resigned. “Anything can sink, if it’s destined to fall.”
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      “Teach me how to fight.”

      I drop the cracked sword and shield at his feet.

      Hazen is asleep outside in the snow as if it’s a field of grass in the summer. I’ve found him where I suspected, at the edge of the taiga, the vast land open on all sides of him allowing him to see or hear an enemy approaching. His resting place is a carpet of pine cones, pine needles, and twigs artfully laid on the ground.

      He rests his dark shirt over his face to protect his eyes from the glare of the sun, but make no mistake, even though his eyes are shielded, he knows exactly where I am at all times. If I were to make any sudden movement, he would know exactly where to strike.

      Which is precisely why I need him to teach me to fight before I am locked on a Vikąrian ship with Eşken.

      Hazen says from beneath the shirt, “Bold of you to assume you’re ready for sharp-bladed swords and metal shields. With your commitment to impulsivity, no less.”

      “This is not an impulsive thought.” I remind him, “I’ve fought with a wood-handled axe in the Great Hunt before. Not to mention, the gladiator battles.”

      “Ah, wood is exactly like a heavy weighted sword of full metal, of course.”

      I already feel the familiar tingles of irritation rising within me. “Will you teach me to fight or not? I can teach myself if you won’t.”

      “You could teach yourself, if you had the time or patience of which you have neither.” That’s the whole point. I don’t have much time before I have to meet Eşken. He removes his carbon-black shirt from his eyes to squint up at me. “It saddens me that you are still idealistic about how your life is fated to end in times like these.”

      “I refuse not to try.”

      Hazen collapses back onto the snow with indifference. “That will be your downfall then. I don’t wish to be a part of that.”

      “What if you’re wrong? What if I will see my family again?” I urge on.

      Hazen pulls a solemn breath through his nostrils. “I want nothing more than for you to prove me wrong, fireborn. Life is not fair that way.”

      “Then train me while you still can. Help me.” Tears gather in my eyes, and I hate how close I am to begging him. All at once, I throw away my pride and fall to my knees beside him. I gather his hands into my lap, pleading. “If there’s any part of you that is still hopeful in all of the desolation around us, please harness it to teach me. I won’t argue with you if you teach me. I won’t pout. I’ll listen. I’ll learn. I swear it.”

      How can I draw in breath on earth without trying to find my brothers and sisters?

      I won’t abandon my little ones, not while I still have life in this body.

      Even if there’s a thick clot of blood in my chest, spreading through my lungs. The Great Hunt depleted most of my orún, then the gladiator battles ravaged through my orún until I was on the verge of collapse, then the ceremony exacerbated it. I summoned fire against the raider on the roof.

      I am running out of time to live.

      My orún will burn through my bone marrow and flesh like a plague.

      It will leave me for dead since I never inhaled the Kōn volcanic ash that helps most fireborns survive wild, powerful orún. I need to find another way to fight.

      Hazen gazes at me with pained eyes, as though he can see the destiny before me in the path ahead. However, he lumbers to stand in his worn soldier boots. “First, I will not teach you with a sword until you can master a wooden sword. You cannot earn a wooden sword until you’ve conquered a tree branch. You cannot be trusted with a branch until you have surmounted your own mind.”

      Hope fills me and I fling myself into his arms. “You won’t regret this.”

      His damaged eyes close for a moment, as if he already regrets it. When he opens his eyes, they are hardened. “Remove your coat.”

      It’s less than thirty degrees Fahrenheit outside in bear country, but I don’t question him and I open the buttons of my jacket. It’ll help me fight easier anyway. However, he doesn’t even ask me to throw a punch or display a kick. Instead, he has me sit in the freezing snow and high winds.

      “Won’t we catch frostbite?”

      “No speaking.”

      I swallow my protest. I spit a hunk of blood onto the fallen snow instead.

      Hazen rests a hand on my shoulder. “You will spend the night with the winter until you’ve learned its sorrow. Until you’ve tasted the death of the earth in its winter and accepted you are the same. Your nights will be consumed with nothing but the silence of frost and wind.”

      I can hardly stand to be alone with my thoughts. My mind is in a constant rush of panic, with the memories of hundreds of bodies suffering around me. However, I force myself to nod at him. If he needs me to rest in the snow mounds, it’s for a reason.

      The layers of clothes will keep me warm enough to not contract frostbite, but they will not shield me from the agony of the harsh weather.

      By the time it’s the iced morning, I don’t think my bones can move. They stopped aching well before midnight, succumbing to numb stiffness. I assumed Hazen would start a fresh fire to keep warm by nightfall. However, he stood behind me in silence for all eight hours until sunrise.

      “Stand on your feet.”

      My bad foot is half dead, but I stumble to my feet, barely able to catch a branch pitched my way in time.

      “You’re too loyal to protecting your weak side,” Hazen scolds as I give a few practice hits. He defends against the blows easily. I thrust harder, faster. Hazen chastises, even though we’re similar in age, “You’re brash and young. You’re so centered on your survival that you forget the other person wants to survive as greatly, if not more than you. Stop thinking like yourself and start thinking like them.”

      “What if I don’t know them?” I ask, parrying a strike to my arm.

      Hazen responds with a second strike toward my abdomen. “You know human nature. You know what savagery the human condition is capable of.” Hazen distracts me with a blow to my knee before snatching the branch out of my hand like a disappointed parent would treat a child. “Even if you don’t inherently know your opponent, you know their kind. And if you still can’t figure them out, treat them as if you’d be slain by them in their war path otherwise. Do you understand?”

      I grunt in pain, clutching my kneecap. I hadn’t even seen him hit my knee. The skin there is too numb to feel it deeply, but the instant sting alone is shredding through my tendons and muscles.

      I groan, barely able to land a solid shot on him. “I haven’t slept.”

      “The enemy won’t care, therefore I can’t care if you ate or slept.”

      I reach to yank the branch back from him, but he catches my wrist. “You need to treat this branch as if it’s a blade. Imagine if you tried to grip the tip of a blade. You’ll sever your fingers quickly. Do not let this be mere wood in your hand.”

      Before I can respond, Hazen pulls me off my feet into his chest. He pivots, turning me around, so my back is braced against his pectorals. His heavy fingers slide up my waist, keeping me locked against him. With his other hand, he traces the extension of my arm and places the branch firmly in my hand. “This is the hilt of a sword, no matter what it looks like. All right?”

      I grip it with full strength, but he loosens my hold.

      “You need flexibility and rotation in your wrist. You’ll waste unnecessary strength if you clutch as hard as you can. Wield it as an extension of yourself instead. Where the mind goes, the sword will follow, when you practice thoroughly.”

      My teeth chatter so rapidly that I almost can’t speak an hour later. The peak of the sun has not reached the woods yet and I’m so frozen, I can’t stand much longer on my trembling knees. “Can I sit down again?”

      “No. There are Vikąrian six-year-olds who can fend for themselves in subzero temperatures, carving through the glacier ridges for meat and flesh—fully independent on their own.”

      My body has grown pampered from not being in the fields from dawn until twilight.

      By pampered I mean I’ve only now stopped waking up in cold sweat, screaming with night terrors of the Great Hunt—only because I finally have a larger horror ahead of me.

      I shiver as his gloved hands track up my shirt, skimming across my skin, lighting the surface beneath his touch. His lips find my ear, breathing heat into my eardrum. “Are you hungry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Use the hunger inside of you. As you ache for food, never forget that feeling of desperation and grit. Use it in battle and utilize it whenever you can.”

      Right now, I harness the hunger into my grasp as I turned to face him with the hefty branch in my right hand.

      Hazen shakes his head, approaching me with an experienced gait. “Without a shield, keep both hands attached to your sword, if you can. Your free hand might be used against you otherwise. If it’s unattended at your side for example . . .” Within a blink, he’s behind me, twisting my open arm behind my back, kicking in my calves, thrusting me onto my knees, and pinning me to the snowed ground all in one swift movement. “Anyone could attack you from behind and twist your bone right out of its socket.”

      He doesn’t need to perform the violent act of dislocating my shoulder to prove it; he helps me to my feet instead.

      He cautions me. “You need to know what your hands are doing at all times.”

      “You seem to be the best with your hands.” It feels unfair. How can I possibly catch up at this rate?

      For some reason, a smirk widens on Hazen’s face. “Are you asking to find out if I am the best with my hands, sorceress?”

      “No, I’d much prefer to find out if you’re best with your tongue,” I say, which makes Hazen’s skin visibly flush.

      While he’s distracted, I attempt to lunge for his femur, but he anticipates the movement, and even though I kept both hands on my sword, he weaponizes my physical stance against me instead, targeting my bad foot like an opponent would.

      I fall on my back in seconds, windless, robbed of air for a second time.

      Hazen clicks his tongue in disapproval. “You stand with your feet too wide apart. It’s an effort to keep from showing you have a weaker side. All it does is draw more attention to it.”

      Landing on the snow forces me to leap out of it if only to shake the icy drift from my limbs. My skin is chafed, my lips cracked with dryness, even after I run my tongue across it for moisture.

      Hazen sets a hand on my arm. “Keep in mind these are men who have trained in military combat since the age of six. You will not be able to catch up to them at eighteen.”

      “Tell me how I can live through this then.”

      He tosses the branch into my hand.

      “You die with honor—but first, you outsmart them.”
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        * * *

      

      The town has emptied after word of Eşken spreads. The snow-paved streets are abandoned of life, the wooden houses are locked with their shutters drawn, and the wilderness is cleared of dancing, playing children despite the open sun and rare rise of temperature.

      With the scarcity of fuel necessary for vehicles, most of the town travels by foot, which has kept the population low and the town itself small enough to be self-sufficient near the water. Therefore, it wouldn’t take much for a Vikąrian fleet to render the entire town to remnants given their size comparison.

      Even one Vikąrian vessel could mean the end of life here. Their flames could consume homes, fish markets, bathhouses, and outdoor hunt keeps without effort—along with every wild game left within it.

      Their bullets are capable of much worse.

      Out of respect for Valstark, a merchant offers his horse for me to ride to meet Eşken. After Valstark meets first with Eşken in the newly arrived Vikąrian warship, I will be permitted to sit face-to-face with the feared man. However, once Valstark departs, the merchant’s mouth is drawn tight as Hazen comes to retrieve the horse. He spits on the ground. “Vikąrian brute.”

      Hazen ignores it, taking hold of the reins as the merchant flinches. The merchant raises his voice. “You’re one of Eşken’s men, aren’t you?”

      “I belong to no one.” Hazen disregards the man’s eyes trailing down his sandy blond hair, his ex-military posture, and trained demeanor. Then, finally, the mark of Eşken on his hand.

      Wary, the man keeps his distance. Even though not one other soul is outside, from their home window shutters, I can feel every eye on Hazen. What war will Eşken bring to the rural town?

      My thoughts are interrupted. A muscular arm wraps around my waist to lift me onto the horse, the hand lingering for a moment. Hazen asks me, his voice low on my ear again to make sure he’s not overheard, “Are you certain you want to meet alone with him?”

      “I am certain,” I whisper back in his ear, though doubtless the warkiller can hear us. “Valstark demands my blood.”

      I need to know all my options first, then I can decide which of the two men—Valstark or Eşken—is more dangerous. However, my stomach falls to the earth as Hazen responds,

      “Eşken will demand your blood, too.” I feel the rough surface of Hazen’s hand span over my skin as he whispers. “I will not let him take it easily.”

      His grasp around my waist tightens briefly, and I look up to find his neck veins clenched like steel rods. “Promise me you won’t make any instinctive decisions with him. Not without warning me first to caution you. War is his first nature.”

      Right now, if anyone were spying on us, it would appear like we are in a romantic embrace, even if it’s not. I kiss his lips endearingly, pretending for the silent spectators as if I am ensorcelling him beneath my bewitchment.

      He presses his hand over his heart as if he’s hexed under me.

      After I promise not to be impulsive, Hazen lifts me without difficulty onto the brown horse. He gazes at the extensive forest ahead as if he can calculate the escape routes within its density. Already, I know he has a plan.

      However, I don’t know if it will cost his life to execute it.
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      As if I don’t have enough stress trying to kill me, the vessel suddenly breaches onto foreign shores. Since it’s pitch-dark outside the windows, I can’t see much. I can only grasp a railing quickly as the vessel collides with gravity.

      It’s powerful enough to worry Thorsten, who nibbles on his thumb, opening the doors to poke his blond head outside.

      “Thorsten—” I whisper, horrified, but he slips out of our room. He hasn’t been able to climb the rafters or the walls, and he’s getting restless and seasick. I feel helpless with a four-year-old, rushing to grab him as he tries to wander out into the hall of cabins for something fun.

      Thorsten tugs me toward the elevators.

      “Toy!” he exclaims, using the full strength of his giddy facial expression. He signs, Climb!

      “We can’t climb the elevator, it’s not a toy,” I tell him, before there’s a sound.

      Far down the hall, the bank of elevators opens without warning, and I swiftly dive us into an alcove.

      Eşken’s men secure their rifles, filing out into the sublevel floor, arming themselves as if an entire military is on the way to obliterate our vessel.

      “Keep your eyes on Valstark.” The radio is static. “The warkiller is on his way.”

      Is Valstark the soldier that went rogue?

      Why would Eşken allow him onto the evacuation vessel with the rest of us?

      My heart pounds, and I haul Thorsten behind me. He’s bored; we’ve been sailing relentlessly into the frantic, frothy tidal waves, but if there’s any action or hope for adventure, he’ll be an energetic toddler. He’ll be racing all over the vessel, oblivious of the danger we’re in.

      I lift him into my arms, attempting to squint through the moonless windows to decipher where we’ve been taken in the cloak of darkness. This isn’t the Kilrød.

      “Ginger cookie?” I keep him preoccupied with snacks. I always keep his favorite cookies on hand; he likes to bite them into dinosaur shapes. Look, it’s a triceratops!

      As the halls open, the salty winds break through my hair. Eşken’s voice spills in from the hall and I squeeze Thorsten and myself farther back into the alcove. Thorsten gives a small protest, until I hand him a bigger cookie, but with a pinch of worry I realize his forehead is hot. He might have a fever. Did Eşken poison a child?

      Weighted, metal bootsteps approach as Eşken’s voice grows closer and a man the size of mountains enters the vessel. The radio emits another gurgle of static. “Valstark is on board. Remain vigilant.”

      Together, they stride in step through the banners of the Vikąrian flag on the vessel. They are heading my way. Alone.

      “I salvaged you to extend your life.” Eşken’s voice is softened. “The life you deserved.”

      “You salvaged me for yourself; you’ve always known that. I accepted death.” Valstark’s eyes are worn. “I never wanted this existence for myself.”

      “You never wanted to avenge yourself against him, still, in all these years?” Eşken entreats further, as though this is an ache they’ve fought over a million times before, an ache Eşken can’t forgive. “Barringęr left you to die. Even if you only live to kill him in return, live for that. If you cannot live for me, live for your honor.”

      Valstark does not bear the same ache in his voice. “I’ve kept my honor, Luçan. I died with it. I committed my kills and deserved my death for it.”

      Luçan Warmark’s high rank in the military explains how he was able to command an entire military vessel and remove my security detail. However, what is Valstark’s rank now that he’s on board?

      Far in front of me, Eşken’s features contort into a Rorschach of violence, heightened with the thirst for vengeance. “Barringęr gave your weapons to a random soldier, as though you were nothing to him. Now, he operates the entire Kilrød from the throne that was your birthright. Seize it from him.” His warmonger’s tone spares room for nothing other than total internecion. “There is a wedding for his son and Barringęr will attend. As you killed the Traeger Island officials, it is time to slaughter the highest members in command there as well, as we prepared.”

      He mentions that the island ambuscade and killings of the officials were merely a trial run for the grand scale. By the time the entire insurgency is complete, the empire will crumble into a relic, Barringęr’s legacy forever tainted.

      “Luçan, my children lived on. My wife is remarried. What legacy or birthright do I need—” Valstark catches my eye, his eyes darker than death itself.

      Unaware of me, Eşken presses on. “Barringęr did nothing to secure the rightful inheritance of your children. Now his children are on board.”

      A silence fills the vessel.

      Valstark’s eyes drift briefly to Thorsten, and his gaze latches on for a full second, before meeting my own again. It sends a frozen chill down my spine, like hiemal tendrils binding around my bone.

      At last, Valstark asks, “Where is the eldest? You’ve kept me for four years in a foreign empire for the eldest to mature in mind, body, and rank.”

      My heart skips a beat. Valstark plans to kill Maximus?

      Eşken responds, “I’ve had to keep you in the North Transatlantic Empire for the sake of concealment. If Barringęr ever discovered you are still alive, he would’ve killed you himself. Do not disregard his measure for blood lust.” Eşken’s hands grind behind his back at the thought that Barringęr could separate them twice in life. All of Eşken’s efforts wasted. “At the moment, Maximus is stationed with the stealth unit in pursuit of you after you liberated the island. I have his wife, and he will come for her in time.”

      “Maximus will arrive for his wife? Why wouldn’t he simply have her sent to the Kilrød on his orders?” Valstark stares straight at me until I rip my eyes away, gripping Thorsten with my life.

      “He loves her beyond reason,” Eşken remarks as his retina is scanned.

      “She is the Kōn descendant without orún in her blood.” Valstark locks his eyes on my pink hair, a remnant of my lack of orún, as they continue their progress through the vessel. “Why would he take that one for a wife?”

      “Men own their vices. She is a small, helpless thing. He is soft for her, I suppose.” Eşken is only one stray glance from noticing me, no matter how tightly I constrict us inside the alcove. My foot nearly slips, and I curse myself for almost spilling out into the hall, but I grind my feet deeper against the walls.

      I clench my teeth, straining myself inside the feeble space, for once grateful for my petite stature and toddler. This would be impossible with Vørian here.

      “If Barringęr’s son cares for women, then he owns a heart as his vice.” My skin prickles, as if the warkiller can hear my every breath, the sound of my heartbeat as Eşken shakes his head.

      “He is not as compassionate as I expected. He has the highest kill record for the sniper unit in military history. He earned it in blood.”

      Valstark frowns with a note of disdain. “I’ve heard of it. Even from the foreign territories, his legend has spread.”

      Eşken informs him, “Since Maximus was young, his kill accuracy is without equal. His aim is peerless in its mastery. Right now, his body is in its prime physical condition; it complicates the matter.” As I examine the warkiller’s massive, brawny body, it hits me.

      Are they planning to make Maximus into one of their warkillers?

      Thankfully, Valstark steps in front of Eşken before he has a chance to see me, halting him in his path. “Luçan, I answered your call as I vowed to always answer to your hail. However, I know what this concerns. I have no interest in your war.”

      “Then you are in favor of the final objective of eliminating all foreigners. Including your precious town.”

      Valstark levels a hard look at Eşken. “We must prevent war. I am not interested in adding any further dead to the history legends.”

      Eşken lowers his voice. “Do you care for them—the mountain town?”

      “No war must befall the North Transatlantic Empire, Luçan.” Valstark’s boots resume their heavy gait, the two men heading away from me. “My contribution to murder has ended.”

      “Then you care for them too deeply,” Eşken says after him.

      Valstark refuses to respond, but the possibility that he might care for foreigners remains firm in my mind. Could Valstark be the foreign sympathizer? Could he become a potential ally to finally defeat the Allied Force?

      Valstark won’t live long enough to become my ally if Rainer arrives and kills him. If Maximus’s body is injured in the process, Head General Størmbane will set the world on fire before the sun even has a chance to set.

      Head General has never loved any of his three wives, not one of his several sons. Until Maximus.

      To my surprise, Valstark stays the course to the prevention of war. “The North Transatlantic Empire cannot survive war at this time.”

      However, Eşken is undeterred. “Then it will be prevented. However, a weak, foreign woman must kill him. His purity empire must be contaminated. The final objective must fail, ending his legacy. His legend must be desecrated. It’s what he has always deserved. It’s what we swore.”

      “To sabotage the empire will still require war. We must sabotage the doctrines instead, the held beliefs themselves.”

      “We have the manpower now.” Eşken strides on as if Valstark hadn’t responded. “I have spent decades to acquire further power. We will empty his bloodline.”

      “You are not listening. The slaughter of his sons will incur a war that will become a full obliteration. You know this, Luçan. Millions more Vikąrian citizens will enlist to extinguish every last hint of foreign life on behalf of the Størmbane bloodline. It would bring forth the final objective even sooner than estimated. His ambition will be realized, even if he is dead.”

      By his expression, Eşken knows this. However, he is driven to full obliteration, even of himself, to avenge the only person he ever had love for. His war partner, who now looks at him as though he were an inexorable mass murderer.

      “She is the first foreigner in his bloodline. It will be a historic victory to demolish centuries of blood purity with her. To end decades of his life’s work with an outsider—a fragile woman.”

      “Barringęr doesn’t care for blood purity. The purebred doctrines were a tool for the Størmbane lineage to obtain control and gain unity within our countrymen. Now that he has that power, he wants orún to perfect his bloodline with immortality. All to lord over the same men who believe he’s their brethren. He’s not. My brother is their eternal ruler.”

      Eşken is sending us all to the afterlife with him. Wait.

      My brother is their eternal ruler.

      I feel a rush of cold shock. Valstark is Wulfgar Størmbane? Wulfgar Størmbane is alive?

      I need to forge an alliance with Valstark. While I still can.

      For the second time in my life, I need an alliance with a Størmbane.
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      A hand grips my arm. I turn to find a tyrant glaring down at me.

      Vørian snarls, “Where have you been?”

      I attempt to pull my arm out of his strict hold before Eşken can see us in the pillared alcove, but Vørian is three times stronger than me, and his hold hurts enough that I know there will be a tender bruise in the morning. Vørian has only ever touched foreigners he intends to kill, and in his ice-green eyes he could kill me dead right now.

      He hasn’t forgotten that a foreigner disgraced him in front of thousands by seizing victory over his now-dead youth league members. A sorceress no less.

      He can’t live it down.

