
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Shield-Maiden: Under the Dark Moon

      



    




The Road to Valhalla, Book 5

    

    




      
        Melanie Karsak

      

    

    




      Clockpunk Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Shield-Maiden: Under the Dark Moon

        The Road to Valhalla, Book 5

        Copyright © 2021 Clockpunk Press

        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced without permission from the author. This is a work of fiction. References to historical people, organizations, events, places, and establishments are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

        Editing by Becky Stephens Editing

        Proofreading by Contagious Edits

        Cover Art by Deranged Doctor Design

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Novel Description

      

      
        Join Melanie’s Newsletter

      

      
        Glossary

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Chapter 76

      

      
        Chapter 77

      

      
        Chapter 78

      

      
        Chapter 79

      

      
        Chapter 80

      

      
        Chapter 81

      

      
        Chapter 82

      

      
        Chapter 83

      

      
        Chapter 84

      

      
        Chapter 85

      

      
        Chapter 86

      

      
        Chapter 87

      

      
        Chapter 88

      

      
        Chapter 89

      

      
        Chapter 90

      

      
        Chapter 91

      

      
        Chapter 92

      

      
        Chapter 93

      

      
        Chapter 94

      

      
        Chapter 95

      

      
        Chapter 96

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank You

      

      
        What to Read Next

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Melanie Karsak

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Novel Description

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        For Odin’s chosen, all roads lead to Valhalla.

      

      

      

      With Gudmund dead, Hervor and Hofund are crowned queen and king of Grund. The pair soon discover that ruling a Viking land is not without difficulty. Enemies from without and within threaten the new rulers. While her dreams are the same, Hervor’s future becomes unclear. The gods have grown silent. Only Skadi whispers to Hervor now, and all her words are warnings. A dark moon is rising. Hervor must learn to rely on her inner strength to protect her family and face the tumultuous path the Norns have woven for her.

      

      Dive into the thrilling final chapter of the Road to Valhalla series! Fans of Vikings and The Last Kingdom will love the Shield-Maiden: Under the Dark Moon by New York Times bestseller Melanie Karsak.
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        Dalr, ruled by Jarl Leif

        Götaland, ruled by King Gizer and Queen Kára

        Grund, ruled by King Hofund and Queen Hervor

        Halmstad, ruled by Jarl Ragal and Hella

        Hárclett, ruled Jarl Eric and Bryn

        Hreinnby, ruled by Jarl Mjord, the Reindeer King

        Hrímgnúp, ruled by Jarl Rüd

        Jutland, ruled by King Harald
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      Heroes of Bolmsö
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        Arne, Ingrid, and Sifka, gothar of Bolmsö
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        Magna, servant in Grund
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        Rök, wolf companion of Hervor
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        Halvard, son of Ingvar and Ragnil
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        Ragal, jarl of Halmstad

        Ragal the Younger, son of Ragal and Hella
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        Bragi, Norse god associated with skalds and poetry

        Dvalin and Dulin, dwarves who created Tyrfing

        Fenrir, wolf son of Loki

        Freyja, Vanir goddess associated love and fertility, known for her affinity for cats

        Freyr, Vanir god associated with sex and fertility

        Frigga, Norse goddess, wife of Odin

        Geri and Freki, Odin’s wolves

        Hel, daughter of Loki and goddess of the Hel

        Heimdall, Norse god of vigilance who guards the gates of Asgard
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        Njord, Norse god of the sea
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        Odin (Grímnir, All-Father), father of the Norse gods

        Sif, Norse goddess, wife of Thor, known for her beautiful hair
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Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The dream was the same.

      I wove through the narrow street in Hreinnby, coughing as I fought through the plumes of smoke. The black clouds choked me and made my eyes water. Large pieces of ash floated through the air. Blazing embers rose from the roof of the great hall.

      Hearing the thunder of hooves, I turned to see an entire herd of reindeer rushing toward me. I gasped. It was too late to move, too late to run. I braced myself, waiting for the animals to overwhelm me. But they didn’t. No more solid than light, they turned into ethereal forms made of sparkling blue fire and starlight. They rushed through me and beyond, toward the tree.

      “Where are they going?” someone asked me.

      I looked down to see a small boy holding my hand. He was a pretty thing with dark brown hair and dark eyes. His locks curled around his ears.

      “To the tree,” I replied.

      “What tree?”

      “Blomma’s tree,” someone else answered.

      Turning to my other side, I discovered another young boy holding my other hand. He had hair as red as fire. His amber-colored eyes stared intently through the billowing smoke. He turned to us. “Come on. Blomma is already there. Where Blomma goes, I follow. Or are you afraid? I’m not afraid of anything.”

      “You should be,” the other child told him.

      The red-haired child gave the boy such an angry look that it took me by surprise. “Only cowards are afraid,” he said, then wrenched his hand from mine and stalked off, disappearing into the smoke.

      “Wait,” I called, but the child was gone.

      The dark-haired boy holding my hand stared after him. “Is he right? Are only cowards afraid?”

      “No,” I replied. “The brave use this”—I touched his head—“and this,” I added, setting my hand on his heart. “Those who are brave acknowledge their fear but do not let it own them. They live side by side with it as a reminder of the value of life. Only fools rush headlong into the fire.”

      “Then I will be brave.”

      I smiled at the child. “Good.”

      I looked back at the billowing smoke. On the horizon, where the Bone Tree sat, the sky was orange. But it was not from the sun. Fire illuminated the skyline.

      “Hervor?” a voice called from the direction of the Bone Tree.

      Blomma.

      “Hervor,” the little boy at my side whispered. “Is that Blomma?”

      “Yes.”

      “I am afraid, but I will be brave,” he said, a look of determination on his small features.

      I nodded. “Let us be brave together,” I replied, and, hand in hand, we walked into the fire.
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Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Jerked awake by the dream, I sat up. The fire crackled, the logs shifting in the fire in my chamber in the great hall of Bolmsö.

      In the basinet beside the bed, Heidrek uttered a soft cry then went back to sleep. Hofund was missing. A heavy feeling settled on my heart. The death of his father was not easy news to bear. No doubt, Hofund could not sleep.

      I slipped out of bed. Checking that the baby was covered, I made my way to the hall of Bolmsö. There, I found Hofund sitting by the center fire. His gaze was glossy, his expression sorrowful. The night had brought terrible news. While we had both suspected Gudmund was not well, no one thought the king was going to die any time soon. Halvar said that he’d grown ill one evening after supper. He fell asleep and never woke again.

      “Hofund,” I whispered softly, joining my husband.

      He shook his head, pulling himself back from his thoughts, then turned to me.

      “Hervor… Are you all right? Heidrek?”

      “He’s asleep. I just… I had a dream.”

      Hofund nodded. “I am dreaming while awake,” he said, then looked back into the fire.

      “What do you see there?”

      “A man on a painted horse, racing across the sky.”

      I slipped onto the bench beside my husband, then took his hand, kissing his fingers. “Knowing he is in Valhalla is some comfort, but it is only some comfort. I know the pain you are feeling.”

      Hofund nodded.

      “We can leave tomorrow for Grund. Ragal and Halvar can return to Halmstad in the morning so Halvar can make ready,” I told Hofund.

      “What of Bolmsö?”

      “I will speak to Arne and the others in the morning. I will form a council of elders to rule in my place…for now. Bolmsö is at peace, and they can govern themselves well enough here.”

      “But you are so newly delivered, and Heidrek is so little. And, Hervor, the birth was not easy.”

      “Well, I don’t plan to row.”

      Hofund gave me a tired smile. “I can go ahead. If you want to come to Grund later, everyone will understand.”

      I shook my head. “My place is at your side. I am healed well enough to make the trip. With Svafa to help with Heidrek, I can travel.”

      “Hervor,” he said, touching my chin.

      I shook my head. “I am sorry, my love. I am to blame that you were not at your father’s side in his last hours. I suspected he was not well, and he was apprehensive about letting us go. We should have stayed in Grund.”

      “No. You are not to blame. Like you, I suspected. I thought there would be more time. But none of us know when the Norns will end our journey. That is for the gods to decide. We all have a path. We must walk it until the end of our road.”

      I nodded. “All the same, I am sorry you were not able to say goodbye.”

      Hofund smiled lightly. “I shall see him again in Valhalla.”

      I squeezed Hofund’s hand, knowing exactly how he felt. I still nursed the ache of Yrsa’s loss.

      “But we must go to Grund,” Hofund said, and this time his voice was tense.

      “What is it?”

      “Soren left Grund shortly after my father died. Revna told Halvar that it was a matter of trade, but neither Halvar nor Thorolf believed the story.”

      A wave of anger rolled through me, stoking the special spark of rage that Soren always inspired.

      “His jealousy makes him unpredictable. I do not trust him,” Hofund said, then shook his head. “We need to return.”

      “Yes.”

      A soft cry from the back of the hall interrupted the conversation.

      “Someone else wants to fight,” Hofund said, giving me a knowing grin.

      I chuckled lightly. “What do you expect from a child born on Bolmsö?”

      “No less,” Hofund said, then kissed my hand. “Go to Heidrek. Rest. I’ll stay by the fire awhile longer. Maybe I’ll walk to the runestones.”

      “Watch out for the nøkk.”

      “He only bothers maidens.”

      “Who’s to say? You are very good-looking, husband.”

      Hofund chuckled softly.

      From our chamber, Heidrek’s cries grew louder.

      “I better go. He’s trying to rally the whole house against Soren.”

      “Good. We may need them.” Hofund kissed my hand once more then let me go.

      I headed toward our chamber, giving Hofund one last look. He had turned back to the fire. Playing with the amulet of Mjolnir hanging from his neck, he stared into the flames.

      King of Grund.

      Everything was happening so fast.

      Whatever Soren was plotting, he could scarcely hope to pull it off. But one shouldn’t underestimate rats. They might be small, but they could still ruin a crop, eat your harvest, and destroy your winter stores. There was a good reason King Gizer used to have cousins.

      I entered the chamber to find Heidrek red-faced and full of fury, his arms and legs flailing back and forth angrily. “All right, little prince. I’m here. Give your mother a moment to walk from one end of the hall to the other without getting into a rage, or did you hear the news? Ready to pick up your shield and fight with your father and me?” I asked, lifting Heidrek. I slid onto the bed then set the baby to breast. Closing my eyes, I leaned back. “Don’t worry,” I whispered to Heidrek. “We will protect what will be yours one day. I swear it by the All-Father.”

      My mind went to Blomma. If Soren was plotting, we had left behind a valuable game piece, one that struck at the tenderness of both our hearts, and Soren would know that. But Ardis was not to be trifled with. I had to put my faith in her and the dísir to protect my daughter. We had made a terrible mistake leaving Blomma behind.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect Blomma.

      But in reply, I heard only silence.

      Skadi.

      Please, hear me.

      Protect my little jotun from the intrigues of men.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “I protect all maidens from the forest on Njord’s loathsome shore.”

      A wave of gratitude washed over me but was quickly interrupted when Heidrek suckled hard, making my toes curl in pain. “I’ve taken more gentle blows on the battlefield,” I told the babe, readjusting my hold on him. “Fierce little wolf.”

      With a sigh, I turned and looked into the fire.

      Don’t worry, Blomma. We are coming.
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Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Skarde, Trygve Two-Hammer, and Arne all had solemn expressions on their faces as they stared into the fire. I had laid out my plan that they, along with Ingrid, would form a council to settle matters in Bolmsö on my behalf. If there were ever any disagreement or problems, they would decide as a group what to do. Suddenly, I doubted myself. Would they reject the idea? If they did, then what?

      Sensing the men’s hesitation, Ingrid said, “It is a good plan. There is no reason why we cannot attend to things here. With Blomfjall in ashes and Halmstad under Ragal, it’s quiet. With Hervor as queen, Bolmsö will have no greater protection. There are only the wind and the waves to contend with.”

      Trygve shifted in his seat. “It is only that there has always been one of Arngrim’s blood on the throne.”

      “And there will be again. Heidrek will not be the last child I bear, gods willing,” I said.

      “Svafa will not stay?” Skarde asked—again.

      “No. She has decided to come to Grund.” I smiled gently at them. “I will not leave Bolmsö forever. Truth be told, I much prefer it to Grund. But for now, I place Bolmsö in your hands. If there is a problem or disagreement, the four of you have the wisdom to solve it. I trust you.”

      Arne sat back, his arms folded across his chest. “You are our jarl. And like a child given to foster, we will see to the island until the time comes for you or one of your line to sit in the high seat once more. We shall do as you ask.”

      I sighed in relief. “Thank you, Arne.”

      Ingrid winked at me.

      “Very well. We’ll be sorry to see you go,” Trygve told me. “But I can’t say I’m sad to see you become queen.”

      “Collateral damage for falling in love with a prince.”

      They chuckled lightly.

      I rose, the others following suit.

      “We’ll keep your hall just as you would have it,” Skarde reassured me. “You come home as often as you can.”

      “I will.”

      “Suppose you’ll be taking that mangy lot of warriors back to Grund with you,” Trygve said.

      “If they choose to come.”

      Trygve laughed. “They’ve already dropped off their gear to Wodan.”

      I chuckled. “Then the pack is on the hunt once more.”

      “When will you leave?” Ingrid asked.

      “Hofund has gone to Svennson’s farmstead to secure a cart for Heidrek and me. Once that’s ready, we must go. We must arrive in Grund without delay.”

      “Does the prince have enemies in Grund?” Arne asked, suspicion in his voice.

      “There are always those who look for opportunities,” I replied. “Grund is no Bolmsö.”

      “Indeed, jarl. Which is why we hope to have you back very soon,” Skarde told me.

      “Thank you, Skarde.”

      “We’ll take our leave so you can get ready,” Arne told me. “And we’ll spread the news of what was settled here.”

      “Thank you.”

      With that, the three men left.

      Ingrid turned, setting her hand on my arm. “All will be well here. You need not worry.”

      “I know. I trust you all. And thank you for your support, Ingrid.”

      She reached into the satchel she was wearing and handed me a small bag. “Herbs. Mix a pinch into hot water, let them steep, and then drink. The brew will help you recover from the delivery more quickly.”

      I smiled at her. “That is much appreciated.”

      Ingrid’s brow furrowed. “I… I had a dream about Blomma.”

      My stomach clenched. “Blomma? Is she all right?”

      Ingrid nodded. “She is with the gythia in the dísarsalr in Grund?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think she’s all right. In fact, I think she was trying to reassure me she was all right, but shadows are gathering in Grund. It’s good you are returning. Hervor… I do not think the dísir are Blomma’s path. When the time comes, you must help her move on to wherever the gods call her next. In the future, she will need you to listen to her, trust her. She will make choices that will be hard for many people, including Hofund. She will need you.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Riddles. But the message was clear. You, of all people, must be there for her.”

      “Then it is as the gods will. I promised Blomma when I took her from the field in Blomfjall that I would protect her. I will make good on my promise.”

      Ingrid smiled. “Of course. When did Hervor ever ignore a promise she made?”

      “So you say as I walk away from Bolmsö, leaving the people I promised to care for behind.”

      “You are leaving Bolmsö in a state of peace. You came here in a time of war. It was you who bought this peace for us. And you are leaving our people in the hands of wise caretakers…and me.”

      I chuckled. “Ingrid, you deserve a place on that council as much as the others.”

      “Hervor, I was a thrall.”

      “And I was the bastard of Dalr. In life, what matters is who we become, not who we were or where we came from.”

      Ingrid smiled at me. “No wonder Odin loves you well.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “Something tells me I will need his blessings in the future. Now, I must find my mother and make sure she hasn’t packed too much.”

      Ingrid chuckled. “I’ll leave you.”

      “Thank you for all you have done for me.”

      “And you for me. When you see Eydis, tell her I miss her,” Ingrid said. With a wave, she left the hall.

      After she was gone, I stood alone in the great hall of Bolmsö.

      I remembered the first moment I’d stepped into the place. Yrsa and I had slipped in like thieves, me pretending to be Hervarth, wearing that stupid hat. What had ever happened to that thing? Arngrim had sat on his throne, Rök and Runa beside him. It had felt like my whole world had come together at that moment, but that wasn’t true. I had already met Hofund. Yrsa and Eydis had been part of my life for years. Life was a process of becoming. We were not defined by single moments, merely shaped along the way.

      A sharp, angry cry called from the back. Heidrek.

      And right now, I was becoming a mother. Something told me that that experience would shape me like no other before it.

      “More than you can ever know, shield-maiden. More than you can ever know.”
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Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      The rattling cart—the likes of which I swore I would never ride again, newborn baby or not—rolled into Halmstad later that afternoon. Ragal, Hella, and Halvar met us. Hofund helped Heidrek and me out of the cart, Öd stopping to look after Svafa.

      “Everything is ready, Princ—King Hofund,” Halvar told Hofund.

      I saw Hofund flinch at Halvar’s use of the title. He touched the amulet of Mjolnir on his chest for just a moment, then nodded to him. “Thank you, Halvar.”

      “Got you fully stocked,” Ragal reassured me, stepping close to look at Heidrek. “Look at that red hair. Just like his grandfather.”

      Hella smiled at me. “He is so sweet, Hervor. And you look well, but still, go easy,” she said, her tone softly warning.

      “I will.”

      Hella turned to Svafa. “She’s your daughter. You already know she won’t listen.”

      Svafa laughed. “You know her well.”

      Hella gently stroked Heidrek’s brow. “We’ll see you again, little prince,” she told him, then pulled me into a gentle hug.

      “Don’t worry about things here,” Ragal reassured me. “I’ll keep a close watch on it all.”

      I nodded to him then we set off to the port. As we passed through the square, someone called my name.

      “Jarl Hervor? Jarl Hervor!”

      I turned to find Lyngheid waving to me.

      “I motioned for the others to go on, but Kit and Sigrun joined me as I made my way to the vendor.”

      “I have something for you. And I want to see that little prince before you go,” Lyngheid told me.

      “Here he is,” I said, moving the baby toward her.

      “What did you name him?”

      “Heidrek.”

      “A good, strong name. What a fine boy. And all that red hair! Bless you, and bless your little one. Halmstad will be forever indebted to you, Jarl Hervor. Things have been good here, all because of you and your people.”

      “I am pleased to hear it,” I told her. “And thank you for your blessing. You and your family…all well?”

      She nodded. “Indeed, we are. Now, here. Take this on your trip. Something tells me that sister of yours never gave you a bite. This one is for you,” she said, then held out a wrapped bundle. She opened it enough for me to see it was berry bread. I could smell its sweet scent.

      “Thank you so much,” I told her, then motioned to Sigrun to take it for me, my hands tied up with Heidrek.”

      “Safe journeys to you all. May Njord protect you on the waves, and Freyja watch over you and your little one on land.”

      “Thank you, Lyngheid. May Odin bless you and yours,” I said, inclining my head to her, then the three of us headed off once more.

      “Nice of you to give me this bread,” Sigrun said with a grin.

      “Indeed, it was nice of her to give it to us. The jarl always puts us first,” Kit agreed.

      I laughed. “Let’s eat it before we get to the boat; that way, we don’t have to give any to Trygve.”

      “Wise. That’s why you’re jarl,” Kit said.

      Sigrun laughed then shook her head. “Oh, no. That’s why she’s queen.”

      I adjusted Heidrek, holding the baby against my shoulder, then reached out with the other hand. “Stop waxing poetic and give me my share of the bread.”

      With a laugh, Sigrun broke off a piece and handed it to me. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
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Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      We sailed to Grund without delay. Luckily for all of us, the rocking of the ship lulled Heidrek, helping him sleep peacefully most of the way.

      “He likes the waves,” Svafa told me, looking down at the bundle in her hands.

      “I was worried he would not handle the voyage well. He’s so particular,” I said. “Are all children so?”

      Svafa bobbed her head from side to side. “Each child has their own temperament. I remember…” She paused, as if taking a moment to clear the dust off her buried memories. “You were quite fussy, but Leif was very easy on Asta. Of course, Hakon and Halger made up for that in excess.”

      “They are still wild boys.”

      “They will thrive with Leif and Eydis. And now, there is little Laurits.”

      “Yes.”

      Svafa looked out at the water. “Do they need me in Dalr?” she asked. But the tone of her voice told me that the idea of returning to Dalr was the last thing she wanted. In truth, Eydis had more than her fair share to manage. While she had Siggy’s help, she had three small children to care for—as well as looking after Hakon and Halger. But I would not burden Svafa by saying so.

      “No,” I told my mother. “You know Eydis. She will boss all the others to do whatever work she sees fit. Oda, Siggy, and the others will help her. I need you in Grund.”

      “To see to this little one,” she said, gently stroking Heidrek’s brow.

      “And then there is Thyri. She will have had her child by now. And Blomma.”

      Mother smiled. “It is good to be needed. For so many years, I lived like a leaf blown in the wind.”

      I set my hand on my mother’s arm. “You were always needed by me.”

      Svafa smiled at me. There was an apology in her gaze, but it wasn’t needed. I had long-ago forgiven my mother for a situation she could not control.

      I turned my attention from Mother to Hofund. He sat at the prow of the ship, staring out at the water as he absently fidgeted with his amulet of Mjolnir. Hofund had been quiet for much of the trip. While the others talked amongst themselves, Hofund concerned himself with the sails, the stars, or our child. He nursed his grief privately, but I also saw a flicker of fury in him. We still didn’t know what awaited us in Grund. Something told me that Hofund was preparing himself for whatever he needed to handle next.

      Leaving Svafa, I picked my way across the ship, pausing to pat Rök, who had found an awkward position between the benches to sleep flipped upside down, and joined Hofund at the prow. I settled in beside him.

      “What do you see?” I asked him.

      “Clouds,” he said, then sighed heavily. “All my life, my visions came in fits and starts. Now, when I try to summon them, I see nothing, only clouds.” He shook his head.

      I nodded. While the responsibility of the future rested on my husband’s shoulders, so too did the weight of his father’s death. It wasn’t the new King of Grund who was staring pensively out at the water, it was a boy who had lost his father. Still aching from the loss of Yrsa, with Arngrim’s death not far in my memory, I understood his pain. Death hollowed out places in the soul. Nothing could fill the void of a lost loved one. You simply learned to live with a wound that did not heal. Hofund nursed his ache while trying to face the enormity of the future that awaited him.

      I wrapped my arm around my husband’s waist and set my head on his shoulder. "I know,” I whispered.

      Hofund kissed my head. “We’ll be there soon.”

      “Yes.”

      “And then, we shall see what mess awaits us.”

      “May the gods guide us.”
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        * * *

      

      Early the following morning, just after the sun had risen, we turned from the sea and into the peninsula, making our way toward Grund.

      As the ship approached the city, a horn sounded. And then another. And then another. The familiar sense that Gudmund should be on his way to meet us at the dock made more stinging the reality that the great king was gone.

      What happened instead, however, gave me hope.

      The people of Grund poured from their homes and came to the pier.

      As we neared the port, I spotted familiar faces waiting. Amongst them was Blomma. She stood at the end of the jetty, her black hair blowing in the breeze. Ardis waited not far behind her, as did Thorolf and Thyri, who held a child in her arms.

      I looked at Hofund.

      A flicker of emotion crossed his face. He, too, felt the loss, but he buried it before the others could see. He turned back and began directing the boats to shore.

      Svafa joined me. “How grand,” she said wistfully. “Look, there is Blomma,” she said, then waved to the girl.

      Blomma returned the gesture.

      “Grand, yes. And there is much to love here, but also much to be wary of,” I reminded her. In Bolmsö, I had warned my mother of the potential trouble with Soren and the perils of the hall. Svafa would be a ripe target for Revna and the like.

      “Don’t worry, Hervor,” she said firmly. Her tone surprised me, but I reminded myself that while my mother was beautiful and airy, it was she who had ended Bjartmar. When it mattered, my mother had iron in her spine.

      The ships maneuvered to port, Hofund throwing a line to Argus.

      “Welcome returns, Prince—King Hofund,” the man called.

      “Thank you, Argus,” Hofund said.

      Hofund debarked, as did my warriors from Bolmsö, Rök jumping off the side into the water with a splash.

      Hofund turned, helping Svafa from the ship. I found Trygve waiting for me. “Pass me the little prince,” he told me, reaching for Heidrek. “I promise I won’t drop him.”

      I chuckled, handing the baby to the warrior, then debarked myself.

      No sooner had I gotten off the ship when I found a pair of arms around my waist.

      “Hervor,” Blomma gushed.

      “Blomma,” I said softly, wrapping my arms around her. “How are you? Are you well?”

      She nodded, then pulled back. “Only glad you are home. Both of you,” she said, then went to Hofund, who knelt to embrace her.

      “Here is my little blossom,” he said, pulling her close. The others might have missed it, but my husband’s voice had wavered for a moment.

      “I am so sorry for your loss,” she whispered to him.

      Hofund kissed the side of her head. “Thank you,” he whispered in her ear. He rose. “Come and meet your new brother.” Taking Blomma’s hand, we rejoined Trygve, who handed Heidrek to Hofund. He knelt so Blomma could see the baby.

      “What red hair,” she said with surprise, then reached out to touch the lock of hair on Heidrek’s brow. But her hand recoiled when she touched him. “Oh! My hands are too cold,” she said, but I didn’t miss the flash of silver in her eyes. “What have you named him?”

      “Heidrek,” Hofund said.

      “Welcome, Heidrek.”

      “Cousin,” a voice called.

      We turned to find Thorolf approaching. Hofund rose.

      Thorolf set his hand on Hofund’s shoulder. “In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor,” Hofund replied.

      Smiling, Thorolf looked at the baby. “Welcome to Grund, little prince.”

      “Thank you for sending word,” Hofund said in a low tone.

      Thorolf nodded. “There is much to discuss, but all is well here…for the moment,” he said, then turned to me. “Hervor, welcome returns. Congratulations on the birth of your son.”

      “Thank you.”

      Hofund looked at me. “Shall we go to the hall?”

      I nodded. While I was determined to come to Grund as quickly as possible, the fact remained that my body ached. My birthing wounds smarted after the long, uncomfortable voyage. I longed for my own bed.

      “Welcome returns,” Ardis said, joining Hofund and me. “And here is your little one,” she said, smiling at the baby.

      “Heidrek,” Hofund told her.

      Ardis nodded. “Heidrek. A good name. You will need your rest, but there is much to attend to.”

      “Yes. Come to the hall with us. Let me see these warriors refreshed, and we can talk,” Hofund told Ardis, who nodded.

      “Svafa,” Blomma said, going to Mother, a smile on her face.

      Svafa leaned down and hugged her, kissing her face. “You are more beautiful than the last time I saw you.”

      Blomma laughed as if she was unsure what to make of the compliment. “So are you.”

      Svafa chuckled.

      Leaving them, I joined Thyri. She looked rested, her cheeks rosier, her frame more robust than it had been when I left her.

      “Cousin,” I said. “We departed as two but regroup as four,” I said with a laugh. I reached out to take the hand of the child in Thyri’s arms. “And who is this?” The little one sat looking around wide-eyed, interested in the bustle.

      Thyri smiled. “This is Thora.”

      “Thora,” I said, kissing her hand. “Well met, sweet girl.”

      To my surprise, the baby reached out for me.

      I took her from her mother. “Well, little girl, I was unable to produce the first of my band of shield-maidens, but maybe you’ll join me?” I asked, tickling her chin.

      She giggled. The child had large blue eyes and wispy golden hair, unlike her mother, who had dark locks.

      I kissed the baby’s cheek.

      “A son?” Thyri asked, looking toward Hofund.

      I nodded. “Heidrek.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “And to you. Are you well, cousin? I hope the birth was not too hard for you.”

      “The priestesses at the hof were very good to me. And in truth, Thora was easy on me, or so they tell me. She was eager to be born and has been a pleasant child.”

      I laughed. “Then you have fared better than me. Heidrek is a feisty thing.”

      Thyri smiled.

      “You look well,” I told her. “Are you?”

      “I am. Much better than when you left me, save my grief for the king.”

      I nodded.

      Hofund joined me.

      “Meet Thora,” I told him, turning the child toward him.

      Thora reached out for Hofund’s amulet. I clutched her firmly, or else the child may have fallen.

      Thyri laughed. “I’m so sorry. Her teeth are coming. She’s always looking for something to bite.”

      Hofund kissed her little hand, which was wrapped around Thor’s hammer. Taking the amulet from his neck, he wrapped it around Thora, who immediately stuck Mjolnir in her mouth, biting the heavy piece.

      “You must be careful, little one,” Hofund told her. “Chewing on Thor’s hammer will fill you with lightning, and you’ll become a fierce shield-maiden like Hervor, much to your mother’s horror.”

      At that, Thyri laughed. “I would be honored if my daughter took after Hervor.”

      “You see,” I told Thora. “Already, they have us paired. Come, I’ll explain to you how to properly throw an axe.”

      With that, we began the walk back to the great hall of Grund—no longer Gudmund’s hall—now Hofund’s and mine.

      Hofund carried Heidrek as we made the trek up the hill. The streets were lined with people. As we went, they called out to Hofund and me.

      “Our condolences, Prince Hofund.”

      “Peace, dear Hofund.”

      “Our love, Hofund.”

      “Welcome, little prince.”

      “Welcome back, Lady Hervor.”

      Some people reached out to touch Hofund’s shoulder as he went, a way to show their love and to comfort him from his loss.

      Rök, who had finally finished his swim, trotted along beside me.

      “Ooh, ooh,” Thora said, pointing to him.

      “That’s Rök,” I told her. “Can you say Rök?”

      The child pulled Hofund’s amulet from her mouth for just a moment to try to mimic me. She blew air through her lips, the result of her efforts more like a whistling sound than any word. I stroked her cheek. Sweet little maid. How such violence and sadness had created such a loveable creature, I didn’t know. She might have been Hagbard’s bastard, but that didn’t matter. Here, she was only Thyri’s daughter. I would never let anyone make her feel less than that.

      The hall was a welcome sight. We entered to find the hearth fires lit, the smell of food filling the air.

      I sighed, relief washing over me.

      “Hervor,” Bodil called, joining me.

      I smiled at her then turned to Thyri. “I’m sorry to give this little one back to you. She’s such a sweet babe,” I told Thyri, passing Thora to her once more.

      “Come, my girl, Hervor needs rest and has much to attend to,” Thyri said, then turned to Thorolf. “I’ll go put her down for some rest. I’ll find you after?”

      He nodded. Then, to my surprise, he leaned down and set a quick kiss on her lips.

      As Thyri turned, she briefly met my gaze, giving me a slight smile, then headed to the back.

      “Cousin,” Thorolf told Hofund, “we should have a word.”

      Hofund turned to me.

      A wave of conflicted emotion washed over me. I was desperate to hear the news, but my body ached. I needed rest and to attend to Heidrek. “I need to see to Heidrek.”

      “Please, take your rest,” Hofund said, encouraging me. “I’ll apprise you after.”

      I nodded to him.

      Hofund turned toward the meeting room but paused as he passed his father’s empty throne. After a moment, he shook his head then continued on, Thorolf, Ardis, and Halvar joining him.

      “Jarl,” Sigrun said, joining me. “What can we do?”

      “Make sure everyone who sailed with us is given refreshment, but ask the attendants to otherwise close the hall. Hofund needs quiet to deal with what must come next,” I said, then turned to Magna, who stood nearby. “Can you help her?”

      Magna nodded. “We’ll see to it.”

      “Thank you.”

      I turned to Bodil. “Bodil, this is my mother, Svafa.”

      “By Freyja, I guessed it. How alike you look,” Bodil said.

      “Mother, this is Bodil, my maid.”

      Svafa smiled graciously at her. “I am pleased to meet you.”

      “Can you see to it she has her own chamber prepared and a bath? She’ll want to change.” I frowned then looked back toward the door. “Svafa’s things were on the ship.”

      “Öd is at the dock, jarl,” Kit told me. “We’ll see to Lady Svafa’s things and all the rest.”

      “Thank you.”

      Heidrek stirred. From the strained looks on his face, I could see he was working up a hungry cry.

      “I’ll retire for a bit,” I told the others.

      “I’ll see your mother settled, then check on you,” Bodil told me.

      “I’ll help you,” Blomma offered the maid.

      Bodil grinned at her. “Thank you, Blomma.”

      With that, the three of them left.

      I smiled down at my baby. “Welcome to Grund, Prince Heidrek.”
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Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      By the time I retired to my chamber, I was as weary as if I’d been in battle. I pulled off my boots and lay down on the bed, Heidrek beside me. My whole body ached. It was too soon to travel, but what choice did I have?

      Heidrek fussed, his face turning red before he let out an angry yowl. “All right, little wolf. Your tired mother is no matter to you, is she?”

      Sitting up, I set the babe to breast then leaned my head back, closing my eyes.

      It was strange here with Gudmund gone. It was stranger still knowing Hofund was below planning our lands’ future while I was holed up in my chamber. I could take a wet nurse, but at what cost to my connection to my child?

      Exhaling heavily, I looked down at the baby. “Well, future king of Grund, you are home. Everyone will want to meet you. But not today. Today, we rest.”

      Heidrek’s eyes fluttered open for a moment. He reached out, entangling his fingers in my hair. I kissed his tiny digits, unlatching them from my locks, then closed my eyes once more. Exhaustion overwhelmed me, and soon, my head bobbed. Unable to resist, I set my chin on my chest and let sleep take over me.
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        * * *

      

      It was Bodil who finally woke me.

      “Hervor, the servants have a meal laid out. It’s nearly midday. I can help you redress if you want to go downstairs.”

      “Midday?”

      She chuckled. “I came to check on you. I set Heidrek in his cradle,” she said, motioning to the bassinet beside the bed. “You were snoring louder than Rök. I thought you might wake this little one, but then he started his little baby snores as well,” she said with a giggle.

      “Hofund?”

      “Still in the meeting chamber. Your mother is all settled. She’s downstairs with your people from Bolmsö and Blomma. It’s just them and a handful of Hofund’s men.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      “No doubt Ardis won’t let you rest for long. Already, the gothar are preparing the pyres on the cliff for the crowning ceremony.”

      “How have things been since Gudmund passed?”

      Bodil smiled sadly as she worked busily preparing a water basin for me. “At first, very quiet and sad. Then, the bees began buzzing. Soren made a big show about traveling to visit Jarl Heffel then left. He hasn’t been back since, and Revna has been unusually absent.”

      “What is the rumor?”

      “Soren is up to something… Some suspect he plans to make a bid for the crown. Everyone has been waiting for you and Hofund to return. It was like all of Grund was holding their breath.”

      While the idea that Soren would dare move against Gudmund’s son felt preposterous, this was Grund. Things were never certain here. “Does Soren have support?”

      Bodil paused. “Some see an advantage to Soren moving forward. Mostly merchants who hope to use him, from what I can tell. Many tried to shut Soren’s mouth, including Thorolf. Things were…interesting. Halvar disappeared right after Gudmund died. Anyone with half a mind realized he’d gone to fetch Hofund and that you would return soon.”

      “Half a mind is the issue, isn’t it?”

      Bodil laughed. “Yes.”

      “The king’s funeral…”

      “He was sent to the gods with great honor. It was a sorry sight.”

      I nodded.

      “All right,” Bodil said, pouring the last bit of hot water into the basin. “You’re ready here. I’ll set you out something to wear, and we’ll see to your hair afterward.”

      “We need to braid it back. Heidrek keeps tugging it.”

      Bodil laughed. “You’re suggesting a braid? You have returned to Grund a changed woman.”

      I laughed. “Yes, I have. And keeping that in mind, let’s hope we can find a gown that fits.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After I was redressed—more squeezed than dressed—into a fresh gown, I returned to the hall, Heidrek in my arms. The smell of food overwhelmed me. I’d been surviving on dried beef and crumbly biscuits for the last three days.

      I settled in beside Sigrun and Trygve then scanned the room. “Where is Rök?”

      “Öd and Kit are in the city. They took Rök with them.”

      I nodded, realization washing over me. Yrsa had always ensured that Rök spent time outside, away from the crush of people. The young warriors were filling the void.

      A servant poured me a horn of ale. Svafa, Blomma, and Bjorn, who had been wandering around the room, joined us.

      “I have shown her everything in the hall,” Blomma informed me.

      “I’ve availed her of far too many stories, I’m afraid,” Bjorn said.

      “Not at all. It is a wondrous place,” Svafa said. “I am reminded of Uppsala.”

      “That’s somewhere I’d prefer not to see again any time soon,” Sigrun replied.

      Svafa laughed. “No doubt. I went there under very different circumstances,” she said, then smiled wistfully, lost to her thoughts. I smiled to see her like that, knowing she was remembering my father.

      There was a scuffle of noise in the back, and Hofund emerged, Ardis, Halvar, and Thorolf with him.

      Ardis inclined her veiled head to Hofund then left the hall.

      Halvar and Hofund exchanged a few low words then he, too, exited. Thorolf and Hofund joined us. My husband took the seat beside me. Gudmund’s empty chair at the end of the table remained unfilled, a physical reminder of his absence.

      “Are you all right?” I asked him in a low tone.

      He nodded. “Come here, mite,” he said, lifting Heidrek from my arms. “What do you think of this place, little one? Will this hall satisfy you, my son, or will you have an ever bigger hall?”

      I smiled at the pair of them.

      “I asked Ardis to prepare for the crowning,” Hofund said. “And I will send word to the jarls. I want to see their faces. I want them to witness us become queen and king. They will bend their knees before us.”

      “And Soren?” I whispered.

      Hofund gave me a knowing look. “He told everyone he was going to visit Jarl Heffel, his whaling partner, but he did not set sail. I don’t know where he has gone.”

      “He is plotting.”

      “Yes.”

      “He cannot think he has the support to take the crown from you.”

      “The merchants in Grund are less loyal than they should be. We shall see. I have sent word to Jarl Heffel, inviting him for the crowning. Soren’s lies will be revealed.”

      “Once we find him, you cannot let him go unpunished.”

      “No,” Hofund said simply, then lifted Heidrek into the air, smiling at the baby. “I will not. What say you, Heidrek? Your mother would blood eagle him in the square. What about you, little wolf? The long walk? Hang him as meat? Or can we contrive something worse?” Hofund sighed heavily, then lay Heidrek against his chest. “It is bad enough my father is dead. Now, I must deal with this betrayal.”

      “Silence it once and for all.”

      Hofund nodded.

      Thorolf, who had disappeared upstairs, re-emerged holding Thora. Thyri joined him. The trio joined us at the table.

      Thyri smiled at Hofund, handing his amulet out to him. “I recovered it when she fell asleep. She wouldn’t let it go otherwise.”

      Even as she spoke, the baby reached out for the amulet once more.

      Hofund smiled, but I could see the tiredness in the corner of his eyes. The weight of everything bore down on him.

      “Let her have it. If Thor appeals to her so well, then the hammer is hers.”

      Thyri looked surprised. “I… Are you sure?”

      He nodded.

      Thyri smiled at Thora. “Now, don’t chew the hammer in half. It isn’t every day you are gifted a special trinket by the king of Grund,” she said, putting the necklace around the girl’s neck once more.

      Hofund smiled softly, then looked back down at Heidrek. “Little wolf,” he said, kissing the baby once more. He then moved to hand him back to me.

      “Here, Hervor. Let me,” Bodil offered, moving to take the child. “You should eat. Come here, little prince. Let’s take a turn about the room. I will show you your hall.”

      “Thank you,” I told Bodil, then turned back. My stomach growling hungrily, I filled my plate. Hofund, however, sat looking forward, lost in his thoughts.

      “Won’t you eat?” I whispered to him.

      “Not yet. I have one more thing to take care of.”

      A moment later, the door opened to reveal Halvar and Revna. Hofund met my eye. “I will have answers,” he said firmly. There was a meanness to his looks I didn’t recognize.

      My gaze went from Hofund to Revna. To my surprise, Revna looked frightened.

      “Do you want me to come?”

      Hofund shook his head then rose. “You have enough burden on you. I will have Grund brought to heel for you and my son. No matter what.”

      Hofund motioned for Halvar to escort Revna to the meeting room with an angry swish of his arm. Leaving us, he joined them.

      “I wouldn’t like to be her about now,” Sigrun said with a smirk. “Although I can’t say I’m sorry to see it.”

      Nor was I. I raised and lowered my eyebrows at her, making Sigrun grin.

      “A snake, that one,” Trygve commented. “Why are all the women in Grund like snakes? I thought there’d be good women here, but that was far from the truth,” he said with a disgusted laugh. “Women here aren’t like girls from Bolmsö. They’re all plotting, phony layabouts. The women in Bolmsö are honest, hard-working, and naturally beautiful without their faces all painted up and every inch of themselves covered in jewels,” he said, shaking his head. He then stuffed a large bite of bread in his mouth. “I’d bet that not one of them knows how to chop wood properly. Figures,” he said through his mouth full of food.

      Sigrun smirked. “So, you think the women from Bolmsö are beautiful?”

      Trygve stopped midchew. “What of it?” he replied with a shrug, then continued eating once more.

      Despite his dismissive words, I couldn’t help but notice the grin on Trygve’s face.

      Shaking her head, Sigrun laughed.

      “Hmm,” Bjorn mused. “Perhaps I should journey with you to Bolmsö next time.”

      Trygve nodded to him. “Sigrun has sisters.”

      “Are they all as beautiful as her?”

      Trygve paused and looked at Sigrun for a long moment. “Almost.”

      To my surprise, Sigrun blushed.

      Trygve winked at her then turned back to his meal.

      Both Bjorn and I chuckled.

      On the other side of us, Thorolf and Thyri spoke in low tones. I heard Thyri inquire, “Did you have a chance to ask his permission?”

      Thorolf shook his head. “The time was not right.”

      “That’s all right. Another time…when he has less on his mind.”

      Thorolf nodded.

      Not wanting to make them feel awkward, I kept my gaze on my plate, but I smiled, guessing the topic of Thyri’s inquiry. Soren’s world was about to come crashing down, but Thorolf was making plans for a bright future. Grinning, I stuffed a morsel into my mouth. It was turning out to be a good day after all.
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Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Later that day, Hofund joined me in our chamber. Heidrek was sleeping, and I was resting in bed, half-awake, half-dozing, my whole body hurting.

      “Hofund,” I said, moving to rise.

      “Don’t get up,” he told me, slipping onto the bed beside me.

      “No… I should join the others in the hall.”

      Hofund chuckled lightly. “The day has passed. It’s quiet in the hall. Everyone has already gone to bed, much to Bjorn’s consternation.”

      “Have I been sleeping?”

      “Yes,” Hofund said, pulling me close. “And I’m glad.”

      “I’m sorry I left it all to you. Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “And Revna?”

      “According to her, Soren sailed to Jarl Heffel. She knows nothing otherwise, or so she claims. I don’t believe her.”

      I rolled over to look at my husband.

      Hofund touched my cheek then smiled at me. “I know you think I’m fooled by her, but I’m not. She’s just as conniving as Soren. I used to flatter myself to think she saw me in a special light. What young man wouldn’t want that? And while I never wanted to marry her, I can’t say I was immune to the idea that she held me in special regard. I’m not sorry to realize the truth, but the Revna I just spoke to was not the woman I thought I knew. She lied to me.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Hofund but said nothing. I wasn’t sorry he had finally uncovered the truth, even if it took shattering his own illusions. I was only sorry it took him so long.

      Hofund sighed. “When I told her I sent a messenger to Jarl Heffel, she turned white as snow.”

      “If Soren isn’t there, then where is he?”

      “That’s the real question, isn’t it? My father had only one jarl who constantly disobeyed or ignored him. Gudmund and Jarl Rüd were constantly at odds. Rüd’s jarldom is four days’ ride from here to the northeast. Halvar sent a small party of men to watch the road between here and there. If that is where Soren has gone, I will learn of it.”

      “And then?”

      Hofund’s gaze darkened. “Hammers are ringing in my ears.”

      I nodded. “Hofund the wise.”

      The dark clouds on Hofund’s face receded. He smiled lightly, then chuckled. “There you go again.”

      “I’m trying to start a trend.”

      “Well, wife,” he said, pulling me close. “Our bedchamber is probably not the best place to start.”

      I laughed.

      Hofund kissed my shoulder then looked to the crib nearby. “Your little wolf is sleeping.”

      “They both are,” I said, motioning with my chin to Rök.

      Hofund sighed heavily. “It feels so strange without my father here.”

      “Yes. I feel it too.”

      “His voice is the sound I remember most in the hall, his laughter booming. I regret so much that I was not here to say goodbye to him.”

      I nodded, a twang of guilt pinging my heart. “I am sorry for that.”

      “It was not you alone who made the choice.”

      “But still.”

      Hofund sighed. “I will see him again in Valhalla.” Hofund kissed my shoulder but said nothing more.

      Gudmund had not died in battle, but he had been a fierce warrior as a young man. Did the Valkyries collect old men who died in their sleep from too much food and drink? I wasn’t sure.

      “The crowning will happen by the new moon. Between now and then, let’s hold a feast and invite everyone to meet Heidrek. We shall remind Grund that Gudmund’s line carries on,” Hofund said.

      “That is a very good idea.”

      “How are you, my love? The ride was very long with you so freshly delivered and after such a hard labor. Are you recovering?”

      “Still aching, but Ingrid gave me something to help ease the pain. I’ll be all right.”

      “Your little wolf hardly lets you rest.”

      “That is the way of it.”

      “You are a good mother, Hervor.”

      “I never thought about being a mother at all. You’ve turned my life upside down entirely, Hofund of Grund.”

      “And soon, you will be queen.”

      “May the gods grant I will be a good one. From the bastard of Dalr to jarl of Bolmsö to the throne of Grund,” I said, then shook my head.

      “The gods placed us together. If not for you, I shudder to think what would have become of me.”

      I was silent. Hofund had run from his duties, from a wife he did not want, from a city he was not sure how to rule. If we had not met, he, too, would have had a very different life. I was not the only one changed by love.

      “Let’s not think of it. We have one another now, and nothing can ever come between us.”

      In his cradle, Heidrek let out a cry.

      “Except Heidrek,” Hofund said with a laugh.

      When I moved to get up, Hofund motioned for me to stay. “I’ll get him for you.”

      Hofund slipped out of bed and went to the baby. “What is it, son? Missing your mother already?” He lifted the baby, rocking him gently as he brought the child to me. “His hair really is bright red. But what about those eyes? Still too early to tell, I think. Will you have the amber of Bolmsö, little wolf, or the brown of Grund?”

      I sat up and took the child. His clothes were dry, and his cries sounded of hunger.

      “We can get you a wet nurse, if you want, to share the burden.”

      I shook my head. “It’s all right.”

      Hofund slipped back into bed with me, but soon, he grew quiet. I turned to find him asleep.

      “Well, Heidrek, they’ve worn your father out. He’s left us to conspire alone. What shall we plan?”

      I stroked the baby’s head.

      “No ideas? Me either. And I’m far too tired to think anymore,” I said, then closed my eyes, falling once more to the odd half-awake-half-asleep drifting that held me these days. But such times were precious and short—as I reminded myself again and again. One day, he would grow up and become a man of his own, and I would miss these times. But no matter what, he’d always be my precious boy.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “Even the children of the gods surprise their parents.”
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Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      I passed the next couple of days mainly in my chamber, sleeping or attending to Heidrek. The trip from Bolmsö had taken a lot from me, and it soon became clear I was not yet recovered from the loss of blood and difficult birth.

      Svafa was sitting by the fire embroidering, and Sigrun had just left to take Rök out for some hunting, when Thyri and Thora came to my chamber. I had just finished changing Heidrek’s swaddles. The now-dry baby was finally calming down after being in a full rage about his wet clothes.

      “Mind if we join you?” Thyri asked.

      “Not at all. Please come in,” I said, then went to sit beside the fire.

      “It is busy downstairs. The servants are preparing for the feast tonight,” Thyri told me.

      Since we’d returned, Hofund had kept the hall closed and quiet. While the effort had been done, in part, to give us all a chance to rest and recover, Hofund was also acting strategically. By creating uncertainty, he was rattling people who had expected him to be just like his father. Hofund was not Gudmund. Whatever plans others had made to maneuver him would need to be rethought. Quickly.

      “Tonight, you will truly meet Grund,” I told Mother.

      “I’m just as content here with this little one,” she said, reaching out for Heidrek.

      “Thorolf said some of the merchants and their wives are grousing that Hofund has not yet reopened the hall,” Thyri told us.

      “Are they so bored in their own homes?” I asked.

      Thyri chuckled but then turned serious. “The people here need education in respect. They should recognize the king’s grief and understand you are newly delivered. He’s right to close the hall.”

      “I hear Jarl Njal in your words,” Svafa told Thyri.

      “My father’s lack of sons was always a great disappointment to him, but my grandfather was not shy to share what he knew with my sisters and me. Unfortunately, I was the only one amongst us who bothered to listen.”

      “Well, we shall not be so ungrateful, will we?” I asked Thora, lifting her from her mother’s arms. “Come here, little shield-maiden. I will whisper all sorts of advice to you and Heidrek so you can learn better than your aunts.”

      Thyri smiled at me, her gaze shifting from me to Svafa. She cleared her throat then said, “I cannot tell you how thankful I am that you have brought me here, Hervor.”

      When I looked up at her, I saw her eyes were wet with unshed tears.

      “Don’t give too much credit to Hervor, or you’ll make her arrogant. It is the Norns reweaving your life,” Svafa told her.

      I chuckled. “Thank you, Mother,” I said, winking at her.

      Svafa grinned at me.

      I set my hand on Thyri’s arm. “Rest a bit,” I told her. “I will take this little maid with me and go below for just a moment if that’s all right with you.”

      Thyri nodded.

      Thora in tow, I headed downstairs, meeting Bodil as I turned into the hall.

      “Hervor,” she said. “Do you need anything?”

      “Just to stretch my legs. Where is Hofund?”

      “In the meeting room.”

      I nodded then went in that direction.

      “Well, Thora, let’s see what mischief is afoot today,” I said, brushing back the child’s fair hair. She held onto my shoulder with one hand and the strap of my hangerok with the other. She surveyed the room with wide, blue eyes.

      “You see here,” I told her as we passed the hall. “This is a battleground. Don’t let the fine draperies fool you. But there are always the bloody fields. I’ll have the last laugh on your father. I’ll train you to use your fierce blood for a force of good. People will fear your justice as they feared his malice. But let us say nothing more about him.”

      I entered the meeting chamber to find Hofund, Halvar, and Ragnar, one of Hofund’s warriors. Ragnar had fought with us many times. A younger man with black hair and a strong sword arm, I noticed that Hofund often turned to him to organize the men of Grund.

      “Hervor,” Hofund said.

      Ragnar turned, giving me a bow. “Queen Hervor.”

      Queen Hervor.

      “Continue, Ragnar,” Hofund said.

      He nodded. “Five in the group. Soren, the merchant Halfdan, and three hired men from Grund. I don’t know their names, but I recognized them from the alehouse. They do not raid with us.”

      Hofund and Halvar exchanged a glance.

      “Thank you, Ragnar,” Hofund told him. “Make sure you and the men rest. Get some ale and food. Remind the men that I value their silence.”

      Ragnar inclined his head. “Never doubt us, Hofund. In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor,” Hofund replied.

      After Ragnar left, Hofund sighed heavily then sat down.

      “What do you want to do?” Halvar asked.

      “The problem is, we don’t know what Jarl Rüd answered.”

      Halvar bobbed his head from side to side. “This is true, but I can guess.”

      Hofund nodded then looked at me.

      “What do you say, Thora?” I asked the baby. I paused as if to listen, then said, “Thora thinks you should let Soren ride back into town without any obstacles, don’t you? She thinks you should play ignorant,” I said, tickling the baby’s chin. “But she also thinks you should pick up the hired men. They will talk. Money or fire will loosen their tongues—either way. Once you hear from their lips, you will know what Jarl Rüd said. All excellent ideas, Thora.”

      Hofund smiled lightly at me as he nodded slowly, stroking his beard as he considered my words.

      “Soren has long relied on your father’s generous tolerance. It has made him bold,” Halvar said.

      “Yes,” Hofund said. “We will follow Thora’s advice and loosen some lips, discover what we can. Once Soren and the merchants return and retire to their homes, round up the cutthroats. I will hear from them.”

      Halvar nodded.

      “And find Soen,” Hofund said, referring to the gothi, a priest of Thor, who often attended the rites along with King Gudmund. “I will have a word with him.”

      “Yes, my king,” Halvar said, then turned to go. “Queen Hervor,” he said, giving me a short bow, then exited.

      I turned back to Hofund.

      He rose and joined Thora and me. “If Soren has stuck his head in the noose, this time, I will let him hang.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      Hofund sighed tiredly. “My father always complained about plotting merchants and quarrelsome jarls—as does Gizer. I do not yet have the circlet on my head, but here we are.”

      “Makes one appreciate jarls like Mjord.”

      Hofund chuckled lightly. “Yes. But the news today is not all bad, is it, Thora?” he asked, taking her hand and giving it a kiss.

      “No?”

      “This little one is getting a father. Thorolf asked my permission to marry Thyri. I consented, of course. It will be announced tonight.”

      “That is good news.”

      “It will be good for Heidrek and Thora to grow up together. They shall be good friends. Where is our little wolf?”

      “I left him with Svafa. I needed a breath of air.”

      Hofund looked at me with sympathy. “Have I left you alone too much?”

      “No. You have things to attend to here. I am only sorry I am not here to help you.”

      “What you are doing is far more valuable to me. That said, are you ready for tonight?”

      “Do I have to answer that question?”

      Hofund laughed. “Best to get it over with.”

      “May the gods protect us.”

      Hofund laughed. “No, my queen, may the gods protect them. If anyone dares lift a hand to threaten my wife and child, they will learn their lesson at the end of my hammer.”

      “May Thor hear your words.”

      “In blood and honor.”
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Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      That night, the hall filled with the usual revelers. Everyone had come to greet Heidrek and offer their condolences to Hofund.

      My husband took great care not to take his father’s seat. Instead, he had reorganized the feasting tables into one massive square that ran the length and breadth of the hall. Revelers ate and drank and paid their respects to the newest member of Grund.

      “What a display of people,” Mother whispered to me.

      “Display is the right word.”

      Hofund, Svafa, and I stood, letting the others come to offer their greetings to Heidrek and to meet Svafa.

      Bjorn joined us.

      “How red his hair is,” Bjorn said, tickling Heidrek’s chin.

      “Like his grandfather…and great-grandmother,” I replied.

      “Princess Eyfura?” the skald asked.

      I nodded. “On Bolmsö, an elder told me she had hair as red as roses.”

      “Will you be fierce like your grandfather, then? What do you say, Lady Svafa? Is his hair like Angantyr’s?”

      Mother nodded. “So it is.”

      Bjorn grinned at Svafa. “You will have to tell me your story. I insist on it.”

      Svafa laughed, her light voice ringing like a bell above the others gathered in the hall. Svafa was getting almost as many curious glances as Heidrek. She was still a beauty, and thanks to Bjorn, her story was well-known. Many regarded her with awe.

      “Cousin,” a familiar voice called.

      I looked behind Bjorn to see Soren and Revna approaching.

      Ah, so the weasel had snuck back into Grund.

      Hofund stiffened.

      

      “And that is my signal to leave,” Bjorn told Hofund with a wink. He turned to Svafa once more. “I’ll hunt you down later, Lady Svafa.”

      She grinned at him.

      We turned from Bjorn to Soren and Revna. So fixed on sizing up Svafa from head to toe, Revna didn’t seem to notice Heidrek at all.

      “Soren,” Hofund said.

      “I am sorry I was not here to greet you, cousin. I had business with Jarl Heffel in the north.”

      Hofund’s eyes flicked briefly to Revna. She held her fixed smile so firmly in place, it looked like it pained her.

      “I see. And is all well with Jarl Heffel?”

      “Very well. Very, very well.”

      “Hofund,” Revna said, her voice soft. “Soren and I are both very sorry about your father. The funeral was touching. He was well honored.”

      “Thank you,” Hofund told her. He held her gaze for just a moment. In that glance, they seemed to speak to one another.

      Had Revna not told Soren that Hofund had questioned her?

      “Yes, it was a pity you were not here. But I suppose that cannot be helped,” Soren quipped then turned to Heidrek. “Ah, and here is our little prince.”

      “You’ve named him Heidrek? Did I hear that news right?” Revna asked me.

      “Yes,” I replied, turning the child toward her. “Heidrek, this is your cousin Soren and his wife, Revna.”

      “What a lovely child,” Revna said. “How red his hair is. Soren, look at him. Isn’t he beautiful?”

      “Yes, he is. That red hair…so unlike Hervor or you, Hofund. That’s very strange.”

      “Strange how?” Svafa asked pointedly.

      Soren startled a little, then turned to Svafa, taking her in for the first time.

      “My mother, Lady Svafa,” I said.

      “Lady Svafa. I mean, only, it’s odd because neither Hofund nor Hervor have red hair, and usually a child takes after one of their parents.”

      Svafa laughed. “He takes after his grandfather’s line. All the berserkers of Bolmsö had red hair.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      “Do you? It’s funny, for a moment there, I thought you were trying to imply Hofund was not his father, but of course, no one could be that crude and ignorant.”

      Soren made an odd series of sounds as he choked back several different words.

      Saving him, Revna stepped toward Mother. “I am very pleased to meet you, Lady Svafa. Bjorn has sung your tale in the hall. How much Hervor looks like you.”

      “You’re Revna? Is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I am pleased to put a face to a name.”

      “A face to a name… Oh, Hervor has mentioned me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh… I see. That’s…nice.”

      Mother stared at her.

      “Shall we join the others at the table?” Soren asked his wife, motioning behind him. “I’ve just returned this afternoon. It’s been a long day.”

      Revna nodded.

      “Again, our congratulations,” Soren told Hofund, smiling widely, then they left us. Soren’s hand resting on Revna’s back, the pair of them departed, speaking in low tones to one another. After a moment, Soren shot at Revna, “I know,” in a sharp tone, an angry look on his face. Revna glared at him, then the pair parted ways. Revna joined her mother. Soren joined the merchant, Halfdan.

      “Mother,” I whispered to Svafa.

      “I told you not to worry,” Svafa replied lightly. “I handled Bjartmar for too many years to be prodded by a rodent like that.”

      I was relieved to see Ardis, Norna, and Blomma appear at the door of the hall. Blomma spoke a word to Ardis then left her side, rushing over to join us.

      “Ah, here is my girl,” Hofund said, scooping her up into a hug. “Your hair…it smells like my mother’s used to.”

      Perplexed, Blomma lifted a lock of her hair then sniffed it. “The herbs they burn at the hof…the scent clings to your hair. Ardis told me I should come to stay with you for the rest of the month until the crowning. She’s coming now to talk it over.”

      Hofund set a kiss on Blomma’s cheek then put her back down. “Any particular reason?”

      Blomma shrugged.

      “Blomma,” I said, reaching out with my free hand to take hers.

      “Hervor,” she said, wrapping her arms around me, hugging me. “Let me see him again.”

      I tilted Heidrek so Blomma could have a better look.

      “Hello, little brother,” she said. This time, she tepidly took his hand. “He’s sleeping so sweetly in the middle of all this noise.”

      I laughed. “So he is. For now…”

      Blomma left us, joining Svafa. Svafa bent, hugging the little girl. “I can’t get over how tall you’ve grown. My goodness, you will be such a regal woman.”

      Blomma smiled at her.

      “Hofund,” Ardis called lightly as she approached.

      Hofund inclined his head to her.

      “May I?” Ardis said, reaching out for Heidrek.

      I gently handed her the baby.

      “I am sorry you were not here when the child was born. I think he may be the first king of Grund not born in the dísarsalr,” Ardis told me.

      I bristled a bit at her words. “He is also the blood of Bolmsö.”

      “So he is. A red wolf,” Ardis said, her gaze on the child. She nodded slowly to herself. Through her veil, I saw her eyes searching the child’s face. She turned to Hofund. “You will ensure he is given the rites of Thor?”

      Hofund gave her a nod. “I have already spoken to Soen.”

      “Very good,” she told Hofund, then turned back to Heidrek. “With such fierce blood, we will be anxious to see what the Norns spin for you, little one. May the blessings of Freyja, Frigga, Skadi, and all the dísir be upon you. May you be a friend and protector of women and a gentle husband and father.” Through her veil, she kissed the baby on the brow then handed him back to me.

      “Thank you for your blessings,” I told her.

      Ardis inclined her head to me. “And this little one,” she said, setting her hand on Blomma’s shoulder, “what an apt pupil. But I think it would be wise for Blomma to stay in the hall for a time. While she has a place in the temple, she also has a place here with her royal family. Everyone needs to be reminded she is also your daughter. Blomma can return to the temple after the crowning is finished.”

      Hofund smiled then reached for Blomma, who went to him, her arms around his waist. “We’ll be glad of that,” he said, kissing her on her head.

      Ardis turned to Svafa. “Lady Svafa…please have Hervor and Blomma bring you to the hof so you may say your offerings to the dísir. It is a place for all women. You are welcome there.”

      “Thank you,” Mother said.

      Norna stepped forward, taking Heidrek’s hand. “Your great-grandfather was such a sweet man,” she told Hofund. “His home was beside mine. It was he who advised my family to send me to the hof. For that, I am forever grateful to him. I miss him and am so pleased you have given your son his name. Be wise, little one, like your namesake,” she said, then kissed Heidrek’s hand.

      Norna set her hand on Blomma’s head. “Be well, little sister, until I see you again.”

      Blomma smiled up at her.

      With that, Norna and Ardis left us.

      “They are veiled,” Svafa said as she watched them go.

      “Ardis is the chief of the gothar in Grund and the main priestesses at the dísarsalr. Norna appears to be her closest attendant. We will go to the dísarsalr when the excitement has passed. It is a remarkable place. It is a place of the dísir only.”

      “What of the gothi?”

      “They live in the city and are acolytes of Thor. There is one man who is chief amongst them, Soen. I do not know him well.”

      Svafa nodded as she considered. “Very unlike Dalr or Bolmsö.”

      I nodded, then cast a sidelong glance at my mother. She was said to be a favorite of Sif and Bragi. Perhaps Sif would speak to my mother here in the dísarsalr.

      After we met with what felt like everyone in the room, Hofund turned to me. “Why don’t you rest a bit,” he said, motioning to our seats. “I shall stir the hive,” he added with a wink.

      I nodded, and Svafa and I retreated. Hofund went to Thorolf, who was holding Thora while Thyri ate.

      “Cousin,” he told him. “Let me share the news.”

      Thorolf looked at Thyri, who looked abashed, but she nodded to Hofund.

      Hofund turned to greet the crowd. “My friends,” he called, silencing the room. “Thank you all for coming to meet Grund’s newest member. Hervor and I appreciate all of your prayers and well-wishes for our son. We return to Grund amid sorrow and change, but life goes on. The future of Grund sleeps in my wife’s arms, and there are many reasons to feel joy amongst the sorrow. Soon, I shall go with the gothar to ask the blessing of the gods,” he said, his words interrupted by cheers and the sound of banging ale horns from the crowd. Hofund waited for the noise to subside. “By the new moon, I shall take my father’s place and endeavor every day to live up to Gudmund’s example. But we also have another reason to cheer. Between this day and that, we shall have a wedding.”

      Hofund turned to Thorolf and Thyri, who rose.

      “My friends, I am pleased to share that I have given my blessings to my cousin Thorolf and Thyri, granddaughter of the late Jarl Njal. The runes have agreed with me that this match is a blessed one. In a week’s time, we shall have a wedding. Let us celebrate this wonderful news!”

      At that, the crowd cheered, calling Thorolf and Thyri’s names.

      “A kiss,” Bjorn called. “Let’s see a kiss.”

      The others echoed him, calling for a kiss, banging their ale horns.

      With Thora in his arms, Thorolf leaned in and gave Thyri a kiss.

      Everyone cheered.

      Hofund smiled. “Feast and enjoy, my friends,” Hofund said, taking an ale horn from the table and lifting it in a toast. “Let Gudmund look upon us from Valhalla and see there is still cheer in his hall. With joy and love, we honor his memory. Skol!”

      “Skol!”

      Afterward, my husband sat.

      Beside me, Svafa took Thyri’s hand. “Your grandfather would be so proud of you.”

      Thyri smiled gratefully at her.

      Svafa lifted her glass of mead, toasting the couple, then turned to me. “What lovely news. You know, you can learn a lot from people’s reactions, particularly to good news.”

      “Yes,” I replied with an exasperated sigh, knowing exactly what she meant.

      Like me, no doubt Svafa had noticed that Soren had not cheered his brother. Instead, he’d stared sourly, daggers in his eyes. Thorolf had risen from a disregarded second son to a favorite of the new king. Thorolf’s loyalty had earned him a respectable bride and a place in our hall. None of this was lost on Soren.

      “Like he chewed a bitter apple,” Svafa said with a giggle.

      I grinned. She was right.

      My gaze flicked to Soren, who was now in a fierce, whispered conversation with his wife. But beside them, I noticed something else. Rolf, Soren and Thorolf’s father, was staring at Svafa with such intensity that it startled me.

      “Mother, did you see—”

      “Yes. Tiresome already. He hasn’t looked away since he walked into the room.”

      “Well, you are beautiful. And unmarried.”

      Mother laughed so loudly that she startled Heidrek awake. He let out an angry cry.

      I chuckled. “Even Heidrek is in agreement on the unsuitability of that possible match.”

      “Oh, sorry little one,” Svafa told the baby.

      I shifted Heidrek, rocking him to quiet his cries.

      “It is a new world here,” Svafa said, gazing out at the hall.

      “Yes.”

      “Soon, you will be queen. Then, it will be up to you to make this world as you see fit.”

      “If only it were that easy.”

      Svafa smiled knowingly. “Do not underestimate yourself, Hervor.”

      “Skol,” I said, lifting my cup to tap it against hers.

      “Skol.”
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Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Late that night, after all the revelers departed, Hofund finally came to bed. I was asleep when he arrived. I woke groggily when he sat down.

      “Hofund?” I whispered, sitting up.

      “Ah, Hervor. I am sorry to wake you, love. Please, go back to sleep.”

      I slipped behind him, wrapping my arms around him. I set my head on his shoulder. “It went well tonight, I think.”

      Hofund took my hand and kissed it. “Yes. They were all pleased to meet Heidrek,” he said, turning to me. He touched my chin. “You cannot know how happy you have made me, Hervor. I am so proud of you and my son. And I will do what I must to protect you both. Nothing matters more to me.”

      There was weight to his words. I tipped my head, studying him, but before he could reply, there was a knock on the door.

      Hofund motioned for me to stay where I was. He went to the door.

      On the other side, I spotted the familiar form of Halvar.

      They spoke in low tones, but I heard Halvar say, “We have them. They are below with Thorolf and Ragnar.”

      Hofund nodded. “I’ll be right down.”

      With that, Halvar left.

      “Hofund?”

      He studied me. The orange light from the fire danced on his face, causing a patchwork of orange and black shadows to linger there. “We have brought in the bought men who rode with Soren to Jarl Rüd. I’ll find out what they know.”

      “I’ll come,” I said, pulling on a robe and grabbing Tyrfing. “Go ahead. I will have Bodil come look after Heidrek.”

      Hofund nodded then went below.

      Rök, curious about all the commotion, joined me.

      I knocked lightly on Bodil’s door. To my surprise, she answered it without much delay. She held a frame of embroidery in her hands.

      “Hervor?”

      “Still awake?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Would you mind keeping an eye on Heidrek for just a bit? He’s sleeping. I’ll be back soon.”

      Her eyes went to Tyrfing and then to Rök. “Of course.”

      “Thank you,” I told her, setting my hand on her arm, then went back to the hall.

      The place was quiet. The servants had already put the tables back and cleared the mess. Fires burned in the hearths, but otherwise, there was no one around. In the meeting room, however, I saw light and heard voices.

      I entered to find Hofund seated at the end of the table, Thorolf standing near the door. Halvar and Ragnar stood nearby. Three men I did not know, but one of whom—a man with silver hair—I’d seen at the almshouse were there. The only reason I recognized the man was because Trygve had tossed him out for causing trouble.

      “We wasn’t in the room when they talked,” one of the men, a thin creature with greasy black hair and a scar down his cheek, told Hofund. “He left us out in the hall.”

      “We don’t know nothing. We drank and waited, that’s all,” added the man with silver hair, his gaze flicking from me to Rök.

      The yellow-haired man sat, his arms crossed on his chest, an angry expression on his face.

      “So, you heard nothing?” Hofund asked, his voice firm. He did not believe what he was hearing. Hofund’s eyes went to the third man, a rough-looking warrior with yellow hair, who had not yet spoken.

      “The jarl told Soren he would see him for the crowning. And for all that comes after,” the black-haired man told Hofund. “Those were his words, ‘And for all that comes after.’”

      Hofund’s gaze shifted from man to man. “And what did Soren tell you?”

      “That we was to keep our mouths shut, and he’d be sure we had silver,” the black-haired man said.

      “And did he give you silver?”

      The man nodded. “He did. Not much, though. They got good beds and nice food. We slept with the cows. Hardly worth the ride.”

      “Yet you went all the same,” Halvar said.

      The blond-haired man gave Halvar a stern look.

      “Who else went?” I asked. “What other men from Grund?”

      The blond-haired man and the ruffian from the almshouse both shifted uncomfortably.

      For a moment, no one said anything.

      “Answer her,” Hofund said firmly.

      “Well, there was Halfdan, the man who sells furs. And Dörmar, the bloke with the fancy house down by the water. Don’t know what he sells. Oh, and young Ǽrn whose father just died. Smart-mouthed weasel, that one. But he was the one who supplied all the silver. Dörmar and Ǽrn only rode back to Grund with us halfway. Don’t know where they rode off to.”

      My gaze flicked to Hofund’s.

      We held one another’s glance.

      “Anyone else?” Thorolf asked.

      “No.”

      “Anyone meet them in Hrímgnúp?” Hofund asked, looking at each man. “Any other jarls? Men from Grund?”

      “You said we’d be getting some silver for all this trouble,” the black-haired man told Hofund. “For what we know?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      The black-haired man nodded. “I didn’t see no one else.”

      “Minard,” Halvar said, looking at the yellow-haired man.

      “I’m not telling you anything,” the man replied, then rose. “I remember what you did to my brother.”

      “Your brother tried to assassinate King Gudmund,” Halvar replied darkly.

      The man huffed.

      Hofund gestured to Halvar. Halvar crossed the room and opened the door.

      The black-haired man eyed the small packets sitting at the center of the table. Hofund gestured for him to take one. The others followed suit.

      One by one, the men left, leaving Hofund, Thorolf, Ragnar, Halvar, and myself alone in the meeting chamber.

      Hofund sat, staring at the candle burning on the table as he stroked his beard.

      “I believe they have told you all they know,” Halvar said, crossing his arms as he considered. “Or, at least most of it.”

      “Yes.”

      “But they are paid men.”

      “So they are. Who will they tell what we have asked?” Hofund replied.

      Halvar nodded.

      Hofund looked up, meeting Ragnar’s gaze. “Take our men. Round the three of them up and get rid of them before they have a chance to talk. Let no one see. Now.”

      “Yes, King Hofund,” Ragnar replied then headed out.

      “I’ll go too,” Thorolf told Hofund.

      Hofund nodded to him.

      “Queen Hervor,” Ragnar said as he passed, inclining his head to me.

      I returned the gesture.

      I met Thorolf’s gaze. From the look in his eyes, I could see that he knew what this meant, the larger ramifications for Soren and the others. He gave me a knowing look then left. A moment later, the hall door opened as the men departed.

      It was silent in the room for a moment.

      “Soren and the others?” Halvar asked. “You cannot let your cousin—”

      “I will not. He will pay for this. But first, I will learn what actions he sought to take.”

      “You must be wary in the meantime.”

      Hofund nodded. “Yes. Thank you, Halvar.”

      Halvar smiled lightly. “I kept your father out of danger all these years. I will do the same for his son…to the best of my ability.”

      “You have been a loyal friend. Soon, we will learn what game was afoot.”

      Halvar nodded then left the room.

      Rök left from my side, joining Hofund. He set his paw on Hofund’s knee then whined lightly.

      Hofund smiled softly at the wolf, scratching his ear.

      I took a seat at the opposite end of the table. After a moment, I asked, “What will you do?”

      Hofund looked up at me. “My father spent his whole life creating this world for me. He bled for Grund. Now, it is mine. It is my duty to protect it. May the gods have pity on Soren if my suspicions turn out to be true, because I will not.”
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        * * *

      

      I stayed with Hofund until late in the night when Ragnar returned with three bloody satchels of silver. Rage flickered around the corner of my husband’s eyes. And while he did not speak his thoughts, it was plain on his face that things had shifted for Hofund. Crowning or not, he was king now. This was his world to shape. While he’d always tried to have patience, the time for that had come to an end. In our world, those who let usurpers plot did not rule long.

      It was very late when Bodil appeared at the door, an angry baby in her arms.

      “I’m sorry, Hervor,” she told me. “I cannot calm him, and he’s already woken Thyri and Thora.”

      I took Heidrek from her. “Thank you, Bodil. Please, take your rest. Come here, little wolf. Howling at the moon, are you?” I asked, rocking him to calm the little baby, who had such a sour expression that it was nearly funny.

      Hofund rose, joining me. He stroked Heidrek’s hair. “Sorry to keep your mother from you, little one. She is wife, mother, shield-maiden, and queen now. Too many jobs for one woman, and I have kept my wife and queen from you for too long,” Hofund pulled me close, kissing the side of my head. “It is late. Please, take your rest. Rök and I will go prowl in the night.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him.

      Hofund smiled at me. “I’ll be back. The hall is closed and guarded.”

      “All right,” I said, then turned to Rök. “Watch over him.”

      Rök cocked his head at me.

      Heidrek, however, had no patience for long goodbyes. He squalled angrily.

      I gave Hofund one last kiss then headed back upstairs, rocking the baby as I went. “Angry you aren’t prowling too?” I chirped at him. “Me too. Now, let’s see about something to eat for you and some rest for me. One day, when you are grown, we will all prowl together and remind everyone why you don’t provoke a pack of wolves.”

      I slipped into my chamber. My heart was thumping loudly in my chest, anger rattling me. More than anything, I wanted to go with Hofund wherever he’d gone. The wolf in me was awake and wanted to end the night with bloodshed, to exact vengeance. But that choice was not mine to make. If this were Bolmsö, none of the men the cutthroats had named would have lived to see the sunrise. Their bedsheets would be drenched in blood. But Hofund had his own plans. I had never seen such darkness in my husband’s eyes before. But I had seen the lightning.

      Hofund would take his revenge his way.

      May Thor guide his hand.
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Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      The next few days passed in a blur of activity. Nothing was said openly of what Hofund had learned, but I saw Hofund, Halvar, and Thorolf speaking in low tones. Ragnar and the other men were busy.

      One morning, after Heidrek had finally fallen asleep, I left him behind to find my husband.

      Leaving our chamber, I went to the hall. To my surprise, it was quiet. The hall doors were closed, and only the servants milled about. I headed to the meeting chamber only to cross paths with Thorolf, who had just left the meeting room.

      “Hervor,” he said. Since the battle in Uppsala, the change that had come over Thorolf was remarkable. He held himself differently. No longer moping about, he stood tall. He had won back his respect for himself, and it shone through in everything he did.

      “Good morning,” I said, looking around him. “Hofund?”

      “He’s gone with Halvar to the stables. I am going there now.”

      I nodded. “Is everything all right?”

      He nodded. “Your little one has kept you so busy since you arrived; I’ve barely spoken a word to you. Are you well?”

      “Exhausted, but otherwise well enough. I haven’t had a chance to congratulate you.”

      Thorolf smiled abashedly. “The moment I saw Thyri on the pier in Silfrheim, I felt… Well, you know how it is. When the Norns make their plans, there is no denying them.”

      “Yes.”

      “Not only do I gain a wife, but a fine daughter as well. I am glad I will be there to father Thora and help Thyri…after all she has endured.”

      So, she had told him. “You will be a good father.”

      Thorolf laughed lightly. “I hope so. I hardly recognize myself these days. But I do know who I can thank for pointing me in the right direction.”

      I chuckled. “The gods, of course. All things come to pass as is their will; we only work to achieve their ends for them.”

      Thorolf grinned. “If you say so, Hervor.”

      “Since my husband is busy, maybe you’ve seen my wolf? I’m afraid I’ve neglected him.”

      “Sigrun and Trygve left with Rök. They were headed to the fields for hunting. They were debating if Rök would be a help or hindrance.”

      I chuckled. “Thank you. Don’t let me keep you,” I said, motioning for him to go on.

      With a nod, he turned and left the hall.

      Magna appeared from the kitchens, pitchers of water in her hands.

      “Magna, can you tell Bodil I’ll be back shortly? Heidrek is fed and put to sleep.”

      “Of course,” she said, then headed toward the family wing while I went outside. Just as I was exiting the hall, I heard a pair of feet rushing behind me. I turned to find Blomma.

      “Blomma,” I said with a smile.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To see where Rök ran off to.”

      “Okay, I’ll come with you.”

      I bent and kissed her on the head. She was wearing the wooden flower Hofund had carved for her on a strip of leather around her neck.

      “What’s this?” I asked, touching the pendant.

      “I like to keep it with me, even when I am in the hof,” she said simply.

      “And how is it going there? Are they treating you well?”

      “Very! There are nine girls there, including me. I am the youngest, but Aslaug is also there, and she is just a little older than me.”

      “And what do you do all day?”

      “I have been very busy planting herbs. With the spring here, Ardis said we must make sure we have our crops of medicinal herbs planted. The elder gythia see to the women who are with child, but sometimes I help. We keep the shrines tidy, pray to the gods, and Norna is teaching me everything about the runes.”

      “Do you like staying there?”

      “I am learning a lot.”

      “You didn’t exactly answer my question.”

      “Well…” Blomma said, considering. “I prefer to stay in the hall. My family is there, and it is merrier. But I also like to spend my time learning at the hof. Sometimes, we go to the waterfall or to other places. There is a shrine for men in Grund, did you know? In the forest…for Thor. I don’t know anything about it, but Norna showed me where it is. Its teachings are secret.”

      “Thor is well-loved here.”

      “Yes,” Blomma agreed. “So, are all the jarls coming for the crowning?”

      “They have all been sent messengers. Unless they wish to annoy their new king, they will come and show their allegiance.”

      “King and queen,” Blomma corrected me.

      I grinned at her. “Yes, king and queen.”

      “So, do you expect Jarl Mjord to come?”

      Ah. “I don’t know. Perhaps he will send an emissary. He is not much inclined to leave his jarldom.”

      “Oh,” Blomma said, her voice filled with disappointment.

      “But you never know. He is full of surprises.”

      Blomma grinned.

      We made our way down the streets to the fields just outside of town. In the distance, I spotted Trygve and Sigrun.

      “Look,” Blomma said, pointing to the sky. There, Hárbrók soared in circles over the field.

      Blomma and I followed the river, passing a few fishermen who waved to us, joining Trygve and Sigrun. Trygve stood on a stone at the edge of the field, his bow ready. Sigrun motioned for Blomma and me to wait silently. She gestured to the field where I could just make out the tip of Rök’s tail and ears. A moment later, a flock of grouse took off. Hárbrók dove, snatching one from the air. Trygve quickly downed another bird and then another.

      Trygve whistled. “Rök,” he called, motioning for Rök to retrieve the birds. Hárbrók returned to Sigrun’s outstretched arm, dropping her prey. Sigrun rewarded her with a fish.

      The hawk took her fish then flew off to a tree nearby to feast on her reward. A short time later, Rök returned with his wins.

      “Good job,” Trygve told him, scratching Rök’s head. Trygve pulled a scrap of dried beef from his bag, taking a bite of it himself before tossing the rest to Rök.

      “What very nice birds,” Blomma said, eyeing them up as Trygve retrieved his arrows.

      Trygve chuckled lightly. “Your visit made me lucky. I can usually only hit one. Sigrun is the better archer.”

      “You’re getting better. Although, we spent the better part of an hour hunting lost arrows last week.”

      Trygve laughed good-naturedly. “Rök’s the real problem,” he told me.

      “Why?” I replied.

      Sigrun laughed. “It took us a week to teach him that we weren’t shooting these birds for him. He ate most of them.”

      “My stomach was very disappointed in him,” Trygve added with a laugh.

      “Where are Kit and Öd?” I asked.

      “Training. There is a place down by the pier where the warriors meet. You’ll find them there,” Sigrun said.

      “Or at the alehouse nearby.”

      She chuckled. “Like we are not frequenters.”

      Trygve winked at her.

      “I’ll join you for some training once the little one gets bigger,” I said, feeling mixed emotions about my increasingly soft body. At this rate, it would take me months to get back in proper condition for fighting.

      “There is a season for everything,” Sigrun reminded me. “We’re headed to the alehouse now. Care to join us?”

      “I wish I could. I should probably get back,” I said, then patted Rök. “Want to come with Blomma and me?” I asked him.

      Rök licked my hand.

      “He’s getting better all the time,” Sigrun said, nodding to Rök. “At least now he lets us keep what we shoot. Before…well…”

      I laughed. “Greedy boy,” I told Rök, then turned to Sigrun. “Thank you for working with him. I suspect he’s going to get soft and bored in the hall, just like me.”

      Sigrun laughed. “When the time comes, I’ll see to your training too.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” I replied, then motioned for Rök to follow. With a wave to Sigrun and Trygve, Blomma and I turned and walked back to the hall.

      Behind me, I heard Trygve say, “Why don’t we clean those birds and build a fire by the river? The alehouse is too busy this time of day.”

      “All right,” Sigrun replied. “But you get the wood.”

      “You’re working me to death.”

      “It was your idea!”

      I smiled, comforted by the familiarity of their companionship. In them, I felt a piece of home.

      Giggling, Blomma ran ahead with Rök, the pair playing a game. Blomma would take off in a sprint then abruptly stop, Rök matching her pace. The wolf’s eyes and ears twitched as he watched Blomma’s every move.

      I turned my face to the sky, feeling the warm spring sun on my skin. The air was still crisp, but I could smell the scents of the earth and the return of new leaves. Spring was upon us once more.

      My gaze went to the waterfall—Skadi’s Tears. Despite more annoyances than I wanted to deal with, Grund had not been cruel to me as it had to Skadi. Perhaps the giantess was watching out for me—and Blomma—after all.

      Skadi.

      Sister.

      Thank you for watching over us.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “Beware. It is all hnefatafl to the gods.”
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Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed, the great hall of Grund was strung from timber to timber with garlands of green, the tall timbers entwined with ivy dressed with ribbons and flowers.

      With Thora and Heidrek in tow, Svafa, Thyri, Blomma, Bodil, Magna, and I headed to the market in the hope we could find some cloth and trimmings for Thyri’s wedding gown.

      “Have you sent word to your mother?” Svafa asked Thyri.

      “No,” Thyri replied carefully, as if she was unsure how Svafa would respond.

      Svafa laughed lightly, her tone indicating she understood why. “Not to worry, my dear. We will see you properly prepared.”

      Thyri smiled appreciatively but said nothing more.

      “I know the perfect vendor to ask. Come with me,” Magna said, waving for us to follow along.

      As we went, the people of Grund called out their prayers and blessings to Heidrek and heaped well-wishes on Thyri.

      When we reached the market, we found it busy. With the winter winds subsiding, merchants had taken to the waters once more. I saw many sellers I didn’t recognize selling a variety of unusual goods.

      “Look,” Bodil said, pointing to a vendor selling glass and silver beads.

      The others went to the vendor while I stopped to show Heidrek off to some of the passing villagers. After they’d gone, Svafa gently touched my arm.

      “Hervor,” she whispered. “We must ensure Thyri can pay for whatever she needs. I think… I think she has only a small sum given to her by Thorolf.”

      I dipped into my vest and pulled out the pouch of silver bits I carried. I handed it to Svafa. “See to it. Anything she wants.”

      Mother took the silver then pinched my cheek. “Even empty-headed, I raised a good daughter.”

      We both chuckled, and Svafa rejoined the others.

      An elderly woman walking with a tall staff, a straw basket on her back, joined me. She was an ancient thing with deep grooves in her face, her front teeth missing, and one eye partially closed. Her long, silver braid trailed down her back.

      “So, this is the future king of Grund?” she said, looking at the baby as she smacked her lips together over and over again, making an odd popping sound.

      “If that is the gods’ will, Grandmother. So be it. This is my son, Heidrek.”

      The woman pursed her lips together and let out a “hmm” as she considered the baby. “His blood is not his own,” she said affirmatively.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Nidavellir. The dwarves. Their magic is in him. You must watch him closely. Dwarven magic will make him possessive of all he has—and those things he wants but does not own. Match that dwarven magic with the thunder of Thor and the blood of Bolmsö,” she said then clicked her tongue. “Mark me, queen of Grund. Do not coddle him, or you will come to regret it—Grund along with you,” she said then walked away, her staff thumping as she went, her long robe dragging on the muddy ground.

      “Hervor, look,” Thyri called brightly.

      My brow furrowed, I turned to see what was happening.

      Thyri held up a string of glass and silver beads. They sparkled beautifully in the morning sunshine.

      I smiled and nodded to her.

      “Come along. Let’s get the fabric so I can get a gown sewn in time. My old hands are not as fast as they used to be,” Magna said, waving for the others to follow her.

      I turned back for just a moment to find Blomma staring in the wake of the old woman.

      “Blomma?” I asked, following her gaze. “Did you hear what that old woman said?”

      Blomma’s eyes flashed silver. “That was not an old woman.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Blomma looked up at me. “I’m saying that sometimes it is wise to listen to the advice of a stranger,” she said then shrugged. “Let’s go. We should help the others. Thyri should wear red. It is a lucky color for a bride.”

      Without another word, we turned and followed them. But as we went, I looked over my shoulder, searching for the ancient woman in the marketplace.

      “You won’t find her,” Blomma told me.

      “No?”

      Blomma looked up at me, giving me a knowing look. “No.”

      I scanned the crowed anyway, but she was gone. Her words rattling my heart, I clutched Heidrek close.
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Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      On the day of the wedding, the hall was filled from wall to wall with revelers. Rolf, Thorolf’s father, strutted about the place, soaking up all the accolades on his son’s match—as if the man had ever had a care for his second son.

      Soren, however, struck a different tone. He seemed indifferent to Thorolf and to the wedding finery. Halfdan, Dörmar, and Ǽrn, who had traveled with him to Jarl Rüd, stayed close by his side. Soren’s disdain for Hofund’s warriors and my people from Bolmsö was on full display. He scowled at them and whispered to the others.

      Even Revna was subdued. Rather than needling Thyri, she stayed quiet. Her face was pale and drawn. Somehow, she’d found herself trapped between Hofund and Soren, telling the truth to neither. Her lack of loyalty disgusted me. But what did I expect from a woman like that?

      “Ready?” Hofund asked me.

      My husband was dressed in his finest tunic, his hair pulled back in braids from the temples and affixed with silver beads.

      I paused, fussing with his laces. “Do you know how handsome you look?”

      He laughed. “Never paused to consider it.”

      “Good. Don’t need you getting arrogant. Though I will say, Balder has shined his light on you today.”

      Hofund kissed my forehead. “And you…blue,” he said admiring the gown.

      “Bodil could barely squeeze me in.”

      Hofund smiled lovingly at me. “All I see is radiance.”

      “Flatterer.”

      Hofund winked at me. “May the gods be with us on this day and every day forward.” He clutched my fingers, kissing them, then we joined Ardis and Soen, who stood ready in the hall.

      “We are ready,” Hofund told them.

      “Very well,” Ardis replied. From behind her veil, I saw her smile. “Let us have them then.”

      Hofund winked at me, and we parted ways.

      Ardis and Soen went to the center of the hall where Bjorn had gathered the musicians. Signaling to them, they began playing festive music. Drums, horns, bells, and stringed instruments called out a happy tune.

      The crowd erupted with a cheer.

      Hofund went to the door of the great hall.

      I headed to the back of the hall.

      Svafa, who was holding Heidrek, and Blomma waited along with Magna, Bodil, and the other servants at the back of the hall. The entrance to the family quarters had been hidden by greens and garlands trimmed with flowers and ribbons.

      The crowd began clapping and cheering and calling Thorolf and Thyri’s names.

      I turned to Hofund.

      The air grew thick with excited anticipation.

      “In Thor’s name, let us have the groom,” Soen called.

      Hofund opened the door to reveal Thorolf, who was dressed in his finest.

      The crowd cheered.

      Thorolf entered the hall, Hofund at his side as he escorted his cousin to the gothar.

      All attention turned to us women.

      Once more the music played. But this time, the musicians all paused save the bell-ringers who shook their silver bells in earnest, calling the bride.

      “In Frigga’s name, let us have the bride,” Ardis called.

      The servants reached forward and pulled the drape of greens aside, revealing Thyri. She was beautifully dressed in a cream-colored gown topped with a long, red cape. The red and silver beads on her chest glimmered brilliantly. Her long, dark hair had been braided with red ribbons and flowers entwined in her braids. Runes adorned her brow.

      She held Thora in her arms. The little one was wearing Hofund’s pendant of Mjolnir and dressed in a tiny red gown made from the same fabric as her mother’s cape.

