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      Imara’s arrow whizzed through the frigid air, whistling uselessly before it thunked into a log. A flash of white fur disappeared beneath, scrambling into a burrow she had no hope of reaching.

      “God damn this thing,” she growled, her fingers wringing the wood of her bow. Though once it had been flexible, it no longer yielded to her. “The cold’s made it all but useless.”

      She wasn’t exactly surprised by that fact. Winter had lasted half a year. The winds howled through their village and the surrounding forests, clawing at their homes like ravenous wolves. The ground was so hard it was impossible for any spring shoots to poke through, and the larger game had long since run out of food.

      All they had now were a few hares who hadn’t yet realized there was nothing here for them to eat. They’d been easy to kill at first. Now Imara’s fingers were frozen in her gloves and her bow pulled against the string instead of working with it.

      “What would Master Willem say if he could hear you now?”

      Even without looking at her, Imara could hear the smile in her sister’s voice. She could see her green eyes dancing with amusement, the rosiness in her cheeks that wasn’t just from the brutal sting of the winds.

      “Probably the same thing he always says,” Imara shrugged, a smirk cracking into her features as she looked at her sister. She lowered her voice, tucked in her chin, and tried to mimic the Master of Piety. “’You are the daughter of a chieftain, Imara. You must be gracious. You must not stray from the path of righteousness.’”

      Elora giggled, the sound like clear, tinkling bells. Nothing like Imara’s own laugh that the crueler boys in the village had once likened to that of a donkey braying. She knew it wasn’t that bad, but it was bad enough that she tamped it down whenever it began to bubble up within her, like now.

      “Maybe a fire will make the wood more pliable,” Elora suggested, ever practical.

      Where Imara always got hung up on her emotions, always trifled with gut feelings and the directive of her heart, her younger sister was thoughtful and patient. All the things Imara should have been as the eldest daughter of the High Chieftain.

      She’d tried. God knew she’d tried. But even now, she was defiant. When faced with the prospect of eating a ration of boiled oats and hard, salted meat for the thirteenth week in a row—something she knew she should be grateful for, because even that was running perilously low—Imara had chosen to scour the barren woods for live game.

      Game which she’d now lost.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” she admitted with a sigh, hooking the bow over one shoulder. “If nothing else, maybe we won’t lose any fingers.”

      She could barely feel hers as she stripped off one thick, fur-ruffed glove, then the other. She flexed the digits, the pale skin a little off-colored. A tingle crept into her hands as the sensation returned. Imara gritted her teeth against it. She’d tried to endure without complaint. Given her place in the village, she had more than most. But she hated this bitter, relentless cold that sought out the bones directly and bit down.

      As a daughter of the North, she’d known the cold all her life. It wasn’t especially comfortable, but it was home. This was something else. This was pure malevolence cast down from the mountains. Her gaze sought them now, her jaw squaring. The ice caps were barely visible in the blinding haze of white that surrounded her, but she knew where to find them. The northernmost peak of the Tempest Spine mountain range was home to Kiova’s Chosen, the Storm Lord who was said to control the winter winds.

      The Storm Lord her father had invited to parlay with them that afternoon, in hopes of appeasing the goddess he served.

      The Four Tempests—of which the ice goddess Kiova was a part—had been abandoned by the humans ages before. Word of the One True God had spread among her people, through her ancestors and down to the current generation. If Willem was to be believed, their god had kept them safe. Shielded them from the temperamental goddesses.

      Until now.

      Now they were so desperate that even the Master of Piety hadn’t raised an argument against her father. As far as Imara knew, she was the only one who’d done so, and even she’d backed down because what choice did she have? Her people would starve soon. They were too thin as it was, having existed on little but rations for half a year already. Imara did her part to bring in food and supply the tailors with fresh pelts, but it was all so scarce. The wildlife had abandoned them to their fate, and so too had their god.

      The village’s only hope lay in the Storm Lord now, and she could only guess at what he would demand for use of his powers.

      I won’t have to imagine soon, she thought bitterly. Kiova’s Chosen was meant to arrive later that afternoon. No doubt he and the other Raknari were traveling the mountain pass now, the only creatures that could brave the sleet.

      “You’re distracted,” Elora said, her voice as warm and kind as ever.

      She looked down, finding she’d gone through the motions of emptying her pouch of kindling despite not having any wood. Imara sighed, but a smile touched her lips as Elora handed her some dry logs she’d scrounged.

      “What would I do without you?”

      “Freeze, most likely.” The words were said with Elora’s usual sweetness, but there was a wicked glint in her eyes that made Imara laugh.

      She stacked the logs against one another and used her fire-starter to catch a spark to the long-dried corn silk she’d clumped in the center. It caught, burning quickly, the flames chewing greedily through the strands until they reached the logs. Imara stared at the orange and yellow glow, at the way it danced with unpredictable grace, bobbing and weaving as if to avoid the wind that might smother it.

      Fire was a precious commodity when it was so blastedly cold, but she’d always had a fondness for it. It reminded her of being curled up before the hearth with one of the many useless hounds her family had owned throughout the years, a blanket snug around her body, a cup of hot tea in her hands.

      She let that feeling of comfort seep into her now, but it was swiftly snatched away as she caught sight of her sister’s trembling hands. Elora was feeding sticks to the growing fire, and Imara’s gaze traveled up her arm to her pale face, her lips more of a purple than the pink they should be.

      “God above, Elora! You should’ve said something!” Panic gnawed at her, forcing her to her feet. She unclasped a heavy fur cloak from her shoulders and put it around her sister’s, pulling it closed in front.

      “I’m fine,” she insisted, her teeth chattering. “You needed it more.”

      A mix of frustration and admiration bubbled within Imara. Elora had always been like this. Selfless. Kind. Good. She would make an excellent chieftain some day, were Imara not next in line.

      “Nobody finds your self-sacrifice attractive, you know,” Imara teased, herding her younger sister closer to the fire.

      “Oh, dear, whatever shall I do? How am I to catch the eye of a man now?”

      Imara laughed, that unrestrained, braying laugh she’d tried so hard to fight off earlier. This was the side of Elora few ever saw. The bite she had, while reserved to private moments like this, was fierce and wicked and enviable.

      But she could compare herself in so many unfavorable ways to her sister if she tried. Ways Elora never even saw, let alone mentioned. For all her abject goodness, for all that she was better, Elora was absolutely terrible at looking after herself. Her mind wandered as much as her feet. She tried even the most dangerous things just to say that she had. Her boundless optimism made her blind to so many risks.

      That was the one way in which Imara thought herself better than her sister, and she used that knowledge to protect Elora at all costs. From the world, from herself, from anything that so much as breathed in her direction, if she must.

      She did so now, taking Elora’s hands into her own and rubbing feeling back into the frozen digits. Pulling out her waterskin and an earthenware cup, she yanked the stopper free and poured a trickle of water past the frozen slush, resting it by the edge of the fire. Once it was steaming, she removed the cup and held it out to Elora.

      “I’d offer you tea, but…”

      Even their rations of tea leaves had long since dwindled after the villagers had taken to drinking it as a way to stave off hunger.

      “Don’t worry. I have a very good imagination.” Elora closed her eyes and sipped, and Imara smiled. That expression died on her lips when her sister’s eyes opened once more, a furrow between her brows. “Imara... What happens if the stories are true?”

      They hadn’t spoken of the Storm Lord. Not since Father announced to the village that they would be coming. She’d tried to push those stories from her mind, to trust in her father and her chieftain, but they were impossible to ignore now.

      The Raknari—the people the four Storm Lords ruled over—were savage brutes. They’d long terrorized the human villages, keeping them from forming under one banner, denying them any kind of rule beyond these small pockets in each of the lands that surrounded the mountains. They’d demanded sacrifices, not the least of which were young women—virgins—to slake their lust. They were ruthless. Violent. Hardly better than wild animals who wanted nothing more in the world than to feast and fuck.

      When they were satisfied, they used their powers to grant a merciful season. And when they were denied, they brought the fury of the Tempests raging even stronger.

      But the Raknari and their Storm Lords had kept to themselves, to their mountains for as long as Imara had been alive. Now they were being invited to return to the way things had once been, where they had all the power and people like Imara and Elora had none at all.

      And if they truly embraced the old ways, then it wouldn’t stop at gold and jewels and a promise of the yields from the next harvest. They would be paid in flesh.

      “You know Father will never let them take us,” she said. A bitter comfort, but one she had to cling to.

      Elora was quiet for a long moment. She still shivered, though Imara guessed it was less from cold now. She’d never truly seen her sister afraid of anything, and it unsettled her now. All she could do was bundle her tighter in the cloak and add more fuel to the fire.

      “I hope you’re right. I don’t… I don’t think I would survive that, Immy.”

      Imara’s gaze snapped up to her sister, fear clutching at her heart.

      Father would never send them away. He’d never allow them to be taken in by the Raknari. But what if he had no choice? What if the Storm Lord demanded one or both of the chieftain’s daughters?

      The thought of her baby sister being subjected to that…

      A horn bugled in the distance. So similar to an elk’s call that those not from their village might have disregarded it. But the hairs on the back of Imara’s neck stood on end, and she exchanged a fearful look with her sister.

      The Raknari were here.
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      As the horn continued to blare, Imara briefly considered not showing at all.

      She was prepared to do whatever needed to be done, but if she let Elora anywhere near the village, she knew her sister could be in danger. Imara couldn’t bear to see her sister’s brilliant light snuffed out by anyone—but especially not the beasts from the mountains.

      There was no way Elora would agree to just ignore the summons, though. As stubborn as Imara was, her little sister had her beat. Even if she tied her up and stowed her in a cave somewhere, El would still find a way to get back to the village and do her duty at the daughter of a chieftain.

      So Imara’s only recourse was to go with her and hope it wouldn’t come to that. Their father wouldn’t let her go with them, no matter if the Storm Lord demanded. Even if Imara was the oldest, Elora was the most logical choice for chieftain. She was too valuable to the village to cast aside.

      And yet as they climbed the reinforced walls and made their way into the gathering crowd, nothing she saw reassured her about what was to come. The people of Brittlewood—her people—looked at them both with pity in their eyes. There were whispers, urgings for them to find their father. Every time she tried to ask after the strange mood that had fallen over everyone, she was ushered deeper into the center of the village, toward the council chambers.

      Her father stood before them, tall and resolute, the other members of the council fanning out from him. Her mother was at his side, and even from a distance, Imara could see she was crying. Her shoulders shook with it, her sobs only partially hidden by the sound of the horn.

      Imara’s stomach tied itself into knots as she rushed forward. She scarcely had the chance to open her mouth before her mother spoke.

      “Where were you? Your father needed to speak with you, and now it’s too late.” She choked on the last words, her voice strangled by a sob.

      “We were hunting,” Imara said, looking between her parents. “Too late for what? What did you need to tell us?”

      She asked the question of her father directly. Though his features were severe, they softened when he looked down at her. His large hand rested on her cheek. Such a comfort before, but now she pulled away.

      “I hope you’ll both forgive me. In time.”

      “Forgive you for what?” she demanded, stepping further back from him.

      But she knew the answer. She knew it in how quiet the council was, how everyone looked at her with pity. No. Not her. Elora. Her baby sister who’d been deathly quiet since they returned to the village.

      Imara looked at her now, the rays of sunshine that usually lighted in her sister’s face replaced by a grim resolve. She would have looked like their father—the same regal bearing, the same severe features—but for the wide-eyed fear Imara glimpsed.

      “No,” she whispered, hating that she felt sick and weak and helpless. “You can’t do this. I won’t let you.”

      “Immy…” Her sister’s voice was soft, pleading.

      “No! You’re not handing her over like she’s a sack of grain. Do you know what they’ll do to her?”

      She could see the pain in her father’s eyes, but what he felt was nothing compared to the blinding tempest that raged through her. She drew upon every horrible story she’d ever heard, every salacious tale she’d ever read, and recited them in turn to make her point.

      “The Storm Lord will hold her down and take her whether she wants it or not, then he’ll pass her around to the rest of the Raknari. Maybe to his mounts, too, just because he can. Because she’ll be his property—”

      “That’s enough,” her father bellowed, his voice shaking icicles from the nearest eaves.

      A growl followed, so loud and so close she would have sworn it was from her father if she hadn’t been in the midst of glaring at him. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, a prickle of ice creeping over her skin as she slowly turned, knowing and yet not comprehending what she would see when she did so.

      The sight her widening eyes took in was like nothing she could have ever imagined.

      She saw the mounts first, massive beasts that were taller at the shoulder than most of the people in her village. They had muscular bodies with powerful legs and broad, leonine heads filled with what must have been hundreds of sparkling white teeth and two blood-stained tusks that were surely as big as her forearm.

      The one closest to them—mere feet away, the crowd having stumbled backward to part the way—was almost silver in color, the thick ruff of fur that followed its spine pure white. Large hands gripped into that mane, skin paler than his mount’s, and Imara’s gaze traveled up a muscled arm partially obscured by a half-cloak that hung off his shoulder.

      She followed corded muscle to a broad, wide chest that was just as pale as his arm had been, but with a silver-blue sheen to it, as if his body was rimed with ice. Beneath the sheen, runes painted his bare skin. A darker blue, they pulsed and glowed rhythmically, and Imara found herself momentarily entranced, caught in wondering if they were tattoos, paint, or something else entirely.

      When she finally reached his face, she was surprised by what she found there. She’d never seen one of the Raknari before. Few in her village ever had, and the illustrations that accompanied the stories were none too kind. They painted them as trollish creatures, more akin to mountain ogres or hobgoblins than what she saw before her.

      Strong, square jaw. Sharp cheekbones. Slender, pointed ears. Elegant, snow-white lashes. Piercing, ice blue eyes. And long hair that looked like spun moonlight, gathered into a braid that hung against his back. There was something regal about him, and she knew instantly he was Kiova’s Chosen—the Storm Lord of the Frozen Peak.

      He was at once beautiful and dangerous, sparking something inside of her that surprised Imara even more than the sight of him. She felt a sudden ache in her fingers, in her body, to touch and be touched in return. To determine the nature of those runes with fingers and tongue. It was a sudden, carnal need, like the burning of some primal fire, and it very nearly carried her toward him.

      But reality swept back in as he spoke. His voice had a richness to it, like the rough embrace of a bitterly cold wind, but his words were what truly made her feel winter’s bite.

      “I see you’ve put up a temple to a false god since my people were here last.” His gaze fell upon the tallest building in the village. “Yet you remember the Tempests in your time of need. How convenient.”

      “I would gladly build a shrine to Kiova if it will appease her, my Lord,” her father said, Imara’s gaze snapping to him.

      Was he truly going to grovel? Now, when his people needed him to be strong?

      “You deal with me first,” the Storm Lord said, his eyes flashing with a pale light, the runes on his body changing to that same color.

      Icy wind howled around the village, pulling snow into a vortex that closed ever inward. She could feel the chill of it even through her clothes. Inside, her anger burned hot enough to fight against it.

      “You already have the advantage,” she bit out. “Would you like to unlace your trousers and wave your cock around, or shall we get on with it?”

      The Storm Lord’s eyes widened in surprise, and for a brief moment Imara thought she was going to be killed on the spot. Or perhaps worse than that. The way he looked at her now, a slow smirk curving his lips, she thought he might treat her as her family intended him to treat her sister.

      A shameful frisson of excitement warmed her belly. She squared her jaw, lifting her chin in defiance.

      “Imara!”

      Whatever foolishness she’d been feeling, her mother’s voice doused it, though her anger remained.

      “My daughter does speak the truth,” her father admitted. “We are at a disadvantage. You would be within your rights to ask anything of us, but I hope you will honor the old ways.”

      There was laughter from beyond the Storm Lord, and for the first time, Imara noticed the others. Four of them, spread out behind him on their great cats. All were pale, with that thin sheen of icy blue covering their skin like armor, yet none of the others were covered in runes.

      Their leader held up a hand and they quieted instantly. As did the storm that raged around the village.

      “Understand I do this because Kiova wills it. I will pact with you, Chieftain, but what happens to your village once that pact is fulfilled is not my concern.”

      “But you will pact with us.”

      The Storm Lord nodded and Imara’s stomach twisted. They were going to talk terms, and that meant…

      “Then I offer the greatest honors I can give you. Half of my own gold, as well as an heirloom that has been passed down from chieftain to chieftain for centuries.”

      Her father began to remove the amulet around his neck—the one he’d let no other soul touch, and was never seen without—but the Storm Lord waved a dismissive hand.

      “Useless. Your currency is meaningless to me, and I have no need of your mundane trinkets.”

      The chieftain blanched, a pained expression coming over him. “A quarter of our yield shall be forfeit to you, once our crops produce and our hunters can find game again. We—”

      “A yield you will only be able to achieve with my help. I should claim more of it.”

      “And leave our people starving?” Imara snarled, unable to stop herself. “Why bother pacting with us at all if that’s your goal?”

      Again the Storm Lord’s icy gaze settled on her, and again she felt a tingle dance along her spine.

      “Imara, please,” she could hear the tears in her mother’s voice, felt her desperate hands attempting to pull her close as though she were a child again. “Don’t make this even harder than it is.”

      She wanted to rage, to snap back that it wouldn’t have to be so hard if Father wasn’t agreeing to the unthinkable. But as she looked over at him, she saw he’d grown sallow. He looked ill, weak, and so unlike the man she knew that Imara was struck dumb.

      He hadn’t intended on offering a payment in flesh. He’d honestly hoped to avoid it. She could see it in his eyes, in the sheer desperation that settled over him like a thick cloud.

      But he stood taller, straighter, firming his resolve. Imara knew exactly what was coming.

      “Then I offer something which is priceless to me. Something I do not give you lightly, Storm Lord.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “My youngest daughter. She is even-tempered, kind, and gracious. She will keep a good home and do as you bid.”

      Bile rose in Imara’s throat. Keep a good home. Do as he bade. True, she and Elora had both been taught from a young age that such a role was possible and respected, but to be forced into it on behalf of someone who would not even see her as an equal partner? Bad enough she’d have to spread her legs and welcome him into her body, but now she was expected to be his housekeeper, as well?

      As distant as he could be, she’d always loved her father. In this moment, Imara hated him with an unbridled fury that burned away every rational thought she might have had. All she could see was sweet Elora degraded, humiliated, forced to endure day after day until she finally broke.

      She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t.

      Hands balled into tight fists, chin raised high, Imara took a step forward. Away from her parents and her sister. Toward the hell that awaited her. Toward the future she’d decided for herself in a fraction of a second.

      “I’ll serve your pact, Storm Lord, but I’m not going to clean up after you.”

      “Imara, stand down,” came her father’s booming voice, drowning out her mother’s tearful plea and the shocked murmurs of the crowd.

      Elora was the only other person she heard clearly. “Immy, no.”

      Her sister rushed toward her, clinging to her like she did when she was much younger. Her eyes were wide and watery, stricken with so much fear that it nearly paralyzed Imara.

      “You can’t do this,” she cried. “This isn’t your choice to make.”

      “They need you here, El. You’ll make the better leader. Everyone knows it,” Imara whispered, tilting her head down to touch her forehead to her sister’s.

      Her sister looked up at her, looked through her, and Imara did her best to make her understand. She held her tight, gripped her furs so hard that her fingers hurt. She relied on and even exploited the fact that her sister had a mind for the greater good in a way Imara never would.

      And slowly, she saw that aching, miserable acceptance settle into her fair features.

      “I thought you said self-sacrifice was unattractive,” she whispered, fighting back tears.

      It won’t matter where I’m going.

      Imara kept the thought to herself and just squeezed her sister tighter. “I love you, El. Don’t ever forget that. I—”

      A heavy thud hit the hard-packed earth behind her, and Imara knew without looking that her new captor loomed. As he came closer, her agitation grew, until she whirled on him like a mother wolf protecting her cub.

      “Could you give us a moment?”

      “This is not the ‘even-tempered, kind, and gracious’ one,” he noted, the slightest hint of amusement cracking his severe countenance.

      “No, my Lord. This is a misunderstanding, and we will—”

      “I will take her.”

      Those intensely cold eyes bored into hers, cutting so deep that Imara could scarcely breathe. If she’d been hoping for some other way out of this, that her father might perhaps grow a spine and shield both of them, she wasn’t going to be granted it.

      With those four words, her fate was sealed. From this day forth, she belonged to the Storm Lord.
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      As Rheor looked down at the tiny, fragile creature who’d offered herself to him with little hesitation, he was keenly aware of just how easy it would be to break her.

      She was much smaller than him, the top of her head only reaching the middle of his chest. She was much too thin, to the point where he suspected the furs she wore were her only protection against the cold, and the only thing slightly bulking out her form. There was a bow slung over her back—something of mundane make, without a trace of magical energy about it. Easy to snap in half like a frozen twig. A skinning knife was tucked into her belt, but that, too, was dull and lifeless.

      She would be utterly defenseless. Oh, she would fight. One look at her defiant green eyes was enough to tell him that much. Hair like flame from the Molten Peak, skin flushed with pink, he knew she would fight him like a feral Machai cub.

      She might even be worth the trouble. There were some curves to her, slight as they may be. And while she was small, her spirit would likely make her an eager partner in his bed, once he had her at his mercy. She would never simply lie back and let him rut without any response whatsoever, as some women did. Those blunted little claws of hers would rake at his back, her straight, unimpressive teeth would clamp down on his flesh, and she would rise to meet every thrust as he drove into her.

      His cock twitched beneath his leathers, a rush of heat flooding his body and speeding southward. Some primal part of him was tempted to have her now; to assert his claim before these humans and his fellow Raknari. But that was the old way. The way of brutish instinct, with little care for the consequences or the image of how a leader should conduct himself. Perhaps if he were a common-born Raknari with only the barest handle over Kiova’s bitter cold. But were he only that, the humans would not have agreed to pay him in the flesh of one of their females.

      He looked past the flame-haired woman, toward a man with graying blond hair. There was pain in his eyes—the pain of loss—and it struck Rheor harder than it had any right to. His jaw squared and he steeled himself. He didn’t need to feel a kinship with this man. They had nothing in common. Humans were weak, pathetic creatures who took from the land and never gave back. They’d abandoned the Tempests, and now they expected Kiova to provide for them.

      She would, though, in her way. Acting through Rheor, she would bless this waste of good farmland and permit these humans to live another season. And in return, Rheor could only hope she would end her torment and cease tightening her icy fingers around his neck.

      For that was the real reason he’d responded to the chieftain’s summons. He had no interest in gold, jewels, or crop yields. The price of a whore had been a luxury suggested to him by his men. A way to warm a bed that had long since been empty, and nothing more. While something seemed to draw him to this woman in particular, she still wasn’t reason enough to make such a ridiculous, one-sided pact.

      In truth, his one and only hope was to regain Kiova’s favor.

      Rheor was uncertain how he’d lost it, though he had a strong guess. For years now his powers had slowly grown beyond his control. Using them left him exhausted, and on the few occasions when he allowed his emotions to get the best of him, it seemed all four of the Tempests had a hand in the storm that followed. There was every chance he’d caused the endless winter that hung over Kiova’s domain, and while he had no care for the encroaching humans—they were little more than chattel in the grand scheme of things—the delay of spring meant the land could never rest and the other Tempests would never be given their due.

      Considering how territorial they were and how often they bickered among themselves, the result of such a thing would be disastrous.

      And that was not even counting the fact that Rheor could feel himself fading away. It was more prevalent after he used his powers, as if he gave a piece of himself that was never to be returned. But every day that passed seemed to make him weaker in mind, body, and spirit, even as the magic within him raged ever stronger.

      So he’d agreed to a pact. He could have simply stopped the winter storms of his own accord, with no recompense, but the chieftain wished to honor tradition, and Rheor was not inclined to give gifts with no expectations attached to them.

      “The pact is made,” he announced, giving their chieftain a curt nod. “Take her to an empty residence. That one there,” Rheor chose a hovel at random, pointing it out to his men, “ensure I am not disturbed.”

      He heard the sharp intake of breath and looked down at his little human. Her eyes blazed with fire and fury enough to melt all the ice that clung to the Frozen Peak. But there was something else there, too. Something primal that called to him, warming his blood, making his cock throb beneath his breeches. Had she been truly afraid of him, truly resistant, he would have passed her off to someone else to handle what chores a human could manage and that would be the end of that.

      But she wanted him. He could see it, sense it, practically feel the spark that lit between them. She might resist him at first, but Rheor knew she would eventually come to his bed willingly, her belly lowered to the mattress, her pert rump up in the air, her cunt pink and wet and welcoming. He would take her in the way all whores were taken, and she would angle her hips back against him and rub desperately at her little bud while he thrust into her. Then he would fill her with his seed, mark her with his icy brand, and have her again when she begged him once more.

      “If you will allow me to say farewell to my daughter, my Lord,” the chieftain said, stepping forward.

      He would have allowed it, but his new prize—Imara, they’d called her—spoke up first. “Just take me wherever you’re going to take me and let’s get this over with.”

      There was a fine tremble in her voice, and Rheor was uncertain if it was fear or anger. His gaze narrowed at the chieftain. Had he harmed her in some way? A man causing harm to a vulnerable woman—a daughter, a younger sibling, a partner—was punishable with a lashing under his rule, and exile if no remorse was shown or if it continued. For a man in power to do such a thing was unthinkable to him, and he considered ending the pact right then and there. He could take the young woman away from this place, give her a life where she would be safe. He could protect her, care for her, and perhaps—

      No. The thought came out in a growl in his mind. There was no place for such warmth in his life. He’d allowed it once. He would never make that mistake again.

      “Imara… I did what had to be done. You know this. You can’t punish me for doing my duty as chieftain,” the man said, continuing to step forward.

      Rheor put himself between the blond man and his flame-haired daughter. He glowered down at the human, meeting his green eyes in an icy glare. To his credit, the chieftain didn’t shrink away. He also wasn’t stupid enough to persist.

      “No,” Imara agreed with a bitter laugh, “but I can punish you for not doing your duty as a father.”

      Kost and Skaul had jumped down from their mounts and Imara walked toward them, allowing them to lead her to the nearest residence. From the smell of damp straw, it seemed to be a barn of some sort. Rheor watched as two of his trusted warriors checked the interior, then ushered her inside before standing guard in front of the wooden doors.

      “The rest can be brought to the foot of the mountain. You will find a cave there that glistens when struck by the midday sun. Store everything inside of it. I will send someone to retrieve the goods within a fortnight.”

      “You have my word, my Lord,” the chieftain said, chasing the pain from his voice. With one of his daughters bartered away and the other clinging to her sobbing mother, the man finally seemed to locate his spine. “Are we to wait a fortnight for you to uphold your end of the bargain, as well? The most vulnerable people in my village may not live that long in this weather.”

      Rheor looked around them, at the winds that encroached on the village, held back only by the flimsiest of stone walls. The roofs were damaged from hailstones, the ground was frozen over, the trees had been stripped of leaves and bark alike, and he couldn’t hear anything stirring beyond the walls. While the storm was fairly mild as far as Kiova’s wrath was concerned, the human spoke the truth.

      And if he was ever to regain the favor of the goddess, he would need to extend some faith—even to those who didn’t believe.

      “I will clear the storm,” he said, and the chieftain’s relief was palpable, “but know that I can bring it back with a snap of my fingers should you fail to uphold your end of the pact.”

      “Understood.”

      The chieftain’s gaze was steely, and for a brief moment, he gave the impression not of a man who was desperate and groveling, but of a proud leader who resented having to offer his dignity—and his daughter—at the altar of the Tempests. Rheor felt a grudging respect bloom within him, and he inclined his chin briefly.

      “Stand away from me,” he told the gathered humans.

      None of them dared to defy him. Rheor even sent his beast away, the overgrown kitten giving a mournful call as it stepped away from the clearing. Considering how erratic his powers had been as of late, it was best if he had space in which to work. Space in which to fail, perhaps, though he desperately hoped that wasn’t the case. He cared little if the humans thought him weak. They would be wrong, and proven as such the instant they ever tried to act on that belief.

      But if he couldn’t stem a simple winter storm around a single human village, then he truly had lost Kiova’s favor, and it wouldn’t be long before he was a used-up husk of a Raknari—no better than the magic-less Svag.

      Closing his eyes, Rheor stretched his hands out wide, his fingers spreading. Tiny crystals of frost beaded at their tips, coalescing along his hands, adding a thicker layer to the ice that already coated his bare arms. Magic pulsed through his veins, so strong he could feel it beneath his skin, could taste it in the back of his mouth. There was something off-putting about it, as if he’d indulged in too many candied fruits. But Rheor endured, tamping down the wave of nausea, breathing in through his nose to try and calm the burning in his lungs and the feverish pounding of his heart.

      When he’d been young and first coming into his powers, it’d felt just as uncomfortable as this, but with the excitement of a new experience to dampen the effect. After so many times, that excitement had faded, leaving only discomfort behind. But still he pushed on, accepting the curse along with the gift, drawing upon Kiova’s brutal power and channeling it through his own body.

      The ancient runes began to glow a bright blue, shining beneath his frozen armor. All down his body he could feel them, like the burn of ice touched to his skin. There was pain in it, sharp and unyielding, but pleasure quickly followed, pulsing through him and far outweighing the feelings of discomfort he’d experienced before.

      This was what he was used to. This feeling of being closer to the goddess than anyone ever dared. Of reaching out to touch her, and being folded in her icy embrace. It wasn’t Kiova he imagined running her long fingers down his chest, though, it was someone who’d long since departed from this realm of existence. Someone who’d left him to struggle on; to learn how to cope in a world where she did not exist.

      Rheor’s heart swelled with sorrow and his powers responded, a pulse of energy emanating from him. Window panes frosted over, the icicles that clung to the eaves became thicker, and the winds previously held in check by the wall barreled past it, buffeting the village in a violent, terrible storm. Rheor let out a growl, his fingers curling against his palms, his muscles flexing as he struggled to contain it. He imagined pulling the storm into himself, imagined grabbing hold of it and not letting go.

      And eventually, that was what happened.

      He drew the storm inward, all of that cold seeping in through his skin, through his runes, let into his already frozen heart. It formed a thicker wall; a sheet of ice none would ever penetrate.

      Drawing in a breath through his nose, Rheor steeled himself, his body becoming a fortress meant not to keep the storms at bay, but to contain them. He could feel the winds ripping through him, howling and raging and begging to be released, but he fought them back, only the subtle twitch of his muscles, the tick in his jaw betraying the fact that he was doing anything at all.

      Then, like an icy vortex drawn back into the sky, all was calm. Quiet. And Rheor dropped to his knees.

      He managed to catch himself, the ground already feeling softer under his fingertips. His fingers dug into it, raking furrows through fresh dirt, and he waved off his two warriors as they rushed to his aid.

      “You’ve done it,” the chieftain said, awe in his voice. “Dear God, I can’t believe you’ve done it.”

      “By Kiova’s will alone,” he grunted as he pushed himself back to his feet, brushing the dirt from his palms. “Remember that, Chieftain. Teach it to your children and to any that are born after this spring She has granted you.”

      Rheor’s legs were still shaking more than he wished, his muscles weak. It was a struggle to take in breath, to even keep upright, but he forced himself through it until he began to feel more steady. He looked around, not surprised by how different everything seemed.

      The ground had indeed thawed. Ice and snow were melting from the rooftops. The trees past the wall were still barren, but no longer weighed down by snow. The gray clouds overhead parted to reveal the sun’s light—a glowing promise of new life.

      It was perhaps idyllic for the humans, but it felt oddly sterile to Rheor. Gone was the blue cast, the crystalline shimmer, the crispness he associated with winter. The link he had to his goddess felt strained here, and only by drawing into himself could he feel it again, that storm quieted, but still churning within.

      He needed to return to the Tempest Spine and his seat at the Frozen Peak. He needed to seek out the tallest point and speak to Kiova directly, to know if he’d regained her favor.

      Though even now, as the humans wept and celebrated and Rheor went to claim what was his by right of the pact, he had the feeling Kiova was scarcely aware of his actions, let alone interested in forgiving him.
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      Imara waited in the barn, the smell of sodden hay suffocating, the darkness raising her unease to levels she’d never felt before. She paced, rubbed at her arm, tried to listen to what was happening outside, and generally felt more useless and unprepared than she ever had in her life.

      Though she could find some dark amusement in the fact that she’d more or less been pawned off like livestock and was now awaiting her new “owner” in the barn.

      The amusement didn’t last. The longer it took the great beast of a creature to retrieve her, the more time Imara had to think. And the more time she had to think, the more she couldn’t help but question her actions.

      It was insanity, pure and simple. She’d always been impulsive, but that impulse had landed her with extra chores or a missed supper in the past, not a lifetime of servitude. What had she been thinking? She ill liked the idea of tethering herself to a human man, bearing his children and keeping his household. Now she was expected to become property to a Raknari?

      Imara’s hands balled into fists at her side, her restless feet carrying her to the door. She reached for the panels, very nearly throwing them open and demanding they find some other way, but then Elora’s terrified yet resigned features flitted through her mind.

      Her sister had been so brave, so ready to sacrifice herself for the greater good. And Imara wanted to believe that El could make it through anything and still come out smiling, but she wasn’t willing to test that belief. The dismal reality of the endless winter had already started to steal the sunshine from her sweet baby sister. She wasn’t going to see her broken like an ox, made to carry out one very degrading role with no hope of doing anything her heart actually desired.

      For as keenly as Imara began to feel her own fear, it was nothing compared to what she felt on her sister’s behalf. So she would go. She would subject herself to whatever this pact was to come. Maybe one day the Raknari would grow bored of her and she could return home to live out a quiet life. No men would bother her, her father could hardly ask anything more of her, and she could just support El as her sister became the leader she was meant to be.

      It sacrificed some of her own dreams. She’d always wanted to explore, to find new solutions to the problems that had plagued her people for centuries. And maybe some part of her had wanted a true partner who would love and support her. But those sacrifices hardly mattered. At least that was what she told herself over and over as she waited for the Raknari to come back for her.

      She could hear the two men standing outside the barn. They spoke in their own language, a guttural tongue full of harsh consonants that shattered against the stillness like cracking ice. In the distance she could even hear their leader speaking her own tongue, likely talking to her father. Imara drew in a sharp breath through her nose, anger coiling inside of her like a snake just waiting to strike. She knew this was very likely the last time she would see him. She knew she should try to make amends. But she couldn’t forgive him for being so willing, so ready to hand over Elora.

      As she stewed, she could practically hear her own thoughts, her own emotions howling through her. Or perhaps that sound wasn’t coming from her at all. The walls of the barn shook, cold air seeping in through the cracks. The roof began to lift as though it were caught in a great cyclone, boards pulling free, supports threatening to give way. Imara pressed herself to the door, as far away from a possible collapse as she could get. But after several harrowing moments, the shaking stopped. The roof settled. The cold air receded and she swore she could smell the first hint of spring. Fragrant wildflowers. Trickling streams. Fresh, impossibly green grass.

      He’d done it. The bastard had kept his end of the pact and brought an end to the long winter. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, and Imara decided she was more sentimental about her people and her village than she thought.

      She expected the Storm Lord to collect her soon after, and she wasn’t wrong. The ground didn’t crack beneath him anymore—probably because it wasn’t coated with a thick layer of frost—but she swore she could still feel the impact of his gait and his hulking form as he approached the barn. She heard him outside, that rich, deep voice giving instructions to the other two. Footsteps receded and Imara’s pulse quickened as he opened the door, filling the doorway with his massive frame, his body silhouetted by the sunlight that poured into the village.

      Imara wanted to see it. She wanted to dart past him and into the village square to look upon the softness of spring one last time. But she was frozen in place, held fast by those glowing, icy eyes. And God help her, she felt that thrill dance up her spine again, tingling through her entire body, lighting up parts of her that had long been dormant.

      He let the door close behind him, used the board to bar it, and her breath died in her throat. Was he going to take her here? Bend her over the nearest bale of hay and fuck her like she was an animal? Heat pooled in her center, needy and shameful. She’d never responded to any man like this before, even the ones who’d tried so desperately to bed her. But none of those men had been quite so interesting, quite so dangerous as the creature that stood before her now.

      And that was the most shameful truth of it all, wasn’t it? She wanted to protect her sister, and she knew Elora would be broken by the treatment she was likely to receive. From the time she’d been old enough to dream of such things, her sister longed for someone good and kind who would be gentle with her. She deserved someone like that. But Imara’s tastes had always run… darker. The first time she’d stumbled across her own desires, she’d been caught sneaking out by one of the guards. He was only a few years her senior, but gruff and unwilling to bend despite how sweetly she spoke to him or how much she promised.

      When he’d dragged her back home, she felt that same frisson of interest. Far less than now, but present just the same. She hadn’t examined it until later, when she was alone in her bed, left to imagine what might have happened had he not been the dutiful soldier. She’d touched herself before then, but that was the first time she remembered ever achieving anything with it. She’d been forced to bite down on a strip of leather to keep from crying out too loudly.

      After that, when the high of it all faded, when she faced that guard in the light of day, she’d felt ashamed of herself. She was a deviant. She’d always known that, but her feelings had given her demonstrable proof. Yet they were nothing compared to what she felt now, all but cornered by this hulking, inhuman figure in a dark, cramped barn.

      But she refused to just hand herself over to whatever he wanted. She’d never been the type for it, and she wasn’t about to start now that she was the property of a Storm Lord.

      “You may have purchased me, but you’re not just going to strip me right here and fuck me while my family still gather outside,” she asserted, crossing her arms over her chest. “You can control yourself until we get to your home. Unless you’re just some common beast like my people assume you to be.”

      A deep chuckle reverberated through his chest and stroked over her nerves in a tortuous caress. She felt so on edge, wound so tight, none of it helped by the fact that some part of her wanted all of that to happen. She ached for it, her body responding more eagerly than she’d ever felt before.

      The Storm Lord didn’t stop. He kept approaching, prowling toward her like a tiger until her back hit the wall, the wood panels scraping against her leathers. He caged her in, his muscular body creating a solid wall she could never have hoped to pass. His large arms bracketed her, palms braced on either side of her, and he leaned down so close she could feel his breath on her face. Cool. Crisp. It shouldn’t have been so alluring, and yet she couldn’t help looking up at him.

      Again her fingers ached to trace those runes. They were glowing softly now, pulsing again in time with what she imagined was his heartbeat. Faster now than before. Was she doing that to him? Imara’s gaze traveled down his hard body to his leather breeches—the only article of clothing he wore, outside of boots. The thick bulge in them made her breath hitch, and a shock of heat lanced through her. She was certainly doing that. There was no other explanation for it.

      Which meant he was going to ignore her halfhearted demands. Perhaps he would loosen the laces on his breeches and hers, lift her up against the wall of the barn, and have her right here. Perhaps—

      “Not to worry, little flame. I can control myself until we get to my home. Then I will take what belongs to me.” He leaned in even closer, his face by her neck. The tiny hairs there stood on end, waiting for him to do something. Anything. “The question is, can you keep yourself from begging?”

      Imara scoffed, turning her face away from him. “I have never begged for anything in my life, and I won’t start with you.”

      “I believe the first part of that, chieftain’s daughter. But the second…” Another deep chuckle. He was so close, yet he seemed deliberately against touching her. “You are already wet for me.”

      “How—”

      When he finally did touch her, his big hands roughly gripping her hips, she gasped. Her body tingled, her cunt aching as he pulled her to him, against the hard, hot length of him that stood in stark contrast to how cold every other part of him seemed to be. Imara shuddered and it took every ounce of her willpower not to buck against him in search of relief.

      “And you can feel how hard I am. My cock has been as firm as iron since you suggested I unlace my breeches in the middle of your village,” he said in a low, quiet voice.

      “That wasn’t an invitation.”

      If her body was going to betray her, Imara was determined to keep her dignity in some other way. Her hands reached up to his chest and she shoved him. His muscles were unyielding beneath her palms. It was like trying to move a mountain with her bare hands. Yet after a moment, he did step back. Her knees shook, threatening to give out on her. A pang of longing, fiercer than any she’d ever known, nearly made her follow.

      But she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. If nothing else, she would ignore her desires until they’d reached the mountains. Then if she gave in, it was only because it was expected of her. She couldn’t be faulted for that. No one could call her wants, her lusty thoughts wickedness if those things were being demanded of her.

      “My half of the pact is fulfilled. If you wish to reconsider your farewells to your father and the rest of your family, you may do so now.”

      He’d stepped even further back from her, and though his words were strangely considerate, there was nothing warm about them. They were cold. Detached. Spoken as if they were a part of his duty. And so far removed from the arrogant, taunting creature of heat and fire he’d been just moments before.

      It was such a difference that Imara was left feeling cold, too, despite the fact that the air had warmed significantly. So much so that when she finally did step out of the barn, the furs felt unnecessary.

      She started to remove her outer coat, but the Storm Lord’s voice stopped her. “You will need it, where we are going.”

      Imara’s gaze lifted to the mountain again, honing in on the misty, snow-covered peak. That was going to be her home now. A desolate place at the top of the world, far from everything she knew and loved. All the fleeting pleasure, all the confusing feelings weren’t ever going to make up for that, and she felt her stomach twist as reality set in anew.

      True to his word, the Storm Lord didn’t stop her from going toward her mother and sister. Her father was nowhere to be seen at first, then she caught a glimpse of him with the other council members, walking the perimeter of the village. Hurt blossomed in her chest, so pervasive that she couldn’t even enjoy the view of a clear, bright sky behind him.

      “Has he changed his mind?” her mother asked, hand over her mouth, her face streaked with tears.

      There was fear in her voice, and it only took her eyes darting to Elora to make it clear she worried the Storm Lord would take her youngest daughter—her more precious daughter—instead.

      “He’s letting me say goodbye before we leave.”

      Her mother embraced her, the familiar scent of mint clinging to her. Imara would miss that. Those small things that reminded her of better times. Somehow she doubted she’d get much of it on the mountain. There was a distant hope that she could build new memories, but it seemed like the desperate grasping of a naive girl at this point.

      “I’m so sorry,” her mother said, the tears coming anew, “it never should’ve come to this.”

      “I’ll be all right.” Imara returned the embrace stiffly. In the space of an hour, every preconceived idea she had about her parents had been wrong. She no longer knew how to even act around them. “It’ll take more than a few Raknari to get the better of me.”

      That she did believe. No matter her duty, no matter how her body responded, she was not raised to be a slave to any man.

      Pulling back from her mother, she gave her a reassuring smile. She had half a mind to joke about the fact that life would be far less difficult without her around. She’d always been the troublemaker, after all. But the timing for it was terrible, and so Imara just looked to her younger sister who was watching her with a calm sense of acceptance so different from her mother’s tear-filled denial.

      “I’ve decided I’m not going to say goodbye,” she said. “We’ll see each other again, and soon. I know we will.”

      It was good to know that even in this, Elora could be an optimist. Imara couldn’t help smiling.

      “Then I’ll see you soon, El,” she pulled her sister in for another hug and tried not to cling to her.

      Because unlike Elora, she wasn’t an optimist. She fully assumed that when she left this village, it would be for the last time. Maybe her sister was right, though. Maybe she would return.

      Whether she’d return the same person… that Imara wasn’t willing to count on.
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      Rheor hadn’t intended to watch her bid her family farewell, but as he prepared Varuk for a longer ride with another passenger, he caught sight of her. There was something stiff in her interactions with the older of the two women. Her mother, he assumed. He would not guess as to why, and shut down his curiosity as soon as it appeared.

      Nothing good would come from knowing this human in any other way than the physical. She would share his bed and please him just as he would please her. She would be well-kept, given everything she could want outside of his chambers. But Rheor would not be a part of that. It was a ruinous path, and considering how drawn he was to this woman already, it was only a matter of time before he found himself pulled under.

      That is the curse of our people, his father once told him. We sit atop our mountains, atop our thrones, and we want for nothing. But our hearts are empty.

      Rheor’s heart was not empty. It was hollowed out. Decimated from once having been so full. For a brief, shining moment, he thought he’d had what his parents once had. And then it was ripped away from him, leaving nothing but any icy void in its wake.

      He hadn’t even taken a bed partner since. Not one he kept around. Casual dalliances, women who threw themselves at his feet only satisfied a fleeting need. With Imara, he had a way to sate it. If she was as willing as she seemed, he would have no difficulty appeasing his ravenous appetite.

      But he’d already decided they would keep separate chambers. He would come to her and never the other way around. When he was done, he would leave. Some might consider it callous, but she would be given great status among their people and she would always know where she stood with him. It was more than fair.

      And it kept Rheor from ever being as weak and vulnerable as he had in the past.

      As if to ensure that fact, he deliberately looked away when Imara interacted with the one the chieftain had intended for him to have. Meek and mild, she would have made a very poor bedmate. No doubt she’d do her duty, but nothing more.

      “Scout the pass,” he told Kost, one of the younger warriors who’d proved invaluable on recent expeditions. “I don’t want any surprises.”

      Kost nodded, as silent as ever. It was an admirable quality, though not one he employed by choice. Four large scars raked over his throat, the evidence of a wound he’d had from the time he’d wandered into a mother Machai’s den when he was a child.

      He’d never made the same mistake again. He was overly cautious now and hyper-vigilant. Everything Rheor could ask for in a scout.

      “Are you expecting trouble?” Loken asked, his booming voice cutting through Rheor’s quieter thoughts.

      “I always expect trouble,” Rheor said, “and we can never know when the Svag will strike.”

      “Well, Tiva and I will be ready for them if they dare it.”

      One of his most trusted warriors sat atop a pure white Machai, his hand buried in the ruff that surrounded her neck. She nuzzled at Rheor’s mount, then made a noise of complaint.

      “She’s eager to get back to her cubs,” Loken said, a fond smile on his face. “She’ll tear out the throat of anyone who gets in her way.”

      “Oh, I know,” amusement sparked in Rheor’s eyes, a smirk tugging at his lips.

      It hadn’t been his choice to mate Varuk with Tiva. She was one of the smallest from her litter, and while she was agile, he was more interested in breeding hardy Machai that could withstand the treacherous climb through the mountains.

      He’d not been given a chance to deny her, though. She’d decided she wanted Varuk, and that was the end of it. His beast had been powerless to resist her, and soon her belly swelled with six perfectly healthy cubs, all of whom had survived the first four weeks of their life.

      “And what of your ‘offering’?” Loken asked, inclining his head in Imara’s direction.

      “What about her?”

      “She’s a feisty one. She’ll keep you in line, if I had to guess it.” His tone softened as he added, “you could use someone like that.”

      Rheor just scoffed. He didn’t need someone to “keep him in line.” That would imply a larger space in his life than he was willing to grant her or anyone else.

      “The only use she will have to me is warming my bed. Outside of that, she can have her own life at the Peak and I will have mine.”

      He climbed atop Varuk, giving the Machai a gentle pat on the neck. His mount made a chuffing sound in the back of his throat, then stretched languidly, his mouth opening wide and displaying rows of perfectly pointed teeth. Rheor had to chuckle when he saw Imara staring at his beast, a spark of trepidation in her eyes that she tried to ignore.

      “I don’t suppose you have anything with fewer teeth?” she asked, making a wide berth around Varuk, only to have Tiva step up behind her and press her broad nose against Imara’s back.

      The human yelped, scrambling away before she realized the Machai meant her no harm. Varuk let out a throaty sound that Rheor thought rather matched his own laugh.

      “A Machai with fewer teeth is of little use to me,” he pointed out. “Come.”

      She cast him a sidelong glance, looking warily at Varuk once more. “On the biggest of the bunch. With you.”

      “Unless you’d rather walk.”

      “Which I would not recommend,” Loken said, a broad grin stretching across his weathered face. “You’ll freeze the instant we set foot in the pass.”