      His hair is chaotic, his uniform is disheveled, his eyes are wild and strung. He hyperventilates like a beast, darting his eyes for victims, but he settles on me. Of course, somehow, this must be my fault.

      I fight to keep my voice even. “I’ve been with the north general, Vørian.”

      “Maximus ordered you to remain under my watch,” he explodes, removing Thorsten from my arms and setting him onto his feet. “He put me in charge of your keep. You deliberately defied my orders. If you ever disregard my orders again, I will⁠—”

      Since I always have to pretend to be Maximus’s docile wife, I can’t shove Vørian into the alcove, tell him to shut up, and warn him about Eşken with every curse known to man to stake it through his head like a meat cleaver that Eşken will kill him. Listen to me, Vørian. For once in your wretched life, listen to me.

      Right now, even though Vørian is only fourteen, he’s more than a foot taller than me. He’s six foot already, his height increasing with the promise of more size and strength, more of a threat in the future. “Where is this captain?”

      He darts his gaze around, landing on Eşken ahead of us.

      “Does there seem to be an issue?” Eşken asks cordially, his eyes glancing down at Vørian’s fists. He appears more concerned with the fact that Vørian is still uncontrollably bellicose, still assaultive even after several sedations. Vørian’s hectic march forward nearly collides him with Eşken, his voice commanding with the blood quickly draining out of Vørian’s face as he witnesses Valstark enter the north general’s quarters. The burnished doors shut behind the warkiller. Vørian shakes his head, likely convincing himself it’s an apparition, and I’m grateful for it, because if he wasn’t still drowsy from the inhibitors, he would’ve lunged to kill the other man.

      His own uncle, unbeknownst to him.

      Instead, Vørian delivers a military salute, as is custom when in the presence of a higher-ranked man. His right fist to his head, his left fist sternly against his back. “Permission for inquiry.”

      Eşken’s eyes are still on where Vørian held me in his fist. By now, Eşken has likely studied the executions led by Vørian Størmbane, already infamous throughout certain parts of the Kilrød youth leagues.

      Vørian prides himself on gruesome, unrestrained executions held publicly, as it builds his battle fame. Maximus had earned his political kills in actual war. However, Vørian was too young at the time to earn any kills of glory.

      He’s never even been to war. And that broils him inside.

      Now he has a crushing defeat to add to the embarrassment.

      “Permission granted,” Eşken tells him, and returns the salute, despite his clearly low opinion of the hellion.

      “Which part of the Kilrød have we arrived at?” Vørian asks him, rocking back and forth on his heels.

      “We are not headed to the Kilrød. We are currently on foreign shores.”

      Vørian’s brows rise with blood lust. “Then we are after the warkiller?”

      “No, there are no intentions to hunt the warkiller aboard my vessel. There are children and women under my charge,” Eşken says composedly, as if he cares whether the women and children burn in his drive of retribution. “Including your younger brother.”

      However, Vørian responds, “The women and children will not be in my way.”

      “You are your father’s son,” Eşken says in a tone that is not a compliment. He’s seen all he needs to see of Vørian Størmbane.

      I almost want to beg for Eşken to allow me to see my brother and Kateri so that I can take Thorsten already and get as far from his reach as we can.

      Instead, Eşken gazes directly at me. “You all must be tired. Allow the vessel to serve you a meal and rest. The wedding will be soon.”

      “I’ve rested enough,” Vørian says roughly, breaking past me. “With all due respect, I would like use of your weapons and artillery annex to train.”

      “Of course,” Eşken says, nodding for his men to escort Vørian. However, Vørian refuses to allow me out of his sight. He glares for me to walk ahead of him, where he can keep his watch over me.

      Though I tread after him, I glance over my shoulder at the closed captain’s quarters, where the warkiller who caused the evacuation of the entire forced labor camp now stands within.

      We enter the elevators, finally ascending from the sublevel floors to the main deck of the vessel, decorated with banners and dining tables. There’s a fresh, salty breeze that wafts in, replacing the horrid scent of the decomposed bodies still stuck in my memory.

      We head toward the lavish foyer of the first level, where the entryway to the outside expands into utter darkness and unknown territory. Foolishly, I expected the hot, tropical night of another colonized island, but instead, there’s an arctic forest of spruces, hemlocks, and larches.

      It’s not the Arctic of the North Pole, where snow masses and mountains are populated with glaciers in between the regions. The Kilrød icebergs are always gigantic, scraping the horizon in every direction. Here, it’s lowlands and forestry. Where are we?

      Where did all the Allied Force civilians go?

      The only confirmation they ever existed are half-eaten lobster meals, overturned champagne flutes, and misplaced gloves missing a hand.

      I gaze into the night for any sign of them in the distance.

      There’s a shoreline of timberland homes peppered all over the sands and deep into the forests. There’s a herd of migrating deer dispersing at the sight of the vessel. The sea is full of otters and beavers to the edge of the entrance, and I realize it’s not a sea at all—the waters are brackish like a river.

      Ahead of us, a flag is raised on a pole that makes my breath catch.

      The North Transatlantic Empire.

      That can’t be possible.

      However, without warning, a rural farmer with a shotgun breaks forward out of the dark. “Eşken. You leave here right now or we’ll force you out. We’ve dealt with raiders—we will deal with you.”

      His Vikąrian is broken, and by his inflection, he’s from the North Transatlantic Empire. Ready to kill for his land.

      His makeshift bulletproof vest reads LIBERTY MILITIA in hard print. He can’t afford a solid armored helmet, but he does not back down, as if he is made of Kevlar.

      “The Authority Control might let you breach our shores, afraid of your armed forces, but we will not stand for your war!” He spits so hard, saliva splatters the steps of the open vessel.

      By his words, there are others within the sightless dark, and while the rural people were calculated enough not to bring forth torches of fire to expose their exact locations, Eşken has a far greater arsenal. “I am not here for war.”

      However, by the brutal glint in Eşken’s eye, that could change if the man stands in his path much longer. In Eşken’s eyes, Valstark’s heart for the town has distracted him from his ambitions, the plans they’ve carved in destiny since they were young.

      Envy simmers in his expression as Eşken realizes no harm may come to them by his hand because Valstark cares for them. Valstark has forged a life without him.

      In the smolder of his eyes, the vanity of his heartache, Eşken refuses to accept the reality of the situation. The excruciation of what it is to love in vain.

      To demand war in an eternal anguish.

      Wulfgar Størmbane’s original body is dead, and even if he could return him to life, he will never again gaze into the actual eyes of his vencęr. The real warmth of his skin is gone. The authentic scent of his body has dissipated into the earth.

      All there’s left to fight for is the history of a man who never wanted to live any longer.

      Confronted with the presence of the town that matters to Valstark, a visceral ache contorts Eşken’s face momentarily, before he recovers in front of the farmers defending their land, liberty, and freedom.

      “We will not raid your territory, we are not pillagers,” Eşken manages, hands kept behind his back, leaving himself open for buckshot to the chest. After a minute, defused, the farmer lowers his shotgun.

      However, without warning, a utility knife lodges in the farmer’s right eye.

      “Vørian, no!” I scream.

      Vørian charges forward at the man before the stranger can raise the firearm again. Vørian slams his boot into the knife hilt, sinking the blade straight through the skull. Another man sprints out of the dark, wielding a pitchfork, and Vørian deflects the stab aimed for his ribcage, snatching the silver handle and crushing his elbow into the man’s nasal cartilage. The shard of bone shoots straight into the man’s brain.

      Ripping the pitchfork free from his dead hand, Vørian embeds the rusted tines deep into the abdomen of the attacker, spooling blood onto the vessel steps.

      I shriek. “Vørian!”

      Vørian searches the dead bodies for weapons, disappointed to find only rudimentary combat utensils and a crossbow. He snatches a handful of arrows and steals the quiver. He loads in two arrows, then ignites the tips, before sending them into a wave of men coming for us. Burning the bodies alive. He will not be humiliated three times by foreigners. No one will snicker and chortle at him again. This is his chance to avenge his pride.

      He fires arrow after scorching arrow into homes, shorelines, and bodies, even after the men retreat for heavier weapons.

      “Vørian!”

      Meanwhile, Vørian glowers at Eşken as he seizes the first man’s heavy packs of ammunition for the shotgun. “Let the foreign vermin come.”
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      The horse trots ahead toward the dense edge of the taiga where the wintry forest touches the Noatak River, its speed hurtling us through the night air. Though Eşken demanded I arrive alone to the shores of the Noatak, out of the corner of my eye I see Hazen, who was once a glint in the distant forestry, has grown closer.

      Hazen runs after me at full force.

      A dark sensation settles over my chest, as if warning me to stop, but white static is roaring too loudly in my ears to hear the screams and cries ahead. The massive light I assumed was from the barge that Eşken brought, I now discover are small homes lit ablaze.

      Valstark warned Eşken would bring war, but he had stated that this was merely a meeting of the two men and me. By now, word has rapidly spread that a fireborn was discovered, and men all over the Allied Force would be on the hunt for the blood of orún.

      I don’t bear the protection of a chief princess married to a high-ranked sniper general.

      Instead, I have an ex-soldier with the rough hands of a battle-experienced warrior, sprinting with all his breath toward me. Right into the heart of danger.

      Even in the darkness, now fiery with hungry flame, I can hear him.

      Vørian Størmbane.

      Women flee for the shores with buckets, basins, bowls, anything that can hold the water to keep their homes from ashes. Vørian must be using a shotgun or rifle, because its report violently cracks over the chaos.

      He is shooting people down. His Vikąrian rage tears through his words.

      “We will purge you from this earth! We will steep ourselves in your blood, you foreign slęvks! Run like the pestilence you are!”

      To my horror, I can’t see him. I can’t tell which direction the buckshot is coming from as the horse revolts against the mayhem ahead, trampling through the sand and shrubbery.

      I land hard on the ground with a sickening crunch. I scramble for cover, hearing Vørian reload, emptying the shotgun into body after fleeing body.

      An arm hauls me toward its body, and I know the scent of ocean and earth even in the height of panic. Hazen shields me with his chest as he lifts his head to locate Vørian Størmbane in the havoc.

      We break toward the nearest pinelands, Hazen closer toward the hazard, as he commands me to stay down. He reaches for the makeshift machete strapped against him. “I’ll aim from above him, then cut him down.”

      Hazen can’t kill a Størmbane, it’s an automatic death sentence. There is no stretch of earth large enough to conceal himself inside to escape that deadly fate.

      “I’ll send a bolt of fire.” I will hit him indirectly.

      Hazen is known in the Allied Force. I am not.

      I scrape myself to my knees, squinting until I catch sight of the monstrous young man, already on his next set of ammunition.

      However, a tiny figure leaps onto Vørian’s shoulders. He hurls the small figure to the ground, pointing the shotgun squarely between their eyes, but to my shock, he does not fire.

      Instead, he grabs the figure’s clothing, lifting whoever it is to shove their body behind him, except the figure’s hand lashes out, striking him in the face.
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      “Stop! Vørian!” A high-pitched girl is screaming. “Stop this! Drop the gun!”

      We hear an unmistakable, breathless voice that makes Hazen stop dead in his tracks. We’re located within sight of the Noatak River shores, miles from where the river meets the Chukchi Sea, and yet you can inhale the salt of the sea from here. The rough tides that crash against the large Vikąrian warship the size of a building.

      The entrance of the warship is open, the entry peppered and sprayed with the cold, crashing river. Anyone could fall into the white-capped waters. From behind the dozens of spruces within the edge of the taiga, I count the soldiers, the dead bodies, the two shouting figures. Beyond them, fires rage among the homesteads.

      The chief princess is in the North Transatlantic Empire. Which means her husband, the sniper general of the Allied Force, must be nearby. This will be a slaughter.

      Vørian alone has left many wounded scattered across the beaches, crawling for their lives. However, the deadliest wølvenstarker in Vikąrian history will leave no survivors.

      Run, Coa. Run from here, and don’t dare glance back.

      Hazen secures me in safety behind the pines, lending me one of his blades, which infuriates me that he is desperate to protect me. His voice is raw. “Head for the mountain range. There is greater coverage there⁠—”

      “I won’t leave,” I defy him, realizing what he will do—run to save and protect her as well. Then get himself killed in the process. “I can take him down.”

      Hazen leaves little room for argument. “He will kill you, if he sees a foreigner. Stay there. I will find you.”

      “You are the one that humiliated him. You need to stay back.”

      “He believes it’s your sorcery capable of bewitching men. Head for the mountains, Coa.”

      I sprint alongside him, knowing neither of us will stay to bicker.

      With my coiled foot restored a bit by Aiva’s herbs, I can keep pace with him for nearly a full minute, before his relentless pace tears past everyone fleeing from the crisis ahead.

      “You dared to strike me? You senseless—” Vørian growls down at Ife, right as Valstark emerges. In this very moment, Valstark has every opportunity to reach forward and sever Vørian’s head from his body with his bare hands for slaughtering the town he swore his life to protect. However, killing a Størmbane would launch a war with the entire empire, eradicating everyone instead of a few.

      Valstark’s eyes of murder land on Vørian, exterminating the young man’s words toward the chief princess as Vørian notices him standing right within his reach.

      Without hesitation, Vørian raises the shotgun, but Valstark rips it from his hands, bending the aluminum in half, then into quarters, as if it were parchment paper. He tosses it aside, and in Vørian’s apoplectic fury, Vørian aims to stab Valstark’s throat with a utility knife. Valstark catches the useless blade, before sending it worthlessly into the river.

      “This is who Barringęr raised, I see. An uncontrolled tyrant.”

      “Don’t dare mention my father—” Vørian snarls, lunging for him, defying a bellowed order from the darkness for him to stand down.

      Valstark allows the boy to run at him, before rendering his attacker unconscious with little effort. Valstark does not catch Vørian as he collapses, letting the boy hit the hard metal as the earth around us burns alive.

      In abject misery, it sinks into me how my fire can only burn, not save. I can create fire, call down lightning, withstand flames, but I can’t vanquish any of it myself.

      I rush for any spare bowls dropped near the water, but like many of the sobbing women, I realize it’s too late to save the homes nearest the waters. The wood has already caught fire, collapsing, and the focus has entirely turned to rescue.

      Valstark pulls live bodies out of the burning wreckage, unburned himself, and hands off weeping children to men and women. He retrieves the elderly and ailing, unable to flee by themselves. He sets free the hounds, cats, and wild game locked in near the crisis.

      Ahead of me, the militant that must be Eşken stands at his sea vessel. He could deploy his men to aid us, but it seems he’d rather us be grateful that he does not send his men for slaughter instead.

      An instant, liquid hatred seethes inside of me.

      “Aiva! Your forage herbs!” Tica shouts, refusing to let Aiva help her with the squalling infants. “Salvage the herbs!”

      “I’ll take them,” I say, breaking straight through the all-consuming fire for as many glasses, vials, and ewers of Aiva’s herbs that I can. I’ve cleared shelf after shelf of them, but fire is an animal that refuses reason or taming, ravaging over books, pelt rugs, clawing over the walls. I dart back and forth through the flames, my clothes partially incinerated from my body, but my skin intact, gathering eyes and open mouths of shock.

      I concentrate.

      Each of the homes is a furnace, suffocating my lungs briefly, until I tamp it down by withholding my breath. I can physically withstand the heat and tinder, but the fumes will be lethal.

      I gasp for air, wet with sweat quickly evaporated as I spill photos, winter clothes, heirlooms into piles before there’s little left remaining of each lost, loved home.

      Children cry in their mothers’ arms, distressed at the frantic bodies running to save the injured and burning.

      In the end, Vørian Størmbane has ignited war.
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      Thorsten rushes for Vørian’s unconscious body, but there’s no time. I scoop him into my arms, as he cries out for his brother. He’s slippery in my grasp, but I rush us to the furthest end of the entryway, tracked by soldiers.

      “Vørian!” Thorsten exclaims, reaching for him, and I bury his wet, crying face in my embrace before he can see his brother dragged out. Before he can witness all of the dead bodies he doesn’t understand. The fields of flames.

      My brother breaks through the pack of soldiers that Eşken stationed in front of the vessel. His voice is low, urgent. “Ife, we need to flee while we can.”

      Flee where? Into the flames?

      Zaire is not meant to be here. Eşken has him locked as leverage until the deed of Head General’s assassination is done.

      However, there’s no exit my brother can’t escape.

      Right now, if I dare to leave, Eşken will not only hunt me down, but he will mercilessly raze right through the grieving, burning territory until he has found me. I know how Vikąrian militants behave.

      As I gaze up into Zaire’s eyes I realize he means every word. “This might be our last chance to escape.”

      I have a child in my arms.

      “We need to help,” I start, panicking. However, Eşken will not send his men for the lives of foreigners. He will stand as they burn.

      There are children everywhere outside, a few as young as Thorsten.

      Thorsten takes in large, gulping sobs as he makes himself as small as possible, visibly frightened. He can’t hear the chaos, but the clangs of the soldier’s boots, the harsh clank of metal striking metal on the vessel, all of it is scaring him. He signs with shaky hands. “Vørian?”

      “He’ll be okay,” I lie, but Zaire knows better.

      Zaire’s voice heightens, his light green eyes lit with the reflection of smoldering docks, homes, markets. “Ife, we will help who we can, but we cannot stay here.”

      “We don’t know the territory,” I argue, knowing in my heart he’s right. Both Zaire and Kateri are right. The discord is enough of a distraction for us to vanish into the wilderness ahead. However, we could run into Territory 49 citizens who could kill us for what Vørian has started. Even if we try to help.

      We would need to escape everyone.

      Beyond that, I will not flee. I plan to finish what I started.

      To end these men, if it’s the last act I do on this earth. I will take them with me.

      Therefore, I say the only thing I know Zaire will understand. “My husband will desolate the entire empire, if I am missing. Let alone a single territory.”

      If Eşken razes through, tearing the rest of the territory apart—Maximus will leave nothing and no one left.

      I can’t let Thorsten out of my sight.

      Zaire has seen an inch of Maximus’s wrath before, not the full extent of it. He’s experienced firsthand the cold-blooded capacity of the war-bred soldier inside of Maximus.

      Zaire nods, though he is not at ease. I wait for him to break into rage himself, like any other man I’ve encountered in the Allied Force and blame me for our own crisis. I brace for the devastative masculinity that has destroyed entire empires in its war path. However, Zaire pulls me into his arms.

      “I will find us a way out. Okay?” He holds me close.

      I sink into the scent of home in his arms. I allow him to shield me from witnessing the carnage. Emotion builds against my throat; I know deep down there is no escape. In reality, the Allied Force has won. But their own empire won’t last.

      It will cannibalize itself.

      The same extreme masculinity and destruction that the Allied Force has indoctrinated in its military—from young boys raised to be violent, hostile men—will finally lead to the end of the Allied Force. However, it will end us all with it.

      After all, these explosive, battle-trained boys one day will grow to be insensate, war-hardened men. One day, the savage, war-hardened men will grow to be militaristic leaders with autocratical control.

      The control-hungered leaders will one day grow into annihilators.

      Then, annihilate each other for power.
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      The stench of smoked, thoroughly burned bodies fill my nostrils, and I retch until I can’t heave any longer, my knees shaking.

      At last, Eşken had deployed use of the emergency equipment, extinguishing the flames with such little effort and manpower that his cruelty felt embarrassing. He could’ve prevented half the damage.

      I couldn’t look at any of the pained, brutalized rural people in their sorrowful eyes. It was blatant that Eşken could’ve largely spared the little homes of their fate. The homes simply meant nothing to him.

      Satisfied at last with his retribution against the area for its hold over Valstark, Eşken retired to his quarters after the fire was exterminated. He was given no thanks, no murmurs of gratitude, though in Vikąrian tradition, his actions had shown rare mercy.

      Another Vikąrian war general would not have ended the fire until it consumed all foreigners in sight. Then, he would’ve sent his men to ensure the fullest loss of life.

      Another Vikąrian man might spare a few, if only to send them to a forced labor camp to entertain him in a Great Hunt.

      My jaw clenches, hating myself for knowing Eşken’s restraint is still inhumane in its context—it’s only merciful in comparison of other barbarous Vikąrian men.

      Gasping, I remember belatedly that I slapped Vørian hours earlier.

      I leaped onto his back, and as soon as Vørian grasped me from the front of my dress fabric, my hand couldn’t stop itself. Why would he do that? Why would he shoot down every foreigner in his sight like that?

      I would’ve killed him, if I could, I was so overwhelmed with fury. It devoured me, until I couldn’t remember my fake innocent act, and I slapped him as hard as I could. Daring him to shoot me with my eyes.

      Vørian didn’t take the shot, even when he could, but I know it does not mean I am safe from his combustive rage.

      A defiant part of me whispers, I should’ve slugged him hard instead. Closed fist, until his face was a pulp. However, the sensible part of me knows that my landing blows wouldn’t have done enough damage to stop him in that moment.

      I’m lucky that very few people saw the slap. Not Thorsten, who was standing wide-eyed in fright at the bodies. Not Eşken, who barely held back a small simper of delight to see the area that held his war partner’s affection burn for it. Only Valstark had seen what I’d done; he had eyes only for Vørian Størmbane.

      Eyes that demanded Vørian’s blood.

      Not now, but in time.

      Valstark glowered as if he wanted to punish Head General Størmbane for the creature he unleashed on earth.

      Which is exactly what I have planned.

      I remove the heavy, burdensome war cloak from my shoulders. The Arctic war cloak that belongs to Head General Barringęr Størmbane himself. With his blood kept in it.

      His breath.

      His hair.

      His spit.

      His sweat.

      His being.

      All of it perfect for an Eternal Ritual.
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      A private, high-speed elevator takes me to the sublevel floor and opens to a hall of statues, vases, and opulent guest cabins. Six on each side with the captain’s quarters straight ahead with gold-plated doors.

      I haven’t been in anything luxurious in years and I don’t care for it.

      He let those people die out there. He brought that tyrant to their shores.

      A stench of decayed, fetid flesh hits my nose, but I ignore it all.

      I’ve been forced to await Eşken outside of his varnished doors. Pure, dark revulsion curdles through my blood like an infection, contaminating my soul with hatred.