      Thyri stepped forward.

      The crowd cheered, calling out her name.

      Smiling, I joined Thyri. I reached out for Thora. “I can take her, cousin.”

      With a nod, Thyri handed her daughter to me.

      Together, we turned and made our way to join the others, the crowd clapping and calling out wildly with excitement.

      With Thora in my arms, Blomma and Svafa walking beside me, we followed the bride.

      Thyri and Thorolf met at the center of the hall.

      “Frigga, Freyja, all the dísir, we are gathered on this day to witness Thyri and Thorolf pledge their eternal love to one another,” Ardis called in a loud voice.

      Thorolf took Thyri’s hands. The pair held each other’s gaze, the love in their eyes so clear that it moved me.

      “May Thor, Njord, and Odin come amongst us and bless this union,” Soen called.

      Then, Ardis and Soen continued on with the wedding rites. Thyri and Thorolf exchanged neckrings rather than wedding bands. Thorolf gifted Thyri a hammer, Soen calling on Thor to bless Thyri’s womb, and Thyri gifted him a new dagger.

      I looked at Thora who was watching the scene intensely.

      “You see,” I whispered. “The gods are watching your parents wed.”

      Thora looked at me. She grinned, revealing her tiny pearl-white teeth, then turned back once more.

      The event was sweet. Thorolf looked surprisingly nervous, but his gaze was fixed on Thyri. The Norns had truly woven this pair together. Not all men would have accepted Thora, but Thorolf was different. His path in life had made him more sensitive to the suffering and needs of others. The Thorolf I’d first met in Grund would not have been good enough for Thyri. But the man he became—and the woman Thyri had become away from the influence of her mother—made them well-suited for one another.

      Soon, the wedding ceremony reached its end.

      “Thorolf, kiss your wife. Thyri, kiss your husband,” Soen said, a smile on the thin man’s face.

      “And may Frigga bless this union!” Ardis called.

      Both of them smiling, Thyri and Thorolf leaned in for a kiss.

      The crowd cheered.

      “Clap, Thora,” I told the little girl. “Clap for your mother and father,” I said with a laugh.

      Moving clumsily, still grinning, the girl gave it her best.

      “Now, let us have the best mead and the sweetest voices. Bjorn, Svafa, please, sing for our bride and groom,” Hofund called.

      Smiling, Svafa inclined her head to him. She passed Heidrek to Bodil and joined the skald. After a word to the musicians, the players sparked up a lively tune, a song about two lovers who met in secret in the forest beside a waterfall. A dwarf who’d loved and coveted the girl—who had refused him—cursed the lovers. While they were human by day, at night, the maiden turned into a mouse and the man into an owl. Despite the apparent obstacles, they held fast to their love through it all, eventually breaking their curse to live happily ever after. Svafa’s and Bjorn’s voices, singing in duet, filled the hall, the musician’s instruments lifting the sound to the rafters. Some of the guests began dancing.

      I joined the newly married couple.

      “Cousin,” I said, hugging Thyri with my free arm, Thora laughing as we squished her between us. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you, Hervor,” she replied. “For everything.”

      Beside us, Hofund and Thorolf also embraced.

      Smiling, Thyri met Thora’s gaze. “Well, my little one, what do you think about all this?”

      Thora giggled.

      “Come here, my daughter,” Thorolf said, taking Thora from my arms. He lifted her in the air then lowered her, kissing her on the cheek. “My little warrior maid.”

      Thora laughed then tried to pull Thorolf’s beard.

      “Son,” a voice called.

      We turned to find Rolf approaching.

      Thorolf forced a smile. “Father.”

      “By the gods, well done. What a lovely bride. My congratulations to you both,” he told them.

      “Thank you,” Thyri replied.

      “Such a pretty bride,” he said with a nod. “And you’ve inherited her fine daughter, too. And soon, you’ll have children of your own. Very well done. A marriage. Well done,” he said, then turned to me. “Speaking of… Hervor, is your mother still unmarried? How can that be? Such a fine lady as Svafa must have many suitors.”

      “I…” I began then looked to Mother, who was clapping merrily as she and Bjorn sang together. “My mother has a curse upon her. Haven’t you heard? She can have no husband but Angantyr.”

      “What? Is that so?”

      “It is.”

      “But maybe—”

      “Sadly, there is a prophecy that any man she marries after my father will die a horrible, painful death.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “Yes, it is quite the tragedy,” I said in all sincerity.

      “Well, that is surely a pity,” Rolf said with a shake of the head. The man looked genuinely disappointed. “Ah, well. Where a good woman cannot be found, there is always good mead. Cheers again to you, my son,” Rolf told Thorolf, then wandered off.

      After he was gone, Thorolf turned to me. “You made that up.”

      “Who? Me? I never lie,” I said with a wink, making the others laugh.

      Thorolf took Thyri’s hand. “Come, my beautiful bride, let’s dance,” he told her. Taking Thora along with them, the three of them joined the other revelers.

      Across the room, I saw that Trygve had managed to somehow convince a reluctant Sigrun to join him in a dance. The pair laughed as they began spinning around the floor.

      “Won’t you dance?” Blomma asked me.

      I shook my head. “No. But Hofund wants to dance. He’s just too considerate to force me.”

      “I will dance with you,” Blomma told him.

      “You see. The gods have taken pity on me and found me a dance partner,” he said, then reached out for Blomma’s hand.

      The pair of them smiling, they joined the others.

      I watched as the scene unfolded. Everywhere I looked, people were rejoicing.

      Almost everywhere.

      In a dark corner of the hall, Revna sat beside her parents, a scowl on her face.

      And Soren and his conspirators were nowhere to be seen.
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Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed, with the hall still decorated from the wedding, the jarls began to arrive for the crowning. Horns sounded from the pier, and a runner came with news. Two ships flying the green-and-white of Dalr with Grímnir’s Eye emblazed at the center were making port.

      Finally.

      Hofund, Svafa, Blomma, and I headed to the pier. I carried Heidrek, who was wide awake, taking in everything. Rök, sensing the excitement, bounded beside me.

      Leif guiding the first ship, they made their way to the port.

      “Cousin!” I called, waving to Leif.

      Leif returned the gesture.

      Eydis’s black hair shimmered ebony-blue like raven’s wings in the early-morning sunlight. Two little ones in her arms, she turned and smiled at us.

      “Hervor!” a voice called.

      “Hervor!” another echoed.

      I turned toward the second ship.

      Mother laughed. “Look, it is Hakon and Halger. Boys!”

      The second ship made port. The crew worked to tie up while Hakon and Halger jumped onto the deck and rushed to us.

      “By the gods,” Svafa said, embracing Halger. “You’re nearly as tall as me. What have you been eating?”

      “Everything,” Halger replied with a laugh. His voice cracked midsentence. And there, just above his lip, I saw the thin shadow of a moustache.

      I hugged Halger then Hakon. Mother was right. The boys were as tall as men. “It’s good to see you, my cousins. Welcome to Grund.”

      When I let him go, Hakon stared wide-eyed at the city behind me. “It’s so big.”

      I laughed. “So it is.”

      “I will show you everything,” Blomma told them.

      Hakon and Halger grinned at her, their eyes twinkling with mischief.

      Svafa and I went to the side of the ship.

      “Here, let me help,” Svafa said, reaching out for one of the twins.

      “I can help too,” Blomma told Eydis.

      Eydis passed Eylin to Svafa. Then, moving carefully, she handed Arngrimir to Blomma.

      “He’s so heavy,” Blomma said with a laugh.

      “That he is. My back is half broken from carting the two of them around. You can set him down, Blomma. If you take his hand, he will walk alongside you,” Eydis told her. “Just go slow.”

      “Here you are, Arngrimir,” Blomma said, setting the boy on his feet.

      Arngrimir giggled, grinning widely at Blomma.

      I smiled at the two of them. Blomma’s and Arngrimir’s deep black hair was the exact same color—as was Eylin’s. Arngrimir stomped on the wood planks beneath his feet, bending to look at the water through the narrow spaces between the slats.

      “What do you see?” Blomma asked him.

      “Waa-waa,” Arngrimir babbled.

      Blomma chuckled. “Yes! The water!”

      Eydis debarked the ship.

      “Let me see this little one,” she said, moving Heidrek’s blankets to investigate him more closely. She gently stroked his hair. “Red of Bolmsö, is it? That should strike terror in the heart of Grund.”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      Eydis laughed.

      “Jarl Hervor,” a voice called.

      I turned to find Siggy exiting the second ship.

      “Siggy! Welcome to Grund.”

      Smiling, she joined Eydis and me. “By the gods, if Arngrim could see you, Hervor. He would be so proud.”

      Touched, I gave her a soft smile. “Thank you, Siggy.”

      “Come,” Hofund called, waving to the others as Leif finished tying the last knot on the rope. “Let’s get you settled in the hall.”

      I met Leif’s gaze.

      He winked at me.

      Chuckling, I turned. With Eydis and Siggy beside me, we made our way back to the hall.

      “Impressive, in a gaudy sort of way,” Eydis chirped, eyeing over the city. “I do like the waterfall.”

      “Skadi’s Tears,” I said.

      “Pleasant name. Makes you feel perfectly warm and welcome.”

      I laughed.

      Eydis smiled as she gazed at the hall on the hill. “I would have liked to see Yrsa’s expression when she saw this. I can imagine it. Lots of huffing and eye-rolling.”

      “Yes. Exactly that.”

      We made our way through the city, returning to the hall once more. Inside, the servants worked quickly preparing the rooms. By nightfall, we expected most of the other jarls to arrive.

      Eydis’s eyes scanned the place. “Like Asgard,” she whispered.

      “Uppsala was bigger.”

      “That’s hard to believe,” she said as she looked around. “Festively decorated.”

      “We had a wedding.”

      “Who?” Leif asked, nosing into the conversation.

      “Thorolf and Thyri.”

      “By the gods, really? He’s certainly a changed man,” Leif said with a laugh. “I’ll have to find him today and toast his good fortune.”

      “Already making excuses to start carousing?” Eydis asked.

      Leif grinned at her. “You’ll just have to join me.”

      “And dump our little ones on poor Siggy?”

      At that, Siggy laughed. “I am always happy to take them, Eydis.”

      Bodil and Magna joined us.

      “Jarl Leif,” Magna said. “Welcome returns.”

      “Thank you,” he told her.

      “Magna, will you find my cousin and his wife a place near ours? I have twin cousins somewhere. Wait a minute, where have Hakon and Halger gone?”

      “They went looking for something to eat,” Blomma said.

      I laughed. “Very well. When they return, you can put them with the men of Bolmsö. And this is Siggy, Leif and Eydis’s helper. She, too, is from Bolmsö.”

      Magna nodded. “Well met, Siggy. You can stay with Bodil and me. We’ll help with these little ones,” she said, kneeling down to look at Arngrimir. “This one is full of mischief, aren’t you?”

      Arngrimir laughed, then pulled away from Blomma, racing across the room.

      Eylin fussed in Svafa’s arms, begging to be let down.

      Mother set her on the floor. Soon, the twins and Blomma were racing in circles.

      “Where is Laurits?” Mother asked Eydis.

      “In Dalr. Agata is there, and Oda promised to watch over him. My hands are too full as it is.”

      “Ah, well. Perhaps… Perhaps I will come to Dalr to see him.”

      Eydis gave Svafa a soft smile. All of us knew that Svafa would never return to Dalr willingly.

      “He is growing big, and he is a strong and healthy boy,” Eydis reassured Mother. “And he’s really just the sweetest thing. He’s quite won me over. I’ll bring him next time. I promise.”

      Mother smiled at her.

      “Well, let me see everyone to a chamber to get refreshed. Come along, Lady Eydis,” Magna said. “If you please, Jarl Leif?”

      A horn sounded from the dock once more.

      I looked at Hofund, who nodded knowingly.

      “It will be a busy day,” I told Svafa.

      “I’ll stay and help Eydis,” Blomma offered.

      I turned to Eydis.

      “Go on, Queen Hervor. Let me get my brood settled.”

      I nodded to her, then Hofund and I headed out once more. As we went, I noticed that Hofund was quiet, pensive.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. He took my hand, kissing my fingers.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “I made you a promise. Nothing will touch you here, Hervor. Not you, nor Heidrek, nor Blomma… And I mean to keep that promise.”

      “Has something happened?”

      Hofund sighed heavily.

      I looked at my husband. I knew Hofund well. Something was wrong, but he was trying to shield me from it. I debated on whether to push him more. I respected Hofund’s judgment. When there was more he wanted to say, he would. I would give him that space.

      “I am here for you. If you need me, you need only ask,” I said.

      He kissed my hand once more. “I know. Why do you think I married you?”

      “I thought it was because you liked how I looked in a blue dress.”

      “Well, there was that too.”

      I chuckled.

      It was just as well that Hofund and I returned to the docks. The peninsula was full of boats sailing toward Grund. Jarls I barely recognized from my days in Dalr began to arrive. They came with calls of congratulations and condolences.

      “Jarl Hervor of Bolmsö,” Jarl Ubbe, a man the same age as Jarl Bjartmar, called. “I remember you, a little wild thing in Bjartmar’s hall. The old jarl always scolded you for fighting. Sour apple, Bjartmar always was. The last time I saw you, you had a bloody lip and were covered in dirt. Your nostrils flared when Bjartmar admonished you. I’d never seen such an indignant child,” he said, then laughed. “According to you, that chicken thief had been justifiably punished for their crime. What a sight you were. Bjartmar never had any patience…the gods only know why. But now, here you are, a famed shield-maiden and our future queen, your little prince in your arms.”

      “Jarl Ubbe… Welcome to Grund,” I told him. “I remember that boy who kept stealing the chickens. He wasn’t afraid of Old Oda no matter how many times she chased him away from the chicken coop with her broom. But after I was done with him, we didn’t see him near our chickens again.”

      Jarl Ubbe laughed. “I’m sure you did not.”

      “Please, why don’t you and your men take your rest in the hall? My people will see you are comfortable.”

      Jarl Ubbe looked back toward the hall. “It is a new day. I can hear Gudmund’s booming laugh, even if it now comes from Valhalla,” he said, then moved on.

      I set my hand on Hofund’s back, then met his gaze. This would be a trying day for us both in many ways. Several jarls arrived all at once, rulers of their small corners of our land, many of them with jarldoms no larger than a farmstead. You could see awe on the faces of their wives and children who had never come to Grund before. We greeted each, welcoming them all to Grund.

      The morning was growing tiresome, and Heidrek was finally starting to get annoyed when a bright spot appeared on the horizon, revealing the familiar colors of Hárclett. Even from our place on the pier, I could see Bryn’s red hair. Svanhild, her pale blonde locks blowing in the breeze, stood beside her.

      Hofund and I went down the pier to meet them.

      Heidrek’s mood, however, was turning sour. “Just a bit more,” I told him. “We’ll go back now,” I said, bouncing him to soothe him.

      “By the gods, look,” Hofund said.

      There, at the side of the boat, looking out at the waterfall, was Jarl Mjord. His long black hair, streaked with silver, blew in the breeze.

      I smiled. “You see, even the jotun descend from their mountains to see you made king.”

      Hofund laughed lightly.

      As soon as the ship made port, Eric and a very pregnant Bryn debarked.

      “You look like Frigga herself,” I told Bryn.

      Hofund reached out to help her off the ship.

      “I feel as round as the sun,” she said with a laugh. “And there is our little prince. I’m working on a princess for you, little prince. Don’t fall in love with anyone else first.”

      I laughed. “I had hoped for the first of my dozen shield-maidens, but this fiery little wolf got here first,” I said, pulling Bryn into a hug.

      “Here, let me have him. My, he’s red-faced. What’s the matter, little prince? Too many jarls for you?”

      “Oh, let me see him,” Svanhild said, drawing close.

      “My goodness, you’ve grown so tall,” I told the girl who smiled at me. And indeed, she had. Svanhild was a tall, lithe thing. Her childish softness was gone, reshaped into the regal form of a young lady. Something told me Hakon and Halger would bloody one another up by the end of the night once they set their eyes on her.

      “It is good to see you again, Jarl Hervor,” Svanhild told me nicely.

      “And you, Svanhild,” I replied, turning to Eric with a grin.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Eric said, inclining his head.

      “Jarl Eric.”

      Behind them was Veigr, Jarl Eric’s housecarl and Svanhild’s grandfather.

      “Veigr,” I called. “You are welcome to Grund.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Hervor.”

      Hofund and I both turned as Jarl Mjord debarked the ship. He wore breeches and a tunic under his long robe, a staff before him. His face was free of kohl, but tattoos marked his brow and neck. Under the bright light of the morning, I realized he was younger than I always assumed him to be, no older than Svafa at least. Old enough to father Bryn, but not much more. His wisdom and air of mystery always made him seem beyond his years.

      “Jarl Mjord,” I said, inclining my head to him.

      “Jarl—soon Queen—Hervor. And my future king,” he said, bowing to Hofund. “It is good to see you both again.” He paused to look at Heidrek. “And your son?”

      I nodded. “Heidrek.”

      Jarl Mjord stared at our child. “Hair red as fire,” he said finally. His simple words did not match the expression on his face, but I could not read his steely expression. Whatever he knew or sensed, he did not reveal it. “They say redheads are fierce in battle but very jealous in their personal lives.”

      Grinning, I turned to Bryn. “Is that true?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Of course.”

      “Well, we shall do our best to encourage one and deter the other,” Hofund said.

      Jarl Mjord smiled lightly. “I am sure you will try.”

      I paused a moment, then said, “Shall we get you all to the hall? I’m sure Bryn could use a rest.”

      Jarl Mjord inclined his head to me.

      “How long has it been since you came to Grund?” Hofund asked Jarl Mjord.

      “I passed through here on my travels many years ago. I was, perhaps, Svanhild’s age then. I was not yet jarl. I did see the dísarsalr and the grove of Thor. I saw your father from afar but did not speak with him. He was an impressive warrior, as fierce as the gods.”

      “It’s been a long time. I’m pleased to see you here.”

      “It is not often that my friends are crowned king and queen. And these days, it is good to keep your friends close.”

      “Yes,” Hofund replied firmly.

      I turned to Bryn. “When is your child expected?”

      “Three or four moons,” Bryn said. “But I feel like I can barely breathe, so the sooner, the better!”

      I set my hand on her stomach. “I wish you an easy labor and a healthy child.”

      She kissed Heidrek on the cheek then handed him back to me. “Thank you, Hervor.”

      Heidrek wore a pouty expression on his face, his face red. He was brewing up a good cry. “Not yet, little love. We’re almost home.”

      “Just look at this place,” Svanhild said, her eyes full of awe. “You can fit ten of our hall in the great hall of Grund.”

      I set my hand on the back of her head. “You are very welcome here, my dear. You need to meet Blomma, our foster daughter. She is within.”

      “Oh, I would love that. Has Jarl Leif come with his family? And…his brothers?” she asked.

      I nodded. “He has.”

      “Oh. Good,” she said with a light smile but said nothing more.

      Behind her, Bryn and I exchanged a glance. It appeared that Hakon and Halger were not the only ones smitten. But which of the brothers had captured her attention?

      While Svanhild had only had her father and grandfather to guide her growing up, the girl had ample grace and courtesy. She was very beautiful. Remembering her interest in my husband when we all first met, I was relieved I had met Hofund before she did.

      We climbed the steps to the great hall to find it very busy within. Everywhere I looked, I saw jarls with their wives and family. At one table, the warriors from Bolmsö gathered with the men of Dalr and Silfrheim. No doubt, Hella and Ragal would soon arrive. The hall was a flurry of excitement.

      Rök bounded over to us, pausing to give my hand a lick before he circled the others. He paused to nose Jarl Mjord’s hand, coaxing the jarl to give him a friendly pat, before Rök went on his way once more. I scanned the room for Blomma, spotting her with Hakon and Halger. The three of them were together by the food, the boys scarfing down whatever the servants didn’t shoo them away from.

      “Jarl Eric,” Leif called, moving to join us.

      At the sound of Leif’s voice, Hakon and Halger looked our way. They both paused for a moment, their gazes meeting one another. A look of joy then terror washed over their faces. Hakon wiped his mouth with the back of his hand then straightened his tunic. Halger, on the other hand, turned to Blomma. He said something to her, making Blomma laugh. Blomma then straightened his hair and adjusted the collar on his shirt. With that, the pair sprinted—then walked, then sprinted—to join us.

      “Jarl Eric,” Halger called, extending his hand in the most formal of poses, deepening his voice as best he could. “It is good to see you again, jarl.”

      Eric raised an eyebrow. “Indeed,” he replied, shaking Halger’s hand.

      “You remember my brothers, now the future jarls of Silfrheim,” Leif said, turning to Hakon and Halger.

      “I do, but I remember wild young boys, not young men. A winter changes much,” Eric said firmly.

      “So it does,” Halger agreed, righting his posture and taking on almost a comically adult stance. He turned to Svanhild. “I am very pleased to see you again, Lady Svanhild.”

      Svanhild smiled. “Hello, Halger,” she said, then turned to Hakon who, it seemed, had been struck dumb. “Hello, Hakon.”

      “He-hello,” Hakon stammered, the poor boy’s voice cracking mid-word.

      “Will you join with us? I’ll see that you have some mead,” Halger said politely, extending his arm to Svanhild. “If that’s all right with your father, of course.”

      The girl looked up at her father, who nodded for her to go on.

      I turned to Blomma to introduce her, only to find the girl’s eyes fixed over my shoulder. She stared with such intensity that I turned, finding Jarl Mjord behind me.

      “Blomma,” I said. “This is Jarl Mjord. Jarl Mjord, this is our adopted daughter, Blomma.”

      The pair stared at one another for a long moment. A strange feeling gathered in the air around me. I felt an odd tingle on my skin, like the air was filled with the energy that draws before a crack of lightning.

      “I am pleased to finally meet you, Blomma,” Jarl Mjord said, bowing to her.

      Blomma’s brow scrunched up, and to my surprise, her cheeks reddened. “I am pleased to meet you too,” she said in a hurried tone, and then she turned and sprinted away, disappearing into the crowd.

      Hofund chuckled lightly. “You have become something of an idol of hers,” he explained to Jarl Mjord. “She was riveted by the tale of your reindeer since the first moment she heard the story. I cannot tell you how many reindeer I have carved to please her imagination.”

      Jarl Mjord stared into the crowd into which Blomma had disappeared. “Yes,” he said, then coughed lightly, as if pushing away whatever emotion had taken him. “There is a kinship between those of us who walk the old paths.”

      As if sensing the odd tension, Heidrek let out an angry cry, shattering all of our focus.

      “He’s finally had enough,” I said with a laugh. “You did well holding on this long, little wolf,” I told the baby, then turned to the others. “Please, excuse me. I’ll return shortly.”

      “Eydis is in the back as well,” Leif told me.

      I turned to Hofund. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Take your time. I have everything in hand here,” he said with a smile, then motioned for me to go on.

      I headed back to the family wing. For the first time in a very long time, I really didn’t want to escape the great hall of Grund. My friends had come. The place was merry. But I was glad when I heard Eydis’s laughter rolling from one of the rooms.

      I entered the chamber to find it full of people. Bodil, Magna, Eydis, Siggy, Sigrun, Svafa, Thyri, and the children all gathered. Thora was on the floor, crawling after Eylin. Sigrun had picked up Arngrimir, bouncing him on her knee, making him laugh.

      “Ah, here you are. Now, hand me that little prince. I will see this red-haired pup of yours,” Eydis said.

      I crossed the room, handing a grumpy Heidrek to Eydis.

      “Ah, I see. Mad at the world, are you? What happened, little prince? Didn’t the people in your hall meet your approval?”

      “Probably time for a change,” Bodil said, joining us. She nodded affirmatively. “Come here, Heidrek. Let’s see some dry clothes for you.”

      I gave her an appreciative smile, handing the baby off, then poured myself and Eydis a glass of mead.

      “How is everything in Dalr?” I asked, handing her the cup.

      “Quiet, save all the little ones rushing about. Honestly, time is passing so quickly. Laurits takes up whatever time these two don’t steal. Poor Leif gets the last of me. These days, he is busy in Silfrheim. They are rebuilding. It’s going very well, the village recovering.”

      “Eydis, my mother and sisters…” Thyri asked.

      “All well. Your mother is busy bossing all of Silfrheim and is determined to wed your sister Erika to young Jarl Kol.”

      “And…they didn’t come?”

      Eydis shook her head. “No, but I am under strict orders to corner Jarl Kol and invite him to Silfrheim,” Eydis said with a roll of her eyes. “And what about your husband? Where is he?” Eydis asked Thyri.

      Thyri smiled. “Somewhere lost in that crowd.”

      “Don’t worry, Eydis. You will meet all of Grund very soon, for better or worse,” I told her.

      “Oh, my dear friend, I cannot wait,” Eydis said with a knowing wink.

      I tapped my cup against hers.

      “Skol.”

      “Skol.”
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Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      The great hall of Grund was filled from wall to wall with warriors, ladies, jarls, and children. It was late in the afternoon when I spotted a familiar party at the door: Ragal, Hella, Ingvar, and Arne.

      “Ragal,” I called over the crowd.

      Grinning, the group made their way toward me. As they worked through the crowd, the warriors from Bolmsö had joined them—as had Rök.

      “By Odin, my wolves are together again,” I said, pulling Hella into a hug.

      I turned to Ragal, embracing him as well.

      “Nearly late,” Ragal said with a laugh. “Hit a squall. Damned near went under.”

      “Is everyone all right?”

      He nodded. “Wet but alive. It came and went, just like that. I suspect Njord was playing with us.”

      “Or Skadi trying to keep us on the shore,” Hella added.

      I chuckled, then my gaze shifted to Ingvar. “Well, what do you think?”

      “Asgard cannot be bigger,” he said, wide-eyed as he looked about the room.

      I ruffled his hair. “I shall have Blomma show you around, once I find her again.”

      I turned my gaze to Arne. “Arne… I am so pleased to see you here. You are welcome to Grund,” I told him.

      “Jarl Hervor, with me come the well-wishes and love of all of Bolmsö.”

      My emotions surprised me. Arne was so fixed in my mind as attached to Arngrim, that it felt like I had my grandfather there with me.

      I smiled at him.

      Svafa joined us, welcoming them all to the hall.

      “Come, let’s have a drink,” Mother said, leading Hella and the others away.

      I cast my gaze about, looking for Hofund. When I did not see him, I searched for Thorolf or Halvar, both of whom were also missing. Frowning, I motioned for Sigrun to step aside with me. “Do you know where Hofund has gone?”

      “There was a messenger. Someone arrived at Two-Hammers Gate,” she said, referring to the gate at the back of Grund, not far from the pass leading into the mountains. “Hofund, Thorolf, and Halvar went.”

      “Who came? Did you hear?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      I frowned. It was unlike Hofund to leave all the jarls behind, especially in such secrecy.

      “Mother,” Blomma said, joining us. “Is everything all right? You look…worried.” She was back to her stoic self, her composure returned.

      “All is well. I’m glad you’re back. You must meet Jarl Eric’s daughter, Svanhild. Ingvar, too, needs someone to show him this place.”

      “Ingvar is here?”

      I nodded. “And Ragal, Hella, and Arne,” I said, pointing.

      Blomma smiled. “Ingvar?” she called, then hurried after him.

      Sigrun watched Blomma as she went. “I shudder to think what would have become of her if Solva had raised her. She’s special, Hervor. But you already know that.”

      I nodded, watching Blomma go. As she crossed the room to join the others from Bolmsö, she gazed in Jarl Mjord’s direction.

      The jarl was leaning against a pillar in the corner of the room, sipping a mug of mead and watching the scene. He must have felt her eyes upon him because he turned her way.

      Blomma looked away.

      “The Reindeer King looks like he’s about to be crushed to death by humanity,” Sigrun observed with a soft laugh.

      “So he does. Let me see if I can save him.”

      Sigrun chuckled. “You rescue him now. I’ll take him out with me when I go to exercise Hárbrók tomorrow.”

      “Yrsa would be proud of us,” I told her.

      Sigrun smiled, but I saw that same glimmer of sadness in her eyes that I felt. “I hope so,” she said with a nod. “Now, let me see if Trygve has left me anything to drink,” she said with a chuckle, and the pair of us parted ways.

      I joined Jarl Mjord, picking up a bottle of mead along the way.

      “I am certain you are missing your reindeer,” I told him, refilling his cup.

      “This is a very different kind of herd,” he said, motioning to the room. “And what of you, wolf of Bolmsö? How do you fare in such a crowd?”

      “Today, there are friends here, so it makes it easy to ignore the rest.”

      “The rest is the problem, isn’t it? In every field of flowers, snakes can be found.”

      “Indeed,” I replied then eyed the room. “Your daughter manages it better than I do,” I said, picking out Bryn’s booming laugh above the crowd. Bryn was never shy around people. Her outgoing ways were a contrast to Jarl Eric’s quiet demeanor, but they still found themselves well-matched. Eric smiled on at his wife who glowed like a rose blooming in a field of daisies.

      Jarl Mjord nodded. “She cares nothing for what others think of her, so she enjoys her life. Eric has made a good husband.”

      “And soon, you will be a grandfather.”

      He laughed lightly. “Bryn is aging me before my time. But it is good to see her happy.”

      “I’m so pleased you’ve come to Grund.”

      “I am tired of seeing you in my dreams, Jarl Hervor. I wanted to see you in the flesh once more. Do the dreams still come to you?”

      “They do.”

      “Our world is one exquisite tapestry. Urd, Verdandi, and Skuld weave,” he said, referring to the Norns. “We are all pieces on a hnefatafl board, each of us moved by the will of the gods. You, a favorite of Odin, were moved from Dalr, to Bolmsö, to Grund. Every place you touch changes.”

      “For the better, I hope.”

      “Why else would Odin favor you?”

      “I was once warned not to trust the All-Father as much as I do. What do you make of that?”

      Jarl Mjord met my gaze. “The gods see well beyond each of us. When we are bones, they will still play. How they move us—and to what end—none of us really know. But they move us all the same. That one,” he said, gesturing to Eydis, “has the trickster in her ear.”

      “That is Eydis, wife of Jarl Leif, and my dear friend.”

      “Yes, I know,” Jarl Mjord replied with a knowing smirk but said nothing more. “I am sorry if I frightened your daughter. That was not my intention.”

      I shook my head. “No, I think she was only surprised and unsure what to say. As Hofund said, you are a giant in her imagination. She is a tepid, serious thing. In fact, she has begun her studies with the gythia at the dísarsalr. I think she was merely overcome. I suspect she will circle back around once she builds her courage.”

      He smiled lightly. “I’ll do my best not to scare her off.”

      “Be careful. If she gets over her reverence of you, you may never be rid of her.”

      Jarl Mjord chuckled but said nothing more.

      “The gothar are preparing the fires for the ceremony tonight. If you need to escape from this crush of people, I am sure they would welcome you.”

      “No. I am content to see what the gods bring to this hall tonight,” he said then tapped his cup against mine. “Skol, shield-maiden of Bolmsö, and queen of Grund.”

      “Skol, Reindeer King.”

      A moment later, Hofund appeared at the door, Halvar and Thorolf with him.

      “Ah, there is my husband. Finally. Will you excuse me?” I said, motioning to them.

      Jarl Mjord gestured for me to go on.

      As I crossed the room, I saw that Hofund had a strange look on his face. I had seen the impression before—on the battlefield. All was not well. He had warned me, while being indirect, that trouble was afoot. But now… When he saw me approaching, he spoke to Thorolf and Halvar. Thorolf look up at me. He, too, wore a look of fury. Thorolf met my gaze, passing me a knowing glance, then headed back outside. Carrying a bundle, Halvar disappeared through the crowd to the meeting room.

      I joined my husband. “Hofund?”

      “Hervor,” he said, then waved for me to step outside with him.

      “What is it?”

      We moved away from the crowd gathered just outside the doors to speak in private. My husband inhaled deeply then reached out and touched my face. He nodded to himself. “You remember my word that I would do whatever it takes to keep my family safe.”

      “Yes,” I said, feeling my body stiffen with tension. My heart began to beat harder, sensing the rage my husband was smothering.

      Hofund nodded. “Good,” he said the kissed my forehead. “Good,” he whispered again. “Trust me then this night.”

      I stepped back and looked at him. “Of course. But… What is happening? What can I do?”

      “My love,” he said, smiling at me. “My queen. All I need is for you to stand beside me.”

      I studied Hofund’s face. I didn’t like that he was not being forthcoming, but I could see the struggle warring within him. Whatever he was facing, he was trying to face it bravely for both of us. “Very well. Whatever you need, just say it.”

      He nodded. “May Thor, Odin, and all the gods watch over us. Come, let’s go to the hall,” he said then took my hand and led me back inside.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect those I love. Be here for us.

      The All-Father did not reply, but as we entered the hall, I heard the first rumble of thunder.
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Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      That night, the hall filled with people, and a massive feast was underway. The crowning would take place at the height of the moon, all of us walking the processional to the cliff where Hofund and I would be crowned. I sat beside Hofund, watching him as he surveyed the room. Hofund stroked his beard and stared, a distant expression on his face.

      Blomma, who was seated beside me, leaned toward me. “He is waiting,” she said, looking at Hofund.

      “For what?”

      Blomma shrugged. “I don’t know, but I know he is waiting. Something isn’t right.”

      “Can you see what?” I whispered to her.

      Her gaze softened, and after a moment, her eyes shimmered silver. “I see…King Gizer and Kára.”

      My brow narrowed.

      Blomma shook her head. “I don’t know, Hervor. I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t apologize,” I told her. “I should not have asked.”

      I frowned then scanned the room. Thorolf was still missing, as was his father. In the least, Svafa would be able to avoid the man’s unwanted gaze for a time. The jarls all seemed merry, as did the other layabouts. Even Soren was laughing and joking with Halfdan, Dörmar, and Ǽrn. Revna, however, was silent and sulking, her eyes on her plate.

      “My king,” a servant said, setting a bottle of wine on the table before us. “A gift. Wine from the Mediterranean.”

      I looked up at the boy. “From whom?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Someone’s servant passed it to me. They asked me to bring it to you directly and to give one as a gift to the table of Bolmsö. Before I had a chance to ask from whom, they were gone.”

      “Thank you,” Hofund said with a smile, ruffling the boy’s hair.

      But when he turned back, his expression was stormy. He scanned the room, his gaze halting on the table of people from Bolmsö. To my surprise, I discovered Jarl Mjord had joined Arne and the others. At the center of their table, there was a bottle of wine like the one we’d been given. Trygve reached for it, but Jarl Mjord took it from his hand.

      Hofund huffed a laugh then shook his head. “The Norns weave in mysterious ways,” he said, mostly to himself.

      I reached out for the bottle, but Hofund intervened, taking my hand. He met my gaze. “No,” he whispered.

      The hall door opened once more, revealing Thorolf. Thorolf met Hofund’s glance and gave him a nod.

      Hofund returned the gesture then turned back to me. He reached out and touched my cheek. Without another word, he rose.

      “My friends,” Hofund called.

      The warriors gathered banged their ale horns and called his name: “Ho-fund, Ho-fund, Ho-fund.”

      Hofund smiled softly, motioning for them to settle as he came to the center of the room. “People of Grund, my jarls, warriors, your revered wives, your precious children. Welcome. Welcome, all of you. I cannot tell you how honored I am to have you all in this hall. We join in celebration and mourning. My father was a great king. As a young man, he painted his horses and rode off with many of you, terrorizing those who would threaten what he held dear,” Hofund said, then paused, the elder jarls chuckling and nodding as they remembered. “I admired my father. I watched him. I learned from him. But I was also stubborn,” Hofund said with a contemplative nod. “My father tried to teach me things that I could not understand. He tried to teach me things I did not want to learn. But I did learn one thing from my father. To be king means to do right by those who you promise to protect: my jarls,” he said, extending his hand to the jarls gathered, “the people of Grund, my family, and even my wife—though I dare say, the jarl of Bolmsö needs little safeguarding.”

      At that, the crowd laughed.

      “Tonight, I am honored to walk up the cliffside path. Under the eyes of the gods, I will become the next king of Grund, Hervor my queen.”

      At that, the people cheered, banging their ale horns.

      Hofund crossed the room and took the bottle of wine sitting in front of me.

      When he did so, he met my gaze. While his words were all courtesy, there was such fierce anger in his eyes, I swore I saw lightning.

      A chill washed over me, and I suppressed a gasp.

      Hofund nodded to me.

      “And yet, the gods test us,” Hofund called, his voice full of agitation. He turned back to the room. “The gods place choices in front of us all. What path will we choose? What actions will we take? I wonder, do the Norns pause their weaving to see what we will decide on our own, or do they weave those choices into us? Are they tests, or are they fate? My father tried to teach me about these moments, but I was stubborn. I could not believe that those we have called brother, friend, cousin, can turn against us like thieves in the night. I do not understand disloyalty. It is not within me. But my father knew the darkness that is alive and well within others.”

      The laughter in the room abated.

      Suddenly, everyone was watching in silence.

      Hofund uncorked the bottle of wine then crossed the room. He paused before Dörmar, taking the man’s cup. He emptied Dörmar’s ale onto the floor then refilled the goblet with the wine.

      The room became as quiet as a tomb.

      Hofund then went to Halfdan and Ǽrn. As with Dörmar, he drained the men’s cups onto the floor then refilled them with the wine.

      Finally, he stopped before Soren.

      “The gods test the resolve of kings,” Hofund said loudly and firmly. “I hope that Gudmund can see from Valhalla that I have come to accept this. A man who wants to sit on the throne of Grund must do whatever is necessary to show his people he will protect them. And he must start by protecting his own house.” Hofund set the bottle of wine down in front of Soren, who had gone pale.

      Revna stared, glassy-eyed, at some distant place in front of her as her husband sat trembling beside her.

      Hofund turned, finding Halvar in the crowd. He motioned for him to come forward.

      “Hervor,” Svafa whispered.

      I turned and looked at her.

      She had a look of astonishment on her face.

      My gaze went from her to Leif, whose features contorted with smoldering rage as he watched. Beside him, Eydis looked from Hofund to me. We held one another’s gaze then looked back once more.

      Hofund laughed lightly. “What, no cheer, cousin?” Hofund asked Soren. He turned to Dörmar, Halfdan, and Ǽrn. “What, good merchants of Grund, no cheer for you either? Under my father, you gained much wealth and influence in this city. Why the sorrowful faces now? Where is your cheer? Will you not honor the gods? Drink. Will you not toast me? Drink. Lift your cups. Let me see you toast my ascent to the throne. Let me see you toast the gods.”

      The merchants looked from Soren to one another.

      “Lift your cups,” Hofund told them again.

      Again, they hesitated.

      “Lift them!” Hofund shouted, his face red with rage, his eyes flashing with lightning.

      Dörmar stammered something incomprehensible, then turned to Halfdan. The pair of them were white as milk.

      “Ch-cheers, King Hofund,” Ǽrn said, his hand trembling as he lifted the cup.

      But he didn’t drink.

      Hofund lifted the bottle once more. “It’s a fine wine, come all the way from the blue waters of the Mediterranean to our rocky shores. Expensive. Difficult to get. A fine gift. One for me, and one for our loyal friends from Bolmsö,” he said, turning.

      Jarl Mjord sat with his hand protectively on the bottle.

      Trygve stared from the bottle to Soren, understanding washing over him.

      Hofund turned to Soren. “My dear cousin, Soren… nearest to my throne, except for my infant son. Thank you for such a fine gift. How can I ever repay you for what you have given me?”

      “Hofund, I…” Soren began, but his words trailed off into nothing.

      Hofund turned back to the merchants.

      “What are you waiting for, gentlemen? Drink.”

      They stared at him.

      “I said drink,” Hofund bellowed at them.

      Moving carefully, I handed Heidrek to Svafa then rose.

      Coming from behind the table, I entered the open space at the center of the room not far from Hofund. Rök, his hackles raised, joined me, a low growl emitting from him.

      My hands shaking, I set my hand on Tyrfing’s hilt. My blood was thundering in my chest. I could hear it beating in my ears.

      “Drink,” Hofund said again, looking at the men. Then, Hofund gestured with his chin. Ragnar and Anor, two of Hofund’s warriors, drew their blades and came to stand behind the men. “Drink,” Hofund hissed.

      Hand trembling, Halfdan drank.

      Hofund met Dörmar’s and Ǽrn’s gazes. “Drink wine or eat steel,” he told the men through clenched teeth.

      The men drank.

      Hofund grinned, then turned to Soren. “You have gifted me richly, cousin. Knowledge is a gift. Knowing who you can trust and who will betray you is a gift that has almost no comparison. Almost. Thank you, cousin, for seeing my wife and me so richly gifted. And the fine warriors of Bolmsö…” he said, turning to Trygve and the others. “You did not forget them as well.”

      The expression on my pack’s face had grown dark.

      Nearby, Halfdan inhaled sharply, as if he could not catch his breath. His face turned a shocking shade of blue. He rose then pitched forward across the table. Terror on his face, Ǽrn stood up and tried to back away, only to be caught by Ragnar, who held him tight. A moment later, like Halfdan, Ǽrn began to choke. Panic washing over him, Dörmar tried to run but fell to the ground and soon went into convulsions.

      “Cousin,” Soren said with a soft laugh, “surely you don’t think—” he began, but Rök growled so fiercely that Soren stopped short.

      Hofund looked over his shoulder at me.

      “Let me show you what gift I have for you, cousin,” Hofund said.

      He motioned to Halvar, who handed him a satchel.

      Hofund reached into the bag and pulled out a head.

      There was an audible gasp from the crowd.

      Hofund lifted the head to show the room. “Jarl Rüd sends his regrets. He was too busy plotting with Soren, Dörmar, Halfdan, and Ǽrn to assassinate me, my wife, her warriors, and my infant son to attend the crowning. But I sent King Gizer to keep him company. Ragnar tells me Jarl Rüd was astonished to see King Gizer’s forces in Hrímgnúp. Let me see,” Hofund said, turning the jarl’s head toward him. “He does look astonished, doesn’t he?” He set the head down on the table in front of Soren. “What do you say, cousin? Does he look astonished to you?”

      Soren rose. “I…I… You cannot think I would…”

      “I think nothing. I know. That is what a king does. We know, and we do,” Hofund said. “In blood and honor,” he added loudly.

      “In blood and honor,” the crowd called, my voice joining my husband’s.

      “Bind him,” Hofund said, motioning to Ragnar. “Tonight, I will honor the Thunder Lord and the dísir, thanking them for my ascent to my father’s throne, with blood,” Hofund said, then gestured for the doors to be opened.

      Hofund turned to me.

      I nodded to him.

      “Come, Grund. Let us feed the gods with traitor’s blood,” Hofund called.

      At that, the crowd let out a loud cheer. With Soren now bound by the wrists, the traitorous merchants lying dead on the floor, we made our way from the hall.
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Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      When we exited the hall, I found Ardis and the other gothar waiting for us. They stood with torches in their hands. Ardis stared at Soren for a long moment then turned to Hofund.

      She inclined her head to him then turned to the crowd. “This man is condemned. He plotted to assassinate the king and queen,” she declared.

      The stunned people of Grund stared, then after a moment, began booing and screaming insults at Soren.

      “Take him to the altar,” Hofund told Ragnar.

      “Hofund…” Soren whispered, his eyes wide. “Hofund… I’m sorry. Hofund, listen to me. I didn’t mean this. I’m sorry. Hofund… Hofund…”

      Hofund said nothing.

      Without another word, we followed the gothar through the city, Ragnar tugging Soren behind him.

      Hofund and I walked behind them, Blomma holding my hand.

      Behind us came Svafa—who still held Heidrek—Eydis, and Leif.

      “Did you know?” Eydis asked Leif.

      “No,” he replied quietly.

      I looked up at Hofund. “Rolf?” I whispered.

      Hofund shook his head. “He knew nothing. Thorolf sent some guards. Rolf is confined to his hall. I did not want him to see this.”

      “And Revna?”

      Hofund gave me a knowing glance.

      Fury washed over me. I scanned the crowd behind me, but there was no sign of Revna.

      Thorolf, who carried Thora, walked with Thyri at his side. His expression serious, he gazed at the clifftop where the torches flickered.

      We followed the gothar up the narrow path to the top of the cliff. The priests at the front of our entourage beat their drums rhythmically. At the clifftop, other priests sounded their horns. The sound carried across the valley and down the peninsula, the long call drawing the attention of the gods. When we reached the top, the jarls and warriors gathered behind us. The villagers and others lined the path or watched from the city below. I gazed down to see people standing on the steps of the great hall.

      Overhead, the sky was full of shining stars, the moon a massive silvery orb on a dark blue canvas. The waterfall in the distance caught the silver light of the moon. The water cascading over the edge of the cliff looked like a flow of liquid silver. Torchlight crackled.

      Soren tried to tug away from Ragnar, but Ragnar popped him in the mouth with his elbow, bloodying him in the process.

      On the cliff overlooking the valley and peninsula, the gothar had formed a U-shape of torches. At the center of the space was a stone altar.

      Ardis came before the altar.

      “People of Grund,” she called, silencing the crowd. “On this night, under the eyes of Thor, Njord, Odin, the dísir, and all the gods, we prepare to crown the next king and queen of Grund. May the gods see us and hear our prayers.”

      One of the gothi sounded his horn. The long, low sound echoed out into the night.

      I turned to check on Heidrek. The child lay fast asleep in Svafa’s arms, unaffected by the wild events happening around him. My gaze went to the crowd behind me, my eyes catching those of Jarl Mjord.

      He inclined his head to me.

      I returned the gesture then turned back.

      At the foot of the altar was an anvil. Soen, the lead gothi, went to the anvil. Lifting a silver hammer, he struck the piece three times. The sharp sound rang across the valley.

      Overhead, I heard the call of ravens.

      I looked up to see Huginn and Muninn spiraling under the moonlight.

      “Hofund, son of Thyra and Gudmund, step forward,” Ardis called.

      Norna stood beside her, holding a small box.

      “Hofund, do you swear by the gods to protect Grund, to protect your jarls, to protect this land and its people as if they were your own children?”

      “I swear it. In honor and blood, may Thor and all the gods hear my promise.”

      Ardis turned and opened the box. From it, she pulled out a silver coronet. She held it in the air for all to see. “With the blessings of the gods, I crown you Hofund, king of Grund” she said, setting the circlet on his head.

      Overhead, the sky rumbled.

      “All hail King Hofund,” Ardis called.

      “Hail King Hofund,” we called in reply.

      Ardis turned to me, motioning for me to come forward.

      As I stepped toward her, I heard the quick beating of my heart. The wind blew softly, blowing back my hair. The torchlight flicked.

      “Hervor, daughter of Angantyr and Svafa, jarl of Bolmsö, do you swear to protect Grund, to protect your jarls, to protect this land and its people as if they were your own children?”

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      All things come to pass as is your will.

      “I swear.”

      From within the box, Ardis removed a second crown. The silver piece, inlaid with polished gems, shone in the moonlight.

      Ardis stepped close to me, lifting the crown. I caught the heady scent of incense from her clothes. Through her veil, she smiled at me. “With the blessings of the gods, I crown you Hervor, queen of Grund,” she called.

      “All hail Queen Hervor,” Soen shouted.

      “Hail Queen Hervor,” the crowd echoed.

      The gothar sounded their horns, the sound echoing across Grund.

      “May Thor, Odin, and all the gods bless our new king and queen,” Soen called, his hands raised.

      The horns sounded once more.

      “Hofund and Hervor have vowed to protect and care for this land,” Ardis called, her voice ringing across the valley. “They will be the shield between us and all those who would do us harm. They will keep us safe. They will be a light in the darkness. Hail our new king and queen. Hail Hofund and Hervor!”

      “Hail Hofund and Hervor!” the crowd called.

      I met Eydis’s gaze. To my surprise, tears had welled in her eyes. She was smiling at me. I returned the gesture, but then a figure just behind her caught my attention. There, in the crowd, I spotted a hooded figure. His face was hidden in the shadows, but his long hair blew on the wind. The breeze blew his hood aside for just a moment to reveal a pair of flashing eyes and a mischievous smile.

      Loki.

      I met the trickster god’s gaze. His eyes shimmering silver, he winked at me.

      “The gods have put their faith in me, entrusted my people and my family into my hands. Tonight, I will repay their trust with sacrifice. May the gods be pleased with my offering and accept it as proof of my promise never to let harm come to those I have sworn to protect,” Hofund said then went to Soren. He held his cousin’s gaze for a long time. Fury swept over Hofund’s face, his features trembling with rage.

      “Hofund,” Soren whispered, his eyes wide.

      Hofund looked away, motioning to Ragnar.

      “Hofund,” Soren called, fear in his voice. “Hofund. Please. I’ll make amends. Hofund. Thorolf. Brother…please. Hofund…”

      Hofund turned and met my gaze.

      Soren had plotted to murder us. He would have poisoned Hofund and me. He would have killed us and proclaimed himself king, using Jarl Rüd’s forces to quell any resistance in the city. How my husband had learned of the plot, I didn’t know. But it was the will of the gods that Soren’s dark deeds had been undone. I had never thought he would stoop to murder. I’d underestimated him.

      Hofund searched my face, waiting, I realized, for my approval.

      I nodded to him.

      Hofund turned back. Taking hold of the rope binding Soren’s hands, he tugged on him, pulling him toward the altar.

      “Hofund, no. Hofund, please. Hervor. Thorolf. Hofund, no. Hofund, listen. It was all Jarl Rüd’s idea. I don’t know what you were told, but it was Jarl Rüd. Cousin! Please!” Soren said, resisting Hofund as he pulled him along.

      But Hofund was not deterred.

      Working together, Ragnar, Hofund, and the gothi lay Soren on the altar, binding him.

      “Hofund! Hofund!” Soren called, panic in his voice.

      The gothi Soen approached Soren and whispered something in his ear. Soren grew still and quiet.

      Hofund turned back to the crowd. “May the gods accept my sacrifice, and may this be a warning to anyone who dares to lift a hand against me and mine: you will meet the same grizzly end.”

      Hofund drew the ancient sword of Bolmsö from its scabbard. The sacred sword of Ulf glimmered in the firelight. Turning, he held the blade in front of him.

      “May the gods accept my sacrifice,” Hofund called, then swung.

      There was a clang of metal on stone, and a moment later, Soren’s head fell from the altar. It rolled down the hill a short distance, stopping before the assembled crowd, leaving us to stare at Soren’s shocked expression, locked forever on his features at the moment of his death.

      Soren’s body writhed for a moment, blood pooling on the altar then dripping to the ground.

      “May the gods see this sacrifice,” Ardis called. “And may they accept it.”

      “In blood and honor,” Hofund called.

      “In blood and honor,” we echoed.

      Ardis stepped forward and picked up Soren’s head. She lifted it so we all could see. Blood dripped from the bloody stump. “So it is the will of the gods. It is done. All hail our new king and queen. Hail King Hofund!”

      “Hail King Hofund!”

      “And hail Queen Hervor!”

      “Hail Queen Hervor!”

      I looked back toward the crowd, searching for Loki.

      But the trickster was gone.

      And I was queen.
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Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to the hall, we found that the bodies had been cleared and the tables set aside. King Gudmund’s throne sat at the front of the hall, another seat beside it. The servants worked busily, readying mead and ale. The stunned crowd entered the room, unsure what to do, what to say.

      I looked at Hofund. There was a splatter of blood on his face.

      “You must say something,” I told him, gesturing to the crowd.

      He nodded. Taking my hand, he led me to the front of the room. “My jarls, people of Grund. I welcome you as friends to my hall. The gods work in ways we cannot understand. May our reign begin in blood, but end in peace. You are all welcome here. Know the gods are pleased that we have routed the rats from my father’s—now mine, and one day my son’s—hall. It is time to begin anew. Like a newborn babe, born covered in blood, we spring to life. Drink. Let there be music. Let our laughter please the gods, because through their will, all things are possible.”

      Hofund went to a servant standing nearby, taking a cup from a tray.

      “Skol,” he called.

      “Skol,” the room answered in cheer.

      I sensed a great exhale from the crowd. Motioning to me, Hofund took my hand then led me to the throne.

      I inhaled deeply then sat, Hofund taking his father’s seat beside me.

      King and queen.

      Oh, how the Norns weave.

      Thorolf joined us, Thyri with him. “Hofund, I should go to my father.”

      Hofund nodded. “Yes. That’s good. Tell him to come to see me tomorrow.”

      Thorolf inclined his head.

      “Where is Revna?” Thorolf asked.

      “She was not at the cliff,” I said.

      “Have Ragal find her,” Hofund told Thorolf. “She should stay at home until I send for her.”

      Thorolf nodded then turned to Thyri. “I’ll be back,” he told her, kissing both mother and daughter on the cheek.

      “I was going to take Thora back to rest,” Thyri told me. “Shall I take Heidrek as well?”

      I turned to Svafa who was standing nearby. “Mother?”

      Svafa nodded. “Yes, after all that excitement, let’s have a rest. I’ll join you.”

      “I’ll check on you soon,” I told Svafa, then she and Thyri departed.

      After they had gone, I turned to Hofund. “Are you all right?”

      He nodded slowly. “Yes, although that is not how I wished my reign to begin. King Gizer will join us in the morning. Kára is with him.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “For a time, nothing was certain. Then, the news fell together quickly. As it turns out, Jarl Heffel is dead. He died two weeks ago after being thrown from his horse and breaking his neck. His son, Jarl Heffson, hates Soren and ended all trade with him. In that, we confirmed what we suspected—Soren lied about going to see the jarl. Then there were the words of the cutthroats, which you heard yourself. After their confession, I sent a messenger to Gizer. At my request, King Gizer paid a visit to Jarl Rüd, squeezing the truth of the planned insurrection from the jarl. Soren was planning to have us killed and then proclaim himself king. Jarl Rüd would arrive to support Soren and win over—by any force necessary—any who opposed Soren. I knew the what but not the how. Only before dinner did I learn about the wine.”

      “How? From whom?”

      “Revna.”

      “Revna?”

      Hofund nodded. “She came to me in secret, told me of the plan.”

      I stared out at the room. So, Revna had shown loyalty in the end…to Hofund. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I exhaled slowly. “That’s…surprising.”

      Hofund shook his head. “I don’t have the space in my mind to process it. All I wanted was Soren’s blood.”

      “It was a dark deed but a necessary one.”

      “Yes,” Hofund said, then caught Blomma’s eye. He motioned for her to join us. “Blomma,” he said, reaching out for her hand. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded.

      “Are you sure?” Hofund asked, meeting her eye. His meaning was plain. It had been a grizzly sight.

      “I’ve seen worse,” Blomma reminded him. “But he deserved it.”

      “Yes.”

      Blomma raised an eyebrow at him. “You should not feel sorry, Hofund. He never once thought anything good about you.”

      “That is true, but it is not right to spill your kin’s blood. The gods disapprove of it,” Hofund told her.

      Blomma shrugged. “Not always. Not when it’s necessary.”

      Hofund bopped her gently on the nose with his finger. “Gythia.”

      Blomma giggled.

      The room had fallen into cheer once more. Music played, and people drank. While those who had close associations with Soren and the others looked shaken, they were a small minority. Turid and Toke, Revna’s parents, were missing. No doubt, they were in shock and plotting what to do next. Soren was a nuisance to many. Since his mother’s death, he had lost many of those sympathetic to his plight. While what had happened was horrid, none would dare cross Hofund now.

      Jarl Mjord made his way through the crowd to join us.

      Blomma stiffened at his approach.

      “King Hofund,” he said, bowing to Hofund. “And Queen Hervor. May I be among the first of your jarls to offer my blessings on your formal ascent to the throne? May Hreinnby and Grund always be friends.”

      “Jarl Mjord. I am happy to accept your blessings and friendship. But you must tell me something,” Hofund said.

      “Of course.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Know?”

      “About the wine on Bolmsö’s table.”

      Jarl Mjord smiled lightly. “When something looks out of place, it usually is.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “That’s an easy answer.”

      “He’s lying,” Blomma said, a slip of a smile on her lips.

      “Is he?” I asked.

      Blomma nodded.

      Jarl Mjord looked at her, returning her sly smile. “Am I? How do you know?”

      “Loki told you. I saw him.”

      “Did you?” Jarl Mjord asked.

      Blomma nodded. “He’s been here all night,” she said, turning to me to see if I believed her.

      I nodded.

      “Knowledge is a gift from the gods. And you should never turn away a gift,” Jarl Mjord replied, then grinned at Blomma. “If you please, Blomma. Hold out your hand.”

      Stepping forward, her curiosity outweighing her caution, she held out her hand…but her gaze was fully fixed on Jarl Mjord’s face.

      “Your name means blossom, does it not?”

      “It does.”

      Jarl Mjord wrapped his hands around hers, cupping them inside. “You see very well—for a flower. How about a blossom for a blossom,” he said, then pulled his hands away.

      To all of our surprise, there in Blomma’s palm was a rose made of glimmering blue fire. The wide blossom sparkled, the flames reflecting in Blomma’s eyes, making them shine silver. She looked up at Jarl Mjord, wonder on her face.

      Taking her hand gently, he closed her fingers, extinguishing the flaming flower.

      Blomma gasped.

      Jarl Mjord pulled his hand away.

      When Blomma opened her fingers, a necklace lay in her palm.

      “It’s made from reindeer horn. I’ve put your rose here, so it never fades,” he said, touching the charm which was carved to look like a flower. “Its magic will lie sleeping inside until you’re ready to awaken it.”

      Blomma exhaled a soft breath. “Thank you,” she told him.

      He inclined his head to her, then turned back to Hofund and me. “If you will excuse me.”

      “Of course,” I told him.

      Jarl Mjord bowed to us, his gaze briefly meeting Blomma’s, then turned and left the hall.

      Blomma watched him go, then looked at the amulet once more. Without another word, she strung it around her neck. Her gaze faraway, and without another word, she turned and headed to the back.

      Hofund’s gaze followed her. “The Norns are weaving,” he said, his voice airy.

      I didn’t have to be a völva to understand his meaning. “Yes,” I agreed. “Let’s hope it is for good.

      Hofund turned and looked back out at the hall. “May Odin heed your words."
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Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      Leif and Eydis joined us not long after.

      “King of Grund,” Leif told Hofund, a smile on his face. “I’m pleased for you both and not sorry for what has happened here. I know it is not your way, brother, but you’ve done the right thing.”

      Hofund gave Leif a grateful glance. “Yes,” he said, but his tone of voice showed he was not settled with what had happened.

      “Hervor killed—how many was it?—three jarls when she took her place in Bolmsö?” Eydis said, turning to Leif for confirmation. “You’re behind, Hofund. Meddling merchants and back-stabbing cousins don’t count.”

      “You forgot Bjartmar. That makes four jarls Hervor sent to the gods,” Leif told Eydis.

      “Oh, no. I give credit where credit is due. That one was Svafa’s doing.”

      Kit, Öd, Sigrun, and Trygve joined us.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor,” Sigrun said with a smile. “You have our congratulations…and, I think, our thanks.”

      “Actually, we were looking for Jarl Mjord,” Kit said. “Apparently, we owe him our lives.”

      “Poison,” Sigrun said with a glare. “That is a coward’s way.”

      “Yes,” Hofund said darkly.

      “Is King Gizer truly in Hrímgnúp?” Trygve asked.

      Hofund nodded. “I expect him by morning. Apparently, Jarl Rüd’s son protested his father’s beheading. So, I am up to two jarls, in fact,” he told Eydis with a wink.

      “Do we need to send men to Hrímgnúp?” I asked.

      Hofund shook his head. “Gizer brought his warband…and his queen.”

      “His queen?” I asked.

      Hofund laughed. “I am sorry, my love. You are not the first shield-maiden from Bolmsö to ascend to the throne.”

      I laughed. “Queen Kára,” I said. “By the gods, she caught him.”

      “I am glad for her,” Öd said. “It is good Bolmsö has so many friends.”

      I nodded, then lifted my cup. “Skol to that. And to Queen Kára,” I said, raising my cup.

      “To Queen Kára,” they all toasted.

      As the night wore on, the company in the hall relaxed. Soon, it felt as though the tragedy was forgotten. The jarls came to offer their congratulations to Hofund and me, all of them taking a moment to tell Hofund his act was necessary and well done. While Ragal, Leif, Eric, and Mjord truly meant it, I suspected several other of the jarls were trying to ensure they were not the next head on the dinner table. Hofund was an enigma to many. It became apparent that some of the jarls had not taken him seriously, seeing him merely as Gudmund’s son who loved to sail and raid. Now, however, they learned that he was made of stronger stuff. Hofund was not to be crossed. After this, those who were loyal to Hofund respected him more. Those who did not respect him before now knew better.

      It was late in the night when the company called to Bjorn for a song.

      “Sing, Bjorn,” Leif called. “Mark the passage of this night with a song.”

      “I am already writing, telling the ascent of Queen Hervor and King Hofund the wise.”

      Hofund laughed. “Hofund the wise?” He turned and looked at me.

      “I didn’t say anything,” I swore truthfully.

      “A fitting name,” Bjorn said. “After all, what wise king lets his enemies sit at his supper table?”

      “None that are living,” Ragal answered, making us all laugh.

      “No,” Bjorn said. “My song is not ready yet. And on a night like this, there is only one voice that should grace this hall,” he said, then turned to Svafa, who had rejoined us after Heidrek had slept. “Lady Svafa, I yield to you.”

      “Me, I…” Svafa began, then turned and looked at me.

      I smiled softly at her. “Would you please, Mother?”

      Svafa met my gaze then inclined her head. She went to the center of the room. “My daughter is queen. Let me sing tonight of the Valkyries, remembering one of the newest of their sisterhood who is, no doubt, watching Hervor tonight with pride and joy in her eyes.” My mother came to the center of the great hall.

      Everyone stilled to listen.

      A single note trilled from her lips, the sound of it causing my skin to rise into gooseflesh. Those who had never heard Svafa sing before stared in amazement.

      And then, my mother began, recanting the tales of the Valkyries. Her song lifted to the high timbers of the hall, reverberating across the beams. Everyone stared in startled rapture. Truly, Svafa was blessed by Bragi. No one else in Midgard had a voice like hers. Svafa’s beautiful music echoed across the great hall. Along with her song, she worked around the room, gesturing and dancing as she went.

      Svafa enchanted the hall, and even the servants stopping to listen.

      My eyes flicked away from her only for a moment when I saw a newcomer appear at the door of the hall: Orvar-Odd.

      The warrior's sudden appearance surprised me, but nothing matched the surprise and wonder on the hero’s face. He stared at Svafa with such intensity and devotion that I wondered if she could sense him there.

      And, she did. Turning, Svafa spotted him. She crossed the room, still singing sweetly, then paused to touch his cheek before she moved on once more.

      My mother…what a beautiful, blessed creature. By the gods, how had such a dove produced a wolf like me?

      When she was done, Svafa paused, took a deep breath, and then bowed.

      We all erupted in cheers, banging our ale horns, whistling, and calling Svafa’s name.

      Mother smiled sweetly, accepting the accolades, then crossed the room to Orvar-Odd.

      Hofund and I also rose to greet him.

      “Orvar-Odd,” Hofund called. “You are welcome in Grund.”

      “Thank you, King Hofund. I’m pleased to be here, even if I am late.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I replied. “If you ask me, you appeared at the perfect moment.”

      Orvar-Odd glanced at Svafa then chuckled. “Yes, well, I should thank the gods for my timing. Regardless, I am in Grund and pleased to greet the new king and queen.”

      “You are very welcome,” I said.

      “Come,” Svafa told him, lacing her arm with his. “Let’s get you some mead.”

      With that, the pair left us.

      Hofund and I exchanged a glance. While I was sure Orvar-Odd’s congratulations were sincere, I highly doubted he had come for us.

      The night passed with cheer.

      It was late in the night when Bodil came for me.

      “The little prince will have no one but you, I’m afraid,” she said, passing me a squalling bundle.

      “Poor Heidrek,” I said, taking the baby. “So neglected.”

      The great hall was nearly empty. Eydis had disappeared earlier to check on Arngrimir and Eylin and hadn’t returned. Svafa and Orvar-Odd sat in quiet discussion. My warriors from Bolmsö, however, were still celebrating with Ragal, Hella, and Arne.

      “Why don’t you rest,” Hofund told me. “It has been a long day. I’ll make Leif drink one more horn with me, then send him back to his wife.”

      “Such sweet torture,” Leif said with a laugh.

      I chuckled then paused to give Hofund a kiss. “I’ll see you soon, King Hofund.”

      “And you, Queen Hervor.”

      I turned to Bjorn. “Don’t let Hofund get into any more trouble.”

      “How dare you deprive me of further story material.”

      I winked at him, then scanned the room. Rök was sitting beside Trygve, who was slipping him snacks. I chuckled, shaking my head, then headed upstairs with my son.

      The weight of the day began to dog me with every step. I paused a moment at Eydis’s door, checking in on her. As I suspected, she had fallen asleep, still dressed, her little ones piled on top of her. Leaving her, I stopped by Blomma’s room. Magna, Bodil, and Siggy were sleeping, but Blomma was sitting in her bed, the amulet Jarl Mjord had given her in her hands.

      “Blomma,” I whispered.

      She looked up at me, a curious expression on her face. She was so lost in her thoughts, it was as if she didn’t even see me.

      After a moment, she blinked hard.

      “Blomma?”

      “Hervor,” she said, smiling lightly. “I’m sorry. I was just…thinking.”

      Heidrek fussed as little. I held the baby closer to me, bouncing him softly to settle him once more.

      “About what?” I asked, sitting beside her.

      She motioned to the amulet. “How did he do that? In the hof, I have learned many things, but nothing like that.”

      “Ask him.”

      “Ask him?” she replied, as if suggesting such a thing was absurd.

      “Yes. Ask him. If you want to know, how else will you learn?”

      “He would never tell me such a mystery, would he?”

      “I don’t know. He is a peculiar man. Perhaps he will. I cannot say.”

      “He is not peculiar,” Blomma said indignantly. “I have never met a more fascinating person in my life.”

      I almost laughed, but then I saw she was deadly serious. Instead, I nodded. “I mean no offense. He has his own ways, which set him apart. Ask him, but ask him soon. I don’t think he will stay in Grund for long, and he is not one to linger in the hall.”

      Blomma nodded.

      Heidrek fussed once more. “I should take this one to bed,” I told her.

      “All right,” she said, then paused. “I hope Hofund does not feel sorry for what he did. Soren deserved it.”

      “In that, we are agreed,” I told her. I paused to kiss her on the head, then rose. “Good night, Blomma.”

      “Good night, Hervor.”

      When I stepped outside the room, I found Rök waiting in the hallway.

      “What, Trygve run out of treats?”

      He wagged his tail.

      I laughed then headed into my chamber, Rök padding along behind me. Tonight, two men were guarding the door.

      “Good night,” I told them.

      “Queen Hervor.”

      “My Queen.”

      Queen Hervor.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      I don’t know why you moved me, the bastard of Dalr, here. But I promise to do good with the opportunities you have afforded me.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “You already have.”
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Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      Late in the night, I woke to find myself alone. The fire crackled in the brazier, casting orange light around the room. There was a chill in the spring air. I checked on Heidrek, who was sleeping peacefully, then listened for the sounds coming from below, but everything was silent.

      I sighed heavily. The weight of the day must have caused Hofund to get lost in his thoughts. Unless I retrieved him, he would never come to bed. I slipped on my robe then headed out of the chamber.

      The guards came to attention.

      “I’ll be back in a moment. The prince is within.”

      “We will keep watch, Queen Hervor.”

      “Thank you,” I said, then headed downstairs.

      The hall was empty. Everyone had gone. Only servants milled about cleaning up, and guards watched the door. But from within Hofund’s meeting room, I heard voices.

      I crossed the room. As I drew close, I paused. At this distance, I could make out two distinct voices—Hofund’s and Revna’s.

      I approached the door slowly, listening as I went.

      “My honesty has cost me everything! What am I supposed to do now?” Revna demanded, anguish in her voice.

      “Live the life of an honest woman. Start over.”

      “How? How can I do that here when everyone saw my husband’s shame? You…you must protect me. You took everything from me. You must take care of me.”

      “You come from a wealthy family. You have everything you could ever want. You are young. You will find a new husband. It is not as if you loved Soren. We both know that,” Hofund told her.

      “Of course not. But you also know that if I had minded my tongue and let him follow through, I would wake up tomorrow as queen. Soren would be crowned king.”

      “Watch your words.”

      “Or what? What do I have to lose? You owe me, Hofund. You owe me for what has happened. I didn’t have to tell you of the plan. I chose to. I chose to ruin my life…for you. Don’t you see that?”

      Hofund did not reply right away. “We are old friends… Unless our friendship was always false, then you simply did what was right. You protected your king and your friend.”

      “And sacrificed my husband—your cousin—in the process.”

      “Who was a traitor.”

      “Yes. But now…now you must see what you have to do,” Revna said.

      “What do I have to do?”

      “You must take me as a second wife. To protect me. To show your gratitude. It’s obvious, isn’t it? I am young. I…I can bear you children. Hervor will want to fight, to raid. Marrying me helps her. You need a wife here in the hall. I can attend to the children, and she can go out with you, where she wants to be. And she’d be able to take care of Bolmsö. You see, this is good for all of us. You must do this, Hofund. It’s the only choice.”

      My heart slammed in my chest. While I was grateful to Revna for telling Hofund about the poison, I had never expected she would demand such a reward for her loyalty. My hands shook. I reached for the handle of the door but stopped. What would Hofund say? My heart thundered as I waited.

      There was a long pause before Hofund spoke again. “You should leave.”

      “What?” Revna demanded. “You cannot possibly—”

      “Leave this hall. Now.”

      “But, Hofund… Don’t pretend you never loved me. You know you did. I know you did. You want me. Take what you want. Hervor will understand. Everyone will. Now is our chance.”

      “You were well matched with Soren. You both betrayed me. All my life, you played a false friend. I never loved you. I never wanted you as a wife. You insult Hervor and me with your words. You sicken me, disgust me. Leave. Now. And never speak of this again. You may only live in Grund as an extension of my goodwill. And you are dangerously close to losing that. I will cast you from this place if you ever speak such nonsense to me again. Now, go.”

      Suddenly feeling like a guilty thing, I stepped away from the door. I desperately did not want Revna to find me there.

      I turned around to find Jarl Mjord standing by the fire.

      When had he arrived?

      He motioned for me to join him.

      Moving quickly, I strode to the jarl’s side. We both looked at the fire.

      Behind me, the door to the meeting room opened and closed with a loud clap. Sobbing softly, I heard Revna cross the room. I didn’t look back.

      “I see her there,” Jarl Mjord said, looking into the fire. “She is not done with you yet. He would be better off to kill her.”

      “I’ll be sure to suggest it.”

      Jarl Mjord laughed lightly.

      A few moments later, the door to the meeting hall opened once more.

      Hofund joined us. “Jarl Mjord,” he said as he slipped his hand into mine.

      “It has been a long day, King Hofund. Take your wife to bed.”

      Hofund sighed heavily. “Yes. That is well-advised. Hervor?”

      I nodded. “Good night, Jarl Mjord.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      Hofund led me from the hall back to our chamber. Inside, Heidrek was sleeping soundly. With a sigh, Hofund sat down on the side of the bed. He stared into the brazier. After a moment, he turned to me.

      “I’m sorry, Hervor. I never even asked if everything was all right. You came downstairs. Did you need me? Is anything wrong?”

      “I woke to find you missing. I came to check on you.”

      Hofund nodded.

      A guilty feeling washed over me. “I came to the meeting chamber, but I heard you engaged within. I…I caught a few words but thought it best not to interrupt.”

      “Revna,” Hofund said, his voice full of disgust and frustration. “I should have put her on the altar with Soren, but I honored her loyalty and truthfulness only to find myself in her web once more. Never again. Never. I hope anything you heard did not upset you.”

      I sat down beside my husband, slipping my hand into his. “Nothing you said.”

      He nodded, then touched my cheek. “Many will try to use us to their own advantage now. We must be wary and careful who we trust.”

      “Well, you know me…”

      Hofund chuckled. “Don’t trust anyone, right?”

      “A select few.” With a soft smile, I set my hand on Hofund’s cheek. “It was a hard day, and you made a hard choice. But you did the right thing.”

      “Did I?”

      I nodded.

      “I hope the gods will not be angry with me.”

      “For defending what they gave you? For protecting your wife and child? Your friends? No.”

      Hofund sighed, then wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me back onto the bed with him. “My head aches.”

      “The burdens of kings.”

      Hofund laughed.

      “Tomorrow, we rise new people. It is a new beginning for us both…again.”

      “May the gods be merciful,” Hofund replied.
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Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      I woke the next morning to Heidrek’s soft cries. Hofund slept, unbothered by Heidrek’s demands. I pitied my husband. He had tossed and turned most of the night. It had pained him to be betrayed and to have to take such measures against his cousin. But it wasn’t his fault. The foolishly-conceived and ill-planned usurpation had cost Soren, that sniveling rat, his head. I was not sorry. Unlike Hofund, I slept soundly that night.

      “Come here, little wolf,” I said, lifting Heidrek. When I did so, I found the baby with a pouty expression. “Oh my goodness. So sad? Did I let you cry for too long?”

      I rose. After changing the child’s wet swaddles and feeding him, I quietly slipped from the room, Rök following along behind me.

      I stopped at Leif and Eydis’s chamber, where I heard Eydis talking—and Leif snoring—through the door. I knocked gently.

      Eydis opened the door a crack. “Ah, he has you up early,” she said, looking at Heidrek. “Mine as well. Come in. Leif is unconscious. He drank with Thor last night.”

      I entered the chamber to find Arngrimir chasing Eylin in a circle. They both paused when they saw Rök. Whether the wolf wanted it or not, they headed his way. Rök rewarded them both with licks as they piled on.

      I patted Rök’s head then sat down beside the fire, Eydis joining me.

      “Well, let me have him,” she said, reaching out for Heidrek.

      I handed the baby to her.

      Eydis held him up, looking him over.

      “All that fire of Bolmsö in one tiny package. At least we have all our mischief spread between two.”

      “And Laurits? How is he?”

      Eydis smiled softly, a sad expression on her face. “Didn’t much care for Asta, did we?” she said to Heidrek. “But she’s left behind a very sweet boy.”

      “Have Hakon and Halger gotten over their jealousy?”

      Eydis laughed. “Those two are men now, don’t you know? They can’t be bothered with being jealous of a baby. They’re too busy being jarls-in-training, following Leif around like his shadow.”

      I chuckled. “From what I saw, it is Svanhild they were shadowing.”

      “Let’s see who wins that battle,” Eydis replied with a grin. “I think Svanhild was expecting two rowdy boys, not two prospective husbands. Besides, when did you have time to notice, busy beheading the family and all?”

      “I’m sure you could see that I didn’t expect that.”

      “I did see. And why not? You didn’t know?”

      I shook my head. “Hofund said it unraveled quickly. With me so newly delivered, he did not want to burden me. Heidrek’s delivery was not easy. I am alive only because of the gods and Ingrid’s and Arne’s quick work. My recovery has been slow. Hofund thought to shield me.”

      Eydis pursed her lips and let out a low “hmm.” Then she said, “I suppose that’s well and good for now, but don’t let him get into the habit.”

      No doubt she already knew it, but Eydis touched on my own fear. Now that I was a mother, would Hofund see me differently, treat me differently? I had sworn to raise my son in a different way than I had been raised. But I didn’t want that to change things between Hofund and me.

      “Your thoughts are on your face, shield-maiden. The arrival of children changes everything, but not necessarily in a bad way. It’s tamed that one,” she said, gesturing to Leif, then chuckled.

      I grinned. “I guess we shall see.”

      “Can’t help but do so. Isn’t that right, little prince? Fierce little warrior,” Eydis said, then kissed Heidrek on the cheek. “This one will love fiercely,” she said, her voice taking on an airy tone.

      I studied Eydis’s face, trying to riddle out her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Forged by Tyrfing… He will know love more deeply than anyone in Midgard. And because of it, will also know more pain.” Eydis sighed, then pressed Heidrek to her cheek. “Oh, Heidrek,” she whispered. “It is not wise to love so completely. But it is the Norns’ will, not your own.”

      She kissed him on his cheek once more, then handed him back to me.

      “What do you see?” I asked Eydis.

      She shook her head. “Raging passion. You must try to guide him.”

      I looked down at my infant child. “Who will you love so fiercely, my sweet boy, that it will pain you?”

      I looked from Heidrek to Eydis.

      She shook her head. “I could not see. But whoever it is, may the gods protect her.”
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Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      It was midday when King Gizer arrived in Grund. The mood in the hall had been a strange mix. Those closest to Hofund and me were nonplussed by the events of the day of the kingmaking. But those in Grund who had often whispered with Soren were on edge, their joy deflated and replaced with fear. I was glad. They had learned that Hofund was not to be trifled with. Soren’s attempts to paint his cousin as irresponsible and shirking from his duties had failed. Instead, Grund found themselves with a king of quick resolve and strength—and one with powerful allies. It was unlikely any jarls would think to rise up again, unless they wanted to find their heads attached to a pole outside the great hall of Grund—where Jarl Rüd was currently displayed.

      “Hofund,” King Gizer called, his arms spread wide as he crossed the room to greet my husband. “Did you get my gift?”

      Hofund grinned lightly. “I did. I am indebted to you, old friend. How are things in Hrímgnúp?”

      “Quiet. Quiet. As it turns out, Jarl Rüd’s sons—including the one I sent along with his father—are dead, but he has a shield-maiden granddaughter who disliked her grandfather almost as much as Hervor disliked Bjartmar. She has sent her pledge to support you. They will crown her jarl there—Jarl Raghild. She’s a bit of an odd one. You will see. She said she will come to Grund to meet you once she has the jarldom in hand.”

      “Thank you, my friend.”

      King Gizer grinned. “Always a pleasure.”

      “I understand congratulations are in order. Not only have you stolen one of my best shield-maidens, but you have made her your bride?” I said, looking behind him to find Kára crossing the room, my other warriors from Bolmsö with her.

      “Well,” King Gizer said, rubbing the back of his neck. “A man should know when he is caught. The struggle is less painful that way.”

      “Jarl—Queen Hervor,” Kára called happily.

      “Queen Kára,” I replied with a grin. “The Norns weave in your favor, my friend. You won the crown before I did.”

      Kára laughed. “See what happens when you leave someone behind?”

      “Leave me behind next, Hervor,” Sigrun said with a laugh.

      I chuckled then pulled Kára into an embrace. “I am so pleased for you both,” I told her.

      “Thank you,” she replied. “Now, let me see the little prince. Where is he?”

      Bodil was sitting close by, tending Heidrek.

      “Bodil?” I called.

      She joined us.

      “Just to sleep,” Bodil said, handing the baby to me. “In all this chaos, too,” she added with a laugh.

      “Oh, look at his red hair. My god, he is a child of Arngrim’s house, that is certain. Hello, little prince,” she said, gently taking his hand and giving it a kiss. She turned to Gizer. “Isn’t he sweet?”

      Gizer laughed. “He is, but don’t get ideas. We’ve got raiding to do, shield-maiden.”

      Kára winked at him. “What? I could strap the child on my back, put a sword in his hand.”

      Gizer chuckled, shaking his head. “I suppose King Hofund will be too busy to raid this year.”

      Hofund sighed, then nodded. “Next year, perhaps.”

      “Then I shall take Jarl Leif and Jarl Eric. Where are they?” he asked, then scanned the room. He spotted Leif talking with Bryn and Eric by the fire. “Leif!” he called, then left us.

      “How is everyone on Bolmsö?” Kára asked. “My grandmother?”

      “Well, when we left her, she had a little fever over the winter, but it receded with no problem. She’s well looked-after.”

      Kára smiled. “We will eventually get to Bolmsö. Perhaps I can convince her to come to Götaland.”

      “Well, her granddaughter is queen. That should sway her. I’m glad you’re happy,” I told her, setting my hand on her shoulder.

      “I am,” she said, giving me a knowing glance. “Hard to believe,” she added with a giggle, then scanned the room. “Ah, there she is.”

      I turned, following Kára’s gaze to find Blomma crossing the room to meet us.

      “You’re twice the size you were, Grund,” Kára called to Blomma.

      “And you are still too slow, Bolmsö,” Blomma replied.

      Kára pulled Blomma into a hug. “By the gods, how tall you’ve become.”

      “I am delighted to hear you are queen of Götaland now,” Blomma told her.

      Kára grinned. “That I am, although I think I’ve spent more time at sea than actually in Götaland. Now Gizer will go east. I suppose I’ll be back on the waves again.”

      “When?” Trygve asked.

      “After we leave here. We’ll return to Götaland then go raiding.”

      The warriors from Bolmsö exchanged glances.

      “Go with her,” I told them, “if you like.”

      Trygve turned to me. “Jarl—I mean, Queen—Hervor? Do you mean it?”

      I grinned. “You didn’t have a baby, I did,” I said with a laugh. “You are not bound in Grund.”

      “But you and Hofund…” Sigrun began, but already, I could see the excitement in all of their eyes.

      “Hofund and I have things to attend to here in Grund. Let Trygve eat Gizer out of supplies for a season.”

      “Hey,” Trygve complained but smiled all the same.

      “Come, let’s talk to Gizer,” Kára told them.

      With a grin and nod to me, the warriors left.

      I looked at Blomma. “I’m trying not to look jealous,” I told her. “How am I doing?”

      “Poorly,” she replied.

      I laughed. “Then you know me well.”

      Blomma grinned at me. “There is a season for everything.”

      “Why are you always so wise?”

      Blomma shrugged. “The gods made me this way.”

      I kissed her on the head. “Indeed, they did.”
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Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      The celebrations lasted another two days. While I did not see Rolf, Revna, nor her parents at the hall again, the rest of Grund soon either forgot their troubles or acquiesced to the reality that Hofund was king. In the evenings, we listened as Bjorn told stories or Svafa sang. Orvar-Odd had taken up my mother’s full attention, the pair disappearing into the city or walking along the river. I liked the way the hero treated my mother—and from what I could see, so did she.

      On the morning of the third day, Hofund, Blomma, and I were just returning from the pier after saying farewell to Ragal, Hella, Ingvar, and Arne, and a number of other visiting jarls, when we met Jarl Mjord, who was leading a horse.

      “Jarl Mjord,” I said.

      He bowed to us. “I will be going now.”

      “You’re not sailing with Bryn and Eric?” I asked.

      “There are many things to see between here and Hreinnby, if one takes the long road.”

      “We are glad you came,” Hofund told him.

      “As am I,” he replied. “We shall see one another again,” he said, giving me a knowing glance.

      “May the gods grant it is in peace,” I replied.

      Jarl Mjord smiled, then nodded knowingly. He turned to Blomma, whose eyes were fixed so intensely on him, it took me aback. “Blomma of Blomfjall,” he said, meeting her gaze. “Recall my words. There are many things to see—and learn—between here and Hreinnby. But when the time comes, the road is open to you.”

      She smiled lightly. “I understand.”

      He inclined his head to her then mounted his horse.

      “Have you told Bryn you’re leaving?” I asked with a wry grin.

      “No. You will tell her.”

      “And how did you know you would see me before you left?”

      Jarl Mjord pointed to the sky. I looked up to see two ravens silently circling.

      “Farewell, King Hofund, Queen Hervor,” he told us, then his gaze turned to Blomma. “Princess Blomma.”

      She grinned at him.

      Without another word, the jarl clicked at his horse then rode away from Grund.

      We watched until he disappeared.

      I turned to Blomma. “When did you tell him you were from Blomfjall?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then how did he know?”

      Like Mjord, Blomma pointed to the sky.

      I laughed then gave Hofund a knowing look. Something told me that Blomma and Jarl Mjord were not done with one another just yet.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, with heavy hearts, we said goodbye to the others.

      “Will you sail with Gizer?” Hofund asked Leif, his eyes drifting back to Gizer’s ship where the warriors from Bolmsö were making ready to set sail. There was a tone to his voice I recognized. It was the same as my own when I’d spoken to my warriors of Bolmsö about leaving us to go raiding.

      Leif shook his head. “Not this year. Too much to attend to in Dalr. Next year, you and I will make our own plans.”

      At that, Hofund smiled. “Yes. Let’s do that. By next spring, the world will be quieter.”

      “And you?” Hofund asked Jarl Eric.

      “No,” he said then smiled lightly. “I am waiting for my son or daughter. I will not leave Bryn on her own.”

      Hofund nodded. “We will be anxious to hear your good news.”

      I turned to Bryn. “We wish you a safe delivery.”

      She smiled at me. “In the old days, I would ride over the mountains with my father,” she said then set her hand on her stomach. “Not today,” she added with a laugh which I joined.

      “May Freyja watch over you.”

      “And you, Queen Hervor.”

      Jarl Eric’s eyes drifted down the pier where Svanhild was saying goodbye to Halger. “Svanhild?” he called. “We are ready.”

      “Coming, Father,” she called then reached out, touching Halger’s hand lightly, before hurrying down the pier toward us.

      Eric raised an eyebrow.

      Leif chuckled lightly under his breath, earning him a reproachful look from Jarl Eric. I elbowed Leif in the ribs, reminding him to be sensitive to Eric’s fatherly concerns, then left him to join Eydis.

      “I am sorry to see you go,” I told her.

      “I’m sorry to go,” she told me. “But I’ll see you again soon. And you, little one,” she told Heidrek. “Be kind to your mother.”

      Eydis and I joined Svafa and Siggy, who were wrangling Arngrimir and Eylin onto the ship.

      “Squirmy lot,” Siggy said with a laugh.

      Eydis took Eylin from Siggy’s hands.

      “Arngrimir, be good for Siggy,” I told the little boy, a serious expression on my face.

      My look surprised the child who grew still and watchful.

      Siggy laughed. “If only I could have that effect on him.”

      I grinned then kissed his hand. “Little wild one,” I said, then turned to Eylin. “And you, my sweet,” I told her, stroking her black curls. “I will see you again soon.”

      I left them then joined Hakon and Halger, who were waiting beside their ship. The pair were decidedly not speaking to one another.

      “What’s the matter with the two of you?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Halger said, giving Hakon a sour look.

      “Right. Nothing,” Hakon replied, scowling at Halger.

      “Hmm,” I said with a knowing nod as I considered. “There is something you must both remember. The Norns weave our fates. We decide nothing. We think we do, but we do not. It is for the gods to decide. It makes no sense for brothers to quarrel over anything. After all, the gods have already chosen our paths. To quarrel with one another is to judge the choices of the gods. Are you judging the gods?”

      “No,” Hakon protested.

      “No,” Halger echoed.

      “It’s just that Halger kissed—” Hakon began, his voice full of indignation.

      Swallowing a chuckle, I raised my hand, stopping him. So, Halger had won. No wonder Hakon looked so angry.

      I met Hakon’s gaze. “The gods will bring you what is yours, and you will be glad for it. Do not be angry. Do you understand?”

      Hakon frowned, then nodded.

      I ruffled his hair. “Good.”

      I smiled softly at Halger, gently tweaking his chin, then rejoined Hofund and Svafa. Blomma, who had also been saying her farewells, joined us.

      We watched as they boarded the ships. One of the men of Dalr sounded the horn, then Leif maneuvered the vessel from port.

      He gave me a wave as they turned from shore.

      I returned the gesture then caught Eydis’s gaze, giving my friend one last smile. My heart ached every time I saw her go.

      “Hervor!” Halger called.

      “Hervor!” Hakon echoed, both brothers waving effusively as their ship debarked.

      I returned the gesture.

      Bryn and Eric’s ship also cast off, following along behind Leif and the others.

      We watched until they had made their way into the peninsula and out of sight.

      After they were gone, we joined King Gizer and Kára. The warriors from Bolmsö were stowing their gear on the ship.

      “So, east,” Hofund said to Gizer.

      Gizer nodded. “I met a trader two months back who drew me a map of a river and told me about a large village ripe for the picking.”

      Hofund nodded. “May Thor smile on you and bring you good fortune.”

      Gizer grinned, then set his hand on Hofund’s shoulder. “In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor,” Hofund replied.

      “I am always saying goodbye to you,” I told Kára.

      She laughed. “You’re the one who took me from Bolmsö. It’s entirely your fault.”

      “I wish you well. May Odin be with you.”

      She grinned at me. “And with you.”

      Leaving them, I went to the side of the ship where my warriors were preparing to debark.

      “We wish you were coming with us, jarl,” Öd told me.

      “Queen, not jarl,” Sigrun corrected him.

      Öd grinned. “Queen Hervor.”

      “Once this one grows a bit, I’ll join you again,” I said, gesturing to Heidrek.

      “You’re sure you’ll be all right?” Trygve asked me for the hundredth time.

      I nodded. “I have Rök,” I said, looking down at the wolf sitting beside me.

      Rök met my gaze. Thumping his tail, he whined a little. Part of me debated letting him go with them, but I wasn’t ready.

      “And me,” a little voice chimed in.

      Blomma.

      “Yes, and Blomma.”

      Trygve smiled at Blomma but didn’t look convinced.