      Imara pulled her furs tighter around herself, her gaze still cautious. To her credit, though, she stepped forward, coming to stand beside Varuk. His shoulder was several inches taller than her, and Rheor smirked as she valiantly tried to grab on and hoist herself up.

      Then he reached down, looped one arm beneath her, and pulled her up himself, settling her in front of him, between his thighs. She gasped, wriggling against him in a way he thought was unintentional, but arousing nonetheless. The warmth of her body, the softness cushioning his muscles, the scent of her skin… it was too much.

      “Be still, woman,” he growled.

      “It’s not exactly the most secure seat,” she hissed in return. “I feel like I’m about to fall off any moment n—”

      The word ended in a squeak as Rheor braced an arm against her middle and pulled her more tightly to him. Her round, pert rump was pressed against his cock now, and she went very still, her breathing ragged.

      Goddess above. If this kept up, he would have to have her as soon as they reached the Frozen Peak. There was no way he’d be able to get any of his work done with her in reach.

      “As I said,” his voice was low in her ear and he delighted in the shiver he felt from her, “be still.”

      He expected some quip, but she said nothing. With his free hand, Rheor buried his fingers into Varuk’s shaggy mane and felt the muscle beneath, pressing against it to direct the Machai into motion.

      “Wait!”

      A young woman’s voice called from the village as he began to turn his mount away, back toward the path that would lead into the mountains. Imara turned against him, and he saw her sister approaching. While her steps were cautious, her eyes darting warily between the beasts, she did not stop.

      “Elora…” Imara’s voice was pained, and Rheor could feel her muscles tense against him.

      “I’m not here to stop you,” she assured her. “I just want to give you something.”

      She unclasped her cloak and Rheor watched as she pulled the leather cord from around her neck, gradually revealing a pendant that had been hidden beneath her layered clothing. It seemed to be some kind of carving set into a material that looked like it might have been part of a flat bone of some kind.

      “I can’t take this. You love this pendant.”

      “That’s exactly why I want you to have it,” she said, holding it up as far as she could reach.

      Unfortunately she was even smaller than Imara, and her reach just barely made it past Varuk’s shoulder. So Rheor held out a hand, waiting for the trinket to be offered to him. As curious as he was about it, he didn’t examine the thing once she allowed him to hold it. He just gave it to Imara, and she put it around her neck, tucking it beneath her leathers.

      “Here.” Again she wriggled, but this time with purpose, reaching into a pouch at her hip.

      She pulled out a flat disc that at first glance looked like nothing so more than polished stone and metal. When it began to hum and glow with soft energy, Rheor was intrigued.

      “Gran always said it could detect magic,” Imara said. “I guess she was right.”

      The disc was loud and vibrant in his presence, dimming a bit when she handed it down to Elora. It seemed to be some kind of magical compass, or some other item that resonated when it was close enough to a source of power. Scrutinizing it from a distance, he could see it wasn’t just any polished stone, but a deposit of rock from the Tempest Spine.

      “I’ll keep it with me always,” Elora said softly, holding it to her chest before she slipped it into her own belt pouch. “I love you, Immy. Be safe up there, and don’t forget who you are.”

      Elora’s gaze cut from her sister to Rheor. He kept his face as unreadable as a stone, permitting the exchange but otherwise not engaging with it. If he engaged with it, he’d become interested, and he couldn’t do that.

      “I love you too, El. Take care of Mom and Dad.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      Rheor inclined his head to Loken and the warrior turned his mount, starting down the path with two others who fell in line with one another, waiting for Rheor to overtake them. Giving the sisters another moment, he finally did so, fitting into formation between the two warriors and Loken, with an empty space reserved for their scout.

      They walked then, Varuk seeming eager to run, but keeping a steady pace. It did no less to jostle Imara who was unused to the Machai’s movements, and Rheor clenched his jaw and gritted his teeth, ignoring the demands of his body.

      “Where did you get that stone?” he asked, more as a distraction than anything else.

      “I found it at the base of the mountain.” After a beat, she added, “why, does that break one of your sacred laws?”

      Rheor snorted. “No. I’m just surprised you made it that far. Most humans do not venture so far from their villages.”

      “Most humans have not had to hopelessly chase game because the winter will not end.”

      Her response was sharp, the words biting into him as though Varuk had gotten hold of his arm. The humans’ plight should be of no concern to him, and yet Rheor found himself feeling the smallest stab of guilt. Enough that he quickly said, “Perhaps you should have planned better and salted more of the meat you already had.”

      He felt her suck in a breath, felt the shift of her hips against him as she tried to turn and face him. The best she could manage was to glare up at him over her shoulder.

      “It has been half a year. How do you think we’ve survived this long? My people are not fools. We know what it means to have a lean winter. This is something else. This is the wrath of your vengeful goddess.”

      Rheor’s ears twitched slightly, his head canting to the side. “You believe in Kiova and the other Tempests.”

      “I believe in whatever’s going to keep me alive,” she shot back. “If appeasing your goddess will spare me and my people, then yes. I’ll believe in whichever god or goddess you want me to believe in.”

      Rheor’s heart sank at that. He had no idea why he’d invested hope into the thought that this human might worship the goddess who had chosen him. It mattered little. She would perform her duties no better or worse for having known the favor of Kiova. In fact, it was better if she didn’t. Or if she was entirely mercenary with her faith, as she professed to be now.

      “I do not know why Kiova has gone unchecked by her sisters for so long,” he admitted.

      It wasn’t the answer Imara had expected. She twisted to look up at him, a frown on her lips. Soft lips, he realized. Soft and pink and likely quite warm.

      “What do you mean ‘unchecked by her sisters?’” she asked.

      He considered for a long moment, following Kost’s guidance along the path, a steady incline the first of many ascents they would make on their journey into the mountains. There was no harm in telling her, he decided. It would be better for her to know what he and the rest of the Raknari believed. She would integrate better into their society that way.

      “Kiova is one of four great Tempests, all beautiful and terrible in their power. She is joined by Igvis, who controls the eternally burning flame and the blazing heat of summer. Marev, who controls the billowing wind and rain, along with the promise of new life in spring. And Vara, who controls the shifting stages of the earth and the quiet certainty of fall.

      “Each have strengths and weaknesses, virtues and vices. They keep watch over one another and balance each other so that this land is not controlled by any one Tempest, and so that the seasons may pass peaceably.”

      “So your goddess isn’t playing nice with her sisters and is taking more than her share?” Imara asked.

      He made a sound in the back of his throat. Of course a human wouldn’t understand the nuance. Then again, Rheor himself didn’t fully understand. He had no idea why this conflict existed or what part he’d played in it for Kiova to punish him so.

      “Perhaps,” he admitted, “but that is in part why the Tempests’ Chosen exist. We mediate and solve these disputes, acting on behalf of the goddess who has chosen us.”

      She was quiet for several long moments. Rheor thought she’d perhaps become bored of the stories, of his peoples’ beliefs, but it seemed she was just processing. Preparing for the next words she uttered.

      “Then it was your duty to end those storms. You just decided to get something out of it for your trouble.”

      Rheor snorted. “Is that meant to insult my integrity?”

      “You’d have to have integrity for me to insult it.”

      That did rile him, which was what he suspected she wanted. His fingers curled against Varuk’s muscles, stopping the beast. His hands were on Imara then, turning her roughly, as much as she could be turned given her position. Fingers gripped her chin hard enough that she hissed, but still there wasn’t any fear in her eyes. Only that blazing spark of defiance.

      “I could have demanded much more. I could have taken what I wanted from your people and given nothing in return. I owe the humans nothing, do you understand? Integrity is the only reason I did not take you and your sister both as payment for my powers.”

      She drew in a sharp breath, then tried to tear herself away from him.

      “Let go of me!” she snarled, smacking his hand away.

      Rheor let it fall and released her. If she wished to carry on and end up on the ground, so be it. He wasn’t going to be insulted and demeaned by a tiny human who knew nothing of who he was or what he’d had to endure. The only downside was that he would have been forced to slow so that she could keep up. Or perhaps he’d just tie her to the back of his mount and then she could crow about how little integrity he had…

      “The pass is clear,” came his scout’s voice, and Rheor was ashamed that he hadn’t even heard the man approach despite the fact that he was still mounted.

      He recovered, squaring his jaw and offering a nod in answer. “We’ll ride for the Crystal Caverns, then. We can stay there during the night and set out for the Spine at first light.”

      He urged Varuk onward, blatantly ignoring Imara’s struggle as she tried to get comfortable again. It was only three days’ journey to reach the Frozen Peak. Once they were at the summit, she would submit to him with her body, if not her spirit.

      Then he would go back to his life, free not to care over the opinions of one human who didn’t know when to keep her mouth shut.
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      The trip through the mountain pass was no less grueling, despite the fact that the Raknari mounts covered the ground in a fraction of the time it took her to walk.

      The ride wasn’t comfortable, for starters. Imara had some experience with horses, though it was limited and long ago. There’d been something almost intuitive about their movement, as if it was in her blood to understand it. Her father told her once that their ancestors were nomadic and traveled everywhere across these lands with the aid of their beasts.

      But these great fanged cats were not horses. They were broad and muscular, but those muscles were distributed in such a way that Imara never felt as if she had a solid hold on the creature with her legs. She had to squeeze her thighs around it and they burned now from the effort. Her back ached, jostled constantly by the uneven gait that seemed to change from full to half then back again, never really giving her any indication as to which the cat would do at any given moment.

      Add to that the fact that she was trapped by the massive, solid body of the Storm Lord and Imara was primed to ill enjoy the trip. Especially when the temperature seemed to drop significantly with every passing hour. The further along the pass they traveled, the more the winds howled through the canyon, and the more she felt as though she might freeze to the back of the Storm Lord’s mount.

      While she might have been stubborn, and annoyed with him for his cavalier attitude toward the suffering of her people, Imara was not stupid. She sought out his body heat, abandoning her pride in favor of staying warm, hoping against hope that they would stop before night fell and the temperature truly plummeted.

      They did stop, right as the sun disappeared behind the tall walls of the canyon. But no one was fetching firewood. There was no pit dug out in the snow. The only possible wind block was a nearby cave, and the chill coming from inside of it far rivaled the frigid air that whipped through the canyon. After a closer look, Imara realized why: The walls of the cavern looked to be sheets of solid ice, and they gave off a cold that settled deep into her bones.

      But the Raknari were stopping right in front of the cave, brushing the snow and ice out of their beasts’ pelts, feeding them scraps of raw meat they’d wrapped in cloth, then leading them into the icy depths.

      “You can’t be serious,” she said, her jaw hanging open as she watched all three of the Storm Lord’s companions disappear inside the caverns. “I’ll freeze solid in there.”

      If his plan was to humiliate her and neglect her until she succumbed, he could have just saved himself the trouble early on.

      “Warm yourself, then. I don’t know why you haven’t done it thus far. You’ve been shivering for hours.”

      “The clothes I’m wearing are the warmest clothes I own. Not that you gave me much of a chance to get more.”

      It was a bit unfair. He’d let her say goodbye to her family. He might have let her get warmer clothes. She should have, if she’d been thinking clearly. But hindsight was always clearer, and Imara became far more practical the colder it got. Something about losing feeling in her fingers and toes had that effect on her.

      “I’m not speaking of your clothes. Warm yourself inside,” he said wearily, as though he were speaking to a child.

      “Inside there? It’s colder in that cave than it is ou—”

      “Inside your body,” he growled. “Stop acting as though you don’t understand me.”

      “I don’t understand you!”

      God, he was infuriating. There was so much arrogance in him, and he was so ready to assume that he was right and she was just a brainless human who liked playing games.

      The more she cursed him, though, the more her brain mulled over what he’d said, as if in spite. When it finally clicked, she shot a look up at him.

      “I can’t do that. Not to the extent that you mean. My body stays warm enough, but there’s a limit to it.”

      She was no naturalist. She didn’t understand the ins and outs of it all. All she knew was what she observed. Her mouth didn’t get much colder, under normal circumstances. That was why steam curled before her even now. To offset this heat, though, she would’ve needed an inferno boiling within her. Far too hot for her to endure.

      At first she thought the Storm Lord might accuse her of simply not trying hard enough. She thought she might smack him if he did, for all the good it would do. But his clenched jaw slackened somewhat, and he let out a huff of breath.

      “Then you will have to make use of mine.”

      A tingle wound through her, unbidden. His body was strangely warm, she’d realized. The ice armor that coated his front was predictably cold, but everything else pulsed with the same heat she would’ve expected from a human. Especially his thighs. They were scaldingly hot, and she’d wanted to burrow deeper into him, press her whole body against those hard muscles.

      But staying warm in an ice cave would mean being close to him all night. She wasn’t sure she was prepared for that and everything it would mean to her traitorous body.

      She also wasn’t sure she had much of a choice.

      The Storm Lord dismounted behind her, the cat’s muscles shuddering as he got off. Instinct had her burying her hands in its ruff, holding on in case it decided to throw her now that its master was on the ground. But it just waited somewhat patiently, and she started to slide off, having to grip hard to keep herself from just falling.

      Her captor—or the man who now owned her, at least—apparently grew impatient. Massive hands gripped her, completely covering the edge of her hips. Warmth seared into her skin even through the layers of clothing and she shivered. As much as she wanted to maintain her dignity and tell him she could have made it down on her own—eventually—she wasn’t eager to say anything that would have him foist her off on someone else or order her to sleep curled up next to one of the man-eating cats.

      For as alien as he was to her, as much as she distrusted him and his kind, she had a better idea of what to expect from him than any other creature here. So Imara kept her mouth shut and let him lead her into the ice cave.

      Stepping inside, she was immediately struck by the biting cold. It seemed to seek out every joint, every bone, gnawing away until she felt as though she was being torn apart from the inside out. Chills swept over her, sudden and violent. Though she tried to suppress them, there was no stopping it once it began.

      “Take off those clothes,” the Storm Lord commanded her.

      “Wh-what?” her teeth were chattering but she still managed the energy to glower at him. “I thought you said you wouldn’t… ‘t-take what was yours’… until we reached the mountain.”

      “I’m not going to fuck you, human.”

      Deeper in the cavern, his men snickered. Imara felt heat suffuse her cheeks. Perhaps she could keep herself warm through embarrassment alone. Embarrassment and anger.

      “Imara,” she said through gritted teeth. “You’ve heard my name. Use it.”

      The Storm Lord lowered his face to hers, having to duck low to do it. She could see the almost iridescent shimmer of the runes now, like an ink that had flecks of metal worked into it. It was magic. She knew that. She could sense it as clearly as she’d once been able to sense the summer rain. Even now, she wanted to touch them.

      But part of her also wanted to draw back and smash her forehead into his angular nose.

      “You are mine now, and I will call you what I like,” he warned in a low voice.

      “Don’t expect me to respond.”

      He was so close, she could feel the heat radiating off of him. She would have torn away her clothing in an instant just to get closer to that warmth, but she needed him to know she was not going to be treated worse than a common whore. If she was going to spend the rest of her life with the Raknari—with the Storm Lord—she refused to turn into a simpering mess who agreed to his every whim.

      There was every chance his discipline would turn to something more physical. She half expected him to take a hand to her now. Bend her over his knee and spank her as though she were an unruly child. There was fire burning in those cold eyes of his, and she could see he wanted to do something. She held her breath, waiting. Almost hoping he would.

      Then he let out a deep, resonant chuckle in the back of his throat.

      “Take off your clothes, Imara, so that you may better benefit from the heat of my body.”

      There was a taunting note in the way he said her name, but it still sent a shiver up her spine. She wrapped her arms around herself and looked about her at the gathered men and the cave itself. There would have been something beautiful about it, were it not so cold. Ice clung to every surface in thick fractals that reflected what little light there was this way and that. It was all a shimmering blue, so clear that it seemed like the frozen run-off from a mountain stream. Judging from the solid waterfall that cascaded down one of the cavern walls, frozen in the midst of its fall, she suspected it was.

      The three men just staring at her were less appealing, however. She shot the Storm Lord a look that was almost—but not quite—a plea. He followed her gaze to the others, and for a brief moment she saw a flicker of something fierce in his eyes. Something sharply possessive that was accompanied by a rough growl to his words.

      “You all have preparations to make. Make them.”

      His men followed the order, brushing and feeding their beasts, turning their backs to her. Her gaze lingered on the Storm Lord as he pulled a thick hide blanket from one of his saddlebags. Not for his benefit, she was sure. Imara turned away, ignoring the little flicker of warmth in her gut. What did it matter that he wasn’t a complete savage? She was still being kept by him like a pet. She still didn’t know him. She didn’t even know his name, she realized with some shame after she’d demanded he use hers.

      Sighing, she began to unlace the ties and cording, first taking off her coat, then the jerkin and the two shirts beneath, then both her hose and breeches and the boots that had done her no favors thus far. She stood shivering, her arms covering her bare breasts, pendant touching her collarbone. The only other garment she wore was her smallclothes, and those she intended to keep on. There was no way that tiny amount of skin was going to make a difference, and she had a feeling that part of her body would get plenty warm all on its own.

      “Here.” His voice was softer than she expected, and she turned to see him crouched over the furs, the blanket spread across the ground.

      Then she took in the whole picture before her.

      His chest had been bare before, only his breeches and boots covering him. Both were gone now, and he wore absolutely nothing underneath. She could see every hard mass of muscle, every sculpted plane of his chest, his arms, his thighs. And she could see his cock, hanging between his legs, half-erect already. It was thick and solid, and those runes… God, they were there, too. On his inner thighs, his hips, and tattooed upon the flesh of his cock, both on his foreskin and the member itself.

      It was fascinating, entrancing, and Imara couldn’t look away. She wanted to touch even more, to feel it throbbing in her hand, between her legs, inside her cunt. What would that pulse of magical energy feel like? Would it make any difference that his cock almost seemed to glow with the frosty blue light? She could find out right now. She doubted he would deny her.

      Her fingers curled so hard into her palm that she could feel the nails digging crescent-shaped indentations into her skin. No. Whatever madness seemed to overcome her when she was around him, she needed to control it. She wasn’t going to throw herself at him. She’d make use of his body heat and that would be that. If he decided to take advantage in the middle of the night, though, she didn’t think she’d stop him…

      It was a thought she tamped down quickly, settling onto the furs with her back to him. She curled tightly into herself, because while there was a definite heat sliding through her body, it wasn’t enough to warm her through. Just enough that she could feel it between her thighs. And somehow, he knew. The smirk she caught from him before she lay down was enough to tell her that. She squared her jaw and tucked her chin, determined to ignore him despite how much she needed the warmth of his body.

      She felt him lay down beside her, felt him radiate heat that almost made her groan with how good it felt on her bare skin. It was like slipping into a steaming hot bath, letting herself go all the way under so that her entire body was submerged at once.

      But he didn’t stop at that. He slid close to her, until his thighs were touching the backs of her knees. Until his chest was firm and solid against her back. Until his muscular arm clasped around her front. Until his cock rested, weighty and obvious against her thigh, searing her like a molten brand.

      She held her breath as he got himself to where he intended to be, then shuddered once the heat of him suffused her. Instead of a common bath, this was like dipping into a hot spring in the middle of the afternoon when the sun beat down overhead. It would have been too hot, were they not in the middle of an ice cave. As it was, she had no idea how the ice around them wasn’t melting.

      “Are you warm enough now?” he asked, his voice a rumble by her ear.

      Her muscles spasmed, a current of desire running through her despite her best attempts to tamp it down. Imara closed her eyes and breathlessly said, “Yes,” hating that she couldn’t control her voice better.

      Or the rest of her, for that matter, because she felt all too tempted to nestle back against him. She told herself it was solely for warmth, but as his cock continued to firm against her thigh, she couldn’t deny just how wet she was, and she couldn’t find the presence of mind to be ashamed or even disappointed in herself.

      Then the Storm Lord’s grip tightened, almost painfully so. “Stop. Moving,” he warned her in a low growl.

      “Forgive me for trying to get comfortable, my Lord,” she used his title sarcastically, tempted to add another backwards roll of her hips just for good measure.

      She thought better of it. Instead she stilled and just enjoyed the warmth and the strength of his embrace. It was all necessity. There was nothing behind it—nothing beyond the insane desire she couldn’t seem to control, at least. Once that was slaked, he’d go back to being nothing more than a brute.

      If she thought there was anything tender or protective about him—if she thought she’d heard possessiveness in his tone earlier—she was wrong. She would likely be one in a long line of women who warmed his bed.

      Those thoughts were a cold comfort as sleep began to take her, but before she drifted off, she heard four words from him that challenged everything she’d just worked so hard to tell herself.

      “My name is Rheor.”
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      In the morning, Rheor awoke just as stiff and unsatisfied as he’d been when he finally let his exhaustion claim him.

      She moved in her sleep. At first he thought she’d done it on purpose just to taunt him—to tease him with the fact that he could shift his hips just so and sheathe himself inside of her. Seek out the warmth he desired as much as she sought warmth from him. But she’d been sound asleep, unable to hear him when he admonished her. He’d had to shift carefully, pull his lower body away from her, and still that wasn’t enough.

      Once he woke, he found he’d moved as close as he’d been before. Close enough that his right leg rested atop hers, his knee bent at a slight angle, his cock cushioned against the round curve of her rump, so close to her lips. He bit back a groan and pulled away, tucking the furs around her as he retrieved his clothing.

      His men were already up and about, breaking camp, readying for the day’s travel. All but one. Loken was likely doing a morning patrol, getting a head start without being asked. Tiva was gone, as well, which explained why his own mount was restless, sounds of dissatisfaction rumbling through his chest.

      “Be at ease, Varuk,” he said, stroking through the Machai’s mane. “She’ll return soon.”

      But the beast’s agitation wasn’t assuaged, and Rheor could feel something clench in his gut. Cold washed through his veins like jagged floes of ice set adrift in the ocean. The layer of frost that had melted during the night reformed, creating a protective barrier around his chest and neck.

      “Something has happened,” he told the others, “ready yourselves.”

      There was a part of him that thought it best to wake Imara, but she would be safest in this cave, so long as he and his men guarded the front of it. Varuk padded out first and he followed, a spear of pure ice manifesting in his hands.

      As he stepped out of the cave, he could feel the stillness of the canyon. There was no wind, no sound of birds winging overhead or vermin skittering among the rocks. Even Kiova’s touch seemed absent, the atmosphere around him stagnant.

      In the distance he heard a fierce roar that echoed off the canyon walls. One hand at Varuk’s shoulder, he swung himself onto the beast’s back and let him lead the way, his superior senses taking them straight to Tiva and Loken.

      They weren’t far.

      Turning one winding corner, he spotted them, Loken on the ground, holding up a shield to protect himself from attackers that leapt down from the rocks. Someone else might have mistaken them for Raknari, but they were not. These were spineless serpents seeking to leech power off of any being they could.

      The Svag.

      And evidently they’d already drawn ample blood to do it. Tiva lay on the ground, struggling to stand, a pool of crimson spreading beneath her. Rheor could feel Varuk’s muscles tense beneath him, heard the roar rip through his throat, and managed to jump clear just in time before the Machai charged the Svag.

      The giant cat ran down the one closest to Tiva, his blades stained with her blood, and slammed him into the ground. A sickening crack sounded in the canyon, followed by tearing flesh as Varuk ripped into him without mercy. With a deafening roar of his own, Rheor lunged at another, his ice spear held tight in one hand, the sheer cold of it burning his skin. To others, the weapon might have looked fragile—almost crystalline. But Rheor’s spear was far from fragile. It tore through leather armor, through skin and muscles, striking all the way down to the bone and beyond as he drove the impossibly sharp head of it into the Svag’s ribcage. He yanked backward, sending a spray of blood over the fresh, white snow as the cowardly Svag slumped to the ground.

      Between Rheor and his men, all of the Svag were similarly dispatched in just a few minutes. There were six in total, a small ambush party that had obviously been waiting for them, intending to jump from the rocks with the element of surprise on their side. Evidently they’d become impatient and thought it would be more prudent just to attack a single scout. It was an unwise decision and it cost them their lives, in the end.

      But it would also cost Tiva hers.

      Rheor approached the Machai where she lay, still on her side, her limbs twitching every few moments as if she thought she might be able to outrun her predicament. Varuk was at her side as always, crouched down on all fours, nuzzling under his mate’s body as he tried to roll her into at least a sitting position. She let out a pained moan that lanced through Rheor’s heart, her ice blue eyes looking up at Varuk almost as if they were apologizing.

      She was suffering. That much was obvious. And she deserved an honorable, dignified death, not one where she gradually lost all the blood in her body until her heart stopped beating. Fingers gripping around the ice spear, he stepped forward, only to be stopped by Loken who placed a hand on his chest.

      “You cannot save her,” Rheor said quietly.

      “I know.”

      His voice was thick with emotion as he unsheathed a large, long knife from where it was hooked into his belt. With the blade held out flat in his palms, Loken approached, kneeling down before his Machai. Varuk growled in half-hearted warning, but he didn’t lunge and made no move to interfere. Rheor stood back a respectful distance, watching as his Raknari spoke the rites, and continuing to watch as Loken passed a hand over her body, a fine tremble barely shaking his arm.

      It was a difficult thing to have to aid a dear friend in passing over. Their people formed lifelong bonds with their beasts, and from the time he was old enough to toddle, Rheor remembered being raised around them. His very first Machai was Tiva’s grandsire, in fact, and he felt at least partially as wounded as Loken was at having to do this, not the least of which was felt as he regarded his own mount who remained by her side, steadfast even as his head bowed mournfully.

      “I’m sorry, old friend,” Loken said, reaching the knife below the base of her head.

      His motion was swift as he did what he had to do to prevent Tiva from suffering any longer. Rheor bowed his own head and said a prayer to Kiova to accept the Machai into her home, to allow her to serve as faithfully in death as she had in life. As he finished, a gasp sounded behind him.

      He knew it was the human, but he was still surprised to see her. Fully dressed, as well, and clutching a bow in one hand, her fingers caged tightly around the grip.

      “What happened?” she asked, looking from Tiva to him and not flinching away from either.

      That was a good thing. Impressive for a human. And while he certainly would have been well within his rights to tell her it was none of her concern, he felt Imara had earned the truth.

      “One of my men was attacked by the Svag,” his lip curled into a snarl even as he spoke their name. “They wounded him and killed his beast.”

      “I can see that,” Imara protested, her face paler than he remembered. “But why? Is this another clan you have some kind of rivalry with?”

      Rheor bristled at that. Of course she thought they were all Raknari. He supposed it was an easy mistake for a human to make, but it rankled him just the same. He moved to one of the bodies, nudged it with the toe of his boot, then bent to inspect as he spoke.

      “They are not another clan,” he said sharply. “They are not even Raknari.”

      To his surprise, Imara came closer, until she was standing beside him, looking down at the body he searched for markings, orders, or any other indication of what they were planning.

      “What are they, then? Because to me, that’s exactly what they look like,” she observed, crouching down beside him. “Just… without the runes, I guess.”

      “The runes are what make us who we are.” Rheor knew he should be patient. She wouldn’t have known any better. There was no reason for humans to know of his people, just as there was no reason for the Raknari to know of theirs. “We all possess Kiova’s blessing. It is what gives us the ability to control ice, wind, snow, and other tidings of winter. The Svag were never given this blessing. They shamed Kiova long ago, and she has turned her back on them ever since.”

      “So they’re… jealous of you?” Her face screwed up in a strange way and Rheor could have almost laughed under any other circumstances. “That’s not a reason to attack someone who’s just going about his business.”

      “It is not jealousy,” he said, his expression still dour as he moved to another body. He knew he wouldn’t find anything of use, no evidence to bring back to the other Storm Lords. “They seek our powers, because they grow weaker without access to Kiova’s blessing. Weak enough that many succumb and die.”

      “So they’re always going to be a problem, then.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her stand, her chin lifting just so, arms folding over her chest. There was something about it that struck him dumb. Something almost regal. A quiet power that hummed just beneath her eyes. He could see the resemblance in her now. He wouldn’t have believed she was in any way related to the chieftain who’d so brazenly requested an audience with Kiova’s Chosen, but this woman who looked over the bodies of the fallen with a steely resolve was certainly her father’s daughter.

      And Rheor found himself momentarily dazed. There was something incredibly alluring about this version of her. She stood taller, wore a shrewder cast to her expression, and she looked as though she might be able to face down the most fearsome opponent and come out on top. This was the kind of woman he could be proud to call his. The kind of woman who would make a very fitting Korun, a Lady of Storms. Perhaps even the kind who could accept Roinim, the binding, and would keep a piece of Kiova’s blessing inside of her always.

      Just as quickly as the thoughts came, Rheor dashed them with a violence that was likely unnecessary. A growl ripped through his throat and he hauled the Svag onto his back, ice-tipped fingers tearing clothing away to see if there was anything beneath. “It’s not your concern. I will not allow them to become a problem.”

      “Forgive me for wanting a hand in my own safety,” she muttered, losing that regal bearing the instant she opened her smart mouth.

      “I will protect you,” Rheor snapped back. “You don’t need to worry about anything else.”

      She let out an incredulous little snort that he chose to ignore. To allow her an equal say in this, to teach her how to protect herself and give her the information she needed to feel invested in Raknari society, was foolhardy. She was his to bed and nothing more. She didn’t need to know anything beyond how to adequately take his size and how not to feel ashamed or reserved when he made her scream his name in the middle of the night.

      “Dispose of the bodies,” he called to his men.

      Raknari received proper rites when they were killed in battle, or even when they died of other causes, but Svag did not deserve to be mentioned in the same breath as Rheor’s people. The rites he granted them were customary—something spoken to all living creatures under Kiova’s rule. He would have done the same for an elk he felled for its meat, or a human who wandered too close to the mountain and succumbed to the cold.

      The rest of it, though…

      Rheor watched with dark satisfaction as his men lifted the Svag and threw them unceremoniously over the side of the slope, where there was a small break in the pass. Even Imara had nothing to say to this, and he was glad for it. It gave him time to concentrate on helping Loken lift Tiva’s body onto a makeshift sled, several birch logs lashed together to form a flat surface that could be dragged behind Varuk.

      “We will walk the pass,” he said, fully expecting a whined rebuttal.

      But again Imara surprised him. Not only did she not give one, but her gaze was fixed on Varuk as he allowed himself to be harnessed. There was something heartbreaking about the way he stood, his body rigid but his head held high, as if he was prepared to undertake this last burden for his mate. He would assist in carrying her to the summit of the Frozen Peak, where she would be offered to Kiova as a faithful servant. Rheor knew Varuk understood this. He’d never doubted the intelligence of the Machai.

      Imara seemed to understand it as well, however. There was a slight divot between her brows, one Rheor found himself wanting to smooth over with his thumb. Or his lips. A ridiculous feeling he quickly banished, only to have it return moments later when she spoke.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      The words were directed to Loken and they made Rheor’s chest ache with their sincerity. Loken looked from the tiny human to Rheor, as if asking what had come over her. And indeed, Rheor had always been taught humans were callous creatures who cared little for the natural wonders around them. Especially if those wonders weren’t currently meeting their needs for survival or any other whims they might decide important.

      Rheor just nodded at his friend, and Loken dipped his head in gratitude. “She was a fine friend. She will have a place of honor, always.”

      To Rheor’s surprise, Imara did not stop there. She moved to Tiva’s side, crouched there, seeming so small next to the massive Machai. From her pouch she withdrew something Rheor could barely see. Varuk was growing agitated and he turned to face her, his large head looming over her shoulder, a snuffling sound coming from him as he tried to understand what she held.

      When her palm opened, Rheor saw it was a piece of some kind of plant. A curling strip of bark from a fir tree, perhaps, or a cedar. Something hardy enough to survive the harsh winter. Varuk moved his head over it, a gust of air forced from his nose as he regarded the item. When Imara spoke, it wasn’t to Rheor or Loken, but to Varuk, a beast he knew she’d been fearful of earlier that day.

      “It’s to ensure the spirit can leave the body,” she said softly, gesturing toward Tiva’s mouth. “The bark is placed inside the mouth and it helps to draw it out and send it on its way.”

      A curious belief for a society that followed a god who was unconcerned with the old ways; the natural ways. That custom sounded more like something one of the Tempests would encourage. Rheor could hardly find fault with it, and it seemed Varuk could not, either. Though he huffed and snorted, he eventually drew back and allowed her the space to work, a low sound resonating through his throat.

      Rheor watched as the human carefully opened Tiva’s mouth, mindful of the many gleaming teeth and the long tusks. She placed the shaved bark inside, under the large tongue, and whispered what Rheor believed was another kind of prayer. When it was done, she closed Tiva’s mouth and pressed her palm flat against the beast’s muzzle before she stood once more.

      To his surprise—as well as Imara’s—Varuk nuzzled her, the flat of his head pressing against her shoulder.

      “It’s all I can do, but I hope it helps,” she said with a small smile, reaching out a tentative hand. When Varuk headbutted it, she stroked behind his ears.

      Again Rheor felt those same sensations steal over him. She was kind. Compassionate. Far more than he expected any human to be. She could be more, if only…

      But no. He steeled his expression, barking an order to the rest of the men. She was just a warm body to languish in his bed from time to time. He couldn’t see her as anything more, nor could the other Raknari.

      It was too dangerous. And too painful.
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      Walking the steep path to the Spine was more than Imara had prepared herself for.

      She felt like some pampered princess as her thighs and calves began to burn, her core protesting soon after as she used it to steady herself when her legs threatened to give out. She’d expected to ride, but only because the precedent had been set early on. It wasn’t like she was unused to walking for hours a day. She’d done it plenty of times when out hunting. But the last time she’d come this close to the Spine she’d been at the foot of it, not strong or confident enough to try and scrabble her way any further up.

      Imara didn’t have a choice now. Her new home was at the top of the mountain and she wasn’t going to be one of those women who whimpered and wailed about the hardships of travel. That was for the ladies in the stories who wore fine silks and had never dirtied their hands. Imara’s mother often said she’d been born with her bare feet touching the forest floor and her tiny fingers wrapped around a bow. She came from tough stock, she and Elora both, and she refused to let a difficult walk get the best of her.

      But there was a big difference between trailing game across the gently sloping hills and effectively climbing the side of the tallest mountain she’d ever seen. The incline grew ever steeper, the air thinner, and the higher they climbed, the more Imara lagged behind. Several hours into it, she was near the back of the group, with the Storm Lord—Rheor, as he’d told her the night previous—walking beside her.

      She’d expected to get an earful about how weak humans were, but outside of snapping at her initially when he thought she was just being childish, Rheor had said nothing of her limitations. When she fell back, he slowed and fell back with her. It was irritating in a way Imara couldn’t place. Probably because it was also somewhat sweet and endearing, two descriptors that definitely didn’t match what she knew of Rheor.

      When she stumbled around mid-afternoon, her legs not wanting to work anymore, he finally did something that justified her irritation. Stopping alongside her—and holding up a hand for his men to stop—he confronted her about her slowness, a smirk on his lips.

      “Shall I carry you? I know your legs are unaccustomed to this journey.”

      “It’s good to know you’re predictable,” she gritted out, practically panting as she doubled over. “I’ll be fine. I don’t need you or anyone else carrying me.”

      “We’ll stop here for a few minutes,” he called to the others. “Rest your mounts.”

      Imara slumped against a snow-covered stone, barely noticing as it bit into her backside, wet and cold. She wasn’t sweating. It was almost impossible to sweat up here. But she felt as though she should be. She also felt as though her lungs were on fire, the too-thin air doing nothing to soothe them as she gulped in breath after breath, hands planted on her knees, head down.

      Rheor didn’t linger, and she was grateful for it. She thought she’d seen something like grudging respect from him early in the day, but he was back to judgment as she knew he would be. She didn’t need it. Imara already felt responsible for the death of an obviously beloved cat, even if rationally she knew it had nothing to do with her. The fact that the Raknari could have made it back to their home already, would never have been here if not for the agreement her father made, was not lost on her, though, and it broke her heart to see the beast who’d obviously cared for the fallen one pulling her heavy, lifeless body without complaint.

      If he could manage that, then Imara could suffer through her own aches and pains, all of which were physical rather than emotional. Never mind the fact that her body seemed primed to give out at any moment. She’d rather push herself beyond those limits than allow the Storm Lord to carry her.

      Even if he wasn’t being the brute she’d assumed him to be. Oh, he was still obnoxious. He still had an arrogance about him, a smug smile on his lips as he handed her a waterskin he’d filled himself from the nearby mountain stream. And she glared daggers at his amused expression when she drank greedily, a moan of pleasure rising within her at the cold, crisp taste of the water. But he wasn’t actively antagonizing her. There was something more subdued about him since the attack that morning. Perhaps even since last night.

      When she’d slept against him, flesh to flesh, able to feel every inch of his body against hers.

      She shivered to think of it now and very nearly rolled her eyes at herself, taking another long drink from the skin. There were far more important things to worry about, like just how she was going to make it to the summit. A few moments to catch her breath certainly helped, but when she looked past the Raknari toward the steep path that lay ahead, a feeling of dread washed over her.

      “Eat this.” In the corner of her vision, she saw Rheor hold something out to her. When she didn’t immediately take it, his hand shook insistently. “Eat. It will help with the mountain sickness.”

      Was that what this feeling was? She’d just assumed the slight queasiness and the inability to breathe were a part of the experience. Tentatively she reached out and took the offering. It looked like some kind of dried root, the skin of it flaking off against her fingers. Bringing it to her nose, she inhaled. It had a strange scent, somewhere between cinnamon and ginger, mixed with another smell she couldn’t identify. It wasn’t unpleasant, it just wasn’t something she’d ever smelled before.

      “What is it?”

      “Just eat it,” Rheor said, an agitated growl to his voice. “I haven’t given you poison.”

      The fact that he felt the need to say that made her suspicious, but her instincts weren’t telling her this was poisonous or even inedible. She put the edge of it into her mouth, some of the flakes scraped off by her teeth. They dissolved almost instantly on her tongue, leaving behind a sharp, tangy taste she wasn’t expecting. Something bitter lingered in her mouth and she decided it was best to just chew and swallow without giving it much thought.

      The root settled heavily in her stomach, so much so that she wondered if it was something humans should be eating, despite her body not warning her against it. Slowly though she began to feel a bit more at ease. The roiling ceased, she breathed a bit easier, and the world was no longer spinning. All told, it was a success.

      She lifted her head to thank Rheor, but he’d already moved away and was brushing debris out of his mount’s fur, the cat staring into the distance, present in body but not in mind and certainly not in spirit. Again Imara felt that ache of guilt, and when Rheor announced it was time to move again, she was almost grateful for it.

      Until her legs began to fail her again.

      It took an hour into their continued journey, with her truly at the back of the group now and continuing to lag behind. Still Rheor said nothing. He walked beside her, occasionally regarded her with his steely gaze. She could feel his judgment, but she also thought she felt something else from him. Some other emotion that had him stopping when she faltered. Likely just a result of his leadership. It was dangerous for her to fall so far behind. It left everyone open to attack.

      That thought alone made Imara push herself even harder. The path up the mountain was narrow, snow flurries blowing in her face, buffeted about by the biting wind. The tips of her fingers were numb inside her gloves, and she wasn’t sure she even had toes anymore. But she was determined, so she kept her head down and pushed ever onward.

      “You’re going to exhaust yourself,” she heard Rheor say, his voice strangely soft.

      “I’m fine. I can rest when we get there.”

      “At this pace, it will be hours before we even reach the next rest site.”

      Imara’s resolve shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, all of the shards crashing to the ground and scattering about her feet. She looked up, toward what she thought was the summit. But that wasn’t right. There was another peak beyond, shrouded in the clouds. That was the true summit, and it would take at least another day of travel to reach it.

      If she could even make it that far.

      Emotion welled within her. Frustration, anger, hopelessness. Things she had no right feelings. Things she’d pushed down since leaving the village. It all came rushing in and Imara swiped at her eyes in frustration. The last thing she wanted was to give the Storm Lord any more reason to think her weak. She ventured a glance at him. He was watching her carefully, but without the immediate judgment she expected.

      He also hadn’t stopped the others, and they continued further up the pass, leaving the two of them behind. She opened her mouth to point that out, but the words came out as a muffled squeak when—without warning—Rheor scooped her up off the ground and lifted her effortlessly. She was little more than a sack of flour in his muscular arms, held against his chest not because he needed the support, but because he felt she did.

      “I can walk!” she hissed, shoving ineffectually at him.

      Warm air brushed past the top of her head as he let out a snort of amusement. That was the judgment she expected from him, and the words that followed made her want to smack that smug smirk off of his handsome face.

      “Yes, you’re doing such an admirable job of it. I can hardly tell the difference between my warriors—who have been conditioned to this trek over the entirety of their lifetimes—and you, a human who has never made it before.”

      “Here I thought you’d decided not to humiliate me for one day.”

      “I’m simply stating the truth,” Rheor said in response, amusement present in his tone.

      “You don’t have to be such an ass about it,” she grumbled.

      He said nothing to that, merely carried her up the steep path himself. If her added weight was a strain on him, he didn’t show it in the slightest. His strides were smooth and powerful, and soon she didn’t have to cling to him so much as shift herself around to better distribute her body. If nothing else, she trusted he wouldn’t drop her, though she wasn’t keen on the idea of him carrying her until they reached a rest point.

      “Once it levels out, put me down again,” she said, hating the hint of a plea in her voice, though no more than she hated the desire to burrow against his chest.

      He said nothing to that, and Imara was too tired to fight him on it. In his arms, surrounded by the warmth of his body, she thought she could curl up and go to sleep, like a tiny kitten bundled in front of a roaring fire. She wanted to laugh at herself, because it was the last thing she should have felt around a Raknari Storm Lord. All of the stories she’d ever heard painted them as merciless raiders who’d ridden into the human lands and demanded sacrifices so that the villages would be spared.

      And had that not happened, in a way? Her father requested the meeting, but demands had still been made above and beyond what was offered. Rheor and his people had been prepared to turn their backs on her village and just leave them to starve to death. Yet here she was, feeling safe enough in the arms of their leader that she was drifting off to sleep. Safe enough that she did drift off to sleep, her last thought how strange it was that she should be lulled by the strong rhythm of his gait or the evenness of his breathing.

      She woke some time later, inside yet another cave. This one wasn’t covered in ice, but it was no less cold. Imara suspected her shivering was what woke her, though perhaps it was Rheor, because he stood over her expectantly. She looked up at him, tracing his powerful calves and muscled thighs. It wasn’t until she reached his cock that her brain even grasped the fact that he was naked.

      “Am I supposed to offer payment now for your services as a mount? Services I didn’t ask for, I’ll remind you.”

      His lips twitched, but there was a heat behind his icy eyes that seared into her soul, stealing the very breath from her lungs. Poor choice of words, she realized. Or perhaps not. She was still groggy, feeling as though she’d awoken too soon from a pleasant, dreamless sleep. She couldn’t be held accountable for her subconscious and its apparent need to assert itself.

      “I thought you might take offense to me removing your clothing while you slept,” Rheor said, a thickness to his words that stoked the fires within her belly.

      She was prepared to respond to that, hopefully with more wit than her previous comment. But as the fog of sleep cleared from her mind, she realized that expectant look wasn’t him intending to make use of her body. He hadn’t mentioned stripping her bare because he wanted her. It was purely practical. They’d stopped for the night and he wanted to make sure she didn’t freeze to death.

      Shame flared within her and she looked away from him. Pushing herself into a sitting position, Imara started to remove her clothing. Everyone else was already bedded down for the night. She could hear the snuffling of their mounts, too. It was only the two of them, which lent her some small measure of relief.

      When she was naked again, the chill air brushing her nipples into hard peaks, she lay back down on the fur he’d spread out. Like last night, he settled in behind her. And like last night, she could feel the hard length of him against her backside. Hot. Heavy. Close enough that she could have easily shifted to take him inside.

      But she was still exhausted, and mistaking his intentions hadn’t done her any favors thus far. So for once she didn’t fight the demands of her body. Closing her eyes, Imara let sleep take her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day started without an attack, which Imara considered a vast improvement over the last. She was fed again, the same root substance and a bit of tacky bread. It was hard not wonder if this was what the Raknari always ate, or if it was just some kind of travel ration. But she wasn’t going to complain. She’d offered herself into this situation and she’d endure it until she had a place among them—if she ever did.

      Rheor was quick to suggest she ride Varuk today, and Imara voiced only minimal protest. The great beast seemed capable of carrying her and the fallen cat. In fact, his muscles barely twitched under her weight, as if she was of no significance at all. Looking at Rheor’s broad, muscular formed, she assumed she weighed as much as a leaf compared to him. Maybe a pile of leaves when she was soaking wet.

      It felt strange to ride when Rheor walked beside her, but she quickly adapted. So much so that she began to understand the movements of the creature beneath her. She was able to adjust her posture, ease her thighs into the correct position, and avoid many of the aches and pains she’d experienced throughout the first day, even as they continued up the steep mountainside.

      At one point they stopped, the wind howling against the stone walls on either side of them, blessedly kept at bay lest they all be blown off the mountain. But one of the men disappeared—the scout who’d gone ahead earlier—and returned not with a report of encroaching danger, but a plump elk draped over his shoulders, its antlers showing a maturity of several years.

      Delight filled Imara as she thought of stalking that elk herself; bringing it down with a well-placed shot from her bow. “There are forests nearby?” she asked, unable to contain her excitement.

      Rheor regarded her with amusement, and something else she couldn’t quite place. “Yes, there are forests. We live atop a mountain. Did you assume it was nothing but frozen tundra? Perhaps glaciers?”

      She scoffed at that. “How am I to know? We’ve traveled for days. The spot we’re at now is hardly visible from my village.”

      She had assumed it would be barren up here, though, and the food they’d given her thus far only served to reinforce that idea. Despite months of struggling, she’d not yet grown accustomed to eating roots and bark and flavorless, dense bread. She’d always hoped for better when things returned to normal. Even just the occasional taste of meat, the freshness of vegetables from Mother’s garden, and sweet God above, a proper stew. Her mouth watered just to think of the rich, thick broth.

      It’d been easier to tell herself she wouldn’t get that with the Raknari. It helped her stay what she imagined would be her eventual disappointment. But the fact that there were woods and elk meant there was something for those elk to eat, and other creatures that would make a meal of the elk themselves. Plenty of opportunities for hunting and good, hearty meals. She looked forward to traveling beyond the mountain’s peak to bag game of her own.

      As they continued, though, Imara felt a pang of guilt. It was reassuring to know she wouldn’t have to subsist on the same “foods” her people had eaten for the last year, but what would they eat? The storm was pushed back, the land thawed. The farmers would plant new crops and the trees and grass would grow back, summoning deer and rabbits and other creatures. At least… that was the hope. History said that when villages returned from this kind of devastation, it wasn’t immediate. It would take time for plants to grow and animals to return. The older members of the village, the weak and infirm, might not make it to that point.

      But what could she do? The Storm Lord demanded a “sacrifice,” and her father had agreed to it. She was helping her people by going with the Raknari, as small a comfort as that was. The thought bred resentment in her, and it was harder to maintain the willful ignorance that had gotten her to this point. This wasn’t some grand adventure she’d return from soon. This was her life now. Strange and terrible and different from anything she’d known before. Nothing about it was going to be good, no matter what her treacherous body told her.

      She maintained those thoughts and that mood as they continued, right up until the point where they reached the outskirts of the Raknari settlement. At first she just noticed a few trail markers. From a distance they looked like iced-over stakes, but when she came closer, she saw they were ice—ice that encased the energy of the storms. Bright lights of shimmering reds and blues and purples and yellows lit within a frozen orb at the top of the marker, casting a beautiful, dancing glow over newly fallen snow, and that was only the beginning of the spectacle.