      My lungs are blackened with smoke, charred at the edges, and a wad of phlegm is wedged in my chest like a fist. I cough, hacking through my sprained ligaments, until the phlegm splatters the floor. It’s tinged with blood.

      I am coughing blood now.

      Right as I spike my fingers with electricity, preparing to smite his skull to protect myself, a light pink ball of hair pops into the nearest doorway instead. Even with her enormous battle fur cloaks, which drown her small body in hulky, matted animal pelt, her perfumed scent precedes her.

      The chief princess.

      It takes me a full moment to realize a princess of the North Pole is in front of me. Her furs that drape the ground in a fine cloak are more expensive than everything in Noatak. My fury that was harsh and rife with anger now melts.

      She must be the one who slapped Vørian, I think for a moment, but in the end, I doubt it.

      Except . . .

      Maybe she attempted to stop him. She finally realized the danger she’s in.

      Either way, my limbs whine with exhaustion. I use more strength than I should to limp closely to her, examining her. Why is she here by me?

      “Coa! It’s you!” Ife waves excitedly at me, as if we’re friends, as if she didn’t watch me fight to the death in the gladiator battles recently, and she gives a dizzy smile. “You’re that actress, right? You look so pretty, like a bird.”

      My stomach seizes in terror—for her. She doesn’t see the danger that she’s in. She never did. She still thinks the Great Hunt was a film. Damnit, she probably even believed the gladiator battles were staged. As my mind sputters at her asininity, my mouth incapable of forming words, she invites me to come with her.

      By the time she wraps an arm around me, it takes me several seconds to notice my feet are trailing with her. I’m six feet tall and she barely reaches my shoulder.

      Ife leads me down the grand halls into the splendor and magnificence of her lavish suite. The armed soldiers follow after us, but she repels them with an imperious glance.

      The four soldiers halt, but the domineering doors must remain open as she sits me in front of the vanity in her powder room. Beside me, she sprays her soft, dark brown cheeks with a feminine mist and she glitters herself with blush. Yet the armed soldiers watch closely from just outside, as if she might accidentally wander into the night. She’s not even allowed to use the sink by herself?

      She rinses her makeup brush as it cleanses and dries itself. “Perfect!”

      I am still out of breath, unable to inhale more than a few chokes of air at a time. Ife leads me into the walkway of her three-story closet afterward, where we’re easily seen, but not overheard.

      “Are you coming to my wedding? You’re invited and I can’t sleep, I’m so excited. The dresses are so dreamy . . .”

      “I can’t stay while the town is still burning.” There’s smoke everywhere. The fires might be extinguished, but several people have been burned and wounded. Aiva will need a hand with her patients.

      “How can I help?” Her voice is small.

      “Escape the Allied Force while you still can.”

      Before she can assure me that this is all a film gone awry, I grasp her. Without a moment’s hesitation, I begin to crush her little bones through the cloaks. I don’t mean to be intense, but she won’t understand my words if I am not dire with her.

      “You are not safe here⁠—"

      Does she know how many men and women pleaded for their lives, only to be slaughtered? Does she know the dozens of victims that will fill the graves tonight?

      Fifteen elders.

      Twenty men.

      Eleven women.

      Three children.

      “There is war coming. If you’re caught in the middle of it, your bones will be ash just like the rest of them⁠—”

      “Who?”

      Ife’s doelike, innocent gaze is as docile and unaware as I remember.

      There’s an artlessly soft expression within her. It breaks your heart.

      Ife stamps out the flames with her heels. I realize my fire had touched her and landed on my boots. She’s nimble and quickly stifles the flints of flame.

      “Sorry—” She apologizes, as if it’s her fault. She drops to her knees to salvage my boot laces. “I’m so sorry—I’ll fix it⁠—”

      “This entire area is lethal for you. It’s not a film set, it’s dangerous.”

      She naively opened her stately suite to me empty-handed. She turns over her tiny hands to prove she’s weaponless, as if that’s what I am referring to. Ife exposes each layer of the fur cloak, and even peels off her heels to show she’s defenseless.

      How unprepared could she be?

      “See? It’s not dangerous at all. I have no weapons.”

      “What if I had a weapon?”

      She tilts her head, like a kitten trying to decipher what it’s hearing, like she doesn’t understand violence. “How come there would be any weapons?”

      “Never mind.” Bray’s words fill my head right now. Tell her the truth—about everything here. Vow to me that you’ll tell her. No matter what it means, she needs to protect herself—and she deserves a warning of the true Arctic.

      As much as I expose everything to her—she doesn’t seem to grasp it.

      “All of that sounds really scary, I think. Can it happen to me?”

      “It will happen to you.”

      “When?” Her breaths come short, rattled with anxiety. “Will it happen at my wedding?”

      I point at the circular vessel windows, cloaked with early morning darkness, where the charred plains of Matcharak are still thick with smoke. This far north, the sun won’t be out for hours, but there are enough torches to see the destruction in the distance.

      “As I said, this is not a film set or a documentary. You see those houses out there smoldering on the horizon? People lived in those homes—gave birth in their baths, cuddled their young in their nurseries, plowed the land to keep themselves alive—and now almost a quarter of it is gone due to Vørian Størmbane’s reckless hatred.”

      I tighten my grip on her lithe collarbones.

      “You want to help me? Run for your life—run and don’t stop.”

      “Where?” She gazes softly at the ornate evening dresses and monogrammed heated towels at her disposal.

      “It doesn’t matter. Just run and don’t stop.”

      She slowly nods. The unaware girl holds a spark of curiosity, with a breath of obliviousness, and she glances through the windswept windows. She climbs up onto the chaise to see better into the night. “Are you sure you don’t need my help?”

      “I’m certain,” I promise her. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “Okay. Maybe I’ll try to run. But Eşken⁠—”

      “I am meeting with Eşken tonight. You can escape then, if you slip past his men. The sooner, the better.” After the slaughter Vørian caused, war will descend here at any moment.

      She sounds unconvinced, but she clambers back down. “I don’t think Eşken will let me leave. The wedding⁠—”

      “Forget the wedding. I’ll keep him distracted. Don’t ask his permission—just run.”

      She gets an idea. “Wait. What if he’s asleep?” She fishes through dainty drawers, delicate cabinets, and at last she holds a silver elixir in a gilded vial. “It’ll put him to sleep. When you’re with him, maybe you can slip it in his drink?”

      “I’ll try to manage it.” I accept the elixir and set the gilded vial deep into my fist, tucking it into the folds of my chest bandages. My arms are still sore from exertion. My body is still covered with soot from the burned homes. “How long will it put him to sleep?”

      “I always fall asleep for hours. Sometimes a whole day, if I accidentally drink too much of it,” she giggles. “The sun protects me while I sleep, so sometimes I sleep all day. The sunrays gather over me to watch me. By the earthy scent in the air, the sunrise will be soon, it means we’ll be okay.”

      She has no concrete survival instincts.

      This elixir could be useless. If I’m caught, I’d be killed for it.

      I will need to be careful. Now that I’ve put the idea in her head to run away, Ife can’t possibly be the one to lace his drink. She can barely walk in those heavy furs, she’ll need all the time she can get to tread far. So, I hold onto it.

      As if she can sense my hesitation about her capability, Ife glances up at the fire marks on my face. “My lineage had a stolen fireborn with marks exactly like yours. Sometimes I pretend I’m like her, like I’m strong too.” Her voice lightens with wonder. “I stood on the Great Hunt stage with you because in the moment, I thought . . . I wondered to myself if you could maybe be my sister. Your foot reminded me of hers. Your freckles, your fire-golden hair tone . . . even your eye color are my mother’s eyes. She’s a fireborn like you. Everyone born of a fireborn have similar tints of green eyes. So I wanted to keep you company so you were not alone.”

      “I am not alone, and we’re not sisters. I have a family of my own to return to, and you can’t tell anyone we met here.”

      Tears prickle her eyes. “Can we pretend to be sisters at least?”

      “If I ever need a sister, I’ll let you know.”

      “You promise?” she asks with hope.

      “I promise.”

      There’s more in her eyes, there’s a sound right at the edge of her tongue, as if she has secrets within her, spilling inside of her. As if she’s biting back telling me something I need to know.

      In the end, she respects it and stays quiet. However, the urge to expose the truth inside of her is still palpable on her face. Even if it was true, I don’t need to hear it. I already have enough loved ones to look after; I’ve got enough kin on my hands to worry about.

      I’ve never known my heritage. I’ve never wanted to meet my parents. All I know is I’ve been white-passing all my life, born with blond hair and green eyes, yet steeped with deep Makari magic within my bones. My family is my entire soul.

      My fated future to return to them is my final purpose in life.

      “Oh no, I forgot. There’s one more thing about the elixir,” Ife says belatedly, worried. “We can’t use it after all. It will bind his soul to Head General Størmbane, forever.”

      Her tone is melodic, belying the shattering revelation entirely. I blink several times.

      “Bind his soul?” I repeat, certain I misheard her.

      “Whenever I can’t sleep or I get scared, I use it to bind my soul with Maximus. That way, we’ll always be together, even after death. If I die out there, Maximus will die. He wants us to be together.” She sounds panicked, frightened, but I assure her.

      “That’s perfect.” It’s even better than perfect. That creature can die and take the deadliest man on earth with him.

      However, Ife hiccups. “What if it’s scary out there? I only have a flare on my emergency bracelet.”

      “Use the flare. If you notice that war has started where you are, send the flare and I’ll come find you.” I conceal the elixir deeper into my makeshift bandages. “I’ll send a flare of my own at the first signal of war.”

      I take a bottle of champagne in her room; the darkest one I can find that is the nearest the color of the elixir.

      Ife pleads. “Please—Head General Størmbane’s entity is within the elixir. Maybe I can find slumber pills instead.”

      “There’s no time.” The determination bleeds into me. I fight back another thick fist of bloodied phlegm stuck in my chest. “Let me hold onto it. I have an idea to keep us both safe.”
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      “Welcome aboard the vessel.”

      My eyes land on Eşken with fathomless revulsion. The same man who stood back as the town incinerated before him. He now stands before me.

      I am a tall woman, and when I step in front of him face-to-face, he’s my height. He doesn’t have the muscularity of a warkiller either; I could easily take him on.

      An unmistakable stench of death pervades my nostrils. It’s pungent, clearly intended to be a warning that others have died here in the first-class, aristocratic captain’s quarters.

      “The fireborn.”

      His words are both greeting and curiosity, his gray eyes latched on my fire marks. Demand me to call down lightning. Every fiber of my body craves for him to dare make that mistake, so I can rend him apart. I will kill you on your feet.

      It’s clear Eşken is not incautious and arrogant enough to risk the chance that I might smite him. Still, my rage sings for his blood. He deserves to die. You don’t know if the elixir is useless or not. Kill him yourself, Coa. Make sure he’s dead. Burn him to the ground as he let Matcharak burn.

      However, I know his fleet of Vikąrian warriors would demolish the town with even less difficulty than teenaged Vørian Størmbane managed in only hours.

      Therefore, I enter and sit as instructed for now. White smoke already heaves from my nostrils. I drum my cracked fingers impatiently on the fine leather of the chair.

      “I welcome you to sit closer, if you’d like.”

      “I will remain here.”

      Eşken’s brows raise at my audible rancor rattling in my voice. “This will be a lengthy first meeting, I am afraid. We wouldn’t want to be overheard.”

      “No, it won’t long,” I say in crude Vikąrian, folding my arms. However, Hazen’s words fill my ears. You’re brash and young. You’re too centered on your survival that you forget the other person wants to survive as greatly, if not more than you. Stop thinking like yourself and start thinking like them.

      Slowly, I exhale. Then, I begin to think like him.

      “Of course, in case you are right, allow me to be seated closer.”

      “Excellent.”

      One of Eşken’s men draws the leather seat for me right up to his straightened naval desk. I catch the man’s defector gloves, which bear Eşken’s symbol on the backs where nationalist flags normally appear on Vikąrian rifle gloves.

      “You are a prime recruit.” Eşken uncorks fresh wine.

      “A recruit for what, might I ask?” I am reluctant to accept his liquor, noticing he only pours one glass. Still, I pretend to suffer with dire thirst. “Do you mind if I drink? The fires dehydrated me.”

      “Yes, of course. Forgive me if I do not partake; I am far older. A drink carries consequences in the body of an aged man.”

      I pretend to be suspicious of the wine.

      “If you plan to recruit me,” I smile lightly, “should we not celebrate?”

      The smile drops out of my face like a hand pulled down my mask when Eşken smiles in return and states, “The death of Head General Størmbane will be celebration enough.” Did he overhear my plan with Ife?

      A man with perceptive eyes stands before me. A heartless, pitiless militant that bears no value for human life behind his gaze.

      “Yes, I heard you speaking with the chief princess, warning her of me, cautioning her to escape.” I hold my breath, pulse pounding, waiting for him to give the order to his men to shoot me dead. However, he sets the glass before me with a contained expression. “We are in the same vein of interest—the execution of Head General Størmbane and my own death. I am near for the end of my life as it is, far past my mortality rate as a Vikąrian man, and it is my desire to terminate myself with my empire. A captain must head down with his ship.”

      “You want to be dead?”

      “Preferably with the dictator himself.” He settles back in his leather chair. “At first, I considered it only right that a foreigner—a weak young woman—be the one to execute him. Now, I see that it’s my destiny.”

      His tone is calm and reasonable, as if murdering his nation’s ruler is the only logical solution . . . the autocrat to whom he has sworn allegiance.

      I expected Eşken to be a vulgar butcher who used his animalistic ferocity to terrify his enemies. A man the size of mountains like Valstark. A raider worthy of villagers shaking in terror at the mere mention of his horrid name.

      A loyal nationalist at his core.

      Instead, with his armed men behind me, he opens his hand to retrieve the elixir from me. Ready to die for his cause.

      I suck in a breath of hatred, the scent of the freshly dead and burned still stuck to my lungs. There’s something not quite right about his strange cadence of an inflection that suggests he knows he’s telling me what I need to hear.

      If I were naive, I would hand the elixir over and leave it in his hands.

      “Valstark tells me he’s seen you call down lightning,” he says, filling the grave, momentary silence.

      My lips tremble barely able to hear his words, all I can think is that he knows I wanted to kill him. “I have called down lightning,” I finally stammer, “for his allegiance ceremony.”

      “By his word, you’ve done well. Valstark has offered you a rare chance to infuse yourself into the records of history and legend.”

      “I didn’t realize it would be to kill the leader of the Arctic Empire. I am not certain I want that legend.”

      “Legend does not need to be wanted, it does not ask to be created, it simply manifests itself. Legend is forged in destiny.”

      You don’t understand. I clench my fists in my lap, shaking with irritation like a creature chained to its cage. This is not my destiny. For all the carnage you’ve caused, the massacre you allowed, I will ensure it isn’t yours either.

      However, this was only a taste of his war. Who knows what else Eşken is capable of? He is openly airing his plans of political assassination. It’s clear that he wants word to reach Head General Størmbane.

      He will sit back and watch the earth be set ablaze.

      All of us will be caught in the crossfire.

      That settles it within me.

      With bandaged hands, I reach for the elixir vial and my own champagne—an offering. How he responds will determine which he receives. “With the Eternal Ritual, if you die, the Head General will die. Do you swear to sacrifice yourself for the cause?”

      There’s no hesitancy in his vow. “I swear it.”

      “You’re giving your word to die?”

      The beastly flash of rapaciousness in his eyes is palpable. “As soon as I set eyes on the autocrat himself, at the wedding. I trust you will be at the wedding, fireborn?”

      Coa. Only Coa.

      His eyes trace over the clothes I had to be given because the ones I had worn burned as the houses collapsed around me in scorching, volatile fumes and fire. I don’t want to hear his lack of remorse, and the longer I realize he won’t even acknowledge his direct inaction, I know I can’t be here a second longer.

      “Yes, I will attend the wedding.”

      “Very well. Salųt.”

      His eyes descend to the spittle of dried blood at my lips. The pale tone of my pallid skin from orún slowly carbonizing my vital organs.

      I can’t help but recline within the leather in disbelief. “What sort of artillery and weapons will we need?”

      Eşken would need to be of high rank to set direct eyes on Head General Størmbane. Only a special few in the military can get near him.

      But I suspect that Eşken is special.

      “My expertise is admittedly not in defense weaponry,” he states. “However, I am considered the father of modern Allied Force offensive warfare. Everything we need for tactical strategy in the assassination is arranged. He will be arriving soon.”

      Head General is coming here?

      A cold drip of terror slides down my spine.

      Eşken gestures to his recruited soldier to hand him a gilded goblet as he awaits the elixir.

      Surreptitiously, I begin pouring the elixir. I pretend to start tilting the vial over my goblet, then stir.

      The flicker of greed and power in his eyes is unmistakable. His gloved hands snatch the vial, turning it over, examining the orún for himself. His eyes widen when he inhales the raw orún. “Then it’s true, it’s the Eternal Ritual.”

      “Yes, it’s the ritual.”

      “How did the chief princess manage to entwine Head General’s being within the elixir?” He’s not speaking to me, but I answer anyway.

      I’ve never met Head General Størmbane before, as far as Eşken knows. However, I hold my cards close to my chest. “Head General Størmbane was on Traeger Island longer than she needed, most likely. He was served meals with her at the gladiator battles as her father-in-law.”

      Eşken fills his goblet with the elixir until the vial is dry. I keep hold of my cut-crystal goblet, locking my eyes with his.

      The words sound firm out of my mouth. “I want your word one last time.”

      “I will die for the cause the second I set eyes on him; I will have one of my men terminate me. Salųt, fireborn.” Eşken raises his right hand. “I give you my word. He will die when I die. Shall we drink?”

      All my life I’ve dealt with men like him, who promise the world then who act to suit their own ambitions. Still, I clink goblets with him, intertwining our deadly deal. Ife’s words stir for the last time in my brain. It will bind his soul to Head General Størmbane, forever.

      “Salųt, Eşken.”
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      Vørian will regain consciousness at any moment, like an explosive about to detonate. Eşken has kept him in a medically induced coma since last night. I can’t believe I slapped him. I can’t fathom that Valstark knocked him out cold. Vørian will be implacable when he wakes to learn that Eşken did not kill Valstark in that minute for assaulting a Størmbane. Even more that he medically induced Vørian instead.

      Right now, it should be a relief when thirteen Vikąrian warships bearing Maximus’s insignia on their masts cleave through the roiling seas toward us, however I am petrified of Rainer, another man that I’ve managed to infuriate beyond sense.

      Will it be Rainer aboard this ship . . . or Maximus?

      After a brigade of soldiers emerge from the warship—the seer is the first familiar face. To my endless agitation.

      Skova.

      What is she doing here? Why was she aboard Maximus’s main warship with him? Did she see a vision about me?

      A taste of apprehension seeps through my tongue. I hate myself for wondering if she’s witnessed something in her visions. It would be my luck if she saw me slap Vørian Størmbane.

      As if she’s moving in, she once again hauls in her infantry of luggage. Except this time she has the servicemen carry it for her in the pelting rain, instead of lifting it herself or employing me as she had before months earlier.

      The distaste is mutual as she squints into the distance, her eyes scouring the treacherous seas for something—or someone—until those colorless orbs lock right on me. Her target.

      Right now, I have to fake this act as if I’ve landed eyes on my best friend in the world. I need to make up for my show of fury and violence, sprinting past Eşken’s men, lifting the heavy cloaks as I race for the surly, unwelcomed woman.

      In return for my efforts, Skova seems to predict my angle, diverting her body at the last minute so I nearly topple over, unable to embrace her as I land, hard, on my knees and wrists.

      “Skova!” I cry out with joy, determined to give my chipper, brainless performance regardless. My pink hair falls gracefully in my face. I even giggle. “Friend! What are you doing here?”

      “She led me to you.” His voice.

      Maximus’s voice breaks in behind me, warm and resonant. My instinct knows it’s Maximus before my ears even sense him.

      As if I know nothing of Rainer, my velocity’s kinetic, affectionate. As though I don’t care that water’s dashing down my face, rendering me sightless with tears. I don’t care that rain’s lashing me, spitting in my hair, curling the strands. I kick my heel down the vessel’s entrance, hurling off the other heel, my feet instantly muddy, and leap into Maximus’s arms. My legs wrap around his ribs like twine as he holds me closer.

      “I prayed to the rain clouds for you, and you came! I’m so excited for our wedding, bear!”

      I nuzzle his nose with mine.

      His powerful arms are a vise around my waist. “I missed you deeply, Ife. Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

      I make my voice small. “I’m okay. See? I told you the rain is my friend.”

      “Have you been well treated?” Maximus asks, overprotective. “I heard your irises⁠—”

      “I’m fine, I promise,” I whisper, swallowing back tears. “I missed you.” He’s staring.

      Maximus is open-mouthed at my eyes that are now the mountain blue color of his own. Maximus’s own eyes have turned my shade of soft green.

      Maximus presses his lips into my hair. “You are safe now.”

      Hot, briny tears slip down my face, leaving me too emotional to speak. Maximus doesn’t know the true reason why my eyes are altered.

      Still, I need to make certain it’s truly Maximus before I can let myself breathe. I skim my fingers over his suntanned face, his thick neck, broad shoulders. I can’t let Rainer fool me twice. He can’t replace my mind. The warmth of his skin, the healthy tone of his body, the flush of his fresh blood, signals he’s real. It’s still Maximus.

      In desperate relief, I sink my forehead into his shoulder, burying my face in his uniform to cry my eyes out. Hiccuping. I interlace my arms around him as he keeps me steady in his own arms. “I missed you, Maximus.”

      Skova averts her eyes.

      She’s right that it’s a ruse, but for a different reason.

      I will finally be free soon. I will be free of these men for the first time in over three years.

      Kateri’s voice rings in my ears again. These men will use you and leave you behind. Even if they kill us, we could spend a day free in the sun together. You won’t have to answer to him as your husband. You can just be a teenage girl.