      “We can stay, Hervor…if you want us to,” Sigrun said, her voice low. “Trygve and I talked it over. We don’t mind if you want us to stay behind to watch your back.”

      “All will be well,” I told them. “Likely, Jarl Rüd’s head will serve as a good reminder to anyone with ideas.”

      Trygve frowned. “If you’re sure.”

      “I am,” I reassured him, then turned to Sigrun. “Hárbrók?”

      “I’ll watch her,” Blomma said. “Sigrun has been teaching me to call her.”

      “Does she come to you?” I asked.

      Blomma nodded.

      “Very well, then. I wish you all a safe journey. Go. Fight well. I will see you again soon.”

      Blomma and I rejoined Hofund.

      King Gizer and Kára boarded their ship. Like Leif, they too called their horn then set off to depart.

      Hofund and I waved to them.

      Once they were gone, Blomma announced, “I will go to the hof. I’ll be back later.”

      “I’ll come along with you,” Svafa told her.

      “Very well,” I told them.

      Taking Blomma’s hand, Svafa and Blomma headed back into the village.

      Hofund and I stood alone on the pier, watching as Gizer’s ships disappeared out of sight.

      After a long pause, Hofund sighed heavily.

      I felt that sigh to my very core.

      Without another word, we turned and headed back to the hall.
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Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to the hall, Thorolf met us at the door. He looked tense.

      “What is it?” Hofund asked.

      “My father and Revna are in the meeting room. They wish to speak to you.”

      “About what?” Hofund asked, unable to hide the annoyance in his voice.

      Thorolf shook his head. “They would not say.”

      Hofund motioned for me to come along.

      Rolf rose when we entered.

      Revna smiled in greeting, but her expression was false, the lines around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth over-scrunched.

      “Uncle,” Hofund said stiffly.

      “King Hofund,” Rolf began, then sighed. “Nephew…I have not found the right words to speak to you in this many days. I cannot tell you how ashamed I am of my elder son.”

      “You are not your son. It was not your doing. You knew nothing…or so Revna told me.”

      “Yes,” Rolf said, smiling at her. “Yes. That’s right. I knew nothing. It was all Soren. I do not blame you for your actions against Soren. I loved my son well enough, but I do not blame you. His mistake, however, has disgraced me…and Revna. I hope you can forgive me. Ah, Hofund. What can I say to you?”

      “Nothing, Uncle. I do not hold you to account. Say nothing more about it.”

      Rolf nodded thoughtfully. “And Revna…poor girl. Her parents entrusted her to my family. Look what has become of her because of my son’s misdoings! She is a widow and humiliated in her choice of marriage. Her name is blackened. I can’t stand for that. It’s too much to see such a sweet maid bare. To her, I am beholden. A sweet, beautiful woman, she is…loyal in the last to her king. How can such a woman have been so maltreated by my son? It is a pity.”

      I looked at Revna, my instincts pricking.

      “Yes,” Hofund said simply.

      “While I cannot give you more than words and my ongoing loyalty to show you my sorrow,” Rolf told Hofund, “perhaps, I can do better for Revna. I…I have come to ask your permission.”

      Hofund stilled. “In what matter, Uncle?”

      “I would have Revna as my wife.”

      “What?” Thorolf said, speaking his shock and dismay for all of us.

      “Your mother is gone, my boy. Soren has betrayed Revna…and Hofund. I was planning to take a new bride soon anyway. Why not ease the pain and shame caused to Revna—and to her parents, who are old friends—and myself in one blow.”

      I looked from Thorolf—who was gaping at his father—to Revna.

      She sat smiling sweetly at Rolf.

      My stomach turned.

      “Revna,” Thorolf said, a hint of anger in his voice.

      Revna didn’t look at him.

      The corner of Hofund’s mouth twitched. “Do you consent?” Hofund asked Revna stiffly.

      “Oh, yes. I was so pleased when—”

      “I grant my permission,” Hofund said, cutting her off. He turned to Rolf. “Settle it with the gothar. There will be no wedding in this hall. Wed when you will. Now, if you’ll excuse us,” he said, motioning for them to go.

      “Yes, yes, I am sure you are very busy,” Rolf replied. “Come along, my dear. We will make our plans. We shall host a huge supper in my hall. I haven’t had a proper pudding in a time. That will be very nice. And you will need a new gown.”

      With that, the pair crossed the room.

      Thorolf, whose neck was turning red, the scarlet shade creeping up his cheeks, barely looked at his father when he passed.

      “You see, my dove. I told you Hofund would be sensible,” Rolf told Revna as the door closed behind him. “He has always been sensible.”

      Hofund and Thorolf exchanged a long glance.

      “Let’s go to the grove,” Hofund told Thorolf. He turned to me. “Are you all right here?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I…I will check in on Thyri and Thora.”

      “Thank you,” Thorolf told me stiffly.

      Hofund crossed the room and took Thorolf’s arm. “Come,” he told his cousin. “Come, before we both do something rash. Rök, you too,” he added, then the men departed, the wolf padding along with them.

      I shook my head. How Revna weaved and weaved. I looked down at Heidrek, who lay sleeping in my arms. “Beware of spiders, my son,” I told Heidrek. “They can weave anywhere, even in the dark of night, catching you unaware in the morning. Beware of all spiders, but especially the two-legged kind.”
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        * * *

      

      When I found Thyri, she was just pulling a cloak around Thora.

      “Ah, Hervor,” she said. “I was going to take Thora out for air. So many people are departing today. I thought we’d go to the docks.”

      “Jarl Eric, Leif, and King Gizer have already gone. Perhaps the hof instead? Blomma and Svafa are there.”

      Thyri nodded. “Yes. That sounds perfect. I’m sick of the hall today.”

      I laughed. “You and me both.”

      On our way from the family wing, I crossed paths with Bodil.

      “Going out?”

      “To the hof. Want to join us?”

      The girl nodded happily. “I’ll fetch my cloak. Go on. I’ll catch up.”

      As Thyri and I passed the hall once more, I kept an eye out for Revna. I was in no mood to look at the face of that smirking spider. Luckily, it appeared she and Rolf had already gone. I would have felt sorry for Rolf had he not walked into that web a willing sacrifice. Revna was crafty. She must have put on quite the performance. Poor, innocent Revna. Now, she stood to inherit all of Rolf’s wealth without having to pass through Soren to get to it. In the future, she could fashion whatever life she pleased. It was a crafty choice—if one didn’t care about wedding for love. She had found a quicker route to her own comfort and independence, one blazed through a bloated and aging man. I almost pitied what she would need to do to earn her wealth. Almost.

      We had just left the hall when Bodil caught up with us.

      “Ah,” she said, exhaling deeply. “The sun is strong this morning. Midgard is awake again, and the world is starting anew.”

      “I hate the long winter,” Thyri said. “The weight of darkness presses on my spirit. Good thing I had this little one to light my life.”

      I took Thora’s hand and gave it a kiss, making the child giggle. “Little shield-maiden.”

      Thyri chuckled. “You will be disappointed if she turns out to be some soft creature, timid as a kitten.”

      “She is your daughter and the blood of Silfrheim. She will be fierce. Won’t you?” I said, tickling Thora. “You will see. I am right.”

      “We shall see what the Norns have spun for her,” Thyri said with a grin.

      “Well, we’re going to the right place to ask,” Bodil said.

      The three of us wound down the narrow path toward the hof, passing through the jumble of rocks into the side of the mountain.

      “Bodil, where is the grove where the men worship Thor?”

      “There,” Bodil said, pointing to a forest deep in the valley.

      “Have you ever been there?”

      Bodil shook her head. “I have been in the forest once or twice, but not to the shrine of Thor.”

      “Are women not welcome there? Surely, Thor is just as happy to have a woman send him prayers.”

      “If not happier,” Bodil answered with a laugh. “I don’t know, Hervor. Perhaps Hofund can say. But you are queen in Grund. You should be welcome everywhere.”

      I was not so sure.

      A veiled priestess met us at the entrance to the hof.

      “Queen Hervor,” she said, bowing to me. “Your mother and daughter are within. Please,” she said, gesturing for us to enter.

      As soon as we passed through the entrance, the sharp, tangy scent of minerals and earth assailed my nose. Moss, silver lichen, and fern grew on the walls, which were illuminated with torches. Vines of ivy trailed down the cave walls to the ground. We followed the passageway, emerging in the main chamber. There, I found Ardis and three other girls. The body of an ancient woman lay on the altar. She was covered in a simple piece of linen.

      “Queen Hervor,” Ardis said, turning.

      The three other maidens bowed to me.

      “Ardis. Forgive our intrusion. We thought to join Svafa and Blomma and offer our prayers.”

      Ardis inclined her head to me. “It is good to see a newly crowned queen in our shrine. Please, you are welcome to pray as you like. We are readying the body of this one for Hel.”

      “Who is she?”

      “She was Olga, a woman from the village. She had no family to attend to her, so we are doing that work.”

      The ancient woman’s long, silver hair had been brushed out and lay like a pallet all around her. One of the girls assisting Ardis held a small pot in one hand, a tool in the other. She had been adorning the woman’s arms with runes.

      “Is there anything I can do for her?” I asked.

      “She is beyond all material help now. She left behind a small flock of chickens and a little house. As payment of our care, we have taken in her chickens. Grund’s housecarl sees to the other belongings, as has always been the way.”

      I nodded. “Very well.”

      “Your mother is in the shrine of Odin’s dísir,” Ardis said, gesturing to the back.

      “Thank you.”

      “Ardis, I was wondering if anyone might read Thora’s runes,” I heard Thyri ask.

      “Of course. Come with me,” Ardis said, then motioned for Thyri to follow her.

      “Come along, Heidrek,” I whispered. “Let’s find your grandmother.”

      I made my way through the narrow corridors to the small shrine of the Valkyries once more. I was surprised to find Svafa there. And I was even more surprised to see her cheeks wet with tears, small sobs emanating from her.

      “Mother?” I whispered softly as I entered behind her.

      “Hervor,” she said, surprise in her voice. She dashed the tears from her face. “What are you— Why have you come?”

      “It has been an odd morning. I guess…I was drawn here. Shall I leave you?”

      “No. No, not at all.” Svafa sighed heavily, then opened her palm to show me she was clutching the small, wooden bear. “Blomma said she placed it here in memory of Yrsa.”

      Ah. I nodded.

      “Oh, Hervor,” Mother said sadly, setting the wooden bear back on the shelf amongst the shields, weapons, and candles hanging above the shrine. “I am at a loss…”

      “What’s grieving you?”

      “Orvar-Odd asked me to marry him.”

      Stunned, I said nothing.

      Taking that space, Svafa added, “I have not answered him. I…I cannot say yes. It feels like a betrayal.”

      “Father would understand—”

      “Not to your father. To Yrsa.”

      I looked at my mother.

      “It is difficult to explain our…friendship. Yrsa and I had a special relationship. We…we…”

      “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I know.”

      Svafa sniffled. “I’d thought to live out the rest of my life at Yrsa’s side. That ended before it started. And now…how can I say yes to Orvar-Odd? It is a betrayal of all my unkept promises.”

      I looked at the little bear. I could feel Yrsa’s presence all around us. I got that same feeling I always did when she watched me train, her eyes on me, observing but not interfering.

      “I think Yrsa would want you to be happy.”

      Svafa dashed her tears away with the sleeve of her gown. “Do you really think so?”

      “Yrsa was practical. She is gone. It is a sad reality, but it is true. She would not want you to lament her forever. You have already missed out on so much of your life. Don’t miss out on the rest.”

      “I hear Yrsa in your voice.”

      “I hope so.”

      Svafa sighed. She reached out and touched the bear once more. “I told Orvar-Odd I would answer him when he returns in the autumn.”

      I nodded. The hero had ridden out yesterday. No wonder his expression had looked drawn when he left.

      “Then you have half a year to come to terms with it,” I said with a wry grin.

      Svafa chuckled. “Now I truly hear Yrsa.”

      “Poor Orvar-Odd, though,” I said with a grin. “He’ll suffer the pangs of wondering between now and then.”

      “As long as he comes back…” Svafa said, her voice going soft.

      I set my hand on her back. Angantyr had left Svafa and not come back. Yrsa had left Svafa and not come back. “Orvar-Odd is different. He will be back.”

      “I hope you are right. About all of it.”

      “When have I ever been wrong about anything?”

      Svafa laughed. “Hervor.” She stroked my hair then kissed me on my cheek.

      I smiled at my mother then turned back to the shrine once more. When I did so, I caught our reflections in one of the shields.

      And behind us, her arms crossed, a wry but knowing smile on her face, was Yrsa.
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Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      The months after the crowning passed quickly. Hofund kept busy in the village while Heidrek took up much of my time. Soren’s death had a strange, but not unwelcome, effect on Grund. The layabouts, wanting to distance themselves of any perceived wrong doing, ceased lingering at the hall. We never saw Grund’s newly married couple—much to my relief—but Bodil shared the news that Revna and Rolf had married in grand style in Rolf’s hall. She was the only one from the king’s hall who had gone to the wedding. I was content with things this way. Now, only Hofund’s warriors stayed in the hall at night. Like Dalr and Bolmsö, the great hall of Grund began to feel more intimate. The result was perfect for Hofund and me, but for Bjorn, the matter was entirely unsuitable.

      “How do you expect Svafa to live without an audience for which to sing?” Bjorn was telling Hofund one afternoon in the middle of summer. “Such a talented voice going unheard is criminal.”

      Hofund laughed. “Indeed, how Svafa must suffer.”

      Mother, who was busy working on some weaving, giggled. “You’re right. I do complain night and day. ‘Where has everyone gone? When will they return to hear my songs? Gudmund always made sure I had an audience. I’m going unappreciated without an audience!’” Svafa said, mocking Bjorn’s frequent—albeit only partially joking—comments.

      “Ah, Svafa,” Hofund said. “You’re right to lament. You are treated most unfairly.”

      A horn sounded outside.

      And then another.

      Hofund and I exchanged a glance. From the tone and number of blasts, we knew that someone had arrived at Two-Hammers Gate.

      “Ah, you see,” Bjorn said. “The gods have taken pity on Svafa and sent her someone to sing for.”

      “May the gods be praised,” Svafa agreed with a grin, her attention still focused on her sewing.

      “Come along, Bjorn,” Hofund said. “Maybe some fresh air will help ease all your bellyaching.”

      The three of us, along with a very excited Rök, headed outside. Spring had passed into summer. The warm summer air made the back of my neck feel sticky. Grund was humming along busily, the market in full swing. Ships had been coming in with a wide array of materials for trading. Hofund had taken a particular interest in one man’s goods. The trader had brought a shipment of round, holed stones used to grind wheat and other grain into powders at the turn of a crank. He’d purchased all the man’s goods and asked the merchant to stay on in Grund to help him construct what was called a gristmill. They had started construction along the river, building a workhouse. Hofund’s eyes filled with light every time he spoke of the project.

      My attention had been lost to Heidrek. My sweet but temperamental red-haired boy had grown big in the passing months. He and Thora had become fast friends, but it annoyed Heidrek to no end that Thora could get around better than him. Heidrek had learned to coast between objects, standing as he went. Soon enough, he would walk, then Thyri and I would have our hands full.

      As we approached the back gate, Halvar found us.

      “Halvar,” Hofund said. “Anything the matter?”

      Halvar shook his head. “Jarl Raghild of Hrímgnúp has come to see you.”

      “Ah, very good,” Hofund said.

      Rök bounding ahead, we passed through the gate to find a dozen strong warriors on the other side, all of which were shield-maidens. At the center of them was the jarl herself. And while I was surprised by her appearance, the expression on Bjorn’s face spoke for all of us—and more.

      Jarl Raghild had long hair that was so pale-colored, it appeared white under the late-summer sun. Her eyebrows and lashes matched her hair, her long lashes adorning her icy blue eyes. She rode on a white horse whose hindquarters were adorned with the helm of awe. She was dressed in a simple, white-linen tunic and trousers and wore a long white robe.

      A woman in white.

      She dismounted, motioning for the others to do the same, then came before us.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor, I am Jarl Raghild. These are my warriors. Please, forgive my delay in coming to see you.”

      “Jarl Raghild, you are welcome in Grund,” Hofund told her.

      Jarl Raghild turned to me. “It is an honor to meet you, Queen Hervor. I have long admired the stories of your bravery.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Raghild.”

      Her gaze shifted to Bjorn. She regarded the skald for a long moment. “You are a skald,” she said.

      “Yes, Jarl Raghild.”

      “Good. I like stories.”

      “This is Bjorn,” I said, introducing him.

      “I am Raghild,” she told him.

      “I am Bjorn,” he told her awkwardly.

      Raghild laughed lightly. “I know. Queen Hervor just told me.”

      At that, Bjorn laughed. “I’m sorry. I was just…taken for a moment.”

      “Taken by what?” Raghild asked.

      “I…I… Why don’t we go to the hall? Mead, Jarl Raghild?” Bjorn suggested, turning to Hofund and me.

      “Please, leave your horses with Halvar. Join us,” I said.

      Halvar motioned to a handful of servants who took charge of the horses.

      The jarl then fell in line beside me, and we headed back into town.

      Behind me, Bjorn stood still as stone.

      Jarl Raghild’s warriors passed him, chuckling and giving him curious looks.

      “For the love of the gods, come on,” I heard Hofund tell Bjorn.

      “What’s the matter with the skald?” Jarl Raghild asked me.

      I laughed. “I think he just fell in love.”

      At that, Raghild laughed. “No wonder he has nothing to say.”

      At that, I chuckled. Something told me I was going to like Jarl Raghild far better than her grandfather.
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Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      Back in the hall, Bjorn saw two of his wishes unfold. The curious elite of Grund, who had been hidings in their own homes, decided to see who had come to visit. Apparently, news that it was a new jarl with a band of shield-maidens piqued many people’s interests, including that of my least favorite couple in Grund.

      “Wonderful,” Thyri whispered when Rolf and Revna entered.

      Revna, smiling happily on the arm of her new husband, greeted everyone in the room like nothing was amiss. While the couple caused a few raised eyebrows, no one said anything. Rolf’s friends appeared to think he had turned bad fortune into luck. The other, respectable warriors and their wives regarded Revna in the same way Thyri did, with a roll of the eyes—if they acknowledged her at all. My heart went out to Rolf for being so easily manipulated, but he was not entirely innocent either. He was an aging gentleman with a beautiful, young bride. Either he was short on wit or figured the arrangement was worth the benefits. Neither reflected well on him.

      Thyri’s gaze flicked to Thorolf. He noted the pair but turned his back, ignoring them.

      The servants worked busily, preparing food for the guests and onlookers who had come to meet Jarl Raghild.

      She was not exactly what they were expecting.

      I watched as Revna and Rolf approached the jarl.

      “Jarl Raghild, you are welcome to Grund. I am Rolf, uncle of the king.”

      Jarl Raghild nodded thoughtfully. “Uncle of the king?”

      Rolf nodded. “And this is my wife, Revna.”

      “I thought she was your daughter.”

      “Well…no… She is my bride.”

      Jarl Raghild huffed a laugh. “That’s a lot of warts and bunions for one so young and beautiful,” she told Revna, then turned to Rolf. “Uncle of the king. Was your son Soren?”

      “Um, well, he was, but…”

      At that, Jarl Raghild simply laughed in the old man’s face. “Your son did me a favor,” she said, then walked away, leaving the pair gaping.

      Both Thyri and I smothered a chuckle.

      Jarl Raghild joined us. “There are a lot of people in this hall,” she told me.

      “Yes.”

      “Lots who are useless, from what I can see. But I like your skald. He looks good,” she said, then called out to Bjorn. “Skald, sing for us.”

      “Yes, by all means, sing for us, Bjorn,” I echoed.

      Bjorn grinned happily. “I would be happy to sing for you, Jarl Raghild.”

      Everyone settled in, a drink in their hands, to listen. For his song, Bjorn selected the love story of Freyja and a jarl named Ottar. Bjorn sang of Ottar’s devotion to the goddess, how he kept her shrine and made offerings to her. Pleased with his looks and devotion, Freyja would appear to the mortal man and take him as a lover. However, one day, warriors came to usurp Ottar, saying he had no claim to his jarldom. But Freyja intervened, giving a völva visions. The prophetess claimed that Ottar’s family line was descended from the gods themselves. Then, Freyja gave her lover the strength to repel his enemies. Freyja loved and supported Ottar all his life, and when he died, took him to Asgard.

      At the end of Bjorn’s song, everyone cheered for the skald, including Jarl Raghild, who looked more bemused than impressed.

      Soon, the tables were set, and we settled in to eat. Heidrek sat on my lap, picking pieces of food from my plate and whining angrily when I judged a piece of meat too chewy or a bit of vegetable too firm for him.

      “What red hair,” Jarl Raghild said, looking at him. “Like a fox. His grandfather, Angantyr, had red hair as well. Or so it is said in his legend, but was it so?” she asked, turning to Svafa.

      “Yes,” Svafa replied with a nod. “Red as the flames in a fire.”

      “I have heard your story in songs. Not as well sung as the skald’s, but I have heard it. I, too, will have a son one day. The völva has told me he will have white hair, like mine.”

      “Do you favor your mother’s side or father’s side?” Svafa asked Raghild.

      “My mother met a white bear in the forest. He changed form and made love to her, getting her pregnant with me, then disappeared once more. The rest of my family was common looking, so I suppose I take after that man or god or spirit who is my father.”

      Oh, Loki. A bear? Really?

      “That one is not mine, shield-maiden.”

      “Oh,” Svafa offered in reply, seemingly unsure what to say.

      “It is well-known that spirits, and even the gods, walk amongst us,” Bjorn told Raghild. “Your mother was favored.”

      “Except my grandfather disowned her and sent her to live in the woods alone, like a skogarmaor.”

      “But your mother was chosen and beloved of the gods,” Bjorn protested.

      “Yes. And now you know why my shield-maidens and I helped King Gizer kill my uncle and grandfather. The gods are not always quick to show why they are playing games. Many times, you cannot understand what the Norns have been weaving until the end. My uncles, my cousins…all dead. No one would ever have believed I, the outcast granddaughter, would rise to take the jarldom. But with my shield-maidens’ help, I am now jarl. But I am not the only unwanted granddaughter lifted by the gods,” she said, turning to me.

      “Then let’s toast unwanted granddaughters everywhere. Skol,” I said, raising my cup.

      “Skol,” we all called.

      The night passed pleasantly. Jarl Raghild had her own ways, but she also proved very wise. While her grandfather had kept her small jarldom under his thumb, Raghild had bigger ambitions.

      “We have many resources,” Raghild told us. “There is wealth in our hills. My grandfather did not care about such things, but I will grow my jarldom. I would have your support,” she told Hofund and me.

      “I am happy to help you,” Hofund told her.

      “Good. I will give you a list of the things I need in the morning—tools and equipment for mining. For now, I will retire. You have a chamber for me?”

      Hofund nodded, then motioned to a servant to see Jarl Raghild to her room.

      “Good night,” she told us, then rose, pausing only a moment to at Bjorn. “Well, are you coming?” she asked him.

      “Am I…coming…”

      “Yes. For the sex.”

      Svafa choked on the ale she’d been sipping.

      Bjorn rose. For the first time, the skald was speechless.

      “My king,” he said, giving Hofund a short bow. He turned my way briefly but wouldn’t meet my eye.

      With that, Bjorn left us, following the precocious jarl to her chamber.

      “It is good when a woman knows what she wants,” Thorolf said with a grin.

      Thyri elbowed his side, making him laugh.

      “Indeed,” Hofund replied. “Skol to strong-minded women,” he told his cousin, the pair of them clicking their horns together.

      “Skol!”
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        * * *

      

      That night, after the others had departed and Heidrek had finally slept, Hofund and I lay in the bed together.

      “It’s hot,” Hofund complained, pulling off his shift.

      He was right. Sweat was rolling down my neck. “Yes. I don’t remember such a hot summer.”

      Hofund slid his hand up my leg. “You are wearing too many clothes, shield-maiden,” he said with a grin.

      “Oh? Is that right?”

      His hand slid farther up my leg to my hip, which he rocked toward him.

      With a grin, I sat up, removing my gown.

      “There, isn’t that better?” Hofund asked.

      “Yes. Now, are you ready?”

      “For?”

      “For the sex?” I replied, mimicking Jarl Raghild.

      Hofund laughed. “Ah, Queen Hervor, I am always ready for you,” he said, then leaned forward and set a kiss on my lips. “From this day to the end of time.”

      “From this day to the end of time.”
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Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the summer passed quietly. At Jarl Raghild’s request, Bjorn left us and traveled with her to Hrímgnúp. Something told me the skald was going to have a memorable season. I wasn’t sure if Raghild would marry Bjorn, but I was curious to see how their love affair would unfold. Hofund’s mother had predicted he would wed a woman in white. I highly doubted Bjorn was expecting a woman whose lineage went back to a polar bear. A god? A vætt? There was no telling. Either way, I liked Jarl Raghild and was happy for my friend.

      Hofund busied himself overseeing the small squabbles that popped up in Grund and working on his gristmill under construction near the river. He labored over ideas to harness the river's power to help with the work, drawing waterwheels he had seen in Uppsala and in Götaland and talking to traders who came to port from far and wide, but not with much luck yet.

      Heidrek grew into a strong and healthy little boy who was keen to go everywhere I went. He walked earlier than we expected, mostly because he seemed to be jealous that Thora could do so and he couldn’t.

      Thyri, Thora, Heidrek, and I were at the port on a day when a merchant ship arrived. The children had been anxious to do something. While I had kept busy seeing to the almshouse, attending to repairs, and overseeing construction of a wall protecting Grund’s landside, I still spent much of my time with my son. Heidrek threw tantrums every time I left his sight. It had become easier just to take him with me.

      “Ooh,” Heidrek said, pointing to the sails as the ship approached.

      “That is a trading ship,” I said. “They have come to sell their wares in the market. Let’s see what they bring.”

      After the ship tied up, the captain began unloading crates of goods, sending them on to the market. Along with the goods, however, I noticed that he also had a dozen slaves. He lined them up—men, women, and children—along the dock. Their hands bound, ropes about their necks, they stared glassy-eyed at Grund.

      Frowning, I approached the captain.

      “You there, from where do these slaves come?” I asked.

      “Raided east,” the man told me, eyeing me over.

      I eyed the slaves. “They look half-starved. When were they last fed?”

      “They’re coming to market. Let their new owners feed them.”

      “These are not cattle; they’re humans,” I said firmly.

      “What’s it to you?”

      Thyri bristled. “Watch your tongue, man. Don’t you know to whom you’re speaking?”

      The man rolled his eyes. “Some high-moraled lady who ought to be weaving rather than getting in my way.”

      “You’re speaking to Queen Hervor of Grund,” Thyri said waspishly.

      The man stilled. He looked me over once more, eyeing the sword on my hip. He scanned the dock, spotting Rök not far away, the wolf sifting through the driftwood in search of the perfect stick.

      “Apologies, Queen Hervor,” the man told me, then bowed. “You know how it is. No offense meant.”

      I shook my head then turned from the trader to the slaves. They all eyed me curiously, a look of awe in their eyes. They were common folk, most likely farmers. There were six men, four women, and two small children—both girls no older than six.

      “Do you speak our tongue?” I asked them.

      One of the men looked up at me, but he didn’t reply. Instead, he cast a glance at the slaver then looked to the ground once more.

      I turned to the captain, giving him a knowing look.

      He frowned. “Go on, answer the queen of Grund,” he said, then spit into the water, airing his frustration less directly.

      I looked back at the thin man with large, bungling eyes. He was a scrawny thing, his clothes tattered, face dirty.

      “Yes, Queen Hervor,” he replied. “I do. So does she,” he said, motioning to another woman. “The rest are Rus, I think.”

      I looked at the others gathered there. They were a dark-haired lot with light-colored eyes. None of them would hold my gaze save a small girl who kept giving me quick glances, her wide blue eyes staring at me in wonder.

      A strange sort of rage rumbled in my chest. It wasn’t the fury of battle but something deeper. My spirit felt sick to see these people bound in such conditions, stripped from their homes, flung out into the world. It was as their fates decreed, but surely the gods did not want this.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      In the great hall of Valhalla, the Valkyries willingly pour your wine. Your warriors bring you food. You are served by those you love. But you are served by free men and women. As it is in Asgard, should it not be so in Midgard?

      I turned back to the captain. “You may feel free to sell your wares in Grund, but I will not see slaves again. Our slave market is closed. No more will we have the sale of people in Grund.”

      “What am I supposed to do with—”

      “I will buy them all,” I told the man, guessing his complaint. “Speak to Halvar in the great hall. He will see you are compensated fairly. Do not ply these wares in Grund again.”

      The man huffed then shook his head. Without another word, he handed the lead rope to me. “As you say, Queen Hervor,” he said, then motioned to his men to follow him as he headed into the city.

      “Hervor,” Thyri said, surprise in her voice.

      “It is an odious business. I cannot stop it in all our lands, but I can stop it in Grund. Perhaps the gods will grant that I start a trend of awakening hearts and minds that there is a better way.”

      “They will complain, say you are depriving them of labor.”

      I nodded. “That they will. But I strongly suspect they will not like my answer to such complaints.”

      At that, Thyri smiled. She looked over the slaves. “You are right. Just because it is the custom, that doesn’t mean it is a good one.”

      “No, indeed,” I said, then turned to Heidrek. “Be wise, my son, and not afraid to break the rules to make the world as you see fit.” I handed Heidrek to Thyri then went to the slaves. I knelt to meet the gaze of the little girl with large, blue eyes.

      “You remind me of someone,” I told her, touching her chin. I took her bound hands into mine. “Now, be very still,” I said, then pulled my dagger from my belt.

      The girl inhaled sharply.

      I smiled gently at her. “Don’t be afraid,” I said, then slipped the knife across the ropes, cutting her free. “You have nothing to fear in Grund.”

      After I had removed their binds, I motioned for the thralls to follow me to the great hall. “Come,” I told them. “I will see you fed. Come to the hall.” I offered my hand to the little girl, gesturing with my fingers for her to take my hand.

      “Will they not run?” Thyri asked, looking them over.

      “Run to where?” I replied. “They have been taken from everything they know. If they are found in the streets, what fate will they meet now? They will not run because, for the moment, we are the only safety they have.”

      Thyri’s brow furrowed. “It is to be pitied. It’s not right that they are so used against their will.”

      This time, I heard the pinch of pain in her voice. “No, it’s not. Now I just need to convince Hofund that I’m right.”

      Thyri smiled. “May the gods be with you.”
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Chapter 27

        

      

    

    
      Hofund returned to the hall in the afternoon looking worn and tired and nursing a sore thumb.

      “What happened?” I asked, looking over his hand.

      “Pinched,” he said, then winced.

      “You will lose the nail,” I said, looking at the blackened fingernail.

      He nodded then grinned at me. “The price of my bread this winter, if I can get the damned thing working. I’m missing something, something in the mechanism to make it work properly. I don’t know. But if it can flatten my thumb, it can flatten my grain.”

      Shaking my head, I chuckled.

      Hofund scanned the hall, spotting the slaves at a nearby table where they sat eating. “And who are they?” he asked.

      “People to work your mill.”

      “You bought slaves?”

      “I did, and I am about to free them, along with every other thrall in this hall.”

      Hofund stared at me.

      “I will offer these people work in your mill. And in exchange, we will pay them a fair wage. You needed people to work anyway. We can construct a small building for them to live in near the mill. Of course, if they choose to work. They can leave if they like. They will be free to decide.”

      Hofund considered my words.

      “And I also told the slaver not to bring people to Grund to sell. There will be no more slaving here…if you agree, of course.”

      His gaze on the people gathered at the table, Hofund considered my words. “Henceforth,” he said. “It must be henceforth. You cannot take the thralls from the people of Grund. You will start a rebellion.”

      I nodded. “I understand. But I must start somewhere. If the farmers, landowners, merchants, and great families want to make people work, from now on, they must care for them—but not own them.”

      Hofund sighed. “And here I thought my thumb hurt. I can only guess how much my head is going to hurt by the time this news makes its way through Grund.”

      “Then you support me in this?”

      Hofund nodded. “I never took slaves when I raided. It was not right. The terror in the eyes of the women and children…  It is one thing to fight, to explore, to see the world, and another to take thralls. In this, I am in agreement with you.”

      “The merchants and traders will be confused and angry. But in their hearts, they will mostly be scared—scared of what will happen when they cannot force people to do as they wish. But we will lead by example. We will show them how to manage large projects without thralls. It can be done. There were servants in Bolmsö, but they were all free people. As it is in Bolmsö, it will be here.”

      Hofund set his hand on the back of my neck, meeting my eyes. “The gods have formed a rare one in you, Queen Hervor.”

      “See, this is why they call you Hofund the wise. A wise man knows when to support his wife.”

      Hofund laughed then kissed me on my forehead. “May the gods be with us in this and in all things because many in Grund will not.”

      “No, they will not. But I, for one, look forward to seeing Revna milk a cow.”

      At that, Hofund laughed out loud. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Loki inspired this madness.”

      “Then I will die happy and mad.”

      “Happy and mad.

      “What better combination is there?”
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, we gathered all the thralls in the great house of Grund.

      “Hervor and I have called you all here this morning to make you a promise,” Hofund told them. “We promise to right a wrong committed against you. And we promise to see to your care. As of this moment, those of you who have been thralls in this house are free men and women. You may leave this hall if you choose, or you may stay, keep your room and board, and accept a wage for your work. Halvar will see to your weekly wage. If you have ambitions beyond this hall, if you have come to us against your will, if you wish to be elsewhere, you are free to go. Halvar, Magna, and Bodil have long been paid aides in our hall. If you wish to see how a paid servant is treated, look to them.”

      “But if I want to keep looking after the horses, I can?” a young boy asked.

      Hofund nodded. “Yes. And you will receive a payment for your work.”

      “Then I can buy a horse of my own one day!” the boy replied with a grin.

      “Or a dozen,” Halvar said. “You have a keen eye for good horses, Lof. It is a skill you can use to better yourself.”

      The boy smiled proudly.

      “You do not have to decide today. Halvar will meet with you all tonight to discuss what wage we can give you. And if you wish to go, you can tell him tonight. It will not be held against you.”

      The servants looked from one another to us, wonder in their eyes.

      “What of us, Queen Hervor?” the slim, dark-haired man whom I’d purchased from the slaver that morning asked. He had a strange accent and large, watchful eyes.

      I turned to him. “We have work for you as well, if you will stay. If not, you are free to find your way.”

      He nodded. “And the children? They have no parents amongst us.”

      I looked at the little girls. “They may serve the dísir if our gythia will have them. It will be a good life. And when they are old enough, they may choose otherwise.”

      He turned to the others, speaking to them in a tongue I didn’t understand. The men and women listened intently, responding in kind, then turned and nodded to Hofund and me.

      “They are agreed. They will stay.”

      He turned then and spoke to the little girls, who nodded.

      “You speak their language,” Hofund said.

      The man turned back to us. “I have traveled very far and know many languages, King Hofund. I was once the tutor in a great house in far-off Rome.”

      “Rome,” Hofund said, wonder in his voice.

      The man nodded to him. “I traveled widely in those warm lands near the Mediterranean, where they have many mills like the one you are trying to construct, my king. In fact, in Knidos, I helped improve the designs of one such device.”

      “What is your name?” I asked him.

      “Agrippa.”

      Hofund smiled lightly. “We would be happy to employ you here in Grund if you will stay, Agrippa.”

      He bowed to Hofund and me.

      “Welcome, all of you, to a free Grund.”
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        * * *

      

      While the conversation with our thralls went perfectly, the discussion with the people of Grund did not go so well. The hall was filled with merchants, landowners, and traders. The space grew noisome. People were calling over one another as Hofund and I sat on our thrones.

      “But how will I find people to work my farm?” one man complained.

      “How will we make a profit from raids?” yelled another.

      “You will destroy my market,” a slave trader yelled angrily, his face red.

      Hofund looked from them to me.

      I rose, my eyes level on the audience. I said nothing but simply waited until they became silent.

      Beside me, Rök also stood. After a few moments, the room quieted.

      “What is Grund?” I asked them.

      Everyone stared at me, but no one answered.

      I cleared my throat. “Grund is the heart of this land. Here, we set an example for how all men and women should lead their lives. But we are a shadow of Asgard. We aspire to live and honor our gods. Yet in Odin’s great hall, there are no slaves. By choice, heroes and Valkyries alike serve the gods. Why can we not achieve such heights? We indeed need men and women to work our farms, but why not let them choose to do so? Who is the better worker, the man who wants to work with gladness in his heart, or the man who is forced to work? In exchange for their labor, you will offer food and shelter and some small wage for their work so that a man can better himself in the eyes of the gods. When you raid, you will find goods. Gold and silver weigh less than a man and are worth far more,” I said, then turned to the slaver. “You are right that this will mean an end to your sale of people. But there is never want in Grund for horses, cattle, pigs, goats, and other goods. We are not asking you to change your ways overnight. I am not asking you to free all your thralls today, although I do encourage it. We are saying that going forward, we will do things differently in Grund. Like the gods, we will value the lives of men and women.”

      “This will be the ruin of Grund,” the slaver retorted angrily.

      “No,” Hofund corrected him. “This will be the beginning of something new. When men have the freedom to choose how to live, we all prosper.”

      The slaver frowned.

      “But they will rebel,” one man complained. “They will run off.”

      “Why would they run off if you have treated them well?”

      “And what about you, Queen Hervor? Plan on making free men and women of all of your thralls?” one man said, his voice rich with sarcasm.

      “We have already done so,” Hofund told him. “None of them decided to leave.”

      “What do the gods say about this foolish idea?” one man asked, turning to Ardis. We had spoken to the priestess earlier. To our great relief, she had agreed with our plan.

      “It is the gods who have guided our king and queen. The gods have inspired their decision. How can you question that? Already, we have seen the good Hofund and Hervor have brought to our city. This step takes Grund forward. The Norns have spun their wheel. We shall not deny the will of the gods.”

      That silenced the room.

      “We know what we are asking is not easy,” Hofund said. “Taking of thralls is our custom. But must it be? Are we not better than that? Can we not value a man for his spirit? If we cannot, what does that say of our hearts? Just because something has always been done in a certain way does not make it right. This is Grund. We must lead by example. We must show all jarls and kings that there is a better way. We are not asking you to change overnight, but we are asking you to consider a different path forward.”

      “And in the meantime, you’ve closed the market,” the slaver barked.

      “Only to the selling of thralls,” Hofund said sternly, holding the man’s gaze.

      His tone caught the man’s attention. He stiffened.

      “Yes, the slave market is closed,” I said. “There will be no more buying and selling of people in Grund. But as for your own thralls, you must choose what you will do. And I hope you will see fit to make them free men and women.”

      A low grumble echoed across the room, but the noise was much less than before.  To my great relief, many seemed moved by Ardis’s words.

      “We will hear no more on this,” Hofund said. “It is as we have dictated it. Grund is a free city, and so are its people. May we all prosper together under the eyes of Thor,” Hofund said, then rose. He motioned to Halvar at the back of the room.

      Halvar opened the great hall doors, motioning for those gathered there to exit the room.

      Falling into conversation with one another, they departed.

      “Will it stick?” I asked Hofund.

      “Not easily nor quickly,” he replied. “But change never comes easy.”

      “We must start somewhere.”

      “May the gods truly bless our endeavors, or you might find yourself scrubbing our dishes, bond-maiden,” Hofund told me with a laugh.

      “I cannot think of a task for which I am less suited. May Odin intervene on my behalf.”

      Hofund grinned.

      He was right that this would not be an easy path, but the stirrings of my heart told me I was right to begin somewhere. For better or worse, I had started something new. I only hoped that Ardis was right and that the gods were on my side.
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Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      Summer turned into fall. While my gambit to rid Grund of slaving was working, it was only doing so in halves. Many were traveling to other cities to buy thralls, returning with their wins. And raiders simply stopped selling in Grund, but not in other cities. I had not expected to turn the tide overnight. While our efforts were not appreciated by some, others in Grund hailed our choices, including Agrippa, who turned out to be an exceptionally learned man who had traveled the known world. With Bjorn gone, Agrippa frequently regaled us all with stories of his travels.

      While we enjoyed his stories, Hofund had a keen ear to listen to the way people did things in the tales. I often found him huddled with the man over sketches of designs Agrippa had seen in foreign lands, including designs of gristmills that harnessed the power of wind and water to bring the device alive. Based on Agrippa’s designs, Hofund refined his waterwheel and began construction of three wind-powered mills in the fields at the rear of the city.

      With the end of summer, the wind had grown cold once more. It was late autumn when a horn sounded in the harbor.

      Halvar, who had been lingering in the hall, motioned to me that he would go investigate. Hofund and Thorolf had gone to the horse market. Apparently, there had been an argument between two buyers that had come to fists. They’d called on Hofund to settle the matter.

      Svafa, Thyri, and I had been huddled indoors that morning by the fire. I had felt tired, my body aching for the last several days. Bodil had teased me for lingering in bed like a princess. At first, I’d feared I had taken a fever, but worry had passed when no symptoms other than tiredness appeared. Regardless, I kept myself indoors. I would never forget the fever that had nearly taken me in Bolmsö. I would not risk it again.

      “Look,” Svafa said with a giggle, watching as Heidrek—who was sitting on a fur on the floor—reached for Thora’s wooden pig. The wooden pig, which Hofund had carved for her, was Thora’s favorite. Moving slowly, Heidrek set his hand on the pig only to have Thora, who had been chewing on a biscuit and not at all interested in the pig, swat his hand away.

      “No,” Heidrek told her, reaching for the pig again. “Mine!”

      Thora, still chewing her biscuit, slapped his hand away again.

      “Thora, share with Heidrek,” Thyri said with a laugh.

      Still chewing, Thora eyed her mother with such a look of contempt that it made us all laugh.

      “Don’t coddle him,” Magna warned us. “Princes naturally want to take whatever they want. If she doesn’t want him to have the pig, then he should not have it.”

      Svafa nodded to Magna. “She is right. I stopped many such disputes between Hakon and Halger,” she said with a laugh.

      “Not with Hervor and Leif?” Thyri asked with a grin.

      Mother smiled. “Leif and Hervor always sorted themselves out. They would argue all day long, then sit beside each other at night, hugging one another, and apologizing to each other for any black eyes.”

      We all laughed.

      Mother smiled at me, but then her gaze grew cloudy, and her smile faded. “I do not remember as much as I should.”

      “All mothers’ memories fade with time,” Magna reassured her.

      “Yes, but… Yes, you are right,” Svafa replied.

      The door of the hall opened to reveal Thorolf, Hofund, Halvar, and Orvar-Odd.

      “Oh,” Mother said, rising abruptly.

      He had returned as promised.

      And now, Svafa would have to decide.

      I rose to greet him, surprised when I found my head swimming. Had I risen too quickly? I frowned, hating the thought that some ailment was pressing in on me.

      “Orvar-Odd,” I called. “Welcome returns.”

      “Queen Hervor. Thank you for that.”

      Svafa set aside her sewing and went to meet him. “Welcome back,” she told him, placing her hand on his cheek. “No worse for the wear, I see.”

      He shook his head. “Not in body,” he told her with a wink.

      Svafa laughed.

      “Come, sit by the fire,” Hofund told him. “There is a chill in the air today.”

      Orvar-Odd nodded. “Indeed, the gothar of Uppsala say the winter will be fierce this year. Best be sure your stores are accounted for, King Hofund.”

      Hofund nodded to the hero.

      Thorolf scooped Thora up. “Ah, here is my girl. What are you eating?” he asked her, trying to take a nibble of her biscuit. Thora turned her head from him, protecting her treat and making us all laugh.

      With Thora gone, Heidrek seized the opportunity to grab the pig.

      Thora, however, didn’t miss his move. She cried out, “No, Dedik. My pig.”

      Grinning, I went to Heidrek, trying to exchange the pig for a ball. “Come, Heidrek. Let’s not take other’s things,” I said, removing the pig from his tight grip. “What about the ball?” I asked, handing it to him.

      Heidrek glared at the ball. “No,” he said, throwing it into the nearby fire pit. He then grunted angrily, pointing to the pig.

      “Heidrek,” Hofund chided him, watching helplessly as the ball caught aflame.

      “It seems I have arrived in the middle of a dispute,” Orvar-Odd said, lifting Heidrek from the floor. “What’s the matter, little wolf? Cannot convince your pack to do as you wish?”

      With Heidrek distracted for the moment, I handed the pig back to Thora, who held it tightly, glaring angrily at Heidrek.

      Thorolf laughed. “One thing is certain. Thora will be a good adviser for Heidrek. It’s good for a king to have someone tell him no.”

      “Is that so?” Hofund asked Thorolf, raising a playful brow at him.

      Thorolf nodded. “Yes.”

      At that, we all chuckled.

      The servants brought Orvar-Odd refreshments, and he updated us on all the news.

      “King Gizer and the others have returned to Götaland,” he told us. “Your warriors from Bolmsö are all accounted for and far richer than when they left.”

      “As long as they are intact, that is all I care about,” I replied.

      “They are. And you will find Öd wed.”

      “Öd has wed?”

      Orvar-Odd smiled and nodded. “One of Gizer’s shield-maidens; a woman named Freydis. She, too, is short on words. They probably share a dozen sentences between them in an entire day,” Orvar-Odd said with a laugh. “But you would like her,” he reassured me.

      “Must have been a succinct courtship,” Hofund said.

      “So it was,” Orvar-Odd replied with a grin.

      “And Uppsala?” Svafa asked.

      “All is well. King Eric has wed and is expecting a child. But not all the news is good. In Jutland, King Harald’s young wife has died. She never recovered from childbirth all these months. Poor little queen wasted away to nothing. He was much grieved.”

      “I am sorry to hear it. He had a daughter, did he not?” Hofund asked.

      Orvar-Odd nodded. “The child is well. She is a small thing, but she lives. No doubt, she will one day be a beautiful princess. How about that, Heidrek? Would you like to marry Princess Helga of Jutland?”

      “No,” Heidrek told him sternly, making us all laugh.

      Orvar-Odd chuckled. “Learned ‘no,’ did you?”

      “No, mine, Blomma, and Mama,” Hofund said. “I’m trying not to feel left out.”

      Orvar-Odd chuckled, then tickled Heidrek’s chin. “Already prioritizing, are you?”

      Heidrek grinned, blowing air through his tiny front two teeth.

      The afternoon passed merrily. It was just after nightfall when the hall doors opened to reveal another wanderer returned to Grund.

      “Bjorn,” Hofund called in welcome, rising to join the man. “By the gods, the winter winds are blowing in everyone today. Welcome returns.”

      Thyri and I exchanged a glance. Here was Bjorn, but where was Jarl Raghild?

      “By Thor, it’s cold enough to freeze your balls off out there,” Bjorn said with a shiver. “I cannot tell you how glad I was to see the fires of Grund. My old nag couldn’t be coaxed to rush no matter how cold it was.”

      We all laughed.

      “Come, warm yourself by the fire,” I told him. “I must admit, I am surprised to see you. Jarl Raghild…”

      Bjorn grinned, then shook his head. “She sent me back.”

      “She sent you back?” Thorolf asked.

      Bjorn nodded. “She told me, ‘I am in love with you now, but if you stay here all winter, I will get bored with you. Go home, so I will miss you by spring.’”

      At that, we all chuckled.

      “I was not sure if I should be flattered or offended, so rode out at first light,” Bjorn told us with a laugh.

      “And were you able to sort it out—flattered or offended—these many miles?” Hofund asked.

      “I love her as well, so it really doesn’t matter either way, does it?”

      “Love is a lingering affliction, my friend,” Orvar-Odd told him, passing Svafa a quick glance.

      My mother’s cheeks reddened.

      “So it is,” Bjorn agreed.

      The night passed merrily. It was good to have such cheerful people in the hall once more. It was late in the night when my eyes started drooping with tiredness. Svafa and Orvar-Odd were lost to their own private conversations, and Bjorn had gone to bed long before, claiming he couldn’t get warm. Thyri and Thorolf lingered as well, Thora looking wide awake with no intention to sleep any time soon.

      “Both of you are done for the night,” Hofund said, gesturing from me to Heidrek, who was sleeping on his shoulder. “Let me take you to bed.”

      We said our farewells to the others then headed to our chamber. Hofund laid Heidrek to rest. I flopped down onto the bed, feeling tiredness sweeping over me. Rök curled up beside the fire, heaving a heavy sigh as he closed his eyes.

      I was already half-asleep when Hofund slipped into bed with me. Curling up behind me, Hofund pulled me close.

      “The weather must be getting to me,” I said tiredly.

      Hofund’s hand slipped down my side then rested on my stomach. “Hervor…”

      “Hmm?”

      “The weather or…” he said, his hand gently touching my belly.

      I paused, my eyes flashing open as I began to calculate moons. Rolling onto my back, I set my hand on Hofund’s. He was right. My stomach was more swollen than before.

      “I’ve been tired all week and dizzy all this day,” I told him. “I was afraid I had caught a fever with the swift change of weather, but my courses have not come on me these two moons.” It made sense. “Oh, Hofund. I am with child again. Isn’t it too soon?”

      Hofund stroked his hand across my stomach then grinned at me. “Heidrek is nearly a year old. Hervor, are you certain about your courses?”

      I nodded.

      “Then may Thor be praised,” he said, then leaned in and kissed my stomach. “Sneaky one. Just like your brother. But we caught you. You will not surprise us as Heidrek did.”

      “I have not felt ill, only tired.”

      “Perhaps he will go easy on you.”

      “He? Again with he.”

      Hofund laughed. “Very well. The little one…”

      I smiled at Hofund, who put his hand on my cheek, then leaned in for a kiss. “My sweet wife,” he said between kisses. “We will have another child.”

      “Yes,” I said, but my heart flickered for a moment with fear. I had nearly died the last time. Would it go the same with this babe?

      “May the gods be praised. We must have a sacrifice,” Hofund said.

      “Something tells me we will have much to celebrate soon.”

      Hofund raised an eyebrow.

      “Mother and Orvar-Odd. I think, very soon, Svafa will begin the next chapter in her life.”

      Hofund smiled. “Then we shall thank the gods all around…a child, a wedding, and Raghild kicked Bjorn out of her bed long enough for him to keep us entertained all winter. What more could one ask for?”

      I laughed. “Indeed.”

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.

      Frigga. Freyja. Skadi.

      Thank you.

      Please, watch over my child and me.

      I nearly died when Heidrek was born.

      Please, be with me.

      This time, it was Skadi’s voice that echoed back to me.

      “On Njord’s shore, I always have one eye on a daughter of the forest.”

      My love and thanks, Skadi.

      Another child.

      May the gods be praised.
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Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Svafa asked me to accompany her to the hof. The two of us, and Rök, headed out just after sunup.

      “I am going to speak to Ardis,” Svafa told me. “I will have her read the runes. If the gods permit, I will wed Orvar-Odd. But it is not only the gods’ favor I seek. Hervor…I… It feels unfair of me to carve out a life for myself like this, especially when I gave you nothing. My life has revolved around me—it has always been about me. Asta was right to chide me. Heidrek and you—”

      “Heidrek and me nothing. And forget Asta’s nagging. If anyone put herself first, it was her. You must follow your own path now. I would not deprive you of a second chance at love.”

      Svafa sighed heavily, as if exhaling the weight upon her, then gave me a soft smile. “I am lucky to have a daughter like you. I have Yrsa to thank.”

      “Svafa, it’s not as if you were never there. You were. You, too, shaped me as best you could, in your own way.”

      She smiled slightly but said nothing. I knew that she would never let my words sink into her spirit no matter what I said. She blamed herself for being an absentee mother. Only the gods would ever be able to make that wound right.

      “Do you think it’s foolish to wed so…old?” she asked.

      “Old? Svafa!”

      “I am a grandmother. What business do I have with a wedding like some spring maid?”

      “Would you deny Orvar-Odd and break his heart because you think yourself too old?” I asked with a smirk.

      “No. Of course not,” Mother replied, aghast.

      I gave her a knowing look.

      She shook her head. “Just like Yrsa.”

      “I shall take that as a compliment.”

      “Did I intend it any other way?”

      As we neared the hof, I thought over my own reasons for going there. I, too, wanted counsel, but perhaps it was unwise to share the news of the child until Svafa was wed and she and Orvar-Odd departed. If Mother knew I was going to have another baby, she would never leave. I would need to speak to Hofund. Our sacrifice to the gods should wait.

      When we arrived, I found Blomma, Norna, and two other young maidens in the great chamber. They were sorting a harvest of mushrooms.

      “Mother,” Blomma said excitedly, wiping her hands on her apron.

      The others looked up, then bowed their veiled heads to Svafa and me.

      “Welcome, Queen Hervor, Lady Svafa,” Norna told us.

      “Is all well?” Blomma asked. “We heard the horn last night but didn’t hear who came.”

      “Orvar-Odd has returned,” I told her. “As has Bjorn.”

      Blomma nodded.

      “Is Ardis free?” Svafa asked Norna.

      “Come with me,” the priestess replied, gesturing for Mother to follow her. Svafa gave me a quick, nervous smile, then disappeared with the gythia.

      “Perhaps you can come to visit us tonight?” I said to Blomma.

      Blomma nodded. “I will ask Ardis. There is much work here,” she said, motioning back to the table, “but I am sure she will let me go.”

      I smiled. “In Bolmsö, it was the same. I helped Ingrid in the temple there.”

      “Is there any news from Bolmsö?”

      “A ship from Halmstad two weeks back with a message from Ragal. All is well. Orvar-Odd said that Sigrun and the others are in Götaland. Öd has taken a wife.”

      Blomma smiled. “That is good news. Will they return soon?”

      I shook my head. “Not with winter upon us. Perhaps in the spring.”

      “Hmm,” Blomma mused, then turned to pet Rök. “We shall miss them, won’t we?” she asked the wolf, stroking his ear. “And from Hárclett…and Hreinnby? Any news?”

      I eyed my foster daughter. As always, her mind drifted to Hreinnby. “No.”

      She nodded, but I saw a flicker of disappointment in her eyes. “Oh. Very well. I just thought maybe there would be news of Bryn’s child…or…or of… Anyway, you must go and say your prayers to Odin’s dísir and to Yrsa. I will speak to Ardis when Svafa is done.”

      I grinned at her, touching her chin gently. “As you say, gythia.”

      Blomma laughed. “I am no gythia,” she replied, then motioned for me to go on.

      Leaving Rök with Blomma, I went to the shrine of the Valkyries. Therein, I lifted the small wooden bear.

      “Well, Yrsa. Shall we have a shield-maiden this time? What about it? I will name her Yrsa, of course. We are light on bears around here.”

      While I could feel Yrsa’s presence near me, there was only silence.

      I stayed in prayer for a time, honoring the dísir, then returned to the central shrine. Svafa and Ardis were talking when I arrived. From the smile on Mother’s face, I could see the runes were in her favor.

      I set my hand on the carving of Skadi, my hand over hers. I searched the jotun’s face. Since I’d come to Grund, I heard Skadi as frequently as I once heard Odin. It comforted me to know the giantess was looking out for me.

      Giving the effigy a soft smile, I joined Ardis and Svafa.

      “Queen Hervor,” Ardis said, inclining her head to me. “I was happy to share with your mother that Bragi and Sif have blessed her union with Orvar-Odd.”

      I smiled at Mother. “I told you. I’m very happy to hear it. If you will excuse me a moment, Mother. Ardis, may I speak to you?” I asked, gesturing for her to step aside.

      Svafa nodded to me, then went and joined Blomma.

      Ardis led me down a narrow hall into a section of the shrine I had not visited before. This section of the cave had benches and chairs, weaving looms, a brazier to burn off the cold, and furs on the floor.

      “We gather here at night together,” Ardis told me.

      “It is very comfortable. Do you have all you need here, Ardis?” I asked, looking around. “Is there anything Hofund and I can help you with?”

      I could just make out her smile from behind her veil. “We are well, but thank you for your offer. I am sure I will make use of it some other time.”

      “And the young girls from the Rus…how are they?”

      “They are learning our language and settling in. They were, admittedly, frightened at first. I think our veils worried them. But they are doing well and have taken to us.”

      “Good,” I said, then paused.

      Ardis tipped her head. Even through her veil, I could feel her knowing look.

      “Ardis, I believe I am with child once more. Heidrek’s birth was very difficult. I nearly died. If not for the quick work of Bolmsö’s gothar, I am not sure I would have survived. Arne, our gothi, told me I should be able to birth another child, but…”

      “But you are afraid, as is natural. I will look into the runes and see if there is anything.”

      “Do I have your word that you will be honest in what you see? Even if the child or I will die?”

      “Yes, you have my word. But, Hervor, I do not think you should fear. Heidrek lived by the will of Tyrfing. Remember that. Another child will not be born under such conditions.”

      I tried to read Ardis’s expression through the gauzy material that covered her face, but to no avail. Her tone, her words, told me she already knew something, but I didn’t know what.

      “I will come to see you soon,” Ardis told me. “In the meantime, raspberry-leaf tinctures and rest. Take care of yourself, Queen Hervor, and you will lessen the risk. I shall send some herbs with Blomma to the hall.”

      “Thank you. And, Ardis, please don’t say anything about the child. Svafa will delay if she thinks she must stay here on my behalf, and I will not put an obstacle between her and her happiness.”

      “As you wish,” she said, then rose, motioning for us to return to the altar room.

      I looked around the small living space once more. “It really is quite cozy.”

      “Did you imagine us hanging by our feet like bats?”

      I laughed. “No. It’s just… Yrsa, too, once lived in a cave. It reminds me of that place…a place that felt like home.”

      “Ah, my queen, then we are fortunate to have you here. Few queens in Scandinavia can claim to feel at home in a cave. What eyes you must see the world with if that is how you view things.”

      “Then may the dísir help me see clearly in all things.”

      “So mote it be.”
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Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      Blomma returned with us from the hof, her and Rök running through the fields as we made our way.

      Mother was smiling happily. “I will share the good news with Orvar-Odd when we return. It is nearly time for the blót. Ardis recommended we wait until then to wed. Oh, Hervor. I feel like a mare past her prime being trotted out for one last showing at the fair.”

      I laughed. “Mother, don’t be ridiculous. You are still the most beautiful woman in the hall. Yrsa was right…you do not see yourself as others see you.”

      “I’m so glad Yrsa ensured that all her jabs live on in you,” Svafa said with a laugh.

      “I am happy for you, Mother. Orvar-Odd loves you well. His devotion is plain in his eyes. To think, all these years, he has nursed his affection for you. You will not find a more devoted partner.”

      “At least, not in Midgard.”

      “No.”

      “Your father will be jealous.”

      I grinned. “Then he should have guarded his head more closely.”

      “Hervor,” Svafa said, mock shock in her voice.

      “Perhaps he will be jealous, but he is gone. You should not suffer a life of loneliness because the Norns cut his thread too soon.”

      “What would you have Hofund do if something happened to you—may the gods forbid?” she asked in all sincerity.

      “I would have him find someone to bring him comfort but someone worthy of him.”

      “Wouldn’t you be jealous?”

      “Of course I would. But what is my jealousy compared to the warm body of a living girl?”

      Svafa smiled. “That is easy to say now.”

      “I don’t think you should dwell on it anymore. The runes are cast in your favor. There is nothing more to be said.”

      “Yes. Though, I will hate to leave you and Heidrek. Orvar-Odd wishes to winter in his own holdings. I am curious to see his lands, but…”

      “Then we will wish you a safe voyage.”

      “Always so practical, Hervor.”

      “Shall we blame Yrsa for that too?” I asked with a grin.

      Svafa laughed. “Yes, most certainly, yes.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, the hall was merry and glowing with the news that Svafa and Orvar-Odd were to wed during the Winternights blót the following week. We gathered around the fire. As it turned out, Agrippa was quite skilled at playing the lyre. He sat strumming while Bjorn sang. Blomma busied herself with Thora and Heidrek. While Thora was fleet of foot, Heidrek was still more enthusiastic than skilled on his feet.

      “Come on, Heidrek,” Blomma called, motioning for Heidrek to follow her in a game of chase.

      “Boma!” Heidrek said, laughing excitedly as he ran toward her, his small footsteps clapping loudly on the floor. Hearing the noise, he paused then looked down at his feet, stomping more carefully to hear the sound.

      Blomma laughed, picked him up, kissing his cheek, and then set him down once more.

      Rök bounced around with the children. Thora chased after him, the wolf pausing so she could catch up, only for Rök to sprint away once more.

      Heidrek’s curiosity about his own footfalls done with, he turned his attention back to Blomma once more. “Boma!” he yelled loudly, making us all chuckle.

      “How he loves her,” Svafa whispered to me, smiling at them.

      I followed her gaze. She was right. Whenever Blomma came from the hof, Heidrek didn’t give her a minute of peace. He forgot all of us in favor of her.

      “I will miss you all,” Svafa whispered.

      “And we will miss you. But winter is coming. Things will grow silent now. Let us see what the spring brings us anew.”

      Mother nodded, her eyes still on the children.

      My hand drifted to my stomach. Well, little one, what shall it be? Boy? Girl? Either way, I was now carrying the future jarl of Bolmsö. Soon, a new wolf would be added to the pack.

      May the gods bless me with a strong, healthy child.

      And may Skadi watch over me in birth.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “I am always with you.”
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        * * *

      

      A week later, our household gathered on the front steps of the great hall. Svafa had dressed in a dark blue gown, her curly blonde hair braided meticulously and adorned with a ring of wheat and autumn flowers. Norna had come earlier that day, painting my mother with runes. So, too, had the gythia adorned Blomma, Thyri, and myself, marking our brows with kohl.

      Heidrek had eyed the markings skeptically, trying to touch my face to figure out what was there.

      Ardis and the other gythia waited for us outside, holding torches to illuminate the night.

      Many of the women of Grund had come as well. I was pleased to see so many chose to attend Svafa’s wedding.

      The Winternights blót took place in the fields. There, we said goodbye to the harvest season, thanked the gods for their bounty, and prepared for the long winter. Tonight, we would walk from the hall to one of the barley fields nearby where Orvar-Odd and the others waited. In the light of the harvest moon, we would honor the gods and perform the wedding ceremony.

      Ardis motioned to a young gothi. He sounded his horn, then two young priests carrying drums began playing. Ardis gestured for us to follow her. As we went, the women of Grund fell into line behind us. I spotted Revna and Turid in the crowd. It was the first time I’d seen Revna in weeks.

      While my wedding had been blessed with Svafa’s voice singing the marriage song, it was Ardis who kicked off the singing for my mother, the rest of us falling in line with her.

      I grinned at Svafa. Ardis had given her a tonic, the smell of which I recalled from my own wedding. It made Mother glow, bringing a lightness to her features. My mother looked truly happy and beautiful in her twilight-blue gown, the silver and glass beads hanging from her neck twinkling in the moonlight. And there, among her adornments, I also spotted a familiar cat amulet.

      We made our way through the village, the other ladies joining us as we walked to the field. Once we reached the edge of town, I saw the massive bonfire burning in the field. Standing before the fire was Soen, Orvar-Odd, and Hofund, with the other gothar nearby. A crowd of people from Grund also came to watch.

      We made our way across the freshly harvested field.

      Before the great bonfire, the last sheaf of barley remained. A ring of stones circled it.

      Ardis motioned for Svafa to follow her, leaving the rest of us to stand in witness. Ardis gestured to Orvar-Odd, who was also finely dressed. He wore a shirt made of a shimmering material the likes of which I had never seen before. Over that, he wore a fine leather vest with silver buckles. He grinned as a groom should, completely enamored with his bride.

      Ardis moved Svafa and Orvar-Odd to stand facing one another, their clasped hands above the last sheaf of barley. She then nodded to Soen. The gothar gestured for the drummers to become silent. The sound of the drums lingered in the air for a long moment. Soon, everything was still. All that could be heard was the sound of the flames.

      “People of Grund,” Ardis called. “This night, we offer our prayers to the gods. We give thanks for the harvest, and we ask the gods to watch over us in the long winter nights ahead. But we also celebrate another rite of passage—love blossoms in all stages of life. Svafa, mother of Queen Hervor, and Orvar-Odd, warrior of Uppsala, jarl, and a hero renowned in all our land, have come forward to be wed this night. We call upon the gods to bless this wedding ceremony and give them thanks.”

      Soen motioned for Hofund and me to step forward.

      Ardis handed a pitcher of milk to me and a pitcher of ale to Hofund.

      “Grund,” Hofund called. “Tonight, I honor the gods. May Thor watch over us this long winter. May Odin bless our hunts. As he rides with the Wild Hunt, so will we begin our own winter’s ride to keep meat on our tables. May the All-Father bless us during the long winter nights as they bless the union of Svafa and Orvar-Odd. And may this single sheaf of grain, left for the gods, serve as a reminder of our thanks for all they give us. I offer up this drink as a reminder that all things come to us from the gods,” he said, pouring the ale into the soil near the sheaf.

      Ardis motioned for me to come forward.

      “My dear people, tonight I see my mother wed. May the gods bless Svafa’s and Orvar-Odd’s long-awaited union, and may the gods be thanked for showing us that in every season, there is always room for joy. Hel, who is honored this night, we offer you our prayers. In the land of the dead, you dine with our ancestors. May you be honored as a perpetual host. One day, many of us will join your table. We honor you, daughter of Loki, during this twilight time of year. And, too, we honor our ancestors. As the seasons fade, so do all men and women. On this night, our ancestors can see us more clearly from their place in Hel, from Freyja’s table, or from Odin’s great golden hall. May all our ancestors be remembered. I honor those who have passed as I honor the grain harvested from this field. As our ancestors have fed our minds, this land has fed our bodies. May it—and all of you—be blessed,” I said, then poured the milk on the sheaf.

      A horn sounded once more, calling the gods’ attention our way.

      Hofund and I stepped back, allowing the gothar to come forward once more.

      “Svafa and Orvar-Odd, tonight you begin your journey together as husband and wife,” Ardis said. “Let you be bound together before the gods.” Ardis turned to Norna who handed the priestess a strip of cloth that had been decorated with runes. Ardis wound it around their joined hands. As she did so, she said, “Figga, Freyja, Skadi, and all the dísir, bless Svafa in her marriage. A love that blooms late is no lesser love. Sif, you who have long watched over Svafa, come among us this night and whisper your prayers to golden-haired Svafa. Bragi, sing your blessings on the one whose tongue you have inscribed with runes.”

      Soen came forward, a small pot in his hand. “And you, Orvar-Odd, warrior and hero. You have been a man of deeds which are pleasing to the gods. Surely, your place at Odin’s table is set. One day, you will rejoin your brother Hjalmar in Valhalla. But tonight, you are a groom. Honor Svafa. Love her. Protect her,” he said. Dipping his fingers into a pot of kohl, he marked Orvar-Odd’s cheeks with runes. Soen then turned to Svafa. “And, Svafa, may Freyja offer you her prayers as you begin your new journey as a bride,” he said, marking Mother similarly.

      Norna stepped forward, holding a loving cup. “Drink from this loving cup, Svafa and Orvar-Odd. As it is one, you are one in all things—in drink, in food, in body, in mind, in spirit.”

      Orvar-Odd took the cup, holding it for Svafa to drink. When she was done, she took the cup from Orvar-Odd’s hands and offered him a drink. When he was done, the pair grinned happily at one another.

      Norna retrieved the cup once more.

      “And so, it is done. Svafa and Orvar-Odd are wed,” Arids told the crowd. “Share your first kiss before the gods as husband and wife.”

      At that, Orvar-Odd leaned in and kissed Svafa.

      The crowd let out a great cheer.

      To my surprise, my eyes were wet with unshed tears. I cheered happily for my mother.

      When they were done, Ardis turned to the crowd.

      “May the gods be praised this Winternights blót. Njord, ready your seas with plentiful harvests to help us through the long winter season. Skadi, bless the forests of Grund. Fill the deep groves with animals for our hunts. Ancestors, watch over us all as Mani chases Sol from the sky. May the Odensjakt begin their ride, and let winter begin!”

      Once again, the crowd cheered.

      Hofund met my eye, motioning to me to step forward. “Come, my friends. Tonight we will celebrate the gods and this union. Come, Grund, to eat and drink. Join us in the square before the great hall. Let us all rejoice.”

      The crowd clapped, whistled, and called. With the ceremony done, the drums, pipes, and lyres struck up once more as the happy crowd turned to head back to the city and begin the feast.

      I joined my mother. “I cannot tell you how glad I am for you.”

      “Hervor,” she said simply.

      I turned to Orvar-Odd. “You will take care of my mother.”

      “I have been waiting my whole life to do so,” he reassured me.

      I pulled him into a hug. “I am glad you don’t have to wait anymore.”

      “Come,” Hofund said. “Let’s join the others. It is time to celebrate. May the gods be praised!” Hofund scooped up Heidrek. I took Blomma’s hand, and we turned and headed back. Undoubtedly, the gods were smiling upon us. I set my hand on my stomach—so many blessings all at once.

      The gods were truly generous.

      “It’s a boy,” Blomma said, shaking me from my thoughts.

      I turned to her. “Sorry?”

      “It’s a boy,” she whispered so the others would not hear.

      I grinned at her. “Blomma,” I began, thinking to question her, but there was no use. My child had the sight. There was no denying that. “So, another boy?”

      She nodded. “I’ve seen him.”

      “And…and is all well?”

      Blomma smiled up at me, her eyes flashing silver. “As far as I have seen.”

      “But, a boy…”

      She laughed. “Yes, Hervor. I’m sorry.”

      I chuckled, then patted my belly. “Sorry, Yrsa. No namesake for you just yet.”

      Blomma laughed. “If I have a daughter, perhaps I can name her Yrsa.”

      “What? You won’t name your child after me?” I teased.

      Blomma grinned. “The second Hervor, then.”

      At that, I laughed. “Perhaps, between the two of us, we shall have some luck generating a dozen shield-maidens yet.”

      “May the gods hear our prayers.”

      “Indeed, my little blossom, indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      It was bittersweet to say farewell to Svafa and Orvar-Odd in the following days. While I was happy for my mother, I was sorry to see her go. I had spent my entire childhood growing up beside a woman who was simply a shell of the real Svafa. Only in these last years had I finally gotten to know my mother. I was sorry to have so little time with her but understood all the same. With the winter chill setting in, the pair needed to be off before the seas turned too icy and rough.

      “We will miss you,” Hofund told Orvar-Odd, patting him on the shoulder as the warrior prepared to board his ship. “You must come again in the spring.”

      He nodded. “We will. It is already planned. We will visit you here in Grund, then Svafa and I will make a visit to Uppsala. I must see how King Eric is getting on.”

      Hofund nodded. “I wish you safe journeys and a quiet winter.”

      “And you, King Hofund.”

      “I don’t know how to let this little one go,” Svafa said, kissing Heidrek once more. Heidrek, however, had gotten his fill of Svafa’s affections.

      “Boma,” he said, reaching away from Mother for Blomma. “Boma!”

      Svafa laughed. “All right, all right,” she said, giving him one last kiss before she set him down.

      Heidrek went to Blomma, taking her hand.

      Svafa kissed Blomma on the cheek. “We shall see you in the spring.”

      Blomma nodded.

      Svafa then turned to me, pulling me into an embrace. “Hervor,” she whispered in my ear.

      “Be well, Mother. And be happy.”

      She leaned back and set her hand on my cheek. She gave me a long look, then one last smile before she turned and joined Orvar-Odd, who helped her onto his ship. The crew was ready to depart once more, the gear stowed, and the warriors who’d come with Orvar-Odd ready.

      “May Njord watch over you,” Hofund called to Orvar-Odd, who untied the boat.

      The ship pushed away from the dock. The men rowing, they moved out into the peninsula and began their trek away from Grund.

      Svafa went to the back of the ship, waving to us.

      I returned the gesture, smiling as I watched my mother go. When she returned, she would find me with another little one in my arms—what a surprise for her.

      We stayed on the dock until the ship was out of sight. With a heavy sigh, I turned, moving to pick up Heidrek, but he gave me a fierce look.

      “No. Boma,” he told me, his expression stern.

      “My goodness, Heidrek. So serious,” I said, bemused. “Very well. Come along then, Rök. We know when we’re not needed.”

      “Hey, what about me?” Hofund asked with a laugh.

      I smiled back at him, passing him a wink. Then we all returned to the hall once more to settle in for the long winter.
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Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      As often happens in the winter, things ground down to a slow pace. The merchants whose ships frequented our ports and markets disappeared when the winds blew in and snow fell. People settled into their homes to begin the winter tasks of weaving and other quiet work best done beside the fire. It was quiet in the great hall of Grund without Svafa and the warriors from Bolmsö. But as my stomach grew round, I spent much time sleeping. And as the land passed in tired slumber, so did I.

      The only bright spot was that Blomma spent more time in the hall, where Ardis deemed it better for her in the cold depths of winter.

      Her advice prompted me to ask, “Is the hof well-insulated to the cold? Are you well there? We can make sure you have wood and more furs. If it is an ongoing problem, perhaps we could build you a house for the gythia. In Dalr, there was such a place. And in Bolmsö, a temple—”

      “No need, Queen Hervor,” Ardis said, raising her hand. “We are comfortable enough. It is only that it is quiet in the hof in the winter. There is little work for Blomma to do there now. With your child coming, she should be here with her family.”

      “Blomma has not done something to displease you, I hope.”

      “No. Quite the contrary. She is an apt student. Her ability to read runes rivals that of girls both older than her and with more experience. She has memorized all the recipes for healing drafts, and she is always keen to pray to the gods. I think the world will be larger for her than our small shrine. But there is still much I can teach her. It can wait until spring. I understand the former thrall Agrippa has turned out to be a learned man. Perhaps he can see to her education for the time being.”

      Ardis was right. Agrippa knew how to speak many languages and was able to write in three. Already, he had started teaching Hofund. I hoped to also have the time to join them. I would ask him if he would be willing to tutor Blomma.

      I nodded. “Yes, that is an excellent idea. But, Ardis, if there is anything you need, do not hesitate to ask. I may not be from Grund, but it is my home now. I honor the gods. I will see to it you have anything you need.”

      Behind her veil, Ardis smiled. “We are blessed in you, Queen Hervor,” she told me, then set her hand on my stomach. “And may this little one—jarl of Bolmsö—be blessed as well.”

      With that, Ardis left us.

      I turned and looked back at those gathered in the hall. Blomma was busy with Thyri, who was trying to teach her something at the loom, but Heidrek was having none of it. He stood beside Blomma, pulling on her skirt.

      “Boma. Boma. Boooo-maaaa!”

      Blomma picked him up, kissing his cheek, then turned back to the loom once more. Heidrek, satisfied that he had Blomma’s attention, set his head on her shoulder and smiled with satisfaction.

      I shook my head. It was good they loved one another so well.

      “Oh, my dear shield-maiden…” whispered a female voice I did not recognize.

      Skadi?

      There was no reply.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The winter months passed quietly. With each day, it seemed like I grew rounder. As Ardis suggested, Agrippa began tutoring Blomma. He was happy to have such an enthusiastic and bright student, and Blomma was willing to learn anything the man would teach her.

      “She has a quick mind,” Agrippa told me one night at dinner. “She is the smartest student I have ever had. And I have tutored princes across this wide world. I dare say I am having more trouble keeping up with her than she with me.”

      I smiled at Blomma, sitting with Heidrek, the pair of them by the fire drawing with chalk on slates. Heidrek kept looking over Blomma’s shoulder, seeing what she was making.

      “I am grateful for your efforts. Your knowledge is priceless. We are, admittedly, not worldly people. But we have aspirations to do and be better.”

      “Ah, Queen Hervor, it is I who am grateful. I am a free man because of you. I shall not forget it.”

      I inclined my head to him then set my hand on my growing belly.

      I was glad to see Blomma coming into her own. One day, perhaps Heidrek could learn from the tutor as well. I was also happy that Agrippa had found some comfort in Grund. In many ways, the gods had blessed us. Had I not arrived at the dock at that moment, and had I not freed Agrippa, how much would we have lost out on? And soon, we would have another child who could benefit from a wise tutor.

      Thus far, aside from the initial dizziness, the pregnancy was easy on me. I was tired and hungry all the time, but that was to be expected. Our new arrival would be here in the spring—a boy, per Blomma—but we would see.

      In the meantime, I was content to sit by the fire and stay warm. The winter winds whipped terribly. It grew bitterly cold, Halvar swearing it was the coldest winter he remembered. We all fell into a gentle hum as the winter passed.
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        * * *

      

      Before we knew it, winter passed, and the ground began to thaw once more. It was just past Goi blót when a horn sounded from the dock. I was lingering in the hall over a plate of salted fish topped with berry chutney after craving the strange sweet-and-salty combination since morning.

      “I will go see,” Hofund said, rising.

      Thorolf also rose. “I’ll join you. I could use the stretch.”

      Hofund turned to me, smiling empathically. “Do you want to come? I can get your cloak.”

      I had grown so big that I barely left the hall these days. I shook my head. “Want to come? Yes. Will come? No. But take Rök. Poor wolf is getting as fat as his mistress.”

      Hofund chuckled. “Come on, Rök. Let’s go growl at whoever has interrupted Hervor’s third midday meal.”

      “Hey,” I protested but winked at Hofund.

      With a laugh, he headed out.

      With a sigh, I quickly finished my meal then rose, wiping the crumbles off the skirt of my gown.

      “Should I change my dress?” I asked Thyri, looking down at the small berry stain on my hangerok.

      Thyri, leaving Thora, who had also joined me in a snack—albeit bread and chutney, no fish—considered me. Looking me over, she twitched her lips to the side, then lifted my braid and lay it on my chest, covering the stain. “No. You’re good.”

      I laughed. “Thank you.”

      Part of me was delighted that something was happening after the long, silent months. But the idea of entertaining unexpected guests on swollen feet with aching back, my birthing time fast approaching, did not entice me.

      The servants hurried about, tidying up the hall and stoking the fires. From the back, I could already smell that someone was cutting onions…and garlic. What were they making? Maybe I should go ask.

      Bjorn, who’d been looking particularly sulky these days, appeared from his chamber in the back.

      “And whose presence have we been graced with?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Hofund has gone to see.”

      I eyed Bjorn. Since returning in the fall, his usual mirth had left him. I had not expected the separation from Raghild to impact him so. But clearly, he was a man in love. He was pining for his woman.

      “My friend, why don’t you send a messenger or ride to Hrímgnúp yourself. The mountain should be passable by now.”

      Bjorn frowned. “I don’t know what to do. Even if I stay up half the night thinking about it, no clear path comes to me. Raghild is unlike any woman I’ve ever met.”

      That was undoubtedly true. “Perhaps she is waiting to see if you will show your dedication.”

      “Or perhaps she spent the whole winter cozied up to someone else, and I would arrive in Hrímgnúp to find myself a laughingstock.”

      I set my hand on his arm. “Pray to Freyr and Freyja.”

      He nodded slowly.

      After a few minutes, the hall door opened to reveal a grinning Hofund—and a most welcome sight: Leif and Eydis. Along behind them were a contingent of well-known faces from Dalr.

      “You’re as round as the sun,” Eydis quipped happily, crossing the hall to meet me, her arms open. She pulled me into a tight embrace.

      “Eydis,” I whispered. “I am so glad to see you.”

      “Leif was getting too comfortable in his fancy hall. See that paunch he’s getting? I nagged him to no end to bring us here. I told him I had a dream you gave birth to a giant. And, here we are,” she said, setting her hand on my stomach.

      “I haven’t felt so annoyed to hear your name spoken so many times since I was a child. Hervor this, Hervor that,” Leif told me, then turned to Eydis. “Well, wife, here we are.”

      “And you see, I was right,” Eydis said, gesturing to me.

      “Of that, I had no doubt,” Leif replied.

      Eydis grinned at him. “Then what are you complaining about? Grund has far better food and ale than Dalr.”

      “Don’t let Oda hear you say that,” Leif replied with a grin.

      Behind Eydis, I spotted Hakon and Halger. Boys no more, the winter had worn the last baby softness from their features, shaping them into men. “Cousins,” I called, noting that they had not rushed to hug me as usual. Too grown, of course.

      “Hervor,” Halger said, still a glimmer of his old mischievous in his eyes.

      “Hervor,” Hakon echoed, grinning at me. “Eydis was right. You are very round!”

      “We should have another prince or princess in Grund very soon,” Hofund told them.

      “A prince,” a voice called from behind me.

      “Blomma,” Eydis said, leaving me to go to her, kissing her on her forehead.

      “We’ve brought this little man with us this time,” Siggy said, joining me, a child with dark hair in her arms.

      “Welcome, Siggy,” I said, then turned to the little boy. “Hello, Laurits,” I said. “Welcome to Grund.”

      The boy, who had been gaping at the ceiling overhead, looked at me. In his face, I saw the perfect reflection of Egil.

      Leif took Laurits from Siggy’s arms. “Brother, this is our cousin, Hervor,” he told the little boy.

      I took the child’s hand, giving it a kiss. “Little cousin.”

      The boy smiled shyly at me then buried his face in Leif’s shoulder.

      Along with their party was a girl about Blomma’s age. She held Arngrimir’s and Eylin’s hands. At first, I didn’t recognize her. But there was no mistaking her bright, blue eyes. “Hillie?” I asked.

      She smiled at me then laughed. “You didn’t recognize me, Hervor!”

      “You’re right. I did not. When did you grow so tall?”

      “Hillie has been helping me chase after these two,” Eydis said, tickling Eylin’s chin.

      “Mama,” Eylin complained with a giggle, squirming away from her mother.

      “How big they have grown,” I said, patting Arngrimir’s dark hair.

      “Like a band of traveling skalds, we’ve come to wreak havoc on your hall,” Leif told me.

      “After the long, quiet winter, you are certainly welcome. Come, eat and drink. Let’s have some refreshment,” Hofund said.

      Blomma joined Hakon and Halger. “I am delighted to see you both again,” she told them.

      I could see that one part of them wanted to rush around the hall, chasing each other in circles. Yet at the same time, they regarded one another with hesitation, seeing in each other the change life had thrust upon them. They were children no more.

      Arngrimir, Eylin, and Laurits, however, had no such qualms. The moment they were set down, they sprinted off, pulling Thora—who was still holding a piece of bread—into their game. At the same moment, Magna appeared from the back with Heidrek, who had been sleeping.

      I watched the expression on Heidrek’s face change from sleepy confusion—having just woken from his nap—to excitement.

      Without waiting, he rushed to join the others.

      And then the chase began, Rök joining them as if he’d been waiting his whole life for such an opportunity.

      “Come on,” I told Eydis. “My feet hurt already.”

      Eydis laughed. “Are you sure it’s not twins?”

      “I’ve been eating as if it were, that is certain.”

      She laughed, and the pair of us went to settle in by the fire, the servants bringing mead and ale.

      The arrival of the party from Dalr punctured a hole in the silence of Grund. The long winter, I had been reveling in the fact that the Grund I had met under Gudmund was no more. No more layabouts polluting the hall. No more conspiracies. No more whispers. Now, it was peaceful, quiet. While Eydis and Leif’s arrival changed all of that, the change brought the sound of children’s laughter, not Revna’s sniping or Soren’s plotting.

      Agrippa sat with his lyre, strumming songs for the children, who danced and giggled.

      Blomma, Hakon, and Halger had secluded themselves in one corner, laughing over some tale Blomma had shared. Even Hillie, when she was not too busy keeping Arngrimir from tumbling into the fire, joined them. The awkwardness of their age soon shrank into the background of their long friendship.

      “Look at them,” Eydis said, watching as Arngrimir and Heidrek chased one another in circles. Heidrek was still wobbly on his feet, but Arngrimir always paused, letting Heidrek catch up before sprinting off once more. Thora and Eylin rocked back and forth to the music Agrippa played, both of them grinning.

      Laurits, who was sucking his fingers, bounced up and down on his knees but stayed shyly to the side.

      “This is how I always hoped to see us,” Eydis said. “I suppose I’ve missed you.”

      “What an admission,” I said with a laugh. “I’ve missed you too.”

      “Can you imagine Yrsa in all this chaos?”

      “For all of five minutes before she felt overwhelmed by the noise and left,” I said with a laugh.

      “You’re right,” Eydis said with a nod, then looked around the room. “So, Svafa is gone. We heard the news in Dalr. Married to Orvar-Odd. I confess I’m surprised.”

      I nodded. “She hesitated. I think she felt some disloyalty to Yrsa. But in the end, I prodded her to enjoy her life.”

      “How did you get her to go, knowing this one was coming,” she said, gesturing to my stomach.

      I grinned slyly. “I didn’t tell her. I didn’t want it to be an excuse.”

      Eydis laughed. “I hope she forgives you.”

      “I’m counting on the little one to smooth it over,” I said with a grin, then turned back to the children once more, my gaze settling on Laurits. “He is a shy boy.”

      Eydis nodded. “Arngrimir and Eylin always try to get him into games and nonsense, but he hesitates.”

      “His life started in sorrow. The shadow of it is on him.”

      “But it will not end that way,” Eydis said, that telltale tone in her voice.

      “Good,” I replied. “Well, völva, what about this one?” I asked, placing her hand on my stomach. “Blomma says it’s a boy.”

      “She may be right,” Eydis said, her brow furrowing. “As for the rest… I see… apple blossoms.”

      “Apple blossoms?”

      Eydis nodded, then shrugged. “I don’t know, Hervor. You know how it is.”

      “And what has Loki to say on the matter?”

      “Ask him yourself.”

      “He’s quiet these days. It is Skadi I hear now…”

      “Not the All-Father, shield-maiden?”

      “I…” I began, then paused. Eydis was right. I had not heard Odin’s voice in many months. “I should make a sacrifice. Perhaps he needs to be reminded I am still here.”

      Eydis laughed. “Trust me, he has not forgotten. With the noise this brood is making, how can he forget?” she said, looking back at the children.

      Arngrimir and Heidrek were circling one another, laughing happily, when Heidrek stopped midstep, his gaze on Blomma. Leaving Arngrimir, Heidrek went to Blomma and attempted to pull her away from the others, giving Hakon and Halger decisively dark looks in the process.

      Eydis laughed. “Jealous thing.”

      “Heidrek,” I called. “Leave Blomma be. Come, play with Arngrimir.”

      “I will join you in a bit. Go on,” Blomma reassured Heidrek, kissing his little hand before she motioned for him to rejoin the others.

      Heidrek scowled at Hakon and Halger once more before he went on his way.

      Eydis was chuckling, but then her laughter faded, replaced by an odd coughing sound as if she’d choked.

      Alarmed, I turned to her in time to see a startled look on her face. “Eydis?”

      “Need…need a drink,” she said, turning to sip her ale.

      “What is it?”

      She shook her head. “Dry throat.”

      “Eydis,” I said, giving her a knowing look, but she simply shook her head.

      Still looking angry, Heidrek joined me.

      “Heidrek, do you remember Eydis?” I asked. “Won’t you say hello?”

      Heidrek looked at her. “Ello.”

      Eydis cleared her throat. “Little wolf of Bolmsö,” she said, meeting his gaze. “I’d know those eyes anywhere. Can you howl like a wolf?” she asked him.

      Grinning, he looked at me.

      I nodded to him.

      Heidrek let out a howl.

      The noise made Rök stop in his tracks, his ears perking up.

      Laughing, Arngrimir followed suit. And behind him, Thora and Eylin also began to howl. Only Laurits did not join in.

      “You’ve stolen my pack, cousin,” Leif called.

      “Not me. Heidrek.”

      “Fitting, since Heidrek will one day be their king. Howl, children. Howl for King Heidrek!” Leif called with a laugh.

      At that, the children all howled and began chasing each other once more.

      Rök sat, his head tipping from side to side as he listened.

      Eydis’s eyes, however, followed Heidrek as he went.

      “Eydis?” I whispered.

      “Smoke. Suddenly, there was so much smoke, I could not breathe.”

      I frowned, my eyes on my son once more. “May the gods be merciful.”

      Eydis sighed. “Ah, Hervor. How often are the gods ever merciful?”
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Chapter 32

        

      

    

    
      May the Norns be thanked that Eydis arrived when she did. Two days later, after lingering over my morning meal, I moved to rise but couldn’t. I gasped as pain waved across my lower back.

      “What is it?” Hofund asked, a worried expression on his face.

      “I think… I think the time might be upon us.” As with Heidrek, I’d been feeling the telltale pinch in my back and groin for days. I didn’t want it to come. I had tried to ignore them, but that morning, the aches could not be denied.

      “We must go to the hof,” Blomma told me.

      Gritting my teeth as pain washed over me, I nodded.

      “Please, run to the hof and let them know the queen is coming,” Blomma said, turning to one of the small boys in our household.

      The boy took off in a quick sprint.

      “Let’s get you up and going,” Hofund said, taking my hand.

      When I rose, I realized my gown was wet.

      “Hervor,” Eydis said, worry in her voice as she also noticing the dampness on my skirts.

      “Breakfast was too good to leave it,” I replied, making everyone chuckle.

      Rök danced nervously around me, sensing something was afoot.

      In the midst of the commotion, Heidrek, who had been playing alongside Thora, suddenly became distressed and began to cry. His worries evoked a worried whimper out of Laurits whose eyes grew watery with unshed tears.