      The path they tread now wound through a dense, wintry forest. Instead of the spiny, drab trees she usually associated with the cold, there were lush, towering trees with foliage in deep purples and blues, their trunks a blue so light it was very nearly white. She was able to spot a family of elk in the distance, heard their call as they alerted others to danger, saw plump little birds take wing as the elk darted toward cover. It was teeming with wildlife, along with the foliage to support them. Just riding along at an even pace, Imara saw blooming bushes, berries, and so many other plants that likely shouldn’t have survived in this kind of climate.

      And then she began to see signs of civilization.

      When she was a girl, Imara had stumbled upon an old storybook with illustrations of a frozen palace amid a land of whimsy and wonder. She’d always wanted to go to that place, convinced it would be far more interesting than doing chores at home. But she’d grown out of that desire, recognizing it for what it was: A children’s story meant only to momentarily capture the attention of a restless girl. And yet…

      The palace she saw before her wasn’t like the one from the story. It was designed more for power than whimsy, she was sure. The spires made that very clear, along with the massive gate surrounding it. But the staircase that glittered in the sunlight, the windows that gave off the same shifting, multi-colored lights as the trail markers, the impossible shape of it did capture some of the wonder she’d felt as a child, and she just stared in awe, missing for several moments the fact that the ice palace was perched atop the mountain’s peak and there were yet many other features to ogle along the way.

      There was a wide, central path the Raknari who accompanied her traveled along. Buildings lined it, shops and tradesmen, she gathered from the signs, and further out from those she could see residences, branching off of varying pathways that ran through the entire settlement. The design of the buildings was like nothing she’d ever seen before. That pale blue wood comprised much of the building material, yet they also seemed to be reinforced by crystalline ice. They bore slanted roofs with a chimney that stretched above. The doors and windows were large, with rounded edges that lent everything a welcoming appearance.

      It honestly looked as though she’d stepped into some distant winter village where the residents welcomed her in for a steaming bowl of soup and some of the finest tea she’d ever known, all while she sat wrapped in a blanket in front of a roaring fire. After months of endless cold—and a pervasive frost that still seeped into her bones despite the fact that she was growing more used to it—Imara found herself yearning for that the way a starving man yearned for the tiniest morsel of food.

      It was such a strange sensation, especially when she actually looked past the quaint facade of the buildings and the majesty of palace. Her heart saw one thing, but the people walking about clearly painted another picture. They weren’t human. Not in the slightest. This wasn’t some warm, cozy little village. This was the top of the world, so far from who and what she’d been that she might as well be in another realm. Everyone who milled about, those who came out of their homes and businesses, were built like Rheor and the other Raknari. Even the women were tall and broad, their legs impossibly long, their hair a shimmering white or silver or blue.

      They were all pale, but in an almost ethereal way. Some had that same sheen of rime worn like armor over their bodies, but none of the prominent runes like Rheor. Their faces were hard lines, their ears surprisingly long and elegant, their eyes pale shades of blue and purple. Eyes that were all fixed on her. Every single set of them, without fail.

      Imara had never liked being seen. She wasn’t shy—far from it—but the attention afforded to her because of her birth was bad enough. Now she was buried in it, like an avalanche tumbling from this very mountain. Every one of the Raknari regarded her, all with so many shades of judgment that she couldn’t even begin to process it. She felt the sudden need to be small, to shrink away from them, but that desire warred with her own sense of pride and stubbornness.

      So she held her head high and looked straight ahead, letting Rheor lead his cat toward the palace that now seemed to loom above the rest of the settlement rather than float there as her silly thoughts from earlier had imagined.

      Many different Raknari came up to him and the others. They touched bracers with him, some sign of respect or greeting, and spoke a language Imara didn’t understand. It was one she hadn’t heard them speak since a brief conversation at her village, and she found herself wondering if Rheor had instructed his men to speak a tongue the lowly humans would understand. Why he cared about her ability to understand him or the others, she didn’t know, but the Raknari who spoke with him now certainly didn’t.

      She listened just the same, though. For as much as it had some rough, guttural notes, their language was strangely melodic. There was a rising lilt to it, a pattern that was incredibly pleasing to the ear. And when Rheor spoke it…

      He voice was normally deep, a rumbling sound that came from his chest rather than his nose or throat. But there was a roughness to it as he said her words, whether intentional or otherwise. That roughness disappeared when he spoke his own words, easing into something smooth, like honey poured in sinful patterns. The sounds blended together, one into the next, and Imara found herself caught up not in trying to understand it, but just in listening and experiencing it.

      The spell didn’t last long, however. Cold eyes turned toward her again, Rheor gesturing her way, and she knew she was about to be taken to wherever she was going to stay. Was there some special area for… what was she, even? The Storm Lord’s whore. He probably had several. She hadn’t thought of that before and the feeling made her sick. Would she have to live with them? Wait around until he decided he wanted to fuck her? Would he make her watch while he fucked the others?

      God, why hadn’t she thought any of this through? She never thought anything through and it always cost her. Her father had told her so many times that the path to understanding and happiness was in considering the outcomes and choosing the best that could be managed. Yet Imara just charged forward like a bull, oblivious to what waited on the other side.

      “You will be taken to your home,” Rheor said, more curtly than she was comfortable with.

      She didn’t know him well enough to get a true feel for his moods, but this distance was something she’d seen from him early on. Was that hint of warmth in between something she’d imagined, or just a lapse in his normal personality? She supposed it didn’t matter. She was his property now. He’d set her upon a shelf and only pull her down when he had use of her.

      “What about Tiva?” she found herself asking as she slid down from Machai’s back—with Rheor’s unasked for aid.

      The Storm Lord gave her a curious look before his gaze rested on the cat. She was being seen to by the man who’d ridden her before, the ropes that held her body carefully untied. Others gathered around, and once he was free of the makeshift harness, Varuk was there by her side, too.

      “Her body will be frozen in accordance with Kiova’s greatest rites, and the shards will return to the lands she called home. She will be honored as a protector and a warrior, for that is what she was.”

      There was something firm in his voice, as though he was daring her to somehow challenge this. She wouldn’t. She hadn’t seen the battle or the blow that ultimately killed Tiva, but she had no doubt the cat had put up a fight. And as much as everyone seemed to care about her—as affected as they were by her death—it didn’t surprise her that there was some ritual behind it.

      She almost wanted to ask if she could attend whatever ceremony might happen, but it wasn’t her place. So instead she just nodded and quietly said, “Good.”

      Rheor gave her another curious look, but she was soon being shepherded away from him. Two women reached out for her and with rough, callused hands urged her along.

      “Come,” the taller of the two said, her eyes pure ice.

      If she’d hoped to find some kind of camaraderie with these women, that hope was immediately dashed. Instead Imara focused on keeping up with their long legs and masking her own surprise when they didn’t continue to the palace, where Rheor surely resided. Of course she wasn’t going to live there. Lords didn’t keep their whores in the house with them. They summoned them, used them, and sent them back to the gutter where they belonged.

      To the Raknari’s credit, it wasn’t a commune. Just a small dwelling meant for one person. Lightly furnished, with a single bed that was currently made, a chest of drawers that didn’t feature anyone else’s clothes when Imara looked, a table with a couple of chairs, and a wood-burning stove that must have been the reason for the chimneys. Maybe they’d let her decorate it. Maybe she didn’t care if they let her or not. She’d decorate it and redecorate it if they took things down.

      She refused to be a captive here. She hadn’t done anything wrong. But apparently she was carrying out some kind of sentence.

      “Drotun Rheor will expect you this evening. Someone will be by to ensure you’re washed and given proper clothes that don’t reek of sweat as those rags do.”

      It was the most either of the women had said to her, but Imara almost wished they’d gone back to using one-word sentences. The one who’d spoken so coldly about her apparent stench was surprisingly beautiful. Built like a warrior, yet with the face of someone who’d lived a softer life. Delicate lines, a gently sloping jaw, elegant brows. It made Imara strangely aware of her own plainness.

      “Sorry if my smell after traveling the mountain for days is offensive to you,” she said, stepping deeper inside the room.

      The bed called to her, and once her escorts left, she stood beside it, testing the mattress. Part of her had expected there was just a slab of stone beneath a pallet, but this was soft and cushioned. When she lay back on it, she felt like she’d been embraced by the clouds, her body melding into the mattress and the blankets beneath her. It was several long moments before she even worked the bedding out from beneath her. As soon as she burrowed into the thick, warm spread, she drifted right to sleep, some part of her mind back in her childhood home. Warm. Safe.

      Definitely not awaiting preparations to serve a Storm Lord’s every desire.
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      The Raknari hadn’t exactly been gentle in waking her up before, but the ones who roused her this time were merciless.

      She’d been dreaming of spring meadows. Endless fields of wildflowers, the rustling of a young doe darting through the tall grass. Her family gathered around the table, their bellies full, their hearts fuller. Nothing loomed but the distant mantle of responsibility she knew her father wanted her to adopt, and even that was more nebulous than Imara ever remembered.

      But she was ripped from it by the feeling of falling and she opened her eyes to find the floor rushing up to meet her. Instinct alone had her jutting her hands out in front of her to break her fall, her knees managing the rest of that feat. She was partially tangled in the blankets still and she thought she’d thrown herself off but for the harsh voice that came from above.

      “Lazy. You’ll need to rid yourself of that habit now if you’re going to be the Korun.”

      “The what?” she asked groggily, pushing herself into a sitting position.

      The woman who’d come for her wasn’t like the two who’d brought her here, a comparison Imara was only able to make as her mind returned to her present situation. The deal her father had made. The perilous mountain. The little cottage with the very comfortable bed. And, of course, the humorless, beautiful walls of muscle who’d dropped her off.

      This woman was thinner. Almost too thin, considering how tall she still was. Her skin was bluer than some of the others, and it didn’t seem to be from that ice armor they wore. Thin veins followed her arms and legs, wrinkles piling at her joints, though not as much in her face. Perhaps because everything there was pulled so tightly, arranged into harsh lines that were uncomfortable to look at for more than a few moments.

      Despite having no idea as to how Raknari aging worked, she assumed this one was older than most. How much older was anyone’s guess, and she wasn’t about to ask.

      “It may not happen tonight. The Drotun is tired from his trip, and likely from having to babysit someone who freezes when the temperature drops below a balmy breeze,” she quipped, ushering Imara to her feet, “but you must be ready nonetheless.”

      “Now I’m curious what exactly a ‘balmy breeze’ is to you,” she muttered, a gasp leaving her as the woman very rudely started at the ties of her leathers. “I can manage it, thank you.”

      “Manage quickly,” she fussed, padding over to a large tub that hadn’t been there before.

      Imara’s eyes widened as she looked at it, at the steam curling from the water as the woman filled it. She could anticipate that warmth seeping into her muscles and almost went boneless just staring at the tub before she realized she was meant to be undressing. In this very cold place, in front of a woman who was a stranger to her. She’d certainly been naked under more embarrassing circumstances in the past few days, but it still gave her pause.

      “’Balmy breeze’ is enough to turn your nipples hard as stone, but not enough to where you can’t feel your cunt.”

      It was said so casually that Imara just stared at the woman, feeling a blush creep over her face. Especially as she’d just finished unwrapping her bindings and her hard-as-stone nipples were on full display. She might have crossed her arms over her chest, but the directness of that statement, the crassness of it just made her guffaw. Deep belly laughs tore through her, unable to be contained.

      And to her surprise, the old woman looked at her over her shoulder, a glint in her eyes and a smirk on her lips.

      “Do all women here speak as… directly as you?” she asked, finding it oddly refreshing.

      She’d been taught from a young age that there were certain things she shouldn’t do, both as a woman and the daughter of a chieftain. That wasn’t to say she didn’t do them, but she’d been careful about who she did them around.

      The woman snorted, adding more water to the tub. “No. Not all of them. They should, but they don’t.”

      At least some did. It was silly to be comforted by such a fact, but she was. Enough that she stripped off the rest of her clothing without feeling self-conscious. At least until the old woman looked over at her and scrutinized her nude form.

      “You’re so… pink. Everywhere is pink and soft.”

      Imara felt the sudden urge to hide herself, but she pushed it down and just walked toward the tub. Testing the water with her fingers, then the tender flesh of her palm, she lifted a leg over the side. It submerged almost to her knee and she shuddered as that warmth instantly suffused her.

      “Humans usually are,” she remarked, stepping fully into the tub. “At least until we’re dead. Then we look more blue-gray. Like you.”

      The hint of a smirk tugged at her lips and she looked at the Raknari woman, her heart speeding when she didn’t immediately react. Her fears were chased away when the woman burst out with an unflattering laugh.

      “Your tongue will serve you well, little human. There are some who say the Korun should not challenge their Drotun, but they are weak, simpering little whores who think they exist only to serve the men they let command them.”

      Good God, she loved this woman. It was a sudden, visceral reaction that immediately relaxed Imara just as much as the water did when she sunk down in the tub. She felt at ease with her, like she could be herself. Say what was on her mind without worrying about repercussions.

      And while the threat of her parents’ disappointment or the Storm Lord’s wrath hadn’t stopped her before, it was still nice to feel some measure of freedom.

      “What’s your name?” she asked as she settled into the tub.

      “You can call me Nava.”

      “It’s good to meet you, Nava,” she said sincerely, a sentiment the old woman just answered with a grunt. “My name’s Imara.”

      “Don’t be offended when I just call you ‘human,’” Nava told her.

      Imara laughed, tilting her head back so that her neck settled against the rim of the tub. She let out a languid sigh as the water reached every aching muscle in her body. There was more than enough room for her. Too much, in fact, and she had to use her body’s natural buoyancy and her grip on the side of the tub to keep herself from just sinking down completely. Her eyes were closed and she breathed in the steam, clearing her mind of all her worries.

      Until she seized on something the woman had said again. “What is a Korun? Is that a fancy way of saying ‘Storm Lord’s whore’?”

      The woman scoffed, an ugly, scraping sound in the back of her throat. Imara heard her messing about and opened her eye to see she’d set a wooden box atop one of the chairs and was removing a coarse brush from it, along with vials of something she couldn’t identify. She uncorked one of the vials over the tub and dumped it into the water.

      “What is that?” she asked, instinctively drawing away from it.

      It left a splash of blue in the otherwise clear water, and when Imara pulled her legs up to her chest, the water swished and spread it around. Wonderful.

      “For your Roinim. All of the old skin, all of the dirt needs to be scrubbed away, and this helps.”

      “Korun. Drotun. Roinim. I have no idea what these words mean,” she said, not bothering to mask her agitation. “You’re going to have to explain. My little human brain doesn’t magically comprehend your language.”

      “And yet I know yours,” she said with a huff. “Hard to say. Leaves a bad taste in the mouth. Everything’s so harsh. There’s no rhythm to it at all.”

      Imara was tempted to just submerge her whole body—including her head—beneath the water. This was the downside to someone who said whatever they wished. Fortunately, the woman seemed to come around to being more cooperative a moment later, as she dumped the contents of the other vial into the brush and a cloth.

      “The Drotun can fuck anyone he pleases. He doesn’t need whores. What he needs is a Korun. Someone who can share a place at his side and accept his powers unto herself. Roinim.”

      She said it as though she were describing the most mundane thing in the world, as if it were something every living person should be familiar with. Imara just stared at her, gaping until she took notice.

      “Now you look like a pink fish,” she said, forcibly closing Imara’s mouth by pushing two fingers beneath her chin. “Do I need to explain it more slowly?”

      “No,” she said, flustered. That fact alone earned her an oddly sympathetic look.

      “Did he not tell you? He’s never been much of a communicator. Not with words, at least.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Her mind was still reeling, but she kept a wary eye on that brush as it was brought closer and closer to her body. “You’re not seriously going to—”

      The brush, made of thick bristles that could have come from an ox for all Imara knew, scraped her skin like a cat’s tongue. Her companion was not gentle, scrubbing away, leaving behind pink splotches that she muttered about. It felt as though she was trying to clean every last hint of her previous life off of Imara’s body, and to say it was an unpleasant experience was an understatement.

      “Could you maybe be a little gentler with that?” she snapped.

      “No. Gentle doesn’t get the job done.”

      For as uncomfortable as the experience was, it at least distracted her from her chaotic thoughts. The Storm Lord had asked for someone as payment for services rendered. He hadn’t come to their village looking for a… partner. A Korun. And someone to… Imara’s eyes widened as she realized the implications.

      “I can’t learn magic,” she sputtered. “And I don’t want to. Not something like that.”

      “You don’t learn through Roinim,” she scoffed. “You’re offered Kiova’s blessing and you take some of the power she’s bestowed upon the Drotun into yourself. You share it, burden and blessing alike.”

      For as no-nonsense as this woman was with her words, she spoke about this as if it was something romantic. And maybe on some level it was. Imara’d always assumed she’d one day be matched with a man who tolerated her wild streak—at least enough to put up with it so he could have closer ties to her father and eventually Elora.

      This was… something else. This was sharing a life. Sharing some kind of blessing. Powers. It frightened her, making something quake in the depths of her soul. She’d never wanted the responsibility of being chieftain to her own people. What was she supposed to do with ice powers and a role at the Storm Lord’s side?

      “And that’s going to happen when…?”

      The question trailed off, a blush rising in Imara’s cheeks. She wasn’t precious about many things, and certainly not delicate, but there was something about this that felt more intimate than she wanted to admit right now.

      “When he fucks you, yes,” Nava said, scrubbing mercilessly.

      That blush in her cheeks only grew and she considered just sliding beneath the water entirely. Nava would probably pull her back to the surface, though, so she just stayed where she was and let the woman continue her work. The scrubbing, the application of some kind of crisp soap, and a slathering of oil to top it all off once she’d been dried.

      She still talked to Nava, mostly getting a feel for the city and its inhabitants. Her companion was fond of gossip and gave her many tidbits about people Imara didn’t know by name yet. Tidbits she wouldn’t remember, because the entire time they spoke, her mind was fixated on what would happen later this evening.

      He would come to her. And if she let him, he would initiate this… Roinim. He might even do it if she didn’t let him, though everything she’d seen from Rheor said that was unlikely. He could have overpowered her many times, forced his will upon her. He hadn’t yet and she didn’t think he would.

      That meant it was her decision, and she was no closer to making it by the time Nava left than she was when she was first told she was more than some casual toy to be used and discarded.

      She’d have to deny him, until she sorted out everything that was in her mind and heart. Considering how keenly her body responded to him before, she thought that effort might just prove fruitless no matter how she felt.

      But she had to try.
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      Parting from the human was more difficult than Rheor had anticipated. He had no bond with her, he’d not even claimed her body yet, but still he ached as she was ushered to her residence. He’d collect her later, have her brought to his bedchamber where he could slake his lust and hopefully rid himself of these strange feelings.

      Because if there was one thing Rheor was certain of, it was that he couldn’t bond to this female. He couldn’t bond to any female. His heart had long since been shattered by another, the pieces of it scattered and beyond repair. There was no place for Imara at his side, and he would not fool her or himself by keeping her as a constant companion.

      He would give her one night. The entire night, if he had any say in the matter. He would be attentive, sating her needs before his own. He would have her as many times as possible. But he would not mark her as his, and once she left his bedchamber, that would be the end of their association as intimates.

      No matter how difficult it would be in the moment, he knew it would be even worse if he allowed her to come back time and again. To seek more from him than he could ever give.

      It was best, then, that he keep his distance from her until the evening. There was much to be done besides, and he moved seamlessly into his role as Drotun. Rheor summoned his council and prepared what he wished to say to the other lords. They needed to know the Svag were acting more recklessly, with more aggression than before. He scheduled the meeting for the next day and sent messengers to ensure they all attended. Each of the Tempests’ Chosen would need to have a say in how they proceeded, as it directly affected all of them.

      So too did the storm that raged within Rheor. He could see it already. The Frozen Peak was colder, more unstable than before. Flurries of snow blew in from the north, stone that had existed for millennium began to crack, and he had the sense of the earth rumbling beneath his feet a few times. It was unsettling, not the least of which was because Kiova did not seem to recognize what he’d done for the humans. It might have made a difference, but it wasn’t the sacrifice she’d wanted from him, and he was at a loss as to how to proceed.

      There was nothing he could do for the time being, however, so he checked in on Tiva and Loken after the council let out. Loken was diligently brushing out her fur, freeing it of all the burrs and tangles and any other debris that might have marred the pristine nature of it. Rheor sat beside his friend and helped him in his task, cleaning Tiva’s tusks and teeth, wiping her eyes, washing the blood off of her. Varuk did not leave his mate’s side the entire time and went so far as to gnash his teeth and snarl in warning when Rheor did something he didn’t approve of.

      Once it was done, the two men looked somberly upon the fallen Machai. Loken’s face was unreadable, deliberately schooled to keep his emotions from shining through. “What of the cubs.”

      It was not a question. They both knew what would become of the cubs if they could not properly nurse. “We will try to feed them, but if they do not take to the bottle, there is nothing we can do.”

      No other Machai were nursing. Tiva had gone into heat out of season, and thus whelped when the other cats were not yet producing milk for the offspring that grew within them. A small, sad smile touched Rheor’s lips. She had always done things on her own terms. If her cubs had a tenth of her strength, they would fight to survive.

      “I will feed them through the night. I would ask your help in this come morning,” Loken said, “I still have a scouting mission I must take care of.”

      Rheor would have been happy to permit the man time to grieve. Losing a Machai, especially one so closely bonded, was like losing a sibling or even a child. But he knew Loken would rather keep himself busy and do what he could to help their people in Tiva’s absence. To that end, he simply nodded and reached out to rest his hand on the man’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze.

      “I’ll see that it is done.”

      He left Loken to finish the preparations. Having the body of one’s Machai frozen was a deeply personal thing and he had no wish to intrude. With his mood successfully dampened, the fires that had raged in him earlier banked, Rheor was able to spend some time walking the Frozen Peak, checking in with his people. Nothing of consequence had happened in his absence, and everyone seemed well aware of the jobs they needed to perform, even in light of the changing climate.

      There were questions about Imara. Not many, because few were bold enough to ask him to his face. He answered very little. She was from the human village to the north, one of several that fell under Kiova’s domain. She was here as a means of trade, given to him by the chieftain of said village. And—above all else—she was to be treated as a guest.

      He knew Imara’s assumptions about his people. The legend of the Raknari stretched far and wide, to all four corners of the land. Few of them painted his people in a flattering light, no matter what Tempest they followed. And at one time, perhaps the image had been justified. They’d been ruthless raiders once, concerned only with conquering. Taking more than their share, claiming it was in the name of their Goddess. That had always been a lie, and they were struck down for it. Kept down until they learned to exist perhaps not peacefully, but in a way that was more honest.

      Like the other Drotuns, Rheor was vital to keeping that balance now. He knew more than most of his people, and so their surprise didn’t shock him. He remained firm, used intimidation when he had to, and made it clear she was not to be harmed in any way. But speaking of her so much had an additional effect. It brought her to the forefront of his mind again, and Rheor could feel need pulse through him as he thought of her soft, warm body cradling his cock while she wriggled against him in her sleep.

      By the time he sent for her, he was already rock hard and imagining all of the things he wished to do. To her. For her. The list was practically endless. His mouth watered as he imagined tasting her, plunging his tongue into her. His fingers itched to travel the length of her body, to tweak and pinch her hard, pink nipples. And his cock throbbed insistently every time he thought of sheathing himself inside of her, pounding her pretty little cunt until she begged him for release.

      He stood in his bedchamber, still dressed in his leathers from the waist down, the runes that lined his body glowing softly with the sheer amount of energy that pulsed through him. He was not used to Kiova having a say in these activities. She’d been there once before, allowing him to channel his powers into one other. But she’d remained dormant when he’d taken care of his needs afterward, and Rheor had always preferred it that way. It was worrying that she wished to make herself apparent now. Worrying enough that Rheor’s mind was occupied with doubt, his lust momentarily forgotten.

      Until he saw her.

      Imara’s fiery red hair had been the first thing that caught his attention in her village, and it was the same now. It was undone from the braid she’d had it in before, the full length of it brushed out as it cascaded down her back. It looked achingly soft and Rheor wanted nothing more than to run his fingers through it. Curl them around the strands and tug tightly as he mounted her and fucked her until she screamed his name. Her eyes caught him next. A bright, piercing green that took in the entirety of his room—of him—and seemed to miss nothing at all. There was wit and intelligence there, along with a shock of desire that sent another thrum of heat straight to his cock.

      “So. I spent the afternoon being scrubbed raw by a stranger. How was your day?”

      There was a certain shyness in her voice, despite the challenging slant to her words. A smirk twitched at the corner of Rheor’s lips and he was tempted to respond immediately, but he wasn’t done taking in the sight of her. If he could only have her for one night, then he was going to get his fill. His hungry gaze roved over her form. Pale skin blushed a faint pink, glistened with oil, making the light dusting of freckles stand out even more. There was a hint of redness left behind from the brush, mostly at her neck. Rheor resolved to soothe it with his tongue and continued, taking in the swell of her breasts beneath the furs she’d been dressed in, the breadth of her hips that begged to be gripped by his strong hands alone, the curve of her thighs, so soft and yielding, all the way down to slim ankles that were met by slippers.

      He stalked toward her, feeling like a Machai on the hunt. He was starved for her, ached to just devour her immediately. Tear the clothes from her small, supple body and feast upon everything he found beneath. Suckle at her breasts, lap at her cunt, drag his lips over every inch of skin in between until he’d learned the taste of her by heart. Then and only then would he fill her with his cock, driving into her until she shuddered around him, denying his base urges until the last possible moment.

      He wanted to make the most out of all of it, including matching himself against her smart mouth. But when he stood this close to her, his runes glowed, pulsing energy through his body. His cock throbbed with it, his fingers yearned to release some of it into her, and Rheor found himself reaching for his little human and pulling her to him unbidden. She gasped, and suddenly there was far too much clothing separating them.

      “I want you,” he growled like some feral beast, turning her in his arms so that the curve of her rump was pressed against him. His hips jerked, rolling in a needy rhythm as he ground his still-covered cock against her.

      “I can feel that,” her words were breathless, a tremor to them.

      She wanted him too. He sense it, deep in his soul. It overwhelmed him with the certainty that he needed to be inside of her right now. Nothing else in the world mattered.

      Another growl rumbled through him, his chest vibrating with it. He reached for the leather cording that tied his pants, his fingers made for strength more than dexterity. The resulting tug broke one of the cords completely, but the ties gave enough for him to be able to open the front of them and free his straining cock. He was so unbelievably hard, and hardened even further still when he felt Imara instinctively press back against him.

      Rheor was not typically like this. He’d felt lust run hot through his veins before, but this little human seemed to spark it like no other before her. It should have startled him. He didn’t like taking leave of his senses. It was too dangerous and the one time he’d let it happen before, he’d lost someone who meant the world to him. But he couldn’t seem to even think beyond the need to bury himself in her tight cunt, fuck her until she called out his name, and give himself to her in every way possible. Not just his seed, but the blessing Kiova had bestowed upon him, as well. He wanted that more than he’d ever wanted anything before.

      And that was… strange. Roinim was a sacred act meant to occur between mated partners. Partners who’d deliberately chosen one another for life. The Drotun’s bride was meant to lead alongside him, to provide for and protect their people, to help create and nurture the next generation of the Tempests’ Chosen. To the best of his knowledge, a human couldn’t do that.

      And yet everything in him said otherwise. His body was preparing itself for Roinim. His runes hummed with that energy, Kiova’s wishes superseding his own, mixing with his lust to make some kind of potent magic that robbed him of all rational thought. Of everything but this intense need he had to bond with Imara. It didn’t help that he could smell the crisp, wintry scent of icebloom, a flower that only opened in the light of the Glacial Moon. He buried his face against her neck and inhaled, delighting in the shiver that followed, but something struck him as that scent washed over him.

      She’d mentioned being scrubbed raw. She was wearing Kiova’s scent and glistening with oil. She’d been prepared for Roinim. Intended this to happen. For him to take leave of his senses and claim her in a way that was irrevocable.

      That snapped Rheor out of his stupor. He pulled away from her so forcefully that she staggered forward. A snarl tore from his throat, accusation in his tone as he spoke. “Was this your plan all along, human? Achieve Roinim, then bring my power back to your people?”

      She whirled to face him, her lips parted, eyes wide. “What?”

      She must have been very adept at lying to pull off such an act, but Rheor was not going to allow himself to be drawn into her deception. Her father had likely planned this from the beginning. Perhaps they hoped to take the Peak from him. Drive his people out and take retribution for the destruction they’d wrought eons ago.

      “You’re not half as clever as you think you are,” he spat, putting even more distance between them, “and Roinim won’t save you. You might be able to take from me, but you cannot hope to control Kiova’s blessing without my help.”

      “What are you talking about?” she demanded, anger rolling off of her in waves, like a wildfire burning out of control. “I don’t want Kiova’s blessing. I don’t want anything from her.”

      The answer seemed to surprise her as much as it surprised him. He was stricken by that look on her face, that distant realization he knew could not be faked. She didn’t want Roinim. She didn’t want anything to do with Kiova or the power she offered. That fact left Rheor feeling colder than before, when all he should have felt was relief.

      “You didn’t know about Roinim,” he murmured, more to himself than her.

      “No, I didn’t know about Roinim,” she hissed. “I didn’t find out until I was being forcibly prepared for something I didn’t agree to.” Her rage was palpable, and as she came toward him again, hands balled into fists, Rheor wondered if she might actually try to strike him. “Thank you for that, by the way. For making me look like a fool when this was sprung on me, then acting like some kind of beast when I was brought to you. You’re doing a wonderful job of dispelling all the ideas I had about the Raknari, I have to say.”

      Her tone got under his skin, practically begged him to fight with her. Snap and snarl back at her, put her in her place. She was a mere human. She didn’t understand anything, it was not his burden to tell her, and how dare she act as though he’d been anything other than excessively hospitable to her. But those words died in his throat, caught in a strangled growl as he realized she was right.

      He’d been tolerant of her. Patient with her. He hadn’t told her about Roinim because he hadn’t thought he needed to. It would never have occurred to him that he could feel the desire for it with a human, nor did he think he’d come close to going through with it. But he had acted like a beast, from the moment she’d entered his bedchamber. Something had taken over his senses, turned him half-feral. He’d wanted nothing more than to mate in the very primal sense of the word. To have her on all fours before him as he drove his cock into her and filled her with his seed.

      That wasn’t who he was, or who he wanted to be. Mindlessness was not a state he looked to achieve, even when he was slaking his lust. He wanted to be present, to be aware of everything he was doing and to know it was done with deliberate purpose. This was very far from that, and to think he’d almost initiated Roinim on top of it…

      “Can I go?” she asked, jaw held firm. As he looked at her, he saw the shimmer of tears in her eyes and guilt stabbed through him. “Or am I your captive now?”

      Something dark stirred within him, directed further inward. He wasn’t this person, and yet he could see himself in her eyes now. He didn’t care for what he saw, nor did he feel like he had any ability to explain why he’d reacted in such a sudden and violent manner. Memories flickered through his mind of the greatest joy he’d known, followed by the greatest sorrow. A betrayal that had ripped his heart out and left nothing behind for anyone else.

      “Go,” he said with a low growl.

      She hesitated, her eyes meeting his. Searching. When she took a step toward him, hand outstretched, Rheor was afraid of what he might do. Ice prickled at his skin, cold swirling around him as he drew it into himself. Kiova was not an especially warm Goddess, and he made the most of her example now.

      “Go!” he roared, his lip pulling back to reveal the hint of pointed teeth.

      That sent her from the room. Still smelling of icebloom, still perfectly prepared for a Roinim that was not to be, she fled his bedchamber, the door slamming closed behind her. As soon as she was gone, Rheor let out another bellowing roar and swiped his arm across the nearest table, sending ice-cold metal plates and cups clattering to the floor.
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      By the time she made it back to her little house—after getting lost several times—Imara was ready to take her chances with the mountain itself.

      Every reckless impulse told her to find a bag, stuff some clothes and food into it, and make her way back down the treacherous slope even knowing there were wolves, bears, possibly wild snow cats like the ones the Raknari used as mounts. Not to mention people who likely wouldn’t hesitate to kill her despite her lack of power. All of it seemed preferable to staying here for another second.

      But as her tears slowed and eventually stopped, she realized what an awful idea that was. She wouldn’t make it through the night in her current clothing. Even if she did somehow survive those first crucial hours, the path back to her village had been dangerous when she was surrounded by Raknari. It would be next to impossible alone. She’d end up food for some wild beast at best, and taken by Svag at worst.

      Then she really would be forced into something. She was sure of it.

      Imara’s eyes burned, her hands balling into fists so tight her fingers hurt. She was angry at Rheor and how he’d treated her, yes. He’d acted like she was trying to trick him somehow, as if she had any power here among his people. As if she hadn’t signed her life away for the sake of her sister and her village. But she was just as angry at herself. One touch from him, one brief moment of him pressed against her, his cock straining so insistently against his clothing, and she’d forgotten every reservation she’d had leading up to it.

      She didn’t want powers. Didn’t want to link herself to Kiova or the Raknari or anyone, really. The only thing she wanted—and she was loathe even to admit that—was to feel what it would be like to have the Storm Lord’s attentions fully on her. His hands rough on her body, his frame dwarfing hers, his presence overwhelming her as he gave them both what they wanted. But the rest of it? No. It wasn’t for her. She hadn’t wanted to be a Chieftain and certainly not a Chieftain’s wife. She wasn’t going to be the mystical bride of a Storm Lord.

      Except none of that had apparently mattered once she was in the same space as him. She’d forgotten everything but that need to join her body with his—a need she began to fear was born less of lust and more of something she couldn’t control. It terrified her. She didn’t like feeling helpless under normal circumstances, and there was nothing normal about this.

      If she couldn’t go back home and she couldn’t give in, though, Imara was at a loss for what she even could do. She lay in bed until night fell in earnest, then crawled over to the stove, shivering so badly her teeth chattered. It wasn’t hard to figure out how to load the thing and get a proper fire going, and the small space of the one-room house warmed quickly enough. She returned to bed, finally feeling as if she could think, and decided she did have at least one course of action:

      She would avoid being alone with the Storm Lord. It seemed easier said than done, yet Imara knew it would be the only thing to save her, regardless of the unspoken deal she’d made with him when she volunteered to go in her sister’s place. As she closed her eyes and let this first horrible day with the Raknari end, Imara could only hope it would be enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, she was immediately woken by someone barging into her house. They’d tried to be quiet, she thought, but countless times spent sleeping in the wilds meant Imara was used to sleeping lightly. It was too dangerous to fall into anything deeper, and she was positive it wasn’t safe to do that here. So when she was startled awake, she immediately reached for her bow, grabbing it from the side of the bed where she’d managed to lean it the day before. She cursed under her breath, though, as her quiver was across the room, and even her knife was sitting in its sheath on the table.

      It was too far away for her to reach from bed and she had no idea how much the floorboards of this house might creak when she walked. So she stayed in bed, white-knuckling the bow, resolving to use the end of it she’d filed down to act as another weapon if absolutely necessary. Especially when she saw it was a man who’d entered her room unbidden.

      He wasn’t quite as broad as the others, but he was still muscular and much, much bigger than her. He moved with grace and purpose, barely making a sound despite his large frame. He intended something, and as he crossed the room far from the bed, she realized that something had nothing to do with her. For now, at least, his attention seemed drawn to the stove.

      She realized, watching him, that she’d fallen asleep before she’d even been able to think about banking the fire. Metal screeched as he opened the grate and wordlessly poked at the embers. He picked up a handful of something that looked like sand from a bucket beside the stove, throwing it onto the embers. The residual warmth faded away as if he’d just snapped his fingers and turned off the sun.

      He turned then and his eyes met hers. Imara swore under her breath, her fingers curling tighter around her bow. If she had to scream, she would do it. If she had to stab him, even better. She was still looking for someplace to unleash all that pent-up energy.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I was hoping I wouldn’t wake you.”

      He spoke her language just as roughly as the others, but something in his voice was softer; kinder. It set her at ease in a way she couldn’t explain, and her grip slackened, her expression turning a little sheepish.

      “That’s okay. I was just planning to kill you,” she joked, the spike of adrenaline leaving her and creating a strange feeling that apparently made her say things she shouldn’t have said.

      But the Raknari just laughed. “That seems fair. I usually want to kill the people who are responsible for waking me, too.” He smiled at her, something gentle and warm. Imara couldn’t help smiling back. “I saw the smoke outside your house. Mine’s not far from here, and I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” she couldn’t seem to keep the sarcasm from her voice, “I was just taken from my home, poked and prodded by people I don’t know, and essentially called a lying whore by the Storm Lord. Everything’s great.”

      Imara’s eyes widened, her hands immediately closing over her mouth as though that would stop what she’d already said. God, she knew she was out of sorts. She knew she tended to run off at the mouth when she was upset. But this was a new low. She didn’t know this man. He might be close to Rheor. Or worse, he might be Rheor’s enemy and she’d just told him something that would give him plenty of ammunition.

      The thought filled her with more dread than she ever would have expected. She shouldn’t feel anything at all when it came to Rheor’s safety, yet she already knew in her heart she’d take that guilt upon herself if something happened to him because of her.

      If this man was Rheor’s enemy, though, he was a much less conspicuous one than those she’d seen before. There was genuine amusement on his face, and she noticed for the first time that he didn’t… quite look like the others Raknari. His skin wasn’t pale in the same way theirs was. There were tones of peach and pink in it, like her own. So much so that she might have thought he was a human if not for how large he was, his long ears, and the small points to his teeth when he grinned.

      “I’m sure that’s anyone’s idea of a good time. You should feel ashamed of yourself for being anything other than overjoyed. You are the chosen one, after all. Everyone’s saying it.”

      The deadpan humor in his voice caught her off guard. He was the second Raknari she’d met who wasn’t at all like the others, and yet something about him resonated with her even more than Nava. She just felt as if he was… harmless, for lack of a better word. Not in any way that spoke poorly of him. She was sure he could be menacing if he wanted to be. But he felt like someone she could call a friend, and that was a greater comfort in this place than she’d realized.

      She did have to snort at the “chosen one” rhetoric, though. “I’m sure they are. Everyone seems to know about that except Rheor and myself.”

      That did seem to surprise him. One of his brows arched as he closed the grate on the stove, looking back at her. “He didn’t intend you for Roinim? That’s strange. It’s all anyone’s talked about since you arrived, and considering the mood he was in this morning, I thought for sure you’d been the one to reject him.”

      Imara felt the sting of that, the sensation immediately chased by a shot of anger at herself. “No, I am… definitely not the one who rejected him.”

      “Ah.” He winced. “It’s no business of mine. I shouldn’t be asking such invasive questions. I apologize.”

      He strangely seemed to defer to her, as if she had any authority here. Maybe it was just the residual effect of people thinking she’d been chosen by Rheor. She could only assume that Roinim would give her some greater role here, something she had to remind herself she didn’t want. At all.

      “I wouldn’t have answered if I was going to get angry at you for asking,” she said. Then after a beat, a smirk tugged at her lips and she added, “I might, actually. My father always said I could be a terrible hypocrite.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. “Anything but that.”

      She grinned at him, that heavy feeling vanishing. She did feel at ease around him, for whatever reason. It would be nice to have a friend here, if that’s what was happening. It might even be helpful to her sanity. “I’m Imara.”

      “Almir,” he said with a smile, giving her a strange bow that again felt like deference.

      She opened her mouth to say something else, but her door was suddenly opened yet again. This time it was shoved with such an entitled air that there was no doubting who was on the other side. Even if she hadn’t been able to sense him, she would have known. She was about to turn her words on him, fall back on that same dry sarcasm that had won her a friend and provoked Rheor on their journey, but the words died on her tongue when she saw the murderous look in his eyes.

      “Drotun,” Almir said, his whole body tense as he backed away. “I saw the smoke from outside. I just wished to make sure our guest was not in any danger.”

      “I will make sure she’s not in any danger.” Rheor’s voice was low; dangerous. He prowled toward Almir with an energy Imara found herself shamefully drawn to. “That is not your concern.”

      “Of course,” her new friend began to defer.

      But the Storm Lord still advanced, looking as though he wanted to teach the man a more impactful lesson. For as much as her body responded to this sudden show of possession, Imara wasn’t willing to let it happen without saying anything to thwart Rheor’s idiocy.

      “Put your cock away,” she grated out. “He was doing exactly what he said. Even if he wasn’t, I’m fairly sure you gave up any claim you had to me last night.”

      She knew it was the wrong thing to say, but somehow Imara couldn’t stop the words from leaving her mouth. The Storm Lord instantly stiffened, and for a moment she expected some violent burst of energy. She didn’t truly think he’d hurt her, but he might hurt Almir.

      What he actually did felt worse, though. He turned cold, dropping the temperature of the room by a good ten degrees, if she had to guess. Imara shivered with it, her eyes widening slightly as she looked at him. Those runes were glowing, and so too were his eyes.

      “Is this what my life is going to be here?” she asked, a hint of desperate misery in her voice. “You check up on me, and if I’m not doing what you want me to do—and what that even is, I have no idea, by the way—you literally freeze me and everyone else out?”

      Imara had the distant thought that anyone else in her position would have just kept their mouth shut; waited for the storm to blow over. But if she allowed this behavior now, if she said absolutely nothing about it, this really would become the rest of her life, and that wasn’t acceptable.

      “I came to apologize for my behavior last night,” Rheor said tersely, his jaw so tense it could have cracked solid stone, “and to tell you the Peak is yours to explore. You’re not a prisoner here.”

      “You could have fooled me,” she muttered.

      She knew it wasn’t fair. She wasn’t even sure she believed it. They hadn’t treated her like a prisoner so far. Even if she wasn’t an equal, she wasn’t some kind of slave, either.

      But Imara’s pride was her greatest vice, her father had always said. In that moment, as she held the Storm Lord’s gaze, she knew he was right.

      “I truly didn’t mean to impose, Drotun,” Almir began again.

      “Go.”

      Unlike the roar of last night, this was more an icy growl that cut through Imara’s mind. She didn’t like him like this. She’d rather see him rage like an inferno than whatever this was.

      It worked, though, because Almir dipped his head and slipped out of the house, mouthing a “sorry” to her as he went. She dared an apologetic smile, half expecting Rheor to lose his mind over that, too. But his face was like frozen stone, completely unreadable.

      “I need you to understand something: There can be no Roinim between us. That is why I reacted the way I did.”

      Pain sliced through her heart and Imara looked away, unwilling to let him see it. She shouldn’t be upset over this. She didn’t even want it. Or him.

      “Fine. I’m not exactly eager to be some kind of Ice Queen, anyway, so you won’t hear any complaints from me.”

      Silence stretched before them, thick and heavy. It lasted for what felt like an eternity, and everything in Imara wanted to shatter it. It didn’t even matter what was said, she just couldn’t take it anymore.

      Fortunately, Rheor broke it before she could let her mouth run away with her.

      “It’s not anything to do with you.”

      Unfortunately, his words sounded so pained that she was forced to look up at him, and what she saw in his eyes took her breath away. Great, incomprehensible storms swirled there, like sleet tearing through a narrow mountain pass. She had no idea what had caused him so much pain or conflict, but she felt the sudden urge to make it go away. To comfort him somehow, warm the chill from his heart.

      It was foolish. A girl’s fancy and nothing more.

      “Thank you for letting me know,” she responded, not liking the cool edge that came into her own voice.

      He must not have liked it either, because he gave her a strange look, almost like a wounded animal. He nodded, then turned to go. Imara bit her lip, her arms coming around herself as that cold seeped into her bones. She wanted to apologize for her own behavior, to ask what his words meant and why he was so reluctant for Transference if it wasn’t just her. Instead, her mind seized on something more immediate and far safer as a topic.

      “Has Tiva… has her rider finished the rites you mentioned? I’d like to attend, if that’s not rude of me to do.”

      His features softened somewhat, and Imara felt a flicker of warmth in her heart, as if everything in her was tuned so keenly to what he was thinking and feeling. It was ridiculous.

      “It is not rude. Loken finished preparing her yesterday, but the rite will not be performed until later.” A brief pause and a frown as he added, “He wishes to see if any of the cubs survive. If not, they will join the rite with their mother.”

      A gasp stole over her and Imara raised a hand to her chest. She’d always had a tender heart when it came to animals, and it was no less true now. “Will they not latch to another female?”

      “There are none currently nursing, and they will not latch to a bottle. Loken has been trying, and I will try again myself when I am able.”

      Her mind worked, her thoughts fixing on every time she’d nursed baby animals who’d lost their mother. The very first had been a baby ox whose mother fell too ill to properly care for her offspring. He’d taken to the bottle easily, but there were other creatures who needed more encouragement. She’d saved an entire den of baby foxes once, despite her father telling her it was hopeless. She could save these cubs, too, she was sure of it.

      “I’ll do it,” she said, lifting her chin again as if daring him to defy her.

      She might have felt remorseful over her words to him earlier and last night, but she wasn’t willing to back down from this. Even when he was looking at her strangely again. None of that mattered. Not when it was a difference of life and death.

      “I have a meeting,” he explained somewhat hastily, “but I will have someone bring you to them.”

      At least he wasn’t going to deny her this. Imara smiled, that warmth finding a place in her heart even as Rheor excused himself from the small cottage without so much as another glance at her. He could be cold and distant. So long as she had some kind of purpose, some way to use her limited talents, she would survive here.

      It was the first true glimmer of hope she’d felt since arriving, and she held onto it tightly as she went to prepare for her day.
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      Rheor left the human’s dwelling with a vast and confusing mix of emotions.

      He’d been certain when he left his own chambers that morning. He’d spent the entire night lying awake, feeling guilt over something he would have never felt guilt over in the past. Something needed to be done about it, and he’d decided that something was to swallow his pride and apologize. It was not Imara’s fault his people were eager for him to undergo Roinim. She had no idea what it was or why it was important, and she certainly had no clue as to why he might be reluctant to engage with her.

      Seeing Almir in her home had driven him into a sudden and inexplicable rage, though. He’d never been so very possessive, had only once ever looked at a female as completely his. Even then, he hadn’t been so quick to judge someone, practically attack someone he knew was true to their word. Almir was harmless, and there was no doubt in Rheor’s mind that he was doing what he’d said. If he’d ever been a threat, it was long before the Svag got to him, and even that seemed unlikely.

      But once again, he’d gone almost feral in Imara’s presence, as if something inside of him was reverting to a primal, elemental state. Strangely, not even his own element. When he was around her, he felt as though he’d been consumed by Igvis’ flames. They melted away his icy resistance, beckoned him into their heat, drove him to do things he would never do under any other circumstances.

      He’d managed to calm, yes, but even after Almir left, he hadn’t felt on even keel. There was something strangely vulnerable in Imara when she “accepted” his apology. Something that made him want to pull her into his arms and hold her tightly, until all of that fear and doubt left her completely. That was not a comfort he could give, nor was it one he’d wanted to give in some time. He thought himself numb to it, even with his own people.

      Apparently he was not, nor was he numb to the warmth that seeped into him as she expressed an interest in Tiva’s rites, and in helping with her cubs. It clouded Rheor’s mind, drove him to distraction to think of her nurturing those creatures, taking care of them and ensuring they would grow strong. When he stepped out of the cottage, he drew in a deep breath of the frigid air, his eyes closing as he centered himself.

      Perhaps Kiova was still punishing him. Perhaps this was part of his penance, and he must learn to exist with it and grow from it. For now, all he wished was to ignore it. There were far more important things at stake, like the current state of the other three Drotuns and their seats of power. He’d sent word for them to meet him at the Tempest Seat when the sun reached its apex, and as the journey would take some time, he prepared himself for it now. Gathering his best men—apart from Loken, who he charged with staying behind to care for Tiva’s cubs and finish any last preparations for her rites—he set off on foot, making the journey through the treacherous cliffsides that led to the center of the Spine.