      I can’t give Rainer the honor of victory. I can’t.

      All of my sacrifices can’t be for nothing. I can’t retreat from vengeance.

      But I can execute this wedding perfectly.

      Skova clears her throat, and her unnatural eyes still unnerve me as I climb down from Maximus’s body. Horror replaces my brief relief from Maximus’s presence as she drags her eyes through the sea of men. “Where is Vørian? I saw him as well in my visions.”

      “He’s resting.”

      As if she doesn’t fully believe it, Skova doesn’t respond. It’s as if I never spoke.

      Maximus’s powerful hands slide underneath my thighs, lifting me against his chest to keep my feet dry as he steps over the threshold of the rained entrance. “I’m fine, really,” I insist softly. “I can manage—I don’t want to burden you⁠—”

      “You weigh nothing,” Maximus remarks, and I nestle my face in his broad shoulder.

      I murmur softly, “I heard you’re staying in the North Transatlantic Empire?”

      “There’s a manhunt. It’s only until the target is located.”

      Rainwater drips down my ears. “We can have our official wedding here then. I don’t care where it is, or what it looks like, only that we’re together.”

      Now, Maximus’s eyes slide over to mine with careful examination. “Ife, the official wedding will need to be postponed⁠—”

      Eşken won’t permit delays or postponements. Upset, I put my heels back on, cloaking my panic. “I picked Märzen 11, because the stars blessed that day.”

      Maximus remains ruminative in his thought, meanwhile Skova attempts to reach with her shriveled fingers to sneak a vision of me, but I don’t dare let her try. I dart from her with reflexes that betray true agility. Skova’s smirk widens. “You’re faster than you let on.”

      Her abrasive offense puts me right on defense, but I squeal, as if it’s a compliment. “Thank you!”

      Maximus sets a hand on her shoulder, one of the very few people on earth unafraid to touch a seer with their bare skin. Even I flinch from her. “Skov had a vision of your location.” Maximus trains his eyes on me. “She witnessed a change of irises in your features. I informed her of what occurred—that I killed the darkborns that possessed you in secret and freed you of their hold. Your extrication from the darkborns tinted your eyes to blue. However, in turn, their execution exposed me to orún, which altered my eyes to green.”

      Rainer informed her. Rainer invented the lie to cover for himself. Meanwhile, Maximus has no concept of how magic operates, let alone orún.

      I swoon with adoration. “Thank you. I am free now because of you.”

      I barely swallow back the biliary surges of nausea in time. If anything, I am trapped with him now—for eternity. Skova saw Rainer in her visions attempt to end my life. He will be the death of you first.

      Skova never warned me of the betrayal, in fact, she clearly hoped her visions would come to pass. Without missing a beat now, Skova reaches toward my wrist again, “I want to verify that you’re no longer under possession.”

      “I killed the darkborns myself, Skova,” Maximus says, reading the fear in my expression.

      I pretend as if I’m frightened at the thought that they still might possess me, nipping my lip anxiously. On the verge of tears still from the trauma.

      Skova’s entire purpose in life is to help Arctic men achieve their valor and glory. It must take everything in her not to roll her eyes. It’s too late to stop her.

      Her hand reaches for my dark brown skin, and her hueless eyes will soon fill once more with the deep blue irises of my own. Bleeding my pupils into hers.

      However, Maximus catches her wrist. “There’s no need for verification.”

      Skova gasps.

      His words are final.

      Skova collects herself properly and nods in deference to Maximus. However, by the glare of her eye at him, I sense this is not the end. It’s the dark beginning.
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      Wedding preparations are underway in the North Transatlantic Empire under Eşken’s invitation himself. An act that will be seen as his amends for the unexpected catastrophe that occurred during his last invitation to Maximus and I. Eşken will play the part of being the gracious host to redeem himself of the calamity, thereby flying in glorious flower arrangements, extensive soldiers for mass security, and a grand hall for the wedding ceremony.

      He’s spared no expense.

      The Vikąrian flag billows sharply on the riverfront.

      Hundreds of Vikąrian soldiers disembark, occupying the gritted, burned shores shoulder to shoulder, rifle in hand. The dictator of the Allied Force emerges afterward in the dark nationalist uniform that matches the pitiless black of his intimidating right eye patch.

      He is a massive man in militant boots, starched trousers, and a dark overcoat well trimmed in its below knee-length. His black hair shaved close at the side, peppered with silver. His lethal green eyes scouring over the North Transatlantic Empire with an expression of disdain.

      A nation of foreigners.

      As soon as he boards the north general’s vessel in person, I choke out, “Victory to the Allied Force⁠—”

      Without a word, Head General locks his gaze on me. His countenance is indecipherable, but I sense he is suspicious of my presence, and he looks to Maximus as to why he reneged on their agreement to end my life. His clear order was to remove my consciousness and replace it with that of a trained woman.

      It is not unheard of for Vikąrians to alter their original plans. After all, the maxim of the Allied Force military is adapt and seize. Head General would not have risen to power if he didn’t know how to adapt and seize. He is merely questioning why his son would adapt and seize with a vapid, fragile woman.

      He has never had to supervise his golden son before. For the thinnest second I plead in my head for him to realize that his son has a second man within him.

      However, the natural warmth of Maximus’s eyes has existed since he was a child. It exists right now in his eyes as he greets his father. There’s no sign of Rainer. “Vikęm, pleased you’ve arrived. Any word of the warkiller on your end?”

      “Maximus Barringęr. Not yet, but I’ve been briefed of the massacre.” Head General glances over his shoulder. “Have you spoken with the north general? There needs to be a reason he commandeered the vessel after the military breach.”

      The Allied Force, the most militarized nation on earth, does not tolerate military contraventions.

      “Of course.” Maximus leaves to speak with Luçan, and Skova dismisses herself from his presence, but Head General Størmbane remains at my side. His domineering atmosphere clutches my bones with apprehension.

      I gush, sprightly, “Viker, it’s always so amazing to see you⁠—”

      “Were you told the history of my own bear hunt?” Head General speaks as if I never opened my mouth. There is no greeting or acknowledgment that my survival is welcome. His dark green killer’s eye land on my face. “As your official wedding approaches, it is my intention that this will be sufficient for you to understand your proper position in the fatherland.”

      I know better than to say anything naive or girlish right now, and therefore, my lips seal shut. The familiar trickle of fear spindles down my spine.

      Head General Størmbane removes his dark nationalist gloves.

      Does he know that I committed an Eternal Ritual on his son? Another Eternal Ritual on himself? A million questions scatter through my mind. Did he discover I sabotaged the lineage?

      “There is a tradition in the Størmbane bloodline. To become a man or woman of the lineage, you must hunt and kill your own bear—then devour its heart right in the field.” Head General stares ahead at the mountains, his eyes drifting across the snow tops in the distance.

      I shudder, remembering the last time he told me a story of his past. Where he killed his brother’s friends and his brother’s lovers in order to teach his younger brother strength over mercy. “No, you haven’t told me yet, Viker.”

      Head General, a man the size of a full-length bear himself, lowers his powerful voice. “My grandfather held the belief that an infant’s first taste in life must be animal blood. If the infant survives the regimen of blood and meat through its first year, then the child is worthy in his eyes. It is a foretelling of its strength.”

      There is a bestial intensity in his eyes as his retinas follow a martial eagle soaring through the wintry sky, an apex carnivore on the track for its nearest prey.

      “My grandfather instructed me to select three of my closest friends to enter the bear cave, but I found no use for friends and instead selected the highest initiates in rank in my age range. The fastest youth. The strongest youth. Then, the smartest.” Head General watches as the martial eagle descends to the earth to stalk its target, a fox in the woods. “My grandfather gave each of the boys weapons and—as was tradition—I was meant to have the Størmbane armament of a sniper’s rifle. Instead, however, he sent me empty-handed while the other boys had utility knives.”

      A stone forms in my throat. “How did you survive the bear and the boys?”

      “At that age, Vikąrian boys have scarcely killed before. Most will hesitate because of their age and innocence. I did not. I felled the first with his own knife and slit the throat of the next, before plunging the knife into the chest bone of the last. As the bear ravaged their bodies, I stabbed the bear through the top of its skull while it was distracted, then devoured its heart.”

      However, he is not finished.

      “Afterward, my grandfather sent my brother and cousins to the bear cave. Whichever side of the family survived would be the true heirs of the Allied Force. It was not determined by birth order, or skill capacity; it was determined by merit. Whoever was willing to do whatever it took to build a nation with their bare hands.”

      I gasp in horror.

      “My brother Wulfgar and I were the last boys left alive of fifteen.”

      Head General removes his Størmbane knife from its sheath and examines it in the frigid sunlight.

      “My grandfather spent the rest of his life searching for the immortality to keep his bloodline in power forever. The immortality held within your body.” Head General turns to look at me. “I knew then that blood purity itself was a wasted concept.”

      Which is why he allowed Maximus to marry me. It’s not about the blood within the Størmbanes. He killed his own family members, and they were his own flesh and blood. It is about the power of his own lineage—his own personal legacy—he places it above his life. His cause.

      In the Allied Force, they will die for their country and in the name of being a patriot. Patriotism or death.

      Their humanity is squandered on a nation made up of arbitrary borderlines and flags. It’s not simply indoctrination. It’s a disease.

      It manifests as metal poisoning resulting in organ failure, and cognitive decline that leads to enhanced violence. Yet still they expose themselves to metal poisoning for their firearms and ammunition.

      Which is why they are trying to escape it now with immortality.

      A woman needs to clean their mess.

      The eagle demolishes the fox, prying out its intestines. “As Wulfgar and I stood as victors in the blood of our own relatives, he never saw past the bear cave around him. He considered it a cage,” Head General remarks. “However, as I stood, I knew I had just inherited the earth and all within it.”

      With his utility knife, he steps forward with another devout nationalist at his side.

      I don’t understand what is happening until it’s too late.

      “Maximus believes you are worthy of inheriting the earth with him. You need not prove it to him. You must prove it to me.”

      Without warning, he cuts open my palm.
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      Thirteen Vikąrian ships have arrived on the Noatak River—all Størmbane warships. There is a fleet of armed Vikąrian soldiers on the incinerated remnants of the riverfront, standing shoulder to shoulder in formation.

      They do not move.

      Even as snow descends from the freezing mountain ranges and the temperatures drop into the negative, the men remain primed.

      Deeper into Matcharak, the corpses are laid out on the thickets for the town men and women to pay their respects before Valstark will haul them to the mountain to bury them himself. Then the wedding festivities will begin.

      “You don’t need to travel alone,” Aiva offers him through the low howls of agony of the women and children in mourning. Despite the atrocities, the town is still expected to host the wedding ceremony for the Vikąrians. I forget how unused to extreme subjugation the North Transatlantic Empire citizens are that they were genuinely appalled and utterly shocked at the entitlement and audacity for the Vikąrian army to turn their feast halls into beer halls.

      There will be no death ceremony this noon, since there are too many bodies Vørian Størmbane has sent into the earth. At noon tomorrow, the wedding ceremony will commence.

      I still can’t fathom the depthless depravity of the youth who nearly burned the humble, hope-filled town to the ground, had the fire spread.

      He saw no value in it—only foreign vermin to be exterminated.

      Yet, no one faults Valstark. Not even now as the women deliver clay bowls of ox soup to him, mending his mountain boots, bestowing layers of fleece blankets for his journey to keep him from the freeze, as if skin like his could ever be frozen.

      Valstark now shakes his head at Aiva, pressing his large palm onto her silver hair. “No need. I will return before dark.”

      A wave of anxious breath catches over the rural townsmen.
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      On the dawn of the official wedding, I can’t catch my breath. I will fail.

      Zaire was returned to one of the guest staterooms in the sublevel floor, safe for now, but he’s still as under surveillance as I am. I followed you into danger. I chose to die with you.

      I sink beneath the bath waters, no longer hot and dreamy with warmth. Luxurious bubble baths were my safety. I used to feel rebirthed in the perfumed waters. The soaks were an escape from the arid cold of the Arctic.

      Now, it suffocates me.

      The petals on the surface soften the tears on my face, blending in with the water. My slit palm won’t stop its shaking, blood floats to the top.

      No matter how hard I scour my manicure, bandage myself, and focus on the assassination at hand, all I can think of is the ways it will fail. My frantic breath is racing. “Please—I didn’t mean to—forgive me—” Innocents will die. It will be all your fault. “Please—forgive me—Please⁠—”

      The blood was in my teeth. I could still taste it for hours, splattered across my lips. I plunge my face beneath the surface, screaming within the fragrant oils, burning my eyes.

      “I will escape this⁠—”

      I will never escape this.

      “I will escape this⁠—”

      I can’t escape this. I will fail. My instincts are always wrong.

      My lungs ache for air, but I keep them beneath water, until the darkness at the edges of my vision threatens to submerge me forever. The only sign of good fortune on my nuptial morning is that the bone beads of the Eternal Ritual illumine under the water. Eşken swallowed the Eternal Ritual. It’s time.

      I lift my head, at last, to the surface. I allow tiny sips of oxygen to feed my lungs. I stare at the Eternal Ritual beads, now alight with gold. I hide them quickly.

      A minute later, a hand tangles through my damp, roughened hair. I raise my eyes.

      Maximus is a blur of water and blood for a moment, his face handsome with warmth.

      “We need to celebrate.”

      “Celebrate?” I repeat, dripping.

      The sestina bot hails us over the heated towels. “Thank you for selecting Sestina Megacorporation—Please rate this experience⁠—”

      Maximus dries my feet with a small, private smile. “You are a Størmbane now. Not only a marital Størmbane; you’ve earned the lineage insignia on your palm.”

      I smear the essential oils from my eyes with my wrist, faking a grin. “Isn’t it considered a bad omen to see your bride before her wedding day?”

      “I will close my eyes for you then,” Maximus remarks, drying my ankles next. “I couldn’t help but to see you after my father approved the official wedding.”

      My heart tightens. I start to ask, “Is it okay if we leave—if we can end the honeymoon and return to Kilgrad—” My voice stammers, and I swallow the words back once Maximus’s pale green eyes concentrate on me.

      Maximus responds, “Are you suffering sea sickness?”

      “A little,” I lie softly, “I’ve been nauseated. I just want to go home.”

      Maximus frowns. “Is it the nerves of the nuptials? We are already married⁠—”

      I promise, quickly, “I’m ready to return, is all. I miss our bed mostly.”

      Maximus melts beneath my kiss, his smile heady with the affection. “I can make this bed feel like home for you.”

      “That might make me feel better.” I giggle affectionately, as if willing to detach from my mind for a moment. I slip into my bridal dress. “How are you feeling? I was worried you had been trapped on the island. I didn’t hear from you.”

      “The warkiller was one of the highest priorities then, you are my highest priority now. As always.” His heat distracts my mind as his warm palms spread over the skin of my hips. His lips find my neck, running his damp fingers beneath the fabric, his thumbs making circles against my lower stomach. He kisses every measure of tenderness on my throat, sending an electric path within me, until I’m gasping in his mouth afterward.

      He unknots my bridal slip as soon as it’s fastened, and I breathe onto Maximus’s lips. “Happy wedding day.”

      “Happy wedding day, my little princess.” His skin isn’t half frozen, not aromatic of decay any longer. His breath is fresh and scented with spearmint. Even his cologne is intoxicating, yet it infuriates me. There’s a twinge of whiplash, inhaling the exact cologne Rainer wore right beneath the notes of Maximus.

      Not now. Don’t give away your plans of assassination now. Don’t let him know anything⁠—

      Maximus starts to speak, but I cut him off, kissing him passionately, which makes his next kiss consuming, his hands catching me by the hips, and lifting me onto his abdomen, hungering for my body. He lingers on the taste of me, the scent of me, all with an unspoken devotion as he shuts his eyes to prevent seeing his bride.

      His teeth sink into my shoulder, marking me for himself, as I wrap his arms around my waist, but he has other plans, hiking me onto the marble, and I obediently bind my legs around him.

      He presses us against the door, locking it with a distracted hand. I pretend I’m trembling for him, losing my thoughts.

      In a few moments, his breaths come harsher with desire. “The seer suspects you’re bewitching me.” His voice is thicker with want. “You’re the most wildly beautiful bride I could’ve asked for.”

      “You charmed me first,” I gasp as my arms wrap around his neck for balance, feeling his large hands steady me onto his lap, holding me like someone might take me from him.

      Surreptitiously, Eşken and I conspired for him to be distracted for the morning. That is the plan, if all proceeds well.

      Eşken informed me that Valstark slaughtered through several Traeger Island officials gathered together on the island as if they were figurines of clay. The carnage was in practice for this moment to perfect any flaws or shortfalls. Currently, there are fourteen of the highest ranked officials in the North Pole seated for the marital ceremony.

      Now, the wedding of death will begin.
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      A mass of blood and bile sticks within my chest, and I heave.

      My bones feel brittle, but I fight the urge to rest, as Hazen orders me to continue striking the pine tree. A flock of sparrows flee from the Noatak, thrust from their nests, as I plunge the tree branch into my evergreen opponent.

      “You’re striking too hard.”

      “I am striking the enemy too hard?” I repeat, incredulous.

      “If you use all your strength in your blows, you’ll tire quickly. You’ll become too winded to defend yourself. The enemy will target vital areas, especially in the thick of battle, where there are several killers surrounding them that they need to fell quickly.” He takes hold of my arms and delivers the next plow into the pine with less force. “Remember that you are holding a blade. Blade cuts through the skin easily⁠—”

      I huff, exhausted. I fight back the blood creeping up my throat. “What about the armor?”

      “If you practice your footwork, you’ll worry less about the armor. You’ll dance around the enemy until they give you the opening you need. It’s stamina, not strength.”

      Perspiration pours through my pores, but Hazen doesn’t allow me another drink of water. Though he stares at the spittle of bile dripping down my chin. “Have you been feeling ill lately?”

      I smear the bile from my skin with a rough hand. “It’s nothing.”

      His eyes are concerned. “If that’s your bile you’re vomiting, your organs could be failing.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      The abdominal pain is unbearable, and if I stop striking the pine now, I might be forced to deal with it.

      “Leave it alone, Hazen, I’m fine.” However, it’s as if my body wants to sabotage me by coughing and wheezing until the spreading clot in my chest becomes an unavoidable heave of vomit.

      Before he can say a word, I continue to cudgel the pine trees. I parry around invisible enemies. I dodge left and right, narrowly avoiding spiked limbs that Hazen attached to the tree.

      I keep fighting until I’m out of breath, my watery lungs aching for air, asphyxiating on the blood seeping into their crevices.

      I land into the snowfield and throw my fist into the ground, roaring with my face smashed into the icy freeze of the mountain snow. “I never said goodbye. I can’t die here—” I slam my fists against the snowpack until they ache, reddening with the stinging pain of the cold. “I can’t—I can’t⁠—”

      “You did all you could. Your family wasn’t directly executed after the Great Hunt because of you.”

      “I didn’t do enough.”

      “You did more than most.”

      “I still didn’t do enough!” I cry into his sternum, releasing the sword to the earth. Relinquishing my strength as I weep into his chest. I weep for my sisters. I wail for my brothers. Deep down I’ve always known it was the end.

      I can’t keep fighting it anymore. My body will kill me in mere days if I continue to use my fire.

      Hazen’s arms wrap around mine. He allows me to cry until the convulsing subsides, and I still in the frigid air.

      I remember once how much Hazen hated the sight of tears. How weak and feeble they looked to him. I realized I am held by a new man, changed forever after the Great Hunt.

      He can’t physically cry himself, but his voice is a broken husk. “You’ve always been more than enough. It’s the fault of warmongers that the rest of the world must suffer.”

      Hazen lifts me to my knees, but I’m too enervated to fight on in the cold wilderness. Instead, Hazen leads me to the baths, opening latticed gates, helping me toward the ledge.

      When I was alone with Ife, I could smell the fresh bath on her.

      The simple privilege that she could use a bath as a luxury. It darkly paralleled my lack of natural rights for so long.

      There will always be a world for her where she can be given the basic human rights to clean herself and wash away the grit of the world. All due to lineage.

      That was the point of the punishment of the concentration camps.

      We lived in filth until we became the filth—indistinguishable from grime and labor. In their eyes, we were no different from the dirt that the Allied Force trampled on.

      Water was not a human right required to live, instead something to fight over—never to experience freely again.

      Ironically, if I had told them I had Makari heritage and orún in my veins, I would’ve lived a better life. A trophy. An instrument of use.

      I still would’ve chosen Evelie, Rawley, Hucket, Buckthorne, and Rabbit.

      I bend over to untie my boot laces, casting aside my right boot, then my left.

      My coiled foot is dun-gray with dirt and sweat. I wait for Hazen to glance away from it in repulsion, but he doesn’t.

      Instead, he asks, “Need help?”

      “I can manage. Thank you.” As he begins to leave, I whisper, “You can stay if you want.” I’m only soaking the hypothermic injuries on my feet.

      “You deserve the moment alone.” I know he’s thinking of Aiva and the sacred significance of the baths here. He would taint it with his presence; she’s made that clear.

      I understand. I only hope Hazen doesn’t believe he’s unclean because of what he did as a child.

      As a child soldier, he was exploited and psychologically damaged by adults.

      While Hazen fought the raiders to protect Matcharak and drew blood across the shores to keep it safe, it’s still not enough to absolve him of his entire war past, even in my own mind. Not with his Vikąrian scent and his Vikąrian inflection.

      Only a few invited him to join them in the feast tables for the wedding ceremony enforced by the Vikąrians.

      There will be a planned assassination by Eşken. It will be a bloodbath.

      After Hazen leaves, I decide not to salt my feet alone, but let myself heal my entire body. I remove the phlegm-stained tunic from my body and allow it to fall to the earth. I step out of the sweat-soiled bandages and trousers.

      I sink into the waters and liberate myself of the dirt the Arctic forced on me.