      “Heidrek, it’s all right,” I reassured him. “Your brother or sister will be here soon,” I said, then winced with pain. “Please, Laurits, don’t be worried.”

      “Bodil and I will look after the little ones, Queen Hervor,” Magna reassured me. “Blomma, get your mother to the hof before she has the next heir of Grund in the street.”

      “I will come too,” Thyri told me, taking my hand.

      “Hervor…” Leif said, a tremor in his voice.

      “I’ll be all right, cousin,” I reassured him, knowing the worry in his mind. But I didn’t let myself dwell on it. I was already nervous enough remembering what happened when Heidrek was born. I didn’t want to think about what had happened to Asta.

      “Jarl,” Siggy said, her voice reassuring.

      I smiled at her. “It’s the next jarl of Bolmsö knocking. Let me go see what he or she wants.”

      “He,” Blomma said affirmatively, “what he wants.”

      I chuckled. “He,” I said, turning to Hofund.

      My husband smiled at me.

      Leif crossed the room, picking up a distressed Heidrek. “Ah, nephew, come now,” Leif said, wiping the fat tears off Heidrek’s cheeks. “Don’t be sad. You will stay with us men. We will make Bjorn stop all his heartbroken moping and amuse you with some songs.”

      Heidrek still looked decidedly unhappy with whatever chaos was afoot.

      Hillie went to Laurits, pulling him onto her lap and holding him close, whispering in his ear in an attempt to comfort him as the boy sucked on his knuckles. She motioned for Thora, Eylin, and Arngrimir to join her. “Come, children. Let’s play a game.”

      “Yes, let’s play a game,” Hakon said, sweeping Heidrek from Leif’s arms. “Heidrek will play too, won’t you?” he said, jostling the little boy to evoke a smile.

      Halger joined the others. “Who can be a chicken?” Halger asked, mimicking the bird.

      The children giggled, their attention redirected.

      “They’re all right,” Eydis reassured me. “Heidrek has his family with him. Let’s go.”

      Eydis, Blomma, Thyri, Hofund, and I headed to the hof. Rök rushed ahead of us like a messenger. He paused every few moments to look back and make sure I was still coming.

      “There is the queen. Look,” a villager said, noting my snail’s pace through the town.

      “Queen Hervor!”

      “Best wishes, Queen Hervor.”

      “May the gods watch over you, Queen Hervor!”

      “Freyja bless you, my queen.”

      As I made my way through the streets, the people of Grund offered me their blessings.

      “Quite strange to have the whole town send you off for birthing,” Eydis said with a laugh.

      “The blessings of Grund will protect her in childbirth,” Blomma told Eydis, her tone serious.

      “Of course. But all the same, not every day Hervor walks half bent through town with a baby coming out for the world to see.”

      That made Blomma chuckle.

      “Are you all right?” Hofund whispered to me.

      I nodded. “I’ll make it,” I reassured him.

      “Should have given up that morning meal sooner,” Eydis said.

      She was right. Heidrek had come so quickly upon me. I shouldn’t have been surprised that this one was the same. Regardless, I joked, “Didn’t you eat the cheese, eggs, and greens too? They were divine. Who can leave that?”

      They chuckled.

      “And you and Yrsa teased me about eating apples and goat cheese,” Eydis said.

      “I forced myself on Arngrim just to get them for you.”

      “Sure you did, Hervor. That was your only reason, right?” Eydis asked with a laugh.

      As we passed the longhouse where Rolf and Revna lived, the pair emerged from their home. Revna looked around in confusion as she heard the people calling. Then, her gaze settled on me.

      “Queen Hervor,” Rolf called with a happy smile. “May Figga and Freyja watch over you.”

      I smiled as well as I could, trying not to wince as I did so.

      Revna said nothing, but her gaze had turned to ice.

      “By the gods, the curse in her looks is loud enough to be heard,” Eydis said, not bothering to moderate her tone.

      “Let her wield her darkness. The gods never favor those who wish ill on their chosen,” Blomma replied sharply. “In fact, they punish them.”

      I didn’t look at Revna, but I was very sure she had heard Eydis and Blomma.

      “Pay her no mind,” Hofund whispered to me. “She is less than nothing.”

      “I stopped paying her any mind long ago.”

      “Well wishes, Queen Hervor. Well wishes,” Rolf called, seemingly trying to salve over the moment. After we had passed, we heard him say, “Revna…” his tone sharp and reprimanding, followed by a clatter as the door to their house closed with a slap.

      I chuckled. “Wedded bliss, I see.”

      “Did you expect any less?” Hofund replied.

      “No.”

      “You reap what you sow,” Thyri noted.

      Finally, we reached the hof. Between the runner and Rök, we found Ardis and Norna waiting for us.

      Ardis inclined her head to Hofund. “We shall see to her now, my king.”

      Hofund turned and looked at me. “Hervor,” he whispered, worry on his face. “I will be here. I will wait, Rök and me,” he said with a smile, but I could see the terror in his eyes.

      “It will be all right.”

      He nodded, but I could see he was not certain.

      Pain wracked me once more. I winced.

      “Come along, Queen Hervor,” Ardis told me.

      Leaving Hofund behind, Blomma, Eydis, Thyri, and I entered the hof. Following Ardis, we passed through the center chamber and down a narrow corridor to a large alcove.

      “Wondrous,” Eydis whispered.

      “Before you leave Grund, I will show it all to you,” Blomma told her.

      We came to a smaller cave chamber. A natural stone formed a sort of bed protruding from the wall and floor of the cave. The room was well-lit with lamps and smelled of heady herbs. Two attendants awaited.

      I looked at Thyri.

      She nodded to me. “This is where Thora was born.”

      Feeling somewhat reassured, I let Ardis and Norna guide me to the stone bed.

      “Please, Queen Hervor, lie back so we can see how far you’ve come.”

      Eydis and Thyri stepped back, letting the priestesses help me, but Blomma didn’t let go of my hand.

      I lay back, looking at the cave ceiling, only to discover it had been carved with the image of Frigga. She stood holding a baby, trees and flowers all around her. The rock walls in this chamber were different from the rest of the hof—at least from what I’d seen. There were flecks of silver in the stones themselves and even lines of glimmering minerals in the cave walls. The place smelled sharply of herbs, but the earthy scents of minerals still permeated the place.

      “Here, Queen Hervor, drink this,” one of the gythia told me, handing me a steaming cup.

      Propping myself up a little, I sipped the brew, recognizing the taste of raspberry and other herbs.

      Pain seized me as Ardis worked. “The child will be here soon. Some women are quick to come to it,” she said, then looked at the other priestesses. “The queen’s child is coming. Let us make ready.”

      “Ardis… Do you remember what I told you about what happened when Heidrek was born…?” I asked, unable to hide the worry in my voice.

      Suddenly, I was sorry I had let Svafa leave.

      “I remember. Besides this little one being in a hurry, all else looks well,” Ardis told me. “We shall see you through, my queen. Frigga will watch over you. Pray to her.”

      Pain wracked me once more. I winced, trying but failing to ignore it. I called out.

      Eydis joined me, taking my other hand. “All will be well,” she promised me. “We’ll have our prince or princess soon.”

      Breathing hard, I nodded.

      Blomma offered me another drink. The taste of this concoction, however, was sharp and bitter.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “It will allow the birth to happen more quickly and with less pain,” Blomma told me. “Your mind will begin to feel light. Be sure to finish it.”

      “Is this what you’ve been brewing here?” I asked her.

      She chuckled. “It is. Along with other things. Now, drink.”

      I did as she asked, forcing myself to drink down the odd mushroom-tasting bitter concoction.

      The pains came more readily. As they did so, my mind also began to slip. The glowing flecks of light on the walls grew brighter, like gemstones. Overhead, the image of Frigga started to shift. It started with her hair. Her long locks, which had been carved into the ceiling, began to wave in the wind. Then the grasses at her feet began to move. The goddess smiled at me, then turned and kissed the baby in her arms.

      “What…” I whispered.

      “Think of someplace nice,” Blomma told me, “someplace far away from here. Close your eyes and imagine you’re there. That will help you stay away from the pain. But don’t forget to listen to our call. Do not stay in that place.”

      I looked up at the image of Frigga. She nodded, affirming Blomma’s words.

      I closed my eyes, immediately finding myself in Yrsa’s cave.

      “Breathe deeply,” Blomma whispered. “See that place in all its detail, the images, the smells, the sounds.”

      Letting her words fade, I fell into the vision of Yrsa’s cave once more. And this time, I found myself seated across the fire from Yrsa herself. Behind her, Gobi and Bo slept on their mat. They looked up at me, blinking with curiosity, then lay their heads back down again.

      “Come to it, have you?” Yrsa asked.

      “Apparently,” I answered.

      From somewhere far away, I heard Ardis’s voice. “Queen Hervor, your child is coming quickly. When I tell you to push, you must push, my queen.”

      Yrsa stirred the concoction in her pot hanging over the fire. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Apples.”

      “Apples?”

      She nodded. “With a bit of water, honey, and herbs.”

      The heavenly smell filled the air. “But it’s spring. There are no apples yet.”

      “They have apples where I am,” Yrsa told me.

      My sense of time began to slow. Something about the scene felt very strange. I looked around. How had I gotten here? I couldn’t remember. How had I managed to climb up the mountain while I was pregnant? When had I come to Dalr?

      “What do you mean, ‘where I am?’” I asked Yrsa.

      She paused her stirring and looked up at me. After a moment, she smirked. “Blomma’s brew turned you inside out. Don’t know where you are, do you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hervor?” Eydis called, but her voice seemed far away.

      “It doesn’t matter where I am. Where have you been?” I asked Yrsa.

      Yrsa sat back. She took a swig from a jug of mead, then handed it to me. I drank, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, then passed it back to her.

      “Mostly hunting.”

      “Hunting? Where?”

      “To the east.”

      “Hunting what?”

      “Warriors,” she said with a grin.

      “Hervor?” Eydis called again.

      “Warriors?”

      “Are you going to repeat everything I say?” Yrsa asked.

      There was a noise outside the cave. I turned to look. Somewhere outside, Thyri and Ardis called my name.

      When I turned back to Yrsa, she had changed. I could still see her, but I also saw through her. Where her body had once been firm, now it was made of pure starlight. My gaze went to Gobi and Bo, finding them in the same condition.

      “Hervor!” Eydis called, her voice firm.

      “Always bossy, that one. Tell her I said so. You need to go. And I best get back to work. The others are waiting on me.”

      “Yrsa?”

      She rose, setting her hand on my shoulder. “I’ll see you again…when it’s the right time.”

      “Yrsa…”

      “Hervor!” Blomma called.

      My eyes opened.

      “Oh, by all the gods and every sacred thing,” Eydis muttered. “She’s here.”

      “Push, Hervor. Push now, or you will die,” Ardis barked at me.

      I did as she commanded. Laboring hard at the effort, I followed Ardis’s orders to push over and over again.

      Then, at last, I heard a squall.

      “May Frigga and all the dísir be praised,” Ardis said. “You have a son, Queen Hervor.”

      “A son…” I whispered.

      Blomma, who had been holding my hand, left my side and went to Ardis. The pair of them whispered together.

      Finally, Ardis said, “There is nothing. Everything is as it should be. We shall get her cleaned up.”

      An angry little yell filled the room.

      A moment later, Blomma returned with a squalling bundle in her hands. “Look, Hervor, what dark hair he has,” Blomma said, setting a crying bundle in my arms.

      Smiling, I looked down at my baby. With dark curls framing his brow and curling around his ears, he was a lovely little child. “Oh, my little one, welcome,” I said, kissing his forehead.

      “Aslaug, go fetch the king,” Ardis instructed one of the gythia.

      The girl rushed from the chamber.

      Ardis finished her work, then gently readjusted my body, covering me once more. “Aside from you drifting from us a little too far, my queen, it is a normal birth. This child came quite easily. You will recover well.”

      “May the gods be praised,” I whispered, setting my cheek on the baby’s head.

      “He’s beautiful,” Blomma said, touching the child’s hand.

      “And what name have you given the future jarl of Bolmsö?” Eydis asked.

      “Angantyr. For my father.”

      “Angantyr,” Eydis said with a nod. “Now, let’s see if he’s as fierce as his namesake.”

      I kissed the child’s head then looked up at Eydis.

      “Thought you weren’t coming back for a moment,” Eydis told me, a look of fading terror on her face. “Don’t do that again.”

      I smiled at her. “She said to tell you that you’re bossy.”

      “Who?”

      “Yrsa.”

      At that, Eydis laughed. “Of course. Of course, you would go to Yrsa. Grumpy old bear. What does she know?”

      I smiled at Eydis.

      Thyri joined me, stroking the soft curls around Angantyr’s face. “Sweet boy. May all the gods bless you. May Thor put thunder in your heart. May Freyja see you grow healthy and strong. Congratulations, Hervor,” she said, lifting the child’s hand and setting a kiss thereon.

      “Thank you.”

      A moment later, Hofund entered the chamber.

      “Hervor,” he said, a wild expression on his face, his eyes wide with worry. He turned to Ardis. “Is all well? Everything all right?”

      “Queen Hervor lost consciousness for a few moments, gave us a bit of a scare, but mother and child are well now,” Ardis reassured him.

      “Any extra bleeding?” Hofund asked.

      “No more than there should be. Your wife and son are both well.”

      Hofund joined me. “It is a boy.”

      I nodded. “Angantyr, say hello to your father,” I said, handing the baby to Hofund.

      Angantyr whimpered, his bottom lip protruding in a pout. He started to cry once more, making Hofund laugh.

      Hofund kissed the child on the head. “Hello, my son. Welcome to this world.” He turned back to me. “My love. My love…”

      I smiled at my husband then turned back to Angantyr again.

      Sweet baby.

      Sweet child.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you for this fine son.

      May all the gods be praised.

      But it was a female voice that replied.

      “Cherish this one, shield-maiden.

      “Cherish him.”
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Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Two full days passed before I was ready to return to the hall. But when I did arrive, I found the whole place in great cheer. Hofund had opened the hall and square outside to all of Grund in celebration. Everywhere I looked, ale was flowing, and food was bountiful.

      When Hofund and I entered the great hall, along with little Angantyr, the place erupted in cheer.

      “May the gods be praised, the new prince of Grund has arrived in his hall,” Bjorn called.

      Heidrek, who had been playing with the other children, hurried to me, clutching my legs and huffing to be picked up.

      “Come to me, my son,” Hofund said, lifting him. “See your new brother.”

      “Look, Heidrek,” I said, moving the baby so Heidrek could see. “This is Angantyr, your brother.”

      Heidrek stared at the bundle in my hands in horror, as if I was holding a pile of snakes. He looked away from Angantyr and reached out for me. “Herva, Herva, Herva,” he said, his hand grasping.

      Hofund laughed. “Perhaps we should trade.”

      I nodded.

      “One moment,” Hofund told Heidrek, setting him on the ground once more, then took little Angantyr from my arms.

      I took Heidrek’s hand. “Come, let your mother sit. I should not lift you quite yet.”

      I sat at the table, setting Heidrek onto my lap. The child met my gaze then hugged me tight, pressing his face into my neck then pulling back to look at me once more.

      “He missed you,” Thyri told me. “He looked all around the hall for you, asking all of us for Herva.”

      “Oh, my sweet. Were you worried?” I asked Heidrek, placing a kiss on his cheek.

      Heidrek set both hands on my cheeks, gave me one last kiss, then crawled back down, rejoining the other children.

      While I was tired from the birth, I didn’t experience the same exhaustion I’d felt when Heidrek was born. Angantyr was a sweet little boy, only crying when he was wet or hungry.

      “Let me see this little one,” Leif said, taking Angantyr from Hofund. “What a peaceful little thing. He must take after Hofund.”

      I laughed. “He certainly doesn’t take after our side.”

      “That one does, though,” Leif said, motioning to Heidrek, who was now chasing Eylin and Arngrimir. “What a wild boy. He’s got a quick temper.” Leif laughed. “There were at least a dozen baby squabbles while you were gone. But he’ll make a fine fighter one day.”

      I watched Heidrek, who had a look of determination in his eyes as he chased after Arngrimir. He was midstep when something caught his attention, and he left off his chase. I followed his gaze to see he’d spotted Blomma. Leaving off the others, he went to her.

      “As long as his fierceness takes after my father and not Bjartmar,” I told Leif.

      “Don’t worry, cousin. With that red hair, there is no doubt it is Angantyr he follows. Bjartmar is behind us. May neither of us think on him again.”

      I nodded. “And what of you and Eydis? No more for you?”

      Leif smirked. “Let us see what the gods decide. There is no lack of effort.”

      I rolled my eyes, shaking my head.

      Thorolf joined us. “Congratulations on your son,” Thorolf told me.

      “I thank you.”

      Thorolf looked down at Angantyr. The features on his expression softened. “He is a fine boy.”

      Hofund joined us, clapping Thorolf on the back. “Well, cousin, when should we expect one from you and Thyri?”

      Thorolf smiled softly. “As the gods will.”

      Hofund nodded. “Between the three of us, we’ll have our own warband in no time.”

      At that, we all laughed.

      Along with the close family, the people of Grund came with their blessings.

      Halvar, our housecarl, was one of the first to greet Angantyr.

      “He looks like his father,” Halvar said with a soft smile. It was the first time I ever saw the serious man crack his tough exterior.

      “Thank you,” I told him.

      “Well done, Queen Hervor. May Thor bless him,” Halvar added, touching Angantyr lightly on the hand. He bowed to me once more, then departed.

      Along with Halvar, Hofund’s other warriors, merchants, and people from the village greeted the new prince. I was pleased to see that it was not just the wealthy who found themselves welcome in the great hall. All manner of people ventured in to offer their blessings. Even Widow Jorgenson, whose animal pen I had mended when I’d first come to Grund, came.

      “What a sweet child he is,” she said, eyeing Angantyr.

      “Would you like to hold him?” I asked, rising.

      “Hold the prince?” She looked surprised.

      “Of course,” I said, handing the baby gently to her.

      “Queen Hervor, never in my life had I hoped to see such a fine queen as yourself. We are most blessed to have you. May the gods watch over you and your little ones.”

      “Thank you.”

      She gave the baby a kiss. “I am near my end, little one, but you are at the beginning. Be kind, sweet boy. These men will tell you to be brave, be strong, to fight, be a warrior…but be kind, that is the most important thing,” she said, kissed him once more, then handed him back to me.

      “Thank you for your blessings.”

      She inclined her head to me.

      “Please, be sure to eat and drink before you leave. Take your fill.”

      “My queen,” she said, bowing to me, and then moved on.

      I looked down at Angantyr. “Be kind,” I said, repeating Widow Jorgenson’s words. “What better advice for the future jarl of Bolmsö?”

      The hall was abuzz with people. I had just finished speaking to Ragnar when I turned to see Revna and Rolf approaching.

      “My queen,” Rolf called. “Felicitations on your new son. Ah, what a fine head of hair on him.”

      I forced a smile, then gazed behind them, seeing Hofund moving to join me.

      “You are truly blessed by the gods, Hervor. It seems all good things flow like water to you,” Revna said, her words a compliment but her tone having a jagged edge. “Two fine boys. I am sure Hofund is delighted to have another son.”

      “So I am,” Hofund said, joining me. His tone was firm. He set his hand on my shoulder.

      “Hofund,” Rolf said with a smile. “Well done, nephew. Well done. I am pleased for you both.”

      Hofund inclined his head to Rolf.

      “We are expecting our own brood soon,” Rolf said, turning to Revna.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice almost a purr. “I, too, hope to have a son. We shall see what the gods bring me.”

      “Are you with child?” I asked.

      Revna smiled brightly. “I am,” she said, her voice full of pride.

      Did Thorolf know? I did not look in his direction. I would not give Revna the satisfaction. “May Frigga watch over you,” I told her.

      “What a kind blessing from you, Hervor,” Revna remarked, her words sharp.

      “That is good news, Uncle,” Hofund told Rolf.

      “Yes, yes. Well, sometimes the gods give us second chances. A son to fight alongside your own boys. Yes. That will do nicely, and will mend things between us. Very good,” the old man said, talking more to himself than to us.

      Hofund gave Rolf a forced smile.

      “Why don’t you rest yourself, Uncle. Enjoy some ale,” Hofund said, gesturing to the room.

      “I think I will… if the rabble has left us any. Did you let all these people in, Hofund, or did they enter of their own accord?”

      “I have welcomed all of Grund to celebrate with us,” Hofund said.

      “Oh! Well. That is a noble thing to do. Very good. Come along, my dear,” Rolf said, taking Revna’s hand and leading her away.

      She inclined her head to us then left with her husband. When they had gotten a few steps from us, Revna let go of Rolf then left him to join her parents, who were huddled with some other merchants. They gossiped with disdain in their eyes as they looked around the room.

      “Do you believe her?” Hofund whispered to me.

      “About the pregnancy?” I asked, surprised.

      He nodded.

      “It hadn’t occurred to me to question it.”

      “That’s because you are not her.”

      My gaze floated across the room to Revna, where she was whispering and giving disgusted looks to a group of laughing fishermen sitting at one of the tables nearby. I eyed her frame. It could be she was in the early bloom of her pregnancy, or…or Hofund could be right. Why would she lie about such a thing? Except, of course, to elicit a reaction from her husband, us, and anyone else who would listen. The problem with a lie like that was it would come out eventually. Then what?

      Shaking my head, I looked away. “May the gods protect us from women like Revna,” I said, looking down at Angantyr. “And most especially, protect my sons.”

      At that, Hofund laughed. “And not me?”

      “No, not you.”

      “Why not me?”

      “You don’t need the gods. You have me.”

      At that, Hofund laughed.

      As the night wore on, the crowd departed. Soon, Halvar closed the hall. Weary from the long day, I retreated to the back with Blomma, Heidrek, and little Angantyr. Eydis had already ushered her brood to bed. Knowing her, she had collapsed.

      Blomma lay Heidrek down on the small cot not far from my bed. Rök settled on the floor beside him.

      “Now, you must sleep well and let your mother get her rest,” Blomma told him.

      I lay sleeping Angantyr in his small cradle then went to Heidrek, bending to kiss his forehead. “Sleep well, my little boy.”

      Blomma pulled up his coverlets.

      Heidrek wrapped his arms around Blomma’s neck one last time, pulling her close.

      “Good night, Heidrek,” she said, kissing him on the cheek once more, then unlaced herself from him. She turned to me. “Can I do anything for you?”

      I shook my head. “No, I am well.”

      Blomma yawned. “I’m off then. It was so loud in the hall tonight. I’m tired from all the noise.”

      “Sleep well,” I said, pulling her into a hug, kissing her on the top of the head.

      “Boma,” Heidrek complained when Blomma tried to leave.

      “We shall play again tomorrow,” she reassured him. “Good night, little brother.”

      Heidrek huffed an angry whine when Blomma left.

      “Now, my sweet one, don’t fret. You ran wild all night. Now it’s time to get your rest,” I told him, kissing him again. The child rolled on his side. I rubbed his back lightly until his breath grew heavy. Soon, he fell asleep.

      My eyes drooped from tiredness.

      Pausing to give Rök a pat—feeling guilty that I hadn’t been paying as much attention to him as he deserved—I went to my bed where I promptly fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 34

        

      

    

    
      A few days later, late in the evening, Eydis, Leif, Hofund, and I found ourselves alone. While Angantyr slept in my arms, all the other children had gone to bed.

      “I sent a messenger to King Gizer before I left Dalr,” Leif told Hofund. “If he is raiding this summer, I will join him.”

      Hofund nodded slowly.

      “Why don’t you go?” I asked Hofund. “I am sure Thorolf and the other men are just as eager to be at sea.”

      Hofund looked at me, a surprised expression on his face. “And leave you alone here?”

      I laughed. “With this brood, when will I ever be alone again? You can leave Halvar in charge of the construction. I will check on the work. Why not?”

      “But Hervor…” Hofund said. He didn’t need to finish.

      “My shield will still be there when the time is right,” I told him. “For now, I am content to stay in Grund.”

      Eydis grinned. “You’ve let Grund tame you.”

      “I have not. It is Heidrek and Angantyr who have tamed me,” I said with a laugh. “I will not lie and say I’m not jealous. But more than raiding, I want to get back to Bolmsö before too long. They send word with each ship that comes from Halmstad, but still…”

      Hofund nodded to me. “We will see to that.”

      “So, then, brother,” Leif said. “You will come with me?”

      Hofund glanced at me. “It has occurred to me that I should pay a visit to King Harald. We must ensure all our alliances hold. And I can’t say I am not tempted.”

      “Make your plans,” I said, encouraging him. “Send a messenger to King Harald. I can see to Grund.”

      A flicker of a smile fluttered across Hofund’s face. He set his hands behind his head. “I shall make a sacrifice to the gods. For my fine daughter, sons…and my fine wife.”

      “Be careful not to compliment her too much,” Eydis warned. “We don’t need Hervor getting any more arrogant than she already is.”

      I gave Eydis a sharp look.

      At that, she laughed.

      “Let’s toast,” Leif said, lifting his cup. “With thanks to the gods for Angantyr’s safe arrival and for luck with our future endeavors. To the gods! Skol!”

      “Skol,” we all called, Angantyr chiming in with a soft coo, making us all laugh.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the days thereafter, Leif and Eydis planned their departure. Hofund sent word to King Harald, informing the king he wanted to visit. Once Leif had word from King Gizer, Hofund and Leif would arrange their plans. Last raiding season, watching Sigrun and the others sail away, had stung. This year, however, I felt differently. With a daughter, two little boys, and a city to look after, there was much for me to do in Grund. But I could see from the dancing light in Hofund’s eyes that he was dreaming of the waves. While he had come to realize that ruling Grund could offer much satisfaction—as was evident from all the construction—he loved the sea, and battle, and all the rest. While I had fought to become a shield-maiden, my goal had been to rule my own life, to make my own choices, to swing a sword if I wanted, or to tend to sheep, or to hunt, simply to do as I chose…not to sit by a fire and embroider because I had been told to. I had won my freedom. Now, I could place my focus where I deemed best. And at that moment, it was on my children and on our kingdom.

      Hofund, Blomma, and I stood on the dock, watching as Leif and Eydis’s ship disappeared into the sunrise. I was always sorry to see them go, not knowing how long it would be until we were together again.

      “It will be quiet now,” Blomma said with a sigh.

      “I thought you didn’t like all the noise,” I replied.

      She shrugged. “I don’t, but I liked having Hillie, Hakon, and Halger here. And the children. Everyone is so serious at the hof.”

      “What about you? Will you return to the hof now?” Hofund asked her.

      “Not yet. There is still much I want to learn from Agrippa, but Ardis might need my help soon.”

      “Why not split your time?” I suggested.

      “Yes, maybe I will. Or…or maybe I will come with you,” she told Hofund.

      He laughed. “With me?”

      But Blomma looked quite serious. “Not to raid, but to visit Götaland. Perhaps I could go there or to the hall of King Harald.”

      Hofund set his hand on her head. “I like this idea, but when you are older.”

      Blomma shrugged. “Very well. I will see the world eventually. It’s not going anywhere.”

      Hofund and I met one another’s gaze. Blomma was curious about the world and wise beyond her years. But she was also still young and a budding beauty, not that she realized it. Solva had been mad, but she was also beautiful. Blomma took after her mother in that one regard.

      “Heidrek would not let you go anyway,” I said with a laugh.

      Blomma merely smiled. “Yes.”

      I looked back out at the water. The longships had disappeared from sight. “Come on,” I said. “They might be gone, but there is still Bjorn in the hall. Perhaps he will have a story for us.”

      “Ugh,” Blomma groaned.

      “What is it?” I asked with a laugh.

      “If I have to hear one more tale of unrequited love, I may stow away on the next ship anyway.”

      She was right. Bjorn’s stories had taken a melodramatic turn over the long winter.

      Hofund chuckled. “Let’s all pray that Jarl Raghild sends word soon and puts us all out of our misery.”
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        * * *

      

      In the weeks that followed, word came from King Harald. I stayed with Hofund as he met with the messenger in the meeting room.

      “King Harald was happy to hear from you. He, too, is planning his summer raids. He will wait for you to come to Jutland to join him and encourages you to make haste to be there by the next full moon.”

      Hofund nodded. “Very good. I will send to Jarl Leif in Dalr and see what he has heard from King Gizer.”

      “King Gizer, too, is expected in Jutland.”

      Hofund grinned. “That is very good news. Makes things easy.”

      “We were not sure if King Harald would raid this year. He’s been busy settling some local disputes, and he was much distraught by the loss of his wife.”

      “We were sorry to hear of it,” Hofund said.

      “And his daughter?” I asked. “Is the little princess well?”

      “Princess Helga is a tiny thing. We worried we would lose her as well, but she thrives.”

      “May the All-Father be thanked,” I said with a nod.

      “Please, won’t you and your men take your rest? I’ll begin my preparations. We can all sail together,” Hofund told the man.

      “Thank you, King Hofund,” the messenger replied, bowing to him. He turned to me. “Queen Hervor,” he added, then departed.

      With a smile on his face, Hofund looked down at his maps. He gazed at the map rolled out there, then paused, his smile fading. He looked up at me. “Hervor, are you certain this is all right with you?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Go. Breathe a bit.”

      Hofund frowned. “When I used to sail, I was escaping Grund. I am not escaping you. I hope you know that. I just…I miss the sea, the battles.”

      “Thor is to blame. He is beating his anvil, calling you to war.”

      Hofund nodded. “It feels different this time. I am excited to go but sad you will not be at my side. I am thrilled by the idea of being at sea but sorry that you will not be with me. I am ready to fight but sorry to be away from my little ones.”

      I smiled at my husband, crossing the room to join him. I set my hand on his cheek. “Now, you have something to come home to.”

      He smiled at me. “And you, shield-maiden? Isn’t Tyrfing calling you to war?”

      “Tyrfing is quiet,” I said in all sincerity. “It’s not my time. But enjoy yours.” I was being honest. Tyrfing was quiet. As was Odin. And Loki. And Odin’s ravens. These days, there was only Skadi. Was the All-Father done with me? Had I served his purpose only to be discarded?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      I am still here.

      But all I heard was silence.
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Chapter 35

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Hofund made ready to sail out, taking Thorolf, Ragnar, and his warriors along with him. On the dock, Blomma held Heidrek’s hand while I waited with Angantyr. Thyri said her goodbyes to Thorolf, who kissed Thora then handed the girl back to her mother.

      “May Njord protect you on the waves and Thor watch your back,” I told my husband, hating the apprehensiveness that filled my heart.

      No wonder King Gudmund was always sorry to see us go. It was one thing to be bouncing on the dock in excitement to join the expedition. But staying behind stirred up a different set of emotions entirely.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Watch over them.

      Yrsa…watch over them.

      Hofund lifted Heidrek. “I will go see King Harald’s daughter. If she is beautiful, I will win her for you, my son.”

      “No,” Heidrek told him sternly.

      I laughed. “If we fail with Princess Helga, there is always Bryn and Eric’s new daughter, Eir.”

      “No,” Heidrek said, turning to me.

      We all laughed.

      “Boat,” Heidrek said, pointing. “Me come. Me come too.”

      “No, my son. But one day, we will go together. All four of us.”

      Heidrek whined in protest. “No. Me come!”

      “Don’t worry, Heidrek. I will be here to keep you company,” Blomma reassured him.

      Hofund set Heidrek down. He went to Blomma, hugging her legs and giving Hofund an angry scowl.

      Hofund laughed, shaking his head, then turned to Angantyr. “And you, my tiny boy,” Hofund said, kissing Angantyr’s hand. “Be well, my little one. He is healthy and strong. He’ll be fine,” Hofund said, more reassuring himself than me, I realized.

      “Yes. We will all be fine,” I said, looking from Angantyr to Hofund. “You know, he does look a bit like you.”

      “We shall see,” Hofund said, then looked at me. “Be safe, my love. May the gods watch over you and Grund,” he said, then set a kiss on my lips. Hofund met my gaze one last time then turned and boarded his ship.

      Blomma and I joined Thyri.

      “May the gods keep you,” I called to Thorolf. “Remember, guard your middle,” I told him with a wink.

      “Thank you, Hervor,” he replied with a grin. “Be well.”

      With that, he boarded the ship.

      Beside me, Rök whined.

      “I know,” I told him. “But I need you here with me. If you leave too, who will keep me safe?”

      Rök whimpered once more, but this time, he also wagged his tail, thumping it against the planks.

      Soon, Hofund motioned for the men to push off, and the ships moved out into the water.

      I stared, choking down the emotions inside of me. I felt worried and happy and jealous all at once. But most of all, I just prayed they stayed safe. I would not know what to do without Hofund. There was no life for me except with him.

      Thyri sighed. “You are always on that side of the water,” she said, gesturing to the ships with her chin. “Now you know what it feels like on this side.”

      “It’s dreadful.”

      She laughed. “Yes.”

      Hofund lifted his hand, waving to me one last time.

      I returned the gesture.

      Thyri and I stayed on the dock until the ships were out of sight.

      “Let’s go back to the hall,” Thyri said. “I’m starving.”

      “Didn’t you already eat?”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      She gave me a knowing look. “I didn’t tell him. It is too soon. If all is well, he will learn the good news when he returns.”

      Grinning, I linked my arm in hers. “I highly recommend salted fish with chutney.”

      Thyri cringed. “I think I’ll pass.”

      I chuckled. “Mock me now, but I’ll see you in eight moons. Remember, elderberry tastes the best.”

      Thyri laughed. “If you say so, Hervor. If you say so.”
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        * * *

      

      The summer passed quietly. I missed Hofund terribly but kept myself busy. Last season, we had completed the construction of the gristmill by the river, a pair of windmills in the nearby field, and new watchtowers at Two-Hammers Gate guarding the rear of Grund. This season, we began working on reinforcing the front of the city. The entrance to Grund was marked by tall watchtowers all along the port, but there was no wall like the one that protected Uppsala.

      “It should all be shielded,” I told Halvar, drawing my finger along the face of Grund   “Traffic must be filtered through the main gate where we have guards.”

      Arms crossed, Halvar nodded. “And an additional pier is needed. The tradesmen do not have enough space to dock. They are coming ashore rather than coming to the piers.”

      “Is there space enough for two piers?”

      Halvar nodded. “And more.”

      “Can we manage both projects? The wall along the front and the piers?”

      He considered. “Hofund has taken the strongest fighting men with him, but there are people here who want work.”

      I nodded. “Then let’s see to it. Two piers to begin with, and we must work on the walls. I will consider the matter of the river further. Is it deep enough for longships to traverse?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but rocky. Skadi’s Tears makes the waves rough, but it is accessible for a breach.”

      I frowned. “Then we must find a way to prevent anyone from traveling upriver without our consent. Let me think about it. Grund is growing. Let’s make sure she is secure.”

      Halvar rolled up the map. “Very good, my queen. I will see that the work begins straight away.”

      “Whatever you need… Let me spend all of Hofund’s silver while he isn’t here to stop me.”

      Halvar laughed. “There is little fear of that. King Gudmund has left you well supplied.”

      “Good,” I said with a grin. “Halvar,” I called, stopping him just before he headed out the door.

      “My queen?”

      “The peninsula… are there farms on the land out there? What is between us and the sea?”

      “Hunting land, mostly. Too rocky and wet for farming. A few scattered huts on the high ground.”

      “In Bolmsö, we had signal towers on both ends of the island and on the smaller islands to each side to warn of enemy approach. Is there any such system here?”

      “No, my queen.”

      “If a party approached Grund by sea, they would be seen at the tip of the peninsula first, would they not?”

      “They would,” Halvar said, the serious man smiling knowingly. He turned and rolled out the map out once more. “You cannot travel into Grund by water without the eyes of the peninsula upon you. If you were to set watchtowers along the length of the peninsula, it would provide a warning system for the city.”

      “Did Gudmund leave me enough silver for that as well?” I asked.

      Halvar laughed. “He left you enough silver for anything you wish to build, my queen.”

      “Then, let’s build. Hofund will not know his home when I am done redecorating it.”

      “I strongly suspect most queens stick with new furs and fabrics.”

      “I am not most queens.”

      “May the gods be praised,” he said, then rolled up the map once more. With a light smile, he bowed to me. “Queen Hervor.” With that, he departed.

      “Mama, Mama,” a little voice called.

      I turned to find Heidrek rushing into the room.

      “I’m sorry, Hervor,” Bodil said, chasing behind him. “He’s been trying to get to you ever since the door closed.”

      “What is it, my son?” I asked, picking him up. “Do you want to offer an opinion on the construction too? We are going to build big walls and towers. Wait until you see. When your father gets home, he will not know his city.”

      Heidrek grinned at me.

      I kissed him then sent him down once more. Taking his hand, I went back to the hall. It was quiet. Thyri was sleeping, having taken Thora with her for a nap. Magna had taken Angantyr to rest. Only Blomma and Agrippa were there, the pair huddled over the hnefatafl board.

      I sighed heavily, feeling the weight of the silence. When I was a girl in Dalr, I would watch as Leif went off on adventures, my heart full of jealousy. But then, my pain was not truly centered on the fact that I had been left behind. It had come from the reality that I never had a choice whether I should go or not. Things were different now. Now, I had stayed behind to continue to rule my city and care for my children. Hofund—and Leif—were seeing the world. And while I would have enjoyed being with them, there was plenty here to keep me busy.

      “Come,” I told Heidrek. “Let’s go see what is at the market.” I turned to Bodil. “Halvar told me most queens would be busy buying fabrics and furs, not building piers, watchtowers, and ramparts. Why not both?”

      Bodil laughed. “I’ll tell Magna and join you in a moment.”

      I tweaked my son’s chin. “Let’s see what fabric goes best with dwarven steel.”
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Chapter 36

        

      

    

    
      With the construction of Grund underway, things settled into a busy hum. I went out with Halvar each day to see how the building was coming along, and at night, my little ones kept me busy.

      I was just returning from a ride down the length of the peninsula when I crossed paths with Revna. Having come from the market, she was carrying a basket of goods.

      Despite her boasting, Hofund was right. There was no sign of a child in sight. I hated to think the worst of her. Women often lost their children. But that spider was no ordinary woman. What pity she must have gained from her duped husband.

      The servant who attended her whispered to her, getting her otherwise-distracted attention.

      “Oh, Queen Hervor,” she said, halting in her step.

      “Revna,” I said, pulling off my gloves as I quickly thought of an excuse to flee from the conversation.

      “How busy you are. Everywhere I look, I see construction. It’s all anyone can talk about. Is an attack on Grund imminent?” she asked, a smirking smile on her face.

      I hate you so much.

      “With Grund growing, it is a ripe target for plundering. I am sure such things are difficult for you to imagine. But, you never know…”

      Just then, a horn blew. The sound came from Two-Hammers Gate.

      May the gods be thanked for their timing.

      “You’re welcome, shield-maiden.”

      It was my turn to smirk. “As you see,” I said, gesturing.

      Revna looked startled. “Is… What’s happening?”

      The horn sounded once more.

      “A visitor,” I said simply. “Good day, Revna,” I said, then made my way toward the back gate.

      As I went, I crossed paths with a young boy who had come running.

      “Queen Hervor,” he said, giving me a quick bow. “I was coming with a message.”

      “Who has come?”

      “Jarl Raghild is here.”

      I nodded. “Very well,” I said. “Go on to the hall and tell them to make ready, then find the skald, Bjorn, and inform him of who has arrived.”

      “Yes, Queen Hervor.”

      So, she had finally come. But to what end? Now, we would see.

      I arrived at the gate to find the jarl, at least two dozen shield-maidens, and a handful of servants along with her.

      “Jarl Raghild,” I called. “Welcome to Grund.”

      The jarl dismounted, motioning for the others to do the same. Leading her horse, she joined me.

      “Queen Hervor,” she replied, inclining her head to me. “It is good to see you again.”

      “Is all well in Hrímgnúp?”

      “Yes.”

      “I am glad to hear it. Please, won’t you and your shield-maidens come to the hall?”

      “Yes, we will,” she said, motioning for the others to follow her.

      Raghild’s light-colored eyes took in Grund as we made our way into the city. “You are building many things.”

      “We are working on some improvements.”

      “I have people working too. Our stable collapsed in the winter. We had to bring the horses into the hall.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      “The equipment King Hofund sent back with me is working well, but I need more tools. I have come to talk to you about this. I need your help.”

      “I will do the best I can.”

      “Good.”

      When we arrived at the hall, the servants came to fetch Raghild’s party’s horses, and we all entered the hall.

      Standing in the center of the hall was Bjorn, a confused and surprised expression on his face. He had changed his clothes and tidied his hair, looking neater than he had in weeks.

      “Raghild,” he said, a nervous tremor in his voice.

      “Bjorn. Good,” Raghild said, then turned back to her group, motioning for someone to come forward.

      One young attendant in the group stepped out of the crowd.

      “Bjorn,” Raghild said, taking a bundle from the girl’s hands. “This is your son, Ásbjorn.”

      Bjorn looked as though someone had slapped him. “My son?”

      Raghild nodded, a slight smile on her face. She stepped beside Bjorn, showing him the child. “Ásbjorn, this is your father.”

      “My son…” Bjorn repeated.

      “Born two months back,” Raghild told him, handing him the child.

      Bjorn stared at the tiny bundle in his hands. “Ásbjorn,” he whispered in astonishment. “My son.”

      “You will marry me. We will ask Queen Hervor if she permits it.”

      “Yes, I… of course,” Bjorn told her. He turned to me. “Hervor, I have a son.”

      I smiled. “So you do,” I said, then joined him to look at the tiny bundle. The child was a sweet, small thing and had no hair to speak of save a wisp of white fuzz on his head. “Congratulations to both of you,” I said, looking from Bjorn to Raghild. “I will ask the gothar to see to your wedding.”

      Raghild nodded. “Good.”

      I shook my head. “You see,” I whispered to Bjorn. “It was all for naught.”

      “Yes. Yes, you’re right. I have a son.”

      “We shall celebrate,” I said, then turned to Raghild’s party. “Come, let’s drink and toast Ásbjorn, son of Raghild and Bjorn. May the gods be praised!”
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        * * *

      

      The gothar had no qualms in wedding Jarl Raghild to Bjorn. The next night, they were married in the center square, and we held a feast after that. Musicians played, and everyone danced in the square, spinning about in circles. Raghild’s shield-maidens brought much entertainment to the hall. For the first time in a long time, the lonely ache I’d nursed started to go away. I was happy to do my work in Grund, and nothing would take me from my boys, but when I imagined Leif, Hofund, and the warriors from Bolmsö out there seeing the world, that old ache set in once more. Having Raghild’s wild shield-maidens around was a perfect remedy. Perhaps I could start my own band of shield-maidens in Grund.

      I sat on the steps of the great hall, watching as Blomma led the children in a dance of their own. Heidrek laughed wildly, his red hair sparkling in the firelight. Little Angantyr was in the back sleeping, Magna attending to him. Raghild’s wet-nurse attended Ásbjorn, so the couple could enjoy their wedding.

      I watched as Raghild spun in circles with Bjorn, the pair dancing at the center of the square. Thyri and I had convinced the bride to wear one of Thyri’s old gowns, a pretty red frock with white and silver beads. Blomma had woven a ring of poppies for her hair. Her looks reminded me of berries in the snow. Raghild smiled as she and Bjorn danced with the others.

      “You do not dance, Queen Hervor?” Agrippa asked, settling in beside me.

      “Only when my partner insists. Since he is not here…”

      Agrippa smiled lightly. “Your city is merry tonight, and your construction well underway. You are wise to guard your city. I have seen the world, and it is full of bad men.”

      “Including those who stole you from your life. Will you not return from whence you came?”

      He shrugged. “My life was that of a wanderer. One day, I will wander somewhere new. For now, I am content to be of help here.”

      “Maybe you can help me come up with a way to protect the mouth of the river from unwanted incursion.”

      “Towers at the mouth of the river, perhaps? You could have archers.”

      “Perhaps, but Halvar said the river often floods in the spring. We will lose the towers in the first heavy rain. I experienced the same difficulty on Bolmsö where we erected watchtowers at the head and foot of the island.”

      Agrippa nodded thoughtfully. “If the towers were set further back and constructed of stone, would there be a way to erect a device that would block the flow of ships from coming upriver? A net or chain can be placed between them, stretching across the water. I saw a garrison in the south where a bridge was lifted and lowered using a crank. A similar device could be used here.”

      “Can you draw the design for me?” I asked, excited by the prospect.

      “Of course, Queen Hervor.”

      I smiled at him. “The gods have brought you here, Agrippa.”

      “Perhaps, Queen Hervor. But why your gods would have an interest in me, I don’t know.”

      “Why not? The gods are everywhere, even if they are unknown or called by different names. They do not cease to be simply because one is not aware of them.”

      “You are confident in your gods, Queen Hervor. I wish I had something in which to put so much faith.”

      “Is there nothing in which you believe?”

      “I am a skeptic in all things. But I know the sun with rise and set. And I know that one day, we will all die. As for the rest…” he said, then shrugged. “Everywhere I go, people have different beliefs. How do we know who is right?”

      “I guess we must simply choose what feels right in our hearts.”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Hervor,” Bodil called from the hall behind me. “I am sorry to bother you, but Angantyr is awake and looking for you,” she said, rocking the fussy baby.

      I rose. “If you will excuse me.”

      Agrippa inclined his head to me.

      I joined Bodil, taking Angantyr from her hands.

      “What is it, my son? Are you jealous that Heidrek and Blomma are having all the fun?” I asked him, then turned to Bodil. “Please, go enjoy. I’ll keep this sulking baby company.”

      Bodil smiled brightly at me. “Very well,” she said, then headed down the steps to join the other revelers.

      I lifted Angantyr so he could see the sights. “Look, my sweet. See how they dance? See the fire?” Angantyr had just started holding his head on his own. He looked at the commotion.

      “Oooh,” he said, huffing in excitement, then gestured to the scene.

      “Yes,” I said with a laugh. “You see Bjorn dancing? Look. There with Jarl Raghild. They are married now,” I said, pointing. “And there are Blomma and Heidrek. See how silly. Look, there is Thora.”

      Angantyr watched, his large eyes taking everything in. As the summer had passed, the light baby blue of his eyes had faded to the same rich brown as Hofund’s eyes. His dark hair had grown thick, curling around his ears. I kissed the baby on the cheek.

      “Your father will be home soon,” I whispered to him. “Don’t worry. They will all be back soon. In the meantime, you can be my dancing partner.” With Angantyr in my arms, I joined the other revelers in the square, swaying side to side with little Angantyr who laughed, patting my shoulder excitedly.

      Flames shot up from the central bonfire, sending sparks into the air.

      “Oooh,” Angantyr uttered again, gesturing to the red embers drifting upward.

      I followed his gaze.

      When I did, I spotted two ravens circling above us.

      They flew in circles, using the heat of the flames to lift them. But the birds were silent.

      “Look,” I whispered to Angantyr. “Muninn and Huginn have come. The gods are here. How silently they watch.”

      How silently they watch.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Why have you come? Is all well with Hofund? With Leif?

      But there was no reply.

      A moment later, one of the ravens called, the other answering. And then the birds departed, flying back into the darkness of night, leaving us all alone.
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Chapter 37

        

      

    

    
      The revelry went on late into the night. Blomma kept the children entertained until, eventually, I found Heidrek and Thora sleeping by the fire in the hall, Thora with a round of bread in her hand. Rök was curled up beside them.

      “You’ve worn them out,” I told Blomma.

      “They wore me out,” she said with a laugh.

      Thyri picked Thora up. When she did, I noticed how round Thyri’s stomach had become over the past two months. Thorolf would return to good news. “Come, little one,” Thyri said, trying to take the food from her child, but Thora hugged the bread close to her.

      “No, Heidrek,” Thora said firmly but sleepily. “Mine.”

      I laughed. “They must have fallen asleep arguing.”

      “I’ve got this one. Come along, Prince Heidrek,” Bodil said, lifting the tired boy.

      We all headed upstairs to sleep while Raghild’s shield-maidens continued the revels outside. Her wetnurse had long-since retired with little Ásbjorn. Bjorn looked like he was still dizzy from the turn of events. He’d gone from spurned lover to husband and father practically overnight. I had never seen the skald happier.

      Bodil settled Heidrek into bed while I lay Angantyr to sleep in his cradle.

      “Good night, Hervor,” Bodil told me.

      “Thank you. Good night.” After Bodil left, I kissed Heidrek and Angantyr and flopped into bed, a sleepy Rök hopping up onto the bed beside me.

      Outside, the music played, but I was tired. I looked across the wide empty bed, reaching out for the space where Hofund should have been. I missed my husband. Perhaps next summer, Hofund could leave off his raids, and I could take the children to Bolmsö. But more than that, I simply missed him…his smell, his embrace.

      I closed my eyes. They would be back soon. But until then, there was much to do.
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        * * *

      

      I woke groggily the next morning. I had the lingering sense that I had been dreaming something bad, but I couldn’t remember what. A sense of anxiety nagged at me, the echo of a horn sounding in my dream ringing through my unconsciousness as I slowly woke.

      But then, I heard it again.

      The horn wasn’t in my dream.

      It sounded from the pier.

      A moment later, someone pounded on my door.

      “Queen Hervor,” Halvar called, firmly and loudly.

      Confused, Heidrek sat up.

      I rose quickly, rushing from the bed.

      “Halvar,” I said, opening the door.

      “Three warships. A crew of men spent the night on the peninsula to work on the watchtowers. They heard them approaching and sent a rider. The sun has not yet risen. They will land soon.”

      I rushed from my room, pausing to bang on Thyri’s door. “Thyri, wake up,” I called, then went to the next door, pushing it open. Bodil, Magna, and Blomma slept within. “Everyone, wake up. Raiders are coming.”

      Blomma rose quickly. “Mother,” she said, sleepy confusion on her face.

      I turned to Halvar. “Wake the city. Gather what men you have and meet me at the docks.”

      Halvar’s expression turned serious. “Hofund has taken most of the fighting men with him.”

      “Then we shall thank the gods for sending Jarl Raghild. Rally whomever you can.”

      “Hervor?” Thyri asked, looking sleepy as she emerged from her chamber. “What’s happening?”

      “We are under attack.”

      Halvar looked from Thyri to Blomma’s chamber. Bodil, Magna, and Blomma stood at the door. “Send the women and children to the hof,” he told me. “Ardis will seal the cave and keep them safe.”

      I turned to Thyri. “You must go now. All of you.”

      “Let me get Angantyr,” Bodil said.

      “I will get the servants,” Magna told me, disappearing downstairs.

      “Heidrek?” Blomma called, rushing behind Bodil.

      I hurried downstairs. In the hall, Raghild’s shield-maidens were waking slowly, confused by what was happening.

      I went to Bjorn’s door and knocked heavily. “Bjorn. Raghild. I’m sorry. Raiders are approaching. I need Raghild and her shield-maidens. Now.”

      A moment later, Raghild opened the door. “How many ships?”

      “Three.”

      “I’ll meet you are the docks,” she said then closed the door.

      I raced back up the steps. Halvar was right. Hofund had taken the strongest men with him, but we were not alone here. There were many craftsmen, farmers, and merchants who could pick up a sword. Not to mention those who were nearly of age to raid…or just past it. But still, a raiding party that size could have more than a hundred men, and my walls and gates were far from finished.

      I hurried back to my room, passing Blomma and Bodil on the stairs.

      Blomma was holding Heidrek, who was half her size, but she had a look of determination in her eyes.

      “We’re going to the hof,” she told me.

      I nodded. “Good. Be safe,” I told them.

      “I will watch over them,” Bodil promised me.

      “Please make sure that Ásbjorn is taken to the hof.”

      Bodil nodded.

      “Mama,” Heidrek said, reaching for me.

      “Mother must fight now, Heidrek. Come with me,” Blomma said then hurried off.

      I rushed up the steps and into my room, throwing open my trunk. Moving quickly, I pulled on my leather trousers and quickly slipped into my jerkin, pulling it tight. I grabbed my axes, belting them, and then slipped Tyrfing onto my belt.

      After a moment’s pause, I strode to the corner of my chamber. Lifting the leather protecting the shield sitting there, I stared for a moment at the two bears on the red-and-black shield. I grabbed it. With Yrsa’s shield in hand, I headed to the hall.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Be with me.

      And for the first time in months, I heard a reply.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “I am always with you.”
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Chapter 38

        

      

    

    
      By the time I returned to the hall, Raghild’s shield-maidens had rallied. Bjorn, too, was dressed for battle.

      “We are ready, Queen Hervor,” Raghild told me.

      “May Odin be with us,” I said as we headed from the hall. Rök raced along beside me.

      When we exited, I found Grund in a flurry of excitement.

      Other women and children were fleeing from the city, headed toward the hof. Many barred their doors. But some other men and women came, weapons in hand, to help…including Rolf. He and Revna were having an argument just outside their hall. The result was that Revna stormed off in the direction of the hof while Rolf hurried behind us.

      I said nothing, merely went with Raghild toward the pier.

      “I am sorry to ruin your bridal night,” I told her and Bjorn.

      Raghild shrugged. “We have already lain together.”

      “Yes, but still…” I said, giving Bjorn a sympathetic look.

      “Freyja came to me in a dream,” Raghild told said. “She told me to bring the child to Grund. I did as she asked. When she spoke to me, she wore her armor and had her spear. I should have known she had other reasons for sending me here.”

      “Then may Freyja be thanked.” Indeed, may she be praised because the gods had told me nothing.

      Overhead, a raven called.

      And then another.

      No.

      That was wrong.

      Muninn and Huginn had come the night before. The All-Father did not need to speak to me. He had sent Raghild. What more could I ask for?

      By the time we arrived at the docks, the ships were in sight. I could make out their black sails with a red rune painted thereon.

      I quickly joined Halvar. “Who are they?”

      He shook his head. “I do not know.”

      I frowned.

      “Queen Hervor, we outnumber them, but we do not outman them,” Halvar warned me.

      His meaning was plain. I turned behind me to see a ragtag of people, including Rolf, who was busy trying to stuff his shirt into his belt, but the bulge of his belly didn’t allow for it. I briefly met Bjorn’s gaze. He held a shield in one hand, a sword in the other. The skald was no warrior, and he was a realist. His expression told me he realized the direness of our situation.

      I inhaled deeply, letting out a slow breath before I turned to the crowd.

      “Grund,” I called. “You are the ancient city of Njord. You are the children of Thor. This is the city of Gudmund and Hofund. Your blades may be new,” I said, looking to the young warriors in the crowd, boys Hakon and Halger’s age. “Or the scratches and dents on your shields old, badges of the bravery of your younger years. But today, it does not matter. You are Grund’s shield, axe, arrow, hammer, and sword. We shall not let these raiders make dogs of us. You are the children of Thor! Lift your weapons and fight for your city. Fight for Thor! May the All-Father, the dísir, and all the gods watch over us as we bring them glory! In blood and honor!”

      At that, the crowd yelled in reply. “In blood and honor!”

      “Now, archers on the piers. Shields to protect each archer. Go, go,” I called, motioning to the docks. “You warriors there,” I said, pointing to a group of merchants and farmers. “Firm up. I want a shieldwall before the gate,” I said, motioning to them.

      I turned to Raghild.

      “We are ready,” she said.

      I gazed at her shield-maidens. “Came to Grund for a wedding, ended up in a battle. I am sorry, shield-maidens.”

      A red-haired warrior at the front of the group laughed. “Do not be sorry, Queen Hervor. What better entertainment is there than battle?”

      The others joined her in her laughter.

      I met Raghild’s gaze. “Now I know why you rule in Hrímgnúp.”

      “And you in Grund,” she told me.

      I motioned to a man standing nearby.

      He sounded his horn.

      Pulling Muninn, I beat my axe on Yrsa’s shield.

      Do you hear, Yrsa?

      I have your fine shield.

      May it protect me this day as you protected me in life.

      The men on the boats sounded their horn. I heard their voices on the wind, yelling to one another. They called for archers.

      “Make ready,” Halvar called to the men on the piers.

      As the raiding party neared Grund, I tried to identify them. Their shields and colors were unfamiliar. When they drew close, I saw that their faces were painted black and marked in red in a rune's shape.

      “Loose,” one of the warriors on the ships called.

      A volley of arrows flew toward my archers.

      “Shields!” I screamed.

      Fury washed over me. How dare they? How dare they come to this city? How dare they try to spill this blood? My heart pounded in my chest.

      No.

      I would not have it.

      Not here.

      Not anywhere.

      “Archers…now,” Halvar called.

      The warriors on the piers shot at the men on the boats.

      The first volley met with some success, but the warriors had hidden behind their shields. These men were no fools. They had come to fight.

      They made their way toward shore. They were hedging their bets, coming ashore together. They would attempt to overwhelm us all at once then flood the city.

      “Loose,” Halvar called again. Many of the arrows hit their marks, but the volley of exchanges back and forth was causing casualties on both sides.

      I was losing men I could not afford to lose.

      “Pull back!” I called to the archers. “Pull back.”

      The men on the boats began to scream, their voices echoing through the valley.

      The warriors from the pier joined us as we made ready.

      “Grund, hold steady,” I called. “The gods are with us. Thor is with us. Freyja is with us. The dísir are with us. Thor is beating his anvil. Can you hear him? He is calling us to war,” I screamed.

      And then, the raiders landed.

      Heaving from their boats, their shields in front of them, they made their way toward the entrance of the city where we waited.

      The archers tried to pick them off as they made their way through the water. One boat sailed right up to the dock, the lead warrior jumping on the pier. He was a brute of a man. A flood of warriors followed him.

      My hands shook with rage.

      I lifted my axe then screamed.

      The sound of my voice caught the raider’s attention.

      Turning, he grinned at me.

      “Now, Grund. Now!” I screamed.

      Hofund had left me in charge.

      I was the one who had to defend these people.

      Me.

      My children were hidden, but if I failed here, what would befall them?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Be with me now.

      Skadi.

      Be with me now.

      Raghild and her shield-maidens alongside me, we attacked, meeting the warriors as they tried to flood into Grund.

      A massive bear of a man’s hammer hit my shield with a resounding clunk. The feel of the vibration made my bones ache. It was only months since Angantyr’s birth. While I had worked with the others building this summer, I was not as strong as I had been that day outside Uppsala.

      But my body remembered.

      I swiped my leg out, bashing the man in the knee, dropping him to the ground. Once he was down, my axe made quick work of him. But no sooner had he gone down, than another came, and another, and another. Rök did his best to protect me, biting and tugging on the men. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Raghild’s shield-maidens battling. They were an impressive force. The raiders, who had no doubt already done a reconnaissance into the city, were not expecting such fierce resistance.

      And truth be told, had Raghild’s warriors not been there, we would have already been overrun. I turned and watched as a raider stuck his blade into the stomach of one of the young boys who worked in the stables. He’d always paid particular attention to Blomma’s pony, his cheeks reddening whenever Blomma came near him. Nearby, another pair battled. I recognized the farmer from the marketplace. He’d always boasted his onions were bigger than Thor’s balls. I stared in horror as a raider lopped off his head.

      Even with Raghild’s numbers, the people of Grund were falling fast.

      Halvar heaved a giant of a man back, fighting hard against him.

      Raghild and Bjorn fought back-to-back, the jarl’s face full of fury. But still, there were so many—too many.

      Odin.

      I need you.

      Odin, help me.

      Slipping my axe back into my belt, I reached for Tyrfing.

      The sword howled as it came from its scabbard. With it, a fierce breeze blew down the shoreline, making the boats rock in their berths, pushing the raiders back. Overhead, the sky cracked with lightning, and thunder rolled.

      A pair of ravens overhead screeched.

      For a brief moment, the raiders paused.

      The lead monster—his face painted red and black--stared at me, meeting my gaze. His brow furrowed. He lifted his sword to call for an advance, but before the sound could leave his lips, the noise was replaced by a call from deep within Grund.

      From the grove of Thor came a howl.

      And then another.

      And then another.

      Wolves.

      The fighting men paused.

      Seizing the moment, I called out to the wolves, letting out the loudest howl I could utter.

      But the sound that escaped me was almost inhuman.

      “By the gods,” I heard Bjorn whisper in astonishment.

      I turned back, seeing a familiar and wholly unexpected sight—the wolves of Bolmsö. Twelve wolves, massive in height, appeared on the shore. Their amber eyes met my gaze.

      “What magic is this?” Raghild said with a gasp.

      I turned back to the raiders. With a sneer, I lifted Tyrfing in the air. “People of Grund! Bolmsö has sent its wolves to protect you. The gods are with us. Stand your ground. Protect your city. Attack,” I screamed.

      Emboldened by the sudden appearance of the wolves, the people of Grund fought with renewed vigor.

      Tyrfing before me, I cut a path through the raiders. In the bandits’ eyes, I could see that they were starting to doubt the wisdom of attacking the capitol. A great wolf joined me, the beast’s red fur and amber eyes unmistakable. Rök beside us, we pushed the raiders back.

      Raghild and Bjorn fought beside me. The skald was not suited for battle, but he held his own, his wife stepping in to protect him when he was outmatched. Raghild was a fierce creature, a sword in one hand, a shield in the other. I watched as she sank her blade into a man’s throat, pulling it out with a splash of blood that splattered across her pale cheek.

      Down the line from me, I saw the people of Grund fighting for their lives, the wolves weaving between them. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rolf yell then engage a man in battle.

      I changed course to intervene, but before I could even move Rolf’s way, it was already too late.

      The raider stuck his blade in Rolf’s belly.

      Fury gripped me. Tossing my shield for a moment, I pulled Huginn and launched the axe at Rolf’s attacker, downing the man. Grabbing my shield once more, I headed toward the warrior leading the raid.

      My heart pounded in my ears, the sound nearly deafening.

      The raider pulled his horn from his belt, sounding the retreat.

      “Do not let them retreat,” I screamed. “Halvar! Burn the ships!”

      Burning ships—again. Why am I always burning ships?

      My call enraged the raider, who turned toward me. Dressed in a black bear pelt, his face painted in a fierce expression, he made his way in my direction.

      I braced Tyrfing, then waited. Heaving his great axe, he rushed at me. I blocked with Yrsa’s shield. Beside me, the red wolf growled. Crouching low, he jumped at the man, knocking him off his feet.

      The raider scrambled to get back up, but I swept in quickly.

      Lifting Tyrfing, I met the man’s gaze.

      The blue orbs looking back at me flashed with fear. “Queen Hervor,” he whispered.

      “Who do you think you are, coming to Grund? This city belongs to Njord, to Thor, to the dísir. And it is guarded by wolves.” Turning Tyrfing, I bashed the man on the head with the hilt, rendering him unconscious.

      The other men tried to flee down the shoreline, but the archers shot them before they could escape. Those my warriors could not kill, the wolves handled. In the harbor, two of the ships were on fire. Bodies lined the pier to the third boat.

      At least I hadn’t burned all the ships.

      I felt hot breath on the back of my neck.

      I turned, meeting the red wolf’s gaze.

      I held his eyes for a long moment, then reached out and set my blood-soaked hand on his muzzle. “Thank you.”

      “The blood of Bolmsö is never alone.

      “A wolf will always rise.

      “Know this, daughter.”

      And then, turning from me, the creature howled.

      The other wolves joined him—including Rök. Meeting my gaze one last time, the massive red wolf turned and headed away from the shore, back into the city, and onward to the grove. And from there, they would return to the Otherworld from whence they had come.

      I looked across the blood-soaked shoreline. Among the raiders’ bodies, I saw men, women, and young boys who had died defending the city. But the raiders who had sought to take—not just what was ours, but us as well—had been subdued. Their bodies lay amongst the fallen. Whatever they had hoped would happen here, it had not come to pass.

      Raghild had two more of the raiders on their knees before her. She had already bound their hands behind them.

      Beside her, Bjorn stood with his bloody sword in his hand.

      My eyes drifted toward the watchtower. There, I found the gothi, Soen.

      “Soen,” I called. “Prepare the gallows on the great cliff,” I called. “Tonight, we shall show our thanks and honor the gods with blood. And tomorrow, their carcasses can feed the ravens,” I said, then spit at the unconscious man lying at my feet.

      Soen bowed to me.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.
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Chapter 39

        

      

    

    
      That night, reeling from their wounds and the horror that had unfolded on the beach, all of Grund gathered at the cliff overlooking the city and the peninsula. The soft sound of crying filled the air. Below, at the water’s edge, Ardis and the other gythia were preparing the dead for their journey. But on the cliff, the gothi did their own work. Five men, including the leader of the raiding party, had survived the attack. Now, they would feed the gods.

      The gothi had strung the men from gallows, tying their arms and legs, so the men’s bodies formed the shape of runes. Dressed in robes, their faces painted with kohl, Soen and the other gothar came before us.

      “People of Grund, this day we nearly came to tragedy. We praise and give thanks to Queen Hervor, Jarl Raghild, her shield-maidens, and all the brave people of Grund who fought. But we must remember the gods. It is the gods who allowed the wolves of Bolmsö to leave their island and walk amongst us. It is the gods who intervened on our behalf. Our fierce queen and her dwarven blade stood between us and these raiders who sought to murder and enslave us, but the gods forbade it. They would not let Grund fall. No invader shall ever take Njord’s city. No raider shall ever defile Thor’s grove or the shrine of the dísir. Grund is a sacred city, and the gods have seen fit to protect us this day. Now, we will thank them with this offer of blood,” he said, then turned to the men hanging there.

      “May these men’s bodies, now symbols of the gods, be a warning to any who would dare harm us. The gods watch over Grund. May any who seek to plunder here meet the same fate.”

      With Thyri, Raghild, and Bjorn beside me, we watched as the gothar went from man to man, slicing each of their throats.

      Soen paused when he reached the lead raider.

      He turned and motioned for me to come forward.

      I had always disliked the sacrifice of men. My heart still ached at the memory of Gorm’s death, but in some ways, I now understood Bjartmar better. These men had come here intent on killing and enslaving my people. They would have murdered my family. Had the gods not been with us, we would have fallen. Only a fool would not offer the gods a sacrifice. I would not risk offending the Æsir.

      Soen handed me a silver knife. The blade flashed in the light of the flickering flames. I stood before the crowd.

      “Njord, Thor, Skadi, Odin, Freyja, and all the dísir, we thank you for aid. May the Æsir and Vanir be praised. The people of Grund are indebted to you. Thank you for protecting us. Thank you for bringing the wolves of Bolmsö. Freyja, thank you for moving Jarl Raghild to come at this time. Thank you for all you do for us. We are forever your servants. We honor you with this sacrifice of blood,” I said, then turned to the raider. His legs and arms extended in the symbol of the rune Gebo. His sacrifice would be a gift to the gods.

      Laughing, the raider spat in my face.

      “Laugh all you want,” I hissed at him. “You will never see the All-Father’s great hall. Odin will never take the likes of you to Valhalla. Your ancestors will curse you. Your children will forget you. You will die defeated, in shame, and your blood will feed the gods,” I said, holding his gaze. I watched as my words settled on his heart.

      Once his smile faded, I slit his throat.

      Blood gushed onto the ground where the gothi had left a basin to collect the red liquid.

      I turned to the people gathered there.

      “My people, we have had our share of losses today, but know that your family members died bravely. They are now seated in Odin’s great hall with King Gudmund, who is pleased to have such brave souls with him. We will leave these scoundrels to hang here, their body food for the ravens as a reminder for all who dare to cross Grund. But let us forget these worthless creatures and journey to the shore below. There, Ardis waits with the bodies of our beloved family members and friends. Let’s send those we love beyond in all honor.”

      At that, two of the gothi came forward and began beating drums, signaling to those that the time had come to return to the city.

      I stood, staring at the bodies of the men strung there.

      I had done what I needed to do to protect Grund. Now, I would finish my work, ensuring that the walls were finished and outposts constructed. Nothing like this would ever happen again.

      Soen joined me.

      “See to it that their blood is poured on the walls and watchtowers,” I said. “Let the blood of our enemies be wards against any others who would attack Grund.”

      He nodded. “Very good, my queen.”

      I turned to leave then looked back at the men once more. “And I will have their heads on my gate posts.”

      The gothi smiled. “It shall be done, Queen Hervor.”

      I turned, rejoining Thyri, Raghild, and Bjorn.

      Thyri sighed heavily. “So much blood,” she said.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “It is good,” Raghild said, reassuring me. “You have done well to honor the gods.”

      “And to protect the city. No one in Grund will ever doubt you—or dare cross you—again, Hervor,” Bjorn told me.

      “Good,” I said. “And if they try, may their blood feed the gods.”
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        * * *

      

      We gathered at the beach. There, pyres were constructed, the dead laid to rest thereon. Blomma, Norna, and the other gythia had decorated the bodies with flowers and greens, tidying the dead and preparing them for their journey to the Otherworld.

      After we gathered, Ardis called the gods’ eyes down on us then asked me to speak a few words. As I had on the hilltop, I spoke of the bravery of the people of Grund and tried to ease the sorrows of those left behind. But as the flames took their bodies, I was overcome by a deep sense of loss. These people were not warriors, but they had died protecting this city, their families, everything they loved. When Hofund returned, we needed to talk about the future of Grund’s defenses—not just walls and watchtowers, but a standing guard to keep the people safe in the summer sailing seasons. Grund was a ripe fruit to be plucked. We were growing and would soon rival Uppsala in our wealth and trade. And like Uppsala, we must be ready to defend what was ours.

      My heart grew heavy as I listened to the cries of wives, mothers, husbands, and fathers gathered on the shore. As the pyres burned, embers trailed into the sky. I followed the burning cinders, watching them drift toward the stars.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Let these brave men and women sit in your golden hall. They may not have been warriors in life, but they died bravely. Seat them where they belong.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “It is for my Valkyries to decide. I will honor your decision.”

      There was a strange whoosh like a gust had come across the lake, blowing all of us so hard that we took a step back. And then, I saw why. All at once, the spirits of the dead lifted from their bodies and ascended into the heavens. Odin’s dísir had come to guide them on to Valhalla.

      The sky overhead twinkled with sparkling light.

      “By the dísir,” Ardis whispered, her voice full of awe, her face filled with wonder as she looked toward the heavens.

      I didn’t know what the others were seeing, but it was like the stars moved in a swirl above Grund, dancing and shimmering as those we had lost moved on.

      “The Valkyries,” Raghild whispered.

      I turned and looked at her. “You see them too?”

      She nodded.

      “See what?” Bjorn asked. “I see only the stars…dancing stars.”

      I met and held Raghild’s gaze.

      She inclined her head to me.

      I turned back and looked up into the starry sky, watching as my sisters on their starlight horses sped through the night, leading the dead back to Valhalla.

      And then, I saw a familiar figure. She looked down at me, a smirk on her face.

      “Yrsa,” I whispered almost breathlessly.

      She winked, then turned her horse once more and disappeared into the ether.
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Chapter 40

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed, Grund grieved. There was nothing to be done except to prevent it from happening again. Halvar sent riders to Dalr and Hárclett to ensure the raiders had not menaced them before turning to Grund. Luckily, all was well. The raiders had Grund firmly in their sights. Halvar had questioned the bandits before the gothar had sacrificed them. As it turned out, they lived in King Harald’s lands.

      “Their leader, whom we relieved of his head, was Jarl Leferson,” Halvar told me. “I know his name. He has often given King Harald grief.”

      “We will inform King Harald of the attack. Maybe we did him a favor.”

      Halvar nodded. “They must have known Hofund was with King Harald. They thought to take a chance.”

      “They failed.”

      “That they did.”

      “Regardless, we must redouble our efforts. Grund must never look like an easy target. I want the construction done by the end of the season.”

      “You’ll find the people of Grund in agreement, and far more eager to lend a hand now.”

      “Very good. Thank you, Halvar.”

      “My queen.”
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        * * *

      

      The sound of hammers ringing filled the air in Grund. I had just returned to the hall after looking over the construction when I found Raghild waiting for me.

      “Jarl Hervor,” she said. “I was coming to find you.”

      “What is it?”

      “I need your advice.”

      “Of course.”

      She motioned for me to join her at a table. “I am young, but I am not stupid. While my people are poor, the hills around us are not,” she said, then opened a small bag and poured a handful of stones onto the table before me. I lifted one. What looked like a rough stone was anything but. A deep-red gem lay hidden under an ugly mass of common rock.

      “Raghild…”

      “There is more, but we do not have enough equipment nor know-how to mine and process it.”

      I lifted the gem, studying it in the light of the hanging brazier. It sparkled brilliantly.

      “The old men say there is silver deep in the mountains, where the cave tunnels trail off to Nidavellir, but no one has ever brought it forth. My people are goat farmers. None of them ever had the ambition to try to unearth the riches of our mountains. But I will succeed where my grandfather failed.”

      I nodded slowly, then scanned the room, spotting Agrippa and Blomma playing hnefatafl nearby.

      “Agrippa,” I called. “Will you join me a moment?”

      He smiled at Blomma then rose. “My queen,” he said.

      Blomma followed along behind him.

      “Jarl Raghild has a problem. I suspect you might be able to help,” I said, handing a gem to him.

      “What is that?” Blomma asked.

      “Why…it’s a garnet, perhaps,” Agrippa said, studying the stone. “Maybe even ruby.”

      “Agrippa has assisted us in many things,” I explained to Raghild. “He helped Hofund design our gristmills and windmills. He helped with the walls and watchtowers and has even given me an idea for protecting my river. I thought, perhaps, he might know something about your mines.”

      Agrippa nodded slowly. “Once, I stayed in a village where the people mined salt. They had a vast network of tunnels deep in their mountains. They used carts and a variety of pulleys to remove the salt, and they showed me how they mined.”

      “Do you think you could help Jarl Raghild?” I asked.

      “Salt is far different from gemstones, but…perhaps.”

      “Good,” Raghild said. “I want you to return to my jarldom with me.”

      “If your mountains are filled with these,” I said, lifting another gem off the table, “and silver, something tells me that you won’t be in the business of goats for long.”

      “I will make my jarldom rich for Ásbjorn,” she said then turned to Agrippa. “You will come?”

      He handed the gem he was investigating to Blomma. “If Queen Hervor allows.”

      “You are a free man,” I reminded him. “It is up to you to decide.”

      “I am…but only thanks to you. I have work here.”

      “I will pay you,” Jarl Raghild told him.

      Agrippa looked unsure.

      “Agrippa, you can go, if you like,” I told him.

      He nodded. “I confess, I could use the wander. I can go have a look, see what I can suggest—if anything.”

      “Then, we will miss you until you return,” Blomma told him.

      And that was true. His tutoring of Blomma was proving invaluable. He had turned out to be a man of many talents and wisdom. I was sorry to see him go, even if for a short while. But if Raghild’s mountains really were full of gems and silver, we needed to do everything we could to help her extract them. A wealthy neighbor benefitted us all.

      “So, you are taking my skald and my tutor,” I told Raghild, giving her a knowing look.

      “Just be glad I’m not here for your husband.”

      I laughed. “That didn’t end well for the last one who tried. I don’t recommend it.”

      Raghild chuckled.

      I chided myself for bringing up even the thought of Revna. The poor, grieving widow had made such a show of her agony these last few days, weeping as she walked the streets of Grund, that I was beginning to think she had the talent of a skald. But her theatrics were not fooling me. She had just inherited a large house and her husband’s fortune. While Thorolf could make a claim to his father’s hall, I knew that he would not. As for Rolf’s business, Revna was already making moves to take control—in between all her weeping. Rolf’s death, it seemed, had come with many benefits.
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        * * *

      

      The days passed, and soon, Raghild and her shield-maidens made ready to return home, taking little Ásbjorn, Agrippa, and Bjorn with them.

      Blomma, Thyri, the children, and I waited in the main square to tell them goodbye. I held Angantyr while Blomma kept Heidrek by her side. Thora stood beside her mother.

      “I am happy for you,” I told Bjorn. “But you will be missed.”

      “My woman in white. Not what I was expecting but better. And a son, Hervor. Who would have believed?”

      I grinned at him. “You are the husband of the jarl now. Go, help your wife with her jarldom.”

      He smiled happily at me.

      Leaving him, I went to Raghild, who wore Ásbjorn strapped to her chest. “I cannot thank you enough for your help. If not for you, we may have lost Grund.”

      “The praise goes to Freyja,” Raghild said. “It was she who inspired me to come to Grund to get my skald.”

      I chuckled. “May Freyja be praised, but may Jarl Raghild and her shield-maidens be thanked,” I said, lifting my voice so Raghild’s warriors could hear me.

      “Hail Queen Hervor,” one of the shield-maidens called.

      “Hail Queen Hervor,” the others answered.

      Raghild grinned at me. “My queen.”

      “I expect a necklace of garnet gems the next time I see you.”

      Raghild laughed. “I will do my best.”

      I turned to Agrippa. “I will see you soon, my friend. May the gods—whichever you choose—watch over you.”

      “And you, Queen Hervor.”

      At that, I stepped back.

      Jarl Raghild clicked to her horse, and soon, they set off. As they rode away, a wind blew across the square. With it, I felt a chill.

      “It’s growing colder,” Blomma said. “Father will be home soon.”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “And he will have a lot to hear about when he gets here,” Thyri added. “They all will.” She set her hand on her stomach.

      “Where go?” Heidrek asked, pointing in Raghild’s wake.

      “Raghild is going home, back to Hrímgnúp, and Agrippa and Bjorn are going with her,” Blomma told him.

      “No! Bjorn stay.”

      “Bjorn is married to Raghild now. He will live in Hrímgnúp with her,” I told Heidrek.

      Heidrek let out an angry cry, then stomped his foot.

      “No, Heidrek,” Thora told him with all seriousness. “He goes.”

      Heidrek scowled angrily at her.

      “My little wolf,” I told him. “You cannot reorder what the Norns have decreed, no matter how much you may want to.”

      Heidrek listened to my words but glared in the direction of the skald all the same.

      Thyri sighed heavily. “I’m hungry again. Come, Thora, Heidrek. Let’s see if there are any gooseberries left,” she said, reaching for my little boy with one hand, her daughter with the other.

      Distracted from his frustration, Heidrek relented.

      And with that, we all headed back into the hall.
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Chapter 41

        

      

    

    
      A few weeks later, after the nights started to become cool and the leaves on the trees began to fade to shades of yellow, orange, and red, we heard a horn sound in the far-off distance. In addition to signal fires, we had outfitted the watchtowers with sounding horns. One after another, the horns lit up in song. But the tone told the true tale: Hofund had returned.

      I had been sitting on the floor, playing with the children while Thyri and Blomma worked on weaving.

      For a moment, we all froze.

      “Hofun,” Heidrek said, pointing toward the door. “Hofun.”

      A moment later, Halvar appeared. “Queen Hervor,” he said, sounding breathless. “The king has returned.”

      “Hofun,” Heidrek told me affirmatively then ran toward the door.

      “Heidrek,” I called. “Wait for us.”

      Halvar caught him. “Wait for your mother, little prince. We shall not have you lost amongst all the ladies’ skirts in the excitement.”

      Halvar put Heidrek on his shoulders, and we all headed to the dock.

      As we made our way, I heard a sharp cry called from overhead.

      I looked up.

      “Hárbrók,” Blomma said with a wide smile. “She must have seen Sigrun. The pack has returned from Götaland.”

      As we hurried to the dock, a strange wave of worries washed over me: Had Hofund returned unharmed? What about the warriors from Bolmsö? Was Thorolf well? He had not yet seen much battle. What of Leif and the warriors of Dalr?

      We passed through the gate to arrive at the docks. From one of the ships sailing toward the harbor, I heard Hofund’s voice as he called for the red-and-white sails to be lowered. My heart slammed in my chest.

      “Hofun, Hofun,” Heidrek told me excitedly, pointing to the boats.

      “Yes, my love. I hear him too.”

      “You see. There,” Halvar said, pointing to one of ships in the front. “There is your father.”

      “Hofun!” Heidrek screamed, making everyone around us laugh.

      “There is Thorolf,” Thyri said. “On the second boat.” The sound of relief in her voice was palpable.

      “May the gods be praised,” I said.

      Halvar, Thyri, Blomma, and I—along with the children—headed down the pier to meet the boats, the others stepping aside so we could pass.

      We found Revna standing amongst the other ladies.

      “Oh, Thyri,” Revna said, taking Thyri’s arm. “Whatever will I say to Thorolf about Rolf? His father…” Revna said, then sniffed dramatically, dabbing her eyes with a cloth.

      Thyri gave Revna a hard look. “Perhaps you should say nothing. I will tell him myself.”

      “Oh, but I thought I—”

      “I will tell him,” Thyri told Revna, her voice hard.

      “Yes. Of course. But I must talk to Thorolf soon. His father’s business, I—”

      Thyri turned and walked away, leaving Revna mid-sentence.

      “I am in no mood for her today,” Thyri said as we made our way down the pier.

      “Like a croaking frog,” Blomma quipped.

      “Ribbit,” Heidrek called with a grin.

      We all chuckled.

      I watched as Hofund brought his boat to dock. His eyes danced across the walls and watchtowers. He turned, looking from the construction to me.

      Spotting me, he met my gaze then smiled.

      Rök, catching sight of Sigrun and the others, barked then jumped off the pier, swimming to join the ships.

      “Look, there is Sigrun, Kit, and Trygve,” Blomma said. “But Öd is not there,” she added, her voice full of worry.

      “Perhaps he has stayed with his wife,” I suggested.

      Blomma nodded. “Oh. Right.”

      Down the pier, I heard the excited calls of the others as they shouted out to their family members. The sense of relief in the air was thick.

      Thyri made her way down the dock, Thora’s hand in hers, to greet the second ship. I watched as Thorolf took his wife in, seeing her round stomach for the first time. A smile lit up his face. The pair of them, their eyes on one another, smiled at each other in a show of pure joy.

      I turned back to Hofund who bounded off the ship and joined us. He crossed the planks then pulled me into his arms.

      “Hervor,” he said.

      “Welcome home.”

      Angantyr, who was squeezed between us, let out a whine.

      Laughing, Hofund stepped back. “I’m sorry, my boy,” he said then kissed the child on the forehead and cheeks. “Sweet son. How big you’ve grown.”

      Angantyr smiled at him.

      Perched atop Halvar’s shoulders, Heidrek called, “Hofun!”

      Laughing, Hofund turned and reached for the boy. “I did not forget my little wolf. Come down from that tall mountain,” he said, pulling Heidrek from Halvar’s shoulders. He hugged Heidrek then held him tight.

      “Welcome home, King Hofund,” Halvar said.

      Hofund nodded to him. “I am glad to be here. It is good to see you, Halvar.”

      “And you, my king.”

      “Hofund,” Blomma said, reaching for him.

      “The blossom of Grund. How beautiful you have grown,” he told Blomma. “Every time I leave, I come back to find you more and more beautiful.” Hofund dipped into his pocket and pulled out a small packet which he handed to Blomma.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      Hofund chuckled. “Open it.”

      Blomma unwrapped the packet to reveal a pair of earrings made of gold and pearls.

      “Oh,” Blomma gasped. “How beautiful.”

      Hofund smiled at her. He then turned back to me, looking from me to the construction.

      “You’ve been redecorating,” he said, his words cheerful but his expression grave. He eyed the wall which was nearly half done. “The watchtowers…the walls and gate.”

      I nodded. “I thought Grund’s defenses needed work. Sadly, I was late.”

      I gestured to the cliff where what was left the bodies of the raiders still hung. They were little more than bits of meat, cloth, and bone now, but they still stood as a warning.

      “I saw them on my way in. What happened?”

      “Raiders.”

      Hofund stilled.

      “A sizeable warband. We were able to repel them, but only because Jarl Raghild and her shield-maidens were in Grund.”

      Hofund frowned. “Let’s go to the hall. There is much to discuss.” He turned back to Heidrek. “And you, my boy, did you fight off the raiders?”

      “Bad men,” Heidrek said, pointing toward the rotting bodies.

      “Indeed, my son.” Hofund then reached out for Angantyr. “Come here, jarl of Bolmsö. How big you both have grown.”

      Angantyr, who was just a tiny thing when Hofund left, went to his father. Angantyr reached out and grabbed the braid hanging from Hofund’s temple, playing with the silver clip thereon.

      “Grund,” I said, turning to the crowd. “Our king and these fine warriors have returned! Join us in the great hall for a celebration,” I called.

      At that, the crowd cheered.

      “Come, my sons,” Hofund said, holding both boys. “Let’s go to the hall and see what else your mother has been up to,” he said with a laugh then set off, Rök padding along beside them.

      Turning, I took Blomma’s hand.

      She smiled up at me. “I am glad he is back.”

      I nodded. “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      When we returned, I called for ale and food for the people of Grund. The servants worked quickly to get things prepared.

      Hofund, Thorolf, my warriors from Bolmsö, Halvar, and the others gathered at a table, learning what happened in Grund in their absence. Hofund listened thoughtfully, stroking his short beard as I spoke.

      When I was done, he nodded then turned and met Thorolf’s gaze.

      “I am sorry to hear of your father’s death,” Hofund told his cousin.

      “Thank you,” Thorolf said. “Thyri tells me he died well,” he said, turning to me.

      “Yes,” I confirmed. “He fought bravely in defense of Grund. You would have been very proud of him. Surely, he is with the All-Father in Valhalla.”

      Hofund turned to Halvar and me. “The raiders… Who were they?”

      “Jarl Leferson of Jutland and his men,” Halvar told Hofund. “I have heard King Harald speak of this jarl in the past. He has often quarreled with the man.”

      Hofund nodded. “We have no reason to suspect King Harald of any involvement. My meeting with him was very amiable. In fact, he is keen to match this one and his little daughter,” Hofund said, lifting Heidrek and kissing him on the cheek, making the little boy squirm and giggle. “But if his jarls are out of line, he must be made aware.”

      I nodded. “We’ve already sent a messenger.”

      Hofund nodded thoughtfully. “I am glad you are all right and that Jarl Raghild was here with you.”

      “The gods intervened on our behalf,” I replied.

      “They surely did. Even the wolves of Bolmsö were awoken,” Thyri said.

      Hofund looked from Thyri to me.

      “Jarl?” Sigrun asked.

      “Is it true?” Trygve echoed.

      “They came from the grove of Thor,” I said. “And returned there afterward.”

      Hofund stared at me. “May the gods be praised.”

      “No wonder you have been so busy building,” Thorolf told me.

      “I was inspired before the raiders came. Unfortunately, I hadn’t finished before they got here. The wall will stretch the length of the city. Agrippa was a great help. He even proposed a device that will allow us to protect the river. Once the building is done, Grund will have a strong layer of protection guarding her.”

      “Where is Agrippa?” Hofund asked, looking around.

      “He left with Jarl Raghild. He will advise her for a time. Agrippa is not the only one who has gone with Raghild,” I said, then told them of Ásbjorn and Raghild and Bjorn’s marriage.

      Hofund laughed. “I sail away for one season and miss everything.”

      “You are not the only one, cousin,” Thorolf said, setting his hand on his wife’s stomach.

      “You are with child?” Hofund asked.

      Thyri nodded. “Yes.”

      “This is good news. Congratulations to you both.”

      Thorolf nodded. “It is good my father knew his line would continue before he perished.”

      Thyri squeezed his hand.

      I turned to Hofund. “And your visits and raids? How is Leif? Is he well? The men of Dalr?”

      “Your cousin had a very good season,” Hofund told me. “We were profitable in all regards,” Hofund said, but I could see something was nagging at him. I decided to ask him no more—for now.

      “Good,” I said, then lifted my cup. “Then let us cheer your return. Grund is safe, and her king and finest warriors have returned home. Welcome home, all of you. Skol!”

      “Skol!”
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        * * *

      

      We drank and talked until late in the night. Hofund had met with both Gizer and Harald, firming our alliances, and had gone on with Leif and Gizer to raid. King Harald had stayed behind. Everyone had come away with riches, having sacked a small city situated on a river to the southeast.

      That night, as we readied for bed, Hofund shared the details of the venture.

      “There was so much gold, silver, and other wealth. Gizer plans to return there with a larger force next season. He is curious to know where such items are coming from. They had wine and oils like I have never seen before.” Hofund wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me back with him. “Hervor,” he said, kissing my shoulder. “I am so glad you are safe. When we sailed into the peninsula and I spotted the watchtowers, I was bemused to see my wife was building. But then I saw the bodies of the men on the cliff. Terror took root in my heart. I cannot explain it. I did not fear for you this whole time—I know how strong you are—until that moment. And then…I heard Thor in my ear.”

      I turned and looked at Hofund. “What did he say?”

      “‘The future is before you, not where you have been.’”

      Entwined in Hofund’s arms, I curled up close beside him.

      Hofund sighed. “This whole night, as you told us what happened, my blood ran cold at the thought of what could have been. What if Raghild had not been here? What if the gods had not intervened and allowed the wolves of Bolmsö to come to your aid? My wife…my children… I could have returned to find everything lost. When I left Grund, I felt uncertain whether or not I was doing the right thing. I felt compelled to make visits to Gizer and Harald as they have done with us. But now, I see. I will not leave your side again, Hervor.”