      The closer he came, though, the more he realized all was not as it should be. The winds howled around him, buffeting him from every direction, threatening to pull him from the narrow path. There was no adjusting to this storm, no chance for him to overcome or even control it. It was beyond him, accepting absolutely no input from his powers.

      The further he walked from his own seat, the more he noticed the other elements acting strangely volatile, as well. He and his men walked a bridge that had been sturdy for hundreds of years, only today, steam blasted up from crevices well beneath it, forcing Rheor to leap backward and nearly off the bridge entirely to avoid being burned.

      Rocks dislodged from the cliffs with seemingly no reason other than the presence of people walking underneath them. And as they reached an open stretch of mountain where their only task was to climb, the wind had a great deal to say about that, whipped into a near frenzy as lightning arced through dark storm clouds above.

      “The Tempests are displeased,” Skaul muttered as they narrowly avoided a strike of lightning.

      They certainly were. Rheor had been well aware of Kiova’s fury, but he’d not noticed anything from the other three thus far. Either his Goddess had suddenly gained the ability to affect her sisters, or the other Drotuns were suffering as much as he. Rheor hoped it was the former, though he had no answer for either problem.

      They continued on, reaching the Tempest Seat, the site upon which the Tempests were given life from this earth. A great crater stretched atop the mountain, flattening out what once had been the tallest peak between the ring of four that surrounded it. Now it was host to a theater of sorts where Drotuns and their trusted allies allowed debates to rage between them in hopes of at least entertaining the sisters, if not inviting some kind of intervention in times of crisis.

      Coming in from the north, the Frozen Peak behind him, Rheor stepped over hard, icy stone that shimmered like crystals in the midday sun. Across the crater, the rocks were charred a deep black, lava flowing between the cracks. To his left, beautiful geodes and other formations made up a tangled, weaving path that only Vara’s Chosen could walk. And to his right, wind-ravaged stone was electrically charged, static rising off of it and joining the bodies of those who tread that path.

      It had always been thus, for as long as Rheor lived, and long before. All Raknari had similar beliefs, similar values, and similar ways of living, but the favor of the Tempests determined much of their lives, including where they chose to reside. He would have never been comfortable at the Molten Peak, just as Drotun Brunyr would not be comfortable in his domain. At best it would be a miserable experience. At worst, the land itself would reject them.

      But this space was somewhere all four elements converged. Ice. Fire. Earth. Thunder. Winds of the North, South, West, and East. And in this space, they were all equals. Old friends whose struggles were only understood by the other Drotuns.

      Rheor smiled when he saw Brunyr crest the charred stone, his blackened armor swallowing the burning light of the sun. Igvis’ Chosen was tall and broad-chested, his hair as black as the armor he wore, with streaks of flame running through it. Soot-darkened skin and bright red runes marked him as different from Rheor as he could possibly be, yet Brunyr’s smile mirrored his own as he came closer.

      “Rheor,” he greeted.

      “It’s been some time, my friend.”

      Rheor stepped close to him and placed his palm upon Brunyr’s upper arm, feeling a warmth as the rune etched there glowed, the one on his fellow Drotun glowing in response. Brunyr did the same to him, giving his arm an affectionate squeeze before he took his hand away.

      “Too long,” he agreed. “It’s not so distant a journey, you know. There’s no reason for us only to see each other at these meetings.”

      “I can think of plenty of reasons,” Rheor answered with a smirk. “Not the least of which being that I don’t appreciate feeling sweat trickle through every crevice of my body.”

      Brunyr flashed him a grin, his eyes—an orange-brown that sometimes veered into red—lighting with amusement. “Just as I don’t appreciate my balls shrinking when I set foot on your uninhabitable mountain.”

      “I don’t think that has anything to do with my mountain.”

      Brunyr’s laughter was warm, the resulting clap of his shoulder a friendly, familiar gesture. Rheor always missed these moments when he returned to his own seat of power. He had friends and trusted allies at home, but Brunyr was one of the closest. Their interactions always came especially easy to him, much like they might with a brother, had he ever been fortunate enough to have one. But there was more than mild discomfort when he stepped foot on the Molten Peak. It was a place where he very clearly didn’t belong, everything inside of him reacting to the drastic change in climate. Even his mood was altered, and what should have been an easy friendship became strained.

      It was better for both of them if they met here, or at other neutral territories throughout the lands. The same was true of the other Drotuns. Jorn, Vara’s chosen, a man carved of pure stone, was far easier to tolerate here than in the unyielding Earthen Peak. And Hidrin, Marev’s Chosen, was not someone Rheor could have ever interacted with in his own domain, the Thunder Peak.

      Here, they could coexist. While he might not have had as strong a bond with the other two as he did with Brunyr, he counted them as his equals. His brothers, each pledged to the Tempests alongside him. And as he looked upon their faces, he could see the same things reflected in their eyes. Something was amiss. The Tempests were displeased, and everyone had felt the effects.

      “I would guess, judging from the dour expressions all around, that everyone else’s journey was as treacherous as ours.” Brunyr took his place upon an obsidian throne, gesturing for his men to take the chairs beside it.

      Rheor nodded, sitting upon his own throne—pure white rock encased in glacial ice. “It is Kiova’s fury alone, the closer we are to the Peak. Yet as we passed the bridge, there were signs of all four Tempests.”

      “We experienced the same,” Jorn said.

      “As did we,” came Hidrin’s agreement.

      “Then what are we to do about it?” Brunyr’s manner had always been free and easy. That was all most saw, though Rheor had been witness to his temper burning out of control on more than one occasion.

      “I have tried to find Kiova’s favor again,” Rheor admitted. “My people have done everything we can to honor her. We even traveled to one of the human villages and relieved them of a powerful winter storm that was keeping their people hungry.”

      Jorn snorted. “How very magnanimous of you. That is not the way your kind typically do things, if I recall.”

      Rheor bristled at that, his fingers gripping hard around the arm of the throne. It was true Jorn’s people, the people of Vara, were sturdy and patient and did what they could to exist alongside the humans in their domain, but they were still arrogant, prideful creatures.

      “Rheor,” Brunyr said. “Your hand.”

      He met his friend’s gaze before looking down, expecting to find he’d perhaps applied too much pressure to the throne. What he saw instead was a sheet of ice encasing the entire arm of the chair, cracking beneath his fingertips. It was an extension of Kiova’s blessing, but not one he’d summoned himself.

      “Did you mean for that to happen?” Hidrin asked.

      “No.” He would not lie, even to save face. “I did not even realize it was happening.”

      “There is an answer to this problem, but none of you are going to like it,” Hidrin said. “I certainly do not.”

      As if it was not evident from the Drotun’s tone, Rheor could see sparks dance along his skin, the gold runes on his body lighting up in response. His elbows rested on the arms of the tall, spire-like throne, his hands folded in front of him, but there was nothing calm about his demeanor. It was merely a prelude to the storm that was yet to come.

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Brunyr said, gesturing to him.

      “I believe the Tempests have converged. They are at war again. You can see it in the very skies above us now.”

      Rheor looked above them, at a sky that was normally clear. Heavy clouds blocked out the light of the sun, their shadow covering the entirety of the crater. Lightning danced within, so close it made not a sound as it passed from cloud to cloud. An oppressive heat blew in from the south, warring with a chill from the north, cracking the very earth beneath their feet.

      He was right. The Tempests were fighting for dominance, as they did every few hundred years, whenever it suited them and they grew tired of their solitary dominion. Rheor had not been alive for the last. None of the Drotuns had been, save Jorn.

      “You’ve seen this before,” he prompted, his gaze settling on the still, unyielding visage of Vara’s Chosen.

      “I have, and I cannot say I wish to see it again. The last time the sisters warred with one another, there were none alive who knew how to set them at ease. We had to learn the hard way, and that meant a great deal of destruction before we figured it out.”

      Much of the Raknari history was passed down in stories and songs, and Rheor could remember his father telling him of the Great Calamity when all the elements converged in violent fury, leaving scars upon the lands that were still healing to this day. It was why many of the paths between the Peaks no longer existed, why so many of the regions humans called home were unable to be lived in by any creature. If that was happening again, the devastation would be cataclysmic. For everyone.

      “Then what do we do about it, exactly?” Hidrin asked.

      Deep down, Rheor knew the answer. They all did. There was only one thing to be done about it, and it was something he’d been resisting for years. As soon as his powers began to spiral out of his control, as soon as Kiova turned her favor away from him. He wanted to hear something else, anything but that one word. Yet he knew he wouldn’t get his wish.

      “Roinim. We must each seek Roinim, and soon, if we are to stop this from happening.”

      Brunyr looked genuinely surprised by this, his brow furrowing in a way that made Rheor deeply uncomfortable. If he was concerned, there was certainly a good reason.

      “I’ve… tried for Roinim, several times.” He rubbed a hand across his jaw and drew in a breath. “I’ve noticed things I did not care for, over the past several months. My temper is far shorter than usual. I’ve been a terror to those I care about. I assumed this was the cause, and so I began to seek a Korun. I have yet to bond with anyone, nor have I felt anything close to it.”

      “Then you will have to keep searching,” Jorn said, “we all will. It must be a priority, because if it is not, we will all suffer.”

      They spoke more, the other three Chosen debating among themselves, some of their men joining in. Rheor barely heard them. His attention was driven inward, centered upon the storm that raged inside. The same storm he’d felt last night and this morning. The storm he felt whenever he was too close to Imara.

      He felt the bond with her. That undeniable pull that gave a rational, reasonable Raknari over to the primal force of the elements. That draw that made him crave Roinim more than anything else. Many said that bond could only be felt with one person, and he’d experienced it before. He’d always assumed there would never be another, and certainly that she wouldn’t be…

      “Can the Korun be human?”

      The question came from his lips before he even had a chance to think it through. If Kiova was acting through him, she had certainly done so in that moment. But he didn’t shy away from the scrutiny of the other Chosen. He sat tall and straight in his throne, easing his fingers around the arms of it before he froze the entire thing.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Hidrin scoffed. “Humans are weak creatures. There’s no way they could accept the blessing. It would kill them.”

      “Perhaps not,” Jorn mused. “The humans in my district are strong. They have endured a great many things I would not have thought possible.”

      “Roinim is not just another thing. It will elevate whoever bonds to each Drotun. The humans will hear about it, and it will grant them an equal voice at our seat.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “You’ve seen the petty feuds they start among themselves!”

      The argument continued, with Hidrin becoming more and more unstable as it progressed. Lightning crackled, thunder rumbling in the distance, yet Rheor only thought of Imara. Was he truly bonded with her? Was she the one who was supposed to be his Korun? Supposed to undergo Roinim, to lead his people at his side?

      Just the thought of it filled him with such a confusing, conflicting storm of emotions. It felt as right as it did wrong. As inevitable as it did impossible. And all throughout, Rheor couldn’t help wondering if Roinim with another woman would ruin the bond he’d had before. Even if it ended poorly, even if it was doomed from the start, it still felt deeply wrong.

      He didn’t know the answer, but he could feel Brunyr looking at him. He knew the truth of it. He was the only one who was even remotely aware that he’d achieved Roinim before. Rheor ached to say something, to present that truth to the group as a whole, but he could not share his shame with them. As Jorn and Hidrin continued to bicker among themselves, he found Brunyr’s gaze still on him. To Rheor’s surprise, Igvis’ Chosen spoke with the voice of reason:

      “I think it’s worth considering. We don’t exactly have a glut of choices here, and if the humans can potentially be our Korun, then we’ll never achieve Roinim if we exclude them.”

      This prompted another round of arguments for and against, but Rheor was focused on the words his friend didn’t say and the steady look in his eyes. As the meeting continued, he put forth a few comments—mostly neutral ones—and resolved to speak his fears to Brunyr once they had a moment alone.
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* * *

      Afterward, once Jorn and Hidrin began to head for their respective Peaks, Rheor was not surprised to see Brunyr lingering behind.

      “Walk with me?” he gestured toward a path that wound around the southern edge of the crater, dipping behind the nearest expanse of rock.

      Rheor nodded, giving instruction for his men to wait at the crater. Many of them got on rather well with Brunyr’s, and he suspected they’d come back to find them engaged in some kind of game. A far brighter prospect than the turn he knew his conversation with his friend was about to take. He could sense it in Brunyr’s posture, the tense way he held himself, the fact that he wasn’t making his usual warm, somewhat inappropriate jokes.

      Rather than leave it to chance, Rheor decided to simply lead into the topic he knew Brunyr would wish to discuss. “I do not know if Roinim will work for me again, or if I even wish to seek it out.”

      “No pleasantries?” A smirk tipped the corner of his lips before it faded. He put a hand on Rheor’s back and guided him along the path until they were even further out of earshot. “I figured as much, though I also assume there’s someone you believe you might bond with. A human?”

      One black brow arched at him, reminding Rheor of the challenging look Imara sometimes adopted. He wondered idly if she had managed to get Tiva’s cubs to take to the bottle. She was certainly persistent. He had no doubt he’d still find her trying when he returned, even if she’d had no success.

      “I told the villagers I wanted a human in exchange for my powers,” he said, feeling the slightest twinge of shame over it now.

      Brunyr just laughed. “Adopting the old ways? A bit crude for your tastes, but I’m not opposed.”

      Much like the North, the South had a reputation for pillaging lands and taking what they wished in ancient times. Neither Rheor nor Brunyr held to those methods now, but he’d been feeling particularly prideful that day and not eager to provide Kiova’s aid to humans who no longer even worshiped the Tempests. He didn’t explain this to Brunyr, though. He didn’t feel he had to.

      “She was meant to be a trophy. Something to bring back, under Kiova’s guidance. I intended to give her a home, and—”

      “Partake of her whenever you pleased?”

      Now he remembered why it was unwise for he and Brunyr to interact more than once every few months. He found himself wanting to forcibly remove that smirk from his friend’s face.

      “Once. And only because she… tried my patience. I wanted a taste, and I told myself I would take one night from her, and give her one night in return. But when I summoned her to my chambers, I could not control myself. I felt as though some other power was taking hold of my senses, and it demanded that I engage in Roinim.”

      “I will be honest with you, that hardly sounds like a hardship,” Rheor growled, but before he could say anything, Brunyr continued, “for me, at least. I understand why it is for you. I would not wish to tarnish your memory of Atja.”

      He drew in a breath to steady himself, his eyes closing. Even now, it was difficult to hear her name from Brunyr. She’d been everything to him, and yet he’d given her the power that led to her destruction.

      “Even if it is possible for me to engage in Roinim, I cannot say I am eager to do it.”

      “You may not have a choice, my friend.” Brunyr looked to the North, toward the Frozen Peak. “I’ve never seen so many storms centered around your side of the mountains. Now this talk of extended winter in the human villages, and the renewed interest of the Svag. It’s time, Rheor. It’s probably past time.”

      He drew in a breath through his nose, everything in him wanting to rail against Igvis’ Chosen. What could he possibly know about it? He was as informed as the rest of them, as subject to the whims of the Tempests. He was merely projecting his own fears, attempting to force Rheor into making a decision he was not brave enough to make on his own.

      But those were fearful thoughts. He knew that. And if he was wrong, there was every chance Kiova’s blessing would consume him. He could feel it doing so already. Carving permanent hollows into his soul, covering every aspect of who he was with thick, impenetrable sheets of ice. He’d just assumed it was grief and a desire to protect himself from further harm, but there was more to it than that.

      “And what of the Molten Peak?” he asked, suddenly feeling a desperate urge for kinship. “What of you?”

      For the most part, Brunyr fluctuated between two moods. That glowing warmth that pulled everyone toward him as though he were the sun itself, and the blazing, blinding heat that sent them all running in the opposite direction. He spent very little time in between, yet he was there now, wearing a reserved and somewhat sad smile.

      Clapping Rheor on the shoulder, he said, “At least you have someone who might take to the Roinim.”

      “There are none on your mountain…?”

      “None. Though not for lack of trying.” Though Brunyr’s grin tried for cavalier, he couldn’t reach it. His eyes gave him away.

      “I would recommend searching the human villages, I suppose, but I do not know if humans can accept Roinim. Perhaps the pull I feel toward Imara has nothing to do with Kiova.”

      “I doubt you would feel so drawn to her otherwise. I’ve never known you to want anything to do with the humans, and yet you asked for one as payment for something you could have easily managed. Now you are having difficulties denying yourself; denying the things you feel.” His lips quirked into a genuine, mischievous smile. “Am I close?”

      The sound Rheor made was halfway between a growl and a groan, but it likely told Brunyr everything he needed to know.

      “Don’t act as though this is some great hardship. As I said, Rheor: You have an option the rest of us currently do not. If you squander that, you are a greater fool than even I can defend.”

      Perhaps he was. Looking at Brunyr, he could see the subtle effects of Igvis’ fury. The barely visible fissures where molten heat peeked through. The overabundance of soot on his skin and in his hair. The lack of that old, familiar spark in his eyes. This was not the carefree young Drotun who’d taken his seat around the same time as Rheor. He was struggling, and it was only through sheer force of will that he kept on.

      Looking toward the South, he could see all of this reflected in the Molten Peak, a ring of smoke lingering throughout the entirety of their meeting.

      Brunyr would need to seek Roinim soon, as well. Very soon, from the looks of it. If the humans were capable of taking and sustaining the magic of the Tempests, then perhaps there was hope. All Rheor needed to do to blaze that trail was claim what had been offered to him, something his body wanted desperately.

      And something his heart might get a say in no longer.
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      It was late when he returned to the Frozen Peak. He fully expected the human—far less hardy a creature than Raknari—would already be abed, wrapped in blankets and furs to hide away from the encroaching cold that Rheor so enjoyed.

      But while there were several Raknari safely tucked away in their homes, the gentle glow of light emanating from their windows, he found Imara in the stables, pressed against the wall of what had once been Tiva’s whelping den. He’d originally sought out Loken to ask after the cubs, but his guards informed him the warrior was in the stables with Imara, and had been for much of the day.

      She’d mentioned wanting to help, of course, but Rheor assumed there was very little she’d be able to do, no matter how determined. So few Machai cubs survived from each litter even when their mother was alive and healthy. These ones seemed destined to join their mother, something Rheor had already accepted as an unfortunate consequence of his mistakes and lack of foresight.

      But when he looked into the stall, he found four fat, wriggling cubs waddling and rolling about Imara’s feet while one was held in her arms, its paws holding a bottle as it sucked noisily. Loken stood off to the side, meanwhile, portioning milk into more of the glass bottles, letting a drop of it drip onto his wrist before he scooped up a cub himself.

      The cub he held fussed, making high-pitched growling noises in the back of its throat as it pawed at him.

      “Let him smell the spot of milk on your wrist. He won’t know what you’re offering otherwise.”

      To Rheor’s surprise, Loken listened attentively and did as she bade, bringing the cub’s nose to his wrist. The tiny cat sniffed, made a sound that seemed more inquisitive and searching than agitated, and began to suckle at his wrist.

      “You’re not going to get more milk that way,” Loken muttered.

      “It’s all right. Let him do it for a few minutes. Keep putting drops of milk there. It will help him take to the bottle.”

      While he’d never doubted Imara’s confidence, she seemed extremely adept in what she was doing here, and Rheor was taken aback by just how smoothly she was able to handle one of his most obstinate men and a litter of cubs that should already be dead. In fact, she was so absorbed in her task that she didn’t even notice him watching from over the gate of the stall. Even Loken took time to acknowledge him, his gaze snapping up to Rheor after he touched another drop of milk to his wrist.

      “They’ve been suckling,” he said, relief obvious in his voice. “Slowly, but they’re getting milk.”

      “I see that.”

      He couldn’t take his eyes from Imara and how gently she held that cub, one arm around the milk-rounded creature and the other holding the bottle. She finally looked up at him, one eyebrow arching as if she thought he might say something unkind about her methods. When he said nothing of the sort, she looked back down at the cub.

      “This is the second that’s taken to the bottle, and even that was an all-day struggle. The others might take more time, but I’m hoping the more they smell milk on their siblings, the more willing they’ll be to try.”

      “What is it that they’re drinking?” he asked, gesturing to the foamy, cream-colored liquid the cub she held now had smeared all over its face.

      “Ox milk,” Loken said. “We tried a few different kinds, but they wouldn’t take anything else.”

      “Ox and goat milk are what I would try with orphaned animals in the village, as well. Goat milk usually worked best, but I haven’t seen any goats this far up the mountain. Not any that look interested in being milked, anyway,” she said with a small smirk.

      Loken grinned, looking half-delirious. “I’d like to see someone try and milk one of those large bucks that destroy our barricades out by the cliffside.”

      Imara grinned back at him, and Rheor couldn’t help but look between them, wondering just how much he’d missed. They seemed to be on friendly terms, and Loken was rarely this friendly with anyone. Tiva had always been his closest companion. But perhaps it was Imara’s willingness to care for Tiva’s offspring that created this bond.

      Whatever it was, he found himself strangely grateful for it, but curious just the same.

      “How long have you been here?”

      Imara leaned back and stretched. Rheor could hear her back pop even from where he stood, and saw her grimace slightly. His gaze roved shamelessly over her form as her back arched, but he forcibly returned his eyes to her face in time to catch her looking out the window. “Oh.” Her brow furrowed. “I didn’t realize night had fallen. I came to find the cubs after you left, and then Loken found me. We’ve been trying different things ever since. We only got them to start suckling… an hour ago? At most.”

      Persistent, just as she’d said she would be. Before, he’d seen it only as the temperamental behavior of someone who was unwilling to yield to anyone. Now he saw it as a positive trait. Something to be proud of. And… he was. For some strange reason, Rheor felt his chest swell with pride when he looked upon her, saw Loken following her example and eventually getting the other cub to suckle.

      He had no claim over this woman, beyond what he’d bartered for with her father. She was not his Korun. Yet she cared for the Machai cubs with an ease few possessed, and she had befriended one of the pricklier Raknari. These were far from the only qualities she needed to possess, and Rheor still assumed Kiova’s blessing would tear her apart. But there was a place for her here, that much was obvious. And if she could fit so seamlessly into his home, with his people, perhaps there were other things he’d overlooked.

      “If you’re just going to stand there, you could grab a bottle and join us,” she said, her tone openly combative but also playful.

      Anyone else might have gaped at her for speaking to the Drotun in such a way. Just days ago, Loken likely would have held his spear to her throat and demanded she show her lord some respect. Now the warrior simply snorted, his eyes glinting with amusement.

      “Yes, make yourself useful,” Loken said, grabbing one of the empty glass bottles and offering it to him.

      There were hundreds of things he should be doing. Shoring up their defenses against the Svag. Telling his trusted advisers what he’d learned in the meeting with the other Chosen. Climbing to the top of the Frozen Peak in hopes of communing with Kiova to learn what she wanted from him. Instead, Rheor found himself joining a tiny yet determined human and his newly reformed warrior as he sat cross-legged on the floor and let himself be instructed in how to feed a Machai cub.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Several hours later, once all the cubs were full and the Machai handler had been taught how to feed them as well, Rheor found himself accompanying Imara back to her home.

      It was a strange thing, for while he spent a great deal of time among his people, he was still looked upon as a person of authority. Their Drotun who bestowed Kiova’s powers upon them, who guided and protected them. Few of his people saw fit to approach him under normal circumstances, nor did they expect him to simply be in the heart of the Frozen Peak after evening had fallen. The number of looks he got rivaled Imara’s, and he almost felt as though he was a young man sneaking away from his parents to spend just a bit more time with a woman he fancied.

      Which was absurd. He wanted Imara, yes. From the moment she’d stepped forward and offered herself in her sister’s stead, he’d wanted her. But it was curiosity alone and a desire to tame a wild beast. He felt nothing for her outside of the grudging respect that had formed between them. Less grudging on his part, after today—after he’d seen her single-handedly save cubs that would have died otherwise.

      He told himself these things, and yet there was no reason for him not to have a guard walk her home—or trust her to do it herself—if his interest in her was merely physical. He could have returned to his chambers and summoned her there. Fought the pull of Roinim and just taken her the way he’d intended to last night. Perhaps he still should. Or perhaps he should leave her be and ignore her very presence here; ignore the temptation she brought with her.

      The storm that raged inside of him said otherwise. He’d kept a good distance between them, yet he was still intimately aware of everything she did, every breath she took. His body, his soul were tuned to hers, and he knew if he remained at her side, he’d be taken over by the frenzy that bond created. As they approached her home, he remembered Brunyr’s words, remembered the look of his friend and the Molten Peak.

      Would it be so terrible to offer Roinim to this woman? She’d been in the Peak for less than two full days, and she’d already made allies. There was a place for her here, one she’d carved out herself despite the fact that he’d been willing to give her what she wished and allow her to live an effortless existence. Those traits did not necessarily mean she would make a good Korun, but Kiova would not be pushing him toward her if there was not something to be pushed toward, would she?

      “I do not believe I’ve seen Loken take orders from anyone other than me,” he commented offhandedly, tearing himself away from his own conflicted thoughts. “He seems to like you.”

      She gave him a suspicious look. “You aren’t going to attack him the way you attacked Almir this morning, are you?”

      His jaw tensed, shame washing over him… until he saw that glint in her eye and the slight quirk to her lips. She was teasing him. Something few would be brave enough to attempt. Something he scarcely allowed from his closest friends and companions. But somehow his little human managed to make him smile.

      “No. And the circumstances behind this morning weren’t… ideal. I knew Almir was not a threat to you. Or competition.”

      That stopped her. Rheor was able to sense it, and he stopped as well, almost immediately as she did. They stood mere feet away from her home and he could tell she was cold, but she merely stood in the middle of the snow-covered road and stared up at him.

      “What is he competing for, exactly? Because I was under the impression that I was here to ‘serve’ you, whatever that means. But after what happened last night…”

      Rheor’s body stiffened, his muscles tightening. He stared back at her, meeting her unflinching gaze. Despite the defiant lift of her chin and the depth of challenge in her eyes, he could see a flicker of uncertainty behind it all. Insecurity beneath the bravado. It was a curious thing to witness, as if he’d just drawn back the curtain on something he was never meant to see.

      And it was for that reason—more than his own comfort—that he took her arm and led her into the house.

      The temperature inside felt mild to him, perhaps even a little stuffy. But once she shrugged out of his grasp, he saw Imara immediately go for the stove. He’d have to find something more sustainable for her. It hadn’t occurred to him that humans had so few defenses against the cold—especially humans who made their home in Kiova’s territories. But they’d traveled often, in the early days of their existence, and perhaps they weren’t as adaptable as he’d once believed. He’d need to speak to Brunyr and see if there was some way to impart a bit of Igvis’ blessing into an item or something else that could keep her warm.

      “He is competing for nothing, first off,” Rheor began, because it felt important for her to know that Almir was not a threat to him. Perhaps that was his own pride and vanity speaking, though. “Almir is... The Svag took him when he was young and they drained him of his power.”

      He heard the sharp intake of breath, saw her face pale as she turned toward him. “Is that why he looks…?”

      “More like your kind? Yes, I think so.”

      Rheor had not spent much time thinking about the implications of that. He’d seen so few humans in his lifetime that it hardly signified. But now he wondered. Raknari were much taller than humans, at least a foot on average. They were more broadly built, more muscular—especially the women. Their ears were longer, their features finer. But outside of that, the main differences were granted by the Tempests.

      He thought Imara might be puzzling over the same information, but when she spoke again, she’d already moved past the topic.

      “And what about the rest of it? You had me brought to your room. Even if you didn’t want to do… Roinim, or whatever it is,” a blush suffused her cheeks, “you must have wanted something from me. There’s no reason to demand a woman from our village otherwise.”

      “I made that demand to see if it would be paid; to see how desperate your people were,” he admitted.

      Predictably, her gaze narrowed. “My people were starving. You could see that easily enough, if you cared to look.”

      “They were not my concern.” Rheor fixed her with a hard look which she returned, her arms crossed over her chest. “Would you prefer I lie to you? I am not a kind man. I do not do things out of the goodness of my heart. I went to your village in search of Kiova’s favor. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Yes, I know,” she forced the words through gritted teeth. “I’m well aware of how little you or your people care for humans.”

      She would have made a good chieftain. It was a curious thought to have, when she regarded him with open disdain. But there was something vitally warm about her. Compassionate. It was hard to see it as a weakness when she was so fierce in caring for those who needed it. Her sister. Her people. The cubs. Could she come to care for his people in the same way?

      Could she come to care for him in the same way?

      Rheor took a step closer to her, then another. Her eyes widened just slightly, but she held her ground, neck craning as she strained to keep eye contact with him.

      “I could take what I want from you,” he said, his voice low, but careful. “You’ve made it very easy to imagine thus far. I doubt you’d even fight me.”

      He caught the hitch in her breath and stepped even closer.

      “You would have done it already, if that’s what you wanted.”

      She didn’t deny it, though it would have been foolish to do so. They were both well aware of her neediness the previous night, and Rheor could certainly sense her desire for him during their trip.

      “True,” he said, standing before her.

      She was so small compared to him. Small, but fierce, her eyes still lifted to his, her arms still guarding her chest. He watched the movement of her delicate throat, watched her swallow down her own trepidation. Or perhaps her own interest, as her gaze strayed briefly to his arms and chest.

      “What do you want then? You keep avoiding that question, Storm Lord.”

      Because the answer wasn’t easy. Even outside of Roinim, Rheor was unsure what he wanted with this woman. He thought he’d known. Then he’d come perilously close to getting his wish, and he’d wanted infinitely more. Not just one night of pleasure and complete submission, but a lifetime of push and pull.

      Right now, though, the answer was becoming ever clearer. He ached to touch her. To map her smooth, pink skin with his hands and mouth. To show her the pleasures of her own flesh, unlock those desires he knew she brushed up against time and time again. To merge his body with hers and fill her with his seed over and over. These were not the desires of someone who intended to slake his own lust and be done with it. He knew that.

      But at the moment, he didn’t care.

      “I want you,” he said, his voice a vibration much more than actual sound. She heard him, though. Her pupils dilated, her lips parted, her breathing became more ragged. “And I always get what I want.”

      There was no force that could have kept him from touching her. His hands gripped her hips and he pulled her to him, her body against his, searing his skin even through the layers of clothing she wore. She gasped, but she was already reaching for the ties of her leathers, shrugging the furs off her shoulders simultaneously. Rheor tore them away from her, feeling that frenzy overcome him and not bothering to stop it in the least, especially when he caught a glimpse of her smooth, creamy skin beneath her clothing, her rosebud nipples pert and taut with desire.

      His runes glowed, Kiova’s blessing flowing through him just as surely as the blood flowed to his cock. It sparked ice between his fingers, begging to be utilized, and Rheor was in no position to refuse. Lowering his hand to her breast, the whole of it small enough to fit in his palm, he eased the magic into something he thought she could tolerate and touched her nipple with the tips of his fingers.

      She moaned sharply, her back arching as she thrust her chest into his touch. Rheor couldn’t help the smug smirk that settled onto his face. So she didn’t care for the cold, but she liked that. A great deal. He could sense her arousal, sense the heights it reached at that single action, and he wanted more.

      Taking her breast in hand, he massaged it with his palm, all while his fingers teased and tweaked the taut nipple. She shuddered beneath his touch, her own hands reaching up to grip his shoulders, her short nails digging into his skin. Rheor’s nostrils flared and he drew in a sharp breath at what should have been an ineffectual touch, but one that seemed to set all of his senses ablaze.

      “That’s… not fair,” she panted, arching toward him again.

      “I make the rules here. Is that not what you assumed when you agreed to come with me? That I would take what I wanted from you?”

      He kept one hand attending to her breasts as the other left a cool trail down her stomach, the barest hint of frost spindling over her skin. It suited her, he thought. It would be rather striking as a regular fixture.

      Not bothering with the ties of her pants and the woolen clothing that kept him from touching her as he wanted to, Rheor nudged her thighs apart with his hand and cupped her sex, channeling his magic into his palm as well as his fingers this time.

      He could feel her heat even through the layers between them. It responded to the bite of cold he offered and she bucked against him, gasping. Rubbing herself against his hand as though she were a wild animal in heat, seeking relief.

      Rheor’s cock pulsed, painfully hard beneath his own leathers. His control was slipping away from him. He could feel himself losing more and more ground as her body called to his. For as much as he was able to control his magic in the moment, his runes still glowed. Everything in him sought Roinim with this woman.

      And right now, he was inclined to give in. Especially when Imara gripped her pants with firm abandon and yanked them past her hips, practically tearing at the woolen underclothes beneath, their crotch dampened by her need. A growl tore through him as he caught her scent and all he wanted was to keep his face between her thighs and lick the honeyed sweetness from her cunt until she could stand it no longer.

      “You can’t take what’s being offered,” she said, a husky edge to her voice that sent a shot of lust through Rheor’s entire body, ending with another needy twitch of his cock.

      “I certainly can.”

      “Then stop talking and do it,” she growled, her words sounding half-feral.

      She grabbed at the bindings of his leathers, pulled them apart, slid her hands beneath. The sheer warmth of her seared his skin, her audacity something he’d never known from a partner before. He couldn’t do anything other than tug the garment down, his cock springing free, thick and insistent, just begging to be sheathed within her.

      And when she tried to wrap her tiny hand around him, he nearly lost control of himself completely. She felt so blissfully warm, so hot against his cool skin, and all he wanted to do was be joined to her. To feel that warmth in his soul, forever. He knew it was that bond talking, Kiova’s need to toy with him and shove him toward her will, but was it not his will too? Right now, he wanted this woman more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. He was ravenous with that need, filled with a deep, insatiable hunger only she could sate.

      His hands left her just long enough to tug his leathers the rest of the way off, his boots toed onto the floor. He went for what remained of her clothing then, hearing it rip and tear as he relieved her of it as quickly as he could manage, his body practically shaking with the need to be inside of her. He could taste her, touch her after. Right now he needed to be joined with her or he wasn’t going to survive. That storm building inside of him wouldn’t allow it.

      Once she was bared to him, her body still so impossibly warm despite how near she was to him, Rheor gripped her hips and lifted her easily into his arms. The curve of her rump rested against his cock and she gasped, wriggling atop him at first to find a more comfortable position, he thought. Then deliberately, her juices coating his cock as she shifted her hips. A deep groan tore from Rheor, his body wound so tightly, everything in him aching for this. He could feel the pulse of his powers threatening to overwhelm him, and he was so close to letting them take hold completely.

      Carrying her to the bed—large for her, but barely big enough to support his frame—Rheor threw her down upon the mattress and relished in the delighted gasp. Her body was spread open for him, her legs parted, arms spread to receive him atop her. He should turn her. Mount her like the wildness inside of him demanded. But he found himself wanting to see her face, her eyes so dark with lust, her skin reddened with a persistent blush, her hair fanned out behind her like a halo of flame.

      She reached for him, pulled him down to her, and Rheor rolled his hips against hers, his cock sliding over her slick folds, over that sensitive bud that made her spasm beneath him. He expected her nails biting into his shoulders, her fingers digging in as she tried to find purchase. What he hadn’t expected was for one of her hands to grip the hair at the nape of his neck. For her to pull him down so that they traded breaths. And he certainly didn’t expect her mouth to seek his.

      It was a lie to say kissing was completely foreign to Rheor. His people did it as any other. But it was rarely a part of the bedding process. It was reserved for mated partners; a way to convey love and affection. The fact that she was doing it now could have simply been a difference in their two worlds. Or she was seeking something more from him.

      He stiffened, unsure of how to respond at first. But she wasn’t waiting for him to do something. Her lips were on his, warm and soft and pliant. Her tongue sought entry into his mouth and a growl rumbled deep within him. He couldn’t help opening, kissing her back, taking from her mouth in turn. And despite how much he needed to be inside of her, despite the single-minded focus he’d had moments before, Rheor found himself lost in that kiss. Especially when she made a gentle, mewling sound against him, a sigh in the back of her throat that conveyed more innocence than she was currently displaying.

      It spoke to something inside of him. Not this ravenous beast that wanted to possess her, but something else. Something that seemed to have this deep, primal need to protect her. Something that recognized she wasn’t acting of her own accord right now. She wanted him, yes. He didn’t doubt that in the slightest. But she didn’t know what she was agreeing to, because at this rate if he joined with her, she would become his Korun and he would initiate Roinim.

      While she had some idea of what it was, she didn’t truly know what it meant. She couldn’t make that choice now, in the moment. Not without losing so much of what made her intriguing and undeniably different in the first place.

      Rheor let out a pained groan against her mouth, one she thankfully read as something else. He knew the truth of it, though. He couldn’t have her. Not tonight. Not the way he wanted. It was too dangerous. There was too much at stake. She would never forgive him if he did it, and for some reason, Rheor had become much more aware of her opinion and her needs.

      So he focused his attention more fully on her. His hand moved between them, covering her breast again. He traced her nipple with a frost-tipped finger and she gasped into his mouth, rolling her hips against him. He bit back another groan as the slick lips of her cunt parted for him, beckoning him in. It took every shred of willpower not to sheathe himself inside of her. One quick, confident thrust and he’d have what he wanted—what they both wanted.

      Instead, he moved against her; rolled his own hips so that his cock moved between her folds, parting them easily to rub against her clit. She whimpered, her fingers curling against the back of his neck and his shoulder. Closing his eyes, Rheor channeled his magic into his cock, his flesh taking on the slightest hint of frost. Imara moaned, bucking against him so hard that he had to move one hand down to grip her hip—to stop her from taking him despite his best efforts.

      “Wha—”

      He kissed her harder, cutting off her question. Of course she would ask him what he was doing, why he wasn’t fucking her like he’d promised. She knew how badly he wanted her, and the fact that he was denying himself went against everything he’d said. But he did it anyway, teasing her with his cock and his hand, finding a rhythm between the two that she couldn’t resist. She writhed against him, her body practically convulsing as she sought out what she needed.

      Every time the head of his cock parted her folds, he imagined he was plunging into her. It wasn’t enough, but it would suffice for now. It kept him as hard as steel, hot and unyielding, his muscles beginning to burn as he kept up his rigorous pace, focused solely on her pleasure. When she finally broke apart, her juices painting over his cock, Rheor nearly lost his inner battle. The scent of her, the sound of her, the rush of heat was almost too much for him to bear. So much so that he was forced to pull away from her, using her juices to pump himself quickly, with the shaking, unpracticed hand of a youth as he spilled onto the sheets.

      She was still gasping for breath, still arching beneath him, the aftershocks of her orgasm washing over her when it happened. But her keen mind and her inquisitive nature certainly didn’t miss it.

      “Why didn’t you…?”

      “I will explain tomorrow,” he promised in hushed tones.

      Even in the darkness, he could see every detail of her face. He would never have thought humans beautiful before, but Imara was. There was something so wild about her, something completely untouched by not just any other man, but anyone in general. It spoke to that part of him that wanted to possess and worship in turn. The furrow he saw between her brows spoke to something else, though, calling out again to that side of him that wanted to protect her.

      He’d intended to leave. It would be far too difficult to stay here and fight the desire to claim her all night. But he couldn’t leave her like this. Not when every line etched into her face told him she didn’t understand. How could she? He’d been a mess of contradictions since they met. Wanting her, telling her he would take her, yet not doing so. Repeatedly. And now that he’d witnessed the ecstasy of what it was to bring her to climax, all he wanted was to see it again. To join her in it, truly. To offer himself and all of Kiova’s blessings to her.

      But he couldn’t. Not until she understood, and made the choice for herself.

      He could stay, though, and at least grant her that measure of peace. Pulling her against him, his arms closing easily around her, Rheor lay on the too-small bed and acted much as he had that first night in the cave. Warming her through. Granting her a place to rest. It was impossible for her not to succumb, and eventually she did, falling asleep against him, her breathing slow and measured.

      While Rheor tried to come to terms with the fact that this woman most certainly was his Korun.
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      Imara awoke to violent shaking.

      It was so disruptive, so consuming that at first she thought the mountain beneath her was shaking. But when she opened her eyes, tried to orient herself, she felt deep, biting pain as cold seeped into every part of her. It wound through her bones, clacking them together as she shook harder than she ever had in her life. Her teeth chattered so endlessly, so roughly that her jaw ached from it. She could barely breathe for how much she was shaking, and she wasn’t sure she could manage much beyond that.

      She’d have to try, though, because she was alone.

      After coming to her bed, telling her he intended to have her, bringing her to the edge and shoving her so forcefully, so blissfully off of it, Rheor hadn’t joined her. He’d stroked his own cock, spent himself on the sheets, but that wasn’t what she’d wanted. She’d wanted to feel him inside of her, to squeeze around him as she came and feel him just let go. She’d craved that in a way she craved nothing else.

      Nothing other than the desire to be not freezing in this current moment, at least, because that was all she could focus on now. Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, her muscles aching even from what little they’d done last night, she managed to stumble her way to the stove. Her fingers were numb, which made it all but impossible to chuck wood into the stove, and even harder to light the thing when she found no embers burned in the ashes of what remained.

      Imara had no idea how long she stood there shaking, trying and failing to start a fire before she finally did it. But she knew instantly that it wouldn’t be enough. Even standing right in front of the stove with the grate open, it wasn’t enough.

      Something was wrong. This wasn’t normal, even for a place that was colder than she was used to. Grabbing the blanket off the bed, Imara bundled herself up and made for the door. But when she tried the handle, nothing happened. There was no give in the slightest. She pulled harder and the door rattled in its frame, but barely gave her any leeway whatsoever.

      Had she been locked in here? Was this some ridiculous attempt to… do what, exactly? She wasn’t the one who’d reneged on the deal last night. She’d been more than happy to surrender to her treacherous body. Now he was locking her up, treating her like the prisoner she’d feared she might become?

      No. Even as she thought it, Imara knew that wasn’t the case. Rheor could have overpowered her in many respects, and he could certainly overrule her wishes, given he had complete authority here. Something else was going on. She tried the door again, rattling it hard, and felt something dislodge from the other side. Peeking out under the small gap between the door and the threshold, all she saw was white.

      That explained the cold. The house was snowed in, apparently, and she was trapped here until someone came to get her out. Unless… She looked to the window, higher off the ground than what she was used to. It was frosted over, but light still peeked through it. Pushing the table near, she climbed up onto it and then scrabbled up, grabbing the sill. It took all of her upper body strength to haul herself up, but she finally managed it, throwing one leg over the side while she straddled the sill uncomfortably.

      She looked down, trying to gauge the distance, and found the snowbank very nearly touched the bottom of her shoe. It was an easy decision to fall onto it, and she slid to even ground—or as even as she could manage, given the fact that every inch of it seemed to be covered in fresh snow. She sank into it, the cold moisture seeping into her clothing, and instantly regretted her decision. But with some effort, Imara was able to pull herself out of the slush and onto harder-packed, older snow. She let out a ragged breath of relief… then she looked around her.

      It wasn’t just the fact that feet of snow had fallen overnight. The blanket of pure white was spread across the entire settlement, blocking doors and whole residences, in some cases. Raknari struggled through it, some using shovels to try and clear, to help their families get out, while others just wandered the streets, seeming utterly baffled. As she watched them, she noticed their attention was drawn toward the summit, and her own gaze cast in that direction.

      She’d experienced snow-blindness before. That painful feeling when her eyes didn’t know what they were looking at, couldn’t differentiate one endless stretch of white from another. She felt it now, as the entirety of the peak was covered in snow and ice. The palace seemed as though it had drawn every ounce of moisture from all the clouds in the land, and all of it froze there in jagged crystals that might have been beautiful, if not for how dangerous all of this was.

      And in the center of it all, breaking up the vast expanse of blue and white, was Rheor. His silver-white hair was blown about by a breeze Imara was grateful not to feel. Ice clung to every inch of him, his chest, arms, and neck fully covered in it while smaller shards clung to his clothing. She found herself drawn to him, drawn to the unstable energy she felt radiating off of him, and she trudged through the snow at a snail’s pace to try and reach the peak.

      She wasn’t the only one. She saw Loken approaching, calling out to Rheor. He seemed worried, though his voice barely carried over the howling winds. There were others trying to reach him, and still others moving away from the central point he commanded. When Imara looked at the larger picture that surrounded her, she saw a devastatingly clear, haunting image: Rheor standing at the center of a storm, the icy winds swirling around him. Yet again she had the thought that it might have been beautiful, if it wasn’t so terrifying.

      “You shouldn’t be out here!” she heard someone shout.

      The winds had picked up, swirling around her. She raised an arm to her face to shield herself, then looked for the source of the voice. Almir was moving toward her, looking as bad off as she felt. He was bundled just as much, but his skin had turned a shade of blue that more resembled his brethren. Given what Rheor told her, she knew it wasn’t some new power he’d found.

      “I’m beginning to understand that,” she called back, feeling as though she had to shout herself raw just to be heard. “What’s going on?”

      Almir fought to get closer to her, then braced himself against the ruthless winds as snow and sleet battered them from all sides. “I have no idea. It was like this when I stepped outside. The entire mountain’s frozen over.”

      “This hasn’t happened before?”

      She found that hard to believe, considering these Raknari followed an ice goddess. But the fear she sensed around her, the desperation in Almir’s eyes made it clear this was a new phenomenon.

      “Not to this extent. We—”

      The winds swallowed his words, howling around him, tearing at his skin, his clothes, his hair. They did the same to Imara and it was all she could do to huddle close to the ground, her arms up to protect her face, the blanket held close around her. She felt Almir crouch near, as well. Trying to protect her, perhaps, or trying to seek protection for himself. Either way, she would take it. Especially when she could feel herself being pulled off her feet, drawn toward that peak where Rheor still stood at the center of it all.

      She turned her head away, the sheer white surrounding her too much for her eyes to take directly. But in her peripheral she saw him, arms outstretched, runes glowing through the storm. As she focused, she was able to see exactly what he was doing, the bands of that storm pelting him from all sides, but ultimately stopped by his strong form.

      He was taking the storm into himself. That was the only explanation for it. She’d not seen how he made it disappear at her village and just assumed it was some kind of external magic, but this was… impressive and terrifying, much like the storm itself.

      Was this the power he commanded? Could he absorb winter itself and then bend it to his will? The thought made her shiver, especially when she considered his people thought he was going to give her some of that power. Looking at him now, she was certain there was no way she could do what he was doing.

      Neither could Rheor, apparently. Even from this distance, she could see he was struggling. The winds were hammering him down, making him smaller somehow. He raged against them, mouth open in a roar she couldn’t hear, but the ice clung to him like shackles, weighing him down. It pulled from the outer reaches, drawing away from Imara and Almir, the sudden absence of that forceful wind sending her to the ground.

      She forced herself to look up, unable to tear her gaze away as all of that wild, rampant power joined to a single point, winds dying, snowfall ceasing, clouds clearing to make way for the sun. Everything was still and silent, eerily peaceful in the way a hurricane was peaceful once the first wall of storms had passed.

      And then Rheor collapsed.

      It wasn’t a buckling of knees or a gradual loss of strength as he sank down. He seemed to lose consciousness, falling to the ground like a sack of stones. There were Raknari close to him, tending to him, but Imara fought through the snow to get to the peak, everything in her telling her she needed to be at his side.

      “What’s wrong with him?” she asked, the answer clear before her and yet somehow unable to be voiced.

      Pushing through the much larger Raknari who formed a semi-circle around him, Imara looked down at his near lifeless form. If not for the ragged movements of his chest, she would have thought him dead on the spot. He was close, though, his skin pale in an unnatural way, his runes a faded blue, almost gray.

      “He must be healed,” one of the Raknari said. “Bring him inside.”