      I am free at last.
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      At the grand wedding ceremony, I ignore the excessively indulgent monarchial designs; the vulgar opulence that resplendently gleams beneath every irradiant light; the aviary birds symbolic of the princess’s favorite nightingales, and the obscene display of wealth in the tyrannous offering of a thousand caribou for the newlyweds. I don’t care for it. There are trenchers of food within the feast halls throughout Matcharak.

      From the majestic Noatak to the edges of the alpine tundra, the grain houses are full of life and the resonant sound of banjo strings and stomping feet dancing within the rural territory.

      Even as all of Matcharak mourns, it’s a celebration of those who once lived. It’s honoring those who will be brave enough to fight.

      It’s also a ruse for the assassination. We celebrate as if there’s nothing insidious planned.

      However, the den of noise and chatter dies down as Hazen enters through the splintered, red-painted doors. Hundreds of eyes find him, wary of his presence.

      Aiva clutches her skirts, glancing at Valstark to banish him. However, Valstark extends a fresh jar of ale and a wooden platter of salmon to the newcomer. “All who will fight with me are welcome. You fought valiantly the other night. If you ever want, you could become a true warkiller.”

      Valstark means it as a compliment of masculinity and war, but that is not the man Hazen is anymore. I note it in his eyes.

      He retired his veteran uniform long before he defected as a traitor.

      He’s spent the rest of his life trying to atone for what he’s done in combat for a reason.

      “Thank you.” Hazen gazes around and for once, he looks his age. He appears nervous and shy, far from all his usual smirks and overconfidence. He finds the furthest table, which scatters with men in fear of him. Men who saw what those hands could do with only a hammer and a shield.

      A body primed for warfare.

      Not to mention, secluded in the taiga, the farthest feast hall has been converted to a beer hall to house several Vikąrian officials with several sets of soldiers out front.

      Hazen drinks the beer quickly, he’s only present to respect their willingness to offer him a drink and food before the assassinations begin.

      I am the second one to head over to him. It’s strange that the roles are reversed, and I am the self-assured one who smiles at him. Free at last.

      Hazen glances at me as I sit beside him. “I take it that the bath was warm and pleasant.”

      “I forgot water could be made that tranquil and relaxing.”

      If I had known, it was a long time ago, a lifetime before the forced labor camp.

      Hazen offers with his last sip of ale. “There’s a hiking trail not far from here. It has a tree-covered enclosure that did wonders for my meditation. Not a sound to be heard.”

      “And miss out on the food and dance?” I tease, before taking him by the hand. I savor the horror on his face when he thinks I’m going to draw him out to the dance floor.

      His face only settles when he realizes where I’m leading him. I know where the tree-concealed enclosures are, and in the woodlands, you can still hear the music in the distance, the cheers, and the whistles at the sound of Aiva strumming her vihuela.

      “Have you ever danced before?” I ask him, swaying a bit.

      Tica had wrapped a few pieces of bread and cheese with cuts of fruit for me within a blanket, and I spread it out now over the snow.

      The fresh cold air feels good for my lungs, and I lean my head against his shoulder. I haven’t felt freedom in years.

      It feels strange to accept that you’re dying.

      You’re only left envious of those who will live on for tomorrow. Yet, somehow, there’s still serenity within yourself.

      Hazen squeezes my hand, taking me out of my thoughts. “Men in the Allied Force military do not dance. Nor do they sing. However, if you attend the battles, at times the war chants sound like a song from hell, but a song still.”

      The last thing I want to think of in this moment is the Allied Force. “What would you do if you survived the war?”

      “I would spend my days rebuilding the earth. I would remain in the North Transatlantic mountains that have been destroyed and live off the land, restoring what we’ve burned to the ground in the name of glory and valor.”

      I nudge him. “What would you do for yourself?”

      “That is all I would do for myself,” he responds, laughing a bit. “I would build until my old, aged hands can longer lift a hammer. Then I’ll use my teeth and feet. When those don’t work any longer, I will become a recluse in the wilderness.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “What would you have done without the war then? If your nation had never existed?”

      Hazen’s voice softens as he overlooks a fleet of songbirds in the evening sky. “I probably would’ve married a girl like Ife. Like I would’ve wanted. Perhaps a girl like you. Like my mother would’ve wanted.”

      I punch him in his arm as he cracks into laughter.

      I’ve kissed his lips before, but I can’t imagine a life where I would’ve kissed him as my husband. I haven’t given much thought to who I would’ve married, who I would’ve been lifelong friends with, or a friendly neighbor to next door, and it’s not the hand fate dealt either of us. However, we sit side by side with food and laughter, which is all you can only hope for in the end.

      For the second time in my life, I give myself permission to be free.
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      As Maximus lathers his jawline to shave for the ceremony, Skova braces her knife at my throat. Raw fury surges in her driven eyes. Where did she come from in the shadows?

      Her blade nearly draws blood. “Don’t move. If you listen to me, you might make it out of here alive.”

      Blackened fear sinks itself into my bones, settling there with impending dread. I try to sound calm. “What do you mean?”

      Her jagged blade tip scrapes my pulse. “Are you going to be stubborn and loyal to your husband—or are you going to listen? Three months ago, I saw the vision of your future.” Her wizened hands tighten on the handle of the knife. “Your husband is plotting to kill you.”

      I gasp. “What?”

      “I tried to warn you—‘he will be the death of you first.’” The shock floods through my system. She was trying to help me? “He will head to the council to approve of a neural insert to be placed inside of you. A Vikąrian woman of stern discipline because in his eyes, you are too soft-hearted and emotional to raise men. You need to believe me if you want to live⁠—”

      It already happened, I want to spill out to her. Rainer already attempted his merciless plot, and I thwarted it on my own and survived. However, that might invite her to touch me to read my visions. To witness my treason.

      To envision the deals I’ve made with Eşken with evidence of treachery.

      I am an infiltrator. Right now, the best thing she could do for her nation is slit my throat. Instead, she releases me.

      “If you run to report my words to your husband, he will only become stealthier with his schemes.” Skova’s frayed layers of sweaters are disarrayed, but she doesn’t sweat beneath them. She can’t see her own future; she can’t see how this will end for her. However, she fastens her glasses on her face. “Maximus has changed over the years from when I knew him. I can’t explain it, but it’s as if there’s an intolerant side to him now. He would’ve never killed his wife. He would’ve never acted against any woman.”

      Rainer. Rainer is the traditionalist, patriarchal man inside of him. A vile creature I loathe with all my being. I’m finally rid of him.

      Yet, I stammer. At a loss for words to hear Skova of all people helping me, a Vikąrian woman who has fought for the final victory of the Vikąrian Empire.

      Weary beneath all her woolen sweaters, she sits herself down on my chaise, resting her leather boots on the ground. “Maximus used to be my only relief from stanch, traditionalist men when I was younger. He was my friend, and we bonded over the loss of our mothers. She was smitten by my father, her life forcibly taken, in order to strengthen my older brothers into soldiers.”

      I sit beside her, at a distance from her arm’s reach, but I lend my ear, trying to decipher why she would assist a foreigner. Woman or not.

      “Vikąrian men have discarded wives for less. Don’t become one of the discarded.” Her voice is austere with caution. “When North General Warmark asked me to see your future, I answered his calling because I’d noticed the psychological shifts in Maximus, and I was curious if my friend was still there within him. He was strange—he’d agreed to support my cause for women’s progression one week, then he was cold to the idea of it the next. He’d assure me that the rightful place for women who gave everything to their nation—their bodies, their psyches, their children lost at war—was where we’ve been for decades.”

      Of course, Eşken sent her to help me. That was his show of trust toward me all along. Eşken upheld his end of our agreement, before he even vowed.

      “Oh no. That’s horrific.” I pretend to blink back tears. It’s a tricky hand to play, a faithful wife yet willing to throw him under. However, thankfully, I am adept at tricks. “Thank you for telling me, Skova. So many women have been lost.”

      She folds her hands over themselves, as though her instinct is to reach out to me, but she knows how seers are treated. How very few people will ever bring themselves to risk touching them in their lives.

      Therefore, I, tentatively, travel my hand closer to her after I sit beside her on the chaise. “Thank you for the caution about my husband. I still can’t—It’s so difficult to know what I should do⁠—”

      “That’s why I came. Foreign women don’t have the chances I do to survive, not if there’s no one to help them.” She gestures behind her, where her miles of luggage are lined and trailed behind her. “I’ve helped transport over three hundred women. A seer’s belongings are rarely interfered with, since it’s seen as sacred, and thereby protected by Vikąrian rights.”

      Eşken kept his word to free me of Vikąrian men. I’ve never experienced many men that honor his agreement as a sign of trust. Eşken upheld what he swore to me.

      The opportunity to run with Zaire and Kateri is right in front of me. Kateri’s earlier words ring throughout my soul. There is an island we can escape to. Even if we just make the tropical island up in our heads in the woods one day when they come for us. If you want, we can do our hair together, sing songs at the top of our lungs, wear mud masks, and dance in the wilderness . . . come with me.

      I will come with her someday. Not yet.

      There’s something I still need to do.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Skova. I’ll do my best to make sure Maximus will help the advancement of women; I have a feeling he will be more than willing to see it into law now.” With a deep, preparatory breath, I calm myself enough to reach over and rest my hand onto hers. “There’s another foreign-born woman and man who need your help right now.”
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      Valstark approaches through the snow.

      “The time for war has come, fireborn.”

      I leave Hazen’s side, squeezing the hand I’ve held for the better part of the morning, murmuring and snorting about life.

      My breath still smells of spirits as I walk beside Valstark, and I force my mind to sober. I’ve freed myself of attachment, and if it means that he will be able to keep the town of Matcharak safe for longer, then I am willing to sacrifice my body for the cause.

      Not that I have much of a body left as I cough gruesomely, halting in the snow path to expire a gauze of blood. The tinge of iron is stronger, darkened nearly to black.

      Valstark turns silent, and I hear the drums and hollers of the celebration. My ears pick up the sound of children’s laughter as they chase themselves around with lanterns in their hands. A few of the women weep quietly, next to the bread lines where their loved ones stood just days before.

      “I have conversed with a seer. The seer is certain that the history of the world will be altered by dawn. That the winds of the future have been irrevocably tampered in the Allied Force.”

      The Eternal Ritual.

      Thousands of questions swell inside of me. Is it possible that the sun will set on the Vikąrian Empire after all?

      I don’t dare let myself entertain the bloom of hope in my chest. “Are the seers worth trusting? Are their visions truly correct?”

      “Often, their visions are true. Their interpretations are the lens through which they view their truth.”

      Therefore, it’s uncertain.

      His words embolden me. “Eşken does not care for you. Not in the way you think he cares.” I grate my teeth, letting him know that I know the truth of Eşken now that I’ve sat with him. “Eşken cares only for himself. Only for his legacy. I saw it in his eyes.”

      “Luçan is his real name, not Eşken. A legacy for himself has always been Luçan Warmark’s ambition,” Valstark says in a low, composed voice. He is not disturbed in the least. As if I’m the one who should have understood the Vikąrian general by now.

      There was no love for anyone. All of the decimation was a vie for power.

      His eyes skim around for any signs of the north general, as if he’s prepared to descend upon the celebrations at any moment.

      “Yet you fight for Luçan?” I say, scrounging together all of my courage, embattled in frozen winds.

      “I do not fight for him. I do not fight against him. I fight behind him, as I swore with my life when I was recruited.” Valstark gazes down at me. “In my generation, when you swore your vow, it meant you never went against it. Death could be at your teeth, and you would stand in its face in your vow. This generation is different.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that he cares more for your honor than he cares for you.”

      “It’s not my honor nor me that he cares for. Luçan had his valor taken when I died. He was no longer a vencęr to an heir, it’s his lost birthright he wants vengeance for.” His eyes are forlorn, past the grief of who they once were when they were young, likely dreaming of owning the earth together. What they had meant to each other once, before they knew what war truly meant. Before glory and vanity came between the core of them. “Luçan sees ahead, and I will always see behind him. The debris in his wake.”

      “All of us must suffer for his pride? His pride?” I whisper. All of this is happening because of an old man’s arrogance? Has history—even once—ever learned?

      Valstark’s voice lowers even further. “That is why I am in favor of killing Head General Størmbane. I should have killed him in the bear cave, and I continue the tradition month after month to never let myself forget my failure. Perhaps fate will be on our side.”

      As he explains the tradition in his family, I realize the bear ceremony I endured was not a show of power from Valstark. It was his demonstration to us all that he will kill the core of his lineage and that we are his family now, every last human he has chosen.

      “Perhaps fate will be on our side.”
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        * * *

      

      In only minutes, Valstark, Hazen, and I will be headed to the secluded beer halls to execute the assassinations.

      Therefore, we prepare to migrate through the mountainless, treeless plains of the eastern taiga several miles from the heart of Matcharak for battle. Daylight has filled the rest of the pineland environment far west, though the sun still is concealed in an alabaster sky.

      Hazen stands next to me, squeezing my fingers in a greeting.

      “Even the sun is in mourning, fireborn.”

      I gaze at the blanched, white sky. The sun hides behind a wall of clouds and all is gray. The animals have sensed the dangers—deer fleeing into the woodlands, the birds diving toward the upper winds to disperse out of the territory.

      It does feel funereal, like nature itself is lamenting the impending destruction.

      “Now is not the time for goodbyes, Creed.”

      As Valstark returns to Matcharak, the crowds part with solemnity. His presence has punctured the performatively celebratory atmosphere. His eyes skim over the treeless tundra ahead. Where the rough-hewn Noatak River splits the harsh, snow-deep tundra and the densely forested taiga.

      Several archers that are local hunters step forward to assist us with their bows and arrows made from spruce timber, antler, and sinew cords. Their chins are raised high, even if it means their certain death, to which Valstark nods with acknowledgment to their courage.

      The remaining hunters stand at the center of the high, fenced wooden walls surrounding Matcharak, armed with shotguns, pistols, and derringers. Shotguns are expensive—even the buckshot is often worth more than they can trade—therefore, the rest defend their homes with shovels, trowels, and pitchforks.

      “War has begun in the North Transatlantic Empire, and our region will be the first forced to fight.” Valstark selects his words carefully. “Hold your children, whisper your goodbyes, and head for the underground reserves and shelters. If the shelters are breached, signal the rest of us with the raid sirens.”

      A brown-skinned woman sobs quietly into her husband’s chest.

      “Any man or woman—old or young—supplied and capable of warfare should be prepared to fight on behalf of the region. Keep in mind that the Authority Control will not want to intercede in a war with the Allied Force.”

      A little boy asks, “We are on our own?”

      His mother hushes him, but Valstark responds as though his question is as important as any other. “For now, we are solitary in our defenses.”

      Tica treads forward for goodbyes with a basin filled with winter clothes, corn husks, and packaged meat. With teary eyes, she disburses the rations, approaching Valstark last with a faithful gaze.

      “Thank you, Valstark. For all you will do to protect us all.” She bears his war cloak of furs, bestowing it upon him with a kiss on both cheeks. “Eşken and his men will fear you soon.”

      The crowds swarm to embrace him, wishing him good luck and gifting their trinkets, which Tica accepts on his behalf. There are wails and weeping from mothers clothing their young with winter gear, any layers they can manage.

      “There is a Vikąrian myth,” Hazen starts, but I silence him with an embrace. His eyes widen briefly before he sinks into my arms.

      “Enough myths,” I say. “Perhaps it is time for fate to be on our side.”

      After a few miles east, I thought we would have to bring war to the beer halls near the curved, turbulent Noatak River they’ve occupied. However, there’s a distant din of war cries and battle screeches. My ears prick up in fright.

      Eşken has brought enemies to us, right into the eastern taiga.

      These are not just any men—some of the faces are so familiar it’s impossible. I realize it with a stroke of horror. Eşken has slain the tourists that relished and enjoyed the Great Hunt. Women that once jeered at me during my public selection as a participator; men that hollered obscenities as we were weighed.

      Eşken reanimated the tourists’ bodies with warkiller technology. Vikąrian men and women are now put in a dark, sadistic Great Hunt exactly as they once watched others suffer in the Hunt.

      I gaze up at Valstark, and at first his expression is indecipherable. However, wrath bleeds into his features. Slowly until it’s filled with unspeakable rage.

      An inhuman roar, nearly animalistic in sound, tears from his mouth.

      His love for the town is profound. Despite years of Eşken’s hard work toward vengeance, Valstark has chosen Matcharak. Even with my suspicions, his loyalty to the region has never wavered.

      Valstark charges for the beer halls, leaving Hazen and I to cut down the incursion of tourists that will head for the town, unless shot down by the archers or reaved through with a sword.

      After all, Eşken cares little if the town will be under siege.

      Ahead of us, the unnatural gray of their skin tones is bloodless—from dark brown to deep beige to cold white—their bodies ashen under their new Vikąrian defector uniforms. As they approach, I know I’m the only thing standing between them and reaching the town to seize it on behalf of Eşken. The stomach acid and bile surge up my throat all at once, and I vomit into the snow mounds.

      Despite myself, I can’t help but think of the Vikąrian myth of the woman and man who died in battle. The Vikąrian myth of the woman who was in constant war and lost her family while her sword was raised in the battlefield instead of at home.

      I fasten my moose-skin boots, given to me by Tica, lined with fur inside to insulate against the hibernal weather.

      Then, I widen my stance when Hazen arrives at my side. “I can tear through them.”

      Hazen’s eyes glance at the vomit. “Not with your orún illness. I will take them on⁠—”

      “Not alone,” I refuse. The weight of the metal shield is heavy, far heavier than solid wood, but I manage to keep it upright. “I will fight beside you. Even if I must fight on my hands and knees.”

      We are sleepless, exhausted—still injured from the warfare we’ve endured from the raiders. Ahead of us, there are nearly thirty dead men and twenty women who will stop at nothing to see us dead.

      Hazen stands at my side as always, unmoved, even as this chaos grows closer. He asks, “Do you think you can manage the women?”

      I tease, holding my sword with my dominant hand. “Why must I take the women, because I am a woman?”

      With Aiva’s herbs, my shoulder is less useless. I can rotate it, and it holds firm enough. My feet hardly hurt yet.

      For once, Hazen doesn’t have a witty reply. Instead, he exhales a cold truth. “It is not my preference to kill women. Particularly those who have already been forced into death. However, I will if you can’t.”

      My throat is dry with pain. I hide the emotion welling inside me, damn it, I shouldn’t have made that joke. “I can manage it.”

      I realize his point—these were mothers, sisters, friends of someone—like the mother he will never see again. It’s a rare moment of vulnerability, and I honor it with a nod.

      With a returned nod, Hazen breaks forward from a jog into a sprint toward the eighteen men in his path. Hazen is not a warkiller. The battle-axes and the hammers will damage him. His face will be a mangled mesh of bruises and battered ligaments. The only advantage is that these men and women are dead. They no longer have thought inside of them.

      The archer-hunters have lower numbers since most of them are guarding the shelters and main halls. I count only sixteen on offense, wielding their pitchforks and trowels.

      Therefore, I send a strike of lightning near the oncoming crush of women. My body screams from the effort. As the magic rips itself out of me, it lacerates my body. Carbonizing my lungs instantly with smoke.

      However, a bolt of lightning does not register to the dead women before us. They’re not the women they once were. They have no memories or knowledge of the lives they’ve led in this town. There’s no concept of the elements. Therefore, they don’t even dodge, struck hard by my lightning.

      Four of them collapse, writhing until dead.

      The seven women remaining don’t even turn their heads to glance back at the others.

      Even if they kill us, they won’t stop. Eşken has sent the dead to protect his assassination plot. An act that will traumatize the town beyond recognition if the tourists make it to the heart of Matcharak, and I refuse to let that happen.

      No more will die.

      In the distance, the war horns have initiated since Eşken breached the perimeter.

      The snow drift of the mountains concerns me. I don’t want the rapid snowfall to obscure my vision when the winds pick up. Mayhem might ensue.

      However, this is war. War does not care if you can see, breathe, or live, only that you fight. Right now, the plan is to strike through the dead civilians to reach the assassination.

      The assassination is the target.

      In case Valstark will need assistance, I prepare my mind for further battle, but by the shouts of agony and desecration, he will not.

      However, we need to fight to defend the town in his absence.

      Therefore, I fight for our lives.

      I turn with my fist ready for the first woman, who charges at me with a steel hammer. It’s far more of a bludgeoning weapon than I was anticipating. A hammer is blunt and brutal and personal.

      Although my fire can do more damage, I scrape back the urge to call down lightning again and instead save it for a last resort. I use my shield instead, as Hazen taught me, pivoting lightly on my feet.

      I take the brunt of her hit, and when she retracts her arm for a second strike, I cudgel her over the head with the base of the shield.

      I duck low beneath the second steel hammer, a deadly whistle in my ear that would’ve been lethal had it made an impact on my skull or my neck.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see the second woman has already reached me. I send my sword straight through her solar plexus, as Hazen taught me, where the length of the sword tip cuts through enough arteries that even if she’s not immediately dead, she soon will be.

      I focus back on the first woman, slitting her throat as a mercy, before raising my shield again.

      A third Vikąrian hammer, heftier than the first two, slams into my forearm. Pain lances up my arm where her hammer has struck home, but I parry her next blow with the sword, and afterward cut her hand, then her throat.

      Her lifeless blood splatters over my lips. As cold as flint.

      Meanwhile, on my right, I hear the roar of Hazen’s battle. He raises his war sword, executing two men to keep his head from being blown open with their hammers. Soon, we are in the midst of defending ourselves from the onslaught.
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      Three hours before the ceremony, Maximus draws lazy circles on my skin, our limbs still entwined. He offers me a smile, but I disentangled myself and sit upright. With the Eternal Ritual deep in Eşken’s blood by now, I need Maximus to kill Eşken.

      Once Eşken dies, Head General will be dead.

      Maximus will be the king of the Arctic.

      Like any bloodless wife, I need to make him king.

      It’s my only fail-safe if Eşken crosses me. I’ve put my full faith in a man once, believing I knew him completely; my intuition is sharper now.

      Our stateroom looks garish to me now with its curving staircases, bronze statues of ancient militants, the pure-diamond chandeliers on the high ceilings the size of vehicles, and the decadent, complimentary gowns and suits.