      “Grund is growing. Soon, it will rival Uppsala,” I said. “Already, more merchants have come for trade than ever before. The market has been bustling. We have lands and resources aplenty to build our own wealth here. The sea calls to you as the forest calls to me. I will never deny you. But there is a future here.”

      Hofund touched my cheek. “Yes. You are right.”

      “It sounds as though you have already found Heidrek a wife,” I said with a laugh.

      Hofund chuckled. “Let us hope Heidrek and Helga like one another. Can you imagine what a great king Heidrek could become if he were to inherit both lands? He would rule almost all of Scandinavia.”

      “And what will Gizer’s heir think of that?”

      “As I reminded him, I have two sons and a daughter. As soon as he has children of his own…”

      I chuckled. “Yes. Where I have failed, hopefully Kára can produce a brood of shield-maidens.”

      “And what about you, shield-maiden of Bolmsö?” Hofund said, his fingers stroking my collarbone then down my chest between my breasts. “Have you given up on your dream of a dozen shield-maidens?” His hand gently drifted across my skin.

      “Rather hard to work on such endeavors with my husband off to sea.”

      “This husband is not going anywhere ever again. My children and my queen are here. There is nothing out there for me,” he said then kissed my neck. “I missed you.”

      “And I you,” I said with a deep sigh, my hand sliding up his shirt, touching his warm skin. “We must do our best never to be apart again, as we agreed in the past,” I told him, then set a kiss on his lips.

      “Yes,” he replied, kissing me.

      “Promise it.”

      “I promise.”

      “Let’s build a future together, a city that rivals Uppsala in glory,” I said, then kissed him.

      He returned my kisses. “Yes.”

      “For our sons. For Blomma. For the future. In honor of the gods.”

      Hofund slipped both of his hands under my nightdress, lifting it off me. “Yes, my shield-maiden. My love. May our future be bright, and may the gods bless us.”
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Chapter 42

        

      

    

    
      The next few years passed quickly. As we had promised one another, Hofund and I rarely parted ways. Instead, we stayed in Grund, growing the city and our children. Blomma morphed from a slim, shy girl into one of Ardis’s most trusted junior priestesses. The woman my daughter was becoming was reflective, quiet, but also wise. Angantyr grew into a sweet boy who not only looked like, but idolized, his father, chasing Hofund everywhere he went. Heidrek, on the other hand…

      It was early one morning the fifth year after the raid when Halvar came into the hall looking frazzled. I had just collected my weapons to take Thora outside for sparring when the housecarl arrived.

      “Queen Hervor,” he said, his tone sounding exasperated. “I am sorry to bother you, my queen, but…”

      Thora sighed heavily then threw down her equipment. “What did Heidrek do now?”

      I smirked but motioned for Halvar to continue on.

      “Prince Heidrek has stolen one of the horses from the horse market. The vendor is in a rage, and no one knows where the prince has gone.”

      “Where is the king?” I asked.

      “He took Prince Angantyr for a ride to the end of the peninsula.”

      I nodded. “Please, tell the merchant I will see to it. Anyone see which direction Heidrek went?”

      “West, toward the river.”

      Of course. “Very well,” I said. “Please, send my apologies.”

      Halvar frowned. “That is the third time this month he has made a game of stealing from the marketplace.”

      “I will see to it,” I said then turned to Thora. “Thora, I—”

      “I know, I know,” she said, looking agitated. She tossed her long, blonde braid over her shoulder.

      “Why don’t you go join Sigrun? They are on the flats training. Tell Sigrun I asked her to spar with you.”

      Thora brightened once more. “All right,” she said then gathered up her gear. Not waiting a moment longer, she bolted out of the hall, shields, axes, swords, and bow in tow. Even though she was tall for her age, the weapons still outweighed the girl, but she didn’t seem to mind. She went bounding away.

      I sighed then looked down at Rök. “Hope you’re ready to climb,” I told the wolf who tilted his head, looking at me. “Come on.”

      Rök and I headed out of the hall. Avoiding the marketplace and the angry vendor, I tried to bridle my own anger. Heidrek was constantly pushing boundaries, seeing what he could get away with. The first time, he had stolen a silver ring for Blomma from the jewel crafter’s shop. After a scolding, he had promised not to do it again. The second time, he’d stolen bread from Widow Hökk’s stall just to see if he could get away with it. That had earned him a week’s work at the gristmill. A horse was an altogether different matter.

      Rök and I headed away from the city to the river’s edge. From there, we made our way up the river, passing the dense grove of Thor. The tall trees cast their shadows on the river’s edge. A cool breeze blew from the forest, and not for the first time, I felt drawn toward the place. Since I’d come to Grund, I had never been within the sacred grove. None of the men spoke of what went on there. But every week, on Thor’s sacred day, the gothi would disappear into the forest. One day, when I felt Thor’s blessing, I would see for myself. But not until then. The thunder god and I were not on familiar terms, and I knew better than to push my boundaries.

      Finally, we neared the spot on the river where I expected to see some sign of Heidrek. And I was right. A gray mare—unmanned and unbridled—grazed in the field nearby. She lifted her head to look at us, giving her mane a shake, then went back to eating.

      I eyed the cliffside on the other side of the river then turned back, examining the stones in the water. As I suspected, I saw footprints on the muddy rocks.

      “Mind your step,” I told Rök, then he and I began our leapfrogging across the river, moving from stone to stone.

      On the slim shore on the other side of the river, heaps of stones jutted up toward the side of the cliff. I shifted Tyrfing onto my back and began my climb. The cave was not far above, but the rocks were wet from the spray from the waterfall. Working my way, Rök stepping carefully behind me, I finally reached the edge of the cliff just outside a cave. Bracing myself, I pulled up onto the edge.

      I took a minute to catch my breath, then surveyed the landscape. The cave entrance was partially hidden by a jumble of stones. From here, you could see all of Grund, even into the grove of Thor. It was a good view of the city. In the flats at the rear of Grund, I spotted Sigrun’s red hair as she trained with our band of warriors and Thora. In the years since the raid, Hofund and I had developed a fleet of warriors to serve as a standing guard whose job was to protect Grund. And Sigrun and I had made a special effort to recruit a party of shield-maidens. More than anything, Thora wanted to join them. I had been right about her after all. Thora still wore the amulet of Mjolnir that Hofund had given her. And while I didn’t hear Thor’s voice, Thora did. But what do you expect from a baby named for the thunder lord who made Mjolnir her chew toy? My gaze roved across the city to Two-Hammers Gate where the city guards questioned an incoming party. Everywhere I looked, Grund was humming along happily…save for the mare still grazing in the grass below. She was out of place.

      Rök, stepping carefully, joined me on the cliff’s edge.

      From within the cave, I heard soft laughter and smelled smoke.

      Frowning, I ducked and went inside.

      The entrance to the cave was low. I had to bend and squat to get make my way in. But once I had cleared the narrow passage, the cave opened to a wide edifice. Sitting at the center of the cave, I found Heidrek before a small fire. He was munching on a round of bread, drinking ale from a jug that wasn’t his.

      When he saw me, he froze, then swallowed hard.

      “Mother,” he whispered, after the last bite of bread was down.

      I pulled my gloves off and went to stand by the fire, warming my fingers. Rök sniffed around the place, nosing in the corners.

      “Hello, Heidrek.”

      “What… What are you doing here?” he whispered, aghast. “How did you find this place?”

      “Do you think there is anywhere in Grund I don’t know about?” Part of me was bemused he’d found the secret spaces Yrsa had discovered long ago—but only part of me. The rest of me was ready to wring the child’s neck. In truth, it was Kit who had first seen the boy escape this way. He followed him only to lose him at the river. Thora was the one who had revealed Heidrek’s secret lair, mostly out of irritation with Heidrek. The two were constantly exchanging barbs. While they had been playmates, their childhood friendship had faded these last two years from contention and competition to outright loathing. It was now Thorgud, Thyri and Thorolf’s son, who followed Heidrek around, forever wanting to be with him.

      I took the jug of ale Heidrek was sipping and gave it a swig. I recognized the brew. It was the drink we gave at the almshouse. I eyed the bread as well—same thing.

      “You stole ale and bread from the almshouse and a horse from the market?”

      “You can’t steal from the almshouse. They are giving it away.”

      “To the poor.”

      “I am the prince of Grund. I can take bread from the almshouse.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Quite the opposite, Heidrek. That is all the more reason you do not take food from the almshouse. And the horse?”

      “I wanted to try her, see if she was fast.”

      “Did you ask permission?”

      “Well…”

      “Did you ask permission?”

      “No. But she’s too slow anyway. You can buy her for Blomma. Blomma needs a new horse. Her pony is too small for her now. She needs a good horse to ride when she goes hunting for herbs. And I need a new horse to go with her, to keep her safe from any skogarmaors lurking in the hills. But I need something faster than that old mare.”

      For a long time, I said nothing, then I kicked dirt onto the small fire, extinguishing it.

      “Hey,” Heidrek complained.

      “We are leaving,” I said.

      “But I want to stay.”

      I turned and looked at my son. As he had grown, he’d come to look more like a child of Bolmsö, his red hair growing long, his eyes fiery amber-colored. But his babyish stubbornness and determination to have things his own way had not faded. When he was a toddler, it was one thing. Now, a boy of seven, Heidrek’s behavior had grown worrisome. I narrowed my gaze. “Heidrek, you are in very serious trouble. Let me make that clear to you. The horse merchant is in a rage. You have stolen a horse!”

      “I just borrowed it to see—”

      “Heidrek,” I replied, my tone sharp.

      Knowing he was caught, his lies died in his throat. He had no intention of taking the horse back, and we both knew it. When I was a girl, I had once borrowed a horse too—but I had returned it. Heidrek’s mare was running loose below, free to come or go as it pleased. He didn’t care what happened to the beast or where it went, and we both knew it. Heidrek took comfort in the idea that Hofund and I would pay the merchant for the animal. Once more, he was using his position and title to do whatever he wanted. That would come to an end.

      “We are leaving. Now,” I said, gesturing to the exit. “Come on, Rök.”

      Rök sneezed, pulling his snout out of a hole. His whole snout was covered in cobwebs. Still sneezing, he turned and trotted from the cave. Heidrek followed along behind him, his shoulders slumped.

      Before Heidrek got to the exit of the cave, however, he turned back and glared at me. “I hate you,” he said with such venom it took my breath away, then he turned and slipped away.

      It took me a moment to catch my emotions. I reminded myself that children often said things they did not mean when they were angry. And then, I reminded myself again. Mastering my feelings, I crouched down and worked my way out of the cave. Once I was on the other side, I spotted Heidrek below. He had already climbed down the side of the cliff and was quickly crossing the river.

      “Heidrek!” I called.

      He cast a glance over his shoulder at me, giving me a glare, then raced across the field into the grove of Thor. The mare paused to watch him, as if puzzled by the boy’s actions.

      Rök waited for me just outside the cave.

      I watched as Heidrek disappeared into the thick trees of the grove.

      Thor.

      Strike your anvil and beat sense into that child.

      Because if you don’t, I might…

      Rök whined.

      “Come on. Let’s take the horse back. Then, we’ll see to Heidrek.”
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      I was waiting in the hall when Hofund and Angantyr returned from their ride.

      “Mama,” Angantyr called, rushing across the room to me.

      I scooped him up, planting a kiss on his cheek. “Your cheeks are cold.”

      “The wind. We rode fast!”

      “Did you?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at Hofund.

      Hofund chuckled lightly. “The horse needed a stretch.”

      “The horse did. I see. And did you hang on tight?” I asked Angantyr.

      He nodded, his dark curls bouncing. “When I am big, I will ride fast too. All by myself.”

      “Seems we are all about horses today,” I said, then turned to Hofund. “Problem.”

      Hofund frowned. “What happened?”

      “Heidrek stole a horse from the market. I returned it and compensated the merchant for his frustration. It was not a pleasant conversation. Heidrek is hiding from consequences in the grove of Thor.”

      “Maybe Thor will punish him,” Angantyr said, his dark eyes going wide.

      I nodded. “Perhaps.” I turned to Hofund once more. “And he also took bread and ale from the almshouse.”

      Hofund clenched his jaw, his bones and muscles protruding at the sides. “I will go retrieve him.”

      At that moment, Thyri appeared, Thorgud walking along with her. The moment Thorgud spotted Angantyr, the little boy smiled happily. “Cousin,” he called.

      Angantyr squirmed to get down.

      The two boys rushed to one another, gave each other a hug, then set off in a game of chase.

      I turned back to Hofund. “Should I come?”

      Hofund paused a moment to consider then nodded. “Yes.”

      I turned to Thyri. “Heidrek is up to mischief again. Thora has gone on with Sigrun. Do you mind keeping an eye on Angantyr?”

      “Of course not,” Thyri said. “I’ll see the boys have something to eat.”

      “Thank you.”

      With that, Hofund and I set off.

      As we made our way across the city, Hofund was silent.

      “Hofund…”

      “My father harped on the importance of honor and duty, beating the messages into me. I have tried to do the same with these boys. Angantyr is little, so it is not fair to compare, but he listens where Heidrek does not.”

      “I don’t know how Eyfura managed twelve boys from Bolmsö. Berserker blood. Angantyr is not like his brother in that regard.”

      “No,” Hofund said simply.

      While they were still young, it was obvious that Heidrek had inherited the blood of an úlfhéðnar. Angantyr was far more moderate, like his father.

      “It isn’t easy,” I said with a sigh. “When you are little, all you feel is anger. I never knew why I felt like that.”

      “But you were not treated well. Bjartmar was cruel to you. Heidrek has every advantage and no reason to be angry.”

      Hofund was right. But still, a voice pinged inside of me… Heidrek was born angry.

      As we made our way toward the grove, I pointed to the cliff. “There is a cave there. He was hiding inside before he ran off.”

      “In a cave?”

      I nodded.

      Hofund clenched his jaw further.

      “You’re going to break your teeth,” I told him.

      Hofund nodded then relaxed the flex. Finally, he said, “I don’t like feeling ashamed of my child. I don’t know what to do with the feeling.”

      He was not alone in his disappointment with Heidrek, but I tried to moderate my feelings. In a way, I understood Heidrek better. I knew what he was fighting. And I knew how hard it was to control it. “He will learn.”

      “I hope so.”

      When we reached the path leading into the grove, I paused.

      Hofund turned and looked back at me. “You can come.”

      “But Hofund…”

      “You are the queen of Grund, Hervor. And Thor likes strong women. The gothi will have nothing to say on the matter. Many female acolytes of Thor find their way here, including a very wild little cousin of ours.”

      “Thora?”

      Hofund smiled then nodded. “Soen has found her in prayer here, as have Thorolf and I. No one sends her away. I think Thor speaks to her. Like the dísarsalr, there are times when the grove is not open to women, but not always. Come.”

      I looked into the forest.

      Thor?

      “Come.”

      “All right,” I said, then joined Hofund, lacing my hand in his. “It’s your fault, you know,” I told him.

      “What is my fault?”

      “Thora. You gave her your amulet of Mjolnir. She spent her childhood with it in her mouth,” I said with a laugh.

      Hofund smiled lightly. “I gave the amulet to her because Thor told me to.”

      I paused, looking at my husband.

      “That amulet was passed down from king to king, all the way back to the beginning of Grund. But the day Thora reached for Mjolnir, I heard Thor’s voice. The thunder lord told me that Thora would one day be a great protector of Grund and to give it to her. So, I did.”

      I stared at Hofund.

      Hofund tweaked my chin. “You cannot blame me.”

      I grinned at him, and we both turned back. As we walked deeper into the grove, the trees grew thicker, older. While they did not reach the height of Grímnir’s Eye, the age of the stand of trees was not lost on me. Finally, we reached a clearing. Here, a dozen tall oak trees stood in a circle. At the front, carved in stone, with Mjolnir before him, was an effigy of Thor. Standing before the effigy was an altar, also of stone, made to look like a hammer. The altar was carved with runes and images of Thor fighting the Midgard serpent.

      And on top of the altar sat Heidrek.

      “Heidrek,” Hofund yelled sharply. “Get down from there. Now! Or may Thor strike you down.”

      Startled, Heidrek jumped off the altar.

      He turned to face us. “You aren’t supposed to be in here,” he told me. “This place is for men.”

      “Thor invited me,” I replied.

      Heidrek looked at me, trying to decide if I was telling the truth or not.

      “What is Thor the lord of?” Hofund asked our son. His voice was commanding, using the same tone he evoked when speaking to the people of Grund or ordering our warriors.

      Heidrek did not miss the tone in his father’s voice.

      “Thunder and lightning.”

      “What else?” Hofund asked firmly.

      “Bravery and strength.”

      “What else?”

      Heidrek paused. “I don’t know, Father.”

      “Thor is the lord of generosity. Or have you forgotten what you have learned from the priests of this grove?”

      Heidrek looked to the ground.

      “It is Thor’s command that you extend your generosity to all the people of Grund. Grund is your home. Would you steal from your guests? Would you steal from the poor and needy? The bread that went into your mouth was taken from the mouth of a starving child. Your actions shame Thor. And you shame your mother and me.”

      “I was just having fun,” Heidrek said, but his voice was low.

      “What fun is there in tormenting your guests? Do you think this pleases the gods?” Hofund asked.

      “No.”

      “You will come. Now. And you will go to the horse market where you will shovel shit for Turgil, the horse merchant, until the new moon. And you will not speak one word in protest, or I will leave you there—every day—for the next year. When the new moon passes, you will go to the almshouse and serve your guests their food until next moon comes again. Now, come.”

      Saying nothing, his eyes to the ground, Heidrek walked past us and down the path, away from the heart of the grove.

      I turned back, looking at the effigy of Thor.

      Thor.

      Mighty thunder lord.

      My thanks for your protection of Grund, of my husband, of Thora, and for all that you do that goes unseen.

      One day, we will ride together in the Wild Hunt.

      Please, guide my son…if you can.

      While I heard no reply, I could feel the god’s presence.

      I turned and looked at Hofund.

      His eyes were similarly fixed on the effigy of Thor. Finally, he said, “May Thor watch over Heidrek, Hervor… We are going to need all the help we can get.”
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Chapter 44

        

      

    

    
      Later that night, after Hofund and I accompanied Heidrek to the horse merchant Turgil, who accepted Hofund’s offer to make Heidrek work, we all returned to the hall. Heidrek sat sulking. Not even the prospect of dinner could cheer him. Hofund and I ignored his moods, but Thora had reached her limit.

      “Why are you sitting there pouting, Heidrek? Because of you, Hervor could not come train with me today. Why do you always have to start something?”

      “Be quiet,” Heidrek told her gruffly.

      “You could just come to the flats with us. Learn to fight. Instead, you have to make trouble,” she added.

      “Thora,” Thyri said, but her voice lacked conviction.

      “I’ll do what I want,” Heidrek told her. “I am prince here. Leave me alone,” he said, then went away to sit by the fire.

      “Heidrek,” Hofund called stiffly.

      Heidrek paused. “Sorry,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Thora, you should not chide him so,” Thyri told her daughter.

      “Thora is not wrong,” Hofund said. “Speak your mind, Thora.”

      Thora grinned at Hofund.

      “As he grows, the wildness will wear out,” Thorolf said, eyeing Heidrek. “It is his age.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Hofund replied with an unconvinced sigh. He was right to be skeptical. It certainly had not worn out of my father and uncles.

      Angantyr set aside the drawing he was making on his slate and joined his brother beside the fire. A conversation took place, ending with Heidrek saying, “I told you, I don’t want to!”

      “Heidrek,” Hofund called sharply, but just then, the door to the hall opened, revealing Blomma. She wore a long, dark blue gown which flattered her dark hair. She was carrying a basket of herbs.

      “Blomma,” Heidrek said, leaving Angantyr behind as he rushed to join his sister.

      “Blomma,” Angantyr echoed. Undeterred by his brother’s rudeness, he hurried behind Heidrek.

      “Here, let me take that for you,” Heidrek told Blomma, reaching for the basket. “You shouldn’t carry such heavy things.”

      “It is only a basket of mint for the kitchens,” Blomma replied with a laugh, “but thank you all the same. Will you take it to the back for me?” she asked then gave Heidrek a light hug.

      The boy’s cheeks reddened. “Of course, Blomma. Anything you want.”

      “Blomma!” Angantyr called, his arms wide, reaching for her.

      Blomma bent to hug him. “Hello, little brother.”

      Heidrek took the basket of herbs and gave it to one of the servants, who disappeared with it into the kitchens. Heidrek then rushed back to Blomma, taking her hand. “Come, sit down. You should eat.”

      Blomma kissed his hand then let him go. “I have already eaten. I’ve come to see Magna. I have some medicine for her.”

      I rose. “Let me go with you,” I said, joining her.

      In the years since the raid, Magna began to slow. Her hands began to shake, her words slurring more frequently. One night, a month ago, she swooned then fell down the stairs, breaking her leg. Since then, her words had been garbled, and she’d lost her ability to grasp. Each day, she grew more frail and moved a little closer to the Otherworld.

      “Me too,” Heidrek said.

      I frowned but said nothing. Everywhere Blomma went, Heidrek followed. But it would cheer Magna to see him, so I did not dissuade him.

      “Come to me, my son,” Hofund called, motioning to Angantyr. “Let’s tell Thyri about the otters we saw today.”

      Angantyr grinned widely at Hofund then hurried to him, scrambling to crawl up on the bench beside him.

      Blomma, Heidrek, and I headed to a chamber at the very back of the hall of the first floor. We entered to find Magna lying in bed. The sound of the door woke her.

      Opening her eyes, she smiled lightly. “B-B-Blomma,” she said with effort, reaching out for the girl. Her hand shook terribly.

      “Magna,” Blomma said nicely, crossing the room to sit at her bedside, taking the old woman’s hand.

      How frail and shrunken Magna looked. In the light of the fire, her skin had a yellow tint. Heidrek balked.

      “Go on,” I said, pressing him forward.

      “G-G-Gudmund,” Magna said, smiling softly at Heidrek, waving for him to come forward.

      Confused, Heidrek looked up at me.

      “Say nothing,” I whispered to him. “We were missing you,” I told Magna.

      “And I have some things for you,” Blomma told Magna. “I’ve been wildcrafting all morning. Ardis and I have been considering new things to try to ease your troubles,” she told her then pulled a small clay vial from her satchel. She lifted a water cup from Magna’s bedside table, refilled it, then poured a carefully measured bit of the liquid into the cup then gave it a stir. “I am very sure it will taste awful, but please try,” she said, then lifted the cup so Magna could drink. Magna tried to hold the vessel, but her hands shook and lacked strength.

      Magna grimaced at the taste. “Y-y-yes, bad.”

      Blomma laughed lightly. “At least you can say I never lied to you.” Blomma lifted the drink again. “Finish it, if you can.”

      Magna did as she asked.

      “Good,” Blomma said with a smile, then wiped Magna’s wet lip with the sleeve of her gown. Leaving the cup aside, she went to the fire. There, she dug into her satchel and pulled out a bundle of herbs. She tossed them into the fire. Soon, the whole room took on a sweet but heady scent. Blomma returned to Magna’s bedside. “It would be good if you slept now. The herbs inside will make you tired. A little sleep will give the draft time to work. I will come see you in a bit. If you are awake, I have some new stories to tell.”

      Magna nodded to her, but her eyelids were already drooping.

      “Go on and give her a hug,” I told Heidrek.

      “Good night, Magna,” Heidrek told her, hugging the old woman.

      She smiled at him.

      I set my hand on her arm. “Rest well, my dear. We will be back,” I reassured her.

      Her eyes closed, Magna nodded.

      With that, the three of us left the chamber.

      Once we got to the hall, Blomma sighed heavily.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Her body is failing her. If this draught does not work, she will not live to see the new moon.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Blomma nodded.

      “Don’t be so sad, Blomma,” Heidrek told her. “All old people die.”

      “Heidrek,” I said with a frown.

      Blomma met Heidrek’s gaze. “Perhaps,” she said. “But shouldn’t we try to make their passing comfortable? Death is not the end for any of us, but for those of us left behind, the pain is hard to bear.”

      “But Magna has no family,” Heidrek said, looking confused.

      “We are her family,” I told Heidrek. “She looked after your father and all of you children. She is like a grandmother to you.”

      Heidrek shrugged.

      Worry tugged at my heart. Did he really feel nothing?

      “Come on, Blomma. I don’t want you to look sad. Let’s go sit together,” Heidrek said, taking her hand. “I tried to find you a new horse today.”

      “You did? Why?”

      “You need a good horse to ride when you go for herbs. I went to the market to find you one, but I didn’t like any of the horses there. I will get a fast horse and come with you. I’m going to help at the horse market this month. I will surely see a good horse while I am there.”

      “It is kind of you to think of me.”

      Heidrek gazed lovingly at her. “You will be my wife one day, Blomma. I always think of you.”

      Heidrek was Angantyr’s age when he first brought up the notion that he and Blomma would wed. Initially, it seemed an amusing flight of fancy, a covetous but cute expression of his love for her. Unfortunately, it had not faded. And over time, I could see Blomma had grown increasingly uncomfortable with his insistence.

      Blomma gave Heidrek a serious look. “You know you are my brother, Heidrek. I cannot marry you.”

      “But you are not really my sister. You and I will be king and queen of Grund together. You will see. Now, come on,” he said, pulling her.

      I paused in the doorway leading to the hall. Heidrek led Blomma to the table with the others and poured her a cup of ale. Thyri watched him, arching an eyebrow at his attentiveness to Blomma. Thora, who had already had enough of her cousin for one day, rose and went to join Hofund’s warriors and Sigrun, Kit, and Trygve at the fire.

      Rök appeared from the back and sat down beside me.

      “Where have you been?”

      The wolf whined then chomped his mouth, licking his lips.

      “The kitchens. I see how it is. I’m glad one of us got to eat. Let’s go see if Trygve has left anything on the table,” I said, then rejoined the others.
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Chapter 45

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed, Magna’s life drew to a close. She slept more and more and didn’t know any of us. Finally, one morning, she would not wake.

      Blomma called Hofund and I to attend to her.

      “I came to check on her this morning,” Blomma said. “She was gone.”

      “In the least, it was a peaceful death,” Hofund said. “We will miss you, Magna. You were like a mother to me.”

      My husband’s eyes welled with unshed tears.

      I put my arm around his waist and pulled him close.

      “I have already sent a boy to let Ardis know. They will collect her and ready her for the pyre.”

      Hofund nodded.

      Bodil appeared at the door, her eyes red and puffy from crying. “I found her best dress,” she said, a bundle in her hands. “And I had a necklace she can wear.”

      I smiled softly at Bodil. “She is with her ancestors now,” I said in an effort to comfort her. I then turned to Hofund. “Did she ever have a husband? Any children?”

      Hofund nodded. “She did. They died, all of them at once, from fever before I was born. She never remarried.”

      “It is good she is with them again,” Blomma said then rose. She crossed Magna’s arms across her body then smoothed her hair.

      “Hofund,” a little voice called from the door.

      I turned to find a sleepy Angantyr there.

      “Oh, no,” Bodil said. “I just checked on him. He was sleeping.”

      “It’s all right,” I replied. “Come, Angantyr,” I said, bending to pick him up.

      “Is Magna still sick?” Angantyr asked.

      “No, my boy. She is dead now. She is gone.”

      Angantyr stilled. After a moment, fat tears rolled down his cheeks. “She looks like she’s sleeping.”

      “Yes.”

      “I feel sad,” he said then reached out for Hofund.

      “Come here, my son,” Hofund said, taking Angantyr from my arms. “I too feel sad. Let us remember all the good things Magna has done for us, so she can live on in our hearts.”

      “Is she with Odin now?”

      Hofund shook his head. “She will live in the land of the dead with Loki’s daughter and all her ancestors.”

      Angantyr sniffled.

      Hofund wiped a tear from his cheek.

      A moment later, Ardis appeared.

      “Ah, Magna. Hel has called you home,” she said sadly. “King Hofund, can you help us take her to the cart outside?”

      Hofund nodded then set Angantyr down. Working together, we adjusted the blanket under Magna, preparing to take her from the room. Halvar and Ragnar appeared. The three men, Blomma, and I then carefully carried Magna’s body from the room and across the hall. Bodil walked behind us, holding Angantyr’s hand. Outside, the priestesses waited with a cart. Moving gently, we laid Magna thereon. Several people in the square stopped to watch. I could hear Magna’s name on the wind.

      Once she was settled, Blomma adjusted her once more.

      “We can see to her now,” Ardis told Hofund.

      Hofund nodded. “I will walk with her,” he said, turning to me.

      I nodded. “We all will.”

      A moment later, Heidrek appeared on the steps. He was dressed for his work at the horse market, wearing his high boots and gloves.

      “What’s happening?” he asked, bounding down the steps. He looked into the cart. “Magna died?”

      Hofund nodded. “Yes, my son.”

      Heidrek looked at Magna for a long time then said, “I’m going to the market. Like I’m supposed to.”

      “You can come with us,” Hofund told him. “We will see Magna to the hof.”

      Heidrek shrugged. “You wanted me to work in the market, so that’s where I’m going,” he said then trudged off.

      “I’ll go get him,” I whispered to Hofund.

      Hofund shook his head. “No. If that is how he is, I don’t want him here right now.”

      I frowned. Things between Hofund and Heidrek were growing increasingly tense. Just to spite Hofund, Heidrek had even ignored Blomma. I would find the child later and give him a lesson in empathy.

      One of the gythia tugged on the reins of the small donkey pulling the cart, and we set off across town toward the hof.

      As we went, many called out their condolences to us.

      My husband’s face grew stiff. I recognized the expression. It was a mask he often wore to hide his emotions.

      Revna appeared at the door of her house. I saw her size up the situation.

      “My condolences, Hofund. May she be with her ancestors.”

      Hofund gave her a curt nod.

      I didn’t look Revna’s way again. Smirking spider. In the wake of Rolf’s death, she had done very well for herself. She’d taken complete control of Rolf’s business. And, given her scheming intellect far exceeded that of either of her husbands, she soon turned a good trade. Apparently, Jarl Heffel’s son had no problems dealing with the widow. Revna had even constructed a workshop in the village, employing a team of craftsman to carve whalebone into jewelry, décor, utensils, and other fine items. She often bought gems and silver from Jarl Raghild’s traders. And she now owned her own trading ship, which frequently sailed to Uppsala and other ports to sell its wares. While I had never stepped foot inside her hall, it was easy to see she had grown very rich in the wake of Rolf’s death. And yet, she never took a husband or lover that I heard of. Perhaps she didn’t want to share the wealth.

      Leaving thoughts of Revna behind, I turned back.

      Working our way through the city, we finally arrived at the hof.

      All of the gythia waited. There were at least two dozen girls there, all of whom wore the same off-white gowns and veils.

      Ardis turned to us. “We will see to her now,” she told Hofund. “I will have Blomma tell you when we are ready for the funeral rites.”

      Hofund inclined his head to her.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Blomma told Hofund, setting her hand on his arm.

      “Thank you, Blomma,” he told her, his voice cracking.

      Blomma gave Hofund a kiss on the cheek then went to Bodil, taking Magna’s belongings from her.

      The priestesses lifted Magna from the cart and carried her into the hof, Blomma following along behind them.

      Bodil sniffed loudly.

      “Don’t be sad,” Angantyr told her. “She is with her husband and children now, remember?”

      Bodil nodded.

      “Hel will keep her company, and they will all be happy together,” Angantyr added. “And one day, we will see her again.”

      Hofund coughed, forcing back his emotions, then picked Angantyr up again. “Yes, my son. You are right.”

      Angantyr hugged Hofund’s neck. “I love you,” he whispered in Hofund’s ear. “Don’t worry. You see, we are never really apart from one another. If I die, I will come find you. And if you die, you come find me. All right?”

      Hofund nodded. “All right.”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “I will go to Valhalla,” Angantyr said proudly. “You can find me there.”

      Hofund laughed. “Yes, my little warrior. That will, no doubt, be true.”

      Angantyr grinned. “In blood and honor,” he said in his sweet child’s voice.

      Hofund smiled lightly then kissed the boy on the cheek. “In blood and honor.”
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      With Magna beautifully adorned, her rites spoken by the gothar, we stood together and watched as the fire burned, sending her to the afterlife.

      Beside me, Blomma stood silent as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Heidrek whispered to her then took her hand.

      I looked up at Hofund. The firelight played on his face, casting orange and black shadows. He clenched his jaw, his features frozen. For him, Magna was a link to the past. His mother was gone. His father was gone too. Now, Magna had died. Aside from Halvar, there was no one left from the generation before Hofund. Luckily, I still had Svafa, Orvar-Odd, and a band of surrogate fathers in Dalr. Hofund, on the other hand, must have felt very alone. We were there for him, but still, a person with no elders still living was orphaned in the world. They were left to rely on their own wisdom, with no one to turn to for advice. How lonely that must feel.

      After the fire had taken Magna, we returned to the hall.

      As we went, Sigrun gently comforted Bodil, who was red-faced from crying. Magna had become like a mother to her as well. She had looked after us all.

      The mood in the hall was somber. We ate and drank, remembering the woman, but there was little cheer. Instead, the heavy feeling that accompanied death weighed on us all.

      “My head aches,” Hofund told me. “I think I will sleep.”

      I nodded. “I’ll look after things here. Take Angantyr with you,” I said, motioning to the sleepy boy who lay with his head on Rök’s belly as he looked into the fire. He was blinking quickly in an effort to stay awake, but he was failing.

      Hofund nodded then rose. “Come here, my son,” he said, lifting Angantyr.

      “I’m not tired,” Angantyr protested in a slurred, sleepy voice.

      “No, me either,” Hofund said. “Let’s go upstairs and plan our next ride. Where do you want to ride to next?”

      “To Dalr.”

      “That is a very long ride.”

      “That’s all right,” Angantyr said, setting his cheek on Hofund’s shoulder. “You’re strong enough.”

      Hofund chuckled, gave me a wink, and then headed to the back, Rök following along behind them.

      The others did not stay in the hall much longer. Thorolf and Thyri took their children to bed shortly thereafter, and Sigrun, Trygve, and Kit went into the city to visit one of the alehouses. Kit had been making plans to return to Bolmsö for a visit. He would sail back on the next ship from Halmstad. The trio was soaking up the last of their fun together before he left. While I had encouraged Sigrun and Trygve to join him, they both protested, saying they had too much to do in Grund. It seemed to me that, like me, the pair of them were settled here. Kit, however, was different. He had a large family in Bolmsö whom he missed. I strongly suspected that Kit would not be back. With the warriors gone, soon, it was only Heidrek, Blomma, and me.

      Heidrek and Blomma sat by the fire where they had been almost the whole night.

      I went to the kitchens, checking on the servants, then returned the hall. The weight of the day began to weigh on me as well. Blomma must have felt the same because she rose.

      “I said I’m tired, Heidrek,” she told her brother, her tone sharp.

      Heidrek frowned at her.

      I paused. “Everything all right?”

      Blomma nodded. “Yes. I will go to bed now,” she said, giving Heidrek a look.

      “It has been a long day for us all. You too, Heidrek. Time to go upstairs. You have work to attend to in the morning.”

      “Oh yes, my work,” he replied.

      “You reap what you sow,” I reminded him, giving him a stern look.

      Heidrek opened his mouth to retort but thought better of it.

      Blomma paused when she reached me, leaning in to kiss my cheek. “Good night, Mother.”

      “Good night. Rest well.”

      Blomma lifted a lock of her hair. “I can smell the fire in my hair. I’ll wash it before bed,” she said absently, then headed upstairs.

      “Blomma?” Heidrek called.

      “Good night, little brother,” she replied but did not stop nor turn back.

      “I am not your brother,” Heidrek replied under his breath as he made his way toward the stairs.

      “Heidrek,” I called lightly.

      He paused. Frowning, he turned to me. “Yes?”

      “Good night, my son.”

      He nodded, as if distracted by his thoughts. “Good night,” he said absently, then retreated.

      Turning, I scanned the hall. The flames in the braziers hanging from the timbers flickered softly. The servants had tidied up the hall once more. The place looked warm, inviting. Deep scarlet, midnight blue, and emerald-colored drapes embroidered with scenes from our legends—new décor I had commissioned—hung from the balconies. On them, images of wolves, bears, horses, reindeer and more had been sewn in silver thread. Some of the drapes had images of the gods, including Thor, Odin, Njord, Skadi, and even Loki. Shields hung, decorating the timbers the same way they did in Dalr. Amongst them, I saw Gudmund’s shield, red-and-white with Odin’s horse, Sleipnir, painted at the center. I’d had another shield made in Yrsa’s design to hang on the wall, honoring her, as well as shields with the colors of Bolmsö, Dalr, Hreinnby, Hárclett, Hrímgnúp, Halmstad, Silfrheim, and all other jarldoms under our care. With the tables rearranged and the hall redecorated, the place looked very different from the first time I’d seen it. The place looked warm, cozy. Somehow, after all this time, this hall and Grund had become my home.
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Chapter 46

        

      

    

    
      Time passes strangely in times of peace. Hofund and I had worked hard to rid our land of tyrants, and we had been successful. While we’d fought off the occasional raider and settled disputes between quarreling jarls, Grund knew peace. And in that time of quiet, our children grew and the first strands of silver peppered my hair. But nothing can stay quiet forever. There is always a lull before storms return once more. It was early spring when the world began to rumble with the early warnings of what was to come.

      Only we were too lost in joy to understand.
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        * * *

      

      Our ship docked off the port in Hárclett, joining the other vessels already moored there. From the village above, I could hear the sound of music. I turned to Hofund, who was smiling up at the cliff.

      “Look,” he said, pointing.

      I followed his gaze to see Eydis, Arngrimir, Eylin, and Laurits standing on the ledge. How much Eylin looked like Eydis. The pair stood side by side, their raven-colored tresses blowing in the breeze. The only difference was that Eylin’s hair was curly. While Arngrimir was dark-haired like his twin sister, his body had the tall frame of early manhood, his curly hair cut short. Beside them, Laurits stood, his long, dark hair pulled back into a braid.

      A moment later, another figure appeared on the cliffside. Svafa. She waved to us.

      “There is Svafa,” I said, turning back to Blomma, Heidrek, and Angantyr.

      Blomma stood at the back of the ship. Her eyes were searching the cliff, her long, ebony-colored locks pulled back into a neat braid, her dark-purple cape blowing behind her. In a way, I realized then, she looked much like Eylin. In her violet-colored gown, she was the picture of beauty. When she spotted Svafa, she waved.

      Angantyr smiled broadly. “Grandmother!” he called, then turned to Hofund and me. “May I go up?”

      Hofund nodded, then motioned for him to go ahead.

      Angantyr turned to Thora and Thorgud. “Come on,” he called to his cousins. He gave Heidrek—who sat at the back of the ship sulking—a passing glance, but he didn’t call to his brother.

      In unison, Thora and Thorgud turned to Thyri.

      “Go ahead,” she told them with a chuckle. “By the time I get off the ship, it will be sundown,” she said with a laugh, her hand on her big belly.

      Thorolf helped his pregnant wife debark. Thyri’s pregnancy had taken everyone by surprise. It wasn’t unheard of for someone to bear a child late in womanhood, but it was unusual. Regardless, Thorolf and Thyri were happy that they would soon have another child.

      Thora gave her mother a sympathetic smile then turned to Rök. “Come on, Rök,” Thora called, gesturing for the wolf to join them.

      Rök bounded from the ship, but the wolf’s stamina was not what it used to be. While Angantyr, Thora, and Thorgud rushed up the steps, Rök slowed, unable to keep up with them. Midway up the steps, he sat down and looked expectantly back at me.

      With a chuckle, I shook my head then glanced back at Heidrek. He sat scowling out at the water, still disgruntled over the argument he and Hofund had before we’d left Grund.

      “Heidrek,” I said, my voice sharp. “Svafa is there.”

      He sighed heavily, then turned and waved to Svafa.

      I met Hofund’s eye, the pair of us exchanging a knowing glance.

      Hofund debarked. He extended his hand to me, helping me out.

      Finally pulling himself out of his huff, Heidrek scrambled to get off the ship ahead of Blomma. “Here, Blomma,” Heidrek said. “I’ll help you.”

      She smiled at him. “Thank you, Heidrek,” she said, taking his hand as she exited the boat. On the pier, she stopped to tie the strings on the top of his doublet. “You look very fine today, except for your mood.”

      “It’s Hofund’s fault,” he said in a low voice. “But you look as beautiful as ever.”

      “Tease.”

      “I would never tease you,” Heidrek said indignantly. “You are the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      Blomma shook her head. “All right, Heidrek. Let’s go.”

      We headed up the steps, our crew along with us.

      “There are so many stairs,” Heidrek complained.

      “Yes,” Thorolf replied. “Which is why Hárclett has never been breached.”

      Blomma and Heidrek walked ahead of us, Hofund and me at the rear of the group.

      “Has she told him yet?” Hofund asked, gesturing to Heidrek.

      I shook my head. “No, and she asked that we do not tell him either.”

      Hofund frowned. “He will not take the news well.”

      “Does he take anything well?”

      Hofund gave me a knowing look.

      We headed up the steps, meeting Rök along the way. I gave his head a pat. “Come on, old man. We can go slowly together.”

      Rök plodding along beside us, all of us getting a bit winded, we finally reached the clifftop.

      “Took you long enough,” Eydis said with a grin, then embraced me.

      “I’m sweating,” I told her.

      She laughed then let me go.

      I turned to Svafa. “Mother,” I said, pulling her into a hug. Svafa’s blonde locks had faded from bright gold to a pale yellow, nearly white. But as always, she was the picture of beauty.

      “Hervor,” she said, hugging me.

      “Where is Orvar-Odd?”

      “Within. Come, you will all be parched after the long climb. Look, here is Leif and the groom,” Mother said, turning to the hall.

      Leif exited the hall, Halger at his side.

      “Hervor!” Halger called.

      Behind them, ducking as he exited the hall so as not to hit his head, was Hakon. “Hervor!”

      I grinned at them. They had grown to look much like Leif over the years, with dark hair and blue eyes, but were taller than their brother. While I would always see them as Asta’s wild twins, the reality was, they were adults now, men and jarls in their own right. And today, Halger would marry.

      “Cousins,” I called merrily, waving to them. I then turned to say hello to Eydis’s children and Laurits. Like Angantyr and Heidrek, the brood from Dalr were practically adults. Arngrimir and Eylin were nearly as tall as me.

      I kissed Arngrimir on the cheek. “Is that a beard I feel coming in?”

      He chuckled. “Of course. I will vie Tyr for the best beard in the nine realms. You will see. Next time you see me, my beard will be to my knees.”

      I laughed. “I look forward to that.”

      “Hervor,” Eylin chirped sweetly, clinging to my arm as she gave me a peck on the cheek. “I am so glad to see you again.”

      “How are you, my dear?”

      “I am well, cousin.”

      “And Laurits?” I asked. “How are you, cousin?”

      “I am pleased to see you, Queen Hervor.” Unlike Asta’s waspish moodiness or Egil’s warrior-like manner, Laurits was subdued, quiet. He watched everything but spoke very little. He had changed little since he was a boy.

      “Cousins,” Angantyr called to them. “Come on,” he added, waving for them to follow him, Thora, and Thorgud into the hall.

      “Let’s go,” Arngrimir said, gesturing to Laurits and Eylin.

      “I will stay with Hervor and Svafa,” Eylin told him.

      “And what about me?” Eydis asked, her tone indignant.

      Eylin giggled lightly. “Of course, you too, Mother.”

      Laurits bowed to Hofund and me then he and Arngrimir joined the others.

      I went to Halger. “Well, cousin. Let me look at you,” I said, setting my hands on his face, turning his head from side to side. He had trimmed his beard and was richly dressed. “Yes, I suppose you’ll do for a groom.”

      Halger laughed lightly. “I hope so. I’ve waited long enough for my bride. I hope Jarl Eric will find nothing else he wants to be amended at the last moment.”

      I laughed. “And where is Svanhild?”

      “Within. The gothar are preparing her for the wedding.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      “Hervor?” a soft voice called.

      I turned to see a familiar face beside Hakon.

      “Hillie,” I said, grinning at her.

      Beside me, Eydis cleared her throat.

      I raised an eyebrow at her, but she said nothing.

      I turned back to Hillie and Hakon. Like the others, Hillie had also come into her own. She wore her long, blonde hair in a pair of braids. She was dressed in a periwinkle-blue hangerok that had been embroidered with flowers. The color of the gown brought out the color of her eyes. “How lovely you look,” I told Hillie. “And you too, cousin. You are looking very fine,” I told Hakon. “Brother of the groom and a jarl.”

      Despite Hakon’s and Halger’s many disputes over the years, the pair had found a way to rule Silfrheim together. Under them, the jarldom was flourishing once more. With Helga and her daughters all wed and gone from Silfrheim, the hall was truly their own—and soon, Svanhild would join them.

      Hakon smiled at me. “Thank you, Hervor.”

      “This is new,” I said, touching a small scar under Hakon’s eye.

      “Some bandits were annoying one of the farmers north of Silfrheim. I left the fight with this. They didn’t leave.”

      I laughed. “Well done, cousin.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      “Come along, come along,” Svafa said, motioning for us to come inside. She turned and waved to Heidrek and Blomma, who had paused at the top of the steps and were having what appeared to be a tense conversation. “Heidrek? Blomma? You too. Inside.”

      Svafa went to the door of the hall. “The king and queen of Grund,” she called to the room, making everyone call out in cheer.

      We all entered behind her.

      Jarl Eric crossed the room to greet us. “Hofund, Hervor, I am sorry I was not at the dock. The gothar had me in council. I am so pleased you have come.”

      “It is a fine day for a wedding,” Hofund said.

      Jarl Eric smiled lightly. “Yes. I suppose if I must lose my daughter on any day, today is good enough. And, in the very least, she will wed a fine warrior and jarl,” he added, nodding to Halger.

      Halger smiled at Eric. “I have been in love with Svanhild from the first moment I saw her and am patient enough to wait for your approval.”

      Jarl Eric laughed. “One day, when you have a daughter, you will understand,” he told Halger, then turned to the room. “Let’s have some mead for the king and queen of Grund!” he called to his servants.

      We settled in, Eydis taking a seat beside me.

      “Hervor,” Orvar-Odd said, crossing the room to join us. His limp, which he earned falling from his horse three winters back, was worse than it had been the last time I saw him. He walked with a staff.

      Orvar-Odd followed my gaze. “Don’t mind this. I use it to beat admirers away if they come too close to your mother.”

      At that, Svafa laughed. “In the presence of such young beauties,” she said, motioning to Blomma, Hillie, and Eylin, “I feel like a crone.”

      “Nonsense,” Orvar-Odd said.

      I looked at Eydis, both of us grinning.

      I was glad to see Svafa so merry. Her adventures with Orvar-Odd had taken her all over our land. But more, it was clear that she and the hero were deeply in love. I could ask for nothing less for my mother.

      On my other side, Leif, Hofund, and Eric had already fallen into a deep conversation about who had been raiding where and what they had seen.

      “So, why the…” I said, then cleared my throat, mimicking the sound Eydis had made earlier.

      “Ah,” Eydis said, then nodded. “Hillie wishes to speak to you.”

      “To me? About?”

      “About something that seemed like it would be best coming from you. I will leave it at that.”

      A moment later, Bryn and her daughter Eir appeared from the back. Eir, spotting Eylin, came straight to us, her mother not far behind.

      “Eylin,” Eir said happily. Eir, who had her mother’s red hair, took Eylin’s hands. “I am so glad you’re here. My cat has had kittens. Do you want to see? You too, Laurits?”

      “Mother?” Eylin asked.

      Eydis motioned for them both to go on, but Laurits hesitated. I watched as Laurits nervously scanned the room. On one side of the hall, Arngrimir and Angantyr were laughing loudly alongside Thora and Thorgud. Eylin and Eir motioned for Laurits to come with them.

      “I…” Laurits said, then wavered.

      “Laurits,” I said carefully. “Blomma is there if you would like to say hello,” I said, pointing.

      An expression of relief crossed his face. Laurits inclined his head to me. “I will see Blomma,” he told Eylin and Eir.

      The girls left the hall, Laurits joining Blomma and Heidrek.

      Heidrek flashed Laurits an annoyed glance, then went to join Angantyr and the others.

      At Blomma’s side, Laurits seemed to relax.

      “He is still so cautious,” I said.

      Eydis nodded. “The world overwhelms him. He can never find a place. I don’t know what to do with him. I am failing Asta. I do not see a path for Laurits.”

      “It is not for you to decide,” I reminded her. “That is the Norns’ will. They will weave the path for him.”

      “Yes, yes. I know. But it would be helpful to have some sense of what to do with the boy. In the meantime, I can practically hear Asta nattering away in my ear.”

      “Asta’s time to chide us is over. May she forever be grateful that you have looked over her son as though he were your own.”

      Eydis shrugged, but what I said was true. Eydis had mothered Laurits no differently than Arngrimir and Eylin. She had simply blended the child into her own family. While Asta and Eydis had never been friendly to one another before Eydis’s marriage to Leif, in the end, it didn’t matter. Laurits was Leif’s brother, and Eydis loved Leif. That love extended to anything that touched him.

      “Queen Hervor,” Bryn called happily. “Well met.”

      I rose to embrace her. “My congratulations on this fine day. I am pleased to be here to see your stepdaughter wed. Your father…”

      “He will be here before nightfall. At least, that is what he assures me,” she said, then shrugged.

      I nodded. “I have a gift for Svanhild.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, Hervor. Come. You can see her, but she is a bit beyond herself. The gythia have given her a tonic to loosen the mind.”

      “I remember well,” I replied.

      Eydis laughed. “I’m surprised you remember at all,” Eydis told me. “You were funny, Hervor. Well, as funny as you get. You even made Yrsa laugh.”

      “That’s saying something,” I replied with a laugh then went with Bryn to the back of the hall.

      We arrived at one of the chamber doors.

      Bryn knocked. “I am here with Queen Hervor.”

      A gythia, her face painted with kohl, opened the door. “Queen Hervor,” the woman said, bowing. She stepped aside so I could enter.

      Within, I found Svanhild sitting on a stool before the fire. Her maids were plaiting her hair as the gythia marked her skin with runes. They had woven her hair with spring flowers.

      “Like Frigga herself,” I said.

      Svanhild moved to get up. “Queen Hervor.”

      “Please, stay seated. Let your attendants do their work. I’ve just come to offer my blessings and with a gift,” I said, handing a small packet to her.

      Svanhild took the parcel. “What is it?” she asked, looking up at me drowsy-eyed.

      Bryn laughed. “It’s a gift.”

      “Oh, I see,” Svanhild said, then looked down at the packet.

      Chuckling gently, I took it back from her and opened it. Within was a necklace made with silver beads and trimmed with pearls. And at the center, the silversmith had made a swan with a sparkling green gem for an eye.

      “A swan. Today, you marry my cousin. You will become part of my family. May the Valkyrie Svanhild protect you and bring you good fortune,” I said, clasping the necklace on her.

      “It’s so beautiful, Queen Hervor,” she said dreamily. “Its eye is winking at me.”

      I grinned. “I’m sure it is. May Frigga bless you.”

      “Thank you, Queen Hervor.”

      With that, I nodded to the holy women then left them to their work. I went to the door where Bryn was waiting. “I’ll stay with her awhile,” Bryn told me. “Such a thoughtful gift. Thank you, Hervor.”

      “My pleasure,” I said, then left the chamber.

      Outside, I found Veigr, Svanhild’s grandfather by Eric’s first wife. “Veigr,” I said. “Congratulations on your granddaughter’s wedding.”

      “Married to a jarl and cousin of the queen. I can ask for nothing more. She looks just like her mother did on her own wedding day. I am getting old, Queen Hervor.”

      “Nonsense. We are all like mead, becoming finer with age.”

      He laughed. “As you say.”

      I inclined my head to him then returned to the hall. The place was brimming with warriors of Hárclett, but also with family. What a brood we had produced. Outside, I spotted Eylin and Eir with the kittens. Where the other children had gone, I had no idea.

      I crossed the room and exited the hall.

      “Hervor, look,” Eylin called, lifting a fluffy kitten. “It has one brown eye and one blue one.”

      I smiled at her, but my gaze went to Blomma, who stood at the top of the stairs looking down at the harbor below. She was speaking in low tones to Laurits, who nodded. I joined them. Following Blomma’s gaze, I looked out down at the pier. There, the other children were on the dock, sitting on the side of one of the ships.

      “Queen Hervor,” Laurits said, bowing to me.

      “Laurits,” Eir called. “Come look. My father said these cats came here with your mother. Come see them.”

      Laurits gave us both a soft smile then joined the girls.

      I stood alongside Blomma, who gestured with her chin below. “Heidrek is cross with me because I wouldn’t come to the docks with them,” Blomma said.

      I sighed. “Pay him no mind.”

      “I still have not found the right words to tell him.”

      Heidrek’s early attachment to Blomma had only grown fiercer with age. While Blomma always regarded him as a younger brother, Heidrek, in his coming of age, certainly did not consider Blomma in the same light, no matter how much Hofund and I discouraged the notion.

      “There is no escaping the truth. He has no say in the matter. It is your life to lead,” I replied.

      Blomma sighed. “I love him well, but…”

      She didn’t need to say more. Blomma struggled to keep their relationship familial. Heidrek only saw Blomma as his future wife. Any word to the contrary was met with fury or dismissed entirely—even from Blomma.

      “Your future is waiting for you. You do not answer to Heidrek. It is time for him to accept reality. Forget it for now. Come to the hall. Drink and be merry.”

      Blomma raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Okay, in the very least, come inside and drink and tolerate the noise for Halger’s sake.”

      At that, Blomma laughed. “Very well, Hervor.”

      Blomma and I returned to the hall. Blomma left me, giving me a knowing look, and went to Halger. I rejoined Eydis.

      “Where are my mites?” Eydis asked.

      “Eylin and Laurits are just outside, and Arngrimir is as the dock with the others.”

      “No doubt complaining bitterly about the injustices done on them by their parents.”

      I laughed.

      “Leif said you are going to Bolmsö?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I will take Angantyr for his crowning as jarl of Bolmsö. He will stay there afterward. King Harald is expected to come to Grund by the midsummer blót. I must return by then.”

      “Is Angantyr ready?”

      “As much as he can be. He is feeling trepidatious, but I have assured him he will be fine.”

      “Are you ready?”

      I laughed. “Decidedly, no. I’m not ready to lose him yet. But I must do what is best for Angantyr and for Bolmsö.”

      “Heidrek will be beside himself with jealousy.”

      “What isn’t Heidrek jealous of? Reminding him he will be king is the balm that usually works.”

      “Usually.”

      “Usually.”

      At that, we both laughed.

      “I’m afraid we’ve grown domesticated,” Eydis said with a sigh.

      “Speak for yourself. I am constantly embattled.”

      “Has Grund grown so unwieldy?”

      “Large. Grund has grown large. And with it, so have the number of complaints and demands.”

      Eydis clicked her tongue. “Woe is Hervor, queen of Grund. So many problems,” she said, then rolled her eyes.

      I elbowed Eydis, making her laugh.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon in the hall, drinking and cheering on the young couple's upcoming nuptials. It was late in the afternoon, the sun dipping toward the horizon, when a horn sounded announcing the arrival of visitors. Bryn and Eric headed outside to meet their guests. Across the table from me, Blomma froze, her eyes on the door.

      A few moments later, a small party appeared at the entrance to the hall, Jarl Mjord at the front.

      Blomma rose.

      “Hofund,” I whispered to him, pulling his attention from Leif.

      Hofund turned to me.

      I flicked my eyes toward Blomma.

      He nodded.

      Hofund and I rose. Smiling, we went to meet the newcomers.

      “Jarl Mjord,” Hofund called merrily.

      I looked back, motioning for Blomma to join us.

      “King Hofund,” Jarl Mjord said, inclining his head. The jarl wore long robes, his black-and-silver hair woven into long braids which hung from his temples. He had not aged a bit since the last I’d seen him. He turned to me. “Queen Hervor.”

      “Jarl Mjord.”

      “I was starting to wonder if you would make it on time,” Bryn chided him.

      “There was much work to attend to. I am sorry to worry you,” he told his daughter.

      Jarl Mjord’s eyes flicked behind Hofund and me.

      I turned, gesturing for Blomma to join us.

      “Jarl Mjord,” Blomma said hesitantly.

      “It is good to see you again, Blomma. I’ve brought an extra horse for you. If you have any parcels, my men will see to them for you.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Mjord.”

      “I will see that everything is settled,” Hofund told Blomma, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and setting a kiss on the side of her head.

      She smiled lightly.

      “I shall see Svanhild before the wedding,” Jarl Mjord told us.

      Eric nodded. “Come, we shall see her together.”

      “My queen, my king,” Jarl Mjord said politely, excusing himself. His eyes lingered on Blomma’s a long moment then they headed to the back.

      “What did he mean about a horse?” a voice asked from just outside the hall.

      We turned to find Heidrek there. A look of confusion and anger washed over his face. My gaze went from Heidrek to Blomma.

      “Heidrek,” Hofund began, causing Heidrek to glare at his father.

      “Let me,” Blomma said gently, setting her hand on Hofund’s arm.

      “Come, Heidrek. Let’s walk together,” Blomma said.

      Standing in the doorway of the hall, Hofund and I watched as Blomma and Heidrek crossed the square.

      Although she was his elder, Heidrek stood as tall as Blomma. He was growing into a man before my eyes, and with it, the fierce blood of Bolmsö was awakening. Hofund, always moderate in his moods, had struggled to help Heidrek temper his anger—and it had created a rift between them that did not want to heal.

      Arngrimir, Angantyr, Thorgud, and Thora—newly returned from the pier—watched as Heidrek and Blomma crossed the square. Already, we could hear Heidrek’s angry tone.

      Thora sighed, her tone full of exasperation. “Come on,” she told the others, but Angantyr hesitated.

      Angantyr joined us. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      My gaze went to Hofund, who nodded to me.

      “Blomma will leave us soon. She is telling Heidrek now.”

      “Where is she going?”

      “She will return with Jarl Mjord to Hreinnby.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Blomma has learned everything she can from the gythia in Grund. From Jarl Mjord, she can learn the mysteries of the gods.”

      “Seidr?”

      “Yes.”

      Angantyr watched the pair who had now stopped. Blomma was still talking, her expression soft, but I could see Heidrek was boiling. He balled his hands as he listened.

      “I’m glad for Blomma,” Angantyr said. “You have told us many stories about the great things Jarl Mjord can do. My sister is blessed by the gods. She should learn whatever she can, wherever she can. Even if we will miss her, that doesn’t mean she shouldn’t go.”

      Hofund set his hand on Angantyr’s dark, curly locks. “Yes, my son. That’s right.”

      “You care nothing about me,” Heidrek shouted angrily, causing some of the people of Hárclett who had been busy decorating the square to stop and look. Heidrek turned and stormed away from Blomma, heading back down the steps toward the docks once more.

      “Heidrek,” Blomma called, but he didn’t stop.

      The setting sun shining on his red hair, making it shimmer like copper—and his cheeks flushed red just the same—Heidrek retreated.

      Blomma sighed heavily, then turned away, joining a young woman who had been winding a garland up a timber. She spoke in a low voice to the girl then helped her with her work.

      “Should I go after him?” Angantyr asked, his gaze following Heidrek.

      “No. Until his blood calms, he won’t hear anything from any of us,” I replied.

      Hofund frowned.

      Angantyr sighed. “Let’s go in.”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Hofund said, the pair of them headed back inside.

      My gaze lingered a moment on the steps leading to the dock. While I knew better than to follow Heidrek, my heart ached for him. He was my child, and he was in pain. But it was time to shatter his illusions. Blomma did not love him the way he loved her. Until Heidrek accepted that truth, he would not be able to move on. Sometimes it’s good for us to get our hearts broken. Only then are we free to find someone new to mend the cracks.
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      Inside, the merriment reached a crescendo. The gothar came to collect the men. We ladies rose, calling out well-wishes to Halger.

      “Freyr’s blessings, cousin,” I called to him.

      Halger looked at me, giving me a mischievous grin, a glimmer of the little boy he used to be reflected on his face once more.

      “How joyful he looks,” a soft voice said from beside me.

      I turned to find Hillie there.

      “That he does.”

      She smiled. “Jarl Eric made him wait long enough,” she said with a laugh. “But now, Silfrheim is thriving, and Halger has proven himself. They will be very happy.”

      I nodded.

      The others followed behind Halger, Leif taunting his brother as he went.

      As Hakon passed us, he smiled at me, but his gaze fell on Hillie and lingered there a long moment. He grinned at her, then all the men disappeared outside.

      As Arngrimir passed, I gently took his arm. “Cousin, go to the docks and bring Heidrek back. Tell him I said he must come. He will not miss Halger’s nuptials. No excuses.”

      Arngrimir nodded to me, then took off in a run.

      Rök, who was sitting beside me, rose. He whined, excited by the idea of a run, but in the end, he sat once more.

      I stroked his head. “Stay here, old friend. Those stairs are for the young. We are not as spry as we once were.”

      Rök looked up at me, licking my hand.

      Soon, Jarl Mjord, Jarl Eric, Hofund, and Angantyr joined the others, all of them going outside.

      “Hervor…” Hillie said quietly. “I wanted to ask you—” she began, but she was silenced when one of the gythia who had attended Svanhild appeared from the back. Shaking a silver bell, she called for us all to become quiet.

      “Later?” I asked Hillie.

      She nodded.

      Another gythia appeared. She carried a large seashell in which herbs burned, the smoke trailing upward. Chanting, the gythia circled the room, bringing us all to quiet as we prepared ourselves to welcome the bride.

      The head priestess came to the front of the hall.

      “Hail Freyja, protector of brides.

      “Hail Frigga, dutiful wife.

      “Hail Freyja, giver of life.

      “Hail Frigga, great and wise mother.

      “Hail Freyja, hail Frigga, hail Freyja, hail Frigga,” the gythia intoned.

      The priestess motioned for Bryn to come forward.

      “Mother of the bride, we offer Frigga’s prayers to you,” the gythia said. Dipping her fingers into a pot of kohl, she marked a rune on Bryn’s brow. “May a mother’s blessings fill a daughter’s heart.”

      The gythia then came to me, motioning for me to step forward.

      “Queen Hervor, like the queen of Asgard, may your presence here call the gods’ blessings upon this couple,” she said, then marked me as well.

      “Hail Freyja, hail Frigga, hail Freyja, hail Frigga,” the gythia intoned, then motioned to the back.

      Svanhild appeared. She looked radiant in her pale pink gown with its intricate embroidery of leaves and flowers climbing up the hem of her skirt. Her long, golden hair was woven with flowers. The necklace I had given her shimmered in the firelight. Along with it, she wore long earrings made of gold. Her face and chest were marked with runes.

      Chanting and ringing a silver bell, the gythia made their way out of the hall, Svanhild and Bryn falling behind. The rest of us ladies joined them.

      “Will you sing, Svafa?” Bryn called.

      “Let’s all sing,” Mother replied, then warbled the first few notes of the bridal song, all of us joining in, sounding like croaking frogs alongside Mother’s silver voice.

      We escorted the bride to the square where Halger waited, Hakon and Leif standing not far from him. The gythia of Hárclett motioned for the pair to come together before the fire. There, the wedding ceremony began.

      My eyes went to Hofund. It did not seem that long ago where we were wed on Bolmsö.

      My husband smiled softly at me, his gaze warm and loving.

      “What tokens of your love have you brought?” the gythia asked, turning to Svanhild.

      “I have two weapons for my husband. For Halger, I offer the sword of my grandfather, Veigr. This sword has been in my mother’s family for many years. As Veigr’s sword served him, let it serve the future jarls of Silfrheim,” she said, handing the sword to Halger. “I also offer this dagger, crafted by Jarl Mjord, my grandfather by my second mother. May this dagger keep you safe in battle.”

      The gythia turned to Halger.

      “Svanhild, I give you the sword of my father, Calder of Silfrheim. Keep it for our sons or daughters, and may they use it to protect their people and family from harm,” he said, handing the sword to her.

      The gothar beat their drums and chanted, calling the eyes of the gods upon us.

      I scanned the group of men, spotting a tuft of red hair. Beside Arngrimir, Heidrek stood staring into the fire—a hurt expression on his face. He must have felt me looking at him because he lifted his gaze, meeting my eyes.

      And at that moment, I saw the pain therein.

      I gave him a soft, reassuring smile.

      He returned the gesture, smiling lightly at me, then went back to looking at the fire once more.

      The gothar went through the rest of the wedding rite. And soon, they called for the bride and groom to prove their love with a kiss.

      “May Freyja and Freyr offer the jarl of Silfrheim and his new bride their blessings. You are now wed before the gods. Seal your bond with a kiss,” the gythia called, a smile on her face.

      Grinning, Halger leaned in and set a firm kiss on Svanhild’s lips. The bride wrapped her arms around his neck, returning the gesture.

      We all cheered.

      “Now, let us have music and drink,” Jarl Eric called, smiling more than I had ever seen the stoic man smile before. “May the gods be praised!”

      At that, everyone shouted happily. The musicians began playing and everyone started dancing. Barrels of ale were cracked open, and people filled their cups.

      Leaving the others, I crossed the square and joined Heidrek, who had already begun his retreat.

      “Heidrek,” I called.

      He paused, then turned.

      “Won’t you come and celebrate with Halger?”

      He frowned.

      I joined him, setting my hands on his shoulders, looking into his eyes. “Come, my son, and join the others.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Blomma wanted to tell you herself.”

      “How can she just leave me like that?”

      “Blomma is following the path the Norns have woven for her.”

      “But,” Heidrek said, then looked back toward the square. “But she will not be there when I come of age to marry her.”

      “Heidrek,” I said softly. This was not the first time we’d had this conversation. “All things are as the gods will. You must accept that. And you must accept that Blomma sees you as her brother, and no more.”

      “You always say that, but it is not true. She will change her mind when she sees how much I love her.”

      “Heidrek.”

      “Mother,” he said, his voice pained.

      I held his gaze. “Heidrek, you are the future king of Grund. There is no shortage of ladies who will wish to be your bride. King Harald is coming for the blót with his daughter Helga and—”

      “I will not marry Helga. I will marry Blomma.”

      “You cannot marry someone who does not wish to marry you.”

      “Of course I can. You can decree it, you and Hofund.”

      “My son, Blomma is our daughter. We will never force her to do anything against her will. She loves you—as a brother. I know this hurts, but you must accept it. It is the will of the gods. It is fate. What you want will not come to pass, so you must find another way. You must put this love aside and make space for something new. It will not be easy, but you must. But for now, as a prince of Grund and cousin to the groom, you should join the others. One day, you will be king, and kings do not go off sulking.”

      “I was not sulking,” Heidrek said indignantly.

      “No? I must be mistaken. Blomma leaves in the morning. If you love her so well, come and spend this night with us in good cheer.”

      Heidrek sighed. “Yes, Mother.”

      I pulled him into my arms. It didn’t matter that he was as tall as me, he was still my son. “Heidrek, trust in the gods to show you what is right.”

      “Yes, Mother,” he said again, but this time, there was an earnest tone in his voice.

      “Good. Now, come,” I said, then took his hand.

      In the square, the others had started dancing in a circle around the fire.

      “Heidrek,” Eylin called. “Come on,” she added, jumping out of the line to take Heidrek’s hand.

      Going with his cousin, Heidrek joined the circle. Across the square, Jarl Mjord was drinking a horn of ale and talking to Hofund. I joined them.

      “Will you not dance, Queen Hervor?” Jarl Mjord asked.

      “I only dance if pressured,” I said, passing a wink to Hofund. “But I am fine to cheer them on with some ale.”

      “Ahh,” Jarl Mjord mused. “In that, we are matched.”

      I chuckled.

      “That was a fine dagger Svanhild gave Halger,” Hofund told Jarl Mjord.

      “Thank you, King Hofund. I have played with the art of metallurgy in these recent years,” he said dismissively. But something told me what Jarl Mjord knew of smithcraft likely rivaled Grund’s best weaponsmiths.

      Hofund nodded. “The reindeer horn you used on the handle was beautiful. Your reindeer lose their horns each winter, do they not?”

      “They do,” Jarl Mjord replied.

      “Would you be interested in trade? There are artisans in Grund who could make fine jewelry, pins, weapons, and the like from the horns. They could be sold at a considerable profit.”

      Jarl Mjord tipped his head. “I will consider the matter.”

      “What do you do with the horns now?” I asked.

      “We use what we need and let the rest go back to the earth.”

      “Perhaps you and Blomma could deliver them to Grund in the autumn before the seas are too rough,” Hofund suggested.

      I chuckled. “You see, Jarl Mjord, that is a father speaking. He is making excuses about trade and profit only to ensure he sees his daughter.”

      Jarl Mjord gave me that light smile.

      “Grandfather,” Eir said, rushing to join us. She took Jarl Mjord’s hand. “Will you not dance with us? Please? For me?”

      Jarl Mjord smiled. “The gods move us all for their amusement, do they not, Queen Hervor? Of course, my little one,” he told her. Setting his cup aside, Jarl Mjord joined Eir in the dance.

      Hofund chuckled. “You see. It’s not so hard. Come on, my pretty wife. If Jarl Mjord can be forced to dance, so can you,” Hofund said, taking my horn from my hand and setting it aside. With that, he pulled me into the circle.

      That night was full of merriment, all of us dancing—whether we liked it or not—and drinking until the moon was high in the sky. I was worn out when Hofund and I finally retired to our chamber. Arngrimir, Angantyr, and Thorgud had fallen asleep in the main hall, using Rök as a convenient pillow.

      “Should I leave him?” I asked, looking at Angantyr.

      Rök lifted his head to look at me.

      Hofund chuckled. “Rök is with him. What better protection can he have?”

      I grinned.

      “A hand here, King Hofund?” Orvar-Odd called. He was attempting to get up from the bench, but his leg pained him. “I sent Svafa to bed but forgot I couldn’t get up without her,” he said with a laugh. “It is no fun to get old. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

      Hofund smiled at him. “Coming,” he told him, then turned to me. “Go on.”

      I nodded then went back to my chamber. When I opened the door, I was surprised to find Heidrek within. He was standing very close to the wall as if he had been peering…

      “Heidrek,” I said, my voice sharp.

      He jumped back in alarm. “Mother. I… I was looking for you.”

      My gaze narrowed. “The others are asleep in the hall. Why don’t you join them there?”

      “In the hall? But I am the prince of Grund.”

      “Does that mean you shouldn’t learn how to sleep in a hall?”

      Heidrek frowned at me.

      I closed the door behind me and crossed the room to where Heidrek was standing.

      “Mother,” Heidrek said nervously, edging toward the wall.

      I moved him aside. There, I spotted a slim crack between the boards. When I bent to look, I discovered I had a full view of the girls’ chamber beside my own, including a view of a half-naked Blomma who was redressing for bed.

      “Mother, I didn’t mean to—” Heidrek began.

      Before I could master my fury, I turned and slapped Heidrek across the face.

      Heidrek stared at me, stunned.

      Hofund opened the door.

      When he saw the pair of us, his joyful expression deflated.

      “What is it?” he asked darkly.

      “Will you tell him, or shall I?” I asked.

      Heidrek stared at me.

      “What happened?” Hofund asked again.

      “Heidrek made himself privy to a view of the girls’ chamber. Particularly, to Blomma’s privacy.”

      Hofund stilled. Rage washed over him. For a brief second, I saw lightning flicker in his eyes.

      “What does it matter?” Heidrek asked defiantly. “She will be my wife.”

      “Have you forgotten everything I said to you earlier?” I replied, fury making my heart thunder in my ears.

      Heidrek stared at me.

      “Come with me. Now,” Hofund said darkly.

      Heidrek looked at me.

      My hands shaking. I said nothing.

      “Mother?” Heidrek inquired.

      “Go,” I told him.

      Hofund crossed the room and grabbed Heidrek by the nape of his shirt, shoving him toward the door, the pair disappearing from the room. I followed them, watching as Hofund led Heidrek down the hallway and out of Eric’s hall.

      I stood for a moment at the exit to the hallway, trying to rein in my emotions. My heart pounded, the sound thundering in my ears. I closed my eyes, trying to master the red rage that wanted to spill over me. And more, I was furious with myself. I had struck my child. What kind of mother was I?

      I inhaled deeply then let the air out slowly. I repeated the process again and again until the thundering in my heart receded.

      I turned and went to Blomma’s chamber, knocking lightly on the door.

      After a moment, Blomma—dressed in her bedgown—appeared.

      “Mother?”

      I gestured for her to let me in.

      Within, I found Thora, Eir, and Eylin asleep.

      “What is it?” Blomma whispered, reading the worried expression on my face.

      I went to the side of the room, discovering the crack in the wall. Grabbing a washing cloth, I stuffed the gap.

      “What…” Blomma began, then gasped. Her cheeks reddened, tears forming in her eyes.

      My heart felt sick. “Heidrek. I am so sorry.”

      Blomma clenched her jaw. The sadness and embarrassment resided, and her eyes flashed silver. Rage contorted her features, reminding me of Solva. “We had a tough discussion,” Blomma said in a whisper so as not to wake the other girls. “I have told him in no uncertain terms that I will not be his wife. I promise you, Mother. I have done nothing to make him think otherwise.”

      I set my hand on her cheek. “I know.”

      “He must stop this madness.”

      “Yes. I am hoping with you being gone, it will remind him of the fact. King Harald will come to Grund soon. We hope that Princess Helga will suffice to redirect his attentions.”

      Blomma huffed lightly, the sound reminding me so much of Yrsa that it took me by surprise. She shook her head. “Perhaps if you mention her wealth. Otherwise…”

      “Once you are parted from one another, he will begin to understand.”

      “I hope you are right.”

      “You have spoken again to Jarl Mjord?”

      Blomma smiled, the dark echo of Solva disappearing. “Yes, we will ride to Hreinnby in the morning.”

      I stared at my daughter, studying the wistful look she got on her face every time anyone had mentioned the jarl. “Do you remember the wooden reindeer Hofund carved for you?”

      “Of course. I still have them. They are as precious to me as these,” she said, touching the necklaces she always wore: Hofund’s wooden blossom and the reindeer-horn necklace Jarl Mjord had given her.

      “You have always been on this path. I think… I think you were always meant to join Jarl Mjord. Think no more of Heidrek and the problems of Grund. Your future is in front of you.”

      Blomma nodded.

      I smiled at her, setting my hand on her cheek. “I will leave you to get your rest. And…and I am sorry,” I said, looking back at the gap in the wall. “Hofund has taken Heidrek off somewhere. His behavior will be corrected.”

      Blomma nodded but said nothing more.

      I smiled at her softly once more then left, shutting the door softly behind me.

      I returned to the hall, but there was no sign of Hofund or Heidrek. Everyone was sleeping, including Angantyr and the other boys. I headed back outside. It was quiet. The villagers had all gone. Some of Dalr’s and Silfrheim’s men slept by the fire. A couple stood beside the wall of a nearby building, kissing under the moonlight.

      Freyja was inspiring others besides Halger and Svanhild this night.

      When I turned to go back inside, I caught the light of a burning ember and smelled the sweet scent of herbs. I turned to find Jarl Mjord leaning against a tree. He was puffing on a long, slim pipe.

      “Jarl Mjord,” I said.

      “They have gone to the docks.”

      I nodded, a swell of shame rising up in my breast. How dissimilar Angantyr and Heidrek were. Angantyr would never have done something so base and gross. My firstborn. Perhaps I had coddled Heidrek too much. Always, he’d demanded mine and Blomma’s attention. And we had given it to him. Was I paying the price for that love now?

      “Thank you,” I told him. “I…I think I’ll go inside.”

      Jarl Mjord blew out a puff of smoke, the strong scent of herbs filling the air. He lifted a finger for me to wait a moment, then pointed behind me.

      I turned to find Hillie there.

      “Hillie,” I said. “Is everything all right?”

      She nodded. “Yes…I… In fact, may I have a word with you, Queen Hervor?”

      I turned back to Jarl Mjord. The coal of his pipe lit his face as he toked. He smiled at me, inclining his head.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Hillie and I walked together, taking a seat on a bench not far from the fire.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I must ask you something. Eydis told me it was best if I talked to you. Hervor, I am in love with Hakon. I want to marry him.”

      “Hillie! That is good news.”

      “Yes, but… but I told him I could not agree without talking to you first.”

      “To me? Why?”

      “I…I do not know who my parents are, my real parents. I did not want to bring any shame to Hakon. And I wanted to be sure we were not of close blood.”

      I felt like a rock dropped to the bottom of my stomach. “Oh, Hillie,” I whispered.

      “I know you know. Please, tell me the truth. Whatever it is, I will hear it.”

      I took her hand. “My grandfather Jarl Bjartmar was a vile man.”

      Hillie gasped. “Then my worst fear is true… He is my father?”

      I shook my head. “No, Hillie. No. He was not.”

      She exhaled deeply.

      “In the weeks before I left Dalr, before you came to live in the jarl’s house, there was an attack on the hall. Some men came to kill the jarl,” I said, then paused. She had asked for the truth. I would not deny her, no matter how hard it was to hear. “They came to kill all of us. It was an overthrow plotted by Egil, Eilif, and Asta. Egil and Eilif wanted to kill Jarl Bjartmar…and their brother, Calder. They used men from Dalr, men who hated Jarl Bjartmar, to aid them in their plot. There was a man among them whose name was Gorm. Jarl Bjartmar sacrificed Gorm to Grímnir’s Eye. The night before he was sacrificed, I found Gorm in the grove. He asked me to help his family,” I said, then shook my head. “It was a condemned man’s request, so I did my best. But I learned that all of Gorm’s family had been killed, save for one small girl who was hiding with the goats…a child named Hilda whose father called her Hillie.”

      Hillie stared at me. “My family…they were all killed?”

      “Yes. Your farm was burned, the property redistributed, and the livestock brought to the jarl’s holdings. Jarl Bjartmar left you to die.”

      “How did I end up in the hall?”

      “I promised your father I would see to his family. While he had done wrong, I would not deny a dying man his wish. It would be an affront to the gods. And you were but a tiny thing. So, I brought you to the hall. You stayed with Svafa, Eydis, and me, and I put you under Oda’s care.”

      “Who else knows? Oda? Svafa?”

      “Only Eydis.”

      “My father was a traitor,” she said, then gasped. “My father was going to kill Hakon.”

      I held her gaze. “Yes. But your father’s last thought was of you. Remember that. With his dying words, your father begged me to care for you. Your father was used by important men. If you will be the wife of a jarl, remember that. Remember the responsibility the gods place in those they choose to lead their people. In the end, you were raised in that hall, mothered by Oda. You are Gorm’s daughter in blood, but no more than that.”

      “Oh, Hervor,” Hillie said softly, looking out at the fire. “I cannot marry Hakon. My father was a criminal. Jarl Bjartmar condemned me to death too.”

      “Hillie,” I said gently. “If Hakon truly loves you, it will not matter. All that matters is your love for him. Tell him. Let him prove it to you.”

      Hillie stared at the fire. “Yes.”

      I nodded, then rose.

      “Hervor…” Hillie said, then paused. “I was very little when it all happened, but I remember you and the goats. I just… I couldn’t piece it all together. I am alive because of you. I don’t know how to thank you.”

      I smiled at her. “Marry my cousin and live a happy life. That will be thanks enough.”

      She nodded, fat tears rolling down her cheeks.

      I leaned forward and placed a kiss on her forehead. “All things are as the All-Father wills. Remember that.”

      Again, she nodded.

      With that, I turned and headed back inside, passing Jarl Mjord once more.

      “Good night, Jarl Mjord.”

      “Good night, Queen Hervor.”

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect my family.

      Protect them as you have always protected me.

      The air around me stirred. I felt the warmth of a smile.

      “Don’t worry, shield-maiden. I always see to what is mine.”

      Loki.

      “Yours?”

      While many times I sensed the god was on my side, this time, his words brought no comfort.

      And he did not reply.
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Chapter 48

        

      

    

    
      It was late that night when Hofund finally returned. Alone.

      “Where is Heidrek?” I asked.

      “On the ship,” Hofund replied firmly, a tinge of anger around his words.

      “Hofund…”

      He shook his head. “There is nothing to say, Hervor. This is the last time he will test our patience on this matter. He has gone too far. Blomma does not belong to him, no matter how much he wishes it. She will not be his wife. He will never force this issue again, and he will amend his ways.”

      “Or?”

      “Or he will not be king. I will pass the crown to Angantyr and let Heidrek find his own way.”

      “You told him this?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have secretly nursed the same sentiment. Angantyr has the disposition to be king. Heidrek…”

      “We must work harder to root out that fire in him. And we must do it now before it is too late. He is too bold. He thinks our world and everyone in it belongs to him because he is our son.”

      “He is young, immature.”

      “For how long will we excuse his behavior owing to his youth?”

      Hofund was right.

      “Heidrek was forged in the fire of Tyrfing,” I said. “He would not be alive if it were not for the sword. Neither of us would. Do you think the curse emblazed into the sword somehow affected him?”

      Hofund looked thoughtful. “I am no gothar. That question is better left to the jarl outside smoking a pipe.”

      I smiled lightly. “He is still out there?”

      Hofund nodded. “He wished me good night.”

      “Perhaps he doesn’t sleep,” I told Hofund with a smile.

      Hofund set his hand on the back of my neck. “We will help Heidrek, but it will not go easy, and he will not like many of the choices we make for him.”

      “May the All-Father guide us.”

      “Let him guide me to bed, wife. Our son has made me feel old, and I have drunk too much,” Hofund said, sitting on the side of the bed.

      “Yes, King Hofund,” I said with a soft smile, then slid onto the bed. I lay back, waiting as Hofund pulled off his boots.

      “Hofund…” I said finally.

      “Hmm?”

      “I struck Heidrek. I was so angry. I could not stop myself.”

      “Only the gods prevented me from doing worse. Forgive yourself, Hervor. It was deserved.”

      Was it? How many times had Bjartmar hit me? Did anyone ever deserve it? My heart felt heavy. “Will he be all right alone in the ship?”

      “He has a guard. He doesn’t know that, but you do.”

      “Very well.”

      Hofund pulled me into his arms.

      I lay staring up at the ceiling, wrestling with my guilt. I was about to ask Hofund another question when his soft snore tickled my neck.

      I closed my eyes and pushed away my dark thoughts. Everything was going to be fine. We would find a way forward. With Blomma gone, things would get easier for Heidrek. He would move on. And Heidrek would benefit from a night on the boat alone, worrying about assassins and monsters in the dark.

      That boy could use a little fear.

      Unless he had too much already.
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        * * *

      

      We rose the next day, rejoining the others in the hall. Heidrek was wandering about with the other boys, pretending as if nothing was wrong. When I bent my ear to listen, he was bragging to Thora, Thorgud, Angantyr, and Arngrimir that he’d spent the night on the ship—alone.

      Both boys looked at him with flames of envy and awe in their eyes. Thora, on the other hand, simply rolled her eyes. No doubt, she had already guessed there was more to the story.

      Despite his bravado, Heidrek avoided Hofund and me—and Blomma—entirely.

      I sighed heavily, then slipped in at the table beside Eydis.

      “Well, that was a heavy sigh.”

      “Heidrek,” I said with a frown.

      “Touch of Bolmsö in that one,” Eydis said, her gaze going to my son.

      “Yes, but I fear it’s more my uncle Hjorvard’s fire than Arngrim’s.”

      Eydis kept her gaze on Heidrek. “There is fire for certain,” she said, then blinked hard.

      She gave me a quick, false smile, then turned to her plate once more.

      I didn’t ask.

      I didn’t have to.

      Things would not go easy with Heidrek. Only age and a little wisdom could cure him. Perhaps a battle or two would humble him. I could only hope.

      Angantyr left the crowd of children to come to see me.

      “Mother,” he said. “Heidrek slept in the boat all night.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “I was in the hall with Rök.”

      I wrapped my arm around his waist. “I saw. Did you sleep well?”

      “Yes. I saw many dreams.”

      Eydis turned to him. “What did you dream, jarl of Bolmsö?”

      “Oh,” Angantyr said. “There was a forest. In the forest, there were runestones.”

      Eydis nodded. “You see, because you were sleeping on Rök, his dreams crawled up your arm, then your neck, and into your mind,” Eydis said, her fingers walking up Angantyr’s arm, shoulder, and neck, to his ear. “Rök shared his dreams with you. Were you chasing squirrels?”

      Angantyr laughed. “No, but there were many people crowded at the stones.”

      “Was something wrong?” I asked.

      Angantyr frowned. “I’m not sure.”

      “Dreams are like that. Unclear. Like walking through the clouds,” Eydis said. “Sometimes they tell you the future and sometimes the past. And sometimes, they tell you nothing at all.”

      Angantyr grinned at her then turned to me. “Why did you let Heidrek sleep on the boat?”

      “Heidrek was made to sleep on the boat in punishment.”

      Angantyr nodded stoically. “I see.”

      “Angantyr, come on,” Thora called from the doorway.

      “Don’t tell the others,” I told him.

      Angantyr nodded, placed a kiss on my cheek, then he headed off, following Thora and the others. Heidrek was already gone.

      My eyes drifted across the room. Jarl Mjord and Blomma sat together, the pair in conversation, their voices low but their eyes on one another. To my surprise and happiness, they were both smiling. Blomma nodded at something the jarl said. Jarl Mjord laughed lightly, something I rarely—if ever—had seen him do before. Blomma chuckled.

      While one child was struggling to grow, Blomma was fully coming into her own. A woman now, she would set her own course. And that deep well of magic inside her had finally brought her to the right person.

      The morning wore on, everyone celebrating with Halger and Svanhild, both of whom looked sleepless but happy, as a bride and groom should. Hofund, Eydis, Leif, and I were sitting drinking together when Hakon and Hillie joined us.

      “Brother,” Hakon said, sitting beside Leif, Hillie beside him. “I—we—have our own news to share.”

      Leif looked puzzled. “What is it?”

      Hillie gave me a knowing glance.

      “Hillie has agreed to be my wife.”

      At that, Leif smiled widely then slapped Hakon on the back, causing him to spill his ale. “Well done, brother. It is a good day. And sweet Hillie… Congratulations.”

      Hillie smiled nicely at Leif, her cheeks growing red.

      “Well done,” I said, lifting my horn to them.

      The pair smiled at me.

      “Friends, people of Hárclett and all gathered here,” Leif said, standing. “Yesterday, my brother Halger wed the beautiful maiden of this hall. Let’s cheer Halger and Svanhild. Skol,” he called, the room echoing his call. When our voices died down, Leif added. “And today, I am pleased to announce that my other brother—because twins are never far behind one another,” he said, making the crowd laugh, “has announced he, too, will wed. Hakon will soon be wed to Hillie, the maid of Dalr. And to that I say, may the gods be thanked. Two of my brothers will be happily married and off to Silfrheim, and I will have my hall to myself. A cheer to Hakon and Hillie. Skol!”

      “Skol,” we all called with a laugh.

      “What a beautiful day. Surely, it’s like a dream. The gods are smiling on us now,” Svafa said, lifting her horn. “Congratulations, my dears,” she told Hakon and Hillie, toasting them.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you for these many blessings. Our world is truly transformed.

      But once more, a voice responded that did not belong to the All-Father. This time, it was the familiar voice of Skadi.

      “Dreams are illusions, sister of the forest.

      “Don’t forget to wake.”
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Chapter 49

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after midday, Bryn, Blomma, and Jarl Mjord found Hofund and me in the square.

      “My king, my queen, I will ride to Hreinnby now,” Jarl Mjord told us.

      Hofund stilled for a moment, then nodded. “Very well.”

      “You never stay,” Bryn complained at her father, but her expression was more teasing than angry.

      “It is the summer season,” he explained simply.

      “Yes, yes,” Bryn said with a playful sigh.

      My gaze went to Blomma.

      She nodded to me, then turned to Jarl Mjord. “I will say goodbye to my brothers.”

      He inclined his head to her.

      “The boys are down at the dock. I will go with you,” Hofund told Blomma.

      Blomma gave me a smile, her gaze flicking to Jarl Mjord, then she and Hofund departed.

      Eir ran up to us. “Are you leaving, Grandfather?”

      “Yes,” he said, setting his hand on her head, stroking her red hair. “Set out your hands,” he told her, placing his palms up.

      Eir mirrored his actions.

      “Hmm,” Jarl Mjord said, nodding as he considered. “Freyja sees you have been taking care of those kittens,” he said, folding his hands over Eir’s, closing her hands into fists. “She is pleased.”

      “How do you know?” Eir asked.

      Jarl Mjord pulled his hands back. “Look,” he told her, motioning to her hands.

      The girl opened her fists to find two tiny kittens carved in reindeer horn.

      Eir gasped. “From Freyja.”

      “Yes, from Freyja. Continue to take care of those kittens,” Jarl Mjord told her, leaning down to kiss her on the head.

      “Look,” Eir told Bryn.

      She nodded. “We’ve been positively drowning in kittens since Asta stayed with us,” Bryn told me.

      I laughed. “Not at all. It is Freyja who blesses you, didn’t you hear?”

      Bryn winked then turned to her father. “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head to her.