      There was an urgency in their movements, and Imara watched as they lifted him. He was limp in their arms, barely moving, his lips pale and cracked, eyelids a strange, unnatural off-white. Her heart twisted in her chest as she followed to the palace, some part of her was convinced he wasn’t going to wake from this. That whatever he’d done was just too much this time.

      And as she followed, helpless to do anything else, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was her fault.
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      The room they brought him to was the same one she’d seen just two nights past. It seemed like a lifetime ago, when she’d been uncertain of everything around her, but for the fact that she wanted him to “take advantage” of her the way the Raknari in the stories always did.

      Those felt like the foolish thoughts of a foolish girl now as she watched his men lift him onto his bed. Others left the room at a near-run, intent on fetching someone. A healer of some sort. Multiples, she hoped.

      And because she hated feeling useless, Imara asked, “Can I do anything?”

      The man who’d taken charge after Rheor fell gave her a hard look over his shoulder. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Well, good luck getting me to leave,” she muttered, coming to Rheor’s bedside as if to assert her position there. As if she had any place at his side.

      But the stern-faced Raknari didn’t fight her on it. He just looked down at his lord, seeming as helpless as Imara currently felt. A pang of empathy undercut her other emotions.

      “The healers will buy him some time. They will be able to transfer some of their essence into him, and take some of his power in return. But this is a temporary solution.”

      “Solution to what?” she asked, her brow furrowing as she looked at him. He seemed to have one foot in the grave already. “Isn’t this what he’s supposed to do as Storm Lord? Or… Drotun?”

      “It is part of his power, but this unrest… it centered around the Drotun’s dwelling. It came from him to begin with. The fact that he nearly killed himself taking it back says that Kiova’s burden has become too much for him to bear. No Raknari is meant to take on this much of the Tempest’s power, and if he keeps going as he is, it will kill him.”

      Imara felt as though one of those shards of ice from the storm had pierced her heart. She didn’t know Rheor well. It was silly to feel so attached to him. But there was a strange kinship there; something that bound them. He was one of the few people who not only tolerated her strangeness, but seemed to actively enjoy and encourage it. She might not have been keen on accepting his strange frost powers into herself, but she didn’t want to see him die.

      “You said healing him is only temporary. What’s the permanent solution? How do we help him?”

      He gave her a strange look, then recognition dawned across his features. “I suppose you wouldn’t know,” he conceded. “He needs someone who can accept half of this power, half of this burden. Someone who can help him carry this gift.”

      “That’s what Roinim is,” she breathed, feeling as if all the air had suddenly whooshed out of her lungs.

      “Yes.” The Raknari looked her over, obvious skepticism in his eyes. “There are some who believe you are his Korun, the one bound to him for Roinim, but…”

      Imara could have laughed. It was some small comfort he wasn’t rude enough to say it out loud, but his thoughts mirrored her own. They mirrored Rheor’s, too. He’d made it very clear he didn’t want to undergo Roinim with her. She wasn’t meant for that role, something she guessed only Raknari could fill.

      She certainly couldn’t. There was no way she could do what he’d done today. She couldn’t even fathom it.

      “Do not misunderstand me,” the Raknari continued, “my personal feelings on whether or not you are fit to be Korun are irrelevant. The fact that Rheor underwent Roinim once and is not inclined to do so again is far more worrying.”

      “Why would he need to do it again, then? Why would Roinim save him now if it obviously didn’t do what it was supposed to do then?”

      “That is… not my story to tell,” he said, his expression pained, shame spreading through his features.

      This was more than Rheor would have wanted him to say. She could tell that just from his expression and his suddenly guarded body language. It was clear there was a story there, though, and she wondered if it had anything to do with his behavior toward her.

      She’d ask him if he lived. He had to live.

      But as the healers were brought in—a mix of women and men, their skin bearing markings that looked similar to Rheor’s, but for the fact that they didn’t glow—she was made all too aware of how useless she was in this situation.

      Imara moved away from his bedside, not wanting to be in the way. She stood near the other Raknari who gathered in the room, all of them just watching and waiting as the healers did whatever it was they were going to do. Imara watched as they placed hands on him, the room growing markedly colder when they physically drew some of those raging storms out of him and into themselves.

      If this was what Roinim was—even a small glimpse—it looked incredibly uncomfortable. The healers’ expressions were strained, their eyes rolling back, fully showing the blue-white of the sclera and nothing else. She could see the cold being pulled into them, saw ice crystallize on their skin, create the tiniest fissures, and then disappear. It was fascinating, so much so that she couldn’t look away. But the thought of undergoing that caused her physical pain, and she winced as the ritual continued.

      It was easier once they began to channel energy back into him. This was some kind of pure healing force, much like the healers at her own village used. From what she understood, it was a mean of sharing one’s life essence with another, allowing their body to heal more quickly from wounds rather than outright curing them, something that was not achievable by even the most skilled healers. It always seemed strange to her, especially considering how exhausted both parties looked after, but she’d admittedly never paid that much attention. She’d always been much more interested in tracking, hunting, and caring for animals than anything else.

      The healers here did seem more efficient in their work, though. With three of them channeling, it only took a couple of minutes for Rheor’s body to lose its pallor, some of the cuts and bruises he’d sustained already looking better. Imara drew in a breath, feeling like a burden had been lifted from her shoulders, as well, especially when she saw the steady rise and fall of his chest, and the parting of his lips as he breathed.

      “There is more to be done and we cannot help with it,” the Raknari said, putting a hand on her arm. “Come.”

      “Will he not wake? I’d… feel better seeing him awake,” she admitted, embarrassment curling through her at even saying that much.

      It made little difference. He likely needed to rest, since his body needed time to repair itself. But being able to look into his eyes and know he was still alive had suddenly become something vitally important to her. Something she knew she needed, even if she couldn’t explain why. And it seemed Rheor might have needed it, too, because even as the Raknari opened his mouth to speak, she heard a soft groan coming from the Drotun.

      Imara was at his bedside like a doting wife, feeling more foolish than ever, but not truly caring. When his ice blue eyes opened, it sent relief flooding her veins. So much that she almost collapsed on the spot. He was panicked, gaze darting about like a scared animal. But then he settled on her, and she could almost feel his heartbeat slow, along with her own.

      “Imara.” His lips were chapped, his throat dry, but somehow her name sounded like something beautiful coming from his mouth.

      In that moment, she felt as though she was his greatest concern. Not the fact that he’d almost died, but whether or not she was well. It was strange and confusing, but it didn’t feel wrong. It felt as though there was some tether connecting the two of them, and every day that passed pulled that tether tauter and tauter. She held her breath, waiting to see if it was going to snap entirely.

      But Rheor fell unconscious again, his head resting back against the pillows, and the spell was broken. Drawing in a deep breath, Imara gathered what was left of her sense and dignity and followed the other Raknari out of the room, satisfied that Rheor would live. And yet more and more uncertain as to why that seemed to mean so much to her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She remained at the palace for much of the day, attended to by people who served Rheor, and admonished by others. She was fed, given blankets, taken to the library to entertain herself, all—she suspected—while Rheor was awake long enough to give those commands. When he fell unconscious again, everyone rallied around him until those instances became less and less frequent, and far shorter than they’d been previously.

      As much as Imara wanted to remain and speak to him, she found herself increasingly more afraid of what she might say or do. Everything in her was pushing for something, and in her heart, she knew exactly what that something was.

      Roinim.

      The idea of it hummed through her, repeated over and over, whispered like a prayer. Salvation for both of them, it said, but Imara had never truly trusted prayer. To God or Kiova or any entity she couldn’t see, touch, smell. She hated the idea of putting her destiny in the hands of someone else. Twenty-three years of hearing it and she still hadn’t accepted the idea that she was next in line to be chieftain of her village.

      She’d wanted to control her own fate so much that sometimes she wondered if her reasons for leaving with Rheor were at least a little selfish.

      And now “fate” seemed to be calling to her, demanding she give this part of herself to him and take on burdens she certainly didn’t want to bear. Sometimes, when she was close to him, it felt strangely necessary. Almost as necessary as breathing. In those moments, it was the most certain thing in the world. Of course she would undergo Roinim. Why would she ever do anything else?

      But when her head was clear, when she had some distance from him, Imara came back to herself. She didn’t know Rheor. This place wasn’t really her home. These weren’t her people. The best she could hope for was that she’d one day find her place here, among them, and that it might include Rheor in some way, but that didn’t mean she wanted to bind herself to him. She just wanted to explore these feelings she felt when she was near him; wanted to explore the things he could bring out in her that no one else ever had.

      Was it wrong to do that without some kind of commitment? The priests might say so, but again, Imara had never put much faith in what the priests said. So much of it revolved around rules and codes that kept women from doing certain things while men were free to do whatever they wished. Imara just chose to live her life in ways she thought were just and good. Ways that didn’t hurt anyone, and left her free to care for her sister and the rest of her family.

      Wanting Rheor in this way wasn’t hurting anyone… or so she might have thought. Now that she’d seen him so weak, saw him collapse outright on the verge of death, she couldn’t help wondering if there was something she should be doing. If Roinim was a thing she could give him to ensure he survived, perhaps that was the good and just thing to do here. Even if it stripped away some of her own freedoms. Her father had always told her she’d have to make this choice, she just assumed it would be in her village, when he was on his deathbed and asking her to take over as chieftain.

      The role felt no less important, though, and the decision no less vital. That was why Imara found herself walking back to her own home, leaving the palace and Rheor behind. Every time he roused, every time his attention turned to her, she couldn’t concentrate. Her own emotions seemed to be affected by his, and the closer she was to him, the worse it got. So she retired to her little cottage, asked around for a shovel, and started to dig her home out of the snow that had yet to melt.

      After a solid stretch of time where she did nothing else, her limbs burning with the effort, she heard a familiar cackle from behind her. “The role of a Korun certainly has changed since my day. Do they really have you out here shoveling your own snow? Why aren’t you using—”

      Nava approached, looking her over with those piercing eyes that took in far more than Imara was comfortable with. She scrunched up her aged face and let out a disgruntled noise. “Oh. Did Roinim not take, then? I didn’t think humans could handle it, but I wasn’t going to say anything. You seemed plenty tough to make it this far.”

      Imara could scarcely get a word in edgewise. But to her surprise, she also found herself with assistance as the Raknari woman took the shovel from her and began chucking snow away from the door with twice the speed and efficiency.

      “We didn’t… try,” she explained, heat rising in her cheeks. “Though I think I would have. Something seems to come over me when he’s close.”

      “That’ll be the bond.” She made an intrigued sound in the back of her throat. “Maybe you are his Korun after all.”

      “Well, he stopped it from going any further, and I was gla—”

      “Yeah, he would,” she said, no rancor in her tone, no sense that she was poking fun. She just seemed to be stating fact.

      “—That’s the second time I’ve heard something about him being reluctant for Roinim. Why?”

      “Not my story to tell,” she shrugged, tossing a large pile of snow behind Imara.

      After just a few minutes, the way was almost clear. It’d taken her an eternity just to get half of the snow dug out, yet this woman made it look absolutely effortless, despite her… advanced age.

      “I’ve heard that too,” she said, her lips pressing into a thin line.

      “Come on.” Nava used the shovel to pry open the door, the last of the snow falling free. “Let’s get your bath ready and get you prepared again.”

      “I’m not…”

      But Nava was already inside the house, the shovel set against the wall. Before Imara even had a chance to follow, she returned with a pot, scooped up a heap of snow, and went back inside to set that pot before the stove so it would melt.

      “Every fucking lake and stream’s frozen because he doesn’t want to get his cock properly wet,” she muttered to herself as she worked.

      Imara felt like she was being pulled inside on the sheer force of this woman’s personality alone. It’d been a strange comfort her first day, and in some ways, it was that now, too. There were women she’d bonded with in her own village who talked like this, not treating her as though she was a child or some delicate flower. They answered her questions when she asked, and Imara was struck by the sudden hope that Nava might, too.

      “No one’s told me anything about Roinim or what a Korun is or… anything,” she said, trying not to sound as testy as she felt. “I’m getting the sense that because Rheor doesn’t want any of it, and because everyone else just assumes it’s going to happen, that no one has even thought to explain it to me.”

      Nava scoffed, an ugly sound in the back of her throat. “It’s not as purposeful as all that. We’ve heard these words all our lives. The story of Drotuns past is something every Raknari hears many times growing up. People have just forgotten that you wouldn’t have been around to hear it.”

      “I doubt that, considering most of your people still look at me as if I’m diseased.”

      “It’s the skin,” she said, giving Imara a once-over. “Makes you look like a Svag.”

      She thought of Almir and how much he looked like her, and a frown touched her lips. That… made sense, as awful as it was to think about. But it still didn’t explain the animosity she felt coming off of many of the Raknari.

      “I doubt it’s only that. My people have terrible stories about yours, so I’m sure you have your fair share of cautionary tales about humans.”

      A broad grin spread across her face, displaying gaps where several teeth should be. She bustled out the front door with the empty pot again, and Imara decided to make herself useful and join her, filling a much smaller pot with snow and bringing it inside to melt, then dump into the waiting tub.

      “My father told me humans steal babies and eat them,” she said, her white brows lifting, “or try to, anyway. Hard to manage it with their flat teeth. They have to grind them into a paste and—”

      “Okay,” Imara put a hand up, her whole face scrunching, stomach turning at the thought.

      Nava just cackled.

      “Then it is fair to say there are misconceptions on both sides.”

      “There always are. Most conflicts are borne out of people not understanding one another,” she said with a shrug that undercut the gravity of her words, as if she’d just uttered a random observation.

      “Then I hope you can understand my need to know what I’m getting into with this,” Imara said softly, meeting the woman’s gaze.

      To her surprise, she found sympathy there. Perhaps even a great deal of empathy, with a small smile that seemed so out of place on Nava’s face. “What do you wish to know, then?”

      Imara thought about it, considered all of the things she didn’t understand, and settled on the things that were holding her back the most. One of them an obvious fear, she hoped, and the other something that perhaps Raknari didn’t even think about. It was important to Imara, though, and if she didn’t voice it, she wasn’t going to be able to make a decision one way or the other.

      “This Korun thing… how does it work? Because I’ve barely spent any time around Rheor, and I can feel myself being drawn to him. I’m… not sure what to make of that, honestly. It feels right when I’m with him, but it doesn’t work that way for my people.”

      “It doesn’t work that way for most Raknari, either. I certainly wasn’t just drawn to my mate. If I had been, I would’ve murdered him in his sleep after the sex stopped being enough,” she let out another laugh, dumping another portion of water into the tub. It was mostly full now, and she beckoned Imara nearer. “The Korun bond only happens with the Chosen. The one who is Chosen from birth, like Rheor, and the one who is selected by Kiova to join with him. Once that person is found, the bond is active between them, and it pesters them endlessly until they accept Roinim and fulfill their purpose as mates to each other.”

      “But why would Kiova choose a human? My people haven’t followed the Tempests for generations.”

      She just shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. You’re still on her land. She still grants you boons, takes out her little tiffs on you, same as us. I’ll admit I’ve never heard of a human being Korun, but it’s happened across different sides of the mountains, across different peaks, with Raknari who follow completely different Tempests. So why not a human?”

      Imara let out a breath, steam curling in front of her mouth. When Nava gestured to the tub again, she sighed and stripped, feeling less and less self-conscious about it. And honestly, her fingers and toes were still frozen, so the steam coming from the water looked absolutely divine. It felt that way, too, and Imara let out a shameless little moan when she slipped into the tub.

      “So I don’t have a choice in any of this,” she finally said, more a statement of fact than a question. “Kiova’s decided this is how it’s going to be, so I’m Rheor’s… mate, and he’s mine.”

      “You have as much choice as we all have in anything,” Nava chided. “We don’t get to choose whether the animals will stray close to the mountains this year, we don’t get to choose whether the sun decides to shine, we don’t get to choose when we die. She chooses all of those things for us, and she can be a merciless bitch, but she always has a reason. Whether we understand it or not.”

      She could smell that same soap from before as Nava lathered it with a cloth and began washing her. Hair first, then skin, before Imara just finally took the cloth and did it herself. She’d been dazed enough that first day to allow it, but she knew her skin would be rubbed raw if she let Nava continue. So she washed on her own, ignoring the older woman’s nagging about scrubbing harder.

      “I’d like to keep some of my skin,” she ground out after one such nag.

      Nava scoffed. “Humans are so fragile. You’re not losing your skin, it’s still as obnoxiously pink as ever. Even more so now. See?” She gestured to Imara’s thigh just above her knee, where splotchy redness rose to the surface in response to her vigorous scrubbing. “You need to get this oil into your skin before Roinim or it’ll be… harder than it should.”

      She’d been in the middle of scrubbing her back when the woman said that. Stopping, gaze narrowed in suspicion, she leveled her ire at Nava. “What?”

      “You’ll get the same markings he has,” she explained. “It happens as his power begins to seep into you. The oil helps the process, primes your skin to receive Kiova’s mark.”

      “So not only do I have no choice, but it’s going to hurt when it happens. Wonderful,” Imara muttered, lifting her left leg out of the tub to wash, the water chilling on her skin as soon as it was above the surface.

      “I don’t know what it feels like,” Nava said with a shrug, “I’ve never gone through it. And you certainly have a fixation on ‘choice.’ Is that something all humans are so concerned with?”

      Imara frowned, thinking of the rest of her people. Everyone in the village had a role. It wasn’t exactly determined by birth, but the sons of blacksmiths tended to remain blacksmiths, the daughters of fishermen tended to learn their way around a fishing net. There was truth to what Nava said, in that some things were out of her hands and always had been, the same with everyone she knew. Few of them felt the same as her, and most seemed to grow out of it.

      So why hadn’t she? Why was she still so reluctant to take her place?

      “No,” she admitted softly, “I’m… I don’t know. I think I’ve never felt like I’m suited to the things that destiny seems to want for me. I wasn’t fit to be chieftain, and I’m definitely not fit to have crazy ice powers; to help Rheor lead this place.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      The plain certainty with which Nava agreed was both refreshing and hurtful. Imara hated that her pride was wounded, that this woman who didn’t know her had no faith in her ability to figure out things that were beyond her comprehension. People who actually knew her wouldn’t think her capable of this. Rheor wouldn’t want her to do this if he’d spent more time around her, saw how unsuited she was to a leadership role or really anything that required that level of authority and maturity.

      But Nava wasn’t done. “Not yet,” she finished, wagging a finger before her. “No one’s ready to do something the first time they do it. That’s the greatest sack of shit they try to sell. You need time. Practice. People around you who are willing to help. I can guarantee Rheor would be that for you, but you have to want to master it. That is your choice and no one else’s. If you squander it, then… well, then you’re an idiot.”

      Imara couldn’t help the laugh that erupted from her. It was so loud, that obnoxious braying sound everyone always teased her about. She put a hand over her mouth to stifle it, but she couldn’t seem to stop. Rather than tease her about it, though, Nava joined her in that scratchy, awful cackle of hers. There was something oddly endearing about it, and about the fact that she seemed to have no shame in that or anything else she did.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, once the laughter tapered off. “I’m… not very good at making friends, and I didn’t expect to do it here. But you’ve been a comfort to me.”

      The woman snorted, busying herself around the room. Cleaning up, it looked like. Straightening things, tidying here and there. That was a mothering quality in it that made this conversation all the more poignant. And strange. “That’s the first time anyone’s ever called me a comfort. But… I’m glad. I came here after being… rejected by one of the other clans—by the Tempest they followed. So I understand what it’s like to feel alone.”

      Imara gave the woman a curious glance, observing her as she moved about. Very little of her skin was exposed, but what she could see wasn’t the same pale blue as everyone else, and the lines of magic that followed her veins were faint. Barely there. She wanted to ask more, but it felt invasive and rude to bring up what was obviously a sore subject. After all, she wasn’t eager to talk about how separate she felt from the rest of her people.

      “In any case, whatever you feel about it, I’m not sure there’s any stopping Kiova. Not if you want Rheor to live.”

      Again the words were so blunt, so sudden that Imara almost staggered to hear them. The cloth stopped on her calf, her fingers curling into it as if desperate to find purchase. She did want Rheor to live. If she could sort through her feelings on nothing else, she knew that much. And deep down, she knew what she had to do. Deep down, it felt right in a way few things in her life had. As right as it’d been to speak up on Elora’s behalf when the Raknari first came.

      She wasn’t ready for Roinim. Not in the slightest. But she might be ready for the idea of it—to explore what it meant and embrace this new stage of her life.

      “I think you’re right,” she said softly, drawing in a long breath and letting it out in a slow, steadying exhale. “But if he’s not willing to engage in Roinim, how am I supposed to…” Imara made a series of gestures, each more useless than the next. Heat climbed into her cheeks and she rolled her eyes at herself. “How do I get him to fuck me?”

      A broad grin spread across Nava’s lips and she returned to the side of the tub, crouching low to look Imara in the eyes. “Now you’re speaking my language. All right. So. Here’s what you do…”
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      Recovery was becoming more and more difficult.

      His body was weakened, not doing any of the things he needed it to do, and yet his mind was still razor sharp and moving at a pace Rheor could not keep up with. He thought of his people and what they must believe of him now that they’d seen him collapse. He thought of Brunyr and the other Drotuns and wondered if they were experiencing the same issues. He thought of Tiva and the rites that would likely be postponed now, until he was well enough to handle them properly.

      But mostly he thought of Imara. The clean scent of her skin, so close to the smell of summer itself. The fiery red strands of her hair and how they felt between his fingers. The lustful challenge in her eyes, the husky plea in her voice, how wet she’d been for him and how much he’d ached for her. All thoughts he knew he shouldn’t have, when he was here in this bed because he hadn’t allowed himself to take her as he wanted.

      Ice crept across his skin, a familiar itch he couldn’t scratch. He curled his fingers into his palm, concentrated, and willed it back inside. He couldn’t keep doing this. It would only get worse each time, and his people would not be able to survive this. Every violent shift in the Peak’s weather affected the animals that were hunted in the forests and the plants those animals fed on. Much like the humans, his own people would begin to starve if he wasn’t able to sort through his own issues.

      Lying back on the bed he’d been imprisoned in for the last several hours, Rheor tried to think of an alternate plan. Perhaps if he allowed her to touch him, to finish him, Kiova would be more willing to accept his reluctance. Even as he thought it, he knew he was fooling himself. Kiova disliked half-measures, and so too did Rheor.

      He wanted Imara. He’d wanted her from the beginning, but now that Roinim was so deeply involved, he was afraid of that want. Less afraid now of betraying a ghost, but afraid instead of history repeating itself. He could not lose another Korun. Once he bound himself with Imara, he would need her as fiercely as he’d needed Atja. Perhaps even more, considering the circumstances. He didn’t know if he could survive another loss at his own hands.

      But Kiova didn’t seem inclined to give him a choice. “You are very cruel sometimes,” he mused aloud, his gaze unfocused as he looked up at the ceiling.

      The temperature in the room dropped significantly, an icy chill raking down his chest. Half the caress of a lover, half the grasping claws of someone who was feeling particularly possessive. He’d known it was so. To be the Chosen of Kiova was to accept that her heart was cold—frozen beyond recognition. She expected Rheor’s to be, as well. Perhaps if it was, he would not have handled the loss of Atja so poorly. Perhaps he would not burn just to think of Imara.

      He was imperfect. He’d always known that, just as all Chosen did. They strove to be better, to take the Tempest unto themselves. But they were never truly complete until that storm was shared with a Korun, and Rheor suspected he would not feel anywhere close to strong enough until he accepted Imara as his.

      He resolved to speak to her on the morrow and explain why he’d denied her the night before. She was still struggling with that, such that he could feel the doubts and worries coming off of her in waves. He would need to coax her—and himself—rather than letting the bond do all the work for him. It would be better that way, if they made the choice consciously instead of complying with Kiova’s plan in every regard.

      It was a fine plan with enough agency that Rheor didn’t feel completely useless, and he spent the next several hours receiving reports from his men to feel even less useless. The builders were already hard at work on repairs, the snow that was left was being shoveled and deposited into the well or else melted down immediately for use. Some of the trees were beyond saving, but the arborists had already begun a plan to plant more. And it seemed—much to his surprise—that Tiva’s cubs had even managed to survive the sudden, glacial freeze.

      By the time he took his evening meal and decided to rest as the healers begged, Rheor was feeling somewhat better about the plans and systems that were in place. Until one tiny human swept into his chambers like the winds of spring and shattered all of that careful planning and the certainty that went along with it.

      No one accompanied her, which was strange. He’d sent for Nava to stay with her, to make sure she was taken care of while he was otherwise incapacitated. A silly thing, since he knew Imara could take care of herself, but it gave him some peace of mind. The fact that she simply strolled into his chambers in traditional dress, smelling of icebloom oil again and glowing with the warmth of a recent bath told him he’d made a mistake in that. No doubt Nava had readied her for Roinim again, insisting on it this time.

      Rheor watched as she approached his bedside, her head held high, eyes on his, even when his own began to stray. She was dressed in simple clothing—a long wool shift that covered her from her wrists and neck to mid-thigh. Tight leather breeches hugged her hips, thighs, and calves, making every curve visible and enticing, even if it was all mostly covered by the heavy furs she wore for warmth. White with soft browns, draped over her form, hugged close. He suddenly ached to have her in his arms, to warm her himself. His cock ached for an entirely different reason, though not unrelated. He could feel the blood rushing south, the sudden surge of warmth in his body as he stiffened and pulsed with need.

      “You look better than the last time I saw you,” she finally said, standing close enough now that he could touch her.

      He refused, curling his fingers tightly against his palm to keep from giving in. “They have forced me to rest this evening. I will return to my duties in the morning.” Rheor swallowed hard, looking up at her. “And you? You seemed… worried.”

      It hadn’t quite registered within him until that moment, as she very visibly looked him over not with desire in her eyes, but concern. She’d been concerned when he fell, too. Worried for him. As he’d come in and out of consciousness, he’d seen her there, remaining at his side until he was stable. She knew nothing of his people or what her role would be as his Korun, yet she was already fulfilling it perfectly.

      “I was,” she admitted, meeting his eyes again. “You collapsed. I thought…”

      He heard genuine emotion in her voice and his treacherous heart wanted to believe it was only her. That she’d somehow come into these feelings without the aid of the goddess. But it was the bond alone. If not for that, she would not have doted on him so; would not have cared. Without the bond, he was just the “Storm Lord” who’d taken her in exchange for fixing a problem he now realized he’d likely caused.

      “I will be fine,” he said softly, again having to resist the urge to touch her.

      It certainly didn’t help that she was right by his bedside now, and slowly sitting on the edge of it, her round rump and luscious thighs so close. Rheor’s skin burned, his mouth practically watering, but he stayed the course.

      “They told me it’s because you haven’t undergone Roinim. That you’re running out of time.”

      He cursed his people, having to resist the temptation to ask her who, exactly, had told her this. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that she knew, and he could sense what was coming next.

      “They also told me I’m the only one who can help you.”

      There was caution in her voice and her eyes when she looked at him. Rheor felt his heart squeeze in a way that was far less pleasant than the other things he typically felt when she was near. That caution was borne of fear. A fear of Roinim and perhaps of him. The fact that she was still here could mean she was willingly trying to help. Or it could mean she was put up to the task.

      “They do not need to be telling you anything of the sort,” he said, a slight growl to his words. “This is not your burden to bear.”

      He watched her whole body move as she drew in a large breath then let it out before speaking again. “Maybe it should be.” Rheor’s pulse hammered in his ears, his cock throbbing at her words alone, and even more insistently when she snagged her bottom lip between her teeth. “I spoke to your healers. Well. Nava spoke to them. To make sure you were well enough.”

      “I—” his mouth had gone dry, his throat suddenly constricting.

      Rheor watched helplessly as she undid the ties of the fur cloak. It caressed her as it fell to the floor, pooling at her feet. When she reached for the ties of her tunic, then drew it over her head and cast it aside, he found himself unable to look away. Her pale skin flushed pink. Her pert breasts, the feeling of them warm and pliant in his hands. Her hard nipples, already stiffened to firm peaks before he’d ever set eyes upon them. It was a struggle not to latch his mouth upon one of them and suck until she moaned for him.

      “What are you doing?” he managed, the sound scraping across his vocal chords. “Put your clothing back on. You’ll freeze in here.”

      “Just do what you did in the caves and I’ll be fine,” she answered, continuing with the rest of her clothing.

      The boots she’d already toed off, her delicate feet bare, her toes curled a bit. The breeches took more effort for her to remove and Rheor very nearly leapt to help her at one point. But eventually she slid those off, as well, along with the smallclothes she wore beneath. Smallclothes that were already damp from her juices, her pretty pink cunt glistening in the most inviting way.

      A growl tore through his throat, half anguish, half desire. “I’m not going to—”

      “Yes, you are. I know you want to, Rheor.”

      His eyes darkened, his cock twitching at the sound of his name from her lips and the commanding tone she took with him. Every instinct demanded he pull her down onto the bed, flip her over, and fuck her until she could scarcely move. She was already wet for him, and he was so, so hard. Nothing in the world could be more simple.

      “What I want and what I will do are two different things,” he said, even as he sat up more in bed and moved closer to her. His grabbed her wrist, pulling her hand down to the front of his own woolen pants. “There is no question of what I want.”

      She gasped, her gaze flicking downward to the obvious tenting in his breeches. Her eyes found his again, and Rheor sucked in a breath as she closed her fingers around his length, the fabric barely noticeable. She pulled along the length of him, stroking almost defiantly as she looked him in the eye. It was a tactic Rheor greatly admired, and also one he hated at this very moment.

      “Then why won’t you take it? I’m offering. Right now.” Another breath drawn, and her fingers reached into the waistband of his pants, her eyes never leaving his as she began to pull them down.

      She did hesitate, searching his gaze for a long moment. Rheor held his breath, realizing she was waiting for him to stop her. He should. He knew he should. But that was the last thing he wanted, even beyond the bond. So he let her do it, a rumble in his throat as the back of her hand brushed over the length of his cock.

      Once the garment was past his knees, Rheor did the rest, not taking his eyes from hers as he pulled them down and off, kicking the covers away with them. He was bare before her then, and pride stirred in his chest as her gaze caught on his cock. The slightest widening of her eyes, her tongue snaking out to lick her lips, the desire he could practically feel thrumming through her body.

      But still a touch of hesitation. There was no getting around that, even as she began to climb further onto the bed, one leg thrown to the other side of him. Rheor held his breath again, kept himself perfectly still if only to avoid the primal urge to grab her hips and sheathe himself inside of her in one fluid motion. The idea of watching himself pump into her tight, wet cunt made his blood heat even further, and it took every shred of willpower to focus on anything beyond how close she was.

      He did focus, though. He focused on the slight tremble in her body that was not fully borne of desire. He focused on the uncertainty in her eyes, the way her teeth still snagged her bottom lip. She was unsure of this. Of him. And that meant she was here on someone else’s suggestion, because his people had told her he was going to die if she didn’t overcome her reservations and fuck him. So she’d come to him out of a sense of duty—duty that would carry her until the Korun bond kicked in. Nothing else.

      Rheor’s heart sank and a bitter taste flooded his mouth. He finally looked away from her, closing his eyes in the process. His hands did go to her hips, but it wasn’t to pull her onto his waiting cock. It was to lift her away from him and deposit her as far away from him as he could manage. She gasped in surprise, then let out a sound of frustration when her rump hit the mattress.

      “I don’t understand. I can tell you want this! Why—”

      “Because you don’t!” he snapped, the words harsher than he’d intended. Louder. She even flinched away from him, but quickly recovered. “Because you don’t, Imara. I know what they told you. I know they sent you here to initiate Roinim.”

      “Is that really what you think? That I’m just here for the good of your people? Because they asked me to come here and save you?” A bitter laugh caught in the back of her throat. “You really don’t know me if you think I would do anything I didn’t want to do.”

      “You came with me,” he challenged, his gaze lifting to hers, boring into the stubborn resistance he found there.

      “If you haven’t figured out by now that part of me wanted to go with you, then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      She pushed herself up from the bed, her frustration obvious. But there was more there, he realized. There was something heartbreakingly fragile in the way she walked to the window, her arms coming around her bare chest. Less to cover herself, it seemed, and more for protection. From him.

      “I know I’m not what you expected your Korun to be,” she murmured, so quietly he could barely hear her. “I—”

      “No.” His response was immediate, and Rheor was on his feet with a speed he hadn’t shown since before his powers overwhelmed him.

      He went to her, coming behind her, every instinct giving him the tools to comfort her. It wasn’t something he would have known how to do otherwise, and he thanked Kiova for the insight as his arms slid around her, bringing her closer to the solidness of his body. For once, the bond didn’t immediately take over. He was still aware of her, of how it felt to have her pressed against him, and how he’d made her climax the previous night. But it wasn’t an all-consuming need.

      For now.

      “You might not be what I expected, but you are my Korun. I cannot deny that, nor do I wish to fight it,” he admitted softly.

      “Why, then?”

      When she turned to him, her hands resting on his chest, he saw the shimmer of tears in her eyes. It felt as if someone had stabbed through his heart, and Rheor had the sudden, agonizing sense that he’d failed her.

      “I don’t want you to do this because you feel you have to,” he told her, his hands lifting to her face, thumbs brushing away the freshly fallen tears. She looked up at him, chin trembling as she struggled to hold all of it in. “There will come a time when you wish to on your own, and I—”

      “We don’t have the time for me to get over every fear and insecurity I have,” she said with a humorless laugh. “That would probably take a lifetime.”

      “You are afraid of what Roinim will mean. You should have time to understand, to watch me use my powers in a way that isn’t so taxing and destructive.”

      She looked down, more tears falling. Rheor just continued to brush them away, feeling more helpless than he had in that bed. His Korun was unhappy, doubting herself and him, yet there was little he could do to help with that.

      “It’s not just that,” she said after drawing in a gulp of air. “I’ve… never done this before. I don’t know what to expect, or what you expect of me. I always assumed my father would marry me off to someone before I had to worry about this, and that he’d tolerate my body and the rest of me because he had to. You and I are… bound, I suppose? Which likely means you’d have to tolerate me too, but—”

      It seemed once she began speaking, she could not stop herself. The words tumbled out of her, words she’d kept close to her heart for years, if he had to guess. He didn’t fully understand them—didn’t understand them at all, really—and he couldn’t let her continue disparaging herself and speaking for him at the same time.

      So he brought a finger to her mouth, gently pressing until she stopped speaking. “Enough,” he told her, the word spoken gently, but in a way that would not allow her to argue with him. For once, she didn’t try. “Understand I do not tolerate you. I tolerate no one. I don’t have the ability to do that,” he admitted. “You would know if I found you distasteful in any way. And the truth is…”

      He stepped back just enough to look at the entirety of her, no part of her hidden from him. Again his cock twitched, that urge to take her rising again.

      “You are not what I would have expected, but there is not a single part of you that doesn’t make me burn,” he insisted, his hands moving down her body, as if illustrating that very point. Her breathing grew heavier, more labored as he moved down to her shoulders, her breasts, her abdomen, her thighs. “I have never wanted anyone as much as I want you.”

      It was a truth he hadn’t even realized until he spoke it. He’d felt strong desire before, even desire that was sparked by Kiova’s will. But this was something he found almost impossible to resist. Something that consumed every waking moment and ensured his dreams were filled with images of one very specific human.

      “But there’s more to this than wanting each other,” she said, her breath hitching as one of his hands roamed inward, his fingers slipping between her thighs. “If I were in your position, I wouldn’t want an outsider to have the power Roinim will give. I definitely wouldn’t want me to have it. I’ve never been responsible in my life. I would have made an awful chieftain, and I can’t imagine myself having magical powers to try and control.”

      Every remark she made against herself, every cut she struck into her soul was one struck against Rheor, too. His brow tensed as he concentrated on stroking that bud at the apex of her thighs, feeling her almost fall against him, a moan drawn from her throat. “You see yourself far differently than I see you,” he said, using his free hand to pull her closer to him. “I see someone who is fiercely loyal. Who is kind and compassionate. Who is not afraid to challenge those who might be perceived as above her.”

      “I—”

      He pressed more firmly against her clit, cutting off her protests in a whimper. “Someone who is aware of her weaknesses and thinks about what kind of leader she will be, and what she would become with power.” His finger slid down further and he slipped the digit inside of her with ease. Imara moaned against, bucking against him. “This is why Kiova has chosen you, just as she chose me. I had the same doubts you did, and I am here because there is nowhere else I ever could be.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes hooded with desire, but also searching. Trying to find something that her heart needed. Rheor held his breath, suddenly wanting her to see whatever it was. A few heartbeats later, she apparently found it. Her arms came around his neck, fingers pressing insistently against the back of his head. He ducked down and met her waiting mouth, a hungry kiss waiting for him there that seemed not to be entirely driven by the bond.

      Rheor kissed her back, let himself be consumed by what she offered, and gave in return. He added a digit, sliding two fingers in and out of her slick cunt. When her leg came up to curl around him, urging him closer, he was forced to pull those fingers out of her and grip her rump with both hands, lifting her up against him. Her legs hooked instinctively over his hips and Rheor pinned her back against the nearest piece of furniture—a chest of drawers that was just tall enough for him to settle her on top of.

      “Please,” she breathed against his mouth. “If you think so much of me, you have to trust that I want this. It’s not just the bond.”

      He did. He could feel that this was something she wanted; could think clearly for the first time since being near here. What existed in this space, in this moment was between them, as if Kiova had allowed them to see beneath that thick curtain of unavoidable need to the very real desire that burned just as bright. It should have been all the confirmation he needed. He should have carried her to the bed and taken her there.

      But with everything he’d said, it became even clearer to him: He couldn’t lose her. She had become the most important thing in his world in a very short amount of time, and Rheor couldn’t imagine not having her. He could find a way to stave off the weakness inside of him. He could focus every day, every hour on training her to be able to accept the powers she would gain.

      He could avoid completing their bond, fully making her his Korun before she was ready for Roinim.

      Only, doing so meant he should very likely pull away from her now, and he couldn’t do that. Instead his mouth traveled down her body, tasting the hollow of her throat, teeth scraping along her collarbone, tongue tracing a path to her breasts. That oil was driving him mad, and he felt the overwhelming desire both to taste her, and to bury himself inside of her. One desire could be fulfilled, and he focused only on that one.

      His tongue flicked against pink, rosy peaks, making her gasp, her chest arching toward him, hands burying in his hair. She wasn’t gentle, and a smirk touched his lips as she tugged him where she wanted him to go, directing his attention back to one of her nipples when he pressed open-mouthed kisses outward, along the blush of pink that surrounded them and further to the expanse of soft, warm, pliant flesh. The pink of her skin, so foreign to him before, was quickly becoming one of his favorite things about her. It betrayed her arousal, that flush of heat rising in her body, and he sought ways to make it darken, his lips pressing firmly around one nipple as he sucked.

      Not content with that, he resumed his touch between her legs, sliding one hand over her thigh now that she had a place to perch. Motioning her thighs apart, he cupped her mound and pressed two fingers past her folds, rubbing her clit in tight circles until she was panting against him, little whimpers and gasps coming in quick succession. He could bring her to climax with ease, using just his fingers, but he wanted more than that. He needed more than that, or he was never going to be able to resist the temptation.

      Moving on from her breasts, he kissed a hot trail down her abdomen, past her navel and further. As he reached the soft, sparse dusting of red hair, she drew in a sharp breath, looking down at him.

      “What are you—?”

      Rheor didn’t give her a chance to ask that question. Instead he answered it before she could fully form the words, his tongue stroking along her slit, sliding between her folds. She let out a breathy moan, bucking against him, her eyes wild when he looked up at her.

      “Open for me,” he coaxed with a growl, insinuating himself between her thighs.

      She did, her knees falling further apart, her beautiful, wet cunt on full display. He lapped at her greedily, savoring the taste of her arousal, the slick heat of her as she readied herself to receive him. Burying his face between her thighs, his hands holding them away from his face, he was given every opportunity to indulge his desires. Kissing, licking, sucking the swollen folds, sliding his tongue into her channel, feeling her squeeze around him as she gasped. It was easy to imagine those powerful walls squeezing around his cock, and Rheor had to reach down and take himself in hand, desperate for some kind of relief.

      She moaned above him, grasping for any and everything she could reach. His hair, his ears, his face. At one point she discovered how easy it was in this position—and how convenient—to drape her legs over his shoulders, granting him complete, unfettered access to her. His hand moved swiftly over his cock, stroking and squeezing, desperate to do something with the tension that built inside of him. As he felt himself drawing toward that precipice, his attentions moved to that swollen bud nestled at the apex of her thighs. He flicked it with his tongue, matching the rhythm to his own strokes, then closed his mouth around it and sucked hard.

      Imara bucked against him, crying out, her hips rocking toward his face. He held fast with one arm, stroking desperately with his other hand as he felt her shatter above him. The strength of her orgasm drew him in as if it was his own, and he joined her soon after, a deep groan tearing through his throat as his cock jerked in his hand.

      It was some measure of relief, and Rheor did feel that temptation subside for the time being, his desire to mount and claim her currently at a more manageable level. As manageable as it could be, he supposed. But his body, his heart, his soul all knew that spilling outside of her, by the effort of his own hand, was not what he needed. His seed needed to fill her, his cock needed to be sheathed fully within her, and he desperately needed to feel that exchange of energy as her body accepted Roinim from him.

      As she panted, leaning back atop her perch, her chest rising and falling erratically, Rheor could already feel the prickle of ice at the edges of his consciousness. The storm was sweeping in, and he didn’t know if he had the power to stop it. When Imara opened her eyes and looked at him in question, he started to open his mouth to explain—to give her the answer she deserved. The whole truth of why he was reluctant to enter Roinim with her.

      But before he could get a single word past his constricted throat, a distant horn blared on the mountainside, then another closer, and another closer still.

      The Svag were here.
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      He disentangled himself from her in a rush of movement, scooping her off of the chest of drawers and depositing her on the floor as he reached for his pants.

      “Stay here,” he commanded, pulling the garment on, ignoring the ache that still persisted.

      “What’s happening?” she asked, eyes wide. “Are we under attack?”

      There was no time to appreciate her use of the word “we” in reference to the Frozen Peak, but Rheor kept that thought close as he tugged on his boots and manifested the ice armor he typically wore about his torso, a thick sheen of it appearing over his chest, abdomen, and upper arms.

      “By the Svag,” he explained through gritted teeth. “They were likely drawn by the storm.”

      Which meant it was his fault they were here; his fault his people were in danger. Calling ice to his hand, Rheor created a deadly spear, his fingers curling tight around it, the numbness that might be a problem for someone else barely fazing him.

      “I can help fight them,” she said, scrambling for her own clothing. “I just need to get my bow.”

      “Absolutely not.” His voice was low, threatening, yet he knew as he said the words that they would not deter her. His scowl softened into something pleading, and he put a hand on her shoulder, looking down at her. “They will know what you are to me. They will know you are my Korun, and they will try to harm you to get to me.”

      She let out a breath, her eyes seeking desperate defiance, but not finding the conviction to back it up.

      “I can’t just stay here and be useless.”

      His instinct was to tell her she should do exactly that, but Rheor felt as though they were kindred spirits. She felt as responsible as he did, not wishing to merely stand by when she could do something. Setting his spear against the nearby wall, he drew the residual moisture from the air and formed it into shards, shaping an ice bow with a string that was practically invisible, along with a few arrows, the tips of them gleaming like crystals.

      “Gloves,” he warned, placing the entire offering onto the chest of drawers where he’d placed her not ten minutes prior. “If you have a shot from the window, take it. Do not go outside.”

      She nodded, and the last thing Rheor saw as he went to retrieve his spear and rush out into the fray was Imara pulling on thick, fur-lined leather gloves before she reached for the bow.

      As he thrust open the door, he could see warriors already at odds with the Svag. Frost-rimed spears, swords, and other weapons clashed with the mundane arsenal of the brutes who attacked in numbers Rheor had not often seen from them. Just one quick scan of the settlement below revealed a good twenty of them, which meant there were more he couldn’t see, skulking about like the insects they were.

      Even in these numbers, it should have been no contest. Regular weapons had difficulty piercing the ice armor Raknari created, and a Svag had no such protection. What they did have was a frenzied sort of desperation that posed a greater threat to Rheor’s people than he’d ever acknowledged when he was younger.

      He could see it in the distance, as Svag locked Raknari into combat, coming at them with relentless aggression, weapons biting, teeth gnashing, bodies contorted in whatever way was most advantageous at that moment. They’d been the same once, the same in stature and temperament, but generations of withdrawal had made them more fiendish than anything else, pathetic creatures who had never known the touch of Kiova’s blessing. She’d cast out their ancestors well and truly for their abuses, and now they had nothing to lose in pursuit of power and sustenance.

      With a bellowing cry, Rheor rushed into the fold, spear held at an angle perpendicular with his body, his shoulder and elbow locked. He charged the nearest Svag who was pushing back against a Raknari warrior, repeated weapon strikes managing to crack and splinter the ice armor.

      If he managed to bite too deeply with any of those strikes, the Raknari would succumb to a slow, energy-sapping poison that would leave him helpless. He’d collapse in a heap, vulnerable to the Svag who’d attacked him and any that decided to join. They would feast upon his power like vultures feasting on what was left of a kill, and they would each grow unimaginably stronger from it while the Raknari withered away.

      It had happened to Almir once, and he’d been one of the “lucky” ones. Most did not survive the siphoning process. Rheor had seen too many husks of his brethren wither and waste away into nothingness. He refused to see it happen again.

      Driving toward the Svag, he thrust his spear into the creature’s lower back and jerked upward, skewering him with a sickening squelch. The spinal cord was severed, the Svag’s limbs becoming all but useless. He wrenched the spear again, feeling some of the ice shatter inside the wretch’s body before he pulled it out. The Svag dropped to the ground in a heap and Rheor looked to the warrior he’d saved.

      Brek, a young one, looked at him with wide eyes. “Thank you, Drotun,” he breathed.

      “Go help the others.”

      Not waiting to see if his instructions were followed, Rheor put two fingers to his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. Varuk bounded to him, snarling, maw already covered in blood. It seemed the tales of Machai holding lifelong grudges were true, as he’d already taken it upon himself to further avenge his fallen mate.

      Swinging himself onto the cat’s back, Rheor held his spear at his side again, able to feel ice swirling about him in pointed shards. It was drawn to him, suspended in orbit just as the storm had been previously. He knew if he wasn’t careful, if he didn’t keep his emotions and his powers in check, they would both begin to overwhelm him.

      Riding hard into the main settlement, he bore down on the Svag he found there. Spear thrashing, Varuk’s teeth piercing flesh and bone. His warriors were doing their jobs, fighting to defend the innocent. Rheor merely lent them support, at one point leaping off Varuk to tackle a Svag to the ground before they could breach the home of an innocent.

      Cluster by cluster, they made headway, with Rheor picking up more riders along the way. The winds began to calm somewhat, his emotions calming with them as it became clear his people were going to win this battle. He gave instructions for patrols then peeled away from his men, riding back toward the mountain’s peak. Imara was there at the window, bow at the ready, arrow nocked. As he watched, she drew back the string and that arrow came closer and closer—so close some part of him thought she might be shooting at him. Sudden tension in Varuk’s shoulders told him that wasn’t the case, though, and he looked all about.

      Finally, he heard it—the slavering, snarling sound of one of the Svag as it leapt from the nearest roof. Rheor barely had time to ready his spear, but it didn’t matter. The arrow embedded into the creature’s eye and it instantly went limp, falling gracelessly to impale itself on his spear. He turned to look back at Imara, a surge of pride flooding him at how proficient a shot his Korun actually was, but what he saw brought shards of ice straight into his veins, his heart standing still.