      I used to wear his clothes after steamy nights of passion. Now, I wear my bridal slip. I need to set the right tone. I bring my knees up to my chest, making myself as small as possible, wrapping my branchy arms around my legs. I rest my cheek on my knees.

      Then, I drag in a deep, preparatory breath.

      “I will grieve our love for the rest of my life,” I whisper. “But I can’t head home with you; we need a separation.”

      “What was that?” Maximus murmurs, half asleep, like most men after an ardent romantic encounter. He is drifting into deep slumber, with only three hours to rest before he has to shake hands and give speeches the rest of the night. His eyes dilate when I force my squeaky, whimpering voice to cry out: “We need to separate.”

      Now, he sits up, like a fired revolver. “Ife, what are you talking about?”

      “I can’t be the brute woman of duty.” As much as I fight the tears, I can feel the onset prickling my eyes already. “I’m no good at it. I can’t go back with you. We need to separate⁠—”

      “Don’t speak that way,” Maximus starts, reaching for me, but I bolt out of the bedroom before I break into a fit of tears. Maximus tugs on his pleated trousers, I can hear him refastening the belt, running down the spiral stairs in his groom’s tuxedo after me as he pulls one of his ironed white shirts over his head. For once in his life, he sounds breathless. Not me. “Ife—stop⁠—”

      I attempt to dramatically throw open the boudoir doors for clothes, but he’s atrociously fast. He slams it shut, guarding it with his forearm, turning me to face him. He holds my cheek with one hand.

      “What are you talking about?” Maximus examines my forehead. As if I might’ve concussed myself, he presses his knuckles against my skin. “You are a woman of duty.”

      A voice chokes out of me. “I don’t want to be the rigid woman of duty—some sort of stoic wife of perfection. I can’t turn my feelings off like an electrical engine. I cry all the time, because I’m weak⁠—”

      “You’re not weak.” Maximus gathers my hands into his own. He’s a drowning man, caught beneath the tide, suffocating in the depths of hell itself. He grips my palms as if they’re a life raft. His eyes are turbulent. “You don’t even need to be rigid; I hold enough strength for the both of us.”

      “You don’t understand. I don’t belong in the polar, frozen Arctic. There’s no ruggedness and virility inside of me. There’s no masculine brutality within me; I can’t handle violence.”

      “Ife, wait—” His voice tightens, realizing where I’m headed with this, that I’m leaving him. A fate worse than death. His runaway bride is abandoning their family. “Ife, listen to me⁠—”

      “I want to be a carefree girl. I want to be my airy self again. I haven’t been myself in a long time,” I mumble, “Even if it doesn’t mean much, I’m sorry, Maximus.”

      Maximus presses his forehead against mine. “Please, Ife stay with me. Blud skøll.” Your blood is my blood. “Be my blood. Be my wife, please⁠—”

      “That’s the thing, bear, I will . . . I will never be ready to be a wife.” I drop my eyes guiltily to the floor.

      Maximus lifts my face in his hands, guiding me to gaze into his eyes. His eyes are so earnest, it almost hurts. He hasn’t breathed yet. “You can be a happy, sprightly girl in our home. Stay with me and create a family with me. A home, our home, where we raise our wild, brave children we love more than anything on earth, together. We’ll have too many hunting hounds to count and turn gray with laughter over the years. You will never need to be anything different.”

      We’re not only married; we’re family, Ife. We’re a family now.

      I run my sleeves over my wet eyes. “I can’t let Head General Størmbane down. I’m terrified of hurting his feelings, you know?” I sniffle. “I am really scared that Viker will think I am not worthy.”

      “You are inexorably worthy, Ife. My father has already declared you part of the regime.” Maximus wipes a tear away from my eye, not realizing that’s the problem. I never want to be a part of that regime. Even years ago, when I reflected on Maximus and Hazen, how they felt so similar at times, they felt like mirror images. Hazen destroyed that illusion. Maximus was the man Hazen would’ve become if Hazen hadn’t decided the value of human life was more important than the glory of his nation. Hazen didn’t want the legacy or the valor if it meant others had to needlessly die for it. He was disillusioned by war. From a young age, he never felt aligned with the war he was bred for.

      Maximus, however, has always lived for the battle cry: the glorious dream of his ancestors and the paragon of all young Vikąrian men. He is the exemplar among soldiers in the face of battle. Glory before fear.

      His nation forged him into a weapon, and I will use that weapon to see the Vikąrian Empire on its knees.

      After all, that weapon is insensate. Desensitized. Brutal. Maximus does not mourn the losses of the exterminated. He inherited his father’s cold indifference to domination. In his sense of duty, it is clear—an execution is a task, not an emotion. His humanity was severed out of him through years of grueling war and hard training since he was a child. Since we’ve met, I’ve been his polar star to navigate him back to a more humane mind; I’ve been his heartbeat within his callous chest; I’ve been the affection he hasn’t felt in years. At his core, Maximus may be warm-hearted and good-natured, even excessively loving with me, but the insensate soldier is always within him. He is always ready for war. It will never be removed from him.

      That’s why I didn’t elope with Hazen in the end. Hazen fought toward the redemption of his humanity in any path he could, even if it branded him a traitor. Hazen wanted to save lives; he was a man before he was a soldier. Maximus fought against his own redemption as he fought his enemies. He will forever be a soldier before he will let himself be a man.

      And I need a soldier I can send to my unholy war without remorse.

      Maximus runs his thumb over my lip, before kissing me softly. “Soon, we will welcome our sons, and Vikęm will be the grandfather to our boys that my grandfather was to me. He will teach them to hunt, to fish, to fight.”

      He will instruct them to kill.

      I suppress an inferno of rage.

      I can’t make that man a grandfather.

      “I wish we could welcome sons together,” I murmur.

      “We will. It is our fate, it’s been written in our destiny.”

      “Maximus—” I plead for him to listen, but it’s as if his mind can’t fathom us apart. His sense of mind can’t tolerate it. I deflate. “Never mind. I’m sorry I said any of that.”

      “Don’t apologize.” Maximus brings me into his chest. “I need to know how you’re feeling. I want to understand your emotions.” His rapid heartbeat pounds against my cheek. He’s never lost me before. He’s never been willingly separated from me for years now; I’ve woven myself into the fabric of his existence so inextricably that life without me is implausible. He doesn’t even know what to say to win me over, because he’s never lost in life.

      He’s never had to ask for women; women offer themselves unto him.

      Even I let him capture me. I let him chase me. When I was unworldly and foolish, we dangerously consumed each other, always flirting with the risk of conceiving. I didn’t even know how my own body functioned at the time.

      I never had a mother to teach me.

      She kept me in isolation—a darker-skinned, coil-haired, empty-of-magic version of herself. After all, I had my grandfather and father’s skin, a reflection of the Kōn lineage she acquired through marriage, not by blood. She was an outsider, yet I was born a symbol of our orún.

      I am not the first dark-skinned daughter to be reviled by her light-skinned mother, but it isn’t any less excruciating to experience.

      In isolation, my stature was stunted because I was held in captivity for weeks at a time without sunlight, without nature, and its nutrients. I grew in the dark. I raised myself in the dark.

      If you’re a woman, some of your earliest gifts in life are infant dolls as a practice wife and future mother. It cries like a real baby! You can even change its diaper! You’re given practice ovens, toy makeup, and baking supplies; billions of girls are trained to be a mother from birth. Around the world, parents buy their toddler daughters fake baby bottles, strollers, and little kitchenettes to domesticate them from birth. It’s barely subtle, the way girls aren’t allowed to be girls, they’re expected to be mothers and wives first.

      I raised myself on that misinformation. I thought I had to pretend to be a homemaker to get my revenge. I read that girls mature faster, which is used to justify treating them as women while still taking advantage of their youth. I’d be damned if anyone took advantage of me.

      I didn’t realize any of my ways were misinformed until I spoke with another girl, years later when I met Kateri. Thank Heaven for other girls who will tell you the truth of the matter. It’s why sisterhood is not only crucial, it’s lifesaving.

      I take pride in the clever, cunning sides of myself, because I accept myself in a world where no one will accept me. The real me. Therefore, damn it, I will do this next part myself. I always have to do everything myself.

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes as Maximus holds my shoulders with tenderness, as if he’s afraid I might flutter out of his grasp. His heavy timbre is submerged with contrition. “Tell me what I can do to ease your life in the Arctic. Anything you need.”

      I could ask for a thousand rare lovebloom floras sent hourly for me to swim in in our bedroom. I could ask for aerialists flown in weekly, merely for my entertainment. A compound filled only with diamonds.

      I could even ask for Rainer’s head.

      However, I am calculated, if nothing else. I can’t simply ask for Rainer’s head. Maximus needs the compulsion to give it to me.

      Right now, he’s in visceral agony, stolen of breath, even though we haven’t moved. His pulse is still rapid against my skin, like a thrashing creature writhing to escape from his body and catch me in his arms to keep me at his side. “There’s no time restraint, Ife. You can tell me whatever you need in time. All I ask is that I don’t wake up to find you vanished in the middle of the night—” His voice is lost at sea. There’s not a command, but a plea. “Do not leave me.”

      “Maximus, I wouldn’t run in the night,” I murmur softly, as if I have very many places to run in the first place. After I fled my homeland, every aspect of my life—from my shelter to my nourishment to my exquisite jewels—all of my life has been paid for with Størmbane reserves. I am less free than birds in the gilded aviary.

      However, Maximus is not the kind of man that would cage me. His large hand cradles the side of my face, kissing me deeper this time. “Stay with me for all of our days and I will make you happy. You will never regret a lifetime with me for as long as we live; I will devote my life to you. I will dedicate every ambition to you, Ife. Blud vør.” You are my blood.

      I pretend as if I’m considering it, before I deflate again. “We can’t stay together, remember? You warned me that you were Rainer Van Valken.”

      His heartbeat stills at the mention of that name.

      “You claimed Valeska Van Valken was your older sister. You swore you had been killed in a past life; reinstated in the body of the heir for vengeance. You vowed to avenge the Van Valken lineage on all foreigners. It frightened me.”

      All of it visibly clicks inside of him. I am not living in fear of the Allied Force.

      I live in terror of him.
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      “No . . . Rainer . . . no . . . no . . .” Maximus steps back from me, as though I’ve combusted into flames, searing him with the cold realization that Rainer never forgave his death. He held an acrimonious, vituperatory hatred for foreigners even past death. “No . . . Rainer . . .”

      Maximus is pale, as if he might retch at the knowledge that Rainer plotted to kill his wife.

      “Rainer . . . How could you have done this?”

      For years, Rainer would’ve been killed by the Vikąrian regime if he was discovered within the heir, and therefore Maximus swore to tell no one, and he never did. Not even me.

      He was willing to take it to the grave. Loyal until the end.

      However, Rainer could not keep his own existence concealed, driven to rage by his need to avenge himself. He was sightless with vengeance, which was the only trait we shared in common, the inability to see past our vision. Single-minded until the end.

      I pin my eyes to the marble floor. Above me, the crystals of the chandeliers glint across the aureate trimmings, oil paintings, and gilded archway. I hush, gently, “I won’t tell anyone. If that’s why you don’t want me to run⁠—”

      Maximus’s hands wrench his dark blond hair. His eyes are blown with raw, distressed angst. “Ife, that wasn’t supposed to happen—” He chokes on his words, his voice as rough as sandpaper. “I swear, that was never supposed to happen—I swear it.”

      Maximus stares at my trembling hands, as if I will slip off my achingly bright wedding ring and press it into his palm. However, I did not come this far, I did not send dozens to die, to run from him. Not when he will inherit the entire regime.

      “You don’t need to apologize for anything. Why are you sorry?” I bite my lip inside until it draws blood, but damn it, my lip quivers. I barely survived the night Rainer attempted to steal my body from me. My tears aren’t for trust lost or pained love, it’s for the near-death experience. I thought I was gone. “Whatever you’ve done, I forgive you. Your blood is my blood. Your sins are my sins.”

      “I am sorry with every part of me.” As if in worship of me, he kneels before me, committing his life to me. He embeds his fingers deep into my waist, gripping me like a bind, his knuckles whitened in the exertion of his hold as he anchors me to the grounds of his vow. “Ife, I will spend the rest of my life to fix this transgression, year by year, decade by decade. I will be steadfast in restoring the damage I’ve caused.”

      Men like Rainer are impatient by nature. If Rainer was all I was after, I would swallow my own damn wedding ring to make sure it never sees the light of day again, divorce Maximus, and spend his money until the designers are out of fabric for the next millennia.

      However, I don’t want one mortal man like Rainer. I want everything I ever lost.

      Therefore, I don’t want to get even. Even is never enough. I want every last thing I ever deserved. I want every life in the entire Arctic Empire under my dominion.

      I want to own the regime.

      I want to spill the blood of the Størmbane leadership, militant by militant, heir by heir.

      Deep inside, my heart grieves for the naive girl I once was with Maximus. But I thank Heaven she doesn’t exist anymore.

      “He killed my grandfather’s brothers—” I hiccup actual tears of anger. He assassinated my grandfather. “He threatened my life⁠—”

      A bellicist’s caliginous expression darkens Maximus so intensely that, for a moment, I am not sure I am staring at the same person. It’s as if I am watching the birth of a dictator’s era of bloodshed as Maximus sinks through his anguish to emerge into a murderous rage.

      “Tell me everything. Exactly as it happened.”

      I’ve seen other men cry before their wives. This man will not weep; he will wage war. This man will be the king of the Arctic.

      As a full-blooded Vikąrian man of barbarism, I expect him to swear to wet the fields with the blood of the Van Valken lineage. Which is what I will relish from him in time. When Maximus has a betrayal of his own from me in time.

      However, his storm-green eyes tinge dark red with fury.

      “The afterlife will be full of the carnage of your enemies. I swear it.”

      At last. He’s not after one man. He’s after everyone.
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      A hacking cough tears up my chest, but I’m forced to ignore it. I don’t grow arrogant enough to discard my weapon and waste my flames to incinerate women. Make no mistake, however, they will impale us.

      The archers among us are prepared with piercing arrows powerful enough to bring down polar bears completely through its flesh, let alone the undead. Only through their caribou sinew and spruce would we even stand a solid chance.

      Although I never crave the stench of incinerated skin, hair, and flesh—the last resort draws near as the final three women are closing in on me. All at once. Their hammers are large enough to smash through bone.

      My face is nearly pummeled with hammers as the women claw and snatch my clothes, and if I don’t retreat, they will plow right through me and into the town.

      Wet with cold blood from the first woman chilled against my skin, I trot backward. Their scent of decay and rot mists through the air. Like a vapor of death.

      I am sprinting back faster than they are advancing forward.

      My hungry eyes search for an opening and I find one at the next woman’s knees. I cut open her kneecaps, narrowly averting the lower half of my face from her thrusted strike. However, she lands a hard collision of steel on my ankle on her fall down.

      It’s as if the bone explodes beneath my flesh, refusing to remain firm and instead splintering apart without effort. Excruciatingly, it feels as if little shards of my bones have burst open through my skin, even though I see no blood at first in the wound.

      I grip my hunting sword with my right hand, sliding the tip of the blade into her neck.

      I am huffing and gasping for air sooner than I expected, fending off another woman who has managed to nearly land two blows on my arm and ribs. If I bend over to protect my organs, it’ll be all over for me.

      However, my shield sings with defense as it takes the brunt of their strikes. Due to the efficiency of the archers, there’s only two women left of twenty.

      With a weakened grasp, I cut one woman’s cheekbone and ear, but her jugular is deftly slit open afterward.

      Unfathomable pain laps my ankle as I try to dodge the last woman. Shoving her with my shield is enough to send her stumbling backward. In her tumble, I end her. Out of breath, I cough in despair to remove the mass of phlegm and blood spreading through my chest, but it’s too much for me to expel.

      Nodes of bile spill down my lips and my diaphragm refuses to vomit the liquid caught in my chest bone.

      Ahead of me, Hazen has gone from taking on two, then three men at a time to being overwhelmed by four. His jawbone is exposed; but for a split second he darts his eyes to check on me. A dire mistake.

      Nearly fatal.

      He’s determined to get to me through the path of chaos and bodies. It’s a dangerous mistake to glance at me as a mighty man wearing a lumberman’s gloves slams his hammer into Hazen’s spine with both of his meaty hands. It sends Hazen to his knees. With one more powerful thrust at his temple, he could be killed instantly.

      I realize they will gore Hazen.

      I realize now I have to fight four grown men with Hazen.

      I ignore the blood dying in my chest and run for him.
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      The infamous butcher trapped beneath his irises has risen.

      The seasoned sniper has arrived.

      Perfect. That is what Rainer always misunderstood about his own war partner. He believed I was Maximus’s weakness. However, I’ve always been his raw strength.

      However, I quickly learn the creature I’ve unleashed is beyond even my comprehension. As men with defector flags on their upper arms approach and Maximus realizes there is an ambush, I’m too late to stop what’s coming from happening.

      Maximus constricts the muscles of his jaw so hard he can barely get the breath through, and I see the ligaments inside his skin. “Did the north general hurt you and Thorsten?”

      “Maximus, wait⁠—”

      The barbarous animal is on the hunt.

      The corridor outside our stateroom is a station manned by three soldiers. There are crates and metals everywhere to repair the ship if needed. There is a stretch of tarps, ropes, and barrels of emergency supplies. Even with the guest staterooms, the vessel is designed to be functional instead of comfortable.

      As Maximus approaches, the head station man on duty smiles warmly. “Is something the matter? I am the designated first in command to handle any issues that may arise while the north general is preoccupied.”

      “The north general is no longer preoccupied. Retrieve him and deliver him to me.”

      The man looks between Maximus and me. His eyes track down the filmy, silken bridal dress and nuptial tiara on my head decorated with butterflies. The roller sets in my hair. The matching pink slippers on my feet. His eyes trace the tactical metal of Maximus’s rifle uniform.

      The leader has a youthfully lanky frame, though he is perhaps forty-five years old. His eyes roam over Maximus’s militant expression last, and I realize that the three men will not salivate in the presence of the famous wølvenstarker Maximus Størmbane.

      I’m used to men falling over themselves simply to touch Maximus, practically begging him for his attention. Grown men devolving into fanboys to acquire his signature or capture a photo with him.

      Military Vikąrian men have squealed at the sight of him, eager to shake his hand and revel in the beer halls that they once met the deadliest wølvenstarker on earth.

      However, these three men crowded in white defector uniforms stand still. The leader stares at the infamous firearm strapped across Maximus’s mighty back.

      “As I said, Sniper General Størmbane, we have no orders to move from our station to disturb North General Warmark.” He speaks cordially.

      Maximus is not a man who repeats himself often. He could probably count on one hand the times he’s had to reiterate his order to a subordinate, and it was likely because of the noise volume on the combat field.

      However, instead of bursting into rage, Maximus remains calm.

      There are three men. One who is the defined leader of them—a man as thin as strewn seaweed, but who bears a marksman patch on his arm. He doesn’t seem to need physical strength because he’s a dead shot with a firearm.

      On top of that, he has thick tattoos of fallen soldiers all over his body. Men sacrificed for the glory of the Arctic. It’s clear he resents the Arctic, because he slashed the Vikąrian flag on the base of the upper arm tattoo.

      The second man has a face mapped with scars of varying depths and ridges, almost like his face were carved to replicate the fissures of a canyon. It’s difficult to distinguish his features due to the severity. He has a veteran’s badge on his chest. There’s a hatred in his eyes as he glances over the military uniform on Maximus’s body. As though he burned his own uniform years before.

      The third man is bearded and as muscular as Maximus himself. He might even be heftier than Maximus with his muscular build. He has half an ear missing and multiple fingers damaged from hard labor. When soldiers who do not align with the Vikąrian ideology are identified in the North Pole, the defectors are sent for reeducation and torture. He does not seem reeducated on the matter.

      He holds his moral stance firm.

      “This will be your final warning,” Maximus says simply, inserting a magazine lined with cartridges into his rifle. “After that, you will need to make peace with yourself in your final moments.”

      “I hope it does not come to that⁠—”

      “Then retrieve North General Warmark as ordered,” Maximus starts, but he’s interrupted by the older man, who raises his hand to silence him.

      “I hope with deep regret that the situation does not come to that. We hope to recruit you to draft a new empire. However, if the situation reverts to violence, each man here before you is prepared to die.”

      “I am prepared to kill you.”

      “We understand.”

      “Ife, head inside; the security force will guard the doors,” Maximus tells me, however the bearded man three times my width stands in the exit.

      “I am afraid that won’t be possible any longer,” the leader tells him. “You will not be able to signal for reinforcements.”

      “You’re not afraid. Not yet,” Maximus responds. “You will be in time. Now, tell your man to stand aside to let my wife through.”

      The bearded man counters, “You don’t seem to realize you are not in charge here, wølvenstarker. You may inject a full magazine of cartridges if you’d like into the rifle; this entire area is anti-ammunition shielded. The bullets won’t puncture any of us.”

      “I won’t shoot you then. Instead, you will wish I had in the end.”

      “Very well.”

      The leader glances at the bearded man and nods in an almost indecipherable message between themselves. It’s heartfelt and deep, as though they are acknowledging each other for the last time. The lanky leader gives a brief salute to his men before pivoting to Maximus to raise his fists.

      “We are men of honor. We’ll fight you one at a time.”

      “There’s no need. Send your men at me in any order you prefer.”

      The man grimaces, mistaking Maximus’s confidence for youth. I pity him, my heart sinking into my chest as the thin man speaks. “It is my doubt that you will survive combat against all three of us in the end.”

      There’s a carnal brutalizer that lives in Maximus’s eyes. A creature I have seen only in rare moments of barbarism.

      I plead, “Please, this doesn’t need to happen.”

      This wasn’t the plan, Eşken. This wasn’t the location. Eşken sent his men to where the children are. Thorsten is asleep in the suite on the third floor. When Eşken and I deliberated clandestinely yesterday night, we agreed no woman or child would be at risk. However, even though he agreed at the time to these terms, it’s clear he never cared for women and children. He simply cannot comprehend the importance of them.