      “I will tell Eric you’re readying to depart,” Bryn said, then went back into the hall, her daughter trailing along beside her.

      I turned to Jarl Mjord. “Well, Jarl Mjord. It has come to pass.”

      “It is as the gods will, Queen Hervor,” he told me. But there was an edge to his voice I didn’t quite understand. He sounded almost resigned. “You do not need to worry for Blomma.”

      “No? We both know my worries. The dreams…”

      Jarl Mjord nodded. “I do, but you cannot change what the Norns have woven. From the moment I saw her, I knew Blomma was destined to be my student. I love Bryn, but she is a thing of this earth. Bryn never had the inclination to learn seidr. I began to fear I would have no one with whom I could share what I know. But then, I met your foster-daughter. Blomma is special, but you already know this.”

      “Blomma’s mother was said to be part jotun. She was a fierce thing. I don’t know who her father—”

      “Blomma’s father is Loki.”

      I stopped. “I… Are you certain?”

      Jarl Mjord smiled that soft, knowing smile. “Yes.”

      I stared at him.

      Jarl Mjord laughed. “Why are you so surprised, shield-maiden? The trickster god is all around you. Of course he would lead his motherless child to someone he trusted.”

      “And now to you.”

      “And now to me. Already, the ancient ways come naturally to her. She is her father’s daughter. Bright. Quick. But she was mothered by the shield-maiden Hervor—now our queen—making her practical to the last. That practicality will prove useful in learning seidr.”

      “I thank you, Jarl Mjord.”

      He nodded to me then motioned with his chin.

      Blomma, Hofund, Angantyr, and a very sour-looking Heidrek made their way to us.

      Jarl Mjord’s gaze rested on Blomma. He smiled lightly. “Queen Hervor…” he began, then paused.

      “What is it?”

      He sighed then shook his head. “Nothing,” he said then began moving toward the others.

      Blomma, dressed for riding, a picture of loveliness in green, smiled happily at Jarl Mjord. “Are we off then?”

      He nodded. “If you are ready.”

      Blomma came to me, wrapping her arms around me.

      “Be well,” I told her.

      “And you. I am jealous that you are going to Bolmsö without me.”

      “One day soon, we can all go together.”

      “Perhaps,” she said, then let me go. She turned to Angantyr. “Little brother,” she said, giving him a hug.

      Angantyr kissed Blomma’s cheek. I could see he was fighting with his emotions, but he did not shed a tear in front of the others.

      When Blomma turned to Heidrek, she found him frowning at Jarl Mjord.

      “Heidrek,” Blomma said.

      He turned to her with such fury in his eyes that it startled me. So, that was what the wolf looked like when it turned its gaze on you. “I will see you back in Grund soon,” Heidrek told Blomma.

      She smiled gently at him, then set her hand on his shoulder. “My brother…”

      “I am not your brother.”

      Blomma sighed. “Heidrek.”

      “Ride safely, Blomma. I will see you back in Grund soon,” he told her, then walked away.

      Rage flickered across Hofund’s face, but I motioned for him to leave it for now.

      Blomma sighed but said nothing more. Instead, she turned to Jarl Mjord. “All right,” she told him. “I’m ready.”

      Jarl Mjord motioned to his men.

      One of the warriors in his small party sounded a horn, gathering the others and letting everyone know they were departing.

      Hofund, Angantyr, and I joined Blomma as she mounted.

      “Be safe,” Hofund told her.

      She nodded to him.

      Bryn, Eir, and Eric appeared. As well, Svanhild and Halger went to say their farewells to Jarl Mjord.

      I took Blomma’s hand. “Be well.”

      “Hervor.”

      I smiled at her, squeezed her hand, and then let her go.

      At that, the three of us stepped back.

      Angantyr gave Blomma a wave.

      Jarl Mjord met my gaze. He inclined his head to me.

      I returned the gesture.

      With that, he clicked to his horse, and his party headed out.

      I watched as they departed.

      So, Blomma was the daughter of Loki.

      Loki. Why didn’t you tell me?

      I felt the god’s presence draw near. “What? And ruin the surprise?”

      And what other surprises do you have in store for me?

      “You shall see, shield-maiden. You shall see.”
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      We spent the rest of the night reveling with the others. But in the morning, we returned to the dock. It was time to return to Grund once more. We had said our goodbyes to the others. Leif and Eydis waited for us on the dock.

      “Heidrek, look. In the water,” Thorgud said, trying to draw Heidrek’s attention to something over the side of the ship, but Heidrek merely frowned at him.

      “Go find a spot to row,” Hofund told Heidrek firmly, gesturing to the benches.

      With a huff, Heidrek took a spot as far away from us as he could get.

      “Off you go again,” Eydis said with a sigh. “I suppose it’s to be expected.”

      I hugged her. “I will see you soon.”

      “So you say. By the next time we meet, I’ll have silver in my hair.”

      “I already do,” Hofund said, stroking his short beard.

      We laughed.

      “Cousin,” I said to Leif.

      “Cousin,” he replied, then pulled me into a hug.

      Turning, I waved goodbye to Svafa and Orvar-Odd once more. They stood on the cliff, watching us depart.

      Rök, moving slowly, eased himself into the boat. I hated to see him moving so stiffly these days. It was time to get my wolf back to Bolmsö. I feared his time to pass over the rainbow bridge was coming soon.

      Hofund and I boarded, and Thorolf sounded the horn.

      I gave Eydis and Leif one last wave as we prepared to depart, then I went to the prow of the ship. Thyri, Angantyr, Thora, and Thorgud were already seated there. I squeezed in beside my son.

      “It feels strange with Blomma gone,” Angantyr told me, his gaze on the city above.

      I smiled gently at Angantyr. “We all have our paths in life. Blomma is walking her path, and soon, you will walk yours.”

      “In Bolmsö.”

      I nodded. “In Bolmsö.”

      Angantyr looked over his shoulder. “And Heidrek…Heidrek will become king after father?”

      I stilled. Was Angantyr jealous? “It is presumed.”

      Angantyr frowned.

      “Jealous, my son?”

      He shook his head. “Not at all. I am proud to become jarl of Bolmsö, it’s just…”

      “Just what?”

      “Heidrek is not… I don’t know. Never mind.”

      I knew what Angantyr wanted to say. He was voicing the same fear Hofund and I shared.

      “The gods shape us as they see fit. They know better than we do what will be needed of us.”

      Angantyr nodded. “Yes, you’re right.”

      “Now, go row,” I said with a grin, motioning for him to go sit amongst the men.

      “I will go too,” Thora said, a determined tone in her voice.

      “Skol, shield-maiden,” I told her.

      She grinned at me then joined the others.

      “Me too,” Thorgud said, not wanting to be left behind.

      I met Thyri’s gaze. Her hands resting on her stomach, she watched her children, but she looked worried, her gaze distant.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Fine. Just tired.”

      “You are not ill, are you? The child…”

      She shook her head. “No. The trip took more out of me than I expected. And I didn’t sleep well.”

      I frowned. “It is not easy to sleep in another’s hall. We’ll have you home soon.”

      Thyri nodded but looked out at the sea once more, her eyes growing wet with tears.

      “Thyri?” I whispered to her.

      “I…I remembered him in my dream. That’s all.”

      I looked back at Thora, who was now rowing with such determination that the shield-maiden seated beside her was struggling not to laugh. It was no wonder the sea king had come to Thyri’s mind. As she grew older, Thora’s features revealed far more of her paternity than Thyri, no doubt, wished. But, while Thora may have looked like her father, she had her mother’s heart.

      Moving to sit beside her, I took Thyri’s hand.

      “I know it is behind me. But sometimes, I still remember,” Thyri said.

      I nodded. “No one expects you to forget.”

      Thyri gave me a grateful smile.

      “But remember, she is your daughter…yours and Thorolf’s. Our blood does not define us.”

      “No,” Thyri said softly.

      “But it can taint you…”

      Skadi.

      What do you mean?

      “Do not forget.”

      And then, her presence was gone.

      I frowned.

      As always, Skadi warned me, but of what, she never said.

      Yet something deep in my heart told me that a storm was gathering on the distant horizon. What it would bring, I did not yet know. But like all inevitabilities, it would one day come.

      I only hoped that when that day arrived, I would be ready.
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Chapter 50

        

      

    

    
      I returned to Grund feeling out of sorts. Angantyr was right. With Blomma gone, things felt strange. And soon, Angantyr would be gone as well. I would leave my son on Bolmsö to be looked after and guided by the elders there. He would lead them all one day. It was best for him to grow accustomed to the island. But still…

      If I was feeling this way, it was no wonder Heidrek was a mess. Perhaps the change was more than he could bear. Heidrek loved Blomma. All his life, Heidrek had chased after her. She had left him to pursue knowledge at the foot of another. And in Heidrek’s mind, the fact that it was at the foot of another man was more than he could take. Heidrek loved Blomma fiercely, but she was gone. And now, his brother would go.

      The day before our departure for Bolmsö, I sought out Heidrek but he was missing from the hall.

      “He’s gone into the village,” Halvar told me with a frown.

      I studied the housecarl’s expression. “What is it now?”

      Halvar sighed. “No more stealing, but he’s been picking fights or irritating the young ladies. The other boys won’t touch him, but he goads them endlessly.”

      “Where can I find him?”

      “The market or the pier.”

      I nodded then headed off, Rök dawdling along beside me. Checking the pier first, I did not find him there. I turned instead to the busy market. The first time I’d come to Grund, the market had awed me in its size. Now, it was twice what it once was. Mine and Hofund’s dream to make Grund a rival to Uppsala had taken hold. Everywhere I looked, people hawked their wares. Vendors and citizens traded goods, from furs to leather to cheese. I spotted Jarl Raghild’s traders selling jewels with garnet stones and worked silver. Under Jarl Raghild and Bjorn, Hrímgnúp was growing into a small but very wealthy jarldom.

      I scanned the crowd, finally spotting Heidrek with a group of girls his age.

      He was touching one girl’s face, flirting shamelessly. The other girls looked on, giggling and smiling, envious of their friend’s good fortune. The young lady Heidrek was toying with was slightly older than himself, a pretty thing with long, dark hair. Heidrek’s hand drifted from the girl’s face to her arm, his hand shamelessly grazing the side of her breast. He leaned toward her, whispering in her ear, making her blush.

      “Rök,” I said, motioning for the wolf to go ahead. Mustering up his energy, Rök plodded off.

      The wolf’s sudden presence alerted Heidrek, who stepped away from the girl, snatching his hand back. His head whipped around until he spotted me. He froze as if unsure what to do, then he smiled. In that slight grin, I sensed a challenge.

      “Heidrek,” I said, joining the group.

      “Queen Hervor,” the girl with dark hair said with a curtsey, the others doing the same.

      I smiled at the girls. “What are you girls up to today?” I asked.

      “Oh,” the girl with whom Heidrek had been flirting said as if she were trying to get herself together. “My father… He works leather. I was bringing him a bite to eat.”

      I followed the girl’s gaze, finding the leatherworker staring at Heidrek as if he wanted to stick a sword through my son’s gut. I knew the man. He had fought with us when the raiders had come to Grund. He was a well-respected man in our city. Certainly, he didn’t deserve to have his daughter pawed in the market.

      “Why don’t you run along to him? Please, send him my regards,” I told the girl.

      “Queen Hervor.”

      “My queen.”

      “Queen Hervor.”

      The girls hurried off.

      “Mother,” Heidrek said, his voice slick.

      “I am not blind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean. The girls of this town are not your playthings, Heidrek. You are the prince of Grund. The people of this land will one day rely on you to protect them. You must be a man worthy of respect, not some damned leech pawing every pretty girl in the market.”

      Heidrek puffed air through his lips.

      “I will not hear about you toying about with the girls again.”

      “What do you care? Blomma is gone. Neither you nor father bothered to make her stay, to make her marry me. You’re the one who said I could have any woman I wanted. Who cares what stupid merchant’s daughter I spend my time with?”

      “The fact that you see that girl as some stupid merchant’s daughter tells me you know nothing about your responsibilities.”

      “A king rules his people. And since I cannot marry the woman I love, I will seek out the woman I want.”

      “You are free to find someone to love, but not at the expense of debasing your people or dishonoring their families.”

      “Am I free? If so, why is King Harald bringing his little princess to parade before me?”

      “That’s different. A marriage alliance benefits us all, Heidrek, but especially you. King Harald has no other heir.”

      “So, you will keep me from Blomma but force me to marry Helga for what? Land?”

      “No one will force you to marry anyone—no more than we would force Blomma. If you and Helga do not like one another, there is nothing more to say. But, you should give it a chance. Blomma is gone. Surely, you are smart enough to see how marriage to Helga benefits you. And in the meantime, I will have no more reports of you creating trouble in the city. To ensure it, you will come with Angantyr and me to Bolmsö.”

      “To Bolmsö,” Heidrek said, a tinge of disgust in his voice.

      My features hardened. It was Heidrek’s turn to see the wolf. “Yes. To Bolmsö,” I said between clenched teeth. “Now, come on. We are going back to the hall,” I snapped at him, then turned.

      “Mother…” Heidrek began. I heard the edge of an apology in his voice.

      Feeling furious, I turned on him. “Heidrek, I am your mother. You are my firstborn son. I swore to give you all the love I was denied as a child, but you are not a child anymore. Your behavior is immature and petty. Your actions are beneath you. And you are becoming an embarrassment to Hofund and me. Learn to moderate your moods and manage yourself, or you will suffer the consequences. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes,” he said, sounding defeated.

      “Now, come on,” I said, turning in the direction of the hall once more.

      We had almost reached our destination when I looked up to find Revna headed in our direction. I sighed heavily, causing Heidrek to glance at me.

      “Queen Hervor, Prince Heidrek,” she said, stopping to talk. “I’ve just heard that King Harald is expected for the midsummer blót. Strange, as I thought you were going to Bolmsö.”

      “I’ll return in time for the blót.”

      “Oh, very good. My, Prince Heidrek, I barely recognized you. It seems just yesterday you were a child running wild around Grund,” she said, then laughed. “And now, you are nearly a man. Still with that red hair. How it shines like copper in the sunlight.”

      “Indeed. If you will excuse us,” I said.

      “Of course. Have a safe journey, Queen Hervor. Will both princes be accompanying you on the trip to Bolmsö?”

      “They will.”

      “Ah, poor Hofund. However will he amuse himself while you’re gone? Be safe,” she said, then turned and walked off.

      I clenched my jaw hard, reminding myself not to let her get a rise out of me.

      “How is Lady Revna related to us again?” Heidrek asked.

      “She isn’t. She was married, briefly, to Rolf, Thorolf’s father…and Soren, Thorolf’s brother.”

      “To both?” Heidrek said, then laughed. “Soren…wasn’t he the traitor?”

      “Yes.”

      Heidrek looked behind us. “I don’t think she likes you and Father.”

      “She certainly doesn’t like me.”

      “The expression on your face tells me the feeling is mutual.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Heidrek laughed. “I didn’t know you had enemies, Mother.”

      “Just one…still living.”

      At that, Heidrek laughed and laughed.
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Chapter 51

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, we made ready to depart for Bolmsö. Angantyr and Heidrek were all smiles as they settled into the boat. Apparently, Heidrek had found some reason to make the best of the situation. Sigrun and Trygve, who had stayed on with me in Grund, also prepared to set sail. As we had suspected, Kit had returned to Bolmsö in the interim years and stayed.

      “It feels strange without Blomma,” Sigrun said as she helped me settle our gear.

      “Yes. And I think this might be the last ride for this old man,” I said, gently stroking Rök’s ear. The wolf looked out at the water. It had taken him far longer to board the ship than it should have. At one point, I thought I might have to help him, but he eventually found his way.

      Sigrun nodded. “I never had the heart to find another bird after Hárbrók sailed into the sky and didn’t return. It is never easy to lose them.”

      I bent down, pressing my head against Rök’s.

      He rewarded me with a lick on the cheek.

      The truth was, I knew very well that if I left Rök in Bolmsö, I would not see him again. I was torn. A wolf of Bolmsö, he should live out his final days on the island. That was fitting. But in the end, he was still my companion. It would break my heart—and maybe his—to leave him behind. Of course, he would be with Angantyr. But still. In the end, I would leave the choice to him. And I would have to find the space in my heart to accept it if he stayed on Bolmsö.

      I joined Hofund on the pier as the crew finished their preparations.

      Hofund looked pensive.

      “Are you all right?” I asked. While Hofund’s relationship with Heidrek was strained, he and Angantyr had always been close. This separation would be hard for him.

      “First Blomma and now Angantyr. Maybe it’s too soon. Perhaps we should wait a few more seasons.”

      “Hofund,” I said gently. We’d had this conversation before, but Bolmsö had gone too long without a jarl. Angantyr had watched us rule, and he had learned about the dignity with which we treated our people—a teaching Heidrek had missed. It was only fitting for Angantyr to go to Bolmsö and become part of the community.

      Hofund nodded. “Yes…” He kissed me on my forehead. “I don’t like that you’re leaving either. We aren’t supposed to be apart, remember? Nothing good ever comes of it.”

      “It will be a brief separation. I promise.”

      Angantyr bounced off the ship, joining us. “I am sorry you can’t come with us to Bolmsö, Father,” he told Hofund. Angantyr gave Hofund a sympathetic smile. As they met one another’s gaze, I marveled at how alike they looked. Angantyr had his father’s eyes, hair, and was already as tall as Hofund. “I will miss you,” Angantyr added, his voice wavering. He was trying to put on a brave face before the others, but the truth was, he was still a boy who adored his father.

      “I will see you again soon. Bolmsö needs you. You will do well. I’m very proud of you, my son.”

      “Thank you,” Angantyr replied, then pulled his father into a quick hug. “I will do what you have taught me. In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor.”

      Angantyr gave his father one last smile then boarded the ship.

      Taking my hand, Hofund led me back to the ship then helped me therein. He waved farewell to Trygve and Sigrun, who returned the gesture.

      “Heidrek?” Hofund called.

      Heidrek turned for just a moment and gave his father a dismissive wave, then turned back to look out at the water.

      Hofund frowned, shaking his head, and turned back to me. “May Njord watch over you,” he called to me.

      “And Skadi watch over you,” I replied with a smile.

      The crewman sounded the horn then they untied the ship, pushing out. Angantyr took a spot on one of the benches and helped with the rowing.

      Rök went to the side of the ship and barked at Hofund.

      “Rök.” Hofund chuckled.

      I swallowed the emotions that gripped me then waved farewell to my husband once more. Then I turned, looking back out at the sea.

      Njord, watch over us.

      Odin, be with us.

      Skadi…I am coming back to the forest once more. Guide my path.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “I am always with you.”
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      It had been years since I had last come to Halmstad. The city that awaited me was unlike the one that I had left. More than three times the number of piers than had been there before jutted out into the water. Ships maneuvered in and out of port. People hurried busily about.

      “Halmstad,” I told Heidrek and Angantyr.

      “It’s Jarl Ragal,” Angantyr said, “isn’t it? You always speak so well of him.”

      I nodded. “Yes, Jarl Ragal.”

      A horn sounded at the end of the pier. And then another. And then another. Soon, the alert went up all across Halmstad, announcing our arrival. Our ship maneuvered into port. As we debarked, I saw a familiar pair headed down the long pier toward us.

      “Queen Hervor,” Ragal called loudly, opening his arms in greeting.

      “Jarl Ragal,” I said with a smile, motioning for the boys to follow me.

      Rök trotted ahead.

      “Ah, will you look at this old boy? You’re as stiff-legged as me, Rök,” Ragal said, giving Rök a pat. He turned and hugged me. “Hervor…”

      “It’s good to see you, Ragal,” I replied, then let him go, turning to Hella. “Hella,” I said, embracing her.

      “Oh, Hervor. It has been too long. Welcome back.”

      “Thank you,” I said, then motioned for the boys to step forward. “Heidrek, Angantyr, please meet Jarl Ragal and his wife, Hella.”

      “By the gods, you were just a mite when I last saw you,” Ragal told Heidrek.

      “He looks just like your father,” Hella told me, her eyes on Heidrek.

      “And this one looks like Hofund,” Ragal said, setting his hand on Angantyr’s shoulder. “You are welcome in Halmstad, princes.”

      “Queen Hervor,” a young man said, stepping out from behind Hella.

      I turned to the tall, muscular warrior. His long locks were pulled into a topknot braid that ran down his back. It took me a moment to recognize him.

      “Ingvar?” I asked.

      He smiled. “It is good to see you again, Queen Hervor.”

      “By the gods, you’re twice the size you were when I left you.”

      Ingvar laughed.

      Behind me, I heard someone add, “And so is Ragal’s stomach.”

      I turned to find Trygve there, Sigrun at his side.

      “Ah, well, would you look at that. Still alive, boy? Thought for sure you’d be raven food by now. Or does Queen Hervor have you settled in so comfortably in Grund you forgot how to lift your hammers.”

      “You’re one to talk, Ragal Round-belly.”

      Ragal laughed. “It’s good to see you, Trygve. And Sigrun. Well met.”

      “Same to you, Jarl Ragal,” Sigrun said, giving Ragal a hug.

      “Here is someone you won’t know,” Hella said, motioning behind her. A boy about seven years of age, who’d been standing on a pile of crates watching the exchange, joined us. “Come along. Meet Queen Hervor.”

      The boy stepped forward, his eyes wide as he looked up at me. “Are you really the queen?

      “I am. And who are you?”

      “I’m Ragal…the younger.”

      “Another Ragal?” I said with a laugh. “Well, that is a very fine thing. There are simply not enough Ragals in this land. I am Hervor.”

      “Queen Hervor? The berserker queen?” he asked, his eyes wide.

      I grinned. “Yes.”

      “Is that Tyrfing?” he asked, his eyes wide as he looked at the sword on my belt.

      “So it is.”

      “Whoa,” he said, impressed.

      “You didn’t believe we knew Queen Hervor,” Hella said. “Now, you see? Come, all of you. Let’s get you something to drink.”

      I motioned for the crew to follow behind me, and we made our way to the hall. As we went, I was surprised to see the market had grown three-fold, and a new, massive building was under construction.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “A temple,” Hella replied. “The gods had no proper place here in Halmstad. It was time.”

      “Is the gythia Solveig still leading the gothar?”

      “She is,” Ragal said with a nod.

      “What ever happened to Astrid, the young gythia who had some ties to Asger?”

      “Ah,” Ragal said, then rubbed the back of his neck. “That one tried to orchestrate a rebellion. She…met the gods early.”

      “Well, Jarl Ragal, seems you have things well in hand,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Took no pleasure in it, but it had to be done.”

      “I understand you well.”

      We entered the hall. The rustic look of the place had been transformed. Everywhere I looked, I found fine furniture, drapes, furs, and items made of silver and whalebone.

      “The hall of Halmstad looks even finer than I remember,” I said.

      “Trade has been profitable,” Hella told me.

      “Queen Hervor,” Ingvar called. He had gone to the back of the hall, returning with a woman with long, blonde hair, carrying a small bundle. “May I introduce my wife, Ragnil, and my son, Halvard.”

      “I am sorry I did not meet you at the dock, Queen Hervor,” Ragnil told me. “The child is but three days old.”

      “By the gods,” I exclaimed, then joined the couple. “Oh, Ingvar, what a blessing. May Odin, Freyja, and all the gods bless you and your little one,” I said, peering at the baby.

      “Would you like to hold him?” Ragnil offered.

      I nodded.

      Moving gently, she handed me the tiny bundle.

      “Well, sweet Halvard, let’s have a look at you. I wonder…will you be a fine archer like your father, or will you love horses as your uncle and namesake once did.”

      Ingvar coughed lightly. “You remember Halvard’s love for horses.”

      I nodded. “He was a very sweet boy,” I said, then met Hella’s gaze. Her eyes were watery. “Congratulations,” I told her.

      “Thank you, Hervor.”

      The tiny baby slept gently in my arms. He had but a whisp of dark hair on his head. He opened and closed his hands in his sleep.

      “Sit, all of you,” Hella told us.

      The servants came around, giving us all glasses of mead.

      “This is a very fine hall,” Angantyr told Ragal.

      “Thank you, Prince Angantyr. What do you like about it?” Ragal asked him with a smirk.

      Angantyr looked thoughtful. “I think the gods like this hall. I feel them here. Perhaps it is the carvings,” he said, looking at the beams that lined the center of the hall. On them, swirling images of beasts of lore had been carved.

      Ragal lifted a brow. “Very good,” he said with a grin, then turned to Heidrek. “And you, Prince Heidrek, what do you say about my city?” Ragal asked him.

      Heidrek nodded thoughtfully. “It is a bustling place, Jarl Ragal. Of course, Grund is far larger, but Halmstad is a good, small village.”

      At that, Ragal chuckled. “Small? You should have seen it before.”

      I gave Heidrek a sharp look.

      He shrugged as if puzzled by why I was cross with him.

      “We fought very hard to free Halmstad from bad jarls,” I told Heidrek. “This place was a small fishing village with a broken-down dock but the potential to be far more when Jarl Ragal took control here. It was the blood of Bolmsö that liberated Halmstad from one tyrant then another. Halmstad bloomed from nothing to this fine port city…under Jarl Ragal,” I said, giving my son a knowing look. I turned to Ragal and Hella. “What you have achieved here is remarkable.”

      Ragal inclined his head to me.

      As the day wore on, we continued with talks, Ragal and Hella updating me on all the improvements, changes, and problems they had faced. Finally, the time came to depart.

      As we led our horses through the market, I scanned the vendors for Lyngheid.

      “She’s gone, Hervor,” Hella told me sadly.

      “Lyngheid?”

      Hella nodded. “Two winters past. Fever. Her daughter and granddaughter closed the stall.”

      I felt a heaviness in my heart. Lyngheid’s kindness and gentle guidance had been such a help in my early days dealing with the difficulties in Bolmsö and Halmstad.

      “May the gods bless her,” I said.

      Once we reached the city’s edge, we mounted.

      “Ride safely,” Ragal told me, then turned to Trygve. “Suppose you remember the way, or should I send some men with you?”

      Trygve frowned at him.

      “Well,” Ragal said with a laugh, “Sigrun is here. She can always remind you.”

      Sigrun shook her head.

      “Be well,” Hella told me. “We shall see you again soon.”

      “And you,” I replied. I looked down at Rök. “Well, old friend, think you can make it?”

      Rök’s ears had perked up the moment we set foot on land. You could tell by his stance, the wolf knew he was home. He looked up at me, an excited expression on his face.

      I grinned.

      “Will it take long to get there?” Angantyr asked.

      “We will be there by nightfall.”

      “Good,” Heidrek said with a tired yawn.

      I frowned at him once more, but he pretended to ignore me.

      I gave Hella, Ragal, and their boys one last wave, then clicked to my horse.

      It was time to go home.
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      When we arrived at the dock on Lake Bolmen, I was pleased to find Wodan’s boys—I never quite knew if they were his biological sons or a bunch of adopted waifs, all of them looking completely different—waiting for us. I was also surprised to see the old man himself. Seated on a comfortable-looking chair, Wodan rose slowly, leaning on a staff.

      “Jarl Hervor,” he called, narrowing his eyes to look at our party. “By the gods, is that you, jarl?”

      Trygve chuckled. “It’s Queen Hervor, now,” he called to the old man.

      “Bah,” Wodan said. “What do you know, boy? She is jarl here. Sound the horn, lads. Let them know the jarl has returned.”

      The horn sounded, and we dismounted.

      “Come,” I told Angantyr and Heidrek.

      “Will you look at that one,” Wodan said. “I am seeing the jarl’s father,” he said, looking at Heidrek.

      “Wodan, this is my elder son, Heidrek, who was born here on Bolmsö. Do you remember?”

      “I forget nothing, jarl. Nothing.”

      “And this is Angantyr, my second son.”

      “You look like your father, the king. Well, at least they can’t say Jarl Hervor strayed from her man. Now, which of you will be our jarl?”

      “Prince Heidrek is the elder, so he shall remain in Grund,” I replied.

      Angantyr stepped forward and took Wodan’s hand. “I am pleased to meet you, ferryman. Wodan, is it not? I will stay here in Bolmsö and work to help you good people.”

      Beside me, Heidrek let out a low, exasperated sigh.

      Wodan grinned at Angantyr. “Angantyr, is it? Well, we’ve got the name right, even if you don’t look the part. Welcome, young jarl. And Prince Heidrek. Welcome, all of you. Even brought old Rök. By the gods, he looks as old and creaky as me. Best leave him on Bolmsö, Jarl Hervor. His sunset is upon him.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid you’re right.”

      Wodan turned and motioned to his boys. “Why are you standing around? Take the jarl’s horses and get them across.” He turned back to me. “I don’t bother with rowing anymore. I just keep an eye on these boys to make sure they don’t slack off.”

      “It’s good you’re here to watch over us, Wodan,” one of the men said with a smirk.

      “What’s that, boy? You need a cuff across the mouth?”

      The man laughed. “No, Father.”

      “Stop your backtalk, and get to work.”

      The young man gestured for me to get on the ferry. “Queen Hervor. Welcome back to Bolmsö. Princes…”

      “Thank you,” I told him, then motioned for Sigrun and Trygve to join us.

      “Trygve the younger,” Wodan called. “You got fat.”

      “Wodan the ferryman,” Trygve called in return. “You got old.”

      The pair of them laughed.

      And with that, Wodan’s boys pushed off.

      Angantyr looked wide-eyed at the island while Heidrek fussed with the buckles on his doublet and smoothed back his hair. Rök, however, went to the front of the ferry and lifted his muzzle, letting out a long, low howl.

      Across the water, the people gathered on the shore.

      But it was not the people Rök was greeting.

      Deep in the forest, an echo of howls replied.

      Angantyr looked at me, amazement in his eyes.

      “Welcome to the isle of wolves.”

      “Welcome back, liar.”
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      That night, we all gathered in the hall. All the familiar faces had come. Everyone was eager to meet Angantyr and Heidrek. Rök had rushed off into the woods and hadn’t been seen since we arrived.

      “How will I ever remember everyone’s names?” Angantyr asked, looking about the room.

      “Care,” I told him. “Care about who they are, then, it will be easy.”

      “These shields belonged to my grandfather and his brothers?” Heidrek asked, looking at the weapons that graced the walls.

      “You should have your shield placed on the wall,” Angantyr told me.

      “Perhaps I will…when I’m not using it anymore,” I told him with a wink.

      “Why do you have bears on your shield, anyway?” Heidrek asked. “You should have wolves.”

      “My shield belonged to Yrsa. They are her bears. I use her shield to honor her.”

      Heidrek and Angantyr had never known Yrsa, but they had heard her name and story many times over.

      “That is a good way to remember her,” Angantyr said.

      Heidrek shrugged. “You should have Rök on your shield.”

      “I once had a shield with a wolf. It was destroyed in the battle of Uppsala. If you like the idea of a shield with a wolf, make that your own sigil. The craftsmen here can make you a good shield,” I told Heidrek.

      He perked up at that. “Can I go to the market tomorrow?”

      I nodded, then pointed to the weaponsmith who was drinking and talking with the other townspeople. “Him,” I said, pointing. “Find that man.”

      “And me too?” Angantyr asked.

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      I turned to find Ingrid, Arne, and a young woman I did not know coming our way.

      “Queen Hervor,” Arne said, joining us. “Welcome returns.”

      “Arne. I am so pleased to see you. And Ingrid,” I said with a smile.

      “Welcome returns, Hervor,” she told me, pulling me into an embrace. “We have missed you,” she said, then stepped back. She turned to the young woman beside her. “May I introduce Sifka,” Ingrid said, motioning for the girl to come forward. “She has been with us in the temple these past three years.”

      Sifka had long, black hair and dark eyes. Her neck and brow were tattooed with swirling designs, including the image of Odin’s ravens. Her eyes were lined with kohl. She was, perhaps, Angantyr’s age, but there was a deepness to her gaze that made her seem wiser than her years. Such was often the way for those who communed with the gods.

      “Queen Hervor,” she said, bowing.

      “Please,” I said, reaching out for her hand. When I did so, I discovered that her arm was badly scarred from burns.

      She pulled her hand back, rising of her own volition. “Thank you, Queen Hervor.”

      “My sons, Heidrek and Angantyr,” I said, introducing them.

      Arne smiled at the boys—an utterly novel expression for him. “Welcome home.”

      “Grund is my—” Heidrek began, but I gave him such a sharp look that he silenced his tongue.

      “Thank you, Arne,” Angantyr said. “And Ingrid? My mother has often spoken of both of you. I am glad to meet you both.”

      “We will have much to discuss, my prince. After you settle in, we should see to your crowning,” Arne told him.

      “As the gods see fit,” Angantyr said, once again evoking a rare smile from Arne.

      “Hervor,” Skarde called as he crossed the room. “Welcome home. Well, how does everything look? Find Bolmsö in one piece?”

      I nodded. “It looks exactly as it did when I left it. I would not have it any other way.”

      Skarde smiled with pride. He turned to Arne and Ingrid. “We’ve done our job.”

      They nodded to him.

      “I’m happy to be back,” I told them all, my heart feeling the sentiment most earnestly.

      And so, the night went on, Heidrek and Angantyr meeting the people of Bolmsö. Angantyr worked hard to learn something of each person, remembering their names and making connections between family members. Heidrek, too, found himself at the center of attention, every man in Bolmsö telling him how much he looked like his grandfather, which soon became a source of pride for him—as if he needed another.

      Leaving my sons to fend for themselves, I joined Sigrun and Trygve, who were sitting with Kit. When I approached, Kit rose.

      “Queen Hervor,” Kit said. “Please, meet my wife, Gro,” he said, turning to a woman sitting beside him.

      The girl rose. “Queen Hervor. You will not remember me. I was just a girl when you were here last as jarl, but I am Skarde’s granddaughter.”

      I eyed the girl more closely, remembered a red-haired freckle-faced girl who used to run after a small herd of goats.

      “Goats?” I asked.

      Gro laughed. “Yes. I still tend them.”

      I grinned. “I am pleased to meet you again.”

      Kit grinned at me.

      Trygve sighed. “They’ve all gotten married except us,” he told Sigrun.

      “So I’m beginning to notice,” she said with a laugh. But I knew Sigrun well enough now to notice there was an edge to that laugh that told me the reality hurt a bit more than she let on.

      I flicked a gaze at Trygve, seeing the same reflection in his eyes. He quickly hid the expression.

      “Did they tease you?” I asked Trygve, motioning to the elders.

      “Of course. Like I am still a boy.”

      I smiled. “It only means they love you.”

      “They can feel free to love me less.”

      I chuckled.

      That night was full of cheer. Sigrun’s many sisters joined us in the hall, four of them big-bellied with babies. Trygve sat with Kit and the other men of Bolmsö. I took my spot on the high seat, knowing that soon I would pass that spot to Angantyr. Heidrek and Angantyr settled into the chairs that had been placed beside mine.

      “It seems wrong that Angantyr is to be crowned jarl. Maybe I should be jarl here until I am king,” Heidrek said. “I am the eldest, after all.”

      “What does that matter? Anyway, would you be content in Bolmsö?” Angantyr asked him. “How long before you went looking to start a war or go raiding?”

      “So what? These people look like they could use some excitement.”

      “They look perfectly happy to me,” Angantyr. “Not everyone is interested in fighting. Some people simply want to live their lives in peace.”

      “That is not our way,” Heidrek said, motioning to the shields on the wall. “The sons of Arngrim were fighters.”

      “Who died for nothing,” I reminded Heidrek. “Who died over the rashness of one brother. The fire of Bolmsö must always be tempered, Heidrek. If not, you will end up like my father and uncles.”

      “At least they died great, their names living on forever. There is no way to earn Odin’s attention here.”

      “Then why do you want to be jarl?” Angantyr asked.

      “Because I am elder. Maybe I should be jarl in name, but you can stay here and rule them,” Heidrek told Angantyr.

      Angantyr shook his head.

      “You are the elder prince of Grund. You will be king one day, Heidrek. Angantyr will be jarl of Bolmsö,” I said.

      Heidrek huffed his breath between his lips. “As you say,” he said, then rose. He went to one of the servants and grabbed a mug of ale.

      “He is too short-tempered to be king,” Angantyr told me, a note of frustration in his voice.

      I raised an eyebrow at Angantyr. “Do you want to be king?”

      Angantyr laughed. “I am not your firstborn son. I know my place. But Heidrek…his heart is not quiet, and he doesn’t know how to settle it. I worry for Grund, that’s all.”

      Angantyr’s words matched my own worries.

      I watched as Heidrek circled the room with his horn of ale. Finally, his feet halted before one of Sigrun’s pretty cousins. I frowned. Of course, he would find one of the attractive, young girls to talk to.

      “Heidrek’s heart is all flames,” Angantyr said, his voice sounding distant. “From it, he will bring fire to our world.”

      I turned to my son. His eyes were on his brother, but he was very far away. I had seen that look so many times in Hofund’s eyes.

      “Angantyr?”

      “Ash…” Angantyr whispered. “And blood.”

      “Angantyr?”

      He did not shake from the vision.

      I set my hand on his arm, pulling him back from whatever vision had taken him. He turned to me, blinking away the vision. “Mother?”

      “What did you see?” I whispered.

      “Fire…”

      I swallowed hard then nodded.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Guide my son. Bend his heart toward greatness.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “May my will be done…through him.”
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Chapter 53

        

      

    

    
      I woke early the following morning to find a very muddy Rök lying beside the fire.

      Rising, I redressed and pulled on my boots and cloak.

      Rök lifted his head.

      “Want to come?”

      He whimpered, then set his head down once again, going back to sleep.

      “Wear yourself out yesterday? Lazy,” I scolded him playfully, but the truth was, Rök was as old now as his dam, Runa, had once been. I bent to pet him. “Get your rest, my dear friend.”

      I slipped out of my chamber then stopped next door to find Heidrek fast asleep. Angantyr, however, was missing.

      Turning, I headed to the hall to look for Asa or any of the other servants but found Angantyr instead. He was sitting by the fire.

      “Mother,” he said, looking up when I entered.

      “Angantyr. Is everything all right?”

      He nodded. “I woke with the sun.”

      “Come,” I said. “Let’s walk to the runestones.”

      It was a very foggy morning, a mist settling in on the square outside the hall. Somewhere in the distance, a loon called.

      “There is a road that runs from the head of the island to the foot,” I told Angantyr. “The people’s houses are situated along it or off short paths from it. It’s easy to find your way.”

      We passed the temple.

      Angantyr slowed then stepped forward to touch the muzzle of one of the carved wolves just outside. “Geri and Freki? Odin’s wolves?”

      I nodded. “The temple of Bolmsö.”

      “They do not worship Thor here?”

      “All gods are worshipped here, but Odin watches over this place and its people…as does Utr.”

      “Utr?”

      I smiled, motioning for Angantyr to follow me. “When I first arrived here with Yrsa and Eydis, there was a wild man with whom Arngrim kept council. He was a strange creature. And he knew I was of Arngrim’s blood.”

      “How did he know?”

      “He is a vætt, the vætt of Bolmsö.”

      “Truly?”

      I nodded. “He died at the battle of Blomfjall, but he did not leave behind his body. He sank into the earth and disappeared, rejoining the land. He may come again in another form. Once, the vætt of Bolmsö was a woman. Regardless, know that Bolmsö is an island, but it is also a living thing. Never forget that. As jarl, the island will become part of you, and you part of it.”

      Angantyr nodded slowly, taking in my words.

      We turned off the path and into the woods toward the runestones. I had not been here in many years, but everything was just the same. As we approached the runestones, Angantyr’s eyes grew wide.

      “Can we step inside?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      Letting Angantyr explore, I set my hand on one of the runestones.

      Utr, look after my son.

      Guide him.

      Watch over Bolmsö.

      “I always watch over myself, liar. How can I help but do so?”

      It would be exceptionally convenient if you decided to manifest. How about it?

      But all I heard in reply was a giggle.
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      Leaving the runestones, Angantyr and I walked to the watchtowers. Along the way, I told him of the wars with Solva, Asmund, and Asger and how the towers came to be built.

      “Your great-grandfather Arngrim was a powerful jarl, but he wanted peace with his neighbors. His peace blinded him to the reality that he had enemies in every direction. He was not prepared. As jarl, you must keep your eyes open to all things and be realistic about what you see. You may want peace, but you may not be able to have it. You must be strong and push for peace when you can and ruthless when you cannot.”

      “So, you sacked Halmstad?” Angantyr asked, awe and surprise in his voice.

      “Yes.”

      “Then why is Ragal there?”

      “When I arrived here in Bolmsö, Arngrim believed he had no heir. Ragal had spent his life defending and supporting my grandfather. If I had not come, Ragal would be jarl here. It seemed unfair to reward his loyalty by taking his place. I found an alternative. Having Ragal in Halmstad gives Bolmsö an ally and protects the island. In the end, protecting Bolmsö and its people is your sacred duty.”

      “As you and father protect Grund?”

      I nodded. “Yes. And all the jarls who look to us for help. That is the job of a king and queen, to protect and bring justice where it is needed.”

      Angantyr grew silent. I could see by the look on his face, something was not sitting right with him.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I love my brother, but he does not see the world as you see it. For him, it is a banquet. Everything and everyone are for him.”

      “He is young. May Hofund and I outlive Heidrek’s youthful self-absorption.”

      Angantyr chuckled. “May the gods hear your words and grant you your wish, Mother.”

      I set my arm around his shoulder. “Thank you, my sweet boy.”

      When we returned to the village, I stopped near the temple, finding Sifka outside at a nearby apple tree.

      “Sifka,” I said with a smile.

      She returned the gesture. “Queen Hervor, Prince Angantyr. I was collecting some branches to take inside for the shrine.”

      I looked up into the apple tree. The pink-and-white blossoms cast a beautiful scent.

      “Are Arne and Ingrid within?” I asked.

      Sifka nodded.

      “You can go ahead if you want,” I told Angantyr. “I’ll be just a few moments.”

      Angantyr smiled from me to the priestess. “Or… I can help you, Sifka. Some of the branches are very high.”

      Sifka paused. “I— Of course. Thank you.”

      I nodded to Angantyr then headed inside.

      “Queen Hervor,” Arne said, greeting me.

      “Good morning. I am sorry to bother you so soon, but when do you think we might hold the crowning for Angantyr? Sadly, I must return to Grund as soon as possible.”

      Arne nodded, then turned to Ingrid.

      “The runes are favorable. Perhaps tomorrow night?” she said, looking from Arne to me.

      Arne nodded. “If that pleases you.”

      “As long as it pleases the gods,” I said with a smile. I scanned the temple, eyeing the figure of Odin standing there. I crossed the room and set my hand on his. “The All-Father is quiet in Grund. I rarely hear his voice anymore. Ever since I arrived, Skadi has whispered to me.”

      “Skadi?” Arne asked.

      I nodded.

      “Skadi is from the forest. Perhaps, given you are the jarl of Bolmsö, she watches over you since she sees a reflection of herself in you,” Ingrid said.

      I gazed up at the face of the All-Father. “Odin was the only father I knew…before Arngrim. I only hope my choices please him, and that I am following the path he has set out for me.”

      Ingrid came to my side. “Hervor, you cannot help but follow the path the Norns have woven for you. And if Odin helped to shape that path, it matters little if he is silent now. Every day you do the work that was destined for you. You cannot help it.”

      “Yes,” I said, “but I worry.”

      “What kind of leader would you be if you did not?” Arne asked me.

      “I worry most about Heidrek.”

      At that, Arne paused. He and Ingrid passed a look.

      “He has the blood of Bolmsö,” Arne said. “But you are right to worry. He will do everything in life too fiercely.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Curb his worst instincts or find him mentors who can teach him what you cannot.”

      I looked back at Odin. “Then may the All-Father guide me to know what to do, what is right.” With a sigh, I turned around. “I will have the hall readied. Tomorrow, I shall pass on the high seat of Bolmsö, and with it, set my son in your hands.”

      Arne inclined his head to me. “I will guide him, as I once did Arngrim…and a very irksome young man named Hervarth.”

      I laughed. “I sincerely wish everyone would forget about Hervarth.”

      Ingrid chuckled. “Hervor, no one will ever forget Hervarth.”

      I exhaled in mock exasperation. “Very well. I’m off. I’m not going to stay where I am insulted,” I said, making Ingrid laugh.

      Outside, I found Angantyr and Sifka under the apple tree. A strong wind blew, casting petals down on the two of them, the wind picking the pink-and-white blossoms up from the ground and spinning like a whirlwind around them.

      Sifka laughed. “I think Goi is playing with us.”

      Angantyr joined her in her laughter. “I think you’re right.”

      A wayward blossom landed in the priestess’s hair.

      Moving carefully, Angantyr removed it, handing it to the gythia. “Nature adorns you,” he told her with a soft smile.

      Sifka smiled back at him.

      I cleared my throat lightly. “Angantyr, I’m going back to the hall. I’ll see you there later.”

      “Oh, yes, I… I’ll join you soon, Mother. If that’s all right.”

      “All right by me,” I replied, then headed off, a smile dancing on my lips. Oh, yes. That was quite all right by me.
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Chapter 54

        

      

    

    
      I spent the rest of the day acquainting Angantyr and Heidrek with Bolmsö and its residents. With Rök dawdling along with us, we went to the market where Angantyr made an effort to greet each person and learn their names. Heidrek trailed behind us, chewing jerky and doing a poor job of trying not to look bored. If he was trying at all.

      We stopped by Haggar the weaponsmith’s stall, looking over his goods on display.

      “Haggar, my sons would like to have their shields made. Do you think it would be possible to complete Heidrek’s before we return to Grund?”

      A smile lit up the merchant’s face. “My father made the shields of the sons of Arngrim. I would gladly make the shields of the sons of Hofund. Red-and-black for you, jarl?” he asked Angantyr.

      “Yes. And a circle of wolves,” he said, drawing a circle in the air.

      “Of course,” Haggar told him, then turned to Heidrek. “Prince Heidrek?”

      For the first time that day, Heidrek perked up. “Black, with Mjolnir painted at the center. Metal spikes for the adornments. Like that one,” he said, pointing to an ornate shield hanging at the back of the stall.”

      “Fine choice,” he said. “I shall have it ready for you before you depart.”

      “Thank you, Haggar,” I told him.

      He gave me a short bow. “Queen Hervor. Princes.”

      With that, we left the man.

      “Why did you pick black?” Angantyr asked Heidrek. “Grund’s colors are white-and-red.”

      “Grund’s colors are white-and-red for now. When I am king, I will change them to black and have Mjolnir on my shields and sails, so my enemies know that Thor is with us.”

      “But Grund’s colors have always been red-and-white.”

      “So?”

      “So…don’t you want to follow the traditions of ancestors?”

      Heidrek sighed with exasperation. “Do you ever get tired of doing things so correctly, Angantyr? Have you ever had an original thought?”

      “Heidrek,” I said sharply.

      “No one ever died from breaking tradition,” Heidrek said. “I will put my name on all that is mine and let the world know with whom they are dealing,” he said darkly. “Everyone will fear me, and no one will ever threaten Grund.”

      “No one threatens it now,” Angantyr said.

      “You are so boring,” Heidrek told his brother. “Look. What is happening here?” he asked, then led us down the lane to where some men were sparring.

      “Pay him no mind,” I told Angantyr.

      Angantyr frowned in his brother’s direction.

      The boys and I gathered, watching as Kit trained a group of young men, working them with swords and shields.

      “Watch your feet, Sigurd,” Kit called to one of the boys.

      “Can we join?” Heidrek asked me. Not waiting for an answer, he turned to Kit. “We will join you.”

      The sparring pairs stopped their fighting.

      Kit met my gaze.

      I nodded to him.

      “Very well. Select a shield and sword,” he said, motioning to the spare equipment. “Bodi, you will practice with Jarl Angantyr,” he said, gesturing to one of the younger boys. “Prince Heidrek, you can spar with Torkel.”

      Once the boys were ready, Kit signaled for them to begin again.

      I watched as Angantyr and the young man worked. While my younger son was reserved in his manner, he was not reserved in his fighting. While he was just a boy, he held his own against his opponent.

      “Keep that shield close to your body, Jarl Angantyr. Protect your middle,” Kit called to him.

      Heidrek fought more fiercely. His opponent clearly outmatched him, but Heidrek fought until he became red-faced.

      “You fight well, Prince Heidrek. But how do you do when you are distracted?” Kit asked then pulled his bow. While Heidrek was under siege from Torkel, Kit shot an arrow at him.

      Heidrek moved quickly, blocking with his shield.

      Torkel pulled back. Had he continued his assault, Torkel would have landed a blow onto Heidrek.

      “That was unfair,” Heidrek told Kit.

      “That is combat, my prince. It is never fair. Two warriors—or more—may try to kill you at once, all while someone else is shooting arrows at you.”

      “But what do you do?” Heidrek asked.

      “You learn to watch everything, everywhere, and everyone,” I told my son.

      “How do you do that?”

      Kit grinned at me. “Shall we?”

      I nodded.

      Kit handed his bow to Torkel, then picked up his sword and shield.

      I smirked, lifting a shield from the weapons stand. I was already wearing my axes and Tyrfing.

      The fighting pairs, including my sons, stepped back to watch.

      “Don’t go easy on her,” Kit told Torkel, who had pulled an arrow from his quiver. “You can’t kill Hervor,” he added with a laugh.

      I pulled my axe. Looking over the top of my shield, I winked at Kit.

      And then, we began. Lifting his sword, Kit came at me. Using my axe, I blocked his blow. But my ear pricked as I heard the tension of the bow stretch. Turning, I put my shield between myself and the archer just in time to hear a thunk as the arrow met wood. Turning, I kicked Kit in the stomach, making him stumble back. Catching himself, he laughed then attacked once more. We wove back and forth, our weapons clashing. Once again, Torkel shot an arrow at me, but I pulled Kit in front of me, forcing him to quickly raise his shield to block before the arrow struck him.

      “Tricky, Hervor,” Kit said, then spun to fight me once more.

      The crowd around us laughed.

      Kit nodded for me to come at him again.

      I happily obliged.

      But this time, when I heard the tension in the bow, I turned for just a moment and threw my shield at Torkel.

      “By the gods,” he exclaimed, his arrow hitting the ground as he dove out of the way, dropping his bow in the process.

      I pulled Huginn, now wielding both my axes, then went after Kit.

      My heart started beating hard, and that familiar rhythm grew inside of me. It had been so long since I’d heard the song of battle. I let it sing sweetly to me but reminded myself that I really didn’t want Kit to die. If I had, he’d be dead already.

      Kit moved quickly, evading my blows, but his moves were all defensive. Soon, I had him at the edge of the fighting ring. Remembering my training with Yrsa, I grinned at Kit then swept out my leg, knocking the warrior to the ground.

      He landed with a thud.

      I held my axe to his throat.

      “Dead,” I told him. Then, I slipped the axes back into my belt and offered him my hand.

      Behind us, everyone began clapping, cheering, and laughing.

      I helped Kit back to his feet.

      “It’s been a long time, jarl. I missed seeing the úlfhéðnar. Just glad you didn’t kill me.”

      “Had to remind myself not to.”

      Kit laughed then turned to the younger boys who were staring at us, their eyes wide. “Queen Hervor has reminded us all of something we should never forget while in battle. The element of surprise. Do what your opponent least expects. It is not just here that you work,” he said, pounding the muscle in his arm. “It is here as well,” he added, tapping the side of his head.

      Grinning, I turned to Torkel. “I’m sorry,” I told him.

      He laughed. “No matter, my queen. I only skinned my elbow, but I damn near shot myself in the foot.”

      I laughed then looked down at Rök, who was sitting patiently beside Angantyr. “You were no help at all.”

      He gave me a ruff in reply.

      “Well, that was fun, but I suppose we should be off,” I said.

      “Mother, can I stay?” Heidrek asked. “You don’t need me. Angantyr is the one with work to do. Kit, can I stay?”

      “That is for your mother to say.”

      I nodded but turned to Heidrek. With my voice low, I said, “You will mind your place here. No one is to be hurt. You will do what Kit tells you without complaint. He is in charge here. If I hear anything, you will face the consequences of your actions. And they will be severe. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “Here,” I said, tapping the side of his head, mimicking Kit’s gesture. “First here, then here,” I said, setting my hand above his heart. “That is a priority for those with the blood of úlfhéðnar. Only after, the sword.”

      “Yes, Mother,” he replied, but I could tell he was not really listening.

      “Heidrek.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      I turned back to Kit, giving him a knowing glance.

      He nodded to me.

      “I will see you all in the hall tonight,” I called to them, and with a wave, Angantyr and I set off once more.

      As we walked, Angantyr was silent.

      “What is it?” I asked him.

      “Nothing. It’s just… I have never seen you fight like that before. I have heard the stories of you, but it’s another thing to see you with my own eyes.”

      I laughed, then draped my arm over his shoulder. “You didn’t believe the stories were true?”

      “I did. I just… I hope I can fight as well as you one day.”

      “Of course you will. You will train, and you will be ready.”

      “But, I was wondering…”

      “What is it?”

      “Why didn’t you pull Tyrfing? All my life, I have never seen that blade.”

      “That is a good thing. Once Tyrfing is drawn from its scabbard, it will have blood before it rests again. To pull Tyrfing is to doom someone to death. I would never risk that except in battle.”

      “But how does the sword stay sharp and oiled if you never remove it?”

      “It does not need the care given to a normal blade. It is dwarven steel.”

      “So, you didn’t pull it because if you had, someone would have died.”

      “Yes, and even the smallest cut from Tyrfing is lethal.”

      “It is a cursed blade.”

      “Yes.”

      “I liked the way you worked your axes, though. Do you think I can get a pair of axes like that too? In Grund, we always trained with swords or hammers, rarely with axes.”

      Grinning, I gently held Angantyr’s chin, giving it a soft shake. “Yes. And what better place to get the jarl of Bolmsö his steel than the isle of wolves?” I said, turning us back to the market once more.
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Chapter 55

        

      

    

    
      We held a feast that night, and I soaked up the warmth of Bolmsö. It was good to be back in Arngrim’s hall. While my years in Grund had made me comfortable there, coming to Bolmsö felt like being with family. I was talking with Asa, who had been readying the hall for Angantyr’s arrival, when Heidrek and Angantyr appeared at my side. Angantyr looked flustered, Heidrek looking angry.

      “Mother,” Heidrek said, his voice sharp. “Angantyr said you asked a smith to make axes for him.”

      I turned to Asa. “A moment, please?”

      Understanding, she inclined her head to me, then departed.

      “Asa and I have important business to attend to,” I told Heidrek, then took in my son’s appearance, noticing for the first time the dark ring under his eye. “What happened there?” I asked, pointing.

      He waved his hand dismissively. “Sparring. Is what Angantyr said true?”

      “Sparring? Sparring how?”

      “One of the other boys tried to overpower me, and we ended up in a fight. Kit pulled the other boy off me and sent him home. He started it. It’s nothing. The axes?”

      I inhaled slowly and deeply, trying to balance my worry for Heidrek and my frustration with him at the same time. Finally mastering myself, I asked, “Do you want axes from Bolmsö?”

      Heidrek huffed. “Of course not. I will inherit Tyrfing. I have no need for cheap steel.”

      “Watch your words,” Angantyr snapped at him.

      “Or what?” Heidrek goaded him.

      “Enough,” I told them, then turned to Heidrek. “If you don’t want axes, why are you creating a problem? Why do you care what Angantyr does?”

      “It’s just…” Heidrek said but was at a loss for words.

      “It’s just the fact that he got something, and you did not. Heidrek, that’s enough of these childish jealousies. I have work to do here,” I said, then turned to Angantyr. “Ignore your brother. You have things to attend to. Arne wanted to speak to you tonight. Please, go and find him.”

      Angantyr nodded. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Yes, Mother,” Heidrek chided him.

      Angantyr glared at his brother, then left us.

      “You, come with me,” I said, then led Heidrek from the hall to his chamber in the back.

      “You do not need to lecture me, Hervor,” Heidrek said, his voice sharp.

      “Watch your tone, or I will correct it for you,” I told Heidrek. “Heidrek, there is something you must know and know now. And you must take it to heart, because there is no changing the fact. You will not inherit Tyrfing. No man will. The sword will go back to the ground as I promised my father.”

      “But that’s just an old story Bjorn weaves. I am your firstborn son. That sword is my inheritance.”

      “It is no story. I swore to my father that the sword would rest with me. I used that blade to free Bolmsö, to liberate Dalr, and protect Grund. Heidrek, its third curse remains. Do you understand that? Any man who wields Tyrfing will suffer that terrible curse. I will do as I promised my father. When I am gone, Tyrfing will go to the grave. There is nothing more to be discussed. However, if, like your brother, you would like a proper sword made for you, there are plenty of people in Bolmsö who—”

      “I will not wield a common sword,” Heidrek said indignantly. “I am no village person. I am the prince of Grund.”

      “An excess of pride is not becoming. You must temper those fires burning in you. Listen to me, my son. They burn within me as well. I know what you’re facing. But you must learn to use that ferocity for good or, like my Uncle Hjorvard, you will doom yourself and those you love.”

      “Those I love…” he said with a huff. “The one I love just rode off with a man who stank of reindeer, and you were happy to let her go. Why did you let Blomma leave? Why did you let her go with that old man?”

      “The Norns wove Blomma’s path. It is not for us—or you—to decide. Jarl Mjord knows many things. He will teach your sister—”

      “She is not my sister.”

      “In all but blood.”

      “That makes no difference. First, you let Blomma leave. Then, Angantyr will be crowned jarl. And now you are telling me that I will never inherit Tyrfing!”

      “Your father wields the sword of Ulf, the first ruler of Bolmsö, but it is kept in keeping for you. When you are of age, no doubt Hofund will pass it to you.”

      “I want dwarven steel!”

      I frowned at Heidrek. “You will not wield Tyrfing. It is not possible. As for dwarven steel…there are less than half a dozen such blades in all of Midgard.”

      “Jarl Mjord carries a dwarven blade.”

      “Hrotti is a family heirloom. But there are other swords, such as the sword Mistletoe, in our world.”

      “Who knows where they are? You have one on your hip!”

      “If you are determined to have a dwarven blade, then when you are of age, you will make a quest and find one for yourself.”

      “I cannot believe you,” Heidrek growled at me. Anger flickered on his face, his expression contorting briefly.

      “Heidrek.”

      But Heidrek turned from me and stormed from the room.

      I returned to the hall in time to see Heidrek stalk out the front door.

      I was on my way after him when Kit met me.

      “Hervor…”

      I was about to ask him to wait when I caught the tone in Kit’s voice. Something wasn’t right. “What is it?”

      Kit frowned. “At the sparring today, there was an incident.”

      “Heidrek told me.”

      “He told you?”

      I nodded.

      Kit nodded slowly. “The other boy is all right. I took him to Ingrid. The arm is not broken, as I feared, merely sprained. I was able to get Heidrek off in time.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Kit studied me a moment, then said, “The boys were sparring. Heidrek fights as I thought he might…just like his mother. But he doesn’t have your control, Hervor. His anger boiled over, and he pinned his opponent to the ground—Dir’s grandson, Balduk—and was beating the boy mercilessly. I think Balduk was afraid to touch the prince but had to defend himself. I’m sorry, Hervor. I kept my eye on Heidrek, but it all happened so quickly.”

      “Is Balduk all right?” I asked, shocked.

      Kit nodded. “At home. Resting.”

      “I will send Heidrek to apologize tomorrow.”

      “That will help.”

      I looked toward the open door through which Heidrek had just left. “May the gods help me with that boy.”

      “He will make a good fighter once he gets the berserker blood under control. Until then, you might as well expect some tavern fights.”

      “No wonder Arngrim didn’t stop his sons from going raiding.”

      Kit laughed. “Dir said something similar, that it was the berserker blood of this house.”

      I set my hand on Kit’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

      He nodded.

      With a sigh, feeling defeated, I grabbed an ale and went to sit down with Sigrun and Trygve.

      “Four of my sisters,” Sigrun was telling Trygve.

      “Four of your sisters what?” I asked.

      “Four of my sisters are pregnant, and they are all married. My mother chewed my ear off, asking how I managed to live in Grund all these years and not find some well-renowned warrior or a wealthy merchant to marry.”

      “I wondered that myself,” Trygve told her.

      “Trygve,” I objected.

      “No. Not like that,” he protested, then turned to Sigrun. “It’s just… Sigrun is beautiful. In fact, she’s probably the most beautiful woman in Grund.”

      Sigrun coughed, flicking her eyes toward me.

      “Besides yourself, of course, Hervor.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I don’t need your false flattery,” Sigrun told him. “And, you’re not married either.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      Sigrun shook her head then drank her ale.

      “Do you want to get married?” Trygve asked Sigrun.

      “Suppose it wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

      “I mean…” he said, then paused. “Do you want to get married to me?”

      I was lifting my mug to drink again, then paused and stared from Sigrun to Trygve.

      Sigrun bobbed her head from side to side as she considered. “I suppose that would work.”

      “We get along well.”

      “We do.”

      “And we’ve been together all these years.”

      “We have.”

      “And, to be honest, the only reason I ever followed Hervor to Grund was because you were going,” Trygve said, his voice hesitant.

      Sigrun grinned at him. “And the only reason I stayed in Grund was because you stayed.”

      “Hey,” I protested, but they both ignored me.

      “So… you say yes?” Trygve asked her.

      “I say yes.”

      “By the gods, congratulations,” I told them. “Now kiss her, for Frigga’s sake!”

      At that, Trygve set down his mug and met Sigrun’s gaze. The pair smiled at one another, then sealed their bargain with a kiss.

      When they pulled back, they eyed me, both looking a bit abashed.

      Grinning from ear to ear, I gestured to the rest of the room. “Can I tell them?”

      “I…” Sigrun began then looked at Trygve. “What do you think?”

      “They will tease us mercilessly.”

      “Yes. But at least we will be teased over something good, for once.”

      Trygve nodded. “All right, Hervor. Get it over with.”

      At that, I laughed then rose. “Bolmsö!” I called, getting everyone’s attention. “The gods are surely at work tonight. Before my eyes, I have seen true magic. May I be the first to announce the news. Sigrun has agreed to wed Trygve One-Hammer!”

      At that, the crowd paused a moment as if in shocked disbelief, then cheered. In the corner of the room, I saw Sigrun’s mother gasp, her hand to her heart, then she and Sigrun’s flock of pregnant sisters headed our way. Along with them came the elder warriors of Bolmsö.

      Taking my cue, I stepped back. “Let me give them some space,” I said, giving Sigrun a wink.

      “Sure, abandon us now,” Sigrun told me.

      “I just found out that the only reason you traveled with me for more than fifteen years is because you were in love with each other. I think I‘ll go sit on my throne and sulk,” I told them with a laugh.

      “Oh, yes. Poor Queen Hervor,” Sigrun replied.

      I laughed then promptly escaped before the horde descended on them.

      Grinning with happiness, I scanned the hall. Angantyr and Sifka stood together, Angantyr laughing at something Sifka had said. The young gythia smiled at my son, and for a moment, I saw a twinkle of the future.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      We are home.

      Shine your blessings on the new jarl of Bolmsö.

      But Odin was silent.
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Chapter 56

        

      

    

    
      Later that night, after more toasts to Sigrun and Trygve’s good news than my head could bear, Heidrek finally found his way back to the hall. The others had gone, and Angantyr had found his way to bed. I sat alone, looking into the fire when the hall door opened.

      His expression sheepish, Heidrek crossed the room and sat down beside me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I did not mean to get so angry with you.”

      “Tomorrow, you will go to Balduk’s home and apologize for—”

      Heidrek opened his mouth to protest, but I silenced him with a look before the words slipped out.

      “And you will apologize for losing your temper, and you will ask them what work you can do to make up for what happened. If they tell you to shovel pig shit, you will shovel it. If they ask for your help on their roof, with their chickens, or at their stall in the market, you will do it.”

      “Mother!”

      “You will keep your mouth shut, and you will do the work. You are a prince, aren’t you? That’s what you keep saying. You wear the title as if it means the whole world owes you. That is not what your father and I taught you. You are owed less than the people you rule over. You are their servant. Unless you learn that now, you will be a bad king, and the gods will condemn your selfish, foolish pride. You will be hated in the eyes of the All-Father, and the gods will curse you. My father died because of his selfish brother. That vain and greedy blood lies within you. And sadly, it seems to make up much of your personality. You are becoming a second Hjorvard. You must learn to be humble, or you will die despised and unloved. The gods move to those who do their will. I see nothing in your actions that warrants their affection. You have grown prideful, over-bold, selfish, and temperamental. You have no rein on your anger or emotions. And I take no pride in your actions or in you.”

      Heidrek stared at me, a stunned expression on his face.

      “You will spend the rest of our days in Bolmsö in service of the people here. I will ask Skarde to find tasks for you. And if I hear of another misdeed from you, I will speak to your father about who should truly be the next king of Grund.”

      At that, I turned and headed toward the back, Rök padding along with me.

      “Hervor…” Heidrek said weakly.

      My heart broke at the sound, hearing the voice of the little boy I loved so much. But I kept walking. It was not just Hjorvard’s ill manners coursing through Heidrek’s blood but also Bjartmar’s selfishness. If I did nothing to stop Heidrek, my son would be lost. I would shock it out of him. And if I could not, I would leave it to the gods.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the following morning, I found I was the only one in the hall. Both boys had already gone.

      “And where is everyone off to?” I asked Asa.

      Asa shook her head as she poured me a cup of warm, brewed herbs. “Those boys…bickering like two old women this morning. Angantyr went off with Rök. I don’t know where. Heidrek grumbled he had something to see to and left as well.”

      I sighed. “I cannot imagine how Eyfura dealt with a dozen boys.”

      Asa laughed. “I was in the house when she was still alive. I was just a girl then, but I saw the chaos. Eyfura was such a lovely, gentle woman. She left the brow-beating to Arngrim, and he did plenty of it.”

      “I could certainly use his advice now.”

      Asa chuckled lightly. “Oh, Hervor. You are a twin of your grandfather in spirit. Whatever you think is best, Arngrim would agree.”

      “Thank you, Asa.”

      She set a comforting hand on my shoulder then went to the back.

      With a sigh, I rose and headed outside. To get Heidrek to wake up from the fantasy that the world owed him something, it might help if he learned how to get people to appreciate him from his deeds, not his name. I headed to the market, picking up a small round of bread from one of the vendors, then set off to the watchtower in search of Skarde.

      As I passed the path that led to the runestones, something nagged at me to stop. Veering off, I passed under the green canopy of leaves overhead, blobs of sunlight shimmering down on the blue flowers that grew on the forest floor. When I approached the runestones, I was surprised to discover I was not alone.

      Rök, standing at the edge of the circle, barked twice.

      Angantyr appeared from behind him.

      “Mother, come look!” Angantyr called, waving to me.

      Curious, I approached the stones.

      Angantyr was squatting on the ground.

      “What do you have?” I asked.

      Turning, Angantyr lifted a fuzzy black bundle, showing it to me.

      It was a wolf pup with amber-colored eyes.

      Beside me, Rök barked a series of low, almost human-sounding barks.

      I looked down at him. “What? You trying to explain yourself?”

      Rök barked once, then panted, his tongue hanging goofily from his mouth.

      I entered the circle of runestones and joined Angantyr. “Where did you find him?”

      “I came here with Rök, and then another wolf appeared—an all-black one—she had this puppy with her. She left, and the puppy came to me.”

      Lifting the furry bundle, I looked him in the eyes. “Well, little wolf of Bolmsö, come to join the new jarl, have you?”

      The wolf gave me a small bark.

      “Hervor…” Angantyr said in a low whisper. “There were other wolves with her. A dozen of them. They did not come close, but they were watching.”

      I nodded. “There is nothing to fear. They were the wolves of Bolmsö. This is a special place. You will see that for yourself soon enough.” I looked back at the puppy. “This is your wolf, Angantyr. A gift from Bolmsö. What will you name him?”

      “I will call him Utr.”

      I laughed. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I looked at him, and the idea just came to me. It must be because of all the stories you told about the vætt. I want Bolmsö as my companion—always—just as Rök has been yours.”

      Holding the puppy in one arm, I gave my son a hug with the other. “That is well done. I think Utr would like that.”

      Angantyr nodded.

      The puppy squirmed excitedly, trying to lick both Angantyr and me.

      I looked at Rök, who was watching the scene. As Arngrim and his wolf Runa once passed Bolmsö to Rök and me, it seemed it was my time to step aside…mine and Rök’s.

      I handed the puppy to Angantyr, then rose.

      “Well, Utr, do you hear?” I asked to the air around me. “You have a wolf named after you,” I said, then looked down at the puppy.

      No reply came…except from the puppy who barked at me.

      I stilled as an idea washed over me.

      “Utr,” I said to the puppy once more.

      He barked again, then tipped his head to the side, his gaze entirely fixed on mine.

      “Utr?”

      The puppy barked once more.

      I laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” Angantyr asked.

      “Nothing, my son. Nothing at all,” I said, then lifted the puppy once more, meeting his gaze. “And you called me a liar.”
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        * * *

      

      Angantyr, Rök, Utr the wolf, and I walked to the end of the island where some work was underway on the watchtower. The tower had been moved back due to the flooding, but some repairs were still being done.

      “Skarde,” I called, waving to the man. Skarde turned, watching the four of us as we approached.

      “Queen Hervor, Prince Angantyr,” he said, then his eyes went to the wolves. “By the gods, what do you have there?” he asked, then squatted down, whistling to the little wolf who went to him, hopping up to lick his face. Skarde looked up at me.

      “Angantyr found a wolf pup in the forest.”

      Skarde grinned. “Of course he did. Bolmsö is up to her old tricks. And what a fine wolf. Fur black as night. What are we going to call him, jarl?”

      “Utr,” Angantyr replied.

      Skarde laughed. “What, Utr didn’t want to be left out?” he said, giving the pup a rough pat. “Leave it to you.”

      Angantyr’s brow furrowed, then understanding washed over him. He turned and looked at me. “Mother, you don’t think he actually is…”

      “I’ll leave that for you to find out.”

      Skarde rose. “We’re just about done here,” he said, clapping off his hands. “We don’t get as much damage in this location as we used to, but still get some water at least once a season.”

      “Can I help?” Angantyr asked.

      “Of course, jarl,” he told him. “Hammers are there. Go on over with the boys. They’ll tell you what to do.”

      Nodding, Angantyr set off. “Come on, Utr,” he called to the pup, who scampered behind him.

      “Skarde, I will send Heidrek to see you. Put him to work. Whatever jobs need to be done, he will do them. I need to pound some humility into that boy.”

      Skarde raised a knowing eyebrow then nodded. “He reminds me of your uncles, that one. I’ll be sure to dirty him up.”

      I laughed. “Good.” My gaze went to Angantyr. “And him?” I asked.

      “Ah, Hervor. He may look like his father, but that boy is your son. We’re glad to have him as our jarl. And don’t worry, we’ll keep an eye on him for you.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Skarde.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      “Angantyr?” I called. I waved to him, letting him know I was leaving.

      He returned the gesture.

      I turned back to Skarde. “Send him back by midday. Arne will want him.”

      “I shall.”

      And with that, Rök and I turned and headed back to the hall. As we walked through the forest, I listened to the sounds of the birds and insects, felt the gentle light of the sun shimmering through the leaves on my face. I exhaled deeply. It was going to be very hard to leave Bolmsö. After all this time, I was still a creature of the forest.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “We are of the forest. Our spirits flutter like rustling leaves. Wildflowers adorn us. And the call of wolves echoes in our hearts.

      “That is why we shed tears on Njord’s shore.”

      Skadi.

      But still, Grund is better for me having been there, I hope.

      “Flowers can brighten the gloomiest hall. Lock the forest in your heart. You will need its peace in the days to come.”

      Why? Why, Skadi?

      But the jotun said no more, and I felt her spirit leave me.

      Replacing it, I caught the dulcet sounds of the nøkk’s stringed instrument.

      I frowned, annoyed with both of them.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Where are you?
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Chapter 57

        

      

    

    
      By midday, Angantyr returned to grab something to eat before Arne, Ingrid, and Sifka took him to the temple.

      “I will see you later,” I told him, setting my hands on his shoulders and meeting his eyes. “Fear nothing. The All-Father is with you. Tonight, you will become jarl.”

      “I only hope to be a good jarl, and to make you proud, Mother.”

      “You do. Every day,” I told him then kissed him on the forehead. I stepped back and watched as they departed with my son—who would take my place as jarl of Bolmsö.

      Leaving the hall, I went to the stables. There, I found Heidrek, who was busy shoveling manure and grumbling under his breath.

      “Return to the hall when the sun sets. You will need to bathe and redress before the crowning,” I told him.

      Heidrek looked up at me. The expression on his face told me he’d been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t heard me approach. “Hervor.”

      “You are doing well. Nearly have this one cleared.”

      He glared. “This is work for thralls.”

      My temper flared. “Thralls? Thralls! Have you seen any thralls in Bolmsö?”

      Heidrek paused. “No.”

      “And in our hall in Grund?”

      “Well, we have servants, but everyone knows you forbid the sale of thralls. Many people in Grund are still angry about that.”

      “What makes you better than a thrall?”

      Heidrek looked at me like I was stupid. “I am a prince!”

      “A prince’s duty is to serve his people, to inspire them, to lead them. That is the duty of princes. Who will follow an arrogant, rash, and condescending prince to war? Who will stand at the side of such a man in battle, knowing that man thinks himself better than everyone else? Who will lift their shield to protect a man who would not lift a shield to protect anyone other than himself? You can rule by fear or rule by love. You can rule like Hofund or like Bjartmar. The choice is yours.”

      “What does any of that have to do with shoveling horse shit?”

      “Everything. So, keep shoveling until you understand why.”

      “Then I will be here until I die.”

      “So be it,” I said then turned and left.

      I had just reached the exit of the stall when Heidrek called, “Hervor…” his voice gentle, capitulating.

      “Keep shoveling,” I said then walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Just before nightfall, Heidrek returned smelling terrible, but with a less ruffled disposition.

      “I’ll go clean up now,” he told me. “Is Angantyr gone already?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right,” Heidrek said. “I…I understand what you were trying to tell me, Mother.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      He nodded, then went to the back.

      I sighed. Perhaps Bolmsö could teach Heidrek something after all.

      “Queen Hervor,” Asa called. “You’d best come and get ready. I set out a gown for you. And I suppose we ought to braid your hair. I know how you love that.”

      I chuckled. “Well, my son will become jarl tonight. I suppose a braid or two is in order. Let’s get it over with.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Heidrek and I, Rök along with us, journeyed to the temple where we waited for Angantyr and the gothar. Outside, the torch flames flickered and two men rhythmically beat their drums, calling the eyes of the gods upon us.

      The moon had risen high in the sky when Sifka opened the door of the temple. Ingrid emerged, then Arne, and behind them, Angantyr.

      I balked to see my son decorated in kohl, runes covering his brow, neck, and arms. But at the same time, I felt a swell of pride. Angantyr would rule these ancient lands, and he would rule well. Nervousness and pride made my heart flutter.

      The black wolf pup trotted beside Angantyr. Spotting Rök, the pup rushed over and jumped up, biting Rök’s ear, before rushing back to rejoin my son.

      In the crowd, I heard people whisper, seeing the wolf pup for the first time.

      Heidrek looked at me, an expression of jealousy plain on his face.

      I ignored it.

      The drummers turned, leading the procession from the temple to the runestones. Heidrek and I followed along behind Angantyr. We made our way into the forest, turning to the stones. When we arrived, we discovered that torches had already been lit, illuminating the sacred space. The stones sparkled, the flecks of minerals within them picking up the torchlight.

      Arne led us to the center of the stones.

      The people of Bolmsö gathered in a circle around us.

      It seemed like yesterday that I had been in Angantyr’s place. I had taken the jarldom of Bolmsö in the wake of Arngrim’s loss and in the midst of war. I was glad that I could pass the rule of the island on to Angantyr in peace.

      A horn sounded, calling the eyes of the gods upon us.

      “People of Bolmsö,” Arne called. “We come here tonight to honor the gods and to crown our new jarl. Odin, be with us as Prince Angantyr takes his place as the jarl of the isle of wolves.”

      A horn sounded long and low.

      And then, I heard them. Overhead, Odin’s ravens called.

      My heart beat quickly with excitement.

      Ingrid stepped forward. “The house of Arngrim is honored by the presence of Muninn and Huginn. Let the All-Father be praised. Angantyr, son of Hervor and Hofund, tonight you become jarl of Bolmsö. Who has come to bear witness to this sacred rite?” Ingrid asked the crowd.

      A chorus of voices rising up into the night, my voice joining the people of Bolmsö.

      “Who wishes to be crowned jarl?” Arne asked.

      “I, Angantyr, son of Hofund and Hervor,” Angantyr answered, his voice firm.

      “Angantyr, do you promise to rule Bolmsö wisely?” Arne asked.

      “I promise.”

      “Do you promise us justice?”

      “I promise.”

      “Do you promise to protect us?”

      “I promise.”

      “Do you promise to win us glory?”

      “I promise.”

      “Do you promise to love and cherish this island and these people?”

      “I promise.”

      Arne drew his dagger from his belt then reached out for Angantyr’s hand. He made a small cut. Red blood cupped in my son’s palm. Arne motioned for Angantyr to set his hand on the center altar, smearing it with blood.

      “All-Father,” Sifka called. “See Angantyr’s sacrifice. Tonight, he becomes one with this sacred island. Odin, grant Angantyr your favor and guide him as he guides Bolmsö.”

      A horn sounded once more.

      Arne motioned for me to come forward. Ingrid opened a small box. From within, Arne pulled out the crown of Bolmsö and handed it to me.

      Taking the coronet, I turned to the crowd. “People of Bolmsö, tonight I pass the crown of our beloved island to my son, Angantyr. May he take over the mantel of jarl with Odin’s blessings.”

      I met Angantyr’s gaze. The gothar must have given him some herbs, because he looked drowsy and far away. But he kept his eyes on me.

      “Angantyr,” I called. “Do you accept all of your duties and responsibilities as jarl of Bolmsö?”

      “I do.”

      “Bolmsö, do you accept Angantyr as your jarl?”

      The crowd called in affirmation.

      I set the silver coronet, decorated with wolves, ravens, and gemstones—the same coronet with which I had been crowned—on my son’s head.

      “Angantyr, son of Hervor and Hofund, we welcome and accept you as our jarl in the name of all the gods,” Arne called.

      Ingrid stepped forward to take Angantyr’s hand. “Bolmsö, cheer you new jarl. All hail Jarl Angantyr!”

      “Hail Jarl Angantyr,” we called loudly.

      The horns sounded once more.

      I met my son’s gaze. Unshed tears of joy wet his eyes…or were they tears of something else? There was a look of terror on Angantyr’s face.

      “Angantyr?” I whispered.

      “Mother,” he said, reaching for my hand. Desperation marred his features, but he said nothing more, knowing all the eyes of Bolmsö were upon us.

      I gave him a questioning look.

      He shook his head.

      My gaze flicked from Angantyr to Heidrek, who was frowning visibly.

      Worry wracked me, but I pushed it away and smiled. “Come, Bolmsö. Tonight, we celebrate. My son is jarl!”

      At that, everyone cheered, and we all headed back to the hall.
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Chapter 58

        

      

    

    
      That night, we celebrated until the sky turned gray as the morning approached once more. Angantyr was the center of attention, but he took it all in stride. I was proud of the way he handled himself. He was eager to listen and learn but also quick to laugh.

      Late in the night, I joined Sigrun and Trygve, who seemed to be in a state of shock over finally managing to come to terms with their feelings for one another.

      “Well, have the two of you spoken to Arne?” I asked.

      “My mother has,” Sigrun replied with a laugh.

      “And I have received no shortage of advice,” Trygve said, giving the elder warriors in the group a knowing glance.

      “Maybe we should have a small wedding…in Grund,” Sigrun suggested.

      “You’d agree to that?” Trygve asked her.

      She nodded.

      “Thank the gods,” Trygve replied, breathing out heavily in relief.

      “And maybe…not a wedding at all, just go and see Ardis and be done with it?”

      Trygve rose and planted a kiss on Sigrun’s lips. When he pulled back, he said, “This is why I’m marrying you.”

      I chuckled. “So, you will return with me after all?”

      They both looked at me as if the answer was obvious.

      “Our home is in Grund,” Sigrun told me.

      Trygve nodded. “That’s where all the excitement is. Besides, I want to see how you’re going to rein that one in,” he added, motioning to Heidrek, who sat sulking in the corner of the hall.

      I shook my head. “Please feel free to offer him advice.”

      “Oh, no,” Trygve replied. “I have been given advice all my life. I refuse to burden anyone else with old men’s good ideas.”

      Sigrun and I both laughed.

      “Not all their ideas are bad ideas, surely,” I said.

      “Then you have never listened to Wodan. Those are truly, stingingly bad ideas.”

      I chuckled. “I do recall some advice Wodan once gave to Hofund and Leif… I believe you.”

      At that, they laughed. With a wave, I left the pair behind and made the rounds visiting others. I was glad to know Sigrun and Trygve would return to Grund with me. I’d grown used to their company. These long years, having them with me went a long way to filling the hole in my heart where Yrsa should have been. I was grateful to have them with me, even if being with me had just been an excuse for them to be with one another.

      Finally, everyone had eaten, drank, and talked themselves into exhaustion, and the villagers began to depart.

      “Can I go to bed now?” Heidrek asked, his tone full of irritation. “My whole body aches from work today.”

      I turned to him, giving him a soft smile. “I was proud of you today,” I told him.

      His brows shot up in surprise. “Of me?”

      I nodded. “You worked hard in the morning and stood proudly by your brother tonight. You are, in the end, Angantyr’s elder brother. He knows he will never be king, but he has never begrudged you for it. Today, you honored his achievements as he will one day honor yours. That is well done.”

      In truth, Heidrek’s demeanor had been anything but supportive. But he had not caused any quarrels and had steered clear of flirting with the girls of Bolmsö. I hoped that if I encouraged his behavior, I would see more of it.

      Heidrek smiled at me, then his gaze went to Angantyr. “I am glad for him. Bolmsö is a good fit for my brother.”

      “Yes.”

      “I am sorry for what happened with Balduk. My temper got the best of me.”

      I nodded slowly. “You must work on reining it in. And that is not always easy. I understand.”

      “Everyone here tells me I am like your father. He was a great berserker. I will fight like him one day. But I feel like I have this thing inside of me…this hunger to just fight, to rage. Do you think that’s the reason? Because we are berserkers?”

      “Yes. I know what you’re talking about. I have it too. But you must learn when to let the wolf howl and when to keep it quiet.”

      Heidrek’s eyes went to Angantyr who sat beside Sifka. The wolf Utr lay in Sifka’s lap. She petted his head as he slept.

      “No wolf came to me,” he said, his voice tinged with jealousy.

      I tipped my head from side to side. “This is Odin’s isle. Perhaps Thor has his own plans for you.”

      At that, Heidrek perked up. “Yes, that makes sense. Because I am the prince of Grund, Thor will see to me. Thor will make sure I have something special, like your Dwarven blade…or a blade like Hrotti, that old man’s sword.”

      I set my hand on the back of Heidrek’s head and gave him a soft smile. “May the gods bring you all the things you deserve,” I said. “Now, off to bed.”

      Smiling, he nodded, then went to the back.

      I joined Angantyr and Sifka.

      “Mother,” Angantyr said.

      Both he and Sifka moved to rise as I approached.

      “Stay as you are. No sense in waking little wolves on my account,” I said, pausing to stroke little Utr’s ear. “I’m going to bed.”

      Angantyr nodded. “I will stay up awhile.”

      “Very well. Good night,” I told them both.

      “Good night, Queen Hervor,” Sifka told me.

      I set my hand lovingly on Angantyr’s shoulder then turned and went to the back of the hall.

      Rök, who’d been giving me impatient glances for the last two hours, joined me.

      When we got to the bedchamber, the wolf didn’t wait to be asked. He jumped up on the bed and lay down with an annoyed exhale.

      “Huff, huff, huff,” I told him. “You complain like the grumpy old man you are.” I slipped off my boots, changed into my bedgown, then slid into the bed beside the old wolf, flopping an arm over him. “Good night, Rök.”

      I closed my eyes.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Guide the new jarl of Bolmsö.

      And bring peace to Heidrek’s heart.

      But again, all I heard was silence.
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Chapter 59

        

      

    

    
      I spent the next week soaking up the peace and calm that came with being in Bolmsö. Angantyr was eager to learn from the others and become part of the community. I had no doubt he would be well looked-after on Bolmsö. After all, he had a wolf pup named Utr. What could go wrong?

      But as much as I wanted to stay in Bolmsö, I also knew that King Harald would arrive in Grund for the midsummer blót. And with him, Harald would bring his daughter, Helga.

      While I was not keen on forcing either of my children to love someone solely for the benefit of their lands and people, I was hopeful a spark would ignite between Heidrek and Helga. Heidrek desperately needed someone to snap him out of his insistence on marrying Blomma. Hopefully, Helga would provide that. If they both wanted it. If they came to love one another. For all I knew, Helga already had a love and wanted nothing to do with Heidrek. We would see. Marrying Helga secured our son’s place in the world. Through the union, Heidrek would merge two kingdoms and become the ruler of a vast portion of our land. Hofund, who was keen for Heidrek to wed Helga, was not wrong to wish such success for his son…but Hofund had also married for love.

      Finally, the time came to depart. It was difficult saying goodbye to Angantyr and to Bolmsö.

      I waited onshore with Angantyr and Heidrek while Sigrun and Trygve dropped off the last of their equipment at the ferry and said their goodbyes.

      I picked up Utr. “Well now,” I said. “I’m leaving my son under your watch. I expect you to look after him.” The puppy squirmed, trying to lick my face. I pressed him against my cheek. “I will see you again, liar,” I whispered in the pup’s ear, then set him back down.

      Rök sat patiently as the wolf pup jumped on him, biting his ears. Then, the puppy rushed off to play in the lake.

      My heart aching, I kneeled, looking at the old wolf in his amber-colored eyes. I had been dreading this moment from the day I set foot on the island. But it had to be done. “Rök…” I began, feeling the tears well in my eyes. “You can stay here, my old friend. You can stay on Bolmsö if you are tired.”

      Rök cocked his head, looking at me like I was stupid, then rose and boarded the ferry.

      Angantyr laughed. “Rök won’t be left behind.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Be well, brother,” Angantyr said, turning to Heidrek. “I will see you again soon.”

      Heidrek nodded slowly. “Yes, Jarl Angantyr,” he said then paused and pulled his brother into a light hug. “In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor.”

      At that, Heidrek left us and joined Rök on the ferry.

      I met Angantyr’s gaze. “Listen to Arne and Ingrid. And to Skarde and Trygve. But also listen to your own heart. Bolmsö will guide you. When in doubt, go to the runestones and listen for the words of the gods. And ignore the nøkk,” I said with a grin.

      Angantyr met my gaze. “When will I see you again?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, but I will send messengers with news. You can always send someone to Grund if you need anything…or come yourself, when you can.”

      “I’ll miss you,” he said, then pulled me into an embrace.

      “I’ll miss you too,” I replied, a lump forming in my throat. When I pulled back, I gently held his face in my hands for a moment then let him go. “May the gods watch over you.”

      “And you.”

      And with that, I boarded the ferry.

      Wodan’s boys set off. The residents of Bolmsö waited on the shore, waving as we departed. Little Utr let out a small howl, which was quite possibly the most adorable thing I’d ever heard. Rök responded in kind.

      “Isle of wolves,” Heidrek said, a thoughtful expression on his face. Lost to his thoughts, he nodded to himself then turned and looked toward the shore.

      I set my hand on Rök’s head. “I guess we’re not done quite yet.”

      As the ferry moved across the lake, the island became farther away, growing smaller as we went. A terrible fear washed over me.

      Would I ever see Bolmsö again?
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        * * *

      

      A rider had already gone ahead to see that the ship was prepared for our return to Grund. When we arrived in Halmstad just before midday, we found everything in order. Lingering only long enough to say farewell to Ragal, Hella, and their family, we set off once more for Grund.

      I sat at the front of the ship, feeling the spray on my face and nursing the ache inside me. It was good that Angantyr had taken his place. I had secured Bolmsö’s future. An heir to the isle of wolves was settled there. One day, my son would marry and have children, and they would take their place in turn. The line of Bolmsö was secure.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “If only things were that easy.”
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Chapter 60

        

      

    

    
      The horn sounded at the end of the dock as our ship made port in Grund. The sound reverberated through the city, and soon, I saw a flurry of action from the hall. As it turned out, we were late. King Harald’s ships were already in port.

      “Whose ships are those?” Heidrek asked.

      “King Harald’s.”

      Heidrek stiffened a moment then he left me and went to the other end of the ship where he began gathering up his gear.

      I turned from Heidrek to find Hofund and King Harald making their way toward us, a young woman—whom I assumed to be Helga—beside the king. She was a pretty thing in a sunflower-yellow gown, her long golden hair the same shade as her dress, blowing in the breeze.

      Rök barked at Hofund.