      Three Svag clambered up the walls of the palace, affixing themselves to it like great, gangly spiders. Pulling Varuk around, Rheor rushed back up the peak, his eyes on Imara as she drew back from the window and readied another arrow. This one went wide in her panic, though, skimming off the side of the palace’s supports and landing uselessly in the snow as the Svag continued to climb.

      He pushed Varuk harder, a roar tearing from his throat, the storms following at his heels as he watched one of the creatures reach a bony hand out to grab her. Drawing back, Rheor chucked his spear with such force that it whistled through the air, striking straight through its target, tearing flesh and shattering bone as it pierced the leg of the Svag and embedded itself in the palace wall.

      That might have stopped one of them, but the other two merely climbed over it, using its struggling body as another ledge to help them up. Climbing up onto the back of his mount, Rheor manipulated the strength of the winds to thrust him upward. He gripped the windowsill, his body impacting hard against the flailing Svag who tried even now to get at him. Devoid of any weapons, it raked elongated claws across his armor, but Rheor let out a booming yell and ice shattered around him, hundreds of shards embedding in the creature. It fell away, dead, as he pursued the other two who’d made it into his chambers.

      Imara was there, pressed against the wall, wielding her ice bow with the edge of it directed outward like some kind of sword point. Her last arrow was sticking out of the neck of one of the Svag, but that hadn’t stopped it. Even as Rheor sprang into action, he could tell he was too far away to reach the one nearest her.

      It lashed out, daggers clutched tightly in both hands, the metal biting into her arms. Red pulsed behind Rheor’s vision as he saw the flash of blood trickling from those wounds. Rage pounded in his ears, drowning out all other sounds, and a forceful wave of ice blasted outward from him, slamming the Svag against the walls.

      He stalked toward them, his whole body shaking, that violent cold seeping into every cell. Lifting his open palm to the head of one of the Svag, he concentrated a shock of frost into the creature’s skull, freezing it instantly. Drawing him back by the shoulders, Rheor slammed his head into the wall and shattered it.

      Something even beyond rage drove him, blinding him to everything else as his attention fell on the other. Even now, knowing he wasn’t going to come out of this alive, the last Svag fought. His jaw opened wider than a Raknari’s should, the crack of bone a sickening sound as it almost seemed to unhinge. He let out a screech and launched himself toward Rheor, but the Drotun was faster. One hand shot out and grabbed him by the neck, his fingers freezing the skin on contact, ice burning deeper into the flesh. He squeezed, shaking all the while, until the Svag’s frozen neck just crumbled in his grasp, the creature falling to the ground in a miserable heap, his eyes bulging from his skull.

      Imara. He needed to ensure his Korun was safe. That was the only thing that mattered.

      As he looked for her, though, he found her still pressed against the wall, caged in by jagged sheets of ice. Rheor’s heart stopped, his lungs seizing as he took in the gravity of what he’d done. Those spears of frost touched her skin, pressing indentations into it, drawing spots of blood in some places. Her head was turned to the side, teeth gritted as she struggled to keep away from them.

      She was still alive, but he’d hurt her. His lack of control had hurt her, could very nearly have killed her. He was just as much a threat to her as the Svag, if not more so.

      The temperature in the room dropped dramatically, ice clinging to the walls and all the furnishings.

      “Rheor,” she called out to him, desperate, “don’t do this. You’re going to kill yourself.”

      She sounded so distant, as if she was beneath a thick sheet of glass that had frozen over a deadly lake. He couldn’t reach her, no matter how hard he pounded against it. Winter itself seemed to pound right back, bearing down on him, crushing inward as pain lanced Rheor’s body.

      He let out a roar, trying to break free of it, but those icy chains bound tighter around him. His power was surging too strong, beyond anything he could ever hope to control, and he could feel Kiova’s hand gripping his heart and squeezing. Hard.

      Suddenly motionless, his eyes rolling back in his head, Rheor dropped to the ground, the ice around him shattering as his hold was broken.
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      She was so, so cold.

      Whatever Rheor had done, whatever his power had done to him, it was crushing inward toward her as well. It wasn’t just the shards of ice. So long as she didn’t move too much, she was safe from those. But that sudden drop in temperature wasn’t meant for humans. Perhaps it wasn’t meant for any living thing, but her body felt particularly fragile. It seemed like her blood was freezing, and even her fingers were stiff in her gloves, as if all circulation had just ceased.

      She started to struggle, enduring the scrapes and scratches from the ice, weathering that shock of cold as she reached out to grip one of the icicles, the gloves protecting her as much as they could. With a grunt of effort, she crushed it in her hand, then pushed outward against the rest. It was slow, but it was progress. Maybe she could get to Rheor before—

      All of the cold sucked into the center of the room, where the Storm Lord currently stood. He was the vortex at its center, and whether he’d intended to do it or not, he was drawing the storm back into himself.

      “No!” she called, pushing harder against her prison. More ice cracked, shattering around her in a glittering spray.

      But she wasn’t fast enough. As she watched, Rheor went completely still, his body rigid. His eyes rolled back and he fell to the ground, not bracing himself in the slightest. Imara’s breath caught as she had the sudden fear that he would shatter on the ground, too, but he landed with a loud thud that shook the room, breaking more of the ice that surrounded her.

      With a low, guttural sound, Imara bashed her arms against the ice, bracing for the pain. It came quickly, sharp stings lancing through her as jagged edges sliced across her skin. But it was over just as soon, and she was finally released, able to power past the rest and get to Rheor.

      He lay on the floor, crumpled at a strange angle, his eyes a solid, ice blue, a storm raging within them. She touched her hand to his chest, felt for breathing, but even through her glove the icy armor gave off a chilling air all its own, and she could feel no life beneath it. Everything was cold and still and wrong.

      “You can’t be dead,” she snapped at him, tears springing to the corners of her eyes. “You can’t!”

      But he wasn’t moving at all. There was no breath coming from his mouth. It was as if he’d been encased in a slab of ice, and Imara had no way of reaching him.

      No way but to initiate Roinim.

      She didn’t know how the thought even came to her. She knew so little about the Raknari and even less about this concept of power and how it was shared between a Tempest’s Chosen and their Korun. But she seemed to possess some instinct, and it kept her gaze fixed on his lips. They were blue, tiny cracks appearing in the soft skin. It seemed as if his goddess was taking him back, claiming him as her own completely, and Imara wasn’t going to stand for that.

      If she’d been able to examine her actions outside of this moment, she would have called them foolish at best. Childish. To believe a kiss could bring someone back to life as it did in the tales she’d been told when she was young. It was absolute silliness, yet she had no choice but to believe.

      So she took Rheor’s face in her hands, ignoring the burn of the cold, and she lowered her mouth to his, kissing him as if his life depended on it—because it did.

      At first, it was like every other kiss, save for the lack of response. She felt that spark, that flush of heat, but nothing inherently magical about it. In fact, it felt deeply wrong to do this when he couldn’t react to her, and she began to pull back. But the faintest shudder beneath her—a distant heartbeat she could hear as clearly as her own—made her stop, frozen in place.

      She felt warmth beneath her, as if it was slowly being infused into his body. It spread outward beneath her palms, a shuddering coursing through her, as well, at the sudden surge of heat. It was like sitting in front of a roaring fire in the middle of winter and suddenly thawing—that blissful yet almost painful feeling as she regained sensation in the tips of her fingers.

      Then Rheor moved beneath her.

      First it was just the motion of his chest rising and falling, his breath an exhale against her lips. Then he must have come to some kind of consciousness, because he was still again before suddenly she felt his mouth press back against hers, desperate and hungry. Imara let out a muffled sound of surprise, but quickly recovered. Her eyes closed and she kissed him back, melting against him.

      He still wasn’t well, though. She knew it as instinctively as she’d known what to do. And now that he was awake and greedily consenting, she drew upon that innate knowledge and attempted to pull something from him during that kiss. It was a strange thing, knowing deep down that she had the power to do it, but having no idea how to… activate it. She focused on what she wanted to do, gathered her energy as if preparing to leap to a high branch in a stubborn tree, and kissed him hard.

      Rheor gasped against her lips, which must have been a good sign. Shortly after, she could feel a warmth building within her, blooming from that point of contact, traveling from her mouth down to her heart. She closed around it, grasping it, keeping it there, and a feeling of cold washed over her. She would have expected to shiver, but it wasn’t unpleasant. It was like being given a few chipped pieces of ice during an unbearably hot summer day. It cooled her insides, made her more resistant to the air around her, and filled her body with an intense need for more.

      He drew back from her, his eyes wide, the color returned to his lips and the rest of his face. “What are you doing?” he asked in a pained whisper that told her he already knew the answer.

      “Saving you,” she said, gently stroking his cheek. His skin was warmer now than she’d remembered it being. Or maybe she was just colder. “I thought if I could start the process, it would stave off the worst of it.”

      Conflict gathered in his eyes, his pupils now focused on her rather than buried in a haze of sleet like they were earlier. For a long moment, Imara was certain he was going to reject her again—that he wasn’t going to let her do even this.

      But then he kissed her with the same force she’d felt that first time, as if he couldn’t control himself. She felt a surge of energy coming from him, felt the strangely comforting sphere of cold in her stomach answer, reaching out and grasping at what he offered. She expected those two energies to collide with how frantically they rushed toward one another, but what resulted was the sweetest embrace Imara could imagine. She felt as though her entire self—mind, body, soul—had been enveloped by his, held there desperately, cherished as if she was the other part of what he needed to survive.

      His hands buried in her hair, his touch electrifying every part of her. She could feel his presence beneath her, against her, around her, inside her, and she desperately wanted more. It must have been the same in Rheor because he pushed himself up to a sitting position, then stood, pulling her with him and into his arms, only breaking the kiss for a moment to do so.

      She felt delicate against him, something to be protected, and yet she could still feel the pull she had over him. The power that kept him here, kept his attention on her and nothing else. The mountain had just been attacked, for all either of them knew there were still Svag ready to storm the palace, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered right now was completing the process she’d started—something that felt so inevitable, and so surprisingly welcome.

      Rheor lay her down on the bed, caging her in his strong arms. She started to wrap her legs around him, to pull him closer to her, but he let out a resistant growl. Breaking the kiss, he tore at her clothes again, just like before. Imara helped him as she could, seeking out his mouth, unable to take being parted from him for anything more than a few seconds.

      Despite the power that was beginning to grow within her, she felt warmer than she’d been since arriving here. Even when he tossed her clothes aside, baring her to the temperature in the room, the fire that burned within her was more than enough. It made her confident, ravenous, and she sat up to pull at the ties of Rheor’s pants, gripping his cock once they were past his hips.

      He let out a groan, his head falling down below the line of his shoulders, and she leaned in to press her mouth to the junction where his neck met his shoulder, heating his skin with her breath.

      “Fuck me,” she heard herself beg as she stroked him, “please.”

      Everything in her needed it. She felt empty inside, desperate for him to fill her, and as he moved her further back on the bed, she thought she was going to get her wish.

      Instead, Rheor flipped her over so that she was on her knees, her hands catching her on the mattress, her ass in the air. She let out a gasp, prepared to make some kind of quip, but the feeling of his body pressing against her from behind set off a chain reaction in her mind. There was something primal about it, his weight and strength bearing down on her from that angle, his cock sliding against the cleft of her ass. That power inside of her pulsed, demanding more, and she knew this was what she needed. Whether it was the effects of instinct again or some other intervention by Kiova, she didn’t know. She also didn’t care. Reaching behind her, she clutched at Rheor’s thighs, her nails digging into his skin as she tried to pull him closer.

      The first time she’d felt him like this, he’d come so close without giving her what they both wanted. She could feel his cock slide between her thighs again, felt the heat of him, the velvety head spreading her lips. She arched back against him, determined this time, but deep down she sensed they were finally in agreement.

      She felt his breath hot on her skin—almost too hot, with that growing, pleasant tingle of cold inside of her—as he tucked his chin above her shoulder, his hands moving over her thighs, caressing and claiming. She angled her hips back, begged him with her body, and at last he began to comply.

      On some level, Imara knew she needed him to go slow. She’d never done this before, and his cock was large enough to give her pause. Just the head breaching her was enough to create a sensation of fullness and stretching that only grew as he continued to press forward, parting her folds around his thick girth, his cock radiating that same kind of chill he’d used on her before.

      But the part of her that craved this, that yearned for Roinim to be completed, wanted him sheathed inside of her right now. Buried completely, their bodies joined together, where they could share this beautiful energy between one another.

      She could feel Rheor’s muscles shaking with the strain of going so slowly, with the effort of overpowering that instinct she knew he felt. Reaching back, she threaded her fingers through his hair and turned her head, capturing his mouth in a kiss that was more tender than what they’d shared previously. Acknowledgment of his care, and perhaps a promise that she wasn’t going to break if he gave all of himself to her.

      He seemed to understand. Groaning against her lips, he rolled his hips forward and sank a few inches deeper into her. There was a slight moment of pressure, the pinch of pain, but it faded quickly, replaced by an overwhelming sense of fullness as her body did what it was made for and accommodated him. She moaned, her head falling back against him, hips pressing toward his pelvis to demand more.

      And Rheor gave her exactly that. A deep sound rumbled through his chest as he thrust the rest of the way into her, until his body was flush with hers. Imara’s mouth opened, a stuttered sound leaving her throat as she squeezed around him.

      “If you don’t stop that, Korun, there’s no way I will last,” he growled in her ear.

      “I don’t want you to last,” her answer came breathlessly as she drew forward, then pressed back against him once more. “You can last the next time you fuck me. Right now, I want you to claim me.”

      She heard him draw in a sharp breath, felt his fingers press more firmly into her thighs, and then he was moving the way she wanted. In and out of her, his cock filling her, drawing nearly out, then driving back in with a force that would have sent her whole body lurching forward if not for his steadying hands. She moaned, giving herself over to that need building inside of her, joined by something else this time.

      That ball of energy that transferred between them shone brightly now, reaching out and taking from Rheor. It fed into itself, consuming, growing, taking from him to help sustain her. With every thrust, she could feel it becoming stronger and stronger; could feel herself becoming stronger and stronger.

      She could have easily let go, let him take her and complete her just like this. There was something carnal about it that fulfilled a deep need she had to be claimed by him completely. But there was another part of her that wanted to see his eyes as Roinim took hold, and that part of her—joining with the newfound strength she’d acquired—saw her pull away from him, twist her body around, press him into the bed, and climb atop him.

      He was lying down at first, flat against the bed, looking up at her in awe and wonder, his bright blue eyes burning with an adoration that fueled her impulses. Rising up over his hips, Imara lowered herself onto his cock, seating him easily inside herself until their bodies were flush again. He let out a deep, masculine groan, his eyes locked with hers as she rode him, raising herself up and slamming down against him once more, his hands supporting her, encouraging her.

      She felt that tightness, the concentration of power accompanying it as she urged herself toward release. Rheor lifted up to meet her, thrusting into her as she came down against him. She was careening toward one specific moment that was more than just a physical release, and as she mentally reached out to take hold of it, she found her whole body began to shake with the strength of that need. She could scarcely hold herself up let alone keep moving. The best she could hope for was to grind against him.

      But Rheor was there. When her own strength faltered, he lent his. He gripped her firmly, tightly, holding her in a cocoon of warmth and safety that permeated her entire being. He sat up on the bed so that she was nearly eye level with him, lifting her off of his cock and back down as he continued to arch off of the mattress.

      She could feel tendrils of awareness taking hold on her mind, pulling her consciousness toward Rheor’s. It was exactly what she’d felt when she kissed him, only intensified to a degree she could barely stand. There was so much sensation, so much pleasure and rightness and this abject feeling of belonging that she very nearly cried. But Imara grabbed hold of it, and in the process got ahold of herself, her arms curling around Rheor’s neck as she pulled herself flush against him for another kiss.

      That was when it happened. That sudden breaking of the dam, of that tension being released as her orgasm overtook her. But this time, something else filled the space left behind. It rushed in, stealing her breath, but giving her so much more in return. The pleasure that rolled through her was brought to blinding heights, her throat scraped raw with the constant strength of her moans. Her body squeezed around him and she felt him slam home one last time, his hips jerking as he spasmed inside of her, filling her with a wave of molten heat followed by that soothing embrace of winter. It enveloped her, taking all of her in, sharing everything with Rheor and giving her everything he had in return.

      A gentle warmth, like the embers from a new fire, glowed within her. Imara nurtured it, brought that warmth into her whole body, and felt the cold rise in tandem. That power seeped into every inch of what she was, illuminating all the dark corners, bringing a light to all those places she’d shut off from everyone else. It should have been terrifying, knowing Rheor could see her in this moment. But as she pulled back from him, stroked his face, looked into his eyes, she saw those same places lit up like a brilliant night’s sky.

      Those twin sensations grew inside of her, swelling to something she could barely contain as she felt that energy grow. Then it calmed, soothed in the same way something wild might be soothed by the proper care. Not caged, merely dwelling safely inside of her, controlled and strangely comforting. Imara looked down, her gaze searching out her own arms, still locked behind Rheor’s neck.

      There on her skin were the same runes that existed on his body, each of them glowing a soft blue in time with her heartbeat, joining Rheor’s in the same rhythmic trance.
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      Rheor lay on his back, looking up at his Korun, his lips gently parted, his eyes wide in awe and wonder.

      She was absolutely stunning. She’d been beautiful before, but now she was radiant. There was a softness to her skin, a warm glow that was not usually present in his people. It was something he was certain Imara herself had brought to the Roinim, because he could feel it within his own heart—that touch of warmth beneath the soothing, familiar cold. It was like a hearth at the center of a winter storm, and Rheor couldn’t help but be drawn to it. As she slumped against him, panting, a light sheen of sweat slicking her skin, he traced along her thigh, up to her side, then along her arm.

      The runes that patterned her were much like his own. If he’d been able to read the ancient tongue known by the Tempests, he imagined they might say similar things. Some kind of vow that bound her to Kiova and to him. But there were subtle differences that fascinated him, and that was what caught his attention far more than what they might possibly say. His fingers skimmed along the curved, sloping edge of one, her muscles responding, twitching beneath his touch. She was still sensitive, and Rheor decided to let her be lest her squirming awaken his need to have her again.

      Normally a Drotun would have claimed his Korun many times after the first. He’d heard tell of some who locked themselves away for several days at a time, barely taking enough food and water to sustain themselves. That was part of the frenzy to mate, to ensure Roinim took hold and the Drotun’s seed had as many chances to bear fruit as possible. But Imara had taken to Roinim right away, and as much as the idea of filling his Korun’s belly with his children excited him, Rheor had greater concerns in this moment.

      She needed to be trained.

      Kiova’s blessing was as dangerous as it was powerful, and without proper guidance, she would be unable to control it. He couldn’t go through that again; couldn’t lose her. And so he needed to cast off the afterglow, work some mobility into his useless limbs, and somehow convince his currently boneless mate that she needed to focus and train.

      “I need to teach you to use your powers,” he murmured, brushing the hair back from her face.

      She was resting atop him, her weight fully supported by his body. His cock was still buried within her, and the more he could feel the walls of her lovely cunt tightening around him, the more he stirred back to life. That urge to while away the rest of the day and the next several to follow was strong, but Rheor resisted it.

      “Need sleep,” she murmured back, the words muffled against his chest and barely comprehensible. “Then need you to fuck me again.”

      She sounded half delirious, but the crudeness of her words still set a rumble through his chest, his cock twitching inside of her. It would be so easy to roll her over and do exactly as she wished. Once he was fully hard, he suspected she would want for sleep no longer.

      But he forced himself to ignore the temptation and even lifted her off of him, withdrawing from her so he could think a bit more clearly. “You must practice,” he told her. “Once you can summon your power at will, then you can sleep.”

      “I feel as if I’m being tested,” she said with a groan, nestling more closely against him. “The threat has passed, Rheor. Just let me have an hour, then I can wrap my mind around all of this.”

      He nudged her, then when she didn’t move, Rheor lifted her up and off of him, her warm body splayed out as if she had no control over her limbs whatsoever. He set her down beside him on the bed and pushed himself into a sitting position. She groaned again, curling toward his warmth but hiding her face against the mattress, her wild hair obscuring her from his view once more.

      “Imara,” he said, his voice almost pleading. “This is important.”

      Rheor hated having to beg for anything, but he would beg for this. She needed to know immediately, and he desperately needed the peace of mind that would come from seeing her get a handle on Kiova’s gift. Fortunately, that vulnerable note in his voice seemed to resonate with her. She lifted her head, her emerald eyes meeting his, and then slowly pushed her body into a sitting position on the bed.

      “All right,” she said softly, reaching out to stroke his chest. “If it’s that important to you, I’ll do it. But you have to tell me why.”

      He considered giving her a vague answer. It was important for her to control her powers regardless of anything that had happened to Rheor or the people he cared about. But she was his Korun now and he refused to keep anything from her. Especially when that information being withheld could lead to tragedy.

      “I will,” he promised her, “but I want you to draw Kiova’s blessing forth first.”

      “How do I do that?”

      She sat cross-legged on the bed, stretching out her arms, wiggling her fingers as if she was making herself limber. Perhaps it was an instinctive practice, because he certainly hadn’t told her to do that. Whatever it was, it made Rheor smile, boding well for future training.

      “You do not yet know Kiova’s embrace—that is what I think of when I must draw upon the gifts she has given me. Close your eyes,” he instructed softly. When she did, he continued. “Imagine the first cave we stopped in on our journey from your village to the Peak. Remember the feeling of the ice all around you, putting off its constant chill. Now imagine drawing that toward you, surrounding yourself in it.”

      She blew out a breath and Rheor watched as she concentrated. He could feel a subtle shift in the temperature, the cold in the room being drawn to her. But it ceased after a moment and she let out a huff of breath, her eyes opening.

      “I’ve never been one for meditation,” she admitted. “And I don’t… know how to do what you’re describing.”

      A familiar panic rose in him. He had no doubt she was his Korun, but what if she never truly learned to control her powers? They could overwhelm her. Pull her under. Prove too volatile for her to handle.

      As his thoughts began to spiral, he forced himself to stop, take stock, and find an alternate way. Closing his own eyes, Rheor imagined his goddess standing before him. She took the form of Imara now, naked, her skin pink and warm despite the cold that radiated off of her. She reached for him and Rheor gladly let himself be embraced, the cold flowing through his veins, through his tired muscles, waking them up and infusing them with energy. He brought that power upward, to his skin, and the crack of frost began to fill the quiet chamber, his upper body pulling moisture away from the air, the droplets coalescing and freezing on his skin.

      Imara watched it all happen right in front of her and gasped. “Am I supposed to be able to do that?”

      “In time. For now, I wanted to give you something to concentrate on,” he said, shifting slightly so that his upper body was easier for her to reach. “Touch me and imagine yourself drawing the ice into your fingertips, then your fingers, then your entire hand.”

      “I’ll try…”

      He could hear the skepticism in her voice, but he gave her an encouraging smile nonetheless. Imara drew in a deep breath, then reached out to touch him, only her fingertips making contact with the thick ice armor that rimed his skin. He suppressed the shiver caused by the warmth of her body, as well as that instinctual need to coax her into touching him more fully. When she closed her eyes, he held his breath and waited. Slowly he began to feel the ice on his body crack, the tiny molecules that made up the entirety of it breaking down as she drew them toward herself. Several moments later, she’d managed to pull the armor from his chest, only the ice that clung to his arms and abdomen remaining.

      She opened her eyes and they widened with obvious surprise. “I didn’t expect that to work.”

      “You are a Korun now,” he told her, “with the same powers I have. You need only reach inside and make use of them.”

      Imara let out a humorless little laugh. “Yes, it’s so very easy.”

      “Try again,” he told her, gesturing to her hand, “try to call the ice back and form it over your skin as I have done.”

      She looked at him uncertainly, but eventually her eyes closed again. Rheor watched, breath held once more as he waited for her to fully tap into her powers, knowing in the back of his mind it would take more time and practice than what he was allowing her. Still he hoped for it, needed it to happen, and when he saw moisture begin to bead on her arms, he could feel that giddy excitement rising inside of him. It flowed as if to consume him when that moisture began to freeze, spreading in a thin sheet over her skin.

      Then it stopped. Only a patch of frost remained, and that was scarcely enough to protect her from a scratch, let alone something more powerful.

      “I did it,” she said breathlessly, looking down at her arm. A grin spread across her face and she lifted her gaze to his. “I actually did it.”

      Rheor wanted to be pleased. On some level, he was pleased. She’d done something he would not have assumed possible from a human, and she’d managed it within minutes of undergoing Roinim. But it felt like it wasn’t enough. It felt like she was in danger; like there was no way he could protect her because the threat was inside of her now.

      Imara took notice immediately. He could see the stricken look on her face and practically feel the shift in the room when that sense of disappointment changed to something understandably indignant.

      “I know it’s not as impressive as yours, but—”

      “No, you’ve done very well,” he said quickly, knowing that wouldn’t reassure her.

      “Then why are you looking at me as if I’m a complete failure?”

      Her voice cracked, and Rheor’s heart cracked with it. He could see that vulnerability in her eyes, feel it deep in his soul. Reaching out, he rested his hand against her face, cupping it tenderly. When she didn’t pull away from him or otherwise seem resistant, he leaned in to kiss her. The softness of her lips, the warmth that seemed to flow from her to him helped center him, gave him the strength for what he needed to say.

      “You are not a failure of any kind,” he assured her, holding her gaze, imploring her to believe it. “This is my burden, something which has haunted me for some time and will likely stay with me for the rest of my life. It is the reason I was reluctant to submit myself to Roinim, no matter how much I wanted you or how right it all felt.”

      Imara’s green eyes shone with softness and warmth, welcoming him like a gentle embrace. She lifted a hand, fingers tracing almost soothingly over his arm, and remained quiet while he said what needed to be said.

      “I have undergone Roinim before, with someone else who was my Korun several years ago.” He expected her to flinch, to look at him with accusation in her eyes, to show any sign of jealousy. But there was none. She was merely watching him, waiting for the story he had always prayed he would never have to tell. “She was a Raknari. Someone I’d grown up with, who was fated to be my Korun for much of our lives. When we were both old enough, when it was believed we could handle the power of it, we began Roinim. She became my partner, my equal, the one who stood beside me and helped ensure everyone living in Kiova’s domain was taken care of. But she was somewhat arrogant. She’d been told for many, many years that this was her birthright, just as it had been mine, and she believed she could control Kiova’s gifts without practice or training.”

      He’d seen it as an admirable quality, as had many of the people around them. Only a few cautioned him against it, explaining the need for proper control. Rheor had dismissed them, knowing Atja would not accept it and believing she was beyond such things. She was as much Kiova’s Chosen as he was.

      “We ignored the warnings, and for a time we were perfectly happy and safe. Our people thrived under us, the mountain was more alive than it had ever been, with deer and ox and other game flooding the forests as if they were drawn to that balance of power. But as we struggled to conceive, Atja’s emotions grew more and more turbulent, and they affected her powers—as mine did, before I engaged in Roinim with you.”

      “That looked very dangerous,” Imara said softly, her fingers moving to his neck and jaw in a slow and gentle caress.

      “It is. That kind of power, when it is unleashed upon Kiova’s lands… it changes things. It takes a toll on the person using it, as well. I felt weak, out of control, close to being buried by everything that existed inside of me. I know Atja felt the same, but she denied it. Ignored it. Until one day it… cost her everything.” He swallowed hard, his eyes closing for a moment before he continued. “The sudden shift in weather had frozen the streams, leaving little food for the bears that roamed the area. They were growing too bold, coming up the mountain to steal from us. Atja and I went with a hunting party to find the largest of them that was causing the most problems, and we tracked him to a cave halfway down the mountain.”

      He could still remember how hopeful he’d been on that trip—how much he’d been able to overlook in his naivete, despite the fact that his Korun had been on the verge of causing an avalanche the entire journey. He’d felt the power surging inside of her, like the violent rush as a storm reached its full capacity for destruction. If he’d acted—if he’d done what he should have as Drotun—perhaps it would not have ended as it had.

      “We found the bear and managed to corner it in the back of a large cave. Atja and I had intended to use our powers to block off its escape, but hers were still volatile, and she’d never truly learned to use them in a way that was not tied with her emotion. So the more frustrated she became, the less she was able to control them. And when she attempted to collapse some of the cave, there was a surge she did not expect. Much of the chamber came down, pulled toward her, and it… crushed her instantly.”

      Imara’s sharp intake of breath shattered against Rheor’s heart. He knew he should be stronger. He should not still feel such things, have such difficulty over the loss of his last Korun. But seeing her impacted by frozen rocks, watching her fall, had driven deep scars into him that had barely even begun to heal.

      “I tried to get to her. I brought her to the healers and made them work on her for hours after they told me there was nothing they could do. I prayed to Kiova for two days, not eating, barely taking water. It was never enough. She’d been killed in the impact, and every attempt I made to bring her back had no effect. It only seemed to aggravate Kiova further.”

      His Korun’s fingers had stopped on his jaw and her eyes shimmered with tears. She said nothing, only looking at him, and so Rheor felt compelled to fill the silence.

      “That is why I was reluctant to undergo Roinim, to give in to what I felt. I knew you were my Korun, but I was afraid you would not be able to survive the process.”

      “And now you’re afraid I won’t be able to control my powers,” she said softly. Rheor gave a single, slight nod in answer, and her hand finally moved to his face. She brought herself closer, pulled herself onto his lap so that she could be as near to him as possible. Rheor’s own hands moved to her hips and her back. “I had no idea what it would do to me. When your people first spoke of Roinim, I was sure it would kill me outright, so please understand I respect this power inside of me, Rheor. And while I’m not… the most cautious person,” she admitted with a slight grin, “I will undergo whatever training will help. I’ll practice and learn whatever I need to learn to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      He opened his mouth to say something, but she leaned forward and stopped him with a kiss. It was soft, sweet, and so very different from the kisses they’d shared thus far. When she drew back, he could feel a flood of warmth and affection—a glow that settled between them, reaching inside of Rheor and melting away his fear and reservations. It was something that seemed so at odds with Kiova’s gifts, but somehow it served to temper the harshness of that ice.

      And he knew, even if he couldn’t explain how, that such warmth was coming from Imara. She’d always possessed it. First in the form of a bright, relentless fire that burned him when he dared to get too close. Then something that was far more subdued but no less alluring.

      “I’m so sorry, Rheor,” she said softly, stroking his cheek. “I can’t imagine how you must have felt.”

      He sat there in stunned silence, utterly in awe of the woman who was treating him with such tenderness and compassion. It wasn’t a foreign concept to Raknari, but he hadn’t expected her to understand and accept what Atja meant to him and how much losing her had hurt. He’d expected it would be something he’d have to bear in private, for fear of making her feel as though she was somehow second in his heart. But Imara had none of the insecurities he expected; none of the jealousy he’d been afraid of.

      She saw that he was hurting, and all she wished to do was ease his pain.

      “Let me get dressed and we can check on the others,” she said, a blush touching her cheeks that he didn’t understand until she continued, “it seems like a lifetime ago that we were even attacked.”

      “It is hard to exist outside of this room, yes.”

      “But we have to.” She let out a little laugh, shaking her head. “My father would never believe I said something like that. Something so… responsible. Ugh.” Her scrunched face in a way that tempted Rheor into touching the tip of her nose with his finger, that single action eliciting another laugh from her. “I know. At least it’ll give me a chance to practice some more. Ice and snow were everywhere when I looked out earlier.”

      She was right, of course. They needed to check on his warriors and all the other Raknari who lived on the Peak. When last he’d left them, they’d been fine and celebrating their victory over the Svag, but he hadn’t searched the entire area. As soon as he’d been alerted to the danger Imara was in, he’d seen nothing else.

      But as he looked at her, as he took in her willingness to do these things not just for their people, but for him, Rheor was overcome by that same warmth from earlier. Only this time it pooled low in his body, transforming into searing heat that consumed all of his thoughts.

      “Later,” he said, his voice dropping an octave, a growl to the edge of it.

      Imara’s eyes widened just so, and then she very slowly, deliberately rocked her hips against him, her firm rump moving against his swiftly hardening cock.

      And just like that, any hope he had of leaving this room before nightfall was dashed completely.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time they disentangled from one another long enough to leave the palace, night had already blanketed the Peak in dark indigo. Raknari were milling about, using their own, more limited powers to repair damage to buildings and clear away excess snow and ice.

      Rheor walked through the settlement, Imara by his side, his Korun dressed only in the leathers she’d brought with her and not the thick furs she’d been wearing since leaving her village. The runes were visible on her arms and neck, and all who saw her offered the proper deference, even as they murmured among one another.

      Pride warred with the guilt Rheor felt over effectively abandoning his people for several hours, but the former won out when he instructed Imara in how to thaw a barn door that had been frozen shut, the latch so solid and brittle it would have shattered without special care being taken. She managed it brilliantly, with the expertise of someone who’d had these powers far longer, and for the first time he was unable to feel those worries from before. Of course Imara would be able to control her powers. She was fierce and stubborn, yes, but her heart understood the need for precision and care, as well.

      He would not lose her as he’d lost Atja. She would be his partner in all things, equal in power and importance. And while he’d been uncertain as to whether or not a human could carry a Raknari child, he was now sure of it. If she could command Kiova’s blessing, then she was meant to be his Korun; meant to bring children into the world with him.

      The thought was distracting to say the least, as all he could think about were the many ways they could go about making those children. Despite the fact that he’d had her several times before they left the palace, he wanted her again, his cock firming beneath his leather breeches.

      He was tempted to pull her aside, perhaps find what had once been her home and press her against the wall, kissing and touching her, kneeling before her to lap at her honeyed sweetness until she was ready for him. But a flash of black and red caught his attention, an oppressive warmth joining that brief glimpse.

      “Brunyr,” he said, turning to greet Igvis’ Chosen. “What are you doing here?”

      The other Raknari extended a hand to clasp Rheor’s shoulder. The man’s palm radiated heat, something that had been nearly unbearable to Rheor in the past. Now it joined that warmth inside of him and seemed to bring it to the surface, pulling Rheor’s affection for Brunyr with it. He returned the gesture, steam hissing from beneath his palm when he touched his friend’s shoulder in return.

      “I’m glad to see you alive. I feared the worst when I couldn’t reach you.”

      “We were attacked by Svag,” Rheor said, still reluctant to admit his reluctance to accept his Korun was what had drawn them near. “They made it to the Peak and coordinated some kind of desperate effort.”

      “I assumed as much. I could see the storms from the Molten Peak,” Brunyr said, his lips twitching upward in the slightest smile. “But when I tried to bring my men here, the pass was completely frozen over. I had to spend hours melting it to give us any kind of passage at all, and of course they all complained about the cold the rest of the way.”

      Rheor’s guilt returned full force. He knew he should admit everything to his friend, but he wasn’t eager to suffer Brunyr’s judgment. The other Drotuns did not need to look upon him and see his many weaknesses.

      Before Rheor could gather the courage to confess, though, Imara spoke up. “Are you… Raknari? I know that’s probably a rude question, but you don’t look much like Rheor.”

      “He is my brother,” Brunyr joked with a broad grin, “can you not see the resemblance?”

      Brunyr threw an arm over Rheor’s shoulder, pulling him close. Imara laughed at that, looking between the two of them.

      “Of course. How could I have been so blind,” she said dryly.

      “Brunyr is Igvis’ Chosen. He commands the Molten Peak to the south.”

      “I had no idea,” she said, looking up at him in awe. “The other peaks were always so obscured from my village. I knew there were other Storm Lords—Drotuns—but I guess I didn’t think they’d be so different from Rheor and the others.”

      “Well, I am happy to be the exception,” he said with a wink. “If you’re ever seeking something with a little heat, you’re welcome to travel to my domain.”

      Rheor bristled, his body tensing. It was everything he could do to stop himself from reaching for Imara. Even if he knew Brunyr was purposefully trying to get a rise out of him, it was impossible to remain as cool and collected as he’d been before.

      “I doubt I could handle anymore egos,” she responded with a smirk, easing some of the tension. “Besides… I’ve grown much more accustomed to the cold.”

      She moved closer to him without Rheor even having to put his arm around her. Perhaps she could sense his unease. Or perhaps she just wished to announce to Brunyr that she was very much taken.

      “So I see,” Brunyr’s smile evened into something genuine and warm. “Roinim has taken hold, then?” When Rheor nodded, he continued. “I’m relieved to hear it. If there is hope for Rheor, then surely there is hope for the rest of us.”

      Though his words were joking, his tone was full of affection. He gave Rheor another squeeze on the shoulder and offered the same to Imara. After a moment’s hesitation, she returned the gesture, but hissed and drew back after only a few moments’ contact.

      “Apologies,” Brunyr said with a chuckle. “I’m not fit to be touched.”

      There was a smirk on his lips, the same one he usually wore, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Rheor saw a sadness there, existing only for a moment before Brunyr chased it away.

      “In any case, I cannot blame you for not coming to my rescue, my friend. If I’d found my Korun, I would have stayed locked in my keep with her for a week at least.” Another grin, the corner of his mouth quirking upward. “I’m surprised to see you out and about. And moving with no apparent soreness.”

      Rheor glanced to his side and saw a pretty blush coloring Imara’s cheeks. “Responsibilities,” she muttered, unable to meet Brunyr’s eyes.

      “Ah, yes. Speaking of…” The Fire Lord’s tone sobered significantly, his gaze returning to Rheor. “The council will want to hear about this. I can likely stall for a few days…”

      “No,” Rheor said with a sigh. “I’ll go as soon as I’m able.”

      It was hardly what he wished to do. He should be spending more time with his Korun. But the other Drotuns would soon grow as volatile as Rheor had been. They needed to know Roinim could be found with the humans.

      “Maybe give it another… twelve hours or so?” There was a devilish glint in Brunyr’s eyes. “You don’t need sleep.”

      He looked toward Imara and saw her gaze already upon him, a heat in her eyes that rivaled the heat put off by Brunyr. He found he preferred hers much, much more, though he was grateful for his friend’s words.

      Because he could certainly forego a bit more sleep. In fact, he was very interested in foregoing it right now.

      “If you’ll excuse us,” Imara said, not taking her eyes from him.

      A slow, hungry smile spread across Rheor’s lips. She knew him well. And by the time those twelve hours had passed, she would know every inch of him, as he would know every inch of her.
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      After several days with Rheor, Imara was beginning to forget the outside world even existed.

      Thanks to the suggestion from Brunyr, they’d spent the rest of that night and well into the next morning exploring each other’s bodies. He’d used his mouth and tongue on every inch of her, and she’d mapped him in the same way, finding that she rather liked the challenge of taking his cock as far into her throat as she could. She also liked what it did to him, how feral it seemed to make him, that passion rising until he could take it no longer. The roughness with which he pulled her back and moved her where he wanted her before he took her in one strong thrust.

      Eventually there came a time when they had to get back to their responsibilities, though. For Imara that meant learning to control and utilize her powers as best she could, so they didn’t overwhelm her. She could feel the surge of them whenever her emotions rose, and though nothing had come of it so far, she wasn’t willing to take chances. For as reckless as she knew she could be, she had no interest in destroying herself—and destroying Rheor in turn—because she refused to learn enough about this great gift she’d been given, and this new relationship with a goddess she was still trying to understand.

      Her father had raised her to believe in things she couldn’t see, but even that had been a stretch for her. She’d never felt the presence of a god in her day-to-day life, yet now that she had these powers, she could feel it constantly. It was a hand that guided her, showing her the way to draw upon her powers. That looming presence that was as terrifying as it was awe-inspiring.

      She knew she needed to connect to fully understand it, so while Rheor was away speaking to the council, she’d gone to the temple. She’d tried her best to meditate and commune with Kiova, only to feel absolutely ridiculous. And bored. Very, very bored. It reminded her far too much of the times her father had attempted to get her to sit still during morning prayers. Elora was always so calm, so well-behaved. Imara meanwhile had been wild, always impatient and wanting to go out and hunt just minutes after the prayers began.

      She might never be the type of person who could quietly commune with a god—or a Tempest. Especially when her idle thoughts of Elora created an ache that carved out a hole inside of her, reminding her of things she’d managed to suppress thus far. That was what ultimately made her leave the temple, because if she spent any more time there, she was going to be lost inside her head, thinking things she had no business thinking.

      She was happy, after all. Wasn’t she? She was certainly enjoying her time with Rheor, enjoying this exploration of her new abilities. But that ache persisted, and Imara had to find ways to ignore it when Rheor wasn’t around. So she went to check in with Loken and the cubs, and found more peace there than she’d even come close to achieving in the temple. They were larger now, even after just a couple of days, and they all took to the bottle with ease.

      “You’ve been doing a great job,” she’d told him, one fat, squirming cub on her lap as she held the bottle for it to suckle from.

      “Thank you, Korun,” he’d said, dipping his head in a deference she hadn’t seen thus far.

      It had taken her several moments to realize he was referring to her, and that was… a great deal to process. So much so that she’d been stunned into utter silence, the barn filled only with the greedy sucking sounds of the cubs.

      “We will be honoring Tiva later this evening. I’m sure you have more important things to do, but should you find yourself free—”

      “I would love to go,” she’d said, “I told you that before.”

      “You were not the Korun then.”

      She’d been quick to assure him she would attend the ceremony so long as she was welcome, dismissing his attempt to treat her with more regard than he’d shown before. He hadn’t been rude—not in the way some of the other Raknari had—but there was an obvious shift, as if he now considered her to be several ranks above him in the hierarchy. And while she supposed she technically was, Imara didn’t care for the feeling it evoked. It reminded her too much of the way some of the villagers had treated her just because she was the daughter of the chieftain.

      That was why—beyond just her desire to be there—she’d made a point to attend the ceremony honoring Tiva. Rheor had returned by then, and he stood beside her, allowing Loken to take the lead as Tiva had obviously meant a great deal to him. The Machai was placed atop a large, tall pedestal, what looked like an offering bowl at the base of it. Everyone who’d come to witness the event stood within a large, open space that was surrounded on either side by snowbanks.

      The other Machai were here as well, standing together as if arranged in their own pack, with Tiva’s mate at the front. She’d never thought an animal could look so expressive, could feel grief so deeply, but it was clear Varuk did. There was an intelligence in his dark blue eyes, something unmistakable, cast in sadness as he looked upon the lifeless body of Tiva.

      “Do they mate for life?” she found herself asking in a whisper. “The Machai.”

      “They do,” Rheor confirmed, a sad note to his voice. “Varuk will never be the same now that Tiva is gone. I will keep him at my side as long as he wishes to fight, but I would not be surprised if he decides he would rather remain here and watch over the cubs.”

      Her heart squeezed at that, the same grief filling her. There was something sadly touching about that. Something that struck her deep, made her long for the same kind of bond. It was never something she’d wanted before, but seeing the strength of it, she wondered now. She glanced at Rheor and wondered if she’d found that with him. What they were was still so new, but it felt like a lasting bond. It felt like more than just some twist of fate arranged by Kiova.

      Maybe she was deluding herself, but if that was true, she’d exist in her fantasy a little while longer.

      Returning her focus to the pedestal, she watched as people came up, one by one, and placed offerings into the bowl. Ice blue petals from the flowers she’d seen growing around the mountain, each of them frosted over yet as hardy as ever. Petals filled the bowl, one atop another, and when the line reached Rheor, he handed a petal to her, nodding his encouragement.

      Imara nodded back, drew a deep breath, and walked up to the offering bowl. She felt something inside of her hum with resonant energy as she grew close, but her focus was fully on the bowl and completing this obvious ritual. She placed the flower, then looked at Tiva. Her body had been preserved by ice, her fur brittle with it, but otherwise she looked peaceful. Feeling the sting of tears in her eyes, Imara reached out to stroke the side of her face.

      “Thank you for saving us,” she whispered, bowing her head.

      Loken caught her eye as she lifted her head again and he gave her a grateful smile. She smiled back, then returned to Rheor’s side, watching the rest of the ceremony. There were no words spoken for the dead. No heartfelt talk about what Tiva had meant to Loken. That would have felt out of place here, at the heart of something that seemed so primal. Instead, Loken beckoned her and Rheor close, and Imara approached the pedestal once more.

      “Will you assist me in returning Tiva’s body to Kiova, Korun?”

      She opened her mouth to say she was unsure how to do that and what was required of her, but Rheor was quick to assist.

      “It is the task of Kiova’s Chosen to freeze the body completely and then shatter it so that the shards can reach the goddess. It is the only way to lay one of Kiova’s children to rest with the honor they deserve.”

      She couldn’t imagine it. Shattering this proud, majestic cat. Turning her into nothing more than a tangle of ice shards. But this was their tradition, their belief, and she was a part of it now. So, placing her own feelings aside—another thing her father had always tried to get her to do—she followed Rheor’s lead and stepped around to the other side of the pedestal, placing her hands on Tiva.

      Closing her eyes, she channeled the magic that was inside of her, focusing on the task. A delightful chill worked its way from her heart, pumping through her veins to get to her arms, then her hands, then her palm and the very tips of her fingers. She felt an itch on the surface of her skin before it was soothed away by the presence of frost. It spread outward over Tiva’s body, joining the same patches Rheor was making. She concentrated harder, forcing the magic to go deeper, visualizing the breadth of Tiva’s body in her mind’s eye. There was something almost soothing about it, systematically checking off every organ, every limb, making sure the cold reached each of them.

      When Tiva was completely frozen, thick ice encasing her body, she took a step back. “I don’t think I can…”

      Rheor looked at her, his brow furrowed. Was he disappointed? She couldn’t quite tell. “I will finish the ritual.”

      She watched, feeling like a bit of a failure as Rheor worked with the magic. He channeled it with such grace, such confidence that for a moment she forgot where she was and what she was doing. He was beautiful, etching invisible runes into the air with his hands, the temperature dropping in the area around him. When his hands finally touched Tiva, there was a sudden, violent ripple that etched a line through the thick ice. Then it shattered, and Imara shielded her face with her arm on instinct, expecting to feel the piercing pain of ice shards embedding into her skin.

      Instead she felt a gentle, cold mist. When she opened her eyes, the beauty of Rheor using his magic was surpassed tenfold by the shimmering, crystalline shards that temporarily hung in the air like a fine powder. Tiva was gone, yet what remained almost seemed to be the essence of life itself. Imara’s mouth was open, her eyes wide as she observed with a quiet awe. She watched Rheor direct the tiny shards toward the bowl, mixing and binding them with the flowers. She gasped at the glittering display they made, and began to understand why the Raknari did this. It was an offering, and a beautiful tradition that put her own village’s to shame. And really, it was no different than a pyre. The result was just something far more lovely than ash.

      Loken reached for the bowl, holding it aloft with one hand as he placed a final flower into it. Larger than the others, more robust. It covered the shards and the other flowers as if blanketing them in some kind of otherworldly protection. Then he took the bowl to the edge of the cliff, walking the length of the snowbanks to get there. Saying a few words Imara could not understand, he turned the bowl over and the shards scattered, the flowers falling lazily after them.

      “Goodbye, my friend,” Loken said softly. “I hope you find peace at the goddess’ side.” Turning to the gathered crowd, he raised his voice to be heard. “We will hunt in her honor. Tomorrow, we will scour the mountain and bring back all that we find.”

      A cheer erupted through the crowd, and even Rheor joined in, lifting his closed fist in support. A hunt. Excitement bubbled within her, Imara’s mind racing toward the thought of using her bow, stalking her prey, bringing down something that was practically twice her size. Providing for her people. It was something she’d taken pride in back in her village—the only true skill she’d had. To be able to do the same here would make her feel that much better about her place among the Raknari.

      She wondered if she should volunteer, but it seemed Loken had other ideas. He was looking right at her.