      The only person I’m after is Head General Størmbane. I don’t need to kill defectors who reject their nation’s massacres. If anything, these are the allies I should’ve met first.

      Maximus is well over six feet and has the strength of a bison, but he’s only eighteen years old. These men are well into their thirties and forties. They might not be sniper-trained, but Maximus can’t use his rifle or his firearm either.

      Right as I’m about to rush between them and seek peace, Maximus throws the first punch, crushing through the cartilage of the leader’s nose.

      It hits me now that Eşken wants Maximus to spill first blood. These men said that they were prepared to die, not that they were prepared to fight. When a man sheds first blood, the opponent is within their right to retaliate.

      Eşken will bear the right to take implacable vengeance for Wulfgar through Head General—starting with his eldest son.

      The war has started.

      Right now, the raw wrath of an animal overtakes the leader’s slender facial features. He pounds his fist into Maximus’s thoracic cage, battering his fist mercilessly into the bone. Maximus grunts, then pins the man’s arm at his sides, before sending a punishing thrust of his head into the man’s skull.

      The man’s knees weaken, buckling beneath the pressure for a moment, but he manages to stay upright.

      He sends his shin into Maximus’s kneecaps, trying to overturn his body position and send him to the ground. However, he doesn’t have the physical strength to wrestle Maximus to the floor. His eyes widen as he realizes there’s blood spilling from his brow. His temporal bone had shifted.

      Maximus hit the man’s head with enough impact of his own to kill him. His first blow to his nose had broken it, shifting the cartilage upward, and now the head thrust deals the killing blow by sending the cartilage straight into his brain.

      His blood leaks like tributaries of rivers down the front of his face, like streaks of tears, before he collapses to the earth.

      “The rest of you can step forward and fight right now. You don’t need to take turns; I will end you all the same.”

      However, only one steps forward, accepting his fate to kill Maximus. “While I have sympathy for ending someone so young, a utility knife will need to be my defense.”

      “Then defend yourself and stop talking.” Maximus can likely sense these men are wasting time, distracting him for as long as they can manage for the assassinations happening right now at our wedding ceremony.

      The scarred man moves without hesitation, which is good for him because if he had delayed even a split second, Maximus would’ve used that moment to use his own knife against him and cut open his jugular vein with enough time left over to cleave into his chest.

      The mark-faced man makes tentative swipes with the blade, right then left repeatedly. I sense he’s trying to examine which side of Maximus is the weakest as Maximus evades the perilously sharp cuts. Unfortunately, he frowns as it dawns on him that every side of Maximus is as strengthened as the rest of him.

      Both hands are his dominant hand.

      He favors no side.

      I feel that familiar ache of pity for him, sickening dread spooling in the pit of my stomach. Particularly as you can see the panic start to leak into his cornered eyes. He’s a veteran long out of practice; he doesn’t know which direction to take with those trained in newer methods, and his despair is nearly palpable, as he hastily lunges for Maximus’s left side.

      Maximus diverts the blow, catching his wrist, and then throws him to the ground like he’s a bag of barley. He rams his boot into the man’s arm, cracking against his forearm until it’s in two.

      The man writhes on the ground, clutching his useless arm. He pounds at Maximus’s legs and chest as Maximus leans over him, but it’s like watching a toddler flail and throw a tantrum. He’s inconsolable with pain.

      Maximus sends the utility knife into his hand, keeping him locked into the ground for later.

      Afterward, Maximus ties his legs together with electric cables, then his wrists as the man is screaming. Maximus is keeping him alive for questioning in the interrogation. However, he doesn’t need two men alive for that.

      He turns to the third man. The bearded man.

      It belatedly hits me that anyone could be attempting to reach Vørian or Thorsten right now. I don’t care for Vørian, but I turn on my heels to run for the four-year-old.

      In my haste, I don’t even see the bearded man advance on me in under a second. He grasps me around the neck, his arms like thick pythons slithering around my throat and abdomen. All it would take for him to remove the light from my eyes is to snap my neck bone at the right angle.

      “I will kill her if you do not surrender.”

      An implacable, insatiable thirst for his blood overtakes Maximus’s eyes; his features heavy in hostility. “You do not want to know what you will look like when I am finished with you, if you do not remove yourself from her. The dead will not be able to recognize you in the afterlife. Your body will not fit in the grave.”

      I can’t even get a breath in my lungs; the oxygen is trapped in my trachea. My windpipe closes, and I kick at his thighs urgently.

      You need to get air, Ife!

      My eyelids flutter, losing consciousness, and even though it’s only been milliseconds, it feels like years, stretched with the fear that he will wrench my neck at any sudden movement of Maximus.

      “Surrender.”

      Maximus’s skin is florid, more sanguine than a killing field, but he does not risk my life for his rage. His hands slowly rise in surrender.

      “Good. We can speak about this like men.”

      “We are long past the point of speaking to one another,” Maximus fumes, his voice like the reaper. “I will not treat you as a man. I will drain your lineage from the earth. Your existence will be erased from history.”

      “Very well. As long as I can tell my truth.” His grip loosens an inch from my throat, per their agreement as Maximus keeps his blood-saturated hands raised, but the bearded man’s hold around my quivering shoulders remains firm. Maximus stares at it.

      “I take no pleasure in harming foreigners. I never have. For that, I was held in a dark cell without light, without humanity, for seven years. It only reinforced my cause for foreigners. For nearly a decade since, I have meditated on their plight.”

      The man is deep into his speech. I know for a fact Maximus is not listening to a word this man has uttered. It stopped mattering the second he touched me. I almost want to use the centimeters of breath in my lungs to warn the bearded man that there is a metal object with an anvil attached to its end located against the crates.

      Maximus will pulverize him with it.

      I’ve seen the object before. It’s called a venka—it’s used for flattening metal, it’s meant to reshape bent metal—to smooth it out properly, expunging the dents. Not human bone. It’s the height of a lengthy gardening shovel, but it weighs three hundred pounds with the weighted anvil attached at the base.

      “Sniper General, there are more men than you know—inside and outside of the military—that are not natural killers. It is not the human condition to kill,” the bearded man says with an attritional tone in his voice, and even though war and conquest have existed for centuries, the Allied Force has long gone past war. The Allied Force is primed for total domination and will always be. Maximus is the war product of the Arctic Empire. “The tides have turned from indoctrination. The entire naval fleet is at Eşken’s command for the cause.”

      That infuriates me. As I suspected, this man is misled. Eşken’s cause is not for foreigners, it never was. Eşken wants to end the Allied Force itself. He wants to remove its blood purity, contaminating it with foreigners, because he wants to destroy its ideology of allowing Head General Størmbane to cast him aside. That is his actual cause.

      Not foreigners.

      At most, Eşken cares for the dead vencęrs lost to the final objective.

      Eşken wants to sabotage the final objective itself, preventing Head General Størmbane from ever achieving it. Stealing his highest honor. That is his darkest cause.

      Yet this man is oblivious to his ambition. He does not even truly know Eşken.

      For a few milliseconds, the man’s eyes squeeze with sorrow as he recounts his horrors of the past. For just that moment, Maximus’s green eyes lock on the venka, and then returns his eyes to him. His decision formed.

      “When I was recruited by Eşken, I was freed by a man who saw a vision where the Allied Force might restore the earth from its sins. Otherwise, how soon until the nation will need another target in order to maintain its superiority? What demographic of men will be next to sacrifice on the altar of supremacy?”

      Maximus does not move his eyes from him any longer.

      “Will we hunt Vikąrian men born too far west so we retain our supremacy?” the man asks, heartfelt in his caution against the inevitable path of mutual destruction. “Will we separate ourselves from sickly Vikąrian men so our future generations will retain only strength? Will we target the men without military service? Who is superior then when we’re are all superior?”

      He doesn’t seem to realize—that’s precisely the final victory of the Størmbane lineage. Not the Allied Force, solely the Størmbane lineage which will be the final eternal lineage alive. Størmbane men of untamable orún will lead over the rest like a pack of wolves. It was never about national supremacy. It was Størmbane supremacy.

      The nation only ever needed a cause to believe in. A uniting force and what greater lure is there than the false concept of a natural superiority? The nation comes together in traditions, flags, occupations, all in one alliance for a leadership that doesn’t even believe in the doctrines they fabricated for power.

      Maximus does not blink. He does not need breath.

      The bearded man continues, as though he’s waited, winter after winter, to spread the truth of their crusade. “Did it not sever your heart to witness that young Arctic boy, Bray Rainsford, blow himself to death in protest of the foreign slaughter?”

      The bearded man straightens his posture. “There are millions of us, Sniper General Størmbane, join us. We stand in memory of Bray Rainsford. Eşken predicted you would be reluctant, but with how deeply you care for your wife, you would come to cure the world of our nation’s past.”

      At the mention of wife, Maximus loses his mind. Maximus ravages forward with the primeval strength and speed of a creature unleashed from the depths of carnage.

      The bearded man was only speaking a second before. “Will it be women next that we hunt down? Will it be full-blooded Vikąrian women sent in the Great Hunt for a nation of men one day? What is the next measure of supremacy?”

      As though all the ballistic bellicosity over the years within him has centered in his chest, Maximus moves with a velocity I’ve never seen from him. He reaches the hefty venka before the man has time to react. The bearded man’s arm returns to my throat, but he knows the incoming vengeance will not stop even if he cracks open my neck. If he wants to save his own life, he has to dodge—fast.

      However, in the time it took him to realize this, it’s already too late. Maximus drives the metal anvil into the bearded man’s head. It sends a brutal report throughout the hall.

      I tear out of his arms and cower against the wall.

      The next impalement is such a grisly sound that I cover my ears.

      Maximus plunges the shovel down, again and again, with the full strength of his biceps. With the same amount of power that you hear of in depictions of ancient myths.

      “I will bring hell upon you all!” Maximus roars at the top of his lungs and impels the venka down gruesomely again, his deltoids and triceps working in tandem to mutilate the remains. “All of you will be bled out of existence!”

      The man’s eyes are already dull and vacant. But it’s the last time he has eyes as Maximus lifts the venka with his entire strength and bludgeons it straight down, mercilessly leaving his facial features beyond recognition. The ricochet of the impact reverberates throughout the metal panels of the walls. “I will ravage every last one of you in war! Send all your men!”

      The collisions shake the entire hall with the vibration of his strength.

      The horrific clangs sound as if Maximus is forging the underworld itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 51

          

          COA RANGECROFT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the north transatlantic empire

      

      

      “Keep your head centered!” Hazen shouts, becoming a stern teacher that scowls at me when I keep my chin low, diving into the havoc to fight beside him. I attack ferociously.

      One of the dead men hurls his battle hammer forward in a desperate attempt at a distraction as he grips his second battle hammer, but he doesn’t make it much farther before my shield drives into his browbone. I keep sending my shield into his cartilage, his eye sockets.

      My ankle complains beneath my weight, whining under the pain. However, I can taste the blood at the back of my throat. I need to finish this.

      The man nails his hammer toward my ear, and it is a good thing that I can hear the whoosh of the steel sliding through air because I move my head just in time. However, my ankle catches the worst of it, the heel of the man’s boot smashing through already splintered bone, and the nerve endings are instantly gone.

      I know in my adrenaline I won’t feel it fully until later. I live on borrowed time with a deep wound in my tendons. End him—hurry. Before he strikes again.

      I clutch his shield with my own shield, locking us together, before slicing open his ribcage.

      My lungs feel as though he had hammered right through them, pounding in my chest. I fall to my knees, and this time I can no longer hold my body upright.

      I look down and realize the weight of his body against my ankle has rendered it nearly futile.

      These weren’t lumbermen, woodsmen who did not fear dark nor flame, and have seen the lightning of the woodlands for themselves. However, these pampered tourists are still full-grown men. Their mindless bodies are intent on murdering me.

      I hate that I keep my head low, trying to keep my vomit inside, as Hazen hacks through men. He’s right; keeping my head centered saves me from my temple being caved in because I can see better. But if I heave here, I won’t be able to stop, enduring another fit of coughing and retching.

      My blood is blackened over my teeth. I barely have enough strength to lodge my sword into the snow. I lean against it, trembling with dying gasps as I rise to my feet.

      Hazen’s blade is sharp, but his eyes are far sharper, eyeing throats, nostrils, intestines—merciless in his pursuit of blood. He does not know victory, nor can he inhale it, for his own face is filled with the tissue and muscles of men.

      After the last man has fallen, he fumes for breath. “Don’t ever risk your life for me.”

      I rasp for oxygen myself. “You—risk your life for me all the time—be grateful I returned the favor for once.” I open my lips to tease him, denying pain, but my knees collapse.

      Hazen catches me around the waist. “You’ve done more than enough, Coa.”

      “Not yet. Not in my mind.”

      “With your stubborn, infernal mind, no. But in reality, you were only meant to fight the women like we agreed,” he chastises, keeping me steady on my feet on the snow mounds. He does not shut up, as if he’s my guardian. “How could you be that brash? As soon as I turned my head, you went from one combat to the other.”

      “I won one combat to the other,” I correct him, nose pinched. I bring my face close to his foul, rancid breath. “I had no choice left. I didn’t want to see you dead.”

      “I would’ve never let that happen to myself.” He smirks insufferably, mangled with injuries that stretch across his flesh.

      I roll my eyes. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      His ire flares in his eyes. “Your rash act did not save me. If anything, I had to save you while trying to protect myself in a crowd of men.”

      “Are we really arguing in battle right now?” Even though the factual truth is that the archers saved us both, I still huff out a vapor of air. “Because that’s not how I remember it. I remember saving you very clearly.”

      “Your memory fails you.” Hazen has caught his breath at last. “All you had to do was trust me.”

      I counter, smearing the blood from my teeth, “At most I trust your skill, if nothing else.”

      Hazen dries his sword of blood on his shirt, picking the dead of their hammers, tucking two in his holster strapped to him. “Is that so?”

      I pilfer one hammer from him, tucking it in my trouser waist. “Your physical skill is your greatest asset. Perhaps your only asset.”

      His eyes dance in amusement. “It’s my physical skill you want to save, then? All right, which skill of mine is your favorite? My method of blade, my method of tongue⁠—”

      I push him out the way. “You are the insufferable one.”

      To my surprise, his voice turns serious after he leans against the pines to rest. “I’m glad I taught you to fight after all. If we survive this battle⁠—”

      However, as if fate itself has other plans, a bullet fires through the air.

      “Hazen?”

      Hazen holds his collar, extending his hand after, his palm coming away wet with fresh blood, not the aged blood of the dead. His thick brows knead together, as though he doesn’t comprehend what he’s staring at.

      Vørian Størmbane’s voice breaks through with a mighty thunder.

      “Show yourself, warkiller!” Vørian aims his rifle at me next. “I will kill all of your men, until your gutless, craven spine appears!”

      Hazen throws me to the ground before the bullet can hit me in the cranium. He lands on his knees, shot twice, covering me with his damaged, bleeding body. I scream. “Hazen!”

      “Stay down, Coa,” Hazen orders, glowering at the teenaged boy lumbering through the snow, shooting through Eşken’s scattered line of naval soldiers. “Stay under me, he grazed me.”

      Ignoring him, I flip his heavy body over, shredding off the fabric from my sleeve, stanching the blood pouring from his neck, bathing his chest. Horror fills me.

      Hazen wheezes through the rapid blood loss, exactly like Bray Rainsford as he was dying.

      “Hazen, no . . . no . . . no . . .” I clutch the rags, filling too quickly with his blood, my fingertips swimming in his leaking hemic red.

      “I’m fine, Coa,” he strains in a voice that betrays he’s not fine. Vørian didn’t graze him. He hit him dead on.

      I haul my arms underneath him and ignore the protest of my devastated ankle, dragging him to the thickly-wooded pinelands.

      Quickly, alarmedly, I add as much pressure as I can to Hazen’s wounds, holding back the blood and phlegm overtaking my own chest. Hazen grasps my wrist. “Take cover, Coa⁠—”

      “I’m not leaving you.” I curse. “I only need you to hold your injuries long enough for me to kill that little shit.”

      “Run toward the Noatak River.” Hazen struggles to lift half of his body, and I shove him back down. His response is drowned out by Vørian’s shout for Valstark to step out of the locked wedding venue.

      In the near distance, only meters in front of us, Vørian is shooting the bodies of dead naval soldiers, roaring for Valstark, who emerges from the pines, drenched in blood, glass, and lead.

      “Stand down,” Valstark orders him. “Put that down, boy, you do not know how to conduct yourself. You desecrate the dead.”

      In response, Vørian puts another streak of lead into the dead naval soldiers.

      “Foreign sympathizers like you do not deserve my respect to be properly handled,” Vørian ridicules, his wicked sneer spreading across his pale skin. Vørian appears sickly, as though he had been heavily medicated. His skin is nearly as light as his glacier-white hair that is dampened across his forehead, wet against his ice-green eyes. His voice is asthmatic. “You killed good men that night. I will avenge every last one of them.”

      Valstark is unaffected. “Those men committed crimes against humanity the nature of which you could not fathom. However, you do not care for human life because you are subhuman yourself.”

      Vørian unleashes a string of curses at him. He raises the rifle, speechless when Valstark does not even flinch, taking two direct shots to his chest. Valstark steps forward, smoky with gunfire.

      Vørian instead aims between the warkiller’s eyes, likely using military-grade, high-caliber, anti-armor cartridges, designed to penetrate Vikąrian armor. However, it crunches against Valstark’s skin as though Valstark was made of unearthly metal.

      “What are you . . .” Vørian whispers. Trepidation percolates into his rasping voice.

      “He’s your uncle,” a voice says in the distance. Valstark gazes over the young man to the emerging leader of the entire Allied Force.

      I gasp a wet breath. Head General Størmbane treads through the fallen soldiers, a man who has laid ruin to entire civilizations. Valstark does not salute him.

      Head General removes his nationalist gloves. “Wulfgar, brother, I could recognize your mannerisms in any lifetime.”

      Valstark remains collected. “I have not been your brother in many lifetimes, Barringęr. You left me dead on the battlefield to inherit the empire.”

      Head General Størmbane is also a mountain-sized man, minimizing his young son’s height as he places a hand on Vørian’s shoulder.

      “Are my past actions why you have congregated all my sons to this forsaken empire instead?” There’s an undernote of rage in his voice. “Where is my eldest, Wulfgar?”

      Vørian stutters in disbelief that his own flesh and blood would be an Allied Force defector. “This is Wulfgar Størmbane?” Vørian stammers. “He’s not dead?”

      “I was salvaged,” Valstark responds, staring between the two of them. “Ask your father how I died. What he coordinated to ascend the throne of the Arctic.”

      Head General’s expression is indifferent to the implication of murdering his own older brother. His palm tightens on Vørian’s shoulder. “Enough of the past, Wulfgar. What is the exchange for my eldest?” With his left hand, Head General Størmbane extracts a utility knife from his weaponry holster. He edges the knife against Vørian’s throat, out of the boy’s line of sight. “We can negotiate.”

      A fourth voice enters the field. “Negotiation is only a start,” Eşken responds to Head General Størmbane, and it dawns upon Vørian that Eşken and Valstark stand together.

      Head General retracts the knife from Vørian’s neck. “Luçan Warmark, you are still in mourning for my brother.”

      Eşken marches through the blood-soaked snow, apathetic to the aftermath of bodies. “He was my vencęr, not that you could hold the capacity to understand an oath to avenge your vencęr for the rest of your life.”

      Head General is impassive at his words. “Which is why I never accepted a vencęr. Nor would I be weak for my vencęr if I had.”

      Eşken ignores that statement. “I will exchange a million men for your son’s safe return. I will only accept the highest ranks of the Allied Force.” If Eşken anticipates a visible reaction to manifest through Head General Størmbane’s stone features, he does not receive one.

      Head General does not even run a hand through his peppered dark hair with nerves. He focuses straight on Eşken. “You will not perform any of your bastardized experiments on him. I will not hear that my son has become one of your abominable warkillers.”

      Eşken’s voice tinges at the mention of abomination. As though Head General reduced his life’s work to waste and refuse. “Of course not.”

      “Vikęm!” Vørian roars, tearing his shoulder out of Head General’s hold. Unaware that Head General was willing to kill him for his other son’s return. “We never negotiate with the enemy. We need to send this entire territory and all his warships to hell.”

      Head General’s eyes drop to his young son as though he were a foolish, thoughtless boy in the midst of men. As if to prove it to him, he asks, “How would you resolve the matter, Vørian? Advise me.”

      “I would kill him, drain his entire lineage, and all his men.”

      “How many men does he hold in his command? Inform me.”

      Vørian’s wrath increases. “It doesn’t matter⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter, or you do not know?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Our full military holds over a hundred and fifty million soldiers at the ready.”

      Head General remains silent for a full minute for Vørian’s voice to echo angrily throughout the mountains. “We cannot make North General Warmark a martyr, he will become a symbol. The final objective of the fatherland is to have full domain, but if it’s parceled into pieces and chipped apart through civil war, we ruin the final objective.”

      Vørian sputters through his words as Head General continues on.

      Head General keeps his hands behind his back as he explains the outcome of killing a man who has managed to amass his own antinationalist army over the course of decades. An unseen army of potentially millions.

      All the North Pole citizens will need is a cause. A sense of purpose and meaning, and Eşken’s death would provide that through his army spreading his message throughout the Kilrød.

      Head General expounds further, “It will be the current world all over again—with new ethnicities and cultures created as Vikąrians bleed out of the fatherland. History will repeat itself, where full-blooded Vikąrians will become the new hunted foreigners.”

      Vørian snarls, “Vikęm, it does not matter. We will extinguish his men before they have a chance to gather themselves. We will close the borders to keep in the citizens⁠—”

      Irritation bleeds into Head General Størmbane’s facial lineament, as though a fish were lecturing a human in how to scale a mountain. “Eşken has gained significant internal support, appealing to those who are grieving fallen soldiers or who hold grudges with the Allied Force for genocide. He amassed a silent army. How do you propose we hunt down a silent army?”