      Heidrek exited the ship but then fidgeted about, unsure what to do. Moving quickly, he went to the side of the ship and waited for me. I deboarded then waited for Rök who exited slowly behind me.

      “Come on,” I told Heidrek, motioning for him to follow me. I turned and walked down the pier to meet Hofund, King Harald, and Princess Helga.

      “Hervor,” Hofund said, giving me a quick kiss. “Welcome home.”

      I grinned at my husband then turned to King Harald.

      “King Harald, I am so sorry I was not here when you arrived.”

      “No apologies needed, Queen Hervor. I understand you were on Bolmsö.”

      I nodded. “Angantyr, our younger son, has taken his place as jarl. May I re-introduce you to our older son, Heidrek,” I said, turning to Heidrek. I had prepared myself to brow-beat the boy into submission, but soon saw it would not be needed.

      Heidrek stepped forward and bowed politely. “King Harald. I, too, am sorry I was not here to welcome you to Grund. But I remember you well. I always thought you were the tallest man I had ever seen.”

      King Harald laughed. “And your hair is just as red now as it was when you were a baby. It is good to see you, young man,” he said, clapping Heidrek hard on the shoulder. “May I introduce my daughter, Princess Helga.”

      Helga stepped forward. Up close, I could see she was a pretty, reed-thin girl with large, blue eyes and a face full of freckles. Her long yellow hair fell below her waist.

      “Queen Hervor, Prince Heidrek,” she said prettily, bowing her head. When she lifted her gaze, her eyes were on Heidrek.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched my son.

      Heidrek smiled at her. “You are very welcome here in Grund, Princess Helga. I hope you will let me show you all the wonderful sights in our fair city.”

      “Oh,” Helga said sweetly. “I would like that very much.”

      Heidrek turned his attention to Hofund. “Hello, Father. I’m glad to see you.”

      Hofund grinned happily. “My son,” he said, setting his arm on Heidrek’s shoulder. “Welcome returns. In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor,” Heidrek replied.

      “Come, let’s go to the hall,” Hofund told us. “Sigrun, Trygve, I am glad to see Hervor didn’t leave you in Bolmsö,” he called to them then turned to Rök. “He came back.”

      I nodded. “I wasn’t sure, but he was.”

      Hofund laughed then turned back to the people on the boats. “All of you, come to the hall.”

      Hofund motioned for Heidrek to accompany Helga, as King Harald walked with us on our way back to the hall.

      “As I told Hofund, Grund looks like a different city since the last time I came,” Harald said, motioning to the walls, ports, and mills. “Gudmund would be proud of what you’ve done here.”

      “We were jealous of Uppsala,” I told King Harald.

      “And I am jealous of you both,” he replied with a laugh. “Of course, I have herds of fine horses. I guess we must all appreciate the bounty we have.”

      “There is little treasure better than a sure-footed horse,” I agreed.

      “By the gods you are right about that, Queen Hervor. A sure-footed horse and fine mead, which Grund has in plenty. Come, let’s have another before Gizer gets here and out drinks us all.”

      “Gizer is coming?” I asked, turning to Hofund.

      Hofund nodded. “He sent a messenger while you were gone.”

      “Good,” I said with a smile. “Kára will get here in time for the non-wedding wedding.”

      “What wedding?” Hofund asked.

      I winked at him. “Tell you later.”

      Behind us, I listened as Heidrek spoke kindly to Helga. The girl laughed lightly at something Heidrek said.

      My gaze shifted to Hofund.

      He smiled, nodding approvingly.

      Perhaps getting Heidrek over Blomma would be far easier than I thought.

      May the gods be praised.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the hall, Thyri and Thorolf and their family waited for us. Thorgud rushed across the room to meet Heidrek.

      “Welcome home,” Thyri told me. Her belly was as round as ever, her face swollen to match.

      I set my hand on her stomach. “How are you? Is all well?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Coming to it soon, I hope. I’m tired all the time,” she said with a laugh.

      “Wait until he or she gets here. Then, you will really know tired.”

      Thyri nodded. “I’m trying not to remember.”

      “Hervor,” Thorolf said, giving me a warm smile. “We are glad to see you back.”

      We joined together at a table, all of us talking late into the day. Aside from taking a moment to change his clothes—returning to the hall in his best tunic and giving his long, red hair a good brushing—Heidrek gave all his attention to Princess Helga. The pair sat talking or playing hnefatafl, Heidrek grinning and making jokes.

      “He’s grown into a fine young man. Not quite old enough for marrying, either of them, but it won’t be long,” Harald said, stroking his long beard.

      “Will you not marry again, King Harald?” I asked.

      “Ah, Hervor. It broke my heart when Helga’s mother died. I have never been brave enough to risk it again. Helga keeps me company. She is a sweet girl, but she does not have the steel to be a queen like you. In the future, she will need support. A berserker as a husband would work very well.”

      We laughed.

      “They appear to have taken to one another,” Hofund noted.

      “When are young men not taken with pretty girls?” Thorolf said.

      Hofund and Harald chuckled lightly, but there was some truth to Thorolf’s words. In youth, love and lust came—and went—easily. Perhaps my worries about Heidrek were all for naught. If Helga could catch his attention, then all this talk of marrying Blomma would come to an end.

      We settled in for the night, Sigrun and Trygve joining us, drinking mead and getting lost in talk. I shared the news of Angantyr’s crowning on Bolmsö, and we talked of the old days and our battle in Uppsala where King Eric still ruled. The night passed on. Soon, I grew weary.

      “I’m afraid the sea has the best of me,” I told King Harald. “I will see you in the morning.”

      “Very well, Queen Hervor. Good night.”

      Hofund excused himself, joining me as I retired. “What do you think?”

      “I am hopeful the gods are finally intervening on our behalf. Perhaps Heidrek just needed someone to whom to give his heart.”

      “Perhaps,” Hofund said, but his gaze was distant and thoughtful. Shaking himself from his thoughts, he turned back to me. “I will join you when I can. I missed you, shield-maiden,” he said, then set a kiss on my lips.

      “And I, you.”

      Hofund set his brow against mine. “Good night, my love.” He kissed me on the top of my head and let me go.

      I turned to find Rök waiting for me on the stairs, a tetchy expression on his face.

      “I’m coming,” I called to him.

      I gave one last look back toward the hall where Heidrek and Helga sat over the gameboard, Heidrek laughing when Helga made a move against him.

      May the gods let love soften that child’s heart.
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Chapter 61

        

      

    

    
      Very early the following morning, Hofund and I were awoken to a sound of a horn coming from the dock.

      Hofund groaned then sat up.

      “Gizer,” I said sleepily.

      “You stay. I’ll see to him.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No,” Hofund said with a light laugh. “But I’m going all the same. Rök?”

      Rök whined, lifted his head, and then put it down once more.

      “I see… I’m left on my own,” Hofund said with a laugh.

      “I can come.”

      “No. Get your rest. You had a long day of travel yesterday.”

      I didn’t offer again. In fact, Hofund had not yet left the chamber when I drifted back to sleep.

      A few hours later, when Rök—who had apparently taken Hofund’s spot—rolled over and clapped his front paw onto my face, I finally woke.

      “Rök,” I groaned, pushing his paw away. I tried to go back to sleep, but the sound of Kára’s booming voice echoing from the hall below came to my ears.

      I rose groggily, then redressed. I had just stepped into the hallway when I found Bodil there.

      “Hervor,” she said merrily. “I was just coming to look for you. King Gizer and Queen Kára are here."

      I chuckled. “I could hear Kára from here.”

      Bodil laughed. “And Jarl Raghild and Bjorn as well.”

      “When did they arrive?”

      “Not long after Gizer. I checked on you then, but you were deep asleep. You and Rök were racing to rattle the roof timbers.”

      We both laughed. “Then I guess I should thank you for letting me rest.”

      Bodil grinned. “Thyri is below. She’s kept an eye on everything for you.”

      I nodded. “Have you seen Heidrek?”

      Bodil nodded. “He took Princess Helga to the market.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      Bodil laughed. “Looks like he’s smitten.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      She nodded.

      “All right, I suppose I best go down.”

      “Hervor…” Bodil said, then grinned at me. “Your hair.”

      I touched my long locks to find my braid was half-undone from the sea breeze. Bodil was right. As usual.

      I sighed. “Very well,” I relented, then turned back to the chamber.

      “Some things never change,” Bodil said, opening the small box containing my brushes and hairpins when we re-entered the room.

      “Sadly,” I agreed. “Can you find the pin with the garnets Raghild gifted me two winters back?”

      Bodil nodded. “There, now you’re talking like a queen.”

      I laughed. “I will never be that kind of queen.”

      “We know, Hervor. We know.”
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        * * *

      

      After Bodil had seen me properly adorned, I joined the others in the hall.

      “Ah, finally. Queen Hervor,” King Gizer said, spotting me when Rök and I entered the hall. He rose, as did Kára.

      “Hervor,” Kára called, rushing across the room to embrace me. “By the gods, it’s been too long. Look at you. Barely a wisp of silver in your hair. I’ve not been so lucky,” she said, giving her gold—and silver—curls a shake.

      “Well met,” I told her. “I am so glad to see you again.”

      “And Rök,” Kára said, bending to hug the wolf. “How are you, my old friend?”

      Rök licked her face in greeting.

      She patted his head. “I am glad to see you are still in our world.”

      “My son, Angantyr, was fortunate enough to come across a wolf pup on Bolmsö. He decided to name the creature Utr.”

      Kára looked up at me. “Utr. Is he…?”

      “I think so.”

      At that, Kára laughed. “Of course he is.” She rose and took my arm, leading me across the hall. “Is all well in Bolmsö?”

      I nodded. “Yes. And Kit is married. How are Öd and your grandmother?”

      “I lost my grandmother three winters back, but Öd’s wife just gave birth to their fifth son. They are well.”

      “I am sorry about your grandmother.”

      “She said she was content to end her days in a king’s hall, her granddaughter a queen,” Kára said, a sad smile on her face.

      “She was very proud of you. Please, send Öd and his family my greetings,” I told her, then turned to King Gizer. “Gizer. It is good to see you again. You are welcome to Grund.”

      “Thank you, Queen Hervor. It is good to be in Grund again. Jarl Raghild and Bjorn have been keeping me entertained in your absence.”

      I turned to the pair. “I’m so pleased you’ve come for the blót. Welcome,” I told them.

      “It is good to come to Grund during a blót,” Raghild said. “It is busy here, and we have brought many goods to sell in your busy market.”

      “Is Ásbjorn here?”

      “Thora has taken him and Thorgud to the market. There was a skald there entertaining the children,” Thyri told me.

      “Have you replaced me, Hervor?” Bjorn asked.

      “There is no replacement for you,” I reassured Bjorn, then turned once more to Raghild. “And Agrippa…is he here as well?”

      She shook her head. “No. He acquired a wife and was unwilling to leave Hrímgnúp. He sends his greetings.”

      “More like she acquired him,” Bjorn said with a laugh. “Plied him with sweets and meals until he was convinced it was in his best interest to wed.”

      I laughed. “Good. He deserves happiness.”

      “He has been a great help to us,” Raghild said. “I had a house built for him.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Raghild.”

      I was truly glad to hear Agrippa was happy. I had wondered if he would travel again, but it seemed the love of a good woman was enough to settle the former thrall.

      “What news of King Eric?” Hofund asked Harald and Gizer.

      “Married again,” King Harald said. “His first wife died of fever. His new wife is with child.”

      Hofund nodded. “I’m sorry to hear of his loss, but I am glad the gods saw fit to favor him once more.”

      “The gods must love you well, Hofund. Grund seems to double in size every time I come,” King Gizer told us.

      Hofund took my hand and kissed my fingers. “We have worked hard.”

      Gizer wagged his finger at Hofund. “You’ve left off raiding and built yourself a mountain. Maybe we’ve done things the wrong way around,” Gizer said, turning to Kára.

      Kára shrugged. “Grund is good for Hofund and Hervor, but it’s too many people for me. I prefer our forest city…and enjoy looting other people’s gold and silver.”

      At that, we all chuckled.

      We talked throughout the morning and into the midday meal—granted, by the time I’d woken up, there wasn’t much of a gap. Eventually, everyone set about their own business. Kára settled in with Sigrun and Trygve while the kings, Bjorn, and Jarl Raghild, went to the market.

      “I spoke to Ardis this morning,” Hofund told me. “Everything is prepared for the holy ceremony tonight.”

      “And our son? How is he?”

      Hofund frowned. “He’s been very attentive to Princess Helga.”

      “Then why the frown?”

      Hofund gave me a knowing look.

      “Do you think… Do you think his intent is dishonest?”

      “You know our son.”

      I sighed. “Perhaps the Norns have moved him.”

      “It is right for a mother to be optimistic.”

      “But…”

      Hofund gave me a knowing look.

      “We shall see.”

      Hofund and I parted ways then, with him going with Ragnar and Halvar to meet with some men in the city who chose the blót to have a property dispute. I joined the others from Bolmsö.

      “Can you believe this news?” Kára asked me, gesturing to Trygve and Sigrun. “They wed last night! Last night!”

      I turned to them. “Did you?”

      Sigrun nodded. “It’s done.”

      “But…” I began then shook my head. “No but. Congratulations.”

      Kára grinned at them. “I’m not surprised. Do you remember, when we were about fourteen, Arngrim hosted Asmund for the blót—before everything went bad? He had a huge celebration, and Asmund’s skald was there.”

      “I remember,” Trygve said. “There was music and drinking for three days straight.”

      Sigrun gave Kára a knowing look. “Kára,” Sigrun said, a warning in her voice.

      Kára laughed. “What does it matter now, Sigrun? You’re married. I knew it then. All night long, Sigrun had her eye on you, Trygve. ‘Kára, do you think Trygve is handsome? Kára, do you think Trygve is a good warrior? Kára, do you think my mother would like Trygve? Kára, why do the old men always tease Trygve?’ and on and on she went.”

      Trygve grinned at Sigrun. “Is that so?”

      Sigrun shrugged, but her cheeks were red. “Maybe.”

      “I knew when we all left Bolmsö it was just a matter of time,” Kára told me. “I just didn’t know it would take this much time!” she said, then laughed loudly.

      I chuckled.

      Trygve took Sigrun’s hand. “Good things take time,” he said, winking at her. “And now, she is my bride.”

      Sigrun grinned at him.

      “Did you tell Hofund?” I asked.

      Sigrun shook her head. “Not yet. There is too much going on.”

      I nodded.

      “Anyway, with the wedding done, we have work to do. We were about to go to the horse fair,” Trygve said. “Want to come?” he asked me.

      I nodded, then turned back to Thyri, who had settled in by the fire.

      “Cousin,” I called to her. “Do you want to join us? We are going to the horse fair.”

      “My feet are aching, and this one is wiggling mercilessly today. Go on without me.”

      I nodded to her, then we headed out.

      “Come on, Rök,” Kára called to the wolf.

      The market was bustling. People had come from all the farms and holdings around Grund to celebrate the midsummer blót and for the massive market. We went first to the horse fair. There, Sigrun and Trygve bid on a pair of horses, winning their auctions. After they had settled with the auctioneer, they rejoined us.

      “Let’s go to the alehouse like we used to,” Kára suggested. “Hervor?”

      “Why not?” I replied, following them.

      When we entered, a few raised their eyebrows seeing me there, but no one said anything.

      “Queen Hervor,” the barmaid said, setting down a mug of ale in front of me. “We thank you for paying us a visit. And Queen Kára. The gods favor us today.”

      “What, no kind words for me?” Trygve asked her.

      “You and Sigrun are in here all the time,” the barmaid replied with a laugh. “Wave when you want another round of drinks,” she said, then headed off.

      Kára lifted her mug. “To Trygve and Sigrun, and waiting for good things.”

      “To Trygve and Sigrun,” I echoed.

      We clinked our cups together then drank.

      “And another,” Kára said. “To Arngrim and Yrsa.”

      I lifted my drink as I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “To Arngrim and Yrsa,” Sigrun, Trygve, and I echoed.

      After I drank, I leaned back and took in the space. It was busy in the ale hall. People had come from far and wide. I realized that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been by, not for the sake of disparaging the alehouse, but simply because my life centered around the hall and the boys. But now, Angantyr was jarl, and Heidrek was a young man. Maybe some of the old Hervor could find her place once more.

      I listened as Trygve and Kára gossiped and gossiped about the people of Bolmsö, Trygve sharing all the news from home. As I sat there with them, I was taken back to days that felt long past. In that strange mental space, I felt Yrsa’s absence most stingingly.

      “Where have you gone?” Sigrun asked me.

      “To the past.”

      “You are thinking of Yrsa.”

      “Yes. There is an empty place inside me. With you all, I feel it keenly.”

      Sigrun nodded. “She was your mother.”

      “Yes.”

      Sigrun smiled, then lifted her ale horn once more. “We will see her again one day. Let us toast the Valkyries, for surely, Yrsa is amongst them,” she said, lifting her cup.

      I followed suit. “Skol.”

      “Skol.”

      We passed much of the day in the alehouse—probably more time than I should have—because when we left, my head was spinning, my knees wobbly. We worked our way back to the hall. When we did so, I spotted Heidrek and Helga, who had stopped to watch a wrestling tourney. Helga winced at the sight of the men rolling about in the mud, but Heidrek was cheering on one of the contestants—loudly.

      “It appears I need to rescue Princess Helga,” I said, motioning to the sight. “Go on without me.”

      “We’ll see you in the hall,” Sigrun said, then they headed off.

      Rök, deciding the quickest way to get back to his warm spot by the fire, went with them.

      I approached the pair. “What do we have here?” I asked.

      Helga turned to me, giving me a quick curtsey. “Wrestling, Queen Hervor.”

      “Heidrek?”

      “There is a fine hammer as a prize,” he told me, pointing. “Maybe I should try.”

      Clearly, the grizzled warriors competing in the contest would have my young son face-down in the mud in moments, but I didn’t say so in front of Helga.

      “I am sure you would do well, but let the others try. After all, we provided the prizes for the games,” I said.

      Understanding, Heidrek nodded. “You’re right. I can have a hammer like that any time I want.”

      “Perhaps it’s time we take Princess Helga back to the hall? It’s nearly time for the evening meal, and the blót ceremonies are tonight,” I said, gesturing to the fires that were already burning on the cliff over the city. The long climb up the winding path was already illuminated by glowing torches. I quickly gave Heidrek a knowing look.

      “Yes, you see, Helga,” Heidrek told her, pointing to the cliff. “That is where we shall hold the rites to the gods. All our important ceremonies are held on the cliff.”

      “It’s so high,” Helga said, her eyes wide.

      “There’s no need to be afraid. I’ll stay by you,” Heidrek reassured her, taking her arm.

      Helga smiled sweetly at him. “Thank you.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Heidrek but said nothing.

      Still holding Helga’s arm, he led her away from the match and back toward the hall.

      I followed along behind the pair. We passed through the busy market once more. As we went, I couldn’t help but notice a dispute taking place at one of the stalls.

      “Go on,” I told Heidrek, then went to investigate.

      A small crowd had gathered in front of a stall. A man shouted, his voice booming. Tapping my fingers on my axe, a reminder to myself that it was there if needed, I joined the crowd.

      “Make way,” I said sternly.

      “Queen Hervor,” someone called. “It’s the queen. Clear a path.”

      I made my way to the front of the crowd. There, I found a red-faced Revna in an argument with a hulking man twice her size. The bald-headed stranger was shaking his fist in her face, but Revna stood her ground, her expression defiant.

      “What is happening here?” I asked sternly, my hand on my axe handle.

      The stranger turned and looked at me, a sneer on his face.

      “What is it to you? Be off with you. Who do you think you are?”

      “I know I am Queen Hervor of Grund,” I replied tartly. “Again, I ask, what is happening here?”

      At that, the man paused. He gave Revna an angry look then turned to me. “Revna has cheated me out of money.”

      Probably. I turned to Revna and cocked an eyebrow.

      She frowned at me, giving me a knowing look. “Hervor, I didn’t cheat this man. Tyrak is one of Jarl Heffson’s men. The jarl and I have an agreement on price, but this man is asking for more than what we agreed.”

      I turned back to the man. “If your jarl and Revna have made a deal, you are obliged to honor it."

      “I lost five men on this whaling expedition. I need to compensate their families. She must pay me.”

      “What is the agreement for loss of crew?” I asked Revna.

      “There is no agreement. It is the risk of the venture.”

      “Risk of the venture…” the man said, his face turning red once more. “You foul wench, what risk is there to you but sit in your fancy hall in Grund and count your silver? Five men are dead!”

      “And as I told you, I am very sorry for it, but it is not my concern. Now, you will unload the whalebone and oil as I have already instructed you and accept your payment, including the jarl’s share—as agreed—or you will receive nothing for your efforts. That cargo is mine.”

      The man opened his mouth to speak once more, but I intervened, saying, “Revna is right. This is not her responsibility. She has held up her end of the bargain. If you want compensation for your lost men, you must discuss it with your jarl.”

      “But—”

      “But what? What excuse can you possibly have to come here during a holy blót, to the city of the dísir, and scream in a woman’s face—dishonoring yourself, your jarl, and the gods? If I was your jarl, I would be ashamed to have you among my men. Perhaps I should send word to Jarl Heffson of your behavior here. If you cannot deal justly with a business partner, you should not be responsible for trade. It is a great pity your men were lost. I am sorry to hear it, as I am sure Revna is”—Utr was right, I am a liar—“but demanding payment from Revna is not appropriate, and you know it. Or did you think that because she is a woman, she would bend her knee to your bellowing?”

      At that, the man fell silent.

      “Go to your ship. Unload her goods as agreed and be gone. You are not welcome in Grund today.”

      “Queen Hervor…” the man began.

      “That is my word,” I said sternly.

      At that, the man and three of his compatriots departed, the other men cursing their leader as they went.

      The crowd around us dispersed, leaving only Revna and the two craftsmen who operated her stall behind.

      “I thought he might choke me to death,” Revna said.

      He wouldn’t be the first to want to do so. “He was wrong, and you are a citizen of Grund. I hope the matter is resolved, but if he troubles you further, send for Halvar,” I said, then turned and made my way back to the hall. Surely, I was drunk. No other force in the world could have inspired me to intervene on Revna’s behalf.

      “Hervor. Thank you,” Revna called from behind me.

      I waved my hand in the air, not looking back.

      Next time, just let it unfold, I told myself.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister

      “You are a queen before any petty jealousies, as you should be.”

      For all the good it does me.

      “Don’t worry. The Norns are not done with Revna yet.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, we met on the cliff to celebrate and honor the gods. Ardis led us in ceremonial prayers while Hofund presented a white calf to be sacrificed in honor of the gods. Below, the lights of Grund shimmered like stars. Seeing the sight, the city illuminated with torchlight and the throng of people watching the ceremony from below, struck me with a great realization.

      I was born the bastard of Dalr. Ignored by most, hated by Jarl Bjartmar, forgotten by Svafa. But in that hard past, the gods had formed something out of me, helping me see the world differently. And in that, I hoped, I had done good things. Not just great, but good.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      All my life, I have tried to do your will. All my life, I have honored you. All-Father, use me however you see fit. Give me purpose. Guide me on a path so one day, I may have a seat in your great hall.

      Don’t forget me.

      Overhead, I heard the call of a raven.

      And then another.

      My eyes shifted to the heavens, my heart leaping into my throat.

      They were there, Muninn and Huginn, spiraling above the great fire.

      I cast a quick glance around at the others surrounding me. No one else was looking up. No one else saw them.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “Even when things seem the darkest, remember I have always been with you.

      “Always.

      “And will be, to the very end.”
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Chapter 62

        

      

    

    
      The following day, King Harald made his preparations for departure.

      “I am sorry to see you go so soon,” I told him.

      Harald nodded. “You are not the only ones with construction underway. Of course, it is stables I’m building. Your father always had good things to say about our horses,” he told Hofund. “You should all come to Jutland to see them.”

      Hofund nodded. “You’re right. Perhaps Heidrek and I can make that long trip one day.”

      King Harald laughed. “And leave Hervor behind? The last time you did that, she ended up doing my dirty work. I never have thanked you properly for disposing of Jarl Leferson for me.”

      I chuckled. “Well, he was asking for it.”

      Harald laughed. His gaze then shifted to Heidrek and Helga, who were saying their goodbyes.

      Earlier that morning, Heidrek had asked me for silver to buy a hairpin for Helga. He was placing the silver-and-garnet ornament in her sunflower-yellow tresses.

      Harald nodded happily. “It has gone well.”

      “It has,” Hofund agreed.

      Harald slapped Hofund on the shoulder then turned to me. “Thank you, Queen Hervor, for your hospitality and kindness to my daughter.”

      I inclined my head to him. “I will always be a friend to her, now and in the future. You have my word on that.”

      “There is no better promise I can ask of you,” Harald replied with a smile, then turned to his daughter. “Helga?” Harald called lightly.

      The princess nodded to her father then turned back to Heidrek, who took her hand. Heidrek spoke some low, soft words to her, making her smile, then let her go.

      “I’m ready, Father,” Helga called, joining the king. “King Hofund, Queen Hervor, thank you for everything. I hope to see you again soon.”

      “And I, you. Safe travels. May Njord watch over you,” I told them both.

      With that, King Harald and his princess boarded their ship. Hofund, Heidrek, and I waited as the crew made ready. Soon, the crew began to row, turning the boat and setting off back out of the peninsula.

      Helga waved to us.

      We returned the gesture, then watched until the ship was nearly out of sight.

      I turned to Heidrek. “I’m very pleased you got along so well with Helga.”

      Heidrek made a half-laughing, half-huffing sound.

      “What is it?” Hofund asked.

      “What an empty-headed vessel,” he said, shaking his head. “Compared to Blomma, she has the mind of a cow and the beauty of a milkmaid.”

      “Heidrek!” I said, shocked.

      “What?” Heidrek said, his voice sharp. “I made her all the pretty promises you wanted. I’m sure she believes I am completely in love with her and cannot wait until we are old enough to wed.”

      “You lied to that girl?” Hofund asked, aghast.

      “Didn’t I do what you wanted? I played my part. I treated her with respect and kindness, handled her like the gentle princess she is. She sails away happy and in love.”

      “If you had no interest in her, why did you do that? Why would you mislead her heart like that?” I asked, feeling my temper flare.

      “You’re angry at me?” Heidrek replied indignantly. “You—both of you—pay no attention to what I want. Instead, you throw that girl in my face. Did you want me to be rude to her?”

      “Of course not, but you should not have misled her,” I protested.

      “King Harald is our ally,” Hofund began. “He… You…” Hofund’s face turned red.

      “The two of you threw me into this situation. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Be polite, of course. But be honest! You have misled Helga with false promises,” I said.

      “That’s on you, isn’t it? I will wed Blomma. And if she refuses, then what difference does it make who I marry? Find me any bitch to breed with you like.”

      Rage washed over me. “Heidrek, we only asked you to give it a chance. If you didn’t like her, no one was going to force you to marry her. But now… What promises have you made to her?” I asked through clenched teeth.

      “You’re angry. I can’t believe it. What a wonderful way to reward your son for doing exactly what you want him to do,” Heidrek said, then turned and stormed off.

      I turned and stared at Hofund. “What are we going to do?”

      Hofund shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      The news that Heidrek had faked his affection for Helga shook both Hofund and me. I found it hard to concentrate the rest of the day. While Gizer, Kára, and Bjorn had everyone in the hall laughing and joking, both Hofund and I were uneasy.

      Hofund spoke privately to Halvar, sending the housecarl into the city to discover where Heidrek had gone. My nerves were on edge.

      It was nearly evening where I heard some commotion outside the hall.

      The doors opened to reveal Halvar toting a bloody and scuffed-up Heidrek by the scruff of his collar.

      “By the gods,” I said with a gasp, rising to join them, Hofund alongside me. “What happened?”

      Halvar frowned. “Do you want to tell them or shall I?” he asked Heidrek.

      Heidrek puffed air through his lips.

      “Fighting in the ale hall,” Halvar said, but his gaze was dark. “A man has been wounded. He was taken to the hof.”

      “Wounded?” I asked.

      “Stabbed,” Halvar said, “by the prince.”

      “I will go,” I told Hofund, who nodded.

      “The family of the young man is in a rage,” Halvar said. “They followed us here. They are waiting outside the hall.”

      Hofund frowned. “I will see to the family. Thorolf?”

      Thorolf, who had been lingering just behind us, stepped forward.

      “Cousin, please take Heidrek to his chamber. Make sure he stays there.”

      “Of course,” Thorolf said, taking Heidrek firmly by the arm.

      I stared at my son. His face was bloody, his eyes blackened.

      “You shame your parents,” Thorolf told Heidrek as he dragged him across the hall.

      “Hervor,” Thyri said, her voice full of concern.

      “Will you ask Bodil to see to his wounds? No pampering, clean him up only.”

      Thyri nodded.

      “What did you do, Heidrek?” Thora called at her cousin, a look of disgust on her face. “Are you mad? What kind of prince beats his own people?”

      “Shut up,” Heidrek snapped then lunged at her, but Thorolf held him tight by the back of the neck then whispered something to my son that made him stiffen and walk straight, not looking at Thora again.

      Thorolf gave Thora a knowing look—silencing her with his eyes—then took Heidrek to the back.

      I met Hofund’s gaze. How…how had we come to have a son like this?

      Hofund turned to Gizer. “I’m sorry…”

      Gizer shook his head, lifting his hands as if to tell Hofund to say nothing.

      Hofund and I turned and exited the hall. As I went, I caught Kára’s voice.

      “It’s the úlfhéðnar blood of Bolmsö, the same with Hervor’s father and uncles. It is a hard beast to leash.”

      I didn’t want to hear anymore. While Kára was right, I was sick of making excuses for Heidrek. Unless he found a way to manage his berserker blood, Heidrek would ruin himself and everything Hofund and I had built along with him.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the hof, a young priestess met me at the entrance.

      “Queen Hervor,” she said.

      “I am here to see about the man who was injured.”

      She nodded and motioned for me to follow her inside. When we reached the center chamber, I found Ardis, Norna, and two other of the gythia working hurriedly on a man who was bleeding from a wound on his side.

      I stayed back, not wanted to interrupt their work.

      “It is clean,” Norna said, setting down a heap of bloody rags into a bowl. The front of the gythia’s gown was covered in blood.

      My eyes went to the young man. He stared at the ceiling overhead, but his eyes looked drowsy. He was as pale as milk and sweating profusely.

      “Your blood is half ale,” Ardis scolded the young man. “You should not drink so much.” She turned to Norna. “The salve.”

      Norna handed Ardis a salve. She worked quickly, applying it to the man’s wound. In the meantime, Norna prepared a needle and string.

      “Dammit,” Ardis swore, struggling to find a good angle to be able to treat the wound properly. The priestess yanked off her veil and threw it aside. She then tipped her head so she could see better and applied the ointment.

      A few moments later, she reached to Norna for the needle.

      A young priestess mopped the man’s head with a damp rag as she whispered in his ear.

      Blood had leaked from the man’s body to the ground, a puddle of blood on the floor.

      Pulling myself away from the image, I went to the statue of Skadi and knelt at her feet.

      Skadi.

      Please. Help.

      Let this man live.

      Please help him.

      But I heard no reply.

      “Ardis,” the young woman who was mopping the face of the man called.

      I rose to see the man’s eyes were rolling back into his head. And then, his legs began to thrash.

      “Norna, quickly,” Ardis called, gesturing to the gythia.

      The girl grabbed a vial and tried to pour it into the man’s mouth. But his whole body was convulsing. The amber-colored liquid spilled from the man’s lips.

      And then, after a moment, he grew still.

      All the gythia froze.

      My heart leaped to my throat.

      After a moment, the flames in the hof flickered then went out. We stood in total darkness for what felt like an eternity. Then, the braziers flashed to life once more, but the flames were blue in color.

      In the darkness, a figure came forward.

      I had not seen her in many years.

      Hel.

      She reached out to the man. His spirit sat up, leaving his body. Taking the fleshy hand of Loki’s daughter, he followed the goddess back into the darkness, to Hel’s underworld.

      A wind blew through the room, the orange glow of the fires springing to life once more.

      I covered my mouth with my hand.

      “Lok, son of Aslok, may Hel take you to your ancestors, may you rest well in the realm of the dead,” Ardis said, closing the man’s eyes.

      Then, the priestess looked up at me. It was the first time I had ever clearly seen her face. She had dark, curly hair, her eyes lined heavily with kohl, trails of it streaking down her cheeks.

      I stared at her.

      A man was dead. Not killed in battle, but murdered.

      And his blood was on my son’s hands.
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        * * *

      

      Hofund arrived at the hof a short time later. I met him at the entrance.

      “The young man…” he asked.

      “Hofund… He’s dead,” I whispered.

      Hofund clenched his jaw so hard his bones protruded. “I will kill that boy myself. I will disown him, cast him out, let him be a skogarmaor.”

      “Hofund,” I whispered, aghast. “He is our son. And moreover, he is young. He—”

      “Hervor, a man is dead!”

      I stilled. Hofund was right.

      “We can hold a Thing and let him be tried,” Hofund said.

      I shook my head. The thought was too unbearable.

      “The family…we can compensate them,” I said.

      “We will compensate them either way,” Hofund said. “But it will not bring that young man back.”

      Ardis, who had donned her veil once more, joined us. She was wiping blood from her hands with a wet cloth that smelled sharply of lemon and rosemary.

      “I am sorry,” Ardis told us. “There was nothing to be done. The wound was fatal. He was dead before he even reached us.”

      “Who was he?” I asked Ardis and Hofund.

      “His name is Lok. He was a drunkard,” Ardis said.

      “His parents are outside,” Hofund told me. “He has no wife or children, not that it means his life has any less value.”

      “You are right,” Arids told him. “Before the gods, all lives have value. But this man…” she said, looking back at the body Norna and the others were now covering. “He did not bring honor to his family.”

      “Nor does Heidrek,” Hofund spat angrily. “Apparently, Lok and Heidrek argued in the tavern. Lok’s fellows tried to calm him, but he would not stop his tongue until Heidrek’s temper flared. Lok tried to kill Heidrek. Heidrek was quicker with his blade.”

      “Then Heidrek defended himself,” I told Hofund. “There was a fight, and a man is dead. Yes. You are right,” I told my husband. “But had he not fought back, Heidrek would be dead. You cannot outcast him over such a matter.”

      “Lying. Getting into tavern brawls. Killing the people of Grund! What kind of king will Heidrek become? Heidrek is beholden to protect the people of Grund, not murder them,” Hofund shouted in anger.

      I inhaled deeply then let out a long, low breath. Never in our marriage had Hofund raised his voice at me.

      “King Hofund,” Ardis offered gently. “Bring Lok’s family. Let them say their goodbyes. Tell them you will see that Lok is burned with honors and treasure. They will accept this as recompense.”

      Hofund said nothing.

      “And Heidrek?” I asked. “What do you think, Ardis?”

      “Queen Hervor, I cannot tell you what to do with your son, but King Hofund is right. Tyrfing’s blackness lives inside Heidrek. He was born sick of heart and mind. He must find a way to heal himself, or he can never be king.”

      “I will bring Angantyr back, set him on the throne when the time comes,” Hofund said through gritted teeth.

      But Ardis’s words rang in my mind. Many years ago, Blomma had said something to me, her voice full of prophecy. She’d told me that Gizer’s city was a place where people with broken hearts and minds could heal. It had meant nothing to me at the time, but my völva daughter had told me to remember, and I had.

      “I have an idea,” I told Hofund. “Let us talk of it later.”

      Hofund frowned at me. “I will see to the family now,” he said, then turned and walked back to the entrance of the hof.

      My heart hurting, I watched him go.

      “It is not you that he is angry with,” Ardis told me. “It is the gods.” She set her hand on my shoulder, then turned and walked away.

      I closed my eyes.

      I hoped Blomma was right. While she did not love Heidrek the way he wanted, Blomma’s prophetic words may be his only hope.
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Chapter 63

        

      

    

    
      That night, the hall was quiet.

      Hofund and I returned to find the place nearly empty. Only Gizer and Thorolf were still awake.

      A servant brought us both an ale, and we sat down with the others by the fire.

      “How is the other man?” Thorolf asked.

      “Dead,” Hofund said grimly. He stared into the fire. “My father would be so ashamed.”

      “Bah,” Gizer said. “Gudmund was no pacifist. None of us are. Each of us sitting here has blood on our hands. How many fathers, brothers, cousins, wives, and mothers have we all killed? We are all killers. Your son is young, and that wolf blood is too hot. That is all.”

      “It was murder,” Hofund said.

      “It was self-defense,” I corrected Hofund. “It was a tavern brawl. If Heidrek had not killed him, that boy would have killed our son.”

      “And that is acceptable, to have the prince of Grund killing people in a brawl?” Hofund asked me, his voice terse.

      “I didn’t say it was acceptable,” I retorted sharply.

      “You are lucky Heidrek is alive,” Thorolf said. “We must thank the gods for that. And surely, there is a reason they saw to it.”

      “Your son needs to fight,” Gizer said. “He needs to howl before the sound deafens him. Give him to me. I will take him back to Götaland and take him raiding. I will let that berserker blood loose on my enemies. And when his heart is quiet, I will bring him back to you.”

      I stilled. The gods were surely at work here. I had been rolling around in my mind how to broach the subject with Gizer. The All-Father, it seemed, was intervening on my behalf.

      “He is too young,” Hofund said.

      Gizer laughed. “And how old were you when you first went raiding? I was his age when I saw my first battle. What happened tonight proves he is not too young.”

      While Harald hoped to score a long alliance with Grund through marriage, I knew Gizer well enough to know his intentions were not entirely altruistic. Fostering Heidrek would ensure he had an ongoing friendship with Grund, which could prove advantageous in the future.

      Hofund looked at me. “I will discuss your generous offer with Hervor. We will tell you in the morning.”

      Gizer nodded. “Until the gods see fit to give me a child of my own, I can handle that unruly pup of yours.”

      Hofund nodded then rose. “It has been a long day.”

      I joined him. “Thank you both,” I told Thorolf and Gizer. “Good night,” I added, then Hofund and I headed to the back. Once we were upstairs, I paused outside of Heidrek’s door. “Hofund?” I asked gently.

      “My head aches, and I have nothing good to say to that boy tonight,” he told me, then headed onward, retiring to our chamber.

      I opened the door just a crack. Heidrek was sleeping. I was startled to see his face such a bruised mess. Moving quietly, I closed the door behind me.

      “Hervor,” a voice whispered.

      I turned to find Bodil there.

      “I did what I could. He’ll be swollen and purple for a few days.”

      “Thank you, Bodil.”

      “He is lucky to be alive.”

      “Yes. Sadly, the other man was not so lucky.”

      “For the way Heidrek told it, he had to fight for his life,” she said with a sigh. “Perhaps I should not have, but I scolded him for being there in the first place. I’m sorry. It was not my place to do so.”

      “You are like family, Bodil. I hope he listened to you.”

      She shook her head. “Does he listen to anything? I gave him a draft for pain. He should sleep well tonight.”

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded. “Good night, Hervor.”

      “Good night.”

      Leaving her, I went to my own chamber. Rök was already asleep by the fire inside. Hofund was sitting on the side of the bed, staring into the flames of the brazier.

      I said nothing, simply came inside and pulled off my boots, changing into my sleeping gown. I slipped into bed, pulling my coverlets about me.

      After a time, Hofund said, “I am sorry, Hervor. My anger got the better of me tonight. Please forgive me for speaking harshly to you. I am sorrier than I can say.”

      I rolled over and looked at him.

      Hofund had turned to me. His eyes were wet with unshed tears.

      “Hofund…”

      “I never thought one of our sons could turn out to be so…rotten.”

      “Long ago, Blomma told me that Gizer’s city was a good place for people like Heidrek, people with something broken inside of them. All of this is because of Tyrfing. I should have died in Uppsala, Heidrek along with me. Maybe it would have been better that way.”

      “No, Hervor. Don’t say that.”

      “I think we must accept Gizer’s offer.”

      “I do not trust Heidrek out from under my gaze. Even as it is, he is uncontrollable.”

      “Yes, you’re right. But what we’re doing is not working. Gizer will not give him the same latitude we do. If he is out of line in Götaland, Gizer will not show him a parent’s patience. He wants to fight. Let him. Let him work out that berserker blood. Blomma’s prophecies have often held true. Let’s let him go.”

      “Hervor… Sometimes people cannot be fixed.”

      “I know. Bjartmar taught me that very well.”

      “What happens if he doesn’t return to us changed?”

      “Then Angantyr will be king, and Heidrek will pay the cost of his behavior,” I said.

      “In doing so, we would doom Angantyr to war against his brother.”

      “Yes.”

      “But…” Hofund said then paused. “There is always Tyrfing. If Angantyr wields Tyrfing, then—”

      “Hofund! You know Tyrfing must go back to the ground with me. It cannot pass to any male relative. It must go back to the earth, as I promised my father.”

      Hofund nodded. “Yes. Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry.” Hofund lay down beside me, pulling me close to him. “I’m sorry,” he said again, setting a kiss on my shoulder. “I never expected the gods would give us such a child. I don’t know what to do.”

      “We will send him with Gizer. And if he cannot heal, then we will let the Norns weave what they must. We all have our fates. As you and I have ours, so do Angantyr, Blomma, and Heidrek have theirs. There is nothing we can do to change it.”

      “Then may the gods be merciful.”

      I did not reply. While Odin had led me on a path out of the darkness, our gods did not often show mercy. It was not our way. Whatever the Norns had planned for Heidrek, all we could do was wait to see that thread unspool.

      For better or worse.
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Chapter 64

        

      

    

    
      I woke early the following morning and left Hofund and Rök sleeping. Slipping on my robe, I went to Heidrek’s chamber. There, I found my son lying asleep. His face was a mess. One eye was swollen completely shut, the other with a massive black ring underneath. His lip was cracked. There was a gigantic purple bruise on his cheek. Lok was dead, but Heidrek had not come away unscathed.

      I went to the fire. There, I found a small pot of herbed water warming. I was no gythia, but I recognized the smell of the herbs therein, having drunk them many times myself. They were to help manage the pain. I banked up the fire and stirred the drink.

      “Mother,” a small voice whispered.

      I turned to find Heidrek watching me from his one good eye.

      I poured him a small mug of the steaming brew, then went and sat beside him on the bed.

      Heidrek sat up.

      I handed him the drink. “It’s hot. Go slowly.”

      He sipped the liquid, wincing as it passed his busted lip. “That man?”

      “His name was Lok. He is dead.”

      Heidrek stared into his cup. “I went with some of my friends to the alehouse. There was an argument, and he used some cutting words. My anger flashed, and he pulled a knife on me. I defended myself. If I hadn’t, I would have been killed.”

      “There are ways to disarm a man, ways to fight without killing someone. I have taught you this myself.”

      Heidrek was silent.

      “Your father must pay compensation to Lok’s family. You have brought great shame to us, Heidrek.”

      “Why? For keeping myself alive? Lok started it. Who was he to start a fight with a prince?”

      “He was a drunk, yes. And you are a prince. That is also true. And that is also the very reason you should have done everything you could not to kill him.”

      “I will make it up. I will work in the mills and—”

      “Heidrek, you have killed a citizen of Grund!”

      Heidrek stared at me.

      “You are lucky that Lok’s family has agreed to compensation and not demanded your father call for the Thing where you would be tried as a murderer and cast away as an outlaw.”

      “But I…”

      “But nothing. You are not above the laws of our people.”

      “He tried to kill me. I simply defended myself.”

      I gave my son a stern look.

      “Then what will be done?” Heidrek asked, his tone bitter.

      “You will leave Grund and go to Götaland with King Gizer. He has offered to foster you. If you cannot learn how to master yourself, you will not be king.”

      “Not be king? Because I didn’t let myself be killed in a tavern brawl?”

      “In the eyes of all of Grund, you are unfit. So, you will go with Gizer, and he will teach you what he knows. And then, we will see what comes next.”

      “You are banishing me. I am your son!”

      “I am sending you somewhere to heal because you are my son. I am giving you another chance.”

      “This was Hofund’s idea. You would never do this to me.”

      “Actually, it was Blomma’s idea.”

      “Blomma?”

      “Long ago, she spoke a prophecy. I believe this is the moment she meant. Perhaps you do not trust your father and me, but I know you will trust Blomma’s vision. Go to Götaland and learn from Gizer. Become the man you were meant to be, or I fear you will walk in the footsteps of Hjorvard and Bjartmar.”

      At that, Heidrek was silent.

      After a time, I motioned to his cup. “Drink,” I told him.

      He nodded and took a sip.

      I rose and went to the door.

      “Hervor…” Heidrek whispered.

      “Heidrek, you are my son. I will love you all my life. I will protect you until the day I die. But I don’t know how to protect you from yourself,” I said, then left.

      In the hallway, I paused. Tears welled in my eyes. My words were true. Heidrek really was Hjorvard and Bjartmar rolled into one. I prayed that Blomma was right, that in Götaland, Heidrek’s heart could be mended. Because if it could not, I feared what needed to be done.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to my chamber, Hofund was awake.

      “I will go see Lok’s family,” Hofund told me as he pulled on his boots.

      “I spoke to Heidrek. His face is a mess.”

      “Good.”

      “Hofund. He did fight in self-defense.”

      “I’m sure he did. But he also had no qualms over killing a drunk man in a tavern brawl.”

      “You’re right. But he is not the warriors we are. I have taught him how to disarm, but he is inexperienced. Maybe he… maybe…”

      Hofund turned to me. “Hervor,” he said softly. “You have been a good mother. You wanted to give our boys and Blomma what you did not have. You have loved them, cared for them. You were there for them in ways no one was ever there for you. The failing is not yours. With Heidrek… Well, there is no excuse to be made for what has happened. He will go with Gizer, and we will pray that the gods see to him. In the end, Angantyr has always been wiser and steadier. That is why—even though he is younger than Heidrek—you had no qualms with leaving him on Bolmsö. You knew he would listen to Ingrid, Arne, and Skarde. You knew he would be a good jarl. Angantyr is as much your son as Heidrek. But Angantyr is steady…as is Blomma. We may not understand Blomma’s path, but we trust her. We know she considered her options fully before she rode off with Mjord, and we did not question her. Don’t you see? It is Heidrek himself who is the issue here. No excuses can be made for him.”

      Exhaling, I nodded. “Will you speak to him?”

      “No. I will not see him until I put him on Gizer’s boat. I know myself well enough to know that I will say something I cannot take back. And unlike my son, I will not dishonor myself to act or speak in ways I should not.” Hofund rose. “Rök, want to come?”

      Rök whined, then rolled onto his side.

      Hofund huffed a soft laugh, then crossed the room and gently took my face into his hands. “I love you, Hervor.”

      “I love you too.”

      He kissed me on my forehead, then turned and left.

      Sighing, I went to Rök. Kneeling, I patted his belly. “What shall we do, old friend?”

      Rök sighed heavily.

      “Exactly.”
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        * * *

      

      After a time, I joined the others in the hall.

      “Hofund has told me the good news,” Gizer said with a sly grin.

      “What, that you are being burdened with Grund’s problems?”

      Kára laughed. “Don’t worry, Hervor. I will pound that metal of Bolmsö into the right shape. We will take good care of him.”

      I nodded to her. “I am sure you will. But it will be no easy task. I warn you.”

      “We will sail in the morning,” Gizer told me.

      I nodded. “Very well. I will see that he is ready.”

      “I was going to go to the hof,” Kára told me. “Do you want to come?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sigrun? Hof?” Kára called.

      Sigrun shrugged. “All right.”

      “Any other ladies want to come?” Kára asked.

      “What, you are banning the men?” Gizer asked his wife.

      “You want to come? That’s fine. Let’s have Frigga bless that cock of yours.”

      Gizer laughed so hard he nearly spit out his ale. “No, wife. You go.”

      “I will come,” Thora said, then turned to Thyri. “If it’s all right with you, Mother?”

      “Go with Hervor. My feet are too tired.”

      “From the looks of you, you will be there soon enough,” Gizer told her.

      Thyri set her hand on her round belly. “Yes. And that day cannot come soon enough.”

      “Where are Jarl Raghild and Bjorn?” I asked.

      “In the market,” Sigrun replied.

      “Very well. Come on, Thora,” I said. The four of us set off.

      “And how is married life to Trygve coming along?” Kára asked Sigrun.

      Sigrun smiled, a flash of red on her cheeks. “Very well.”

      “I think the only reason he left Bolmsö was because you were going,” Kára told Sigrun.

      “I thought he left to escape Trygve the elder,” Sigrun replied.

      Sigrun and Kára chuckled.

      “Do you have to get married?” Thora asked. “What if you don’t want to marry anyone?”

      “Haven’t found anyone to your fancy yet?” Kára asked her.

      “No.”

      “Be patient,” Kára told her. “You never know when some sly king will cross your path.”

      Thora smiled lightly but looked unconvinced.

      “You do not have to marry anyone,” I told Thora. “There is no rule saying you must.”

      She looked thoughtful, then said, “Good.”

      At that, we all chuckled.

      As we made our way through the village, I could feel the people’s eyes on me. And for the first time in many years, I sensed something that felt like anger. In the very least, gossip had spread about what Heidrek had done. And as Hofund had feared, we had been lowered in their esteem.

      What a fickle crowd.

      All these years, I had labored for them…

      But I chided myself the thought. They were right. Our son had done wrong. We were the ones who needed to make amends.

      When we reached the hof, an attendant led us inside.

      “Queen Kára,” Ardis said, greeting her, then turned to me. “Queen Hervor…and Sigrun and Thora.”

      “I was hoping to speak to you if you had a moment,” Kára told Ardis, a serious tone in her voice.

      “Very well,” Ardis said.

      After they had gone, I raised an eyebrow at Sigrun.

      “She has not been able to keep a child in her womb,” Sigrun whispered to me. “She hopes Ardis can help.”

      “If anyone can, it will be Ardis.”

      Sigrun nodded. “As I told her.”

      I turned to Thora. “Have you ever been to the shrine of Odin’s dísir?”

      “There is a shrine for the Valkyries?”

      I nodded.

      “No. I only ever come this far.”

      For the first time that day, I smiled. “Come with me.”

      Leading Thora to the back, we entered the small chamber of Odin’s dísir.

      “Oh,” Thora breathed, looking at all the shields on the walls.

      I reached out and touched the small, wooden bear sitting there.

      Yrsa.

      I wish you were here to give me some perspective, some words of wisdom.

      “Whose shields are all of these?” Thora asked.

      “Ardis told me there have been many famous shield-maidens in Grund. These are their weapons and shields.”

      Thora looked around the chamber. She nodded to herself. “One day, my shield will be here too.”

      “Good.”

      Thora studied the shields, but then her gaze went to me. “Hervor…you have been very good to me. Like a mother. Thyri and I are very different, but I feel like you understand me. Thank you for that. And Hervor…what Heidrek is like…it’s not your fault, you know that, right?”

      I swallowed hard. “All parents feel responsible for their children’s actions.”

      Thora set her hand on my arm. “Maybe. But Heidrek is not you. Just like I am not my real father. My father was bad, but I am not. You are good, but your son is not. It’s not your fault. It’s the way the gods made us. Remember that.”

      I stared at her then nodded. “All right.”

      “All right.”

      “When did you get so wise?” I asked her, pulling her close.

      “I don’t know. The words just popped into my head. Maybe the dísir put them there.”

      My gaze went to the bear once more. “Maybe so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 65

        

      

    

    
      Despite Bjorn’s and Kára’s best efforts to bring cheer to the hall that night, the mood was somber. Heidrek had not left his chamber the whole day. Hofund retired early, complaining of a headache. Late in the night, I found myself alone with Kára.

      “I am sorry for you, Hervor,” Kára said, the tone of her voice showing a rare hint of seriousness. “It must be difficult to see your child going down a dark path. I promise you, I will do what I can. You are my jarl, even if you are not my queen. And you always will be.”

      “Thank you, Kára.”

      She sighed. “I had hoped to have a child of my own by now, but I fear Freyja has abandoned me.”

      “Ardis… Was she able to offer any help?”

      Kára bobbed her head from side to side. “It seems I am physically able to conceive, there is no problem there, but… Ardis has given me some herbs and advice only a gythia of a dísarsalr could know. We’ll see. I hope it’s not too late.”

      “I will pray to Freyja for you.”

      “Thank you, Hervor.”

      With a sigh, Kára rose. “I should go to bed as well. The horn will sound early in the morning.”

      “Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      I stayed by the fire awhile, my heart feeling sick with sadness. It was sometime late in the night when the moon was high that I felt someone approach.

      I turned to find Heidrek there.

      Saying nothing, he sat down on the bench beside me.

      I put my arm around his shoulders and pulled him close, kissing him on the head. Before us, the fire popped and crackled, sending embers spiraling upward.

      “I love you,” he whispered to me.

      “I love you too,” I said, then kissed him once more. I closed my eyes, feeling tears prick at the corners.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Help my son.

      But there was no reply.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, we gathered at the docks. There was a heavy bank of fog. The horn called, gathering the last of Gizer’s men as they all settled into the boat in preparation for departure.

      Heidrek stood beside me, unsure what to do.

      “Fine morning for sailing,” Gizer said, staring into the impenetrable bank of white.

      “Fine to get lost and sail to the Rus,” Kára said.

      “Bah,” Gizer replied. “Then we’ll raid until the mist burns away. Right, boy?” Gizer asked, giving Heidrek a hard slap on the shoulder.

      Heidrek gave him a soft smile but then winced, the smile hurting his broken lip.

      “Bodil packed an ointment for your lip in your things,” I whispered to him. “Apply it each night.”

      Heidrek looked at me, the expression on his face pitiful. In his features, I saw the tiny boy who followed me all around the hall, calling my name.

      I set my hand on his cheek. “You’ll be all right. Kára is from Bolmsö. Remember that. She is like family.”

      Heidrek nodded.

      “And you will listen to Gizer, do you understand? You will do what he tells you when he tells you. He has no reason to be easy on you. If you cause problems in his city, there will be no one to shelter you, and you will face the consequences of your actions alone.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good,” I said, then pulled Heidrek into a hug.

      “Come along, Prince Heidrek,” Kára called. “We’ll all be rowing through the clouds.”

      Heidrek stepped toward the boat. He paused a moment, looking back at Hofund, but my husband did not meet his eye. Instead, Hofund joined Gizer.

      “In blood and honor,” Hofund told him.

      “In blood an honor,” Gizer replied. He gripped Hofund’s arm. “I’ll see to it, brother.”

      Hofund inclined his head to him.

      With that, Hofund stepped back, joining me. Heidrek boarded the ship.

      Once everyone was on board, they untied.

      “Be well, Grund,” Gizer called.

      I stepped toward the edge of the pier and waved.

      Heidrek waved back to me.

      I watched as the ships departed, disappearing into the mist until they were shadows and then gone from sight.

      I swallowed a soft sob.

      Hofund joined me, wrapping his arms around me.

      “You wouldn’t even tell him goodbye?” I asked.

      Hofund set his forehead on my shoulder.

      Agitated, I pulled from his grasp and turned, heading back toward the hall. “Come on, Rök. Let’s go.”

      “Hervor?”

      But I didn’t turn around.

      A war raged inside of me, my emotions spinning. At that moment, I was angry…at Hofund, at Heidrek, but mostly, at the gods.

      Three curses.

      Tyrfing had already spent two.

      One killed Sigrlami.

      One killed Angantyr.

      One remained…or had that curse already been dispatched in my son’s very blood?
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, Hofund and I joined Jarl Raghild, Bjorn, and Ásbjorn at the back gate as they prepared to ride off.

      “It was a good blót, except for the murder,” Jarl Raghild told me.

      “Yes.”

      She nodded. “I will see you again.” She motioned to Ásbjorn to follow her, and the pair rode off.

      Bjorn lingered behind a moment. “I wish you both well,” he told Hofund and me. “Do not be grieved. The gods work in mysterious ways. We cannot know what they plan.”

      Hofund inclined his head to the skald. “Come back soon, my friend.”

      “I will. Be well, Queen Hervor.”

      “And you.”

      Hofund and I watched them go. Once they had ridden over the horizon, Hofund turned and walked back into the city.

      Rök at my side, I went to the river. My feet moved, even as my mind felt lost, churning like a boat lost on steep waves. I walked and walked until I reached the waterfall. There, I sat down on the rocky shore of the river, feeling the spray of Skadi’s Tears wash over me. Unable to hold back, I set my head on my knees and wept.
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Chapter 66

        

      

    

    
      Why is it that some moments of your life feel like they last an eternity while other days pass in a blur? My days in Bolmsö with Eydis, Yrsa, and Arngrim felt like a lifetime, each day filled with new discoveries as I took ownership of myself and my destiny. Yet, my quiet years in Grund flashed before my eyes. After Heidrek left, Hofund and I busied ourselves with projects. Hofund built. And while I had not given birth to a dozen shield-maidens, I discovered that there were many girls who hoped to pick up a sword and shield. While Thora was the first, she was not the last. Soon, I had my hands full of young women who wanted to train.

      “Tofa, get your shield up,” Thora barked at one of the younger girls who was sparring with another partner.

      I watched as the girls worked. Their red-and-white shields before them, they moved back and forth across the green. Many of the girls had painted symbols on their shields, everything from animals to potent Norse wards. And many, Thora included, had added wolves to their shields—an homage, I realized, to me.

      Thora joined me, crossing her muscular arms. The girl had shot up in the last three years and now towered over me—much like her real father had done. Her long, golden hair was pulled into a tight braid. She watched as the girls worked.

      Thora bobbed her chin at Gida, Trygve’s and Sigrun’s little daughter, who was attacking a straw dummy with her wooden sword, yelling fiercely as she worked. She wore an oversized leather helmet which practically covered her face.  “She said she is fighting the Midgard serpent.”

      I laughed. “It looks like she’s winning.”

      Thora chuckled then motioned to the shield-maidens. “I was thinking of taking them out riding this afternoon, maybe practice some archery. Want to come?”

      “Perhaps.”

      A horn sounded from the pier.

      I sighed. “And, perhaps not.”

      Thora chuckled. “I will ask Sigrun.”

      I set my hand on Thora’s shoulder, then went back into the city. As I passed through the market, I was greeted kindly by the vendors, receiving a nod and smile as I went. Life in Grund had returned to a peaceful lull. War had not returned to our city. While Hofund and I had given up raiding, Thorolf had started leading raids to the east, often returning with great wealth.

      When I finally reached the pier, I was surprised to see a small fishing vessel. Why had a fisherman’s ship gathered so much attention? But then, at the front of the ship, I spotted a familiar figure.

      Blomma.

      I waved, my foster-daughter returning the gesture.

      “Is that Blomma?” a voice asked from behind me.

      I turned to find Hofund there.

      I smiled at my husband. Things had been tense between us for a short time after Heidrek left, but it had only been for a time. The strain between us had stemmed from a disagreement over how to manage our son. With Heidrek gone, so went the difficulties.

      Taking my hand, Hofund led me to the end of the pier where the small ship tied up.

      “Blomma,” Hofund called.

      After thanking the men on board, Blomma stepped off the boat and joined us. She was a vision of loveliness in a violet-colored gown, her hair neatly braided. She wore several necklaces, including the wooden blossom Hofund once gave her, and many bracelets. Her eyes had been darkly lined with kohl. She wore large, silver earrings that sparkled in the morning sunlight.

      Hofund looked over the ship. “Blomma, have you traveled alone?”

      “No. These men are here,” she said with a smirk, grinning at the four fishermen who had guided the boat into port. “I am only coming for a short visit.”

      Hofund nodded, but I could see he was perplexed.

      I turned to the fishermen. “You are welcome in the great hall. Please, come and take refreshment.”

      “Thank you, Queen Hervor,” one of the fishermen called to me.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked Blomma. “Jarl Mjord… Is he well?”

      “Yes, quite well,” she said with a smile. “As are Eric and Bryn. It is only that I missed you. How grand everything looks,” she said, eyeing over the city. “Do you two ever stop building?”

      Hofund chuckled. “What good would that do us?”

      Blomma smiled, then nodded.

      “Come,” I told her, motioning for us to retire to the hall.

      As we made our way through the city, Blomma’s eyes took in everything. “I have gotten used to the silence of Hreinnby. The call of the reindeer, the wind, the trees, the rain…and in the winter, the silence. Grund rings like Thor’s hammer, as it should.”

      “You never liked noise,” I told her. “Even in Bolmsö, you found the hall too loud.”

      Blomma laughed. “Besides Hreinnby, I don’t think there is a quieter place than Bolmsö. How is Angantyr?”

      “He is very well,” Hofund replied. “We hoped to see him at the blót this year, but he was not able to come. All is quiet on Bolmsö.”

      “Bolmsö is like a storm—first there was quiet, then raging noise, and now quiet once more. All things in life are like that; you just don’t know when the next storm will come.”

      “Who is speaking now, my daughter or Jarl Mjord?” Hofund asked.

      Blomma laughed lightly. “Some days, it is one and the same.”

      As we passed through the market, we had the misfortune of crossing paths with Revna. As she drew near, she eyed Blomma with intensity. “By the gods, I almost didn’t recognize you, Blomma.”

      Blomma laced her hands in front of her and considered Revna patiently. “Nor I you, Revna.”

      “Oh,” Revna said, then paused. Suddenly seeming self-conscious, she smoothed back her hair, pushing her black—and silver—locks over her shoulder. “I…Is that so? It’s just you’ve grown up so much. I always think of you as a young girl. It is good to see you again.”

      “Is it?” Blomma asked.

      Revna tittered lightly, unsure if Blomma was joking.

      Hofund gave me a quick glance then turned to Revna. “Revna,” he said stiffly.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor,” she said, giving us a slight bow. She turned to Blomma once more. “Welcome back to Grund, Princess,” she said, then hurried off.

      Blomma turned, watching her go.

      I followed her gaze. “Blomma?”

      “Still a spider,” she said.

      Again, Hofund and I exchanged a glance, then followed behind Blomma. When we entered the hall, Rök rose to see who had come.

      “Ah, there you are. I wondered why you were not at the pier to greet me,” Blomma called, making her way across the hall to him.

      Rök wagged his tail, licking Blomma on the cheek when she knelt to pet him.

      “His eyesight is going,” I said, joining them. “He rarely leaves the hall these days.”

      “You still have some fight left in you, don’t you?” Blomma said, setting a kiss on Rök’s head. “One last battle yet?” She ruffled his ear then rose.

      The three of us sat down by the fire, the servants bringing us all some mead.

      “Skol,” Blomma said, lifting her cup.

      “Skol,” Hofund and I answered her.

      From the moment I had taken Blomma from the battlefield, I knew she was a special child. All her young life, I had seen that spark in her. But now I knew… she was a child of Loki. If her mother was part-jotun, and her father was the trickster god, Blomma was a creature like no other. And yet, she was still my daughter.

      “Our daughter, shield-maiden.”

      Loki.

      I still say you should have told me.

      “Is it not enough, shield-maiden, that of all of Midgard, I trusted one of my children to you?”

      And then, the trickster god pulled back.

      “How are things in Hreinnby?” Hofund asked, drawing my attention away.

      Blomma nodded slowly. “I could live a lifetime and still not learn all that Jarl Mjord knows. As for Hreinnby itself, life there is simple. The people care for their families, work to provide food and shelter, and do not bother themselves with more than that.”

      “And your training with the jarl…” I said, not sure how to ask what I did not understand.

      “It goes well,” she said, looking into the fire.

      “And Jarl Eric and Bryn? How are they?”

      Blomma smiled. “They have another daughter, Dissa. Their elder daughter, Eir, is a fierce thing, like her mother. She will make a fine shield-maiden and future jarl of Hárclett.”

      “Any news from Dalr or Silfrheim?” I asked.

      Blomma nodded. “Leif has gone raiding with Hakon and Halger. They have not yet returned, leaving Jarl Eric grumbling,” she said with a laugh. “Svanhild’s twins will be born soon. Bryn has gone to Silfrheim to stay with Svanhild since the birth is close.”

      “How is it possible that Halger is old enough to be a father?” I asked Hofund.

      “I don’t know, wife. Even now, I am still marveling at the young woman sitting across from me. Where is the little girl who played with wooden reindeer?”

      At that, we all laughed lightly.

      “Oh, I still have my reindeer,” Blomma replied, a knowing smirk on her face. “They just take a different form these days.”

      The day passed in idle talk. Eventually, the others found their way to the hall, including Sigrun, Trygve, and Gida.

      “By the gods, Blomma has come,” Sigrun called.

      Trygve, with Gida on his shoulders, followed along. “Come, Gida, meet the blossom of Bolmsö.”

      “Who is a blossom?” the little girl asked.

      “Blomma,” Trygve said, swinging Gida down from his shoulders and setting the girl in front of Blomma.

      “Blomma, this is Gida, mine and Trygve’s daughter,” Sigrun told her.

      “Sweet girl, I am pleased to meet you,” Blomma told her, reaching for Gida’s hand.

      “Oh,” Gida said excitedly, reaching out to touch Blomma’s bracelets.

      “Do you like them?” Blomma asked.

      Gida nodded.

      Blomma pulled off a leather strap that had been woven with silver beads and multi-colored shell pieces. She slipped it onto Gida’s arm, pulling the band as tight as it would go—even then, it was far too loose. “Then this one is for you.”

      “Look,” Gida said, sticking her arm out proudly so we could all see.

      “Very pretty,” Sigrun told her, then swept Gida onto her lap.

      “I left you both unwed, and now I find you married—to one another—with a child as well,” Blomma told Sigrun and Trygve with a laugh.

      “What? Didn’t you foresee it?” Trygve asked her.

      Blomma laughed. “Foresee? No. But I guessed.”

      At that, they both chuckled.

      The day passed in conversation, Thyri and her little daughter Thordis appearing from the back. At once, Thordis and Gida rushed off, getting into mischief. Sigrun had given birth to Gida less than a year after Thordis has been born. The little girls were practically inseparable since birth.

      Thora and Thorgud returned from the city. Thorgud had gone with Ragnar and a band of warriors to hunt down some miscreants lurking in the woods. The boy, like his sister, had become a fine warrior.

      We talked late into the night.

      “How is Svafa? Has she been to Grund of late?” Blomma asked.

      “Not recently. Orvar-Odd’s leg no longer serves him well. It is not easy for him to get about.”

      Blomma nodded, then sighed. “I have traveled much these last two days. I will take my rest now.”

      “Bodil has prepared a room for you,” I told her.

      Blomma rose. “Thank you. Good night,” she told us all then retreated.

      After she had gone, I turned to my husband, both of with questioning looks on our faces.

      “Is anything the matter?” Sigrun asked, her gaze cast in Blomma’s wake. Her brow was scrunched up. The worry on her face reflected the worry in my heart.

      I shook my head. “She says nothing is wrong.”

      “Well, I don’t believe her,” Thyri agreed with a tired sigh as she rose, pressing her hand into her back. “Something is afoot. But I agree with Blomma that it’s time for bed. Thordis will be up early. Besides, my back has been aching all day, and Thorolf is probably already snoring.” Thyri set her hand on Thora’s shoulder then paused to kiss Thorgud on the head. Thorgud had grown in the likeness of his father. Just after Halger and Svanhild’s wedding, the boy had shot up, growing until he was taller than any of us. And in the passing years, he took on the thickness of a warrior’s body. But he was still a boy who loved his mother. In that way, he had Thorolf’s tender heart.

      Thorgud took his mother’s hand and gave it a kiss. “Good night, Mother.”

      “Good night,” Thyri called to all of us then retired.

      Trygve looked down at Gida who had fallen asleep on his lap. “Suppose we ought to take our little shield-maiden to bed?”

      Sigrun nodded.

      Moving carefully so as not to wake the little girl, the pair retreated.

      The others departed, leaving us alone with Thora.

      “Should we go up too?” Hofund asked me.

      I nodded. “Thora?”

      “I’ll linger a bit,” she said, looking into her mug. “Finish this at least.”

      With that, Hofund and I also retired.

      Once in our chamber, we changed and got into bed, but neither of us fell asleep quickly. My stomach felt tight, worries nagging at me. Finally, I said, “Blomma was wise before she left us. After all these years at Jarl Mjord’s side, I am certain she knows and sees more than ever. She wouldn’t come for no reason. I feel…”

      “I feel it too,” Hofund replied.

      Neither of us spoke again, both of us lying awake wrestling with the disquiet.

      Loki.

      What game are you playing at now?
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Chapter 67

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Hofund and I had stopped to check on repairs at one of the mills when we heard the call of the horn from the harbor.

      We both stopped, turning to one another.

      With saying a word, we left off our work and headed to the docks.

      Sailing up the peninsula was a single ship. I recognized the black sail with the eagle thereon: King Gizer. The king stood near the prow of his boat. But as the vessel drew closer to port, I spotted the flash of red hair, auburn locks shimmering like a flame.

      “It’s Heidrek,” Hofund said, turning to catch my gaze.

      “Yes,” I replied, my heart filling with both delight and dread all at once. Now, we would see how things had progressed—or not. But in the end, Heidrek was my son, my firstborn, my baby. And he was home.

      Hofund, it seemed, did not share my sentiments. “Now we know why Blomma is here,” Hofund said, his voice gruff. Was he angry with Blomma? Or with Heidrek for coming?

      I nodded.

      “King Gizer,” Hofund called merrily as the ship came to port. “Welcome back to Grund.”

      Gizer laughed then bounded off the ship. “Brother,” he said, clasping Hofund’s arm. “Ah, it is good to see a son of Thor. In blood and honor.”

      “In blood and honor.”

      Gizer turned back the ship, motioning to our son.

      I watched as Heidrek—who was as tall and broad as his father—lifted a satchel. Throwing it over his shoulder, he exited the ship.

      He met my eye, smiling at me. “Hervor.”

      I joined my son, setting a hand on his strong face. “But the gods, you left me a boy and returned a fine man. And a scar already?” I asked, touching the slash on his cheek.

      Heidrek laughed lightly. “The Rus did not take kindly to our visitations last summer. Who knew a whip could crack so hard?”

      “An ass,” Hofund answered, then stepped forward. “Son.”

      “Father. May the gods be praised that I find you both in good health.”

      Hofund raised an eyebrow at him. “And you, Heidrek.”

      “Where is Kára?” I asked.

      “At home with three little ones!” Gizer exclaimed. “I don’t know what your gythia gave my wife at the dísarsalr, but she hasn’t stopped having children since we left Grund,” he said then laughed heartily. “Two sons and an infant daughter.”

      “May Freyja be praised. I am glad of that news.”

      “Come,” Hofund said, gesturing for them to follow as we returned to the hall.

      I took Heidrek’s arm. “I am so pleased you’re here.”

      Heidrek gave me a soft smile. “I am glad to be home, and to see you, Mother. I missed you.”

      “And I, you.”

      My son smiled down at me, an honest expression of love in his gaze. And while the features looking back at me were a man’s—from the trim beard and moustache to the long, red hair—I still saw the baby boy I had loved more than anything in the shape of his eyes and brow.

      Heidrek pulled me close and kissed me on the top of my head. “When did you get so small?” he asked with a laugh. “You with your dwarven blade have always been like a jotun in my mind.”

      “Don’t let my stature fool you. Many have made that mistake—to their peril.”

      At that, Heidrek laughed. “Of course.”

      “Busy as always,” Gizer said, looking around. “I see why you stopped raiding, Hofund. My holdings stay the same size while yours and King Eric’s grow by leaps and bounds, sitting in your fine halls and letting the world come to you.”

      “How is Eric?”

      “We were in Uppsala before we came here. Been there twice with your boy. On this last trip, we met your mother there, Hervor. She fainted when Heidrek walked into the hall, swearing the spirit of your father had materialized in the flesh. After the shock wore off, we had a good time. Your mother brings joy wherever she goes.”

      “I am surprised to hear she traveled so far.”

      “Eric called for Orvar-Odd. That great hero is aging, I’m afraid, but there was some issue with King Eric’s cousins’ sons. I tried not to bother myself with the matter. King Eric has his world well in hand. Besides, it was time to bring this one back to you,” he said, motioning to Heidrek.

      “Is all well?” Hofund asked in a low tone.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Heidrek frown.

      “Yes, yes. He’s grown into a mountain. I can barely keep him fed!”

      At that, Hofund chuckled.

      As we made our way, we crossed paths with Revna once more. By the gods, did she spend all day walking around the city, or did she only do so when a horn sounded? I frowned. The answer was obvious. Revna paused, eyeing over King Gizer, then her gaze went to Heidrek. Her brow flexed as if she was confused.

      “King Gizer,” she said, curtseying. Her gaze went to Heidrek. “My goodness, Prince Heidrek, I barely recognized you. Welcome home.”

      “Lady Revna,” he replied genteelly.

      “Why are all the women of Grund so beautiful?” Gizer waxed poetically.

      “You say that about the women in every city,” Heidrek told him.

      “Then maybe the problem is that all the women of Scandinavia are too beautiful,” Gizer said with a laugh. “I tried to marry your mother, Heidrek, but she wouldn’t have me. She was already in love with your father.”

      “Is that right?” Heidrek asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Tried,” I said with a grin.

      “And you, Lady Revna, are you yet remarried?” King Gizer asked her.

      “I find being a widow has its benefits,” Revna replied with a smirk.

      Gizer grinned at her. “I’m sure you do.”

      “Shall we,” Hofund said, gesturing for us to move on, for which I was grateful.

      “My kings, Queen Hervor, Prince Heidrek,” Revna said, inclining her head to us once more.

      When we were away, Gizer leaned toward Hofund and asked, “Still haven’t gotten rid of that adder?”

      “Unfortunately, not.”

      “Would have thought Hervor would have had her poisoned by now.”

      “It did occur to me,” I replied.

      Hofund, Gizer, and I chuckled.

      Heidrek turned back to look in Revna’s wake, then shrugged to himself.

      We entered the hall.

      Halvar appeared from the meeting room. When he saw King Gizer, he signaled to the servants to get busy, then joined us.

      “King Gizer, well met. And Prince Heidrek,” Halvar said with a smile. “Welcome home, my prince.”

      “Halvar,” Heidrek said coolly.

      “Come, let’s have some mead,” Hofund said with a smile, waving for everyone to gather by the fire.

      But at the exact moment, Blomma appeared from the back, Rök at her side.

      When Rök spied Heidrek, he barked loudly then hurriedly—as quickly as his stiff legs could carry him—crossed the room.

      Heidrek, however, had stopped cold, his eyes on Blomma.

      She held his gaze.

      Rök met Heidrek, pawing his leg.

      After a moment, Heidrek turned from Blomma to Rök. “Look at you,” he said, kneeling to pet Rök. “I was not sure if I would see you again.”

      Rök licked his face.

      “Ancient old man,” he said, then turned to me. “I am sorry to see him looking so old.”

      I nodded.

      Blomma joined us, kneeling to pet Rök. “Welcome home, Heidrek,” she told him.

      “I can think of no warmer welcome than to find you here.”

      Blomma smiled lightly but said nothing.

      I felt like a rock dropped into the bottom of my stomach.

      “Heidrek,” Thorolf called, entering with his children.

      Heidrek rose. “Cousin, it is good to see you again,” he told Thorolf then his gaze went to Thora, eyeing her over. “By Freyja, Hervor is molding you into the hammer of Grund,” he told her, looking at her weapons and shield.

      “So she is. You’re missing all the fun.”

      Heidrek laughed. “I have been fighting the Rus. You are missing all the fun, cousin.”

      Thora rolled her eyes at him. “If you say so.”

      Thorolf set his hand on Thorgud’s head. “If Thora is the hammer, Thorgud is the shield.”

      Heidrek grinned at Thorgud. “It’s good to see you too, cousin.”

      “And you,” Thorgud replied.

      “But who are you?” Heidrek asked, lifting Thordis, making her grin.

      “I am Thordis, daughter of Thyri and Thorolf.”

      “Well, Thordis, I am Heidrek, son of Hervor and Hofund, and I am your cousin.”

      Thordis giggled.

      Heidrek set a kiss on the child’s cheek then put her back down. “I have gifts for all of you,” he said, placing his pack on a chair nearby. He dug into his bag.

      “A dagger for you, uncle, from a Rus warrior,” he said, handing Thorolf the weapon. “And a gold pin for Thyri. Where is she?”

      I scanned the room. Thyri had not come down this morning.

      “Resting,” Thorolf told him. “Thank you, Heidrek.”

      “For my brave cousin,” he said, handing Thora a wrapped packet.

      She opened it to reveal a pin of Mjolnir trimmed with blue stones.

      “Thank you, Heidrek,” she told him, a hint of surprise in her voice.

      “And for Thorgud,” he said, handing him an arm ring. “I hope it fits you. I had not expected you’d grown into a jotun since I was gone.”

      Thorgud laughed. “My thanks, cousin.”

      Heidrek smiled at Thordis. “I got these for your mother, but since she is not here, you can wear them. They look pretty with your dark eyes,” he said, wrapping a string of sea pearls around her neck.

      Thordis giggled.

      Heidrek turned to Hofund. “For you, Father. I defeated the Rus leader in battle. He had a fine, curved sword,” he told Hofund.

      Hofund examined the weapon. “Thank you, my son.”

      For the first time, Hofund’s and Heidrek’s gazes met. While they did not look at one another for long, I saw a bit of the tension between them melt.

      Heidrek turned to his pack once more.

      “Mother…” he said, turning to me. “Among the people to the east, we discovered they worshipped a winged wolf who is said to breathe fire. This is a symbol of their god. It is called Simargl.” He handed me a small golden statue of a winged wolf with emeralds in his eyes.

      I examined the wolf. “Thank you, Heidrek.”

      “You would be proud of your son and his berserker blood,” Gizer told Hofund and me, clapping Heidrek on the back. “Fierce as fire upon the field. The villagers thought he was their wolf god come to destroy them. That’s how he got that bauble,” he said, pointing to the statue.

      “I hated to disappoint them, so…” Heidrek said with a satisfied smirk.

      “They had a prophecy Simargl would burn their village to the ground. And in their eyes, he did,” Gizer said with a laugh.

      Heidrek smiled confidently.

      “Will their gods not be angry that we have taken the idol?” I asked, looking from the winged wolf to Blomma.

      Blomma tilted her head as she considered. She gazed for a long moment at the effigy. “It is fine for you to keep it, Hervor. Who is to say it was not Odin who came to those people in the guise of Simargl?”

      I looked at the wolf. Its emerald eyes glimmered in the firelight. “Very well. It is a fine gift.”

      Heidrek smiled at me. “I’m glad it pleases you, Mother.” Heidrek pulled one more item from the bag. He turned to Blomma. “I didn’t know if I would see you, but you are never far from my thoughts. For you,” he told her, handing her a small wrapped packet.

      Blomma opened it to reveal a bracelet made of gold and lined with gemstones. She lightly touched the piece but then pulled her hand back. “Thank you for thinking of me.” She rewrapped the bracelet.

      Heidrek smiled at her, not noticing her reaction.

      “Ah, yes,” Gizer said with a grin. “We’ve had some fine raids. Very fine. I will convince you to come with me next time, Hofund. If I cannot, I will stop in Silfrheim and talk to those twins. Those brothers are feared across our land.”

      “They certainly were terrors as boys,” I said with a laugh.

      Gizer chuckled. “It’s good to be in Grund again. Another mead, and may the gods be praised. Skol!”

      “Skol!”
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Chapter 68

        

      

    

    
      We spent the night by the fire, listening as Gizer told of their many exploits over the years and of Heidrek’s valor on the battlefield. My son said little, simply listening and nodding, drinking his mead and occasionally glancing at Blomma.

      “Perhaps we should send some people to join King Gizer next season,” Thora suggested, looking to her father. “There are many here who would want to go, including Hervor’s shield-maidens.”

      Thorolf nodded.

      “Yes. Good,” Gizer told her. “Very good. Come along, Hervor. I would like to see what two berserkers could do,” he said then turned to Heidrek. “You should see how the sky thunders and cracks when your mother pulls that dwarven blade. All your hair on your arms stands on end, and your enemies shit themselves.”

      At that, everyone chuckled.

      “By the gods, the battle of Uppsala is one I will never forget,” Gizer said. “Hofund with his hammers and my future wife fighting like her sword was sewn to her. The pair of you,” he said, lifting his cup to Sigrun and Trygve. “And Thorolf. It was a fierce battle. We lost many good people. Had your foster-mother survived, I might have tried to convince her to marry me instead,” Gizer told me, lifting his cup. “To Yrsa, the greatest shield-maiden who ever lived.”

      “To Yrsa,” we called.

      “And to Jarl Egil,” Hofund added.

      “To Jarl Egil.”

      “Hofund… Hervor… you have grown too comfortable in Grund,” Gizer said. “Come, fight with us again.”

      I smiled. “I will fight when Odin calls me to war.”

      “Then I must speak to the All-Father,” Gizer said with a laugh.

      “We should not rush to bloodshed,” Blomma told him. “The Norns will place before us all those battles they see fit.”

      “Spoken like a true gythia,” Gizer replied.

      “Blomma has been studying seidr,” Heidrek told him.

      “Is that right?” Gizer asked.

      Blomma inclined her head to him.

      “Very well. Tell me my future,” he said with a grin.

      “How do you know if what I will tell you is true or not?” Blomma asked him. “If I tell you a lie, and you believe me, will you shape your life to fit that lie?”

      Gizer chuckled. “Then I must trust that you will tell me the truth.”

      “You do not have to perform tricks for our entertainment,” Hofund told Blomma gently.

      Blomma smiled at him then turned to Gizer. “Such things are better done in private, but already the Norns whisper to me. King Gizer will have six children, but only one daughter. And she will be the most famed beauty in all the land. It is good you will have many sons, for they must guard their sister well.”

      At that, Gizer grinned. “Ah, that is good. Five sons and a beautiful daughter. What more can a man ask for? May the gods be praised.”

      But Gizer did not hear the warning in Blomma’s words.

      Blomma nodded slowly as if ruminating on her thoughts, her eyes on the fire. I recognized her faraway look. There was more to Gizer’s tale, but what, she did not say.

      It was late in the night when the others decided to retire.

      Hofund and I lingered, unsure about leaving Blomma and Heidrek on their own.

      “Rest well, my dears,” Blomma told us, sensing our hesitation. “I will see myself to bed later. I want to hear more from Heidrek about King Gizer’s enchanted lands.”

      I gave Hofund a knowing look.

      “Very well,” I said. Rising, I set my hand on Heidrek’s shoulder. “It is good to have you home.”

      Heidrek kissed my hand. “Mother,” he said, then smiled up at me. His gaze flicked for a moment to Hofund. “Good night, Father.”

      “Good night.”

      With that, Hofund and I retreated.

      Alone in our chamber, I lay down in bed, studying the winged wolf Heidrek had given me.

      “It reminds me of Fenrir,” I said.

      Hofund hummed in agreement.

      “Agrippa told me people across this world have different gods. Everywhere he went, they had different names. But are they the same as our gods or are they something new?”

      “I don’t know,” Hofund answered hollowly, his mind obviously elsewhere.

      “What is it?” I asked, setting the idol aside.

      “I do not believe him.”

      “Heidrek?”

      Hofund nodded. “He seems much changed, but my mother’s blood cries out to me. I do not trust him.”

      “He must prove himself to you. He brought shame to us. It is only natural to hesitate. Let him show you the man he has become.”

      Hofund rolled over and pulled me close. He set his forehead against mine. “Hervor…” he whispered. “I feel something terrible is coming. There is a deep pit in my stomach that rolls with a sense of dread. I cannot name it. I have felt it for days. But the moment I saw Blomma on that ship, I knew… Whatever the gods are playing at has been set into action. We must be wary of everything and everyone. The doom that lingers in my heart has no shape, but it is heavy enough to strike fear into my soul.”

      “Hofund,” I whispered.

      “I love you, Hervor.”

      “And I, you.”

      With that, Hofund said nothing more, but the darkness that hung over him cast its shadow on me. As I tried to sleep, I could feel its weight and understood Hofund’s words.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect us.

      But he did not reply. Instead, Skadi whispered to me.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “It is all hnefatafl to the gods of Asgard. Never forget.”
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      The dream was the same.

      I walked the streets of Hreinnby. Around me, the city burned, fat flakes of ash and ruby-colored embers floating through the air.

      “Hervor? Hervor!” Hofund called, but I could not see him through the smoke.

      “Hofund?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “What a mess,” a voice said from beside me.

      I turned to find Yrsa there, Gobi and Bo beside her. She was an ethereal thing, made of starlight, as were the bears.

      “What do I do?” I asked.

      “Go to the Bone Tree.”

      “Where is Blomma? Jarl Mjord?” I asked, looking around. “Where is Leif?”

      “There is no one, Hervor, but you,” Yrsa told me, then gestured with her chin for me to go on.

      Something within me told me not to go.

      Everything within me told me not to go.

      “Yrsa,” I whispered.

      But she was gone.

      I swallowed hard then looked around me, searching for Rök, but he was gone too.

      Wrapping my hand tightly around Tyrfing, I made my way up the hill toward the Bone Tree.

      As I approached, I could just make out the limbs of the tree. And on them, I saw a body hanging by its feet.

      I gasped.

      “Odin. All-Father.”

      But there was no reply.

      At the top of the tree, in the highest branches, Huginn and Muninn called to me. The moment my gaze shifted to them, I began to feel like I was spinning. Falling. My whole world turned upside down. I closed my eyes, trying to steady myself.

      When I opened them once more, I was confused, disoriented.

      And then I realized.

      I was hanging from the tree.

      And below me, the entire world was on fire.
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Chapter 69

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a gasp, sitting up in bed.

      Hofund moaned in his sleep, his somber sound striking a chord of fear in my heart.

      I covered him then rose, pouring myself a mug of water. As I stood, trying to shake off the terrible feeling the dream left within me, I heard voices rising from the hall. I paused to listen. Then, I realized I was hearing an argument: Blomma and Heidrek.

      Setting the cup aside, I grabbed my robe and went back downstairs. As I made my way down the steps, I caught their words.

      “Then why did you even come here?” Heidrek demanded.

      “To guide you and unstick you from what cannot be.”

      “It only cannot be because you will not agree!” Heidrek retorted angrily.

      “That is correct. I do not, and the sooner you make peace with that, the better it will be for you. You must move on, Heidrek. You must, or we shall all pay the price.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I have foreseen,” Blomma said.

      I rounded the corner, finding the hall empty besides the pair of them.

      Heidrek’s gaze flashed toward me. In it, I saw the two sides of my son all at once. In his features, I saw my sweet child in pain. Every little hurt he ever had as a boy evoked the same expression. But also, I saw the rage of the wolf.

      “Heidrek? Blomma?”

      Blomma looked over her shoulder at me.

      “Nothing ever changes. It has been years. I have gone into the world, proven myself a fighter, a man of worth. I have mastered my rages. And still, Blomma will not have me,” Heidrek told me, his voice punctuated with pain.

      “Heidrek,” I said gently.

      “You are my brother, Heidrek. I will always love you as such. But I will not be your wife. You have held on to that fantasy for far too long. You must let it go for the good of all of us.”

      Heidrek looked agitated. The composure he had held all night faded away to reveal the raw emotion below. “You are all I ever wanted,” he finally told her, the agony in his voice palpable. And then, he turned and stormed from the hall.

      Blomma sat, setting her head in her hands, her frame looking wrung out by the encounter.

      I went to her, sitting beside her. “Blomma?”

      “I love him so,” she whispered. “I do not mean to hurt him, but he must give up on this dream. The sooner he understands this, the better for him. I am sorry, Hervor. It would be easier for us all if I could just love him as he loves me, but…” she said, gesturing.

      “You cannot force your heart.”

      She nodded. “My love was given long ago to the idea of a man, given to him before I ever saw him. But I am more fortunate than Heidrek. My partner is willing to return my love, albeit after a significant amount of convincing on my part,” she said, then smiled lightly.

      “Jarl Mjord?”

      She nodded. “I know many will think him too old, but there has always been a bond between our souls. I cannot explain it. Please, don’t tell Hofund nor anyone else. Not yet. They will not understand. Heidrek must find his own love, his own path, before he learns.”

      “Are you… Have you wed Jarl Mjord?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Under the eyes of the gods, we are one.”

      Mixed feelings washed over me. Blomma was her own woman and certainly of an age where she could make her own choices. While Jarl Mjord was her elder by far, it was not my place to render judgment.

      “Are you happy?” I asked her.

      She turned and smiled at me. “Yes. More than I can ever say. The happiest I have ever been in my life.”

      I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “Then, I am happy. May the gods give you all the things you deserve. May Freyja and Frigga bless you both. Jarl Mjord has his Reindeer Queen.”

      “Hervor,” Blomma whispered. “Thank you.” In her voice, I heard the sound of that small, hesitant girl I had saved from the burning fields of Blomfjall.

      I kissed her on the head then stroked her long hair. We sat like that for a long time until I said, “Get to bed, little blossom. It was a hard night, and tomorrow will be no easier.”

      “I will leave in the morning,” Blomma told me. “I think it best I do not speak to Heidrek again. He will not easily come to terms with what I have told him. It is better if I am gone.”