      “Korun, it would do me a great honor if you would lead this hunt in Tiva’s name. You have ensured her legacy will live on, and it seems only fitting that you join us.”

      That struck her, surprise evident in her features. Her mouth worked, but no words came out for several moments. She glanced up at Rheor and he gave her an encouraging smile. That was evidently enough to bolster her and make her feel more comfortable accepting such a position.

      “I would be honored,” she told him, another round of cheers rising from the crowd.

      Loken approached her, his smile broad. He bowed his head to her, then placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. An answering smile spread across Imara’s face. She’d never felt so included in her old home. Everyone respected her because she was the chieftain’s daughter, yes, but this felt like something else.

      “I have an announcement as well,” Rheor said, and all attention turned toward him. Imara expected he might move to the pedestal and take up a more authoritative position, but he stayed among the Raknari, by her side. “As I am sure you have observed, Imara has undergone Roinim. She is now my Korun.”

      She flushed at that, the sudden attention unexpected. Especially when cheers erupted from the crowd. Louder, more boisterous, and genuinely excited that she was the new Korun. That bolstered her, as well, and she lifted her head, feeling some measure of pride. These people were strong, cunning, and had a culture she was only just beginning to understand on a surface level. That they welcomed her into their group as someone of importance made her actually feel somewhat worthy of that status.

      “We will have the ceremony under the Glacial Moon in five days’ time, but I expect you all to treat her as you would treat me regardless.”

      Imara smiled brightly as hoots and cheers continued, the Raknari lifting their fists into the air. But that smile fell away as she understood what he’d said. A ceremony? That must have been something like a wedding. A strange, warm tingle made its way through her body as she thought of committing herself to Rheor and this life. It should feel limiting, as if she was being caged. But it was something she thought she could meet with open arms. She was already his Korun. Making it official wouldn’t change anything. It certainly wouldn’t change how she felt.

      But… there was something missing. She always thought when she was married she’d be surrounded by her family. Left with her sister beforehand to talk about how much she absolutely hated whatever frilly sack they put her in. How she felt like she was property being sold off at the market. Elora would tell her it was her duty and that she should be honored. She’d optimistically say Imara would learn to love her new husband, or at least the children she would have with him.

      It wouldn’t be that much of a comfort, but knowing she’d always have Elora’s support had made all the difference in facing that inevitable future. Now that she was “marrying” someone she’d chosen to be with, it just felt hollow without her sister there.

      She’d thought of Elora often, of course, though whenever those thoughts began to take her over, she’d tried her best to push them down. She knew Elora wasn’t meant for a place like this, and even if she was free to return to the village, she had no idea how she’d be received now that she was a Korun herself. Even still, she desperately wanted to see her little sister again—to tell her everything that’d happened and work out all of her hopes and fears as she’d always done.

      This conflict must have shown clearly on her face because Rheor placed a gentle hand upon her back, leaning down so he could speak only to her.

      “Does this displease you? I know I did not mention it before.”

      Imara shook her head, then turned to look up at him. “No. I’m fine with the ceremony, I just… I wish my sister was here to see it.”

      It felt selfish to ask for something like that. She had the impression that she’d been given far more than Rheor had ever intended. But she was his equal now, wasn’t she? That’s how it felt. And if she couldn’t ask him for this without feeling bad, she had no business asking in the first place.

      Rheor was quiet for several moments, the silence deafening despite the din of other Raknari around them. She worried she’d offended him, but held her ground. It wasn’t an impossible request, and she hadn’t asked much of him up to this point.

      When a slow smile curved his lips, she let out the breath she’d been holding. “Then she shall be. I will send someone I trust to fetch her.”

      A lump caught in her throat, the idea of seeing Elora again hitting her with such force that tears began to fall, unbidden. Rheor gave her a concerned look, but she launched herself at him, wrapping her arms around his hard torso, burying her face against his chest.

      She was going to see her sister again. And maybe she could even convince her to stay a while. It would hurt more when she left—Imara knew she’d have to, she had too many responsibilities. But right now, that didn’t matter. Nothing in the world could dampen the sheer joy she felt.
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      The hunt began at dawn.

      Imara was roused by Rheor, his lips skimming the back of her neck, his hands all over her. She’d had to resist him, deny him, because she knew if she let him continue, she’d be late for the very hunt she was leading. That in itself was something she needed time to wrap her head around. As she dressed for the day, she considered what she would do and how she might lead the group. She had no idea what they preferred to hunt, so she supposed it would all start by talking to Loken. Then she could lead them in tracking and direct their attention to the intended quarry. With any luck, they’d have more success working together.

      Otherwise she was just going to be herding cats and end up with nothing at all.

      She didn’t let herself feel that doubt, though. She was still riding high from the knowledge that Elora would soon be here. Rheor had met with the Drotun from the Molten Peak again yesterday and he’d volunteered to go, wishing to see more of the human lands. It was a strange thing to Imara, since they were all so sequestered on their different mountains. As far as she understood, Brunyr had some dominion over the deserts to the south, along with a series of volcanic islands well beyond anywhere Imara could conceive of traveling.

      But Rheor trusted him implicitly, and that was enough for her. Of slightly more concern was the fact that he wouldn’t be attending this hunt.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go?” she asked him again as she sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on a new pair of boots.

      He’d watched her the entire time, lounging with one arm behind his head, his gaze hungry. It softened a bit now. “I do, but I want them to see you lead without my presence. And I want you to see that they will follow you because they respect you, not because I have told them to.”

      She flushed a bit and looked away. How was it that he could see into the depths of her soul and know her insecurities? Had Roinim given them some special psychic powers that she hadn’t managed to tap into yet?

      “Thank you,” was all she could manage, twisting her body so she could give him a single, grateful kiss.

      Pulling on her gloves, Imara went to retrieve her bow and quiver. Excitement thrummed through her. She hadn’t been hunting since she’d arrived, and it was one of the few places where she truly felt in her element. As soon as her fingers wrapped around the smooth wood of her longbow, she felt more at ease with herself and what needed to be done.

      It helped that Rheor had such faith in her, too, and she carried that with her as she went to meet the others.

      A touch of daylight stained the sky, a hunting party gathered at the slope of the peak, Raknari and Machai alike. There was a mix of men and women, something that brought her even more peace. She’d not seen them treat the women here as inferior—despite what she’d always been told about Raknari—and it was good to be joined by them on this hunt.

      Loken was with them, of course, and he approached her with a smile. “Do you have everything you need?”

      On instinct, her hand touched the strap of the pack she’d brought as well as the strap that held her bow and quiver in place. With a quick, mental inventory she went through her supplies. Food. Water. The means to start a fire and keep it burning. Some rope to lash sticks and logs for a lean-to if she needed some kind of shelter. Her skinning knife to use for field dressing.

      “I do,” she said, looking at the assembled group. She almost asked after their weapons, as none were armed. Then she remembered Rheor’s ability to summon a weapon as if from nothing. Another thing she’d have to learn to do, but for now her bow would serve her just fine. “Am I to ride with you?”

      “No, Korun,” he said with a smile. “The Drotun has arranged for you to ride his mount. Varuk knows what you have done for his mate, and he will be cooperative in every sense.”

      She looked toward the large cat she’d ridden before. It was different with Rheor guiding him. He seemed to be under control, or at least able to be reined in. She wondered if she’d have the same luck. He was so incredibly large, the top of his shoulder higher than her head. She had no idea how she was supposed to mount him without help, but she was determined to try.

      Walking toward him, she offered a hand for him to sniff. He butted his head against it, a purr rumbling in his throat that helped ease Imara’s nerves. She smiled and approached him from the side, reaching for the horn on the saddle to hoist herself up. It took a few tries, but she finally managed it, swinging her leg over Varuk’s broad, muscular form.

      “Let’s head out, then. On the way you can tell me about this area and what you like to hunt,” she told Loken.

      He mounted his own beast and walked beside her, down the sloping mountain path and into the snow-covered forests. Listening to him, Imara learned a great deal about the kind of hunting that took place on the Frozen Peak and the mountainous lands surrounding it. The forests were home to two species of elk, foxes, hares, a few large winter birds, and the occasional brown bear that was never hunted these days, merely avoided. And sometimes cursed, Loken explained, as they had a habit of forcing their way into camps and taking kills.

      All of that was strangely comforting to Imara. It was the same selection she’d found back home before the storms became too severe. She’d always avoided the bears, as well, keeping well clear of their dens and the river where they liked to fish. But she’d tracked elk for hours, had smoked foxes from their dens, and had managed to bag hares even in the dead of winter, so she knew what she was doing.

      Hopping down from her mount and instructing the others to do the same, she found fresh tracks from a group of elk, as well as the shavings from a tree that had been stripped of its bark by antlers.

      “There’s at least one young male in the herd. Probably more. Be on alert,” she whispered to them, drawing her bow.

      Because it was no use for all of them to stalk the same target, she had them fan out, a good twenty feet or so between each member of the hunting party, and many trees and bushes separating them in the densely packed forest. She gave signals as she would at home, sharp whistles that could be mistaken for birdsong. One meant they should spread out further. Another meant they should come close. The last—quieter than the rest—meant she’d found the quarry she was personally hunting.

      She’d decided to track the buck who’d made those markings on the tree. Maybe it was overconfidence, but she was feeling good about her abilities as she followed his hoofprints through the snow and hard-packed dirt. Approaching the edge of a thicket, she could see him standing with the herd. He was lingering by a female, nudging at her, occasionally moving behind her to try and mount. Another buck let out a sound like a bugle, charging straight for him, and Imara used that moment of distraction to take her shot, letting out a whistle as she did so.

      It was clean, piercing into the elk’s neck, but he didn’t go down with just one. He started to flee, and she nocked a second arrow, the shot going wide. She pursued while the other hunters did the same, arrows flying past to strike at the easier targets in the herd, Raknari with spears rushing forward, throwing them like javelins.

      To her right she saw an icy spear pierce an elk and immediately freeze it in place, ice spreading over the coat, locking the legs. Of course. She wasn’t using the full extent of her powers. Summoning her magic, she imbued the next arrow with it and let loose. The buck was fleeing still, darting through the thick cluster of trees. She managed to strike his rump and just like the doe, he was paralyzed almost instantly. Imara closed the distance, pulled her knife free from her belt, and struck a clean and merciful deathblow, holding the large creature as he slumped to the ground.

      Her pulse pounded in her ears, her blood hot with the thrill of the hunt. All around her, Raknari stood with their own elk. Four in total, and with the buck it would be enough meat to last the entire Peak for a good, long while. It almost seemed too easy, and she looked at Loken in surprise.

      “I didn’t expect to bring them down so quickly.”

      “The first strike is always like this,” he said with a grin that seemed half-drunk. “Everyone has all of their energy and their wits about them. The next will be harder.”

      He was right. The herd had scattered, bounding through the forest at a speed the hunting party couldn’t match. Especially when their Machai couldn’t weave between the trees as easily. Imara had no doubt the herd was regrouping somewhere, likely near a water source, but she never liked thinning their numbers too much. They needed to have enough to reproduce in the spring, and she and the Raknari did not need to take more than what would serve their people.

      Their people. When had she started to think of them that way? They were so different from her. Even the women towered over her, their long ears giving their faces an almost regal appearance. But there were enough similarities that she’d begun to overlook the differences. And right now, on this hunt, they might as well have been the same.

      She directed them away from the thicket, toward an open meadow that was downwind. Any creatures lurking nearby would see them, but it also gave a clear view of the valley below. She could see signs of bear activity, but also foxes and a few other animals.

      “It would be a great honor to take down a bear in Tiva’s name,” Loken said, riding up beside her on his new mount. “Perhaps the pelt could be made into a whelping blanket for her cubs.”

      The thought of that warmed Imara’s heart. She’d always believed that hunting should serve a purpose, and if she was going to kill an animal, she intended to use as much of it as she could. The idea that they could help provide for Tiva’s cubs seemed a fitting tribute, but she wasn’t sold on taking down a brown bear.

      “Have you ever hunted one before? I thought the Raknari avoided them.”

      “We do,” came a woman’s voice. She’d ridden close to Loken for the journey and came up beside him now. “But we have a strong party here. If a bear crosses our path, we will be ready for it.”

      They did move with an efficiency she hadn’t seen in her fellow humans, and she was still feeling the surge of adrenaline from successfully bringing down that buck. Perhaps it wasn’t a wise decision, but if the others believed in it, who was she to disagree.

      “What do the rest of you think?” she asked, turning in the saddle. “Should we take down a bear?”

      The roar of encouragement made her laugh. If there were any bears nearby, they’d just been alerted to their presence. But it was hard not to let their enthusiasm affect her, and she coordinated with Loken to find the best route into the valley. She spotted a den on the way down, but shied away from it. It was spring now—though one would never be able to tell from the constant cold—and close enough to the time when some mothers might have cubs. Mother bears were infinitely more dangerous than the larger males, and she wasn’t interested in dooming cubs because they’d senselessly decided to kill the mother.

      She searched for signs of other bears and found tracks leading to the river. She could hear water flowing, this particular source not frozen over. More signs of bear activity were evident the closer they got, and she dismounted to organize everyone into a cohesive group. As she led them toward the river, though, the weather took a turn for the violent.

      Storm clouds gathered out of nowhere, rushing overhead with a swiftness Imara had never seen before. She knew instinctively that it had been caused by someone’s powers—possibly her own. She didn’t feel like she’d lost control of them, but maybe the tight, coiling nerves she felt were causing the sky to darken, lightning striking from cloud to cloud.

      “Sorry, I think I might be causing that,” she said sheepishly.

      Loken shook his head, his whole body held rigid, a spear appearing in his hand. “I don’t think so.”

      Her heart pounded and she took her bow from her back. Were there rival clans of Raknari? Pariahs who might attack a hunting party? There had to be, because the Svag didn’t have any powers. That was their whole motivation for attacking.

      Imara could feel the runes on her skin pulse, anticipation threading through her. She gripped her bow tight, keeping close to Loken and the others who formed up around her. The clouds had grown thicker, blocking out all traces of the sun, and dense fog clung to the ground, making it impossible to see more than a couple feet ahead.

      A sound pierced through the atmosphere. A low whistle, almost a crude imitation of the signals she’d used earlier. Then a laugh that was full of such cruelty it made her blood run cold.

      “I never thought I’d see the day when the Drotun took a human as his Korun.”

      The voice seemed to come from all around her. Imara whirled, her bow creaking as she pulled the arrow back, ready to fire whenever they revealed themselves. The Raknari around her were similarly prepared, spears and axes and swords held in tight grips.

      “Who are you?” she demanded, her voice taking on a hard growl.

      She could feel power pulsing through her, following the frantic beating of her heart. It was almost overwhelming, the surge of it overflowing through her fingertips, freezing the wood of her bow. The perfect tension she’d held it at gave, and she had to focus to unfreeze it and get it back in working order.

      “That’s not your concern,” the voice said, floating from the left, the right, all around. “You don’t belong with these people. You can barely control this power you’ve been given.”

      Cackling laughter echoed all around them, closing in. She couldn’t see a thing. Not even the other Raknari. Everything was blanketed in such thick fog, and the freezing rain that fell through it only served to worsen the visibility.

      “I’d be happy to help you with that,” the voice said with a sneer, “take it off your hands.”

      Steam curled in front of Imara’s mouth as she let out a heavy breath. They were Svag, but like none she’d seen before. Maybe the others had, but she had no way of reaching them beyond flailing through the fog. That wasn’t a plan. She needed something, some way to be able to see around her. Looking up toward where she knew the storm clouds to be, Imara remembered the times she’d seen Rheor draw storms into himself. It seemed dangerous. Risky. But there was no choice. If she couldn’t see, she doubted the others could, either. So she relaxed her bow and focused, trying to imagine that energy coming into her body.

      She could feel it being pulled in, drawn toward her as if she were the shore and the storm was the relentless tide. She couldn’t hold onto it, though, and it flowed back out, spreading further than before.

      “Having trouble, little human?” the voice taunted.

      She couldn’t even tell if it was male or female. It was something so disembodied that there was no use putting it to any kind of face. She chose to ignore it, focusing again on her task. This time when she drew the storm toward her, she was able to mentally reach out and grasp the edges of it, pulling it deeper and deeper until she began to lock it inside. All around her the air shifted, the curiously warm fog turning cold as it was pulled toward her. She kept tugging as if she was attempting to pull in the longest strand of wayward yarn she’d ever seen, and the storm clouds began to draw out of the sky, too, all of it brought into the center of Imara’s being.

      It was a strange feeling. There was a surge of power inside of her, lightning flashing through her soul, but it felt like caging a very hungry tiger. Sooner or later, the beast would escape its cage and wreak havoc upon anyone who was near. She tamped those worries down for now, though, icy energy crackling between her fingers as she took in her surroundings.

      The Raknari had closed around her, their weapons still drawn. But just beyond them she could see people clinging to the sides of the cliffs as skillfully as spiders might. They jumped down, landing with a shambling sort of grace. Something accidental, she thought, though when she saw how coordinated they were when they each stood, she began to understand there was more happening here than it appeared.

      Looking at the Svag, their skin wasn’t the sallow color she’d seen before. These had the same light blue sheen the Raknari did, but there was something different about it. They seemed sickly, the coloration blotchy, mostly concentrated in their arms and chest. Their eyes glowed a violent blue that pierced through the field, all of them fixed on Imara. She could feel the runes on her body flare to life and glanced down to see the ones on her arm glowing just as brightly as the eyes of the Svag.

      They were here for her. Instinctively she knew that. Power coursed through her veins and they wanted it. The ones who closed in, not seeming to care about the weapons the Raknari had drawn or their shouts, gave off the same energy, even if it was faint. Svag weren’t supposed to have any at all. That was why they attacked—to get it back.

      “You’re beginning to understand.”

      That voice. Where was it coming from? She whirled around, thinking it was behind her, but the circle of Svag looked nearly identical to one another. The speaker wasn’t among them. She knew that, and that knowledge made her feel deeply exposed.

      “Don’t worry, Korun,” Loken told her. “We will take care of this.”

      Before she could say anything, he barked orders to the others. They closed in around her, keeping her at the center. When the Svag crept closer, spears were thrown, and even Imara found an opening to shoot her bow between two of the Raknari. But for every Svag they took down, another seemed to fill its place. They brought more of that fog with them, obscuring their numbers, and Imara felt fear for the first time since she saw Rheor fall.

      He should be here. I don’t know what I’m doing. People are going to die because of me.

      Those thoughts repeated in her mind, and this time she couldn’t force them out with anything more pleasant. Rheor should be here. He’d know how to handle this situation. Imara felt like more of a liability than anything else. But as the circle continued to tighten around them, she knew she couldn’t just stand there and let the Raknari protect her.

      Drawing upon that raging storm inside of her, Imara concentrated on the ground beneath three of the Svag. Large spikes of ice erupted, impaling three of the Svag with a sudden violence that would have turned her stomach if she was not so focused. Loken let out a low whistle and then she heard the striking of heavy paws on hard-packed dirt, the Machai racing from where they’d been told to wait. Raknari lunged forward, swords and spears embedding in the Svag, all of whom were moving at such a slow, deliberate pace compared to what she’d seen before.

      She joined them as the formation broke, coating her arrows in a thick sheet of ice, freezing several Svag on the spot with well-placed shots, giving the other Raknari the opportunity to kill them. Again, for every one they killed, another seemed to move into the space it had occupied, stepping over the corpse. When they reached the Raknari, they slashed and clawed, the tips of their long nails glowing with frost magic. All around her, the hunting party fought, and Imara fought, too. Drawing moisture from the air, forming it into perfect, deadly little spears of ice that homed in on their target. Sending more spikes up from the ground to impale two more, three, four.

      And still they didn’t stop, the sound of laughter echoing all around.

      They were fodder, she realized. Exhausting the group, pulling them apart, making sure they were well and truly separated so that some other force could act.

      But that realization came too late. She could feel her limbs shaking, her body not taking well to how much she was using her powers. That was when she felt an icy breath at her neck. She whirled to face the figure, her bow pulled taut. A clawed hand swiped it away with ease, shooting out to wrap around her throat.

      “It’s very thoughtless of you to use so much up before sharing with the rest of us.”

      She could see the figure now. Soulless eyes that were black as a starless night. White skin with cracks running through it, like a splintering sheet of ice over a barely frozen lake. His features were sharp, severe, as if his entire visage was made up of the deadliest shards of ice. His lips—dry and cracked—curled up in a vicious smile.

      And then he squeezed. Not enough to end her life, but enough that she could feel the power being pulled out of her from every recess of her soul. She fought against it, tried to push him away, but it was no use. Each second he spent siphoning from her made her weaker and weaker, until she just slumped in his grasp, darkness clouding her vision.

      Then she was falling, and everything was dark and cold.
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      Rheor was not well suited to being without his Korun.

      He’d never considered himself to be dependent on anyone, and he’d certainly never felt that way with Atja. But every second he was parted from Imara was agony. It wasn’t just because his blood still ran hot for her, every instinct telling him to claim her again and again—as many times as it took before they discovered whether or not she could conceive his child. It was something deep inside of him that needed her nearby. He couldn’t focus, couldn’t do the things he needed to do. The task of repairing the homes and other buildings damaged in the Svag attack took far longer than it should because he was so distracted. What he’d planned to have done by midday stretched well into the afternoon as he counted down the hours to when Imara should return.

      He was somewhat worried. As much as he trusted her ability to take care of herself, her powers were still very new and there were dangerous things in the forests. The hunting party could be attacked by bears, wolves, possibly even Svag, if the Roinim hadn’t warded them off. He wanted to be there with her, but it felt important to let her have this space and this authority.

      So he kept busy, tried to serve his people as best he could. A Drotun was not truly a leader, after all. He was a servant to Kiova and to his people, meant to use his powers to help them in every way possible. He’d done a poor job of that lately, but now that he felt some equilibrium, he trusted the incidents that had caused this damage would be a thing of the past.

      Though now he needed to worry about the other Drotuns and the effect their swelling powers would have on the mountains.

      That was part of why he’d sent for Brunyr. The man had a natural curiosity about the humans, yes, and he’d visited his own domain more than Rheor ever had. But he was also deteriorating, day after day. Every new council meeting, the affliction progressed. More fissures in his skin, following the lines of his runes, showing the red-hot energy beneath. He needed to find his own Korun and begin Roinim, but thus far he’d been unable to find one among his own people.

      Perhaps the human village would accommodate him as it had Rheor. Perhaps Igvis would show him his Korun there, and with any luck, he would be far less resistant to it.

      Once the repairs were done and a few other matters were handled, Rheor waited for his friend to arrive. This time, his trip across the mountain pass was much easier, with no ice blocking his path. But when he came into view, a few of his men behind him, all four of them riding their great lizard beasts that Rheor had always hated, he could see that Brunyr was even worse off.

      He looked surprisingly pale, his dark skin losing its luster. The runes etched along his body glowed a vibrant, violent orange. Rheor approached him, greeted him with a clasp of his shoulder. The gesture was returned, but that spark was not in Brunyr’s eyes when he smiled.

      “Are you sure you can make this trip?” he asked once his friend was no longer in earshot of his men.

      “I don’t think I can afford not to make it,” Brunyr admitted. “Maybe I’ll get lucky. Maybe Igvis is such a capricious thing that she put my Korun in the middle of a small village in your territory.”

      His familiar grin was a small comfort, and Rheor’s answering smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I will send some of my men with you.”

      He waved this off. “I have more than enough to handle a few snowy mountain passes. It’s not as if an avalanche can touch me.”

      Brunyr winked, and Rheor let out a soft snort. He did have a point. Most ice and snow melted on contact with Brunyr’s skin, and his powers could certainly carve a path through all of Rheor’s territory. It was a good thing they’d always been friends, as he would have made a very formidable enemy.

      “I will happily take some of your supplies, though. The hunting’s been sparse on my side of the mountain.”

      “Of course,” Rheor said, gesturing for him to follow. He led the other Drotun to the cellar where meats were cured. They certainly weren’t lacking for anything, and he was all too happy to share. Especially when his Korun would likely bring back a good haul.

      He supplied Brunyr and his men with all the dried, salted meats they would need for the trip, as well as some foods he’d found Imara enjoyed. Her sister would likely be the same, and Rheor wanted her to be comfortable.

      “She will get cold. Humans cannot endure the temperature as my people do,” Rheor advised him as they stepped back up to the surface.

      “I’ll gladly keep her warm.”

      The words were said in his usual playful tone, but there was something missing. There was little conviction behind it, those too-hot emotions of his not reaching the surface. Either he was suppressing them, or Igvis was truly taking out her wrath on him.

      Still, Rheor felt the need to be protective. “She will remain untouched until she gets here. If she is your Korun, then you can take her to the Molten Peak. After the ceremony.”

      The laugh Brunyr gave at that was genuine. “Those would be some odds, for the two of us to find Koruns who are sisters.”

      Rheor’s lips slanted into a wistful smile. He would like to see more of his friend, and he was sure Imara would like to see more of her sister. That might make it easier, though it was still half a day’s journey. Perhaps they could find some way to make regular visits. Perhaps—

      His daydreaming was cut short by an icy chill that shocked through his stomach. Something was wrong. Dread pulsed through every cell in his body, the hair on his arms standing on end, his runes lighting up with bright blue pulses that matched his speeding heartbeat.

      “What’s wrong?” Brunyr asked.

      “I don’t know, but I must find Imara.”

      That could be the only explanation, to feel something so keenly when nothing was amiss here. Already he rushed toward the Machai pen, getting one of the lesser trained mounts ready for riding. Brunyr had followed him and he held the reins steady as Rheor hefted himself atop the cat.

      “I can ride with you,” he offered.

      Rheor shook his head. “It may be nothing. Perhaps they’ve come into some trouble on the hunt. Head down the mountain and fetch Elora. Tell her that her sister is partaking in the Binding Ceremony and she wishes her to attend.”

      He nodded, standing back from the somewhat temperamental Machai as Rheor got the beast under control. “I will. I’ll be back in a couple of days, hopefully with two humans in tow.”

      “I hope so, my friend,” was all Rheor could say as his heels dug into the flank of the Machai.

      The under-trained beast let out a growl of protest, but eventually it strode forward, breaking into a full run as Rheor hurried down the slope, following the feelings that raged within him like a winter storm.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was an apt comparison, as not more than a few miles distant from the mountain’s peak, Rheor was overtaken by a thick fog he couldn’t even begin to see through. He was forced to use his powers, draw it into himself, and survey the forest anew, only to find there was more of that same fog clinging to every inch of his land, far distant through the entirety of the forest and to the edge of the field beyond.

      Strangely, though, it seemed to clear there, and Rheor’s blood ran even colder as he realized the implication. Imara had used her power there. That was what he’d felt. The storm that gathered was far from natural—he could only assume that it was coming from her distress. Not bothering with the fog, he raced in the direction of the field, barely avoiding trees and bushes, having to rely on the superior eyesight of his mount to make it through mostly unscathed.

      What he saw there stopped his heart.

      His people were fighting a flood of Svag. Running them through with spears and swords, caving in their chests and skulls with hammers, filling them with arrows. Yet they kept coming, pushing the Raknari back, overwhelming them like a tide.

      He’d never known Svag to be this organized, this resilient, this great in numbers. The ones that had attacked before were mindless beasts, desperate for the magic they needed to survive. These had a sheen to their skin that was not unlike Rheor’s own people, and the implications of that were more than he could currently process.

      But somehow that wasn’t even the worst of it.

      Distant from the others, half-obscured by the lingering fog, was Imara. She was slumped on the ground, limp and lifeless, a figure standing over her. Rage burned through Rheor and he urged his mount forward, summoning a spear into his right hand.

      He rode hard, running down several of the Svag on the outer edge, thrusting his spear into the throats of two more. As he breached the inner circle, he leapt from the Machai, landing on his feet, his free hand helping to brace him. Immediately his head snapped up, his gaze seeking out the Svag who’d hurt his Korun.

      What he saw was like nothing he’d ever seen before. A tall, gaunt man with spindly arms and legs stood over her, a cruel grin stretching across lips. His skin was so thin that Rheor could see the veins beneath it, each of them pulsing with the same blue energy as Rheor’s runes. Ice crackled around him, forming not just armor, but a full shield.

      “I’m still a bit full from the last one,” the creature said, his voice scraping across his vocal cords, “but if you give me a few moments, I could make room for you.”

      Rheor roared with rage and charged the creature, determined to get him as far away from Imara as he could. But the Svag—if that was even what he was anymore—extended a hand and ice shot out toward Rheor with a speed he could only hope to match.

      It impacted him with a loud shatter, the spear-like tip ripping through the ice armor he’d managed to summon around himself, each successive impact tearing his skin, drawing his blood in furious bursts.

      He staggered, gritting his teeth as he braced himself against the onslaught. Before the Roinim, he might have been able to conjure some kind of defense—as unstable as it would have been—but now the power that flowed through him was not strong enough.

      He needed his Korun. He needed Imara.

      “What’s wrong, Drotun? Are you finally feeling like someone else out there is simply better than you in every way?”

      Rheor needed to get to Imara. He needed to find a way to bring her to consciousness, for he was sure she was only temporarily fallen. She could not be dead. He would have felt it. The entire mountain would have felt it, his grief shaking through all the lands.

      He couldn’t reach her now, though. The creature was too close, and drawing closer. He stepped over Imara’s body, walking casually toward Rheor as if he wasn’t afraid of anything. All around them, his men fought their own battles, engaged with an enemy that would not cease.

      Instinctively, Rheor knew that whatever this creature was, he wouldn’t be easy to kill. So he didn’t focus on killing him just yet. Pooling his energy, he focused on the ground beneath his feet. A solid cylinder of ice erupted from it, shooting the creature high into the sky. Ten feet. Twenty. Fifty.

      With a growl of effort, Rheor released his focus and rushed to his mate. She lay on the ground, unmoving, traces of snow covering her pale skin. Her runes were dormant, a sickly blue that caused his heart to seize in his chest.

      She was not dead. She couldn’t be. He would know.

      Dropping to his knees beside her, ignoring the fighting that was happening around him, Rheor pulled his Korun onto his lap and tried to wake her. He spoke to her softly, stroked her face, shook her. When she responded to none of that, he bent an ear to her chest to listen for her heartbeat.

      It was there. Distant. Thready. But there.

      Yet somehow, he still couldn’t reach her.

      “Imara. Come back to me, my Korun,” he whispered, his head bent over hers. “I need you. I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    
    
      Imara was outside Brittlewood again, climbing one of the tallest trees to get a better view of the forest.

      Her boots scraped against the bark, the spiny, spindly limbs of the tree snagging her clothing. The calluses that had long-formed on her hands aided her now and she was able to grip the itchy, sap-covered junctions of the branches with little trouble, hoisting herself up one rung, then another.

      “Be careful!”

      She looked down, seeing Elora far below her. Younger than she remembered. She was twelve or thirteen, her eyes wide with worry, her hair done in those ridiculous pigtails Mother had insisted were adorable.

      “I’m always careful.” Imara flashed her a grin and continued, wedging her boot in the Y formed by a pair of branches.

      Higher and higher she climbed, until the air began to thin, the mist of the clouds seeming to reach her. The trees surrounding Brittlewood weren’t quite that tall, but this high up, she felt like she was at the top of the world. Holding onto a sturdy branch with one arm, straddling another, she peered out over the forest, searching for their quarry.

      She’d gone on this hunt for Elora. It was the beginning of spring, the smell of blooming flowers perfuming the air, and she’d told her sister the foxes had new kits. Only she hadn’t been able to find any of their dens on the ground, so—not wanting to break a promise to show her sister the baby foxes—she’d climbed the tallest tree she could find to see as much of the forest as possible.

      A strong wind blew from the north. Imara glanced toward the mountain and that icy peak that always seemed to loom over her. The tree she was in bowed and swayed with the wind, and Imara had to cling to the branches to keep from falling.

      “Are you okay?!” her sister called, half frantic.

      “I’m fine. Just a little ride.”

      Steadying herself, Imara looked out over the forest again, using one hand to shield her eyes from the bright sun. She could see everything from this vantage point. All of the deer that walked the forest, the hares that darted from the underbrush, and—just as she’d hoped—a fox den, with one tiny kit poking its head above the surface.

      “I see them!” she grinned, excitement threading through her as she prepared to climb down.

      She was sixteen, but these things never ceased to amaze her. She scrambled down the tree with the speed of someone who was well practiced, moving from branch to branch.

      But a chill wind swept through again, right as she went to lower herself to another set of branches. The tree swayed and Imara lost her handhold, then her footing. Time seemed to slow as she fell backward, down, down, never-ending.

      Until her back hit the hard-packed ground, all the breath forced from her lungs in one painful blow.

      “Oh, God! Immy!”

      Elora was at her side in an instant, dropping down to her knees, her satchel thrown to the ground. She rifled through it, pulling out a parchment-wrapped bundle of herbs. As she rolled them in her hand, the oils staining her skin green, Imara’s nose burned at their pungent scent.

      “I’m fine,” she groaned. “I don’t need—”

      Before she could finish, Elora had shoved the bundle of herbs into her mouth. “Bite down.”

      She shot her sister a death glare, but did as she asked. Bitterness flooded her mouth with a strong aftertaste that Imara likened to the solution her parents used to strip paint from the walls. A full-body shudder overtook her, but miraculously, the pain was gone. She looked up at Elora, hearing her speak, but not able to see her features. They were blurred, just a wash of peach and auburn. She squinted, wondering if she’d somehow damaged her eyes in that fall. It seemed ridiculous, but maybe she’d hit her head on the ground.

      When her vision cleared, she didn’t see Elora. She saw Rheor. He was hunched over her, his brow drawn in concern, his lips moving, but speaking no words that Imara could hear. She tried to reach up and touch his face, to reassure him that she was all right, but pain shot down her spine, traveling to each of her limbs. Fatigue followed soon after, rendering her body utterly useless.

      “I…” She couldn’t even summon the energy to speak.

      Was she… dying? Her conscious mind began to surface and she remembered what happened. She’d been with a hunting party and they’d been ambushed. She’d fought alongside the Raknari, but one of the Svag had gotten to her. She could still feel the icy chill of his long fingers around her neck. She tried to thrash, to chase away the memory, but her body just wouldn’t move.

      Focusing on Rheor, she felt tears sting her eyes at the sheer helplessness she felt. He was so close, but he felt a million miles away. She watched his lips, tried to read the sounds they were forming, and finally she could hear him.

      “Imara. Come back to me, my Korun. I need you. I love you.”

      Her heart clenched in her chest, swelling with so much emotion she couldn’t contain it all. She wanted to let it out, and she opened her mouth to do just that, but her voice was gone. Stolen by the howling winds that surrounded them. She couldn’t tell him. She was dying, and she couldn’t tell him that she loved him, too.

      Tears fell freely down her cheeks. She felt so weak. A Raknari would never have succumbed to this. She should have been prepared for an attack. She should have insisted Rheor come with them. Now she was going to get all of them killed, just because he’d trusted her with something he shouldn’t have. No one should ever trust her to lead. She was terrible at it. Stupid. Selfish. Reckless. Self-important girl who didn’t know what was good for her.

      “Cease your wallowing, child.”

      A woman’s voice cut through her self-pity, clear and vibrant. It was the sound of glass tinking against glass, of a crystal cavern echoing the winter wind. There was something cold about it, but that coldness cut through the haze and forced her to pay attention. She looked up, expecting to find Rheor again. Instead, she saw a woman she instinctively knew.

      She was tall and slender, her blue skin rimed by frost, her bright blue eyes piercing in their intensity. Her white hair was done into two braids that were arranged in a crown around her head, ice crystals holding them in place. She wore shimmering blue robes that were so sheer Imara could see her body through them. Every inch.

      She flushed and tried to look away, but found she couldn’t. This woman wouldn’t allow it. Kiova wouldn’t allow it.

      “I’m not yet done with you,” she said simply, a glint in her eyes. “Rise again, and do not squander my gifts.”

      Leaning down, the woman brushed her lips over Imara’s. They were cool, but soft, and when she closed her eyes, she could imagine they were Rheor’s. When she opened them again, she found that they were Rheor’s. He was holding her half on his lap, just as he had been in her… dream? Vision. She didn’t know what to call it.

      Reaching up, she found she could touch him now. He was real. Solid. Surprisingly warm beneath her fingers. But he stopped kissing her once she moved, his eyes flying open in surprised joy.

      “You’re alive.”

      She was. She hadn’t realized how close she’d come to not being alive, but being visited by a goddess made it clear she’d approached the border between life and death. She’d been sent back, clearly, and she knew her purpose. Find that Svag and kill him before he could use Kiova’s powers for more evil.

      “We have to kill that Svag,” she said, the clarity of her task overwhelming her. “That’s the only way this will stop.”

      If they didn’t, the sheer numbers were going to overwhelm them, along with the other Raknari and the Machai. There would be many deaths here, all of them on Imara’s hands. She wasn’t going to take that with her to the afterlife.

      Rheor nodded, resolute, and she saw a note of pride in his eyes. She smiled up at him, caressing his face, but then let her hand drop so she could push herself up. He needed to know how she felt, but they needed to live through this first. Once she was out of his lap, Rheor stood, offering her a hand to hoist her to her feet. She swayed once, but steadied herself with his help.

      “Are you certain you—”

      “Kiss me again,” she said, her hand moving to his chest, up to his neck, fingers curling at the nape.

      He obliged, kissing her with a ferocity that made her toes curl in her boots. God, if they weren’t in the middle of fighting an ultra-powerful Svag and his endless band of minions, she would have gladly climbed him like that tree in her dream. Instead she focused on the kiss, drew from it and felt herself growing stronger; steadier. Power flowed through her and she pushed it back into Rheor in turn, as if they were undergoing another, smaller form of Roinim.

      When she drew back, she couldn’t see anything other than him. And not in the metaphorical sense. The storms had returned, but this time she got the impression that they were of their own making, not controlled by the Svag. She parted from Rheor, looking around for her bow. When she couldn’t find it, she held out her right hand and imagined a large, strong, flexible bow. It appeared there, made of smooth ice that she was able to wrap her fingers around without feeling the expected burn.

      A quiver followed, strapped to her back, and she pulled out an ice arrow, nocking it in her new bow. Rheor summoned a spear, standing not in a way that was meant to hover over her and protect her from the front, but in a trusting position at her back. He would cover where she could not, as she would do for him. She truly was his equal, just as she’d said. And right now, she felt like it.

      “I can’t see the others through this at all,” she said, the one downside to the storm that currently sheltered them at the center of its vortex.

      “They will hold until they can hold no longer,” Rheor assured her. “The best thing we can do for them now is to kill the one organizing the Svag.”

      As if on cue, that disembodied voice said: “Now that’s curious. I drained you of everything you had to give, and yet you’re still making use of Kiova’s blessing.”

      Just like before, the sound danced all around her, thrown about the storm, assaulting her from all sides.

      At her back, Rheor growled. “Show yourself!”

      “How does it feel to be the powerless one, Drotun? To know that you are outmatched?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” he shot back.

      The voice laughed, circling around them once more. There was no way to pinpoint it. All of her senses were conflicting with each other, her sight telling her one thing, her hearing telling her another. All she could think to do was eliminate one of those things. It was a tactic she’d used when hunting to good effect, and she closed her eyes now, focusing on what she heard.

      Someone was darting through the storm. She could hear the wind hitting his body, the impact of ice shards striking against his armor.

      “There!” she called, as she loosed the arrow she’d been holding.

      A grunt sounded from the edge of the vortex, the arrow striking true. The Svag laughed, darting away from the space he’d occupied as she nocked another arrow.

      “Impressive. For a human.”

      The taunts fell on deaf ears as Imara tried to focus on where he was moving. His armor made a certain sound, ground together in a certain way as he rushed from place to place. At her back, she felt Rheor tense, energy coiled in his body. He could hear it too, and when the Svag leapt from the abyss that surrounded them, he was ready. She turned to see him hold his spear up to block, his leg kicking outward, boot hitting the Svag square in the chest and forming a fissure in his armor that snaked down to his abdomen. Imara followed up with another arrow, the tip striking the armor at his shoulder, but shattering that entire section in the process.

      A cruel, cold grin spread across the Svag’s features and he disappeared into the winds again, his voice carrying all around them. “You work well together. But I’m not some powerless wretch you can get the best of with a few weapon strikes.”

      The earth rumbled around them and Imara looked at her feet, expecting ice to erupt from the ground like a glacier, just as she’d commanded earlier. She leapt away from that point, as did Rheor, but they both were confronted with a solid wall of ice as a ring of it formed around them, reaching into the heavens. It was practically a cage already, keeping them pressed close together, and Imara kicked against it uselessly, feeling no give in the wall whatsoever. Even Rheor’s spear blows were glancing. He tossed the weapon aside and it dissolved into crystalline shards, a hammer appearing in his hands.

      But as he struck, the walls moved inward, pushing them closer and closer together, giving him little room for his swings. He was making some progress, cracks forming in the ice wall, but it wasn’t enough. Especially when that disembodied voice continued to laugh, the sound bouncing throughout the enclosure.

      “I didn’t think you’d be felled by such a simple spell, Drotun. Has it really been so long since you met your match?”

      Rheor let out a savage growl, striking the hammer against the wall with all his might. It splintered, ice shards going everywhere. She saw at least one slice across Rheor’s body as he moved to shield her. Yet even that wasn’t enough to make a proper opening. Moving beside him, Imara thought as quickly as she could. There was no room for her to swing a hammer, and she didn’t have the same strength as Rheor. What did animals do when they needed to get out of a tight space? She thought of badgers and their long, tool-like claws shoveling dirt and clay to create their dens. Closing her eyes, Imara imagined herself having those same claws. She felt ice form around her forearms, her wrists, her hands. When she opened her eyes again, large claws of ice encased her hands, and she started to “dig” at the wall, shaving off chunks of it even as it continued to close in.

      Between her clawing and Rheor’s hammering, they managed to knock out a large enough section of the wall. Just in time, too. The ice constricted, and Imara had to wrench her body out through the hole they’d created, tumbling to the ground afterward. The wall shattered in a spray of ice shards, and the laughter continued.

      Arrogant son of a bitch.

      “I see I’ll have to do this myself,” he said, giving them only a fraction of a second’s warning before he lunged from the storm.

      This time, his whole body was covered in thick, seemingly impenetrable ice. Only the upper half of his face was visible, and on the end of each arm he’d created long, curved blades that reminded Imara of scythes. They’d always unsettled her as a child. Watching farmers cut through entire rows of crops, the blade slicing cleanly. It unsettled her more to see that same design glistening in deadly ice, and coming right for her like an executioner’s axe.

      She ducked just in time, and Rheor was there behind her, holding up his hammer to deflect the blow. But the other scythe blade struck from behind, curving around to scrape off of the armor at Rheor’s back. He sprang away so quickly, before the Drotun could even think of retaliating, and Imara realized just how vulnerable she was.

      She concentrated, able to form the same kind of chest armor Rheor wore, but nothing more. It seemed he couldn’t form anything beyond it, either. All he had was that breastplate, while the Svag had created a full suit of it. How was he more powerful after siphoning from her? It didn’t make any sense, but she also didn’t really have time to wonder.

      The Svag stomped into the ground, sending a fissure cracking through it that split, jagged shards of ice shooting up from the center. She and Rheor were forced to separate, and like a wolf prowling around, trying to identify the weakest of the herd, the Svag focused on her. His fingers extended in an unnatural way beneath the scythe arms, glowing white pulsing at the center of his palm. A ball of frost was shot toward her, then another from his left hand, and Imara was forced to the ground to be able to dodge them both.

      She rolled, righted herself, and took a cue from the Svag, forming not just one ball of ice energy in each hand, but one tiny missile for each finger. She flung them at the attacker, each one homing in, shattering on impact. Most barely nicked his armor, but she watched with satisfaction as one burst close enough to his face to make tiny cuts by his eye.

      Rheor, meanwhile, had brought his spear out again, hurling it at the Svag. He was still reeling from the ice in his eye and stood there to take the blow full-on, only managing to move just enough to protect the thinner armor at his neck. The spear struck his chest with such a power that it shattered on impact, splitting a massive crater that revealed the Svag’s bare chest.

      He let out a growl, the first sound she’d heard from him that sounded like something akin to desperation. He disappeared into the storm again, but Imara was ready. Thrusting her hand outward, she drew the wind and the sleet into her own body. It was cold at first. Too cold, and too powerful. But she gritted her teeth and endured it. Then she felt that tug of something at her consciousness, and she glanced to the side to see Rheor standing beside her, doing the same thing. Together, they pulled the storm in, giving a clear view of the open field of warriors and Machai fighting against countless enemies that just kept rising from the snow like golems.

      It also gave a clear view of the Svag who controlled them, his eyes wide. It wasn’t quite fear she saw there, though it was something very close. Animal instinct, perhaps. It drove him to flee, bolting away from them with a trail of ice left in his wake. Rheor put two fingers between his lips and gave a sharp whistle. Varuk abandoned his own fight against the lesser Svag and came running, his massive paws bounding across the earth. In a stunning display of athleticism, Rheor mounted the beast before he’d even come to a full stop, then offered his hand to Imara. She took it, finding herself hauled up before him, the muscular cat moving beneath her.

      They gained on the Svag, Varuk pounding across the open plain. There was nowhere for him to go, and Imara knew he would throw obstacles in their way to stop them. Ice slicked the ground, making it hard for the Machai to find his footing. Fissures cracked open, pillars of ice jutted up from the ground. Imara leaned up in the saddle, the claws falling away as she summoned the bow again, one massive arrow nocked against the strong, taut string.

      She drew back, aimed for the Svag’s leg, and fired a pinning shot. It erupted from the bow with such force, the string slicing against the inside of her arm. She hissed in a breath but forced her eyes to stay open, forced herself to see if she’d found her mark. The Svag howled with pain, the arrow embedding into the back of his calf, so deep that even part of the shaft wasn’t visible. He staggered, stumbled, and gave them enough time to close the distance.

      Rheor was quick to act, leaping from Varuk’s back to tackle the Svag to the ground. Imara grabbed the reins of the big cat and maneuvered him around so that he was standing over the Svag, hot saliva dripping from his open mouth. She drew back her bowstring again, aiming an arrow right between his eyes.

      “Who are you?” Rheor growled.

      The Svag just laughed. “No one of consequence, as far as your people are concerned. I’m nothing to you, or to your precious goddess.”

      “What do you want? You have power now. Why keep attacking?”

      He was silent for the first time since his appearance. Imara’s bow creaked as she drew the string back even further. “Answer him.”

      Varuk let out a low, guttural growl to add to the warning. Neither seemed to faze the Svag. A smirk slid across his lips.

      “I want what you stole from me,” he grated out, suddenly looking up at Rheor with such hatred and fury that it shocked Imara.

      Then his arm drew back, his palm glowing. Imara adjusted her aim quickly, shooting an arrow straight into his wrist. She could practically feel the bone shattering, the sound so visceral. He cried out in pain again, and Rheor grabbed him by the shoulders, slamming him to the ground.

      “Are there others?”

      When the Svag didn’t answer, he repeated the question, again and again. Imara could practically feel his rage, his desperation, and she moved to his side, lowering her bow for a moment to place a hand on his shoulder. She went to speak to him, but out of her peripheral, she caught the hint of movement. The Svag was lifting his hand again, just out of Rheor’s range. His gaze was fixed on her, an evil smile curling his lips. She could see what he intended, as clear as day.

      Why did I ever take my bow off of him?