      Vørian repeats the sentiments of every war criminal before him. “We reward citizens who turn in their neighbors. We respect the grievances of forgotten veterans with award ceremonies. We incentivize Vikąrians to accept our genocidal past⁠—”

      Head General interrupts him with a cold grunt. “Yet we will need them to kill their own full-blooded Vikąrian kinsmen that are foreign sympathizers? When we’ve built a nation of brethren?” Before he can respond, Head General Størmbane speaks over him. “How will you quell the outrage? No. If we kill North General Warmark, it will inspire more of him.”

      Head General Størmbane turns to Eşken.

      “Return my first son.”

      Eşken lowers his eyes to Vørian, who is seething and hissing like a bull. “Then kill your second son.”

      Without hesitation, as if he expected the requirement as a Vikąrian tradition, Head General severs the boy’s neck with his utility knife.
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      Vørian’s legs crumple beneath him.

      Head General had made the kill painlessly swift; I don’t think the boy even saw the knife until it was already at his jugular. Head General continued the favor to his left jugular vein.

      The boy, killed by his own father, bleeds eyes open in the snow. His ice-green eyes are tinted red, as if he would have cried, if he had the physical ability to shed tears.

      Insensate, Head General Størmbane steps over his body. “Return my son safely, Warmark. I will prevent war on his behalf. Otherwise, there is no inch of earth where you will be safe from me.”

      I expect Eşken to murder Head General now, as he promised. Eşken swore to sacrifice himself.

      He said he wanted to die in the end.

      When Eşken is dead, Head General Størmbane will be dead and right now, Eşken has Head General right in his grasp. It would take nothing for his men to end this genocider.

      The dictator who has taken my siblings from me. The dictator who had kept me for nearly five years in a brutalizing concentration camp. The dictator who sent me to execution in the Great Hunt.

      The dictator responsible for immeasurable death throughout history.

      The dictator who will be the reason that I will never again see the rest of my family.

      The dictator who will be the reason Hazen dies at any moment in my arms.

      However, Eşken extends his hand. “Understood. Deliver me a million men and I will return the sniper general in perfect health.”

      Sightless with fury, the sides of my vision are tainted with artery-red hues. I scream. “Kill him!”

      “Coa—” Hazen grasps me with the last of his strength, stumbling to his feet to haul me away from the three deadly men, but I don’t care. Screeching through my tears and wrath.

      “Kill him, now, Eşken!” I command, choked on a sob, and blackened blood. “Kill him as you swore!”

      I disclosed the Eternal Ritual to Hazen, but I told him that Eşken had been the one to drink it. However, I lied.

      I never trusted Eşken.

      I drank it myself. With a final glance at Hazen, I kiss him, refusing to say goodbye. I whisper. “May you live, even if you die.”

      Hazen blocks my path, but I summon lightning, slipping out of his bloodied grip. “Coa, don’t—Don’t⁠—”

      I charge for Head General Størmbane, who methodically retrieves his dead son’s rifle, peeling his son’s hand from the trigger. I feel the wild wind rushing through my ears. I feel mighty, warm arms wrapping themselves around my waist, fighting through the voltage of electricity escaping my dying body.

      Head General aims the rifle right between my eyes.

      “Kill me!” I roar at him, exactly as I ordered the kømmand sergeant before the Great Hunt. As if I am right back on that silver platform. Right back in the moment that started it all. “Kill me right now! I don’t taste fear. I am Coa Rangecroft—not livestock—and I demand you kill me now. Would you rather I⁠—”

      A single gunshot sears straight through my heart. Almost faster than any human can anticipate. It incinerates through tissues and tendons, the perfect killshot.

      My legs collapse to the ground, and Hazen’s outcry of anguish is right above me as he runs his hand through my blond strands as if he could spool back all the blood inside of me. “No—Coa—No⁠—”

      My eyelids flutter, the final strength within me turning me enough to see Head General Størmbane’s killer features contorting with confusion. His fingers rise to his sternum, his fingers wet with his blood. He gazes back at me, where he had shot me.

      Right before his own body plummets to the earth.

      Belatedly Hazen realizes what I’ve done. I rasp, with my first genuine, happy, smile in years, “You’re not . . . the only one skilled . . .” My body is trembling, I can’t make it stop. I bring his fingertips to my lips. “Goodbye⁠—”

      Even in the blood loss he’s sustained, his weakened, insufferable smirk returns.

      “Don’t say goodbye to me, you’re not any good at it.” He whispers, landing heavily beside me. “There’s a finality in goodbye. We never have to end.”

      Gauzy-eyed, I gaze to the songbirds in the wintry sky. My last glimpse of life is the rabbit near the buckthorn berries. Ife’s sweet, soft-singing voice is the last sound I hear in my head. As if I have a sister after all.

      Her voice sings Czarina’s prayers to me.

      May you live, fireborn, even if you die.
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        kilgrad, southern kilrød, the allied force

        eight months later

      

      

      Head General Størmbane arrives unannounced for the funeral processions for Vørian Størmbane, months after the youth league captain has been laid to final rest.

      At the breakfast banquet, my silver spoon clatters to the plate. Thorsten scrambles from his massive onyx seat, his small face bathed in milk and bread. He hardly sleeps anymore, he believes he sees Vørian in his dreams.

      Thorsten salutes and restlessly signs. “Victory, Vikęm.”

      A few useless sounds come out, before I salute. “Victory, Head General Størmbane!”

      “Victory.” Head General no longer has the uneven gait he once had after the gunshot wound to his sternum. The Vikąrian technology has thoroughly healed him, though I heard his heart stopped twice. Head General glances over the exquisite spread of luxuriant hors d’oeuvres and artisan crudités. “Where is Maximus?”

      Thorsten hasn’t seen his father in months. He hesitantly answers, “His study.”

      Maximus is still on the hunt for the warkiller responsible for killing Vørian. He hasn’t slept in weeks, he barely devours meals outside of what he needs to train, and he’s spent his strenuous months with the stealth unit, examining every acre of the North Transatlantic Empire.

      “Very well,” Barringęr responds. “Summon him for me, Thorsten.”

      Thorsten bolts from the banquet, his boots squealing on the marble, as he runs to inform Maximus that Barringęr is here. Thorsten has been desperate for Maximus to be happy and lively again, tortured in the throes of grief. How he failed to protect him.

      Thorsten is still at the age where there’s hope inside of him that Vørian can come back. That their family can be whole again.

      Fear trickles down my spine as Head General Størmbane’s eyepatch darkens beneath the shadows of the pillared halls, his attention centered on me. “You gave the fireborn the Eternal Ritual.”

      Involuntarily, I swallow, faking innocence. “What fireborn?”

      “Do not insult yourself, Ife.” Head General Størmbane treads near to me, briefly glancing at the brisking knife on the table for the briskut bread. “Sit down.”

      I gaze at the exit, nearly running; however, I obey.

      Barringęr interrogates, “How many of these Eternal Rituals have you crafted?”

      Only two. All of my grandfather’s bones and beads are gone. I would’ve buried them with Coa, if I could. Maximus had gathered his men, departed with Vørian’s body and took us with him. I had no choice left, but to leave.

      I didn’t have much time to whisper goodbye to Zaire and Kateri before Skova helped transport them to safety.

      I barely had time to offer Skova my inmost everlasting gratitude.

      I didn’t have time to lay my hand on the heart of Hazen Creed after he died.

      I heard the town of Matcharak burned Eşken’s body after Maximus killed him. They sent his ashes into the tundra.

      After Maximus had slaughtered Eşken, I was on a silent aircraft with Vørian’s dead body and Head General’s dying body deep in surgery. His dark gray eye glowers at me now. Awaiting my answer.

      My voice is tiny. “Only once.”

      “Do not lie to me,” he warns, refusing to repeat himself without a threat. “Answer me in truth.”

      I blink tenderly. “I had a dream that I committed the ritual, only I don’t know if it was real.”

      “Twice then.”

      “Maybe,” I murmur, rambling. “In my dream, there were trees and animals. The trees told me to perform the ritual; the oaks taught me how.”

      Head General fixes his gaze at me as though I am speaking a silly language instead of Vikąrian. Disinterestedly, he listens as I explain how the majestic oaks gathered, and we celebrated in the arboreal wildwoods.

      His voice is leached of lenience as he steps closer. “You will have no more of these dreams, do you understand?”

      I couldn’t, even if I wanted to, or else your entire empire would swallow the Eternal Ritual. I would infect the irrigation systems. I nod softly instead. “Yes, Viker.”

      His dark gray eye lowers to my trembling hands.

      Head General rests his mouth against my temple, then presses in my seat for me. “Very well, ança. We are clear now.” Daughter.

      My blood runs cold. Head General has never called me his daughter before. Not even after he gashed open my palm for the wedding ceremony rites. Anxiously, I try to lift my spoon, but my fingers are quivering too greatly, and I set it back down. “How was your flight?”

      Warholm has been embroiled in an extreme blizzard for nearly the past month. Weather is hardly on my mind, but I couldn’t think of anything else other than my galloping heartbeat.

      “It was fine. Has Maximus made any progress toward the warkiller?”

      “Not yet. He promised he will find him before the year is out.”

      Head General frowns as though the thought repulses him.

      “Keep me informed, ança,” he says, using that term of endearment again, as though he always calls me his daughter. “I need to be alerted as soon as he has located the warkiller.”

      “Yes, Viker,” I say, fighting to keep the confusion seeping into my voice. I tell him the only good news I have. “After the warkiller has been found, Maximus has planned for his execution to be public throughout the Kilrød. A viewing in each city⁠—”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Head General lifts his hand to dismiss the idea. I wait for his macabre plan for Valstark’s draconian punishment for the slaying of his son. However, he says, “We have more important matters.”

      “Has a new enemy arisen? Will the war with the North Transatlantic Empire be initiated?” Maximus has not declared full-scale war yet. Neither has Head General, who now seems apathetic to the concept.

      “No. However, there is the issue of military restructure. The demilitarization will be extended.”

      “Oh.” Suspicious, I listen as Head General explains the details to me as if I am any equal to be updated on military concerns. When in the past, he wouldn’t even let me sit outside of the war room doors. Still, I participate. “Maximus promised he’ll be home more often once the warkiller⁠—”

      His fist slams the table, clattering the silverware. “Enough about the warkiller.”

      I gasp. His gray eye is unmistakable. I was told Head General’s body parts needed organ transplants due to damage. His silvered hair is longer to cover the base of his head, concealing a neural insert I notice when he shifts his frame. The realization hits me like an explosive.

      “Eşken . . .” I whisper.

      Head General Størmbane is dead. Eşken is in his body.

      That is why he referred to me as his daughter, like any father-in-law would; he believed that was how Barringęr addressed me. In reality, I’ve never once heard Head General Størmbane call me anything close to an affectionate term.

      I dart from the seat, expecting Eşken to try to kill me. However, he smiles in conspiracy. “Eşken is dead, ança.”

      My breaths come in panicky, little rasps.

      “Luçan Warmark was slaughtered, wasn’t he?” Head General presses on.

      I whimper. “Yes.”

      “Very well. Then you have no cause to utter his name. I have no cause to speak of your Eternal Ritual sorcery.” He stretches the smile on Barringęr’s face, a man who never naturally smiled in his lifetime. “After all, you handed me the empire and the leader, as we agreed. Well done, ança. You’ve impressed me beyond expectation.”

      I sit with the agreement, slowly nodding to it. I realize why Eşken is truly here. He arrived to pretend to care that Vørian is dead and belatedly attend the funeral. Above all, he is here to order Maximus not to abandon the manhunt for Valstark altogether. However, he must not end the warkiller program itself. Therefore, that’s where I am important.

      I need to convince Maximus of the matter. Emotionally. Psychologically. Mentally.

      Maximus no longer has a vencęr. Rainer was removed in a surgical operation as soon as we landed. Maximus didn’t even wait to sleep ahead of time before he had the extraction finalized.

      Thorsten and I are all he has left.

      “Vikęm. Good to see you are well.” Maximus says over the barking of his Arctic hunting dogs. There are seven hounds in our small family now that Thorsten’s old enough to have more of his own. Maximus tangles his hand through the nape of my neck, kissing my forehead. “You look like a dream, my ikäniną.”

      Thorsten wrestles the new puppy, howling with them, before he feeds them their first hearty meat of the day. The dogs are his height on their hind legs, knocking him over to happily lick his face.

      Eşken ignores the playing boy when the real Head General Størmbane would’ve dismissed him from his sight. “Maximus, there has been⁠—”

      “Maximus Barringęr,” I correct under my breath.

      “There has been a change of priority, Maximus Barringęr,” Eşken says as Maximus sits to adjust the harness on the hounds that immediately try to sit in his lap, slathering him with puppy kisses, even though they’re adult hounds now. His hounds love him and always turn into babies around him. They only stand at attention at his whistle.

      “A change of priority, Vikęm?” He freezes at Eşken’s next words.

      “The warkiller has been removed from our top priority. Reconstruction is the new era for the Allied Force. It is time for our brethren to rebuild the world and claim their rightful land in the uncharted regions of the Kilrød. I would like you to lead the young men toward their glory.”

      “Vørian was taken from us,” Maximus refutes. “Even if I must lead the stealth operation on my own, I won’t rest until he is dead at my feet.”

      Eşken’s jaw begins to clench, and I leap in. “Maximus, that would be perfect for our family. Thorsten could have more boys his age to play with. Our sons could have fresh mountains instead of frozen glaciers.” I run a hand over his chest. “We could start over in the countryside of the North Pole.”

      The last thing I will ever do is produce progeny for the Allied Force. However, Maximus promises to think about it as he takes Thorsten out to the icebergs with the hounds for the day. He hasn’t been home in over a week. The grief has kept him in isolation.

      “He’ll come around,” I promise after Maximus and Thorsten leave to haul in bowhead whale meat.

      “I will compensate you, if he ends his search. His men are too close to Valstark’s location as it stands.”

      “He’ll permit the warkiller expansion as well.” I nod in unspoken understanding to Eşken, as if I have any choice in the situation. I almost can’t even utter what I want in exchange; laps of shock keep freezing my body. Eşken took over Head General’s body.

      Head General Størmbane is dead. I did it.

      “Excellent. I take it in exchange you want the independence of the North Transatlantic Empire?”

      I correct him, “The independence of the world. The Allied Force will never again engage in war with foreigners. The warkiller technology will be given to foreign nations first. All foreigners will be liberated from North Pole domination. The supremacy indoctrination will be exterminated from the Allied Force, replaced with mandatory regard for life, as you swore.”

      Eşken nods in response. “Demilitarization has already begun.” That’s not good enough, because men are already no longer required to serve in the military. That has been the case for years. However, Eşken continues on with a tone of agreeability. “The blood purity of this nation will be terminated. We both seek the same results, ança.”

      I couldn’t care less for blood purity. I am after protection, and he knows that.

      He knows I could kill him, if I must. He didn’t kill mass executioner Barringęr Størmbane, it was a collective effort.

      At last, he steeples his fingers, and explains the rest of his plans for the defense and protection of foreigners, until I am satisfied. Zaire will be given diplomatic immunity, political protection, and the transfer of power to rebuild Makari from the stolen lands. All foreign war captives will be released, including Kateri and her whole family. Their captured lands will be returned to the people.

      We spend the better part of the afternoon on the reinstatement of international independence and sovereign empires. However, that won’t incur the downfall of the Allied Force enough to his liking, and we speak well into the night. Out of all the political allies I could’ve imagined I would achieve, I never thought of Eşken.

      He likely never thought I was capable enough for it. I never imagined he was likeminded enough for it. An old man stuck in his ways before.

      I reach and cover his war-damaged hands.

      “You need to refer to me only as Ife or Ikä. Head General Størmbane never called me ança.” Eşken visibly halts his smile, realizing he only studied and examined the public Head General Størmbane, not who the authoritarian was in private. His estimations of his personal life were incorrect. “If we’re going to be partners, you need to take my dreams seriously.”

      And I don’t mean the airhead rainfall dreams.

      His eyes sparkle as his lips stretch into another smile.

      I can’t help but smile conspiratorially myself.

      “Head General never smiled. However, welcome to the family, Eşken.”

      For many rebels, the infiltration of the top-ranked figures would be more than what they need for a start. But for a village girl seeking vengeance, aiming for the full destruction of an empire that took everything from her, this is only the beginning.

      Apoyê.

      That is war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for picking up War Hunt. Thank you for your reviews and support, it means the world to me. I love you more than anything.

      Special thanks to the Alaska Native Knowledge Network. In depicting North America in a landscape that would be parallel to the North Pole, it was notably important to select another part of the Arctic Circle itself. There are over 150 years of Black history in Alaska featured by the Anchorage Museum. “Here, Alaskans of African descent have, at times, been targets of racial discrimination, but they have also found opportunities that eluded them elsewhere,” (Anchorage Museum, 2022). I read the rich stories of African and Black Americans that felt far more welcomed in Alaska, fleeing subjugation and oppression, which is another reason why I selected Alaska as the setting.

      People of every race, creed, and faith live in Alaska, both as a result of colonization and immigration. Many natives, US residents, and immigrants alike live in Alaska and I implore you to donate to any of the following: The Alaska Native Women’s Resource Center, the Alaska Native Heritage Center, the Alaska Humane Society, the Alaska Cat Adoption Team, and the Alaska Dog and Puppy Rescue. (The Alaska Wildlife Alliance is awesome as well!) There are many struggling nonprofits in Alaska that could really use anything you’re able to give, even if it’s one dollar. It was deeply important to me to use this novel to specifically highlight these charities and raise awareness to help.

      Privately, I refer to The Empire Wars and War Hunt as my “Frankenstein” projects, because they are the collection of several high school drafts, lines, and chapters sutured together, from things like notebook papers, laptop drafts, journals from art class with character details scribbled in the margin, and receipts from the homecoming dance with scene ideas. I wrote numerous iterations of the novels at that time, and I tried to keep the Frankenstein-stitched parts as faithfully as I could. However, the historical context of its origins mattered more to me than anything I’ve ever written.

      The history of The Empire Wars and War Hunt is centered around the brutal colonization of Congo by Belgium, where tens of millions of Africans were slaughtered, amputated, and forced into hard labor. Further, Belgium held human exploitation zoos of African children, men, and women where European tourists could touch, feed, and harm African people. To this day, Congo is still being exploited for their natural resources to mass produce electronic devices in a silent genocide. Please buy used and refurbished electronics instead of incentivizing corporations to continue child exploitation and killings.

      Similarly, The Empire Wars context is rooted from the several concentration camps that Germany conducted in Namibia—with one of the five concentration camps referred to as “Death Island.” On the island, laborers were whipped and forced to work until death and starvation. There were crimes against humanity committed against Namibia with no universal acknowledgment or adequate reparations for the theft and losses of life. (There are organizations to help support for Congo and Namibia included below.)

      The anguish and fury in which I read the history of those who suffered in Africa by European colonization started me on a path where I hoped to reference, even in fictional elements, the horrors that many African bloodlines have endured in further hopes that more people will maybe research the actual history. From nonfiction to fiction, these histories are kept silent for far too long. Please read and write more books on these topics to start discussions and raise funds for those in need. I implore you to research the subjugation for your own knowledge as well, if you are able.

      I thank you for reading War Hunt. It means the whole world to me.

      There are several amazing people who have made all of this possible. I would like to thank the entire publishing team at Blackstone Publishing. First and foremost Dan Ehrenhaft, my brilliant editor who is one of the smartest, most kind, and genuinely ingenious people I’ve ever known. Thank you so much for taking a chance on my work.

      Further, thank you to my editors Betsy Mitchell and Lydia Rogue. Betsy, I am so eternally grateful for the late nights, early morning emails, and how much heart you put into working on my project with me. Your mind is spectacular. Lydia, your line edits were so incredibly helpful in catching inconsistencies and flawed logic, and I am utterly thankful to you. I am so lucky to work with you. You are a fantastic human being!

      Special thanks to Sarah Bonamino, Francie Crawford, Nikki Carrero, Candice Edwards, Nicole Sklitsis, and the marvelous cover artist.

      Thank you to Lynnette Novak who fearlessly believed in my work from the start. Thank you for such a tremendous journey. Thank you as well to my CAA (Creative Artists Agency) agent, Rukayat Giwa, you are greatly appreciated.

      To my book friends—I love you with all my heart! Cindy from WithCindy, the heartfelt voice messages, the insomnia, the words of encouragement, you are one of my favorite people in my life. You have such an astonishing mind, and I can’t wait for readers to fall in love with your characters and stories. You deserve the world.

      Rachel from ReadswithRachel, you are one of the most spectacular human beings that we’re lucky to have on earth. Your commitment to education, freedom from censorship, and empowerment of the disenfranchised is one of the reasons I found your channel, but your compassion and hilarity is literally the reason why I even have hope in the world that there’s still genuine, good-hearted people out there. Thank you for restoring my faith.

      Xiran Jay Zhao, you are an extraordinary creative and remarkable advocate for those suffering from injustice. You are beyond brilliant, and we are all lucky to have your works as well as your strength. Additionally, thank you for being there for me when I was going through the wildest year of my life. I appreciate you beyond words and I treasure our friendship.

      To my friends, exes, and family, I don’t even know where to begin with admiration for how many times you’ve read my novels in the middle of the night, when I call and ask you a million questions. Thank you for always catching me when I doubted putting my high school work out first, and how much my first books meant to me back then and now. Thank you for your love and support. I adore you all.

      Above all, thank you to my Lord and savior, Jesus Christ. This was the most vulnerable undertaking I’ve ever done and I am beyond in awe by the experience and the journey.

      Cheers!

      Akana

      For Congo and Namibian aid resources:

      Please donate to Save The Children for the Democratic Republic of Congo, The Genocide Survivors Foundation, Friends of the Congo, The International Rescue Committee for the Democratic Republic of Congo, The UN Crisis Relief for Congo. For over twenty-one charities in Namibia please visit: The Global Giving Organization.
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