      Before she could move to do anything about it, to make up for her own stupidity, Rheor was in motion. With a feral roar that came from someplace deep inside of him, he slammed both of his hands onto the Svag’s chest, the man’s body impacting the ground and bouncing back up briefly before Rheor held him down. The Drotun’s hands glowed a bright blue, frost swirling around him as he channeled everything he had into the Svag beneath him. Unlike what happened with Tiva, this was concentrated. Nothing froze internally, but she could see the Svag’s mouth open, heard the choking noises he made.

      Then she heard something shatter, bursting inside of him, and he fell limp. The threat gone, but their one source of information destroyed, as well.
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      All around them, Rheor could hear snow as it collapsed into large heaps. The army the Svag commanded was no longer being powered by him, and it returned to whence it had come, leaving the hunting party and the Machai who accompanied them to catch their breath.

      He observed that it was happening, but still his gaze was fixed on the lifeless figure at his feet, his hands still on the Svag’s chest. He pulled them away, anger still surging through him. He’d known what the man was going to do. He could see it in his eyes. Rheor hadn’t wanted to kill him—he would’ve been a valuable hostage—but he needed to protect his Korun. They could always find another source. He could not find another Imara.

      The aftershock of the battle still pulsed through him, and when he looked at her, heat suffused his entire being, icy flames driving deep into his soul. She met his eyes, saw what was in them, and that same heat reflected in her. It was inconvenient, but he’d heard tell of Raknari taking their Koruns on the battlefield, amid the corpses and debris just because they couldn’t wait any longer. Because their blood pumped hot with battle lust, and they needed some way to feed that fire.

      For Rheor, it went deeper than that. He’d very nearly lost her, but here she was. Alive. Whole. Warm. Wanting. And he intended to take advantage of that. Stepping over the fallen Svag, he reached for Imara, pulling her hard against him. He nearly crushed her in a fierce embrace, his mouth crashing to hers, hot and needy. The whimper she gave in response, the way she squirmed against him, the hum of energy rippling through her told him everything he needed to know.

      He ravaged her mouth, his tongue plunging past her lips, seeking the heat of her. She answered with her own tongue stroking against his, curling playfully, possessively, as if she intended to keep him there. His hands began to move down her backside, to lift her up against him. But he was stopped by a familiar voice.

      “Drotun, Korun, are you hurt?”

      He tore away from her, a growl ripping through his throat. Loken held his ground, the slightest smirk twitching at his lips. He didn’t apologize for interrupting, nor should he. Rheor knew he was being unreasonable, but he couldn’t help it. Everything in him said he needed to be inside his Korun as quickly as possible.

      “We are well enough,” he said, his voice strained. Even he recognized there were small cuts and bruises about his person. “Gather the hunting party and return to the Peak. Tell the other warriors what has happened here, and let the guards know to keep close watch. We will bring the body… soon.”

      “But not too soon, I suspect,” Loken said, his eyes glinting with amusement.

      Imara gave a breathy laugh, and it was the only thing that kept Rheor from growling at the man again. He was too tightly wound, and she knew it. She stroked his chest, massaging circles that followed the runes. It did little to calm him, but at least it gave him something else to focus on.

      “No. Not too soon,” he said, not looking away from Imara.

      There was hunger in her eyes that echoed his own, and it was a struggle for him to wait until the hunters were gone. So much of a struggle that he couldn’t manage it. As Loken began to gather the rest of the hunting party, Rheor pulled Imara to him again, his mouth meeting hers with a surge of ferocity he felt answered by her. His hands slid down to her rump, covering the firm cheeks as he lifted her easily against him. His cock strained against his leathers, throbbing as her body slid over his, and he held her up until some part of his conscious mind realized that what he wanted—a tree, a wall, some other surface to lean her against—was not available in this open field.

      His mouth tore away from hers and moved to her neck, sucking at the junction between it and her shoulder as he spared some of his thought to his gift. She moaned, almost concealing the sound of ice shearing up from the ground behind her. Almost, but not quite. She tensed in his arms, pulled away from his lips to look over her shoulder, then let out another breathy chuckle at what she saw.

      A thick wall of ice stood in the center of the field, serving exactly the purpose Rheor needed it to and having the added benefit of obscuring them from view of some of his men. Not that he cared. They would have done the same in his position.

      With a possessive growl, he slammed her back against the ice wall, his body pressing close to hers. She gasped, her nails digging into the nape of his neck, her fingers curling around his hair and tugging firmly. She kissed him with an undisguised passion, all lips and tongue and teeth, and he kissed back, his hips grinding against her as she arched into him. Now that she was braced against the wall, he reached down to tug at the leather ties of his breeches, undoing just enough that he could tug the opening apart and pull his cock free.

      He was hard and ready, his shaft sliding over the smooth leather that covered her crotch. She moaned into his mouth, bucking against him, sensitive enough that even that seemed to please her. Rheor maintained the friction, rutting against her like some wild animal. Eager to do away with her clothing entirely and bury himself inside of her, but also eager to feel her shatter in his arms just from this.

      Reaching a hand up, he covered her breast, finding the leather was frustratingly thick enough to completely obscure her nipples from him. Moving to the ties, he tore at them, ripping them free of the material so that it sagged open. His hand moved inside, between the leather and the soft undershirt below that kept it from chafing. She was not wearing any bindings, so her hardened nipple was easy enough to feel beneath the cloth. He pinched and rolled more roughly than he might otherwise have done, and she responded with lustful moans and wanton actions, grinding her sex against him.

      Her moans became breathier, increasing in pitch and far more needy as she grew closer and closer to climax. Rheor thrust against her as if he was driving himself deep inside of her, his cock sliding over her leathers, rubbing just enough to send her over that edge. She drew back from his mouth, her keening moan music to his ears, and Rheor slowly, carefully began to lower her.

      “But you haven’t—” her voice was shaky, her eyes half-lidded as she looked up at him.

      She stopped when he reached for the ties of her pants, a throaty chuckle sending a shot of lust through Rheor’s body. “I’ll do it. You’ve already ruined the chestpiece.”

      There was no bite to her scolding, and the fire that remained in her eyes told him she’d not minded in the least. He kept his eyes locked on hers as she worked at the ties, then raked his gaze down her body. She tugged down the tight-fitting pants, past creamy hips and thick thighs he couldn’t wait to have wrapped around him again.

      Her smallclothes remained, thin cloth that could easily be pulled down or pushed aside. But Rheor had other ideas. Something primal inside of him wanted a say, and apparently that meant destroying things that kept him from his Korun.

      “Since I didn’t rip the pants,” he murmured against her lips, before taking the band of her smalls in hand and pulling the material apart. It gave with a satisfying rip, and Imara gasped, then crashed her mouth to his again.

      Rheor groaned into the kiss, letting the last shred of material fall away. His hand moved down between them, twisting so he could slide a finger through her slick folds. She was more than ready for him. Gripping her rump, he lifted her again and pressed her back against the wall. Another gasp, and this time she arched closer to him to get her bare flesh away from the ice wall.

      “That’s cold,” she laughed against his mouth. “Why can’t you have earth powers? Then you could summon a tree or something.”

      She was teasing, but he let out a possessive growl just the same, angling his hips in such a way that his cock rubbed over her clit. She gasped, her head falling back, and Rheor raked his teeth over the hollow of her throat. Another shift of his hips and the head of his cock breached her folds, sliding to her core as if her body was made to receive him alone.

      Some part of him wanted to be patient; to savor every moment of every time with his Korun. But the rest of him needed her. Now. And with one strong thrust, he took her, a loud moan falling from her lips as he sheathed himself inside of her with ease. Already she clenched around him, her cunt still reacting to her previous orgasm. It was all Rheor could do to keep from spilling like some untested youth. His head dropped to her shoulder and he gritted his teeth, letting out a grunt of effort as he pulled his hips back, then drove into her again.

      “Yes,” she breathed, her head falling back, her mouth open in ecstasy. “Please.”

      Not one to deny her, Rheor repeated the action. Drawing back and thrusting into her tight, wet cunt. Her body welcomed him, and so too did the sounds of pleasure she made and the way her nails dug deeper and deeper into his shoulders. Rheor found a rhythm, his strokes long and quick, but his Korun wanted more.

      “Harder,” she begged, near breathless.

      A growl rumbled in his throat, not of aggravation, but of some primal kind of kinship. She wanted him to take her like some rutting, wild thing, and he wanted nothing more. Pressing her back more firmly against the ice wall, Rheor fucked her with all of his strength, pounding into her mercilessly. Her moans tore from her almost like screams of pleasure and she clung to him more tightly, angling her hips to meet him each time. He thrust deep inside of her, again and again, and when he felt her shatter around him, her legs locking hard around his waist, her whole body shuddering, there was no hope of him holding out any longer.

      He buried himself inside of her until their bodies were flushed. As her cunt squeezed around him, he let go of his iron will and came with a roar as if he truly was an animal. His cock pulsed inside of her, filling her with his seed, giving her everything he could possibly give her. As he held her, panting, his head lifting from her shoulder to meet her eyes, he couldn’t help the primal sentiment that rose in him.

      “I want to do this as many times as it takes for your belly to swell with our child.”

      Even in her post-orgasm haze, Imara’s eyes widened. The surprise that registered in her features worried him at first, bringing him back to his current reality. But then he looked closer and saw it wasn’t disgust or an unwillingness to have his child. It was just doubt, which she expressed soon after.

      “Is that… possible?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I want to find out.”

      Imara’s features softened and she bit her lip. “And after I’m pregnant? After I have our child? Will you… still want me then?”

      It was almost impossible not to dismiss that with a laugh. The idea was so absurd to him, as if he would ever stop wanting her. But he could hear the fear in her voice, the insecurities she desperately tried to hide. Reaching up, Rheor caressed her face with one hand.

      “I will want you even more,” he promised her.

      She laughed softly, wiggling against him just so. Even though he’d just spent himself and was soft inside of her, Rheor could feel his cock twitch in recognition.

      “Then I guess we’d better get back so we can keep trying.”

      He withdrew from her reluctantly, making up for it by brushing a soft kiss across her lips. His body ached from the fight and from the frenzy of their coupling. Hers did too, judging from her stiffness. As she pulled her pants back on and he laced his breeches, reality began to resurface in his mind. All he wanted was to stay with Imara day and night, doing exactly that until she was with child—and after.

      But this Svag could have posed a real threat to the Raknari, and he needed to gather his own people and alert the council before they struck again.
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      They returned to the mountain on Varuk, who Imara was a bit embarrassed to learn had remained in the field with them while they… celebrated the fact that they were both alive. She hadn’t even noticed him, but she certainly noticed the look he gave her as she climbed on, as if he was amused.

      Rheor said nothing of it, though, and they rode swiftly to the Frozen Peak. Everyone was already gathered, all of the warriors and guards and even the regular people of the settlement like Nava and Almir. She stood with the Drotun, expecting him to explain what happened, but Rheor looked to her.

      Imara faltered for a moment, seeing all of those eyes on her. This was her worst nightmare, having everyone look to her for some kind of wisdom she didn’t possess. But they didn’t need wisdom right now. They just needed information.

      “While we were hunting in the woods just to the southwest of here, we were attacked by Svag. At first I thought they were the same as the ones we faced on the pass, and the same as those that attacked a few days ago, but there was something different about these. They never stopped coming. Wave after wave, even as we kept killing them.”

      There were gasps and murmurs from the crowd, and Imara had to steel her resolve to keep going.

      “There was someone controlling them. A Svag who seemed to have powers of his own somehow. Or… maybe not a Svag.” She looked to Rheor, frowning. Flailing. He gave her an encouraging nod. “We don’t know what he was, but when Rh—when the Drotun and I killed him, the others stopped coming.”

      “Golems?” Almir asked, his eyes widening. “How could Svag ever get enough power to maintain an entire army of golems?”

      “That is one of the things we need to find out,” Rheor said, and Imara let out a sigh of relief as he took over. “I would ask everyone to consult with friends and family, scour the libraries, find any information you can about the Svag or any other threats to our people. We must identify our enemy to prepare for them.”

      “You’re sure this Svag is not an anomaly? Perhaps the others are powerless,” Almir suggested.

      “I’m not sure of anything, but we cannot afford to ignore any possibilities,” Rheor said.

      Almir nodded, and several of the others voiced their agreement. Several more broke away from the crowd, presumably to do exactly as he’d asked. Looking at them, they didn’t seem to be the warrior types. Imara felt slightly ashamed she didn’t know most people’s names, but that would come in time.

      “For now, I need guards posted at every entrance. Raise the old bell, and build two more in the towers. We’ll also have a patrol take Machai down the path to check for any signs of Svag approaching.”

      The warriors and guards among the crowd nodded with grim resolve and went to go about their tasks, leaving the crowd thin, just a few Raknari remaining.

      “You’re going to need people to help keep the peace here,” Almir suggested, and Imara felt a pang of sympathy for him. It was obvious he wanted to do more.

      “I will. Everyone who remains, do what you can to keep the rest calm. Everything should function as normal. I don’t want fear to get in the way of us living our lives.”

      The rest dispersed at that, leaving only Imara behind. “How can I help?” she asked, that need to feel useful building inside of her.

      This wasn’t where her skills existed. She could fight. She hoped she’d proven that, despite being siphoned of her powers. But helping Rheor lead his people—their people—was something she was unaccustomed to doing. Something she thought she would never do well.

      “I must speak to the other Drotuns, and I would like you to come with me,” he said matter-of-factly, as if he wasn’t extending something well beyond her capabilities. “The journey is still somewhat treacherous, so we will need to change into proper clothes.”

      Humor sparked in his eyes, tugging his lips into a smirk, but it barely reached Imara. Anxiety bloomed within her like dust being sent to every corner of her consciousness. She couldn’t speak to the other Drotuns. She wasn’t one of them. She didn’t belong there.

      “I appreciate your faith in me, but I don’t think I’d have much to contribute,” she said, trying not to sound as terrified as she was.

      Rheor tilted his head at her, a curious look in his eyes. “You are a Korun now. Of course you have something to contribute.”

      Dammit. He was right. She was technically one of them now, though not created by the same means. She understood from Rheor that the two of them were equal, yet when it came to dealing with these sweeping protections, she didn’t feel equal to him. She felt far inferior, languishing behind and wishing she’d paid more attention when her father tried to impart the wisdom of his position.

      Rheor’s hands settled on her shoulders, then one palm lifted to her cheek. She looked up at him, meeting his eyes, and melted at the soft smile he gave her.

      “You have plenty to contribute. You must stop doubting yourself.”

      Easier said than done, but she loved him for how earnestly he said it, and how much he seemed to believe it. As a smile settled into her own features, she realized with a sinking feeling that she hadn’t actually said that to him. She’d heard him say it, had wanted to respond when she’d come back to her senses, but she’d been… distracted.

      And now Rheor was heading up the sloping path toward the palace. “Come. We should leave at once.”

      She couldn’t blurt out the words now, so they stuck in her throat, where she knew they were sure to remain throughout this journey. Tormenting her with her own ineptitude, just like everything else.
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* * *

      Her defeatist guess wasn’t far from the truth. She did keep those words to herself, but mostly because she couldn’t spare the breath to say them as they walked the treacherous path to reach the central point between the mountains. Roinim had made her hardier, far more able to endure the cold and the thin air at such heights, but it did nothing to make her feel even remotely safe on narrow paths along the cliff face and rickety bridges that buckled under Rheor’s weight as he crossed them.

      She’d never been afraid of heights, but the sense of vertigo she experienced looking down from that bridge made her reconsider her stance on ever leaving the ground or doing anything like this ever again. She’d stuck close to Rheor after that, his constant shadow, practically clinging to him. One of the guards who’d accompanied them had snorted in amusement, but Rheor put her in her place.

      It was a long walk, but easier than the last time he’d made it, as he told her. She couldn’t imagine the things he described. Conditions were bad enough without the wind working against them. Kiova seemed to be calm now, allowing them relatively safe passage to that central point. As they finally crested the lip of the crater that played host to the meetings between the Drotuns, Imara was stunned.

      It was sectioned into quarters, with the north side bearing the familiar icy ground of the Frozen Peak, strong blue lines threading beneath the stone. To the east, windswept rock crackled with static electricity. To the south, charred black rocks were cracked from the heat that radiated off of them, lava flowing through the fissures. And to the west, the stone gathered in solid, craggy formations, everything glowing with a soft green light.

      There were thrones set in each corner, those also corresponding well with the Drotun who sat upon them. Rheor’s was made of pure ice encasing a stone chair, the tall seat something she had to crane her neck to see the top of. There was no chair accompanying it, though, something Rheor took notice of immediately.

      “Jorn,” he called, prompting Imara to look over to the west.

      The man who approached seemed built of stone itself, his jaw and cheeks chiseled as if from granite. He was broad and overwhelmingly solid, his lips set into a neutral expression.

      “If you would shape a throne for my Korun,” he said, gesturing to the space beside his chair.

      “I would have done so sooner, but I admit I still had my doubts.” A small smile chipped into his stony face. “It is good to meet you, Korun.”

      “You as well,” she said, wondering if she should curtsy and feeling awkward for even thinking it.

      The earth began to rumble nearby and there was no place for anything but awe as she watched him form a throne from the stone itself, pulling it up effortlessly. Or so it first appeared. When she looked at him, she could see the strain in his features. At one point the stone cracked, damaging the structure of the throne and throwing off his entire attempt.

      “That’s where the ice can go,” Rheor supplied helpfully, using his own power to encase the chair just like his.

      Thankfully it was shorter than his, and though Imara felt a little silly acting like some kind of queen, she took her seat and waited for the other Drotuns to arrive. The one from the east was next, and it was only after a brief pause of waiting that she remembered Brunyr had gone to fetch Elora.

      Thinking of her sister and how close she was to seeing her again helped calm Imara’s nerves. Enough to sit still and focus, at least. Enough to not completely buckle under the weight of the other Drotuns’ stares.

      “Something wrong?” she asked, lifting one eyebrow in challenge, unable to help herself. “I know I’m not Raknari, but I thought you already knew that.”

      Marev’s Chosen—Hidrin, Rheor had told her—let out a booming laugh. “I like this one.”

      “It’s not because you’re human,” Jorn explained, then frowned. “Well, no. I suppose it is.” Rheor bristled beside her, but she reached up to put a hand on his arm. “We didn’t expect one of the Tempests to take to you. The fact that you bear Kiova’s mark is proof that they have—that they can.”

      Understanding washed over Imara, and her insecurities fell away, her expression softening. “You’re hoping you can find human Koruns as well. Are there none among the Raknari who match with you?”

      “As soon as Marev’s blessing started getting the best of me, I scoured the Thunder Peak. I thought I came close once, but… she wasn’t the right one,” Hidrin said, a curious touch of bitterness in his voice. “It’s not as dire for me as it is for Brunyr, but I need to find a Korun soon or I’m going to lose control of the storms.”

      “I am just beginning to feel Vara’s… displeasure at my lack of a Korun. I do not wish to tempt fate, or her benevolence. She has given me more time than I deserve,” Jorn admitted. “But yes, I too have looked to no avail.”

      “Perhaps this is a message from the Tempests. A path they wish us to take to ensure a stronger future,” Rheor said, looking at Imara with a fondness that made heat suffuse her body.

      She’d never felt wanton before; ravenous for another’s touch. But she certainly did with him, and she felt a keen desire for this meeting to end so she could jump him on the way back. She might even tolerate those goat paths if it meant he held her against the wall and—

      “Are you with child, then?” Jorn asked, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

      Imara blinked away from her fantasy, scarlet painted across her cheeks. Her hand went instinctively to her belly. “I’m not sure. I don’t think I am. Not yet. And I don’t know if we even can…”

      “I do not believe Kiova would bring you to me if we could not continue her line.”

      She didn’t know about all of that. It made her sound like she was a broodmare for some prince who only existed to carry on the family name. She knew that wasn’t how Rheor saw her, but what if that was her only purpose to Kiova? Spread her legs like a dutiful Korun and bear the next Drotun.

      “Maybe so,” Hidrin said. “At this point I don’t care if a human Korun can bear children or not. I just…” His jaw clenched and he looked away. “I dislike being atop that mountain alone.”

      “Then you should go to the human villages in your territories,” Imara said, feeling a pang of sympathy for the man. “Not to demand a Korun, just to offer what you can to them. Trade. Help. Communication. You can see if there’s anyone there you’re drawn to, and they’ll probably be drawn to you, as well. That’s… how it worked for me, at least,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “And how will I win her if I find her?” He sat at the edge of his throne now, his fingers tense on the arms of it.

      Was a Raknari Drotun asking her for courtship tips? She almost had to laugh at that. As it was she had to bury her lip between her teeth to keep from doing so. There was no world in which she was qualified to give advice on these things. She only knew her own preferences, and from what she’d seen, she wasn’t exactly typical of a human woman.

      Looking up at Rheor, though, she thought she might have an answer.

      “Show her kindness. Admit when she’s right, and when you’re wrong. Don’t rush her into anything, but listen to her, and believe her when she tells you she wants something,” she arched a brow at Rheor for emphasis. He gave her a sheepish smile. “Acknowledge her strength even if your instinct is to protect her. I have a feeling anyone the Tempests choose for you will be able to hold her own.”

      Hidrin frowned at this, not seeming to find comfort in her answer. “There is nothing I can give her? No gifts she will respond to?”

      Imara did laugh then, a loud guffaw—the same braying sound she’d always been teased about. She moved to cover her mouth on instinct, but none of the Drotuns even flinched. “I’m not the person to ask that. The kind of gifts I like are new bows and fox fur cloaks and really good food,” she admitted with a smirk, then put a hand up when Jorn’s eyes glinted with excitement. “I’m not saying all women are like that. I’m saying the opposite. Every woman is different, and while you might gain a little favor with thoughtful gifts, it’s not going to get you a Korun.”

      “She’s right, Hidrin,” Rheor said, reaching down to rest a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not so easy as trading for her affection. Act as you would if your time was not nearing its end. As if fate had not chosen for you.”

      “But gifts are helpful, are they not?” Hidrin asked.

      Imara had to make a great effort to keep from rolling her eyes. “Weren’t we supposed to be discussing the Svag, not human courtship?”

      “Yes,” Rheor said, clearing his throat. “As I mentioned when I sent for this meeting, my Korun was attacked by a Svag the likes of which I have never seen before. He created lifeless vessels that acted on his command and were never-ending. He seemed to have dominion over the weather, just as I do.”

      “But you mentioned he attacked Imara,” Jorn pointed out. “Perhaps he siphoned her powers?”

      Imara shook her head. “He could do that before he got to me. Drawing powers from me just added more to his arsenal.”

      And possibly made his existing powers more potent, but there was no way she could confirm that. Just this admission alone sent a hush through the council of Drotuns, and both of them sat in stony silence for several minutes. They looked at each other, then Rheor, and a wordless sentiment seemed to pass between them.

      “What?” Imara asked, an itching feeling persisting under her skin. There was something they weren’t telling her.

      “If there are more, I don’t know that we can find the threat at its source and cut off the head without all of the Drotuns reaching some balance and peace with their patrons,” Rheor explained. “When I was struggling, denying my connection to you, it was tearing me apart. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t control my powers, and everything I tried to do took a much greater effort.”

      “I remember,” she said softly, looking up at him.

      “You only saw the worst of it. There was agony going on inside that I cannot easily explain, but I believe the other Drotuns are beginning to understand,” he said, glancing to them.

      Hidrin nodded grimly. “Yes. I understand exactly what you mean.”

      She’d known it was bad, but to know Rheor suffered so much made her heart hurt. And it made her think of Brunyr, who—while he had seemed nice enough, stable enough—was currently with her sister. She blanched, thinking of Elora caught in a violent firestorm. But Rheor trusted him. She had to remind herself of that. And even if it wasn’t much comfort, what could she do from here?

      Elora was strong. If she was in danger, she would know what to do. Imara had to believe that, because there was no way she was getting through this meeting otherwise.

      “What do we do now, then?” she asked. “Even if you go in search of mates, that could take weeks or months. What if they attack again?”

      “We will bolster our defenses,” Rheor said. “Ward against them, now that we know they possess some powers. I’ve already increased my guard presence, and I recommend you both do the same. I will send word to the Molten Peak and make sure someone is putting the same measures in place for when Brunyr returns.”

      The others nodded, accepting that this was the only way. But Imara couldn’t. Her brow furrowed and she looked up at Rheor. “Is that really all we can do? Just sit around and wait?”

      “Until the other Drotuns have undergone Roinim, I’m afraid so.” His jaw set, his gaze distant for a moment before it returned to her. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but there is no other way. We would cause far more problems trying to force them out in this state.”

      She knew he was right. Her tutor had explained that long ago, when the human tribes had still been nomadic and fighting for every scrap they got, there were often raiding parties dispatched. To confront the chiefs who sent them was always the wisest course of action—cut off the head of the snake, as it were. But they could only do that when they had full strength at their disposal, and that meant being healthy and well fed, which was why enemy tribes often starved others out and spread sickness among them, to ensure they could never do that.

      But in this case, it wasn’t a group of humans drifting from place to place. It was four settlements of Raknari. Not accessible by the average person, true, but apparently easy for the Svag to infiltrate. If they couldn’t take the fight to them just yet, they needed a way to bolster the Drotuns so they could.

      “What if we can gather a large number of humans in one neutral location?” she asked, trying to map it out in her mind. She hadn’t been too deep into the lands, but there had to be someplace. “The spring harvest is close. If you all extend your powers to help with that, maybe host some kind of festival, you’d get a lot of humans to attend. And… I think it would help to let them know why you’re there.”

      She tried her best not to blush at that, remembering how eager she’d been to leave with Rheor. Yes, she’d been protecting Elora, but something about him called to her. If this truly was fate, the other women would be drawn to the festival, too.

      “I’m sure we can find a place like that,” Jorn said, excitement threading through his voice that belied his stern countenance.

      Hidrin nodded enthusiastically, that glimmer back in his eyes. Imara couldn’t help but smile, proud to have contributed something to this when she’d felt so out of place. Looking up at Rheor, seeing his pride reflected back at her, she couldn’t say she felt out of place anymore. They had a plan. They had a way to defend the peaks until that plan was enacted.

      Now if Elora made it back safely, everything would be as perfect as it could be under the circumstances.
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      As soon as they returned to the Frozen Peak, Imara helped Rheor and several other Raknari bolster their defenses.

      They’d discussed a plan for it during the meeting, coming to a consensus on what must be done. While Rheor was not fond of penning his beautiful home in with walls, it was a necessity, and he and Imara spent most of their time working on that, creating ice-encased rock walls that would be impossible for all but the surest climbers to scale.

      Siege weapons were constructed to place upon the walls, some of the Raknari warriors eventually able to create them from their powers, just as they manifested their own weapons. Guards were taught to use them and others were assigned detailed patrol routes and given birds that could return quickly and warn of anything they saw.

      By the middle of the second day, as Imara was nearing exhaustion from working on the wall, she heard the announcement from a guard that someone was coming. Others scrambled to confirm, just as they’d been advised. Weaponry was held tense, pointing toward the mountain path. When the riders were announced, though, everyone eased.

      Everyone except Imara, who dropped what she was doing and rushed for the newly constructed gates.

      She saw Brunyr first, seated atop his low-roving lizard beast, its black tongue flicking out to taste its surroundings. He didn’t look as though he’d lost control of his powers, and the men who’d left with him all seemed intact. But where was…?

      Brunyr shifted in such a way that Imara was able to glimpse someone behind him. Someone wrapped in heavy furs from head to toe, her auburn hair spilling out from beneath her hood.

      “El!” she called, rushing forward.

      The hooded figure’s head jerked up and even though it was shadowed, Imara could see the smile, could feel the warmth of it. She slid down from the lizard—with Brunyr’s help—and ran to meet Imara. They crashed together, a tangle of arms in a tight embrace. Tears stung Imara’s eyes as she held her sister, something she thought she’d never be able to do again.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said into Elora’s hair, breathing in the familiar scents of home.

      “I wouldn’t miss your wedding. That’s… what this is, right? I wasn’t really clear on what ‘ceremony under the Glacial Moon’ meant.”

      Elora drew back, a glint of humor in her sky blue eyes. Imara couldn’t help but laugh.

      “It’s a wedding. Or as close to one as the Raknari get, I think.” She flushed a bit, realizing the last time she’d seen her sister, Rheor and the others had just come off as brutes. “I know it’s strange, but they’re… not what I thought. Rheor is a good person, and he treats me well.”

      A curious look passed over Elora’s face. It seemed wistful, and she glanced over her shoulder. When Imara followed her sister’s gaze, she found Brunyr staring right at her, fire in his eyes.

      Oh.

      “You are definitely telling me all about that,” she whispered, feeling a little giddy.

      She’d never been one for gossip about men. But then, she’d never had any men in her life worth gossiping about. And she desperately wanted to know what her sister and the Drotun of fire had gotten up to.

      “I’ll tell you,” Elora said, blushing crimson, “but can we go somewhere warmer? It’s freezing out here.”

      Grinning, Imara led her sister toward the palace she called home now. The gasp told her she had gotten used to its magnificence, though it wasn’t hard to see it through Elora’s eyes. A spiraling tower that shimmered like crystals in the sunlight, brilliantly white-blue with a light haze of mist emanating from the ice walls.

      “You live here?” her sister asked in awe.

      “Yeah. It’s not as big on the inside, but it’s still amazing.”

      As they climbed the slope, she heard someone approaching from behind them and felt the now-familiar tingle run through her arms, where her runes were most prominent.

      “El, you remember Rheor,” she said, turning without even having to confirm it was him. “Though I know the last time you saw him he was pretending to be a scary Storm Lord who demanded human sacrifice.”

      “There is no ‘pretend’ about it,” Rheor joked, offering a gentle smile to Elora that made Imara’s heart melt. “I’m glad you made it here safely. Was your journey an easy one?”

      Elora’s blush darkened and she looked away from him. Imara had to stifle her laugh, but she placed a reassuring arm around her sister. Eventually El came out with an answer, “I wouldn’t say easy, but it was… enjoyable.”

      Now she definitely needed to know. As rude as it was to tear her sister away from this proper meeting with her future “husband,” she couldn’t contain herself.

      “I wanted to catch El up inside. She hasn’t adapted to his weather yet,” she said, shooting Rheor her best pleading smile.

      “Of course. I’ll finish with the wall, and check in on you later.”

      There was a spark of heat in his eyes that ignited something deep in Imara’s core. “Later,” she promised.

      Then she ushered Elora inside, sat her down in front of a fire, and got to work interrogating her about the journey she’d taken with Brunyr.
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* * *

      It wasn’t quite as scandalous as she’d hoped, though even Imara could admit her view of what was “scandalous” was severely warped now. Sitting down with her sister in front of a roaring fire that was too hot for her these days, she discovered Brunyr had taken an instant interest in her. He hadn’t had eyes for anyone else in the village or throughout the entire journey—even the pretty Raknari guard who accompanied them and seemed eager to catch his eye.

      At first she’d been scared, but he made her laugh more than she had in a long time. Imara had smiled at that, noting that she’d have to find and thank him later. But unfortunately Elora’s story hadn’t been all smiles and warming up to the Lord of Fire. They’d been attacked on the road by Svag, and they were waylaid by the intolerance Brunyr and his men had for the freezing nights, as well as his overactive powers.

      “Did he ever hurt you?” Imara asked, her voice grave. “Even accidentally.”

      Elora’s eyes had widened, as if she couldn’t imagine such a thing. “No. No, he didn’t hurt me. Well…” she’d frowned, and Imara found herself waiting with bated breath to find out if she needed to threaten a Drotun. “I tried to touch him once. Just an innocent touch of the hand. His skin burned me. He felt terrible about it and he avoided touching me for the entire trip, even…”

      She’d blushed then, clamming up so tight Imara wasn’t sure she would ever get it out of her. Then she’d finally admitted it.

      “Even though I might have wanted him to.”

      That was certainly a sentiment she understood. She told Elora of her own struggle, leaving out some of the more… intimate details. That same heat blossomed in her own cheeks, though, and Elora’s knowing smile said she knew exactly what her sister was leaving out. It seemed a comfort to her, though, in several ways, and they talked for hours about the Frozen Peak, the Raknari, and even home.

      Lying down to sleep that night, the evening before she was to be “wed” to Rheor and make an official commitment to this life, she thought about her village, her family and the few friends she’d made. She missed them. There was no getting around that. If she couldn’t convince Elora to chase after Brunyr, who she obviously had a connection with, she would have to travel days just to see her own sister.

      Yet she didn’t regret where she’d ended up. If anything, she felt more at ease here, as if she truly belonged. Outside of her hunts with Elora, it was something she’d never felt back home. Content with that knowledge, Imara curled up next to Rheor—sated and exhausted after he’d made good on his promise—and dreamed of the future.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That future rushed up to meet her at the crack of dawn, when Imara was still half-asleep and in no mood to stumble around and do things.

      But Nava threw open the drapes, casting sunlight into the chamber. Rheor groaned, pulling a pillow over his head. Imara just curled closer against him, burying her own face in his side.

      “Up you go. There’s too much to be done for you to laze around. Or not laze around,” she said, casting a glance at Rheor’s crotch, where the morning had brought a flow of blood southward.

      He didn’t bother covering himself, though Imara wondered if she should. She was used to the dirty old woman at this point, though. Nava had taken it upon herself to act as some kind of lady’s maid to her, something she’d never claimed to need and had even fought against. That didn’t seem to matter to her, though, and she forcibly hauled Imara out of bed, taking her through a litany of “preparations.”

      She was bathed, an iridescent cream spread over her skin, a brush run through her hair. Then she was made to undergo some kind of ritualistic reflection that even Nava admitted was archaic, but that the Acolyte of Kiova required to perform the ceremony. After that she’d been released to spend the day with Elora, but following the evening meal she’d been stolen away again, this time to put on a dress that was thankfully beautiful.

      It was a deep blue with hints of silver threading through it, the gown falling like silk over her figure, cinched in at the waist to accentuate her hips more than she’d thought possible. It fell to her ankles, though the sleeves were bare, showing off the majority of her runes. Silver bracelets, stylish boots, and a necklace with a bright blue stone capped off the look. With Imara’s hair braided and pinned to the top of her head, she felt… beautiful, actually, which was not something she was used to feeling.

      Elora was the beauty. She’d always been the plain one. The one who was a bit too abrasive. A bit too boisterous. Too eager to break the rules. Yet here she was, being married to a Storm Lord in a city at the top of a mountain, her sister by her side.

      As night fell and the full, blue-tinted moon rose high in the evening sky, Imara felt nerves coil in her gut. She wasn’t sure of her choices. She loved Rheor and she’d found a place here with him. But she was still uncertain about her capability as a leader. Still, Imara wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, and when Nava came to fetch her for the ceremony, she held her head high.

      Past the palace, near the tallest point of the peak, stood a garden surrounded by low marble walls. It was filled with different sizes of bushes and other plants whose blooms had been closed the entirety of Imara’s stay. Now, under the light of the Glacial Moon, they were open. Dazzling white and blue petals, sprays of tiny flowers, large buds that unfurled in the wake of the moon. There were so many different kinds, and the scent that surrounded her made her think of the first snow on an early winter morning.

      As she ascended the slope, she saw Elora, dressed in a fur-trimmed gown with a cloak pulled tight around her shoulders. She beamed at Imara, leaning forward to pull her into an embrace and whisper in her ear. “You look so beautiful.”

      When she drew back, moonlight painted the shimmer of tears on her cheeks. Moisture sprang into Imara’s own eyes and she had to square her jaw to keep the tears from falling. She only partially succeeded at that, one rolling down her cheek, tracing a continuous path. Steeling herself against the sudden flood of emotion, she kept walking. The other Drotuns were there, Jorn and Hidrin watching her. Brunyr’s gaze was fixed behind her, longingly, wistfully, and she knew exactly who he was looking at.

      Deciding to chance Nava’s wrath, she peeled away from her escort again and went toe to toe with Brunyr. He finally snapped out of his trance and looked down at her, smiling a devil-may-care smile that seemed ill-suited to him in this moment.

      “You look radiant, Korun,” he said, dipping his head to her.

      “Not as radiant as my sister,” she said with a knowing lift of her eyebrow.

      “I…” he had the sense to look mildly abashed, his hand going to his neck.

      “She likes you,” Imara said, her tone meant to reassure. “She might be your Korun, as much as you’re drawn to each other. But I swear to you, if you hurt her, I will put an arrow right between your eyes.”

      That actually made him laugh, a deep, delighted chuckle. “Deal.”

      She flashed him a smile and looked over her shoulder to wink at Elora. The answering blush was worth the trouble and Nava’s rolling eyes. Falling back in line, she continued to walk the path, noting the twinkling lights embedded in the rocks on either side of it. She passed others from the city. Loken, Almir, even the two female guards who’d shown her no love when she first arrived. Everyone seemed to at least respect that she was here and that this was happening for a reason.

      As she reached the peak, though, she saw no one else. Only Rheor, his usual leather breeches replaced by delightfully form-fitting, dark blue pants with silver thread running up the sides. He wore jewelry around his wrists that was similar to hers, and the runes on his bare chest and arms seemed to glitter in the moonlight. His hair was brushed, flowing freely over his shoulders, the light hitting it so softly that she itched to run her fingers through it. Most notably, though, the look in his blue eyes took her breath away.

      His gaze was focused so intently on her, as if she was the only person who existed in this world and every other. His lips were parted and he barely seemed to draw breath, the stars gleaming in his eyes. If she’d felt beautiful before, she truly did feel radiant now.

      “You are breathtaking,” he said, sounding as though he actually was fighting for breath.

      “I’m not exactly breathing normally myself,” she said, her gaze raking shamelessly over him. She couldn’t wait to get him out of those pants. They already left nothing to the imagination. “Though that could be how tightly Nava cinched the waist of this gown.”

      “Don’t worry,” Rheor murmured, leaning into her, “you won’t be wearing it long.”

      Heat threaded through her and it was all she could do to focus. At the sound of a throat clearing, she turned to see an older Raknari dressed in light blue robes, a crest around his neck that was the same as many of the Acolytes she’d seen earlier in the day. Right. They were here to be bound together, not to ruin the clothing someone had likely slaved over and give all in attendance a show they wouldn’t soon forget.

      The Acolyte beckoned them closer, under an archway that was made of shimmering ice, a small fountain at its center, the still waters reflecting the moon. She and Rheor stood on opposite sides of it, close enough to hold their hands out to one another, but not nearly as close as she wanted. As the Acolyte began, though, she was able to bank the fires that roared inside of her and just focus on the moment.

      “By Kiova’s grace, our Drotun, Rheor, son of Vhenor, Kiova’s Chosen, has found his Korun, Imara. Through them, we are granted the strength to carry on, the assurance that the goddess has seen our work on her behalf and has judged us kindly. Their children will bear her mark, the legacy will continue, and we thank our most esteemed Tempest for this gift she has bestowed upon them both.”

      It was a gift, though not in the way the Acolyte meant. Not to her. Imara could accept that Kiova had pulled her from the brink of death, but the gift before her—the loving gaze of Rheor—was worth more than the power she now boasted.

      “We gather beneath the Glacial Moon to celebrate this union and bless it formally. Upon submerging their joined hands in the waters, beneath the Glacial Moon, Rheor and Imara will be as one in the eyes of Kiova.”

      He nodded to the two of them, their hands already joined, hers dwarfed by Rheor’s much larger ones. He started to lower them, but she resisted for a moment.

      “Wait. There’s something I want to say first.” Looking up at Rheor, she gathered the words together and spoke from the heart. “I can’t say I believed in any of this when I first met you. Something drew me toward you and I followed that because I… couldn’t imagine continuing my old life. Even if there were people in it I loved,” she said, looking back at her sister, who’d gathered with the others around the fountain. Elora smiled encouragingly at her, and she continued. “I thought when I was married off, it would be to someone my father chose for me. Someone who would take over my life and decide everything about my future. But you’ve shown me this can be a true partnership, and I love you for that.”

      Rheor smiled down at her, squeezing her hands gently. She drew in a deep breath, feeling lighter now that the words were out there. But there were a few more she needed to say.

      “I didn’t know if I’d be able to do this. I still don’t know if I can do it justice and be a proper Korun. But you make me believe I was born for it, and for that, I will give it everything I have. I promise.”

      “You will. You already have,” Rheor said softly, thumbs stroking over her hands. “You have shown a strength and resilience that I admire. It’s what made it so impossible for me to ignore you, though I tried. You convinced me you were capable of accepting all that this entails, and you have proven yourself as Korun already. But you also convinced me that it was worth hoping for more. That I could let myself love you and dream of building a future with you.”

      She melted completely at his words and yearned to kiss him, but the fountain was in the way. Biting her lip, Imara said, “All right. We can continue.”

      The Acolyte nodded, and at his instruction, they lowered their joined hands into the water. It felt warm against her skin, smooth and silky as it washed over her, filling her whole body with that same warmth. Moonlight glimmered over top of their hands, and as she looked down, fractals of crystalline ice climbed up her forearm, winding in a rope that formed solid, binding her to Rheor.

      “Kiova has blessed this union!” the Acolyte announced to a roar of cheers from the crowd.

      Imara smiled so brightly her cheeks began to hurt. She held her hands there with Rheor’s until the bindings eventually dissipated, their touch still felt on her skin. They lifted their hands from the water and Rheor came around the fountain, tugging her to him. He claimed her mouth in a hungry kiss that was full of love and passion and all of the things Imara had never dared hope for.

      They were hers now. He was hers, and this new life she was building with him would be whatever they shaped it to be. For the first time, she didn’t feel doubt. All she could feel was excitement and certainty for the future, and her place in it as Rheor’s Korun.
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      The trip back to Brittlewood was a harrowing one. Mainly because Emir was constantly hungry and became a terror when she didn’t feed him the second he wanted.

      Breastfeeding had taken some getting used to when she was just sitting in a chair, but doing it on the back of a Machai was another experience entirely, and she had to clench her thighs against the sides of her mount—Skavos, one of the snow white cubs from Tiva’s litter—while she held Emir to her breast.

      “Your son is relentless,” she said, wincing when he was a bit too eager to suckle.

      “My mother said I was the same way,” Rheor admitted with a chuckle, riding Varuk right beside her. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      He always asked, which made it hard to be even slightly annoyed at the situation. In truth, Imara had taken to motherhood better than she thought she might. It helped that Rheor was attentive. He’d rubbed her back and her feet when she was pregnant, made sure she always had everything she craved, no matter the hour. He’d shown her how much he still desired her, practically every night, which had gone a long way toward easing her self-image.

      After Emir was born, he’d taken an active interest in helping with everything. She would never have assumed Raknari men were capable of being such good caregivers when so many human men seemed to leave the task to their wives, but he was always eager to do things for her and the baby.

      And that included honoring her request to travel back home so she could take care of the lingering winter storms herself.

      They weren’t nearly as bad as last year, but the trip down the pass grew more and more treacherous, and they’d been forced to take shelter a few times en route. The winds were calm now, the village in sight, but frost clung to the ground, making it impossible to grow anything but the hardiest crops.

      Nerves tangled within her as they approached. What would her parents think of her new family? Of her new powers? Of her? She told herself it didn’t matter. She’d earned her place many times over in the past year, and she didn’t think too fondly on her last interaction with her mother and father. But deep down, it did matter to her. Some part of her had always wanted to know they actually saw what she’d done and how hard she’d worked.

      “It will be fine,” Rheor said softly, reaching over to place a reassuring hand on her arm. “If they do not see what you have become, I will make them.”

      “You’re not allowed to threaten my parents,” she said with a laugh.

      “Very well. Then you can threaten them,” Rheor gave her a toothy grin.

      She rolled her eyes, but a smile lingered on her lips. He was distracting her. Setting her at ease. For how cold and distant he’d been at first, he’d warmed considerably since she’d known him, and he melted completely when he was with their son.

      And she knew he wouldn’t actually threaten her parents. Not without her permission. A secret smirk flirted with her lips before casting away when she saw the crowd gathered outside the village.

      Everyone she knew, everyone she’d grown up with was there, dressed in thick woolen clothing, hides, and cloaks. The council was at the center, with her father and mother there before them. A lump caught in her throat as her mother started to rush toward her. Rheor automatically held out his arms to take their son and Imara handed the baby—now full of milk and in need of a burping—to his father.

      She dismounted in one smooth motion, Skavos stopping once she let up on the reins. A few hurried steps and she met her mother’s waiting embrace, smelling the familiar scent of mint and other herbs from her garden. She buried her face against the thick ruff of fur lining her mother’s cloak, surprised at her own tears, but grateful she’d been able to let go of her resentments.

      Her mother, of course, could scarcely speak through her sobs. “Imara, I was certain we’d never see you again. I thought this was a cruel joke.”

      “I sent word ahead myself, Mother,” Imara said, trying not to let her exasperation show.

      She shouldn’t have expected anything different. This was how her mother was. And in a way, that was a strange comfort. At least she knew things hadn’t changed at home.

      That fact was reinforced as her father approached, as stoic as ever. “Imara.”

      “Father.”

      She began to feel that spark of petulant anger well in her, wondering why she’d even wanted to do this. But since the festival, they’d all made an effort to aid the humans living on their lands. As Korun, it was Imara’s duty. And… she’d wanted her parents to meet their grandson. Even if he had ears that were longer than theirs, with rounded points, and the faint trace of runes on his pale skin.

      But something surprising did happen. Her father looked to Rheor and gave him a nod like the one he often gave other chieftains. Then his gaze softened as he looked down into Rheor’s arms.

      “This is my grandson?” he asked, emotion making his voice strained.

      Rheor dismounted carefully, supporting Emir’s head all the while as he brought the baby toward her parents. Imara’s mother immediately pulled away from her to reach out needy hands for the child.

      “Oh, he’s so precious! Look at his little ears!” she cooed, taking him into her arms. “My goodness, someone must have just eaten.”

      Without asking or being asked, she hoisted Emir against her shoulder and patted his back. Her father looked on, a smile softening his aged features. When he looked back at Imara, there were actual tears in his eyes.

      She held her breath as he stepped close, and when he reached for her, she felt like a child again. He pulled her to him, hugged her tight, and Imara sobbed, all of her conflicting emotions releasing at once.

      “I’m so sorry, Imara. You’ve done well for yourself, and I’m so proud, but I… I failed you. I failed you both.”

      The words were whispered, and only she could hear them, but that was enough. She’d lived so much of her life telling herself she didn’t care what her father or anyone else thought of her, but hearing he was proud of her made something inside of her glow like the brightest ember.

      And hearing him apologize? It didn’t erase what he’d done, but it would help them to heal.

      “You did,” she said softly, “but you have a chance to do it over again.”

      He pulled back, his brows drawn up, tears still shimmering in his eyes. “You would let me know your son?”

      “Of course I will.”

      A smile spread across his features, his eyes crinkling in the corners. Imara felt unburdened, and when he cleared his throat and laughed, she even found herself able to smile.

      “Well then. I was promised a display, so let’s see these powers you’ve acquired.”

      Laughing softly, Imara reached back for Rheor’s hand. He accepted gladly, smiling at her with a fondness in her eyes that never ceased to amaze her.

      “Shall we?” she asked, nodding up to the grim, gray sky that had no place here.

      “As you wish, my Korun.”

      She focused on the blessing Kiova had bestowed upon both she and Rheor—the blessing she’d bestowed upon little Emir, as well. Drawing on the bond she shared with the Drotun, working alongside him in the partnership they’d formed, she helped draw in the storm until the skies over her old village were clear, the sun shining brightly above.

      Imara looked at Rheor afterward and saw the same thing reflected in his eyes. There was no fatigue any longer. No struggle to carry out Kiova’s will. They were both where they should be, leaning on each other through Transference to become something better than they ever could be apart.

      She was happy. Whole. And looking forward to a future filled with many more moments just like this.
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