      “I will make sure your boat is ready.”

      “Thank you, Mother.”

      “Good night, my dear.”

      “Good night.”

      As Blomma walked toward the back, a thought came to me. “Blomma, how did you know to come to Grund now? How did you know Heidrek would be here?”

      She smiled at me over her shoulder. “My father told me,” she replied, then exited the hall.

      Loki.

      You meddlesome creature.

      What game are you playing at?
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Chapter 70

        

      

    

    
      I stayed awake the rest of the night, waiting for Heidrek to return, but he did not. When the sun rose in the morning, I redressed then made my way to the dock to find the crew that had brought Blomma to Grund. There was a heavy fog that morning, the sun barely breaking through the mist. When I reached the dock, I found one of the fishermen.

      “Princess Blomma would like to return to Hárclett this morning,” I told him. “Please see the boat is readied. If you need any provisions, you are welcome to ask at the hall.”

      “Thank you, Queen Hervor,” the man replied.

      With that, I headed back to the hall. As I passed through the square, the vendors worked busily preparing for the day’s market. I could smell the scents of baking bread and roasting meat on the wind. Metal clattered lightly at the smithy as the blacksmith stoked his fire and readied his tools for the day. As I neared the hall, I found Heidrek walking in the same direction.

      “Heidrek?” I called.

      He paused and looked around, a guilty expression stealing across his face. “Mother.”

      “Where have—never mind, good morning.” The mother in me wanted answers, but my son was no child. I would not pry.

      “Good morning,” he replied, not meeting my gaze. “I was just returning to the hall. I’m…tired.”

      I eyed him over. His clothing was rumpled, his hair a mess. He looked exhausted. Had he spent the night in the open air? Drinking at the alehouse? Only the gods knew. “Come. Take your rest. You traveled far yesterday, and you met with hard news. Sleep will ease your mind.”

      Heidrek smiled softly at me. “You always understand me, Mother.”

      “I love you, my son. I am sorry to see you in pain.”

      “No. Blomma is right. It is an old wish I must let go of. But that is easier to say than do.”

      “Yes.”

      We returned to the hall.

      “I will retire now,” Heidrek told me, then kissed me on the forehead. “My little mother,” he said, then turned and disappeared upstairs.

      I watched him go. If he could come to terms with his disappointment, perhaps things would not be so hard after all. But only if…
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      A few hours after Heidrek went to bed, I roused Hofund.

      “Hofund,” I whispered, gently shaking him awake. “Hofund, Blomma plans to leave this morning. Come, you will want to say goodbye.”

      Hofund rose groggily. “She’s leaving already? Why? Is something wrong?”

      I frowned, unsure how to tell him about Blomma and Heidrek’s quarrel. Hofund was ready to doubt Heidrek at every turn. I didn’t want to feed his misgivings, but the truth must be told. “She and Heidrek discussed Heidrek’s wish to marry her again. Blomma has rejected him once more. She thought it better for Heidrek if she departed now, to let him come to terms with it once and for all.”

      Annoyed, Hofund rose and began redressing. “She should not have to leave just because of Heidrek’s moods.”

      “I think she is trying to be considerate of his feelings, to give him space to grieve the loss, out of her love for him.”

      Hofund still looked annoyed.

      “It’s better if he comes to accept it now,” I said.

      Hofund blew an annoyed breath through his lips. “He should have accepted it long before. Blomma has always been clear on her feelings.”

      “Sometimes we hold on to false hope. Who is not guilty of that?”

      Hofund sighed.

      By the time we returned to the hall, we found Blomma waiting. She was wearing a cape and ready to travel.

      “Your crew should be ready,” I told her.

      “Very well. Thank you, Hervor.”

      Hofund frowned. “I wish you would stay.”

      “We will see one another again soon, I think.”

      Hofund nodded, but he was still scowling.

      The three of us went to the pier. There, the ship waited, the crew ready.

      Blomma pulled a small parcel from her pocket and handed it to me. It was the bracelet Heidrek had given her. “I cannot accept it.”

      “He is still your brother.”

      “I know. It’s not that. It comes with blood on it,” she said, frowning at the piece. “I cannot unsee what the gods have shown me. Give it to Ardis. She can have it melted down and used to pay for whatever they need in the dísarsalr.”

      “Very well.”

      “We wish you safe travels. May Njord see you safely to shore, and Skadi back to the mountains,” Hofund told her, giving Blomma a hug.

      “Thank you, Father.”

      She turned to me once more, setting her hand on my cheek. “Be well, Mother,” she said, then turned and boarded her vessel. She spoke in a low voice to the fishermen, then they untied, maneuvering the boat back out into the peninsula.

      The fog had begun to lift already. The morning sunlight shimmered in the mist, making everything golden. In the distance, a loon called. Yellow rays of sunshine glimmered on the dark wave caps. Blomma set off with her crew, the sunlight glistening on her raven-black hair.

      I waved to her once more, Blomma returning the gesture.

      “I grow old watching her go,” Hofund said. “I remember that small girl hiding behind the pillars in the hall of Bolmsö, scared and watchful. All I wanted to do was make her world right for her.”

      “You have.”

      “Have I? I am not certain.”

      “She is very happy,” I said, feeling guilty for not telling Hofund what I knew. “She is following the path destined for her, and she is joyful because of it.”

      “And she is a grown woman, which means I am an old man,” Hofund said with a laugh.

      “If you are an old man, then I am an old woman. So, stop talking before you offend us both,” I said with a laugh.

      “You, Queen Hervor, with hair made of sunshine and eyes the color of amber, an old woman?” Hofund said, then picked me up, carrying me down the pier. “You are forever young, like Frigga herself.”

      I laughed. “Stop,” I protested. “Put me down.”

      “Never,” Hofund said. “See, Grund,” Hofund called. “I’ve caught a wave maiden, fished her from the waters. Keep her or throw her back?”

      “Keep her! Keep her!” The sailors and merchants gathered at the dock replied with a laugh.

      Chuckling, Hofund looked down at me. “I guess I’ll keep you,” he told me, setting a kiss on my lips. Together, the two of us headed back into the city, the melancholy of the moment gone.
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Chapter 71

        

      

    

    
      King Gizer stayed only two nights. On the evening before his return, we settled into the hall together once more. “I have been too long from home and all my little ones. My wife will complain mercilessly if I stay longer,” he told us.

      “If Blomma’s prophecy is true, you have other work to attend to,” Hofund told him with a good-natured grin.

      “Ah yes, and what delightful work,” he said with a wink, then turned to Heidrek. “Well, young wolf, I trust I’ll see you soon with a fleet of warriors.”

      “If my father agrees,” Heidrek said.

      Gizer laughed then turned to Hofund. “He hears both hammers and wolves, this one. Do not chide him his wildness. It cannot be helped. He has taken his ferocity from you both. Give him three ships and set him loose to terrorize our neighbors to the east. He will bring you honor.”

      While Gizer’s words were delivered with a smile, I didn’t miss the message. Heidrek was controllable; he just needed an outlet for the warring forces inside him.

      Hofund nodded, then turned to Heidrek. “When I was young, I was more often on a ship than at home.”

      Heidrek cocked an eyebrow at Hofund. “I thought you were born old, Father.”

      “Priorities change over time,” I told Heidrek, giving him a warning glance. “But I see no reason why you should not raid. Thorolf has already made some trips. Thorgud and Thora are ready to sail. And Hakon and Halger are always eager for adventure. Perhaps you can convince Arngrimir to come. You will have no shortage of companions.”

      Heidrek gave me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Mother.”

      “I’m off to bed. I will set sail at first light,” Gizer said, then rose, leaving Heidrek, Hofund, and me alone by the fire.

      We sat in silence for a long time. I could feel Hofund wanted to say something but could not find the right words. I chided myself for feeling frustrated by Hofund’s inability or lack of willingness to speak.

      I turned to Heidrek. “It has been many years since we were in Dalr. You will find your cousins all grown. Arngrimir is eager for adventure. Perhaps you should visit him and the twins soon and make your own plans for the next raiding season.”

      Heidrek nodded. “Is there news of Angantyr?”

      “We had a messenger from Halmstad. All is well in Bolmsö. It is quiet there.”

      Heidrek laughed lightly. “It is better that he is jarl of Bolmsö. I would not be able to content myself with fishing.”

      “Ruling any jarldom, even ones at peace, comes with difficulty,” Hofund said. “Patience is needed to rule.”

      “I’m sure,” Heidrek replied tartly.

      Hofund shifted in his seat. “I…I was not always patient when Gudmund wanted to teach me about ruling Grund. All I wanted was the sea. It took my father dying to teach me differently.”

      At that, Heidrek paused. It was his turn to shift in his chair. Finally, he said, “I have learned a great deal from King Gizer.”

      My eyes flicked to Hofund. I could see he was trying to determine if his son had insulted him or was trying to reassure him. To help ease the balm, I told Heidrek, “That’s good.” I set my hand on his. “Gizer is wily but also wise. There is a reason he is king.”

      Heidrek nodded. “Yes.” He turned to Hofund. “I will do better, Father.”

      “You could hardly do worse,” Hofund replied.

      Heidrek’s features contorted. He rose. Reining himself in, he turned to me. “Mother,” he said, giving me a quick bow, then he turned and left the hall, the door banging closed behind him.

      “Hofund,” I said, agitated. “Don’t you see how he is struggling to please you?”

      “He has not yet earned back my trust. Our son is a liar. Don’t you remember what he did to Princess Helga?”

      “I do, but that was then. He is older now. And he is our son. You must give him a chance to prove himself. You cannot assume the worst. As you said yourself, you were no model prince. You ran from Grund. At least Heidrek has returned.”

      Hofund said nothing.

      With a frustrated huff, I turned to head to the back, but then I paused. “If you condemn him already, what good was any of this? In Heidrek’s mind, he might as well be as wild as he wants if all the hardship and changes he has made make no difference to you.”

      Hofund did not reply. Instead, he nursed his drink and sat by the fire, staring into the flames.

      Agitated, I headed upstairs, where I found Rök sleeping. I flopped down on my bed and closed my eyes.

      Skadi.

      Sister.

      My family is broken. Help me weave it back together again.

      “Even sewing needles can draw blood, Hervor.”

      I frowned. I will not give up yet.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, we met at the dock to say goodbye to King Gizer. Heidrek looked rumpled once more. No doubt, he’d spent the night at the alehouse. But there was no ill report of his behavior, and I could not blame him for his frustrations with Hofund. Even I was not in the mood to talk to my husband that morning.

      Gizer set his hand on my son’s shoulder and leveled his gaze upon him. “You will remember it all?”

      “Yes, Foster-father.”

      “And what my gothar taught you?”

      Heidrek nodded. “I am practicing it already.”

      “So soon?” Gizer said with a laugh. “Do as you must. Like we talked.”

      “Yes, Foster-father.”

      “Very well,” he said, then gave Heidrek a playful slap on the cheek. “I leave you to Grund. But get to work. By next spring, I will see the red-and-white of Grund upon my shores, and we will terrorize the Rus.”

      Heidrek laughed. “Very well.”

      Gizer bounded on his ship. “We shall meet again, Grund. May the gods watch over you.”

      We stayed together, waving farewell. Soon, Gizer’s black sails went out of sight.

      “Heidrek,” Hofund said carefully. “I must ride to the valley this morning. Trygve has had reports of bandits. I told him I would meet him in the stables. Will you come?”

      Heidrek looked surprised. “Of course. I will go get my things and meet you there at once.”

      Hofund nodded. “Thank you.”

      At that, Heidrek hurried off.

      I turned to Hofund, giving him a smile.

      He returned the gesture. “I will try. I love him. I do not trust him yet, Hervor, but he is our son. I will try.”

      Saying nothing more, I gave my husband a quick kiss.

      Perhaps there was some hope after all.
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        * * *

      

      After stopping at the almshouse, I returned to the hall where I found Norna departing.

      “Norna? Is everything all right?”

      While I couldn’t see her face clearly, I could make out a frown through her veil. “I was seeing Thyri.”

      Thyri has complained of a sore back these last few days, so she stayed in bed to rest. I hadn’t thought much of it, simply guessing she’d lifted Thordis once too often, but now I was worried.

      “Her back?”

      “Perhaps,” Norna said. “There are other ailments that can mimic such aches. I have given her some tonics and advised her to rest. I’ll check again on her tonight.”

      “Thank you, Norna.”

      “We received the parcel you sent from Blomma. Thank you for that. We’re sorry we missed her.”

      I smiled softly. “Blomma came with a specific purpose in mind. I am sure she will visit you all next time.”

      Norna nodded. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right,” she replied, then bowed to me and went on her way.

      I went upstairs to Thyri’s chamber. I rapped lightly on the door. “Thyri?”

      “Come in,” she called.

      She was lying in bed, working on some embroidery, but her face looked pale, and she looked tired.

      “I’m sorry… I didn’t know you were so unwell. I would have stopped sooner.”

      “Bodil insisted I send for Norna,” Thyri said. “It’s just these pains in my back. They feel like daggers.”

      I looked over the vials sitting on her bedside. I could smell the sharp scents of herbs in the air. “We let Blomma leave too soon.”

      Thyri smiled weakly. “I will be fine in no time. Don’t worry. Blomma looked very happy.”

      “She is.”

      “Very happy,” Thyri added, giving me a knowing look.

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      Thyri smiled. “It is easy to see when someone is in love. Haven’t you ever noticed?”

      “That’s not my area of expertise.”

      Thyri laughed. “So, Blomma confessed her love to Jarl Mjord? I take it he has returned her affections?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Oh, Hervor. It was obvious to those who have eyes. And I have known Blomma since she was small. But I can also see that she didn’t tell Hofund. Otherwise, he would have broken his jaw from all the clenching.”

      I laughed.

      “Their age difference will worry him, but you cannot help who you love. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything,” Thyri said then winced.

      “Oh, my dear. Can I do anything?” I asked.

      She shook her head, motioning for me to wait a moment. After what felt like an eternity of watching her writhe in pain, she exhaled. “Just like that. All day and night,” she said, then picked up a cup and drank. “Norna advised me to drink as much of this as I can,” she said, swirling the brew.

      I frowned. “Maybe we should have Ardis see you.”

      “The stairs will be too hard for her. I will ask, though, if I don’t start feeling better.”

      I nodded.

      “Thora took Thordis with her. But if you see them, tell Thora she can bring Thordis back to the hall if she is too busy. Bodil can watch her.”

      “All right,” I said. “I should let you rest.”

      Thyri smiled lightly at me. “I’ve been trying to work on this,” she said, lifting her embroidery. “But I can’t concentrate. And Norna’s brew is making me sleepy, I confess.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll check on you again later. Please, let me know if you need anything.”

      “Of course.”

      “Thyri… You do think it’s a good match? Jarl Mjord and Blomma?”

      She nodded. “Don’t you?”

      “I do. But I thought it was just wishful thinking on my part.”

      Thyri smiled. “No. It’s not. The gods made those two for one another. Why they set them so far apart, I don’t know. But it is plain to me they were fated to be together, just as winter rolls into spring.”

      “Thank you.”

      Thyri smiled then waved for me to go on.

      Closing the door quietly behind me, I stepped into the hallway. I exhaled deeply, feeling like a burden had been lifted off my shoulders. If Thyri saw what I did, we couldn’t both be wrong. Blomma had found her love. What more could a person ask for?
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Chapter 72

        

      

    

    
      After the first week of Heidrek’s return, things fell into a quiet rhythm. Heidrek responded well to any request Hofund made of him to join in the ruling of Grund—as long as it was something active and busy. The citizens’ squabbles and our construction efforts didn’t interest him much, but Heidrek often rode out with Thorgud, Trygve, and Sigrun.

      I was headed toward the sparring grounds to meet Thora when I passed my son one morning late in the summer.

      “Where are you going this morning, Mother?”

      “To train with Thora and the others. Want to come?”

      Heidrek shook his head. “Trygve and Thorgud are going hunting. I will go with them.”

      I grinned. “Thorgud is eager to do whatever you’re doing.” Thorgud, Thyri and Thorolf’s son, had always followed his cousin. As a grown man, he was no different. Thorgud was constantly offering to join Heidrek in any venture. But I worried for the sweet-hearted young man. Heidrek was rash, which meant Thorgud could easily become a casualty of his capriciousness.

      Heidrek laughed. “It was the same when we were children. I am glad to have him with me. It only makes me miss Angantyr.”

      “Perhaps we should go see him next season.”

      Heidrek nodded.

      “Very well, then. Be safe,” I called to Heidrek, then headed off.

      When I reached the flats, I found Thora hard at work, running drills with the younger shield-maidens.

      “Advance,” she called. “Now, block!”

      “Good morning,” I called to her.

      “Hervor,” she said with a grin then turned back to the girls. “All right, everyone. Find a partner and begin practicing disarms.”

      

      I eyed over the young women. Each day, they grew stronger, better. I was proud of what we were accomplishing here. “It is good that here in Grund, home of the dísir, we have such a strong shield-maiden force. Next season, you should sail with Heidrek. You will have a fierce warband.”

      “Or, maybe, we will sail on our own. Perhaps Arngrimir and I can make some arrangements.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Thora. “You would not sail with Heidrek.”

      She shifted her weight then looked at me. “I mean you no offense, Hervor. But I am waiting to see what version of Heidrek the gods have thrown back to us.”

      As always, Thora was prudent. But it unnerved me to think that she, like Hofund, did not trust him. “And what have you seen thus far?”

      “Thus far, I see a quieter version of my cousin. It’s what I don’t see that concerns me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Thora frowned. “It’s better if you know it. I will not dishonor you with silence. Heidrek leaves the hall most nights and does not return until morning.”

      “Not at all?”

      “No.”

      “He…” I paused. “Is he drinking all night?”

      “That, I cannot say. But there are rumors.”

      “Of what?” I asked. If Heidrek was back to his old ways already, Hofund would certainly disown him this time. “Is he causing trouble? Fighting? What kind of trouble?”

      Thora hesitated. “Asla, watch your stance,” she called to one of the girls, then flicked her eyes toward me. “Not that kind of trouble. He is young, and women find him handsome,” she said with a frown.

      “A woman? Or…women?”

      “I don’t know if it is one or many, but I know he has found somewhere to spend his nights. Maybe it’s a good thing. It will help him get over his feelings for Blomma faster.”

      It was my turn to frown.

      Thora chuckled. “He is a man now,” Thora said with a shrug. “It is the way of things.”

      I sighed, then pulled out Muninn and Huginn. “Come on,” I told Thora.

      “Hervor?”

      “You’ve got me all irritated and anxious now. The least you can do is help me work it out,” I said, then picked up a shield.

      At that, Thora laughed. “That, I can help with,” she said, then pulled her sword, lifting her shield in front of her. “Let me see your worst, úlfhéðnar.”

      I laughed. “My girl, be careful what you wish for.”
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        * * *

      

      The weeks passed. The first of the autumn winds began to blow, driving away the sweet warmth of summer. While I did not get involved, I paid attention to what Thora had shared with me. And she was right. Most nights, Heidrek was not in the hall. Part of me was relieved to know he was not out causing trouble, but whoring was not without its own consequences. He would not be the first prince to populate his city with bastards, but to do so was unseemly.

      Given that concern, I was partially relieved when a ship arrived in the dock with a messenger from King Harald.

      Halvar returned with the messenger.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor,” the man said, bowing.

      “You are welcome to Grund,” I told the messenger.

      “Thank you, Queen Hervor. It is important we speak right away,” the man told us.

      I gestured to the servants to bring food and drink to the sailors who’d accompanied the man.

      A moment later, Thorgud and Heidrek appeared at the door.

      “Is all well, Heidrek?” I asked Heidrek, noting my son looked sweaty.

      He nodded. “I was riding in the valley when I crossed paths with a farmer. His wagon threw a wheel. I stopped to help them. I’ve just now returned from my ride. Thorgud found me in the stables and said there was a messenger from King Harald.”

      Thorgud gave Heidrek a questioning look but said nothing.

      “Come,” Hofund said, motioning for Heidrek to join us, and we all retired to the meeting room.

      There, a servant poured us all mugs of ale, and we sat.

      I watched as Heidrek drank thirstily, motioning for the servant to refill his cup.

      “Your hospitality is appreciated,” the messenger told us after setting down his mug. “I’m afraid I arrive with some hard news. King Harald is seriously ill. He was struck with a malady a month back. He collapsed and was unconscious for a time. When he woke again, he was not himself. One side of his body has lost all of its strength. Some days, he is not able to speak at all. Our gothar do not know if he will ever fully recover. But he is occasionally lucid. The king was anxious to get word to you. He proposes a marriage between Princess Helga and Prince Heidrek, if you are still willing. King Harald could use your support and would benefit from having Prince Heidrek in Jutland. Already, some of the jarls are whispering. There have always been elements in our kingdom that give us issues: wayward jarls, challengers, bandits. You learned this well, Queen Hervor, in your dealings with Jarl Leferson. King Harald worries these men will be emboldened by the news of his ailment. But if Prince Heidrek were to wed Princess Helga, showing Grund’s support and giving us a strong leader in these dire times, it would dissuade any with a rebellious nature,” he said, then smiled at Heidrek. “There has been word of your successes with King Gizer. Your name is well known in our land, Prince Heidrek. I am sure whatever arises in Jutland, you would be able to deal with it swiftly.”

      Heidrek swirled the ale in his cup, nodding as he considered.

      I glanced from him to Hofund. My husband kept himself composed, but he observed Heidrek, as if waiting to see which version of Heidrek would answer.

      Finally, Heidrek set down his cup. “If my father permits it, I will sail back with you at once, and wed Princess Helga. I would not have King Harald face such ruffians and scoundrels alone. Nor do I like to know that Princess Helga, whom I swore to wed since I was young, lives in fear. Of course, I will support King Harald,” he said.

      The messenger smiled widely then turned to Hofund, a questioning expression on his face.

      “Very well. Hervor and I will journey with you,” Hofund told Heidrek. “We will sail in the morning.”

      “Good,” Heidrek said. “Now, I have some things I must attend to if I am to join King Harald.” He turned to me. “Mother.”

      “I…Heidrek… Are you cert—”

      Heidrek set his hand on my shoulder. “All is well, Mother. I was always intended to marry Princess Helga. So, I will.”

      He turned to Hofund. “Father.”

      “Heidrek.”

      With that, Heidrek departed.

      “Very good. By the gods, very good. King Harald will be so pleased,” the messenger said.

      Hofund rose. “Hervor and I also have things we must attend to. Please, have something to eat. Rest yourself. We will make ready,” he told the man, motioning back to the hall.

      The man bowed to us then rejoined his crew in the main hall.

      I studied Hofund. “I am sorry to hear this news about King Harald,” I said carefully.

      Hofund nodded, but I could see his thoughts were far away. “I will find Thorolf. He can manage things here while we are gone. I must also speak to Halvar, Ragnar, and the others. It has been many years since we traveled to Jutland, and the weather is turning.”

      “Weather or no, it cannot be helped.” I met Hofund’s gaze. He looked anxious. “What is it?”

      “He agreed too easily.”

      “Perhaps he had some affection for the girl after all.”

      Hofund looked doubtful. “Maybe.”

      “We can talk to him tonight. For now, I must speak to Bodil and see to our things. Perhaps Thora and Thorgud can join us.”

      “If they wish, and Thyri and Thorolf agree, I have no objections.”

      I nodded, but then my worries about Thyri plucked at me.

      I set my hand on Hofund’s arm. “This is a good thing. Heidrek will have a purpose, which he needs.”

      Hofund nodded, but still, he looked unsure.

      “Hofund…”

      “I worry, Hervor. That’s all,” he said, then touched my chin. “But I will leave it for now. We shall soon have a new daughter. We will content ourselves with that.” At that, he kissed me on the forehead then left.

      While Hofund said he was leaving it aside, for now, I knew my husband better than that. There were misgivings in his heart. He would ruminate on them endlessly. But now, it was for the gods to decide. I only hoped they had Heidrek’s and Helga’s health and happiness in their hearts.
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Chapter 73

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, we made our way to the docks. Hofund had already gone ahead to ensure everything was ready. We would make the trip with only one ship. After much discussion with Thorolf and Thyri—Thyri insisting that they go and stop worrying about her—both Thorgud and Thora decided to come along. Thorgud and Heidrek had gone to the ships earlier, Thora and I delaying as I said goodbye to Rök, who lay by the fire in the hall. He had tried to get up and follow me from the hall three times before finally retreating.

      Frowning, I knelt beside him. “I know you want to come. I will be back soon. You aren’t missing anything other than a wedding. There is no battle ahead. Stay here and let Thordis and Gida feed you treats.”

      Thordis sat beside him on the floor, petting him gently. “I will take care of him, Hervor. I promise.”

      “My poor old man. Rest yourself. I will be back soon.”

      Rök thumped his tail but didn’t get up again.

      I stood then turned to Thyri. With considerable effort, she had risen from bed to say goodbye to her children. She looked pale and tired, but she smiled at us.

      “And look after your mother too,” I told Thordis.

      The girl grinned at me.

      Thyri smiled at me. “Safe travels,” she said, pulling me into an embrace. When I did so, I realized she felt very thin. As much as I worried about leaving Rök behind, I worried equally about Thyri.

      “Thank you. And you, take your rest. Be sure Norna looks after you. Do not delay in asking for help from the gothar.”

      Thyri nodded. “I feel a little better each day,” she told me, but I could see from the expression on her face that she was not quite telling the truth. Thyri turned to Thora. “Your brother insists he will stay in Jutland with Heidrek. Your father has permitted it, but only if Hofund agrees. What about you, my daughter?”

      Thora laughed lightly. “You don’t need to worry about me, Mother. There is nothing in Jutland that interests me enough to stay. Just going for a look around.”

      Thyri smiled. “Good.”

      At that, I nodded. “Very well. We shall see you soon.”

      “May Njord keep you safe, big sister,” Thordis called to Thora.

      “Thank you, little sister,” she called, then the pair of us headed outside.

      We wound our way through the village, heading back to the docks. To my surprise, I spotted Heidrek. He was speaking to a woman wearing a cloak, her face hidden. They stood very close together, their hands entwined. I slowed my steps, Thora pausing with me.

      Heidrek nodded, then touched the girl’s face.

      She pulled something from within her cloak and handed it to him.

      Whatever it was, he slipped it into his vest. He lifted the girl’s hand, kissing her fingers.

      “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Thora asked me.

      “Yes,” I replied, unable to keep my annoyance from my voice.

      “No, Hervor. Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

      Heidrek let go of the girl’s hand then set a kiss on her lips. He whispered something to her, causing her to nod, then Heidrek turned, heading back to the pier.

      The woman lingered a moment, watching him go, then turned, her hood gaping to reveal her face.

      Revna.

      At that exact moment, she caught my eye.

      Revna froze, then a sly grin crossed her face.

      The rage that washed over me was sudden. The sound of wolves rang in my ears. I reached for Tyrfing.

      Revna’s smile faded, then she quickly turned and ran toward her longhouse.

      “Hervor,” Thora said with a gasp, stopping my hand. “Not now,” she whispered firmly. “Not now. Get him to Jutland. When we return, deal with her then. Deal with her out of his sight. Come on,” Thora said, pulling my arm, leading me away from Revna toward the pier. “Get him away from her, then deal with her later.”

      “Hofund’s mother was right,” I whispered in a shaky voice. “Since the day I set foot on this shore, she has been nothing but a problem for me. She has done this to exact her vengeance.”

      “It doesn’t matter why she’s done this. She has always been a vile thing. I encountered her once at the horse fair. She stood beside me at the fence. I was, perhaps, no more than eight or nine. She talked nicely to me at first, asking me about my parents, but then she leaned in and whispered in my ear, ‘I know who your real father is. Do you? Whispers echo from Silfrheim. Your mother cannot run from the truth. I know who you really are.’”

      “Thora, why did you never tell me?” I demanded.

      Thora shrugged.

      We walked toward the pier. As we did, I tried to master my rage. Hofund would be able to see it too quickly, and I did not know how to tell him what I had seen. His anger, like mine, would not be quickly extinguished. Thora was right. The most important thing to do was to get Heidrek away from Grund. I would tell Hofund afterward.

      “Hervor…” Thora said. “I must thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “You knew all along who my real father was, but you have been like a mother to me. And I know what Haki and Hagbard took from you.”

      “Thora… There is no need—”

      “No. There is. I can never repay what you did for my mother and me, but I will try. If you want help, I can’t say I’d mind slicing that bitch’s throat.”

      At that, I laughed.

      When Thora and I reached the dock, we found the ship ready to launch. Harald’s messenger’s ship was also prepared.

      “Ready to sail, my queen?” Hofund asked with a smile, but then he searched my face. “Hervor? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing. All is well.”

      “Are you certain?”

      I nodded.

      After saying goodbye to her father, who waited on the pier, Thora boarded the ship. She took a spot on a bench across from her brother.

      The horn sounded, and we set off.

      Smiling to himself, Heidrek took a seat and reached for a paddle to row.

      I went to my son.

      “Mother?” he asked, when I paused beside him.

      Leaning in, I reached into his vest pocket. There, I found a small, straw amulet—a token of protection.

      “Wait, what are you…” Heidrek began, then paused, realizing that I had seen, that I knew. “Mother, she…”

      I met his gaze and gave him such a sharp look that he flinched. His words died in his throat.

      I tossed the amulet into the water then left Heidrek, going to the front of the ship.

      Scowling, Heidrek gripped his oar and rowed.

      I took a seat, watching as we turned away from Grund. I waved to the people who had gathered there, including Thorolf. A crowd had converged on the pier, waving to us as we made our way from the city toward the sea.

      But as I peered into the crowd, a figure caught my attention.

      The light shimmered differently on the robed man who stood, leaning against his staff. When I set my gaze on him, he grinned and waved.

      I knew the figure well.

      It was the traveler, Loptr…whom I knew better as Loki.
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      We arrived at King Harald’s holdings in Jutland three days later. The wind had blown fiercely and rain had come in, causing us to shelter under our tarps and hold fast as the storm rolled past. The waves rocked, sending the boats pitching.

      Hofund called upon Njord and Thor, praying to them both to see us safely to shore. I don’t know if the gods stepped in to save us or if the weather simply abated, but in the end, we arrived—wet and tired—but alive.

      “Well,” Ragnar told Heidrek. “I hope Princess Helga is worth nearly drowning for,” he said, giving our son a slap on the back as our ship approached Harald’s great city.

      Heidrek laughed. “She is a princess. That is a title you can weigh in gold.”

      Ragnar chuckled good-naturedly, but Hofund and I exchanged a worried glance.

      I had never been to Jutland before, aside from my visit to Samso, which sat offshore from the mainland. Harald’s city, Skagen, reminded me of Grund when I first saw it. It had a bustling port, the village growing from the seaside and inward, and seated on the rise above the city was the king’s hall, a fleet of stairs leading up to the golden-timbered hall. The light-colored timbers of the hall glowed like goldenrods in the early-autumn sunshine. Beyond the city, I saw sloping hills and valleys dotted with horses.

      “It looks like it’s made of gold,” Thorgud said.

      “I certainly hope so,” Heidrek replied, giving his cousin a wink.

      Beside me, Thora scowled at Heidrek.

      A horn sounded from the dock and then through the city to the great hall. I saw a flurry of activity at the hall doors.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor, welcome,” a dockworker called from the dock, helping us come to port.

      We exited the ship just as a delegation from the hall arrived, Princess Helga at the front. The princess, like Heidrek, had grown taller in the interim years. She was still as slim as a reed, her yellow hair, which stretched nearly to the ground, the same color as sunflowers. She wore a lovely, pale pink dress, the neck lined with yellow and blue flowers. And in her hair, she wore the pin Heidrek had given her when they last saw one another.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor,” she said, curtseying to us. “You are welcome in Skagen.” She turned her attention to Heidrek, her freckled face breaking into a beaming smile. “Prince Heidrek. I am so glad you have come,” she said, practically exhaling the words, her sense of relief palpable.

      “When we learned of your father’s condition, we did not delay,” Heidrek told her, stepping forward to take her hand. He met her gaze, holding it for a long moment, then kissed her fingers.

      Helga laughed lightly then shook her head. She turned back to Hofund and me. “I forget myself,” she said. “It’s just that I am so relieved you are here. Please, come. You are lucky. My father is awake today. He will be glad to see you.”

      With Helga and Heidrek walking ahead of us, Hofund and I headed down the pier and toward the hall, Thora and Thorgud following along behind us.

      As we walked through the city, the people called out to us. Hofund and I smiled and waved, greeting them kindly. We finally reached the steps leading up to the great hall. Two massive wooden horses stood at the entrance, braziers on chains hanging from their mouths. We entered the gigantic building. The hall was long and narrow. On the left and right, on the second floor, servants looked down from the galleries. Doors led off to many chambers overhead. On either side of the main hall on the first floor were many closed rooms. A massive circular firepit illuminated the hall’s center, the smoke twisting upward toward the high ceiling. The tall timbers of the hall were carved with horses’ images, and horse skulls and shields decorated the place. King Harald’s throne sat empty at the front of the room.

      Gliding across the space in a long, black robe, a pretty gythia with chestnut-colored hair met us.

      “Aud,” Princess Helga called, “this is Prince Heidrek, King Hofund, and Queen Hervor.”

      “We are pleased to have you in Skagen. King Harald has been anxious for news of you. But…” she said then paused, “it appears you did not have such an easy trip.”

      Still drenched and exhausted from the effort, no doubt we looked affright.

      “It’s no matter. If the servants can see to our people,” Hofund said, gesturing to the others, “we are content to meet with King Harald as we are.”

      The gythia nodded. “Then come.”

      Princess Helga waved to the servants to look after Ragnar and the others.

      Turning back, I caught Thora’s eye.

      She nodded for me to go on.

      Leaving the others behind, we followed the gythia and Princess Helga into one of the side chambers under the gallery. The room therein was long and narrow. A fireplace burned brightly, but the room was overly warm and very dim. I could smell the scent of healing herbs in the air.

      King Harald sat in a chair by the fire. He was mainly hidden in the shadows.

      Helga kneeled beside her father, taking his hand. “Father, Grund is here,” Helga told him in a soft voice.

      “Hofund,” King Harald said, his voice slurring terribly. “Hervor…come.” I was shocked by Harald’s appearance. The left side of his face drooped like melted candle wax, his cheek, lips, and eyelid sagging. He tried to rise but struggled terribly, his left leg unable to take his weight. Helga and Aud moved to assist him.

      “Please,” I said, stepping forward. “There is no need. We are all friends here. Please, be comfortable,” I said, motioning for them to ease him back down.

      King Harald nodded to his daughter, and the women settled him back into his seat.

      “Please, sit,” Helga told us, motioning to the benches near the fire. Helga took a seat beside Heidrek, who reached for her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze.

      The gythia, Aud, stood behind the king.

      “I am sorry if I am not clear,” Harald said, his words long, slurred, and cumbersome. “I have lost control of this side of my body,” he said, slapping the left side of his body with his good arm. “I have no strength. Some days, I cannot even rise from bed.”

      Hofund shook his head. “I am truly sorry to see you in such a condition, my old friend. Is there no cure?” he asked Aud.

      “We are trying everything we can,” Aud reassured Hofund.

      “Father has made some improvements already. He could not speak at all for weeks. Now, he wakes for short periods of time to talk to us,” Helga said. “It was Father who sent the messenger to you.”

      “They thought I might die,” Harald said, laughing bitterly. “But I am coming back. Slowly.”

      “I will pray to the gods that whatever affliction has been brought so suddenly leaves you just as quickly,” I told the king. “In the meantime, you are our dear friend and ally. Whatever we can do to help you, we will. And I am certain King Gizer will say the same.”

      King Harald laughed lightly; his voice sounded strained. “I do not need Gizer. But, if the prince is still willing, I would see my daughter wed.”

      We all turned to Heidrek.

      Heidrek kissed Helga’s hand then rose. “King Harald, I have long dreamed of the day I could make Princess Helga my bride. And I am honored to know I can be of help during these trying times. No doubt, the gods will see fit to restore you once more. But until that day, I will stand for you in Skagen—if you will have me—like a son and protect what is yours.”

      Hofund clenched his jaw, his bones protruding.

      “I might get well,” Harald said, gesturing with one hand. “Or I might die tomorrow. The gothar don’t know. But having you here brings me peace. Hofund, will you agree to the wedding if my gothar approve?”

      I looked at Hofund.

      “If they both wish it, I would be happy to see them wed.”

      “Of course,” Helga said happily. “Of course.”

      Hofund turned to Heidrek.

      Heidrek held his father’s gaze. “What other woman is there for me?” he asked his father. While Helga and Harald would not have caught the iciness in his reply, I did…as did Hofund.

      “Aud, see to it,” King Harald told her.

      “Of course, my king.”

      “Your hair is wet, Hervor,” King Harald told me. His voice was so slurred I was nearly unable to make out his words.

      I touched my long braid. “Yes. Njord was not friendly to us this passage. We encountered a squall and were tossed from Grund to your shore. It was not an easy passage.”

      King Harald motioned to Helga. “See to them,” he said, pointing.

      “Let me see you to your chambers so you can get dry and change. Father, do you need anything?”

      “S-S-Sigurd,” Harald said with some difficulty.

      She nodded. “Very well. I will send him in. Queen Hervor, King Hofund, if you will come with me. We shall see to your comfort and let my father rest.”

      Hofund set his hand on Harald’s shoulder, leaning down to look him in the eyes. “You will get well again, my friend. Do not despair. We shall see you on horseback once more.”

      Harald nodded, but his expression was hopeless.

      Hofund and I left the room, Helga and Heidrek behind us.

      In the main hall, Helga waved to some servants.

      “Please, see Queen Hervor and King Hofund to a chamber where they may refresh themselves from the long trip. There will be food aplenty as soon as you are comfortable.”

      “My cousins,” I said, motioning to Thora and Thorgud. “Can you see them lodged?”

      Princess Helga nodded. “Of course.”

      “Come,” Heidrek said. “I will re-introduce you to Thora and Thorgud. You will remember them from Grund.”

      Helga laughed lightly. “All right. Oh, Heidrek. I’m so glad you’re here,” she told him as they walked away.

      “King Hofund,” a servant said. “Your belongings have been brought from the ship. Please, follow me,” the little man said, then waved for us to follow him.

      We climbed the stairs leading to the gallery above, the servant leading us to a chamber at the very back. A guard stood outside. The servant opened the door to reveal a fine chamber with a large bed and a brazier burning. A bearskin hung on the wall.

      A young woman stood in the center of the room. “Queen Hervor, I am Helga’s maid, Ophelia. May I offer you any assistance? Perhaps…your hair?”

      Always with my hair. “I’ll be fine. Thank you, though.”

      “I’ll be just outside if you need anything,” she said, bowing to us, then she left the room.

      Once we were inside, Hofund and I simply looked at one another.

      “What do you think?” I asked at last.

      “That I am soaked to my skin.”

      I nodded. “As am I, but you know that wasn’t what I was asking.”

      “I do.”

      “So…”

      Hofund sighed. “It is a fine hall, and Harald is ill.”

      “Then you think…Heidrek sees opportunity.”

      “Yes.”

      “Not love.”

      “Heidrek loves Blomma. We cannot change that, Hervor. But he will wed Helga. She will love him, and he will pretend to love her. More than that, I cannot say.”

      “And Harald? You told him he would get well. Did you…did you see something?”

      Hofund nodded slowly. “He will get well, but it will not be soon enough.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The gods are playing with me,” Hofund said. “Those are my words, but I have no idea what they mean. I can feel their fingers upon me, moving me about like a game piece.”

      I nodded but said nothing more. What was there to say? Hofund was right.

      I had seen Loki on Grund’s pier.

      What more proof was there?

      The gods were surely at work—for good or ill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 75

        

      

    

    
      Aud, Skagen’s young gythia, saw to all of the preparations for the wedding as she also deftly saw to King Harald’s needs. I was impressed with the girl. She conducted herself with the wisdom of one many years older. Helga, however, seemed to collapse onto Heidrek the moment he stepped off the ship, leaving every decision she could to him.

      Hofund scowled so continuously, I worried his head would never stop aching.

      “Queen Hervor, Prince Heidrek, would you like to see the temple?” Aud asked me one morning. “Princess Helga has already gone ahead, and Sigurd—our housecarl—took King Hofund and Thorgud to view the horses and stables.”

      “Very well,” I told the gythia.

      Heidrek nodded in agreement but said nothing. Since we’d arrived, he’d barely spoken a dozen words to me, and was reluctant to meet my gaze. Had he hoped I would learn of his affair with Revna or did he regret I had discovered it? Of all the people in Grund, why her? But the obvious answer to that question—Heidrek did it because he knew how much I hated Revna. But even as I thought it, I rejected the idea. No. Heidrek could not have done that to me. No doubt, Revna had seduced him. A young, lusty boy, he would have easily fallen into her web. This was Revna’s doing, not Heidrek’s.

      Thora lingered in the hall nearby. “Thora, we are going to the temple. Do you want to come?”

      Thora eyed Heidrek—suppressing a frown—then nodded, joining us.

      We made our way back into the city. The marketplace was busy. A woman sold sacks of wool, a man offered cured meat, and the sound of blacksmiths’ hammers rang across the square. And everywhere I looked, I saw horses.

      “It is quieter than usual. Most people have returned to their farmsteads, preparing for winter,” Aud explained as she watched my eyes take in the scene. “There are a great many large farms under King Harald’s rule just outside the city,” she added, motioning to the expanse of land beyond the city. “Look there,” she said, gesturing to a nearby hilltop. “King Harald was impressed with the watchtowers you built on the peninsula near Grund. He told me about them. He had such towers erected across his vast holdings. If we light a signal fire here, it sets off a chain, calling in the warriors.”

      “How many farmsteads are out there?” Heidrek asked.

      Aud stared at the horizon. “At least thirty. When King Harald is well, he will take you to see them. Or, perhaps Sigurd can go with you.”

      “You mentioned the need to call in warriors. Is there fear of war?” I asked.

      Aud sighed. “It is not King Harald that is the problem. The jarls fight one another. There are six jarls under the king, and they all hate one another. When they fight, they pull King Harald into their squabbles, and King Harald always ends up on someone’s bad side. It cannot be helped.”

      “Of course it can,” Heidrek said. “They should all be brought to heel, and if they cannot get along, their heads removed until the king finds someone in the family who is more amiable.”

      Aud raised an eyebrow at him. “That would certainly be one way to manage it.”

      “Often, alliances through marriage or trade are far more advantageous,” I cautioned Heidrek, who looked at me with such fury in his eyes, I was taken aback.

      “Tell me something I don’t know, Mother.”

      “Hold your tongue,” Thora grumbled at him.

      Heidrek glared at her.

      Aud pretended not to notice, simply smiled and waved to a group of young children who had stopped to stare as we passed by.

      We approached the temple. Like the hall, it was flanked by massive horses. But these beasts had eight legs, modeled after Sleipnir. We entered the dimly lit temple. Horse hides hung on the walls, as did skulls of horses, just like in the hall. At the front of the temple, before a statue of Odin, Helga was speaking to an elderly gothi.

      “Heidrek,” she called merrily when she saw him. “And Queen Hervor, Thora…” Helga joined us. “We have just agreed that we will have the wedding in three days, when the moon is full. The gods are in agreement to the timing.”

      My gaze flicked to the gothi, who bowed to me. “Queen Hervor.”

      “You have consulted the All-Father?”

      “The runes,” the old man said. “The runes favor the wedding.”

      I looked up at the image of Odin. Leaving them, I went to the effigy. He was carved out of wood, seated on a throne, his spear, Gungnir, in his hand. He wore a helmet, his long hair lying on his chest. And where he should have had one eye, a hollow had been carved, a gemstone placed within.

      I set my hand on Odin’s.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Bring happiness to Helga and Heidrek.

      Let Heidrek’s heart be healed by her love.

      A strange sound rang in my ears. There was howling and the sound of men battling, many voices calling at once, and the call of ravens. It created a strange echo as if I were standing in a vast cavern.

      Wincing, I pulled my hand away.

      “Queen Hervor?” Aud asked, her brow furrowing with worry.

      “I’m fine.”

      Aud looked up at the idol. “Odin watches over us here.”

      “It is the same in Bolmsö.”

      “The isle of wolves…the blood of your father’s line.”

      “Yes.”

      Aud nodded, and nodded, and nodded, and then stepped back.

      Aud shuddered then said, “Geri and Freki will stand on the stairs of the great hall of Skagen. The blood of Bolmsö will mix in the lands of the horse lords, forever combining the fierce wolf blood with those who live on the thundering plains.” Her face had changed entirely. Her eyes had gone white, and for a moment, her face looked different—it wasn’t Aud at all. “For good or ill, Hervor, daughter of Angantyr, wielder of Tyrfing, it shall come to pass.”

      I stared at her.

      “Aud?” I whispered.

      Aud lowered her chin to her chest. After a moment, she shook her head then looked at me once more. She seemed confused to find me staring.

      “Aud is a tool of Skuld,” the gothi who’d been speaking to Helga said, referring to the Norn who was responsible for those things that would still come to pass. “Skuld speaks through Aud.”

      “It happened again?” Aud asked him.

      He nodded.

      “What did I say?”

      “We should have idols carved of Geri and Freki to stand outside the hall in remembrance of Heidrek’s family,” Helga said brightly.

      I looked at Aud. I was not sure if that was, exactly, what Skuld had meant.

      Aud paused. After a moment she said, “That’s fine. It shall be done.”

      Heidrek smiled. “I am honored to be remembered by the gods.”

      “To be remembered by the gods does not always mean to be honored,” Aud replied.

      Heidrek’s happy expression fell flat, but Helga took his hand. “You see. Even the gods can foresee that we shall one day have a child. What wonderful news.”

      “I…” Aud began, then paused. “Yes, Princess. That is good news.”

      “Aud, let’s go see the carver now. And to the market too. We must ensure we have sacrifices ready,” Helga said excitedly, then turned to Thora. “You will come too, right, cousin Thora?”

      Thora smiled lightly. “Of course.”

      “Queen Hervor?”

      “I thought I would join King Hofund at the stables.”

      “If you don’t mind, Helga, I will go with my mother,” Heidrek said.

      “No, not at all. You should go see the horses, Heidrek. Let’s meet together again by midday,” Princess Helga said brightly, taking Thora by the arm. “Come on, Thora. I know we’ll be the best of friends.”

      Thora raised an eyebrow but said nothing to dampen Helga’s spirits.

      I turned back to the statue of Odin.

      All-Father. Please…

      The gem in Odin’s eye twinkled in the morning sunlight. After a moment, I motioned to Heidrek, and we left the hall.

      The moment we exited, I heard the call of ravens. Sitting in a tree not far away, Huginn and Muninn looked down at Heidrek and me.

      “Look,” Heidrek said. “I will find my place here. The Norns and Odin show the signs.”

      “I hope this place brings you great happiness in your service to King Harald, the gods, and in love and joy with your wife.” I turned and met Heidrek’s eye.

      “Mother, I…”

      “You do not know the history we—your father and myself—have with Revna. You may have thought you were using her for your pleasure, to annoy me, or to ease some wound within you, but I know her far better. She was using you.”

      “We will not speak of Revna.”

      “Won’t we? You must heed my warning, my son. You don’t know what fire you’re playing with. I cannot stop you from making terrible choices. But I can advise you. Forget Revna. I know your heart is wounded over Blomma. But with Helga, you can have great happiness. That girl loves you honestly and truly. You have a future with her. In the end, what is better, pining over what you cannot have or relishing in what is freely given?”

      Heidrek met my gaze. “And you, Hervor, as you sat in the hall of Dalr, did you relish in the life Jarl Bjartmar freely gave you? Did you enjoy your time by the loom under the watchful eye of empty-headed Svafa? Or did you rage and despair until you fled your prison to find your fate?”

      I brushed aside his cutting comments and said, “Heidrek, I am your mother. I only wish for your happiness.”

      “Do you?” he asked, leaning toward me. “Because it seems to me that you are the one who did not speak up on my behalf to Blomma or Hofund. You are the one who sent me away with King Gizer. You are the one who gave Bolmsö to my younger brother. You are the one with the dwarven blade on your hip rather than passing that blade to your eldest son. It is all you. You would even strip me of my lover, the only person who has brought me any comfort against the ills you have wrought upon me. I will hear no more from you, Hervor. I will rule King Harald’s land and take his crown when he dies—which I hope will be very soon. I will breed with his daughter like a dog and populate this land with my sons. And when I am ready, I will take that dwarven blade. You are nothing to me, Mother. Hofund has long been dead to my eyes. Now, you may join him.” He turned then and stalked away from me, disappearing into the village.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no sound came out.

      My son.

      My little wolf.

      How…how had this happened?
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      Shaken, I went to the stables where I found Hofund, Thorgud, and Sigurd, Harald’s housecarl. The moment I entered, Hofund met my gaze. He was smiling, but his smile deflated when he saw the expression on my face. He gave me a questioning look.

      I shook my head. Now was not the time. But when was it? There was nothing we could do. Despite our love, our best efforts, Heidrek hated us…all because we would not force Blomma to love him. Because we had sought to help him, protect him? All our love had come to nothing. In his heart, Heidrek was unchanged. He’d only learned how to wear masks. In truth, now he was only more conniving than ever, hiding his true nature.

      “Ah, Queen Hervor,” Sigurd said with a smile. “Come.”

      Gesturing to me, he led me to a stall.

      “We’ve had a latecomer,” he said, motioning to a foal. The mare lay in her stall while the little one poked his nose around, smelling everything.

      “Born this morning,” Sigurd told me.

      I reached out and touched the foal’s muzzle. He immediately nibbled at my fingers, but given he had no teeth, the gesture was sweet. I wiggled my fingers free then pet the sweet creature on the head.

      “I’ll have to find myself a horse,” Thorgud said, then turned to Hofund. “I would like to stay here in Skagen with Heidrek if that’s all right with you.”

      Hofund nodded. “As you wish. It will be good for Heidrek to have his cousin here. Are we to lose Thora as well?”

      Thorgud laughed. “I don’t think you will ever get my sister from Queen Hervor’s side.”

      I smiled lightly, but I felt tense. They were cousins, but Heidrek only saw what he wanted. The rest of the world was just there to please him. How would that end for Thorgud?

      “Your father will be sorry to lose you,” I told Thorgud. “And little Thordis.”

      Thorgud nodded. “Yes, but I am not a boy anymore. It is time for me to carve my own path. I can help Heidrek here, as my father helped you.”

      Sigurd laughed lightly. “It is never easy for the older generation to let the younger go. We would be very pleased to have warriors such as Heidrek and Thorgud here with King Harald. Jarl Hamtur and Jarl Snori need reminding that they do not rule this land. And they need it soon. Let the wedding be the first blow, and if that does not work, the hammer and shield come next,” he said, slapping Thorgud on the back.

      Thorgud chuckled.

      “Will you need Grund’s help?” Hofund asked.

      Sigurd shook his head. “We have what we need now.” Sigurd laughed. “Bah, it’s a good day—the blood of Bolmsö and thunder of Grund in one man. Even the gods must quake. Come, let’s have a drink. Soon, Heidrek and Helga will be wed, and we shall all rejoice.”
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      The next few days passed with Heidrek avoiding us, spending most of his time with Princess Helga, or meeting the young warriors of Skagen, Thorgud alongside him. Thora stayed close to Hofund and me and viewed everyone and everything she saw with a skepticism that would have rivaled Yrsa’s.

      While I kept my worries inside me, Thora had far fewer qualms about calling out what she saw going wrong.

      “He does not love that girl,” Thora whispered to me one evening as we sat in the hall, watching as Helga fawned over her future husband.

      “How do you know?” I asked over my cup.

      “When he was with Blomma, he talked less and listened more. Here, he performs like a skald.”

      I frowned, knowing she was right.

      “I will never marry,” Thora said with certainty.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t trust anyone. Just look at Heidrek. How do you know who is being honest?”

      My eyes went to Hofund, who was sitting beside King Harald in a small, dark alcove of the hall. Harald, it turned out, was only lucid in short busts. Aud was sometimes able to coax him awake with a concoction of herbs, but for the most part, the king simply sat and stared, lost inside his own mind. It was a pitiful sight. My eyes drifted from Harald back to Hofund. “I loved Hofund the first moment I saw him. I cannot deny that, though I have tried. But I doubted his love for me. Not because of anything Hofund did, but because of my faith in myself. That said, before Hofund and I were married, I met another man. I liked him, was attracted to him. But I never fully trusted him. Nor did I ever love him. True love feels different. You will know.”

      Thora raised an eyebrow at me. “And what happened to that other man?”

      “Him? Ah. Well, I put an axe in his head.”

      At that, Thora laughed. She picked up her cup and toasted me. “Skol, Queen Hervor. Skol.”

      As I watched Heidrek, I saw all the same moves Asger had made. As Thora observed, it was all play. But if Helga never knew the difference, would it really matter? Maybe, in time, Heidrek would grow to truly love his wife. Maybe. In the end, Helga was not me. If she never realized the truth, would it matter? And if she did…well, what would become of her?
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        * * *

      

      On the day of the wedding, the town square and great hall were decorated beautifully. The stairs leading up to the great hall were lined with braziers. Topiaries made of sunflowers adorned the place. Musicians played and pigs and cattle roasted in the square in anticipation of the feast that would be held after the wedding.

      Before the ceremony, I made my way to Helga’s chamber, where Aud was preparing her for the nuptials.

      “It is Queen Hervor,” a servant told the princess.

      “Let her come,” Helga replied.

      I entered the chamber.

      “Queen Hervor,” Helga said with a smile. She rose but then swayed.

      “Easy,” Aud said, reaching out to steady Helga.

      “I’ll only take a moment,” I told Aud. Helga was dressed in a deep orange gown and her long, blonde hair had been trimmed with orange, gold, and purple flowers. She wore a golden comb in her hair, the image of an eight-legged horse thereon. Her arms and chest had been covered in runes written in kohl. She smiled brightly at me, her freckled face lit up with joy.

      “Sweet Helga,” I said. “Today, you become my daughter. King Hofund and I have a gift for you, something that once belonged to Queen Thyra, Hofund’s mother,” I said, then unwrapped the jewel Bodil had secured for me before we had left. It was a heavy gold neck ring trimmed with precious stones. The ends of the rings were formed to look like Thor’s hammer. “May I?” I asked, moving to place it on her neck.

      She nodded. “Queen Hervor. It is exquisite.”

      “It was a gift from King Gudmund to his wife on their wedding day. It is a fine gift for a young princess who will one day be queen—Queen of Jutland and Queen of Grund. Thyra was a great völva. May the dísir shed their gifts on you as well. May Frigga bless you, and Freyja watch over you,” I said, placing the neck ring around her neck.

      “Oh, it’s very heavy,” she said, touching the piece. The gold pressed down on her collarbone. She was such a slim thing.

      I smiled at her. “You will grow used to the weight.”

      She giggled. “Thank you, Queen Hervor. Oh, I have longed to one day call you my mother. With my own mother gone, I have been without the love of a mother for all my life. But now, I have you,” she said, then wrapped her arms around me. “Thank you so much.”

      “Sweet girl, I will do my best for you,” I said, swallowing hard, knowing I was already failing.

      “Helga, you will smear the runes,” Aud warned her.

      Helga laughed. “You’re right. I want the gods to give Heidrek and me a child at once. I must not ruin Aud’s work and offend Frigga,” she said, then pulled back.

      “I will leave you now,” I told her. “But we shall see you soon.”

      I turned from the princess’s chamber and went to the hall. There, I found Hofund waiting. He was staring into the center fire.

      “I have given Helga your mother’s torc.”

      Hofund nodded slowly. “Thank you. I gave my grandfather Heidrek’s sword to our son.”

      “That is a lovely honor and remembrance.”

      Hofund looked up at me. “Hervor,” he whispered. “I cannot escape this grinding feeling in my stomach. It aches, and I cannot make it go away.”

      “We have done all we can, Hofund. Now, we must leave it to the gods. There is a greater vision beyond our own. We can only hope that our children are happy. And Heidrek is happy here.”

      “For all the wrong reasons.”

      “Perhaps, in time…”

      “How did we produce two children so different?”

      “Had I not been on that field in Uppsala that day, maybe Heidrek would have turned out more like Angantyr.”

      Hofund took my hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. Let’s speak of it no more.”

      Sigurd appeared at the door. “King Hofund, would you mind lending your strength. We will bring King Harald outside now. It is easier to lift his chair if there are four,” he said, motioning to the two men behind him.

      Hofund nodded then went with them.

      Leaving them, I went outside. At the top of the stairs just outside the hall, the gothar and Heidrek waited. Thora and Thorgud stood a few steps down. The sun was setting, causing pink, orange, and purple light to trim the horizon. I took my place beside Heidrek.

      “May Freyr, Frigga, and Freyja bless you, my son. May Odin guide and watch over you,” I told Heidrek, but he didn’t acknowledge me.

      A horn sounded, and soon, Hofund, Sigurd, and the others appeared carrying King Harald, who sat slumped in his chair. They set the king’s chair down on the platform above the steps. Harald stared, only half-conscious of what was happening around him. Despite Aud’s best efforts, she could not rouse the king today. Apparently, he went for long stretches in such a condition. The sight of him broke my heart.

      Once the king was in place, the chanting and drumming began. As soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, the horn called once more. Aud emerged from the hall. The last of the dying light shimmered on Princess Helga, who followed the gythia. The sun bathed her in golden light. Her hair glistened. The sunbeams shined on her neck ring, picking up the light of the red gems thereon, making them glow.

      For a brief moment, the red shimmer around her neck glowed like a ring of blood.

      I gasped then closed my eyes.

      When I opened them once more, the vision had faded.

      “Odin, Freyja, Freyr, and Frigga,” the gothi called. “We call you all here to the hall of King Harald to see this union between Prince Heidrek and Princess Helga. May the gods lend your favor to this couple as we unite these mighty kingdoms and forge a new path forward through their union.”

      Hofund and I stood silently side by side as our son pledged his love and life to the princess, Helga promising the same. After the weapons and rings were exchanged, the couple leaned in for a kiss, sealing their fates—they were tied to one another.

      The crowd cheered, Hofund and I joining them. King Harald stared glassy-eyed as everything he’d spent a lifetime to achieve fell unimpeded into Heidrek’s lap.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect them…protect Helga and Harald from my own blood.

      And forgive me for bringing such a child into this world.

      And for the first time in so long, I finally heard a reply.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “As always, my will comes to pass through you.”
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Chapter 77

        

      

    

    
      After the wedding, we spent several days in Skagen to ensure Heidrek and Helga were firmly in place. But soon, it was time to leave once more. The weather was turning, and if we did not return to Grund soon, the seas would become nearly impassable.

      The morning we departed, Hofund and I met with King Harald one last time. The king was tired but finally lucid once more.

      “I am sorry to see you go,” Harald told Hofund, his voice slurring to the point it was difficult to understand him.

      “If you need anything, send word. We will help. Do not hesitate,” Hofund reassured him.

      Harald laughed, but the sound was muffled. “I will send your son against my enemies. He will scare them into peace.”

      “Let it be so. And let the gods watch over you all,” I told the king.

      “Hervor…”

      I smiled at him.

      A horn sounded from the pier.

      “It is time,” Hofund told Harald. “We hope to see you again soon, old friend. May the gods deliver you from this malady.”

      “Thank you,” King Harald told him.

      I leaned in and kissed King Harald on the cheek. “May Odin watch over you.”

      He patted my back.

      “I will see them to the docks and return,” Aud told the king, who gestured for her to go on.

      We left the king’s private chamber.

      “He seems a little stronger today,” Aud said. “Sadly, he will not remember the wedding. It will be a long road to recovery, but I will not give up on him. Harald is a wonderful man and king. The gods will not abandon him.”

      For the first time, I caught a tone in Aud’s voice I had not noticed before. Did she have affection for Harald beyond her duties as a gythia?

      “I will ask among our gothar if they know of such an ailment. We lost a dear friend who had similar symptoms. Our daughter, Blomma, may know of something. If I learn of anything, I will send word,” I told Aud.

      “Thank you, Queen Hervor.”

      Princess Helga waited for us on the stairs just outside the hall. “Heidrek has gone to the docks to make sure all is well with the ships. I’ll accompany you there.”

      “He’s probably making sure we’re actually leaving,” Hofund snipped under his breath.

      I said nothing.

      Princess Helga took my arm, and we made our way down the stairs toward the water. “I am sorry you cannot stay. With the weather growing cold, I know you must go.”

      “Perhaps when your father is well, you can come to Grund.”

      “Yes. I will ask Heidrek to bring us for a blót when the time is right. Hervor,” Helga said, then paused. “I wish to make Heidrek happy, but he…he seems prone to moods at times. I’m afraid I am doing something wrong already.”

      I frowned. “My son is temperamental. Remember, he is a berserker. You must not blame yourself for his intense emotions. Do not take his fits as some defect in you.”

      “But surely, I can—”

      “Helga,” I said, meeting her eyes. “Heed me. Heidrek is not easy to please. You are a sweet girl. If he cannot be made happy by you, then the malady is in him. Remember this.”

      Helga stared at me. “All right.”

      I sighed. “I love my son. He is my firstborn. But it is good to be honest about who we are.”

      Helga nodded. “You have nothing to worry about, Queen Hervor. I only hope to honor Frigga and be a good wife. I have loved Heidrek from the moment I met him.”

      “May the gods bring you both joy.”

      When we arrived at the docks, I found Thora was already on board. Thorgud and Heidrek were laughing with Sigurd and some of the other men of Skagen. Ragnar and the other men of Grund were ready to depart.

      Helga left me and went to Heidrek.

      “I wish you safe travels,” Aud told Hofund and me.

      “Thank you,” I replied to her, then went to Thorgud and Heidrek.

      “I wish you well,” I told Thorgud. “I know your parents will be anxious to see you again next season.”

      Thorgud nodded to me. “Send my mother my love. Maybe we will come to Grund in the spring,” he said, turning to Heidrek.

      “We’ll see,” Heidrek said stiffly. “All depends on King Harald’s health.”

      “It would be lovely to visit Grund for the midsummer blót,” Helga told Heidrek.

      “I said we shall see,” he told her testily.

      The smile on Helga’s face faded.

      I met my son’s gaze. “Heidrek… May the gods watch over you.”

      “And you, Mother,” he replied stiffly.

      Hofund shifted as if he was not sure what to say. Finally, he said, “I wish you both happiness. We shall see you again soon.”

      Heidrek inclined his head to his father, but that was all.

      My heart feeling heavy, I turned and boarded the ship, Hofund following behind me.

      Hofund spoke to the men, and soon, we cast off.

      I took a spot at the front of the boat behind the curving prow. The fierce wolf thereon, his sharp teeth showing, tongue out, stared out at the open sea.

      I waved to Helga, who returned the gesture, then my eyes went to my son as he watched us set sail from Jutland.

      He had folded his arms across his chest, a dark expression on his face.

      Thora waved to her brother, who returned the gesture.

      A terrible feeling of foreboding washed over me.

      “May Thor watch over Thorgud,” Thora, who was sitting beside me, said, “because something tells me, Heidrek will not.”

      She was not wrong.

      It only hurt too much to admit it.

      My gaze went to Helga. “May the gods watch over them all.”
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Chapter 78

        

      

    

    
      Our return to Grund was marked by significantly less lousy weather. While the wind was cold, it was at our backs, bringing us into port as swiftly as possible. By the time we reached Grund, I felt exhausted and full of worries.

      Thorolf and Thordis met us at the docks.

      “You left your brother behind,” Thorolf called to Thora.

      “He left himself behind,” Thora replied.

      Thorolf laughed, but Thora’s face was crinkled with worry.

      Thora and I exited the ship, joining them.

      “You have grown bigger, little sister,” Thora told Thordis, lifting the girl.

      “You look meaner,” Thordis told Thora, making her laugh.

      “Good,” Thora replied, then turned to Thorolf. “How is Thyri?”

      “Ah,” Thorolf said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It would be good if you come see her. She was in too much pain to rise.”

      “So serious?” I asked Thorolf.

      “Norna is looking after her, but…well, today was not a good day.”

      I frowned.

      “How is King Harald?” Thorolf asked.

      Hofund shook his head. “Worse than we thought.”

      “Did Heidrek and Helga get married?” Thordis asked.

      “They did,” I replied, kissing Thordis on the cheek.

      “Jarl Ríg is dead. His son is here,” Thorolf told Hofund.

      “Ah,” Hofund said, then turned to me.

      “Go on,” I told him. “I have something to attend to.”

      Thora and I exchanged a glance.

      “Go see your mother,” I told Thora.

      She nodded to me.

      The four of them set off for the hall. I made my own path. Winding my way through the city, I finally reached Revna’s hall.

      I knocked on the door only to be greeted by a servant.

      “Queen Hervor,” the woman said, seeming unsure what to do.

      “Is Revna here?”

      She nodded.

      “I will see her,” I told the woman then passed her by, entering the hall.

      I had never stepped foot in Revna’s home before. She was drowning in wealth. Fine furniture and fabrics adorned her small meeting hall. Emerald-green drapes trimmed with silver thread decorated the place. Ornate whalebone carvings hung on the walls. Everything I saw disgusted me. The place even stank of her.

      The servant disappeared to the back.

      A few moments later, yet another servant appeared with a bottle of mead and fresh cups, which he set on the small table by the fire before retreating once more.

      A moment later, Revna appeared.

      Dressed in a splendid gown, her hair nicely fixed in braids, she eyed me over. Revna was no fool. She knew why I was there. I could see the delight behind her eyes.

      “Queen Hervor. Welcome returns.”

      I said nothing.

      “Won’t you sit, have a drink?”

      All the things I wanted to say spun in circles around my mind. Warnings. Threats. But in that moment, it was the úlfhéðnar that woke to answer the call.

      I crossed the room quickly and grabbed Revna by the neck, smashing her into one of the pillars.

      A servant yelped in surprise and retreated from the hall.

      Before I even knew what I was doing, I had pulled my axe and pressed it against her neck.

      “Hervor,” Revna said, her eyes bulging, shock written on her face.

      “You will not cross me again. If you do, I will take your head and feed your body to the ravens. You will not even look at anything that is mine again. I swear by Odin, if I discover you have anything to do with my son from this moment forward, I will carve out your eyes with my bare hands. I will bash your face in with my axe. And when I am done, I will drive Tyrfing into you so that the gods know you are a cursed thing. Since the day I stepped foot in Grund, you have tested me. You have found my limit. If he was not gone, married to another, you would be lying in a pool of blood in your own hall. You loathsome, evil spider. Never again, or I will kill you. Do you understand me?”

      “Y-y-yes,” she stammered. I realized then she was having difficulty catching her breath. Her face was red, her eyes bulging.

      I held her there a moment longer, watching her squirm as she struggled to breathe.

      Everything inside me told me not to let go.

      I squeezed harder.

      I could end her.

      I would end her.

      “Hervor…” she whispered, her voice raspy. “I am with child.”

      I froze a moment, then let her go. “That’s not possible.”

      Revna fell to the floor. She sat there a moment, holding her throat as she took gasping breaths, wheezing deeply. Then, she rose and hurried to the table, pouring herself a glass of mead which she downed readily. She moved to a chair and sat, trying to catch her breath. After a moment, she looked up at me.

      “I thought I could not bear children…” She set her hand on her stomach. “But now, I am carrying your grandchild.”

      “A bastard, and the gods only know who else you have let into your bed,” I said, rage making my hands shake. Feeling at a loss, anger and despair washing over me, I turned from Revna and strode toward the door.

      “I am no fool, Hervor. I didn’t let anyone into my bed but the prince. The child is Heidrek’s,” Revna called from behind me.

      I didn’t turn back. I knew the look of triumph that bitch would have on her face. And if I saw it, I would kill her, child or not.

      Without another word, I stormed out.

      Leaving Revna’s home, I slipped through the narrow alleys and away from the city, going to the river.

      When I was finally away from everyone, I sat down in the tall grass and put my head on my knees.

      Skadi.

      Sister.

      All I ever wanted was to live my life, have a family, love my children, and give them everything I never had. Why is this happening?

      “There is only ever sorrow on Njord’s shores, Hervor. I warned you. But I am sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the hall, I found Hofund busy with Jarl Ríg’s son, Knud. I was in no mood for politics after what I had just heard. Instead, I went to visit Thyri.

      By the time I got to her chamber, I found Thyri alone and asleep. She looked so thin. There were dark rings under her eyes, and her skin had an odd, yellow hue. Not wanting to wake her, I turned to leave, but then Thyri opened her eyes.

      “Hervor,” she called lightly.

      I turned back and sat down on the side of her bed. “Thyri…” I said, taking her hand. I could feel all the bones under her skin.

      “I know, I look affright.”

      “Have the gythia been here?”

      She nodded. “They have given me medicines. I just…I can’t keep anything down. I was thinking about these elderberry tarts Jarl Njal used to eat. He loved them and never shared with anyone else except me. He would sneak them to me when the others weren’t watching,” she said with a soft chuckle.

      “As soon as elderberries are in season again, we will see that you have some. All you want.”

      Thyri smiled lightly then looked at me, her gaze fixed on my face. “You saved my life. Mine and Thora’s. She loves you so much. She wants to be just like you. I know you will watch over her.”

      “Thyri…”

      “And Thordis, she wants to be like her big sister,” Thyri said with a smile. “They will be fighters, like you. Thorgud has already found his path. I know you will watch over them, Hervor.”

      “Thyri, please don’t say—”

      Thyri squeezed my hand. “I had this life because of you, Hervor. You took me from the darkness and brought me to the light. I can never begin to thank you enough,” she said then closed her eyes.

      “You can thank me by getting well. That is what I want you to do. Thank me by getting well, and next season, we will have an elderberry tart banquet in your honor.”

      Thyri laughed lightly. “All right.”

      “Let me leave you now. You should rest.”

      “Okay.”

      I rose, kissing Thyri on the forehead, then exited the chamber, closing the door slowly behind me. When I turned, I found Norna there, a basket of herbs and pots in her hand.

      “Queen Hervor. Welcome home,” she said.

      “Thank you, Norna. What is happening with Thyri?”

      “The pain is not abating. We are doing our best, but…only time will tell now.”

      “Should I send for Blomma? Or is there anything I can do?”

      Norna shook her head. “Ardis has seen her. It is an ailment Ardis has seen before. We are doing all we can.”

      I frowned at the door. “Please let me know if there is anything I can help with.”

      Norna inclined her head to me. “Of course.”

      I left Norna and went to my own chamber, finding Rök already asleep on the bed.

      “There you are,” I said, joining him. I wrapped my arms around the old wolf and pulled him close. He rewarded me with a lick on the cheek.

      Cuddled close to Rök, it was the first time I was truly able to relax in days. My heart ached. First Revna…then Thyri. I pressed my cheek against Rök. Everything had been so much easier on Bolmsö. My spirit feeling wounded, I closed my eyes and let sleep take me.
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        * * *

      

      It was late in the evening when Hofund finally joined me. I woke just enough to open my eyes and look at him, but didn’t move.

      “Jarl Raghild has a problem with her new neighbor,” Hofund told me as he pulled off his boots. Rök huffed at Hofund’s intrusion and moved, laying across the foot of the bed. “Knud, the young jarl is very ambitious and brought up some contested land between himself and Raghild. Naturally, it is a mineral-rich area,” Hofund said with a sigh. “Once Knud has gone, I will send a messenger to Raghild. She may need to acquire his lands and jarldom. Based on the conversation I just had, I’d be happy to send her some men to see it done.”

      I let out a soft, “hmm,” but didn’t have the heart in me to reply more. I was too busy building up the nerve to tell Hofund what he would not want to hear.

      “Hervor? Are you well?”

      I sat up slowly.

      “The journey took your strength. It was bitterly cold. You should rest,” Hofund told me, touching my chin.

      “No, it’s not that,” I said.

      “What is it?”

      I took my husband’s hand. “I discovered an awful truth. It is difficult to find a way to tell you.”

      Hofund stilled. “What is it?”

      I sighed. “Before we left, I learned that Revna and Heidrek had become lovers.”

      Hofund stiffened. “No. That cannot be—”

      “And now, she is pregnant.”

      The silence in the room was deafening.

      Finally, Hofund asked, “Are you certain? She could be lying. It would not be the first time.”

      “She could be lying. While she might have told me she was pregnant so I didn’t kill her—which I nearly did—we both know Revna well enough to know that this is exactly the kind of thing she would do.”

      Hofund rose and went to the window. He pushed open the casement, letting the cool air in. He stood there for a long time, saying nothing. After a while, he sighed, closed the window once more, and then lay down.

      I wiggled beside him. Hofund put his arms around me and pulled me close. He kissed me on my shoulder.

      “When Heidrek comes again, he can take her and his child back to Jutland with him. I will not have her in Grund. Heidrek can deal with the consequences of his choices,” Hofund said.

      “Poor, sweet Helga. It will break her heart…”

      “It’s either that or have that child here, under our noses.”

      “That baby will be our grandchild.”

      “Oh, Hervor,” Hofund moaned, sorrow in his voice. “Why have the gods done this to us? We have been faithful servants.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t know, my love. Angantyr and Blomma…they are good people.”

      “I should have exiled Revna long ago,” Hofund said waspishly. “This is her vengeance.”

      “Yes.”

      “Tomorrow, I will go to the grove and make a sacrifice to Thor. Perhaps the thunder god will listen to me. I do not know what else to do.”

      “Heidrek is gone. He is following his own path now. In Grund, there is only the shadow of his ill deeds.”

      “I hope she dies in childbed.”

      “Hofund!”

      “We can have her poisoned. It would not be hard.”

      I rolled over and looked at him. “That is not you speaking.”

      “Hervor…I…I just don’t know what to do.”

      “There is nothing we can do. Harald may die, and even if he does not, Heidrek will be king of Jutland in all but name. And in Grund, Heidrek will have a bastard. Revna will twist the child, making it her creature—but that baby will have our blood. We cannot control these things. We must continue to rule Grund our way, support Angantyr and Blomma in their choices, and move on. Heidrek will blaze his own path forward now.”

      “We have doomed Helga,” Hofund said sadly.

      “Perhaps he will grow to love her. We don’t know. This is her fate as much as it is Heidrek’s. What can we do?”

      Hofund sighed heavily. “May the gods guide us.”

      “May the gods guide us.”
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Chapter 79

        

      

    

    
      Autumn turned into winter, and with it, cold wind and snow swept across Grund. The water in the peninsula froze, trapping the boats in ice. And with winter came great darkness.

      “Hervor,” Bodil said, shaking me awake late one night. “Hervor, Hofund, please wake up.”

      Rök whined, lifting his head.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Thyri. Please, come. I’ve already sent for Ardis and Norna.”

      I rose quickly, rushing from my room and down the hall to Thyri’s chamber. From within, I heard Thora’s voice.

      “Mother? Mother…”

      Thorolf exited the room the moment we rounded the door.

      “Thorolf,” I said.

      “Where is Ardis?” he asked, looking alarmed.

      Hofund held onto his cousin. “She’s coming.”

      Moving past him, I rushed into the room. There, I found Thyri looking as pale as milk. She had grown so thin over the autumn, the bones on her chest protruding, the skin on her face as thin as skin on milk.

      “Thyri,” I whispered, taking her hand.

      She was wheezing, taking short, raspy breaths.

      “What happened?” I asked Thora.

      Thora shook her head. “I don’t know. Father woke me. The sound of her breathing awakened him from his sleep.”

      “Thyri? Thyri?” I called, but she didn’t answer me.

      And then, she wheezed loudly, silencing Thorolf and Hofund who were standing at the door, Hofund trying to convince Thorolf to wait for Ardis.

      Everything grew silent.

      Thyri’s hand slipped from her chest, falling into her lap.

      “Mother,” Thora said, shaking her mother’s shoulder. “Mother!”

      “Thyri?”

      Thorolf rushed across the room and took his wife by her shoulders.

      I moved to get out of his way.

      “Thyri? Thyri?”

      Thyri stared ahead, her eyes fixed in place.

      “She’s gone,” Thora whispered.

      “Mama?” a little voice called from the open door.

      I turned to see Thordis there, rubbing her eyes as she tried to come into the room.

      Hofund quickly scooped her up. “Thyri is unwell, little one. Come, let’s take you back to bed.”

      “What’s wrong with my mother?” Thordis asked.

      “She’s still very sick” Hofund told her, their voices retreating. “Bodil?” Hofund called.

      Through the open door, I saw Bodil follow Hofund.

      “I don’t understand,” Thorolf whispered. “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, dear cousin,” I whispered.

      Unable to control himself, Thorolf started to weep. He lay his head on Thyri’s chest, sobbing.

      I rose, giving him space, then went to Thora who stood, her hand covering her mouth. “The gods have taken her like thieves in the night,” Thora said. “Why would they do that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t understand the gods anymore.”

      A moment later, Ardis and Norna appeared at the door. Ardis, her age catching up with her, leaned against a tall staff. While I could not see her face, I could feel the weight of her despair.

      “We are too late,” Ardis told Norna then entered the room, going to the opposite side of the bed from where Thorolf lay, his head on his wife’s chest. Ardis set her fingers on Thyri’s neck. Then after a moment, she shook her head.

      “Ardis,” Thorolf sobbed.

      “The illness was consuming her from within,” Ardis told Thorolf. “She has known for some time she would not survive. We had given her herbs to help ease the pain, but the end was coming, no matter what.”

      “She knew?” Thorolf asked.

      Ardis nodded. “That she would die, yes. When, we did not know. She hoped to hold on as long as she could…for all of you.”

      “Why didn’t she tell us?” Thora asked.

      “Because she wanted you to live your lives.”

      “Oh, Mother,” Thora whispered. “You always put us before yourself. May you feast in Hel with your ancestors.”

      “Eating elderberry tarts,” I whispered, wiping a tear from my cheek.

      Hofund rejoined us once more. “Bodil is with Thordis,” he whispered then sighed heavily. “Ah, Thyri. What will we do without your light and laugher?”

      I leaned against my husband who wrapped his arms around me.

      I closed my eyes.

      Why did it feel like everything was growing so dim?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Where are you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 80

        

      

    

    
      The winter months grew cold. While I had fully expected Revna to strut about Grund, showing her rounding belly with every opportunity, I rarely saw her. When I did, I could not help but examine her bulging shape. She was with child. Her stomach grew more prominent. In the least, she had not lied. That was a first. At the same time, however, I noted that she had also paled considerably. Was the pregnancy going hard for her? While her stomach was certainly round, her face looked sallow. Such was often the case when a woman conceived late in life, that the child did not come easily.

      The child…

      My grandchild…

      Carried by the one person I despised most in the world.

      It was late one evening when I found myself alone with Sigrun and Thora in the great hall. Gida had fallen asleep in Sigrun’s lap.

      “Hervor,” Thora began. From the tone of her voice, I knew she was trying to broach the subject carefully. “Have you seen Revna?”

      With a sigh, I lifted my cup and sipped my ale. “I have.”

      “I have seen her too,” Sigrun said. “Is she with child?”

      I nodded. “The bastard is Heidrek’s.”

      Sigrun stared at me. “Heidrek’s?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh…oh, Hervor,” was all Sigrun could say.

      “My cousin is rash and foolish,” Thora said. “He has no thought for anyone but himself. Princess Helga loves him, and he has been stupid enough to father a child with that conniving spider. I don’t know what to say.”

      Sigrun frowned as she stared into the fire. “Perhaps the child is someone else’s. If she was ready to open her bed to a boy half her age…”

      “No. She did this on purpose. She has finally taken her revenge on Hofund and me,” I said.

      Thora puffed an exasperated breath through her lips. “Angantyr will be a great jarl, and all my life, I have looked up to Blomma. This is not your fault, Hervor. It is all Heidrek’s doing,” Thora said, then set her cup down with a bang. “Maybe the child will kill her.”

      “Thora,” Sigrun said.

      Thora rose. “I need some air,” she said, then turned and left the hall.

      The fire popped and cracked.

      Sigrun and I sat in silence for a while. Finally, Sigrun said, “Revna does not look entirely well. It is not easy to carry a child at such an age. I don’t wish it on her, but if she were to die…”

      I paused. It had not occurred to me what to do if Revna died and the child lived. I mainly had hoped the gods would punish Revna. As for the child…

      “She will not die. Some god has decided to favor her, making her a thorn in my side,” I said.

      “Either way, I am sorry.”

      “As am I.”

      I rose. “Do you want me to take her?” I asked, motioning to Gida.

      The little girl was sleeping, her mouth open wide, her head against Sigrun’s chest. In personality, she was a sweet and funny child, like her father, but she had a smattering of freckles on her nose, like her mother.

      “No, I’ll stay awhile more,” Sigrun said. “Trygve always snores when he first falls asleep. I’ll wait a bit.”

      I chuckled. “Very well. Good night, then.”

      “Good night.”

      As I made my way to the family chambers, my mind tripped over the idea of what could happen if Revna died in childbed, which was a real possibility. Hofund and I would have to make a choice. We would either have to claim our blood, acknowledge the bastard, and raise the child ourselves, or we could leave the child’s paternity and destiny to fate.

      Even in dying, Revna would make my life complicated.

      As I walked up the steps, I wondered which god had their hand in this mess. Perhaps Freyr had loved Asger more than I thought. Or maybe Tyrfing’s curse simply worked differently in women. Instead of taking my life, it cursed me to misery.

      I sighed. It was no use trying to sort it out. Like Revna and Heidrek, and everyone else, I had my own fate. Odin had always whispered that one day I would join his Valkyries, but it had been a long time since Tyrfing had seen battle. Perhaps I would die like Thyri, silently in my bed. Would Odin still want me in Valhalla?

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “All your life, your road has led to Valhalla.

      “You shall see.”
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Chapter 81

        

      

    

    
      As the winter drew into spring, Hofund threw himself into planning for the next round of building in Grund. We had long since outgrown the marketplace. It was time to move the market to somewhere new, giving the vendors more space.

      Hofund had worked up a three-dimensional model of Grund on the table in his conference room, moving blocks of wood that stood for buildings as he considered.

      “Maybe close to the river. This way, the fishermen will have easier access to bring their catches in and won’t have to contend with the large ships in the harbor. But we also need a new building for the livestock, something twice the size of what we have now,” he said, shifting his blocks once more. “If we build the market here, to the south of the docks, it will cause the least disruption to the citizens’ homes.”

      I nodded. “I’m sure you will find the best place. I, too, had a thought,” I added, picking up a large wooden block. “Grund has long honored Thor and the dísir. There is the grove and the dísarsalr. But, perhaps we could build a temple to honor Odin, Njord, and the other gods.”

      Hofund smiled at me. “So, my wife wants a temple to rival that of Uppsala.”

      “Yes,” I said, handing him the block.

      Hofund set the large piece of wood just off his new market square. “Here,” he said. “For all the world to see as they sail into Grund. We can have effigies carved of all our gods. And we can make it large enough for everyone to fit inside. Within, it will be beautiful and outshine even Uppsala’s golden temple.” Hofund’s face lit up happily. “I will make some sketches.”

      “This midsummer blót, we’ll dedicate the land and make sacrifices to the gods before we begin building the temple. It will be a great celebration.”

      Hofund nodded. “When the weather clears, we can send word to Bolmsö. Angantyr should come. And to Leif and Eydis as well. It has been too long since we’ve seen them.”

      I nodded.

      The question hung in the air. And with it, the guilt both Hofund and I felt at not wanting Heidrek to return to Grund.

      Finally, I said, “We will hear soon enough whether King Harald survived the winter. I hope the gods have brought him back to health.”

      “Yes,” Hofund said stiffly. “We shall hope for that.” He lifted the large block of wood he was holding. “We will send to Hárclett and Hreinnby as well. Blomma will come. She will tell us if the temple is suitable. Maybe she will stay to oversee it herself. She could be high priestess there.”

      I smiled gently at my husband. “You know her place is in Hreinnby.”

      I had never shared with Hofund what Blomma had revealed to me. Hofund was so protective of her. He still thought of her as his little foster-daughter. But still, I sensed he knew that Jarl Mjord and Blomma were more than master and student.

      “Yes. You’re right. But she will come for the blót, even if she returns to Mjord after that.”

      I grinned at Hofund. “Who knows? Maybe he will come too.”

      Hofund laughed. “That is doubtful.”

      I went to my husband and wrapped my arm around his waist. “I will leave you to your work.”

      “And you, Queen Hervor? What are you doing today?”

      “I have shield-maidens to train,” I said with a laugh.

      Hofund laughed. “Then, be off with you.”

      While it was still cold, the frost had started to come out of the ground. Goi was waking from her long sleep, her slender feet touching the land of Midgard once more, awakening the earth. It was time to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      As spring brought new life across the land, Grund began ringing with the sound of hammers. As I stood on the steps of the great hall, I watched the construction underway. Men worked to prepare the space for the new marketplace, which included a covered bazaar area, new livestock buildings, a designated auction space with pens—all of which were twice the current space’s size.

      “Listen,” I told Rök, who was sitting beside me. “No wonder Thor loves Grund. It’s not just in war that hammers ring. It sounds as though all of Grund is praying to Thor.”

      Rök huffed, then lay down.

      Even the effort of crossing the room tired him these days.

      “My poor old man,” I said, sitting down on the steps beside him. “I wonder what trouble Utr has led Angantyr into. A wolf of Bolmsö is meddlesome enough. A wolf of Bolmsö that is also a vætt? Doubly so. Maybe you should have stayed there with them.”

      Rök didn’t lift his head. He merely stared out at the city. His eyes were so cloudy now, I doubted he could see much. Every time I noticed his age working on him, I reminded my heart that it wouldn’t be long now.

      But still, I was not ready.
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        * * *

      

      Hofund sent messengers to invite the others to come for the midsummer blót and the dedication of the new temple. We began our preparations. To our luck, a ship arrived from Jutland carrying news. Unfortunately, King Harald was no better. The merchants were tight-lipped on information about Heidrek, which worried me. In the end, we decided to send word back to Jutland of the gathering for the blót and invited Heidrek and Helga to come.

      “Do you think he will come?” Hofund asked me as we walked back from the dock.

      I frowned, uncertain. “I don’t know. He was angry with me when we last spoke. Perhaps he will be content to stay in his own corner of the world.”

      “Yes,” Hofund replied stiffly. “I guess we shall see.”

      I looped my arm with my husband’s. “In the meantime, show me the latest construction. I want to see everything.”

      Hofund smiled. “The blacksmith has just finished the construction of the new forge.”

      I smiled at Hofund. “Well done, King Hofund.”

      “I am nothing without my shield-maiden. Otherwise, what is all this for?”

      “Are you saying you’re building up Grund for me?”

      “Of course. Why else would I be crazy enough to work so hard?”

      “Here, I thought it was for Thor.”

      Hofund laughed. “For Thor and Hervor.”

      And with that, we made our way to the new market. Grund was flourishing. The land was at peace. And while I had assumed my life would be one battle after another—in fact, when I was young, I had hoped it—now I saw that it was possible to make the world a better place in quiet periods. Hofund had once called it the silence between the drumbeats of war. We had lived in such a lull for a long time.

      But like a heart, our world would surely beat once more.
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Chapter 82

        

      

    

    
      A month later, the horn sounded from the harbor. I had been working with Thora and the other shield-maidens, drenched in sweat and covered in mud, when I heard the call.

      I turned to look but could not see the sails on the ships through the tangle of buildings.

      “Go on,” Thora told me. “Sigrun and I will be here.”

      I caught Sigrun’s eye.

      She nodded for me to go ahead.

      I slipped my axes back into my belt.

      Laughing, Thora tossed a scrap of linen to me. “You have mud on your face, Queen Hervor.” She gestured to the water basin sitting nearby.

      I winked at her then went to dampen the cloth. I quickly washed the mud splatters from my face and hands then headed to the pier.

      As I made my way through town, I was greeted with many nods and hellos. As I passed Revna’s house, I was not surprised to see her standing on the steps just outside. She was peering over the rooftops of the other houses, trying to make out who had come.

      I frowned. No doubt, she was looking for Heidrek.

      But then I noticed she was also leaning heavily on a cane, her body tilted a bit sideways as she struggled with the girth of her stomach. Her arms looked thin, her cheeks hollow. I was so stunned by her appearance that I paused.

      “Revna?” I asked.

      She had not seen me approach.

      Startled, she turned. “It’s not him. It’s Halmstad,” she said, her expression looking decidedly upset. She smothered her emotions as best she could, but she failed.

      “Revna, are you…” I began, the tug of worry for my unborn grandchild pulling on me before I could rein it in.

      Saying nothing, Revna turned and went back inside.

      The gods knew I hated that woman, but her child… I would speak to Ardis. Revna would tell me nothing of her health, but perhaps Ardis or Norna would know of her condition.

      Redirecting my thoughts, I turned back toward the docks. If it was Halmstad’s colors, that meant Angantyr had come.

      I headed down the pier. There, I spotted Angantyr in the crowd, soaking in the warm welcomes of Grund. How much he looked like Hofund. The last of his youthful softness was gone. Like his father, he had grown his hair long. He wore it braided. Alongside Angantyr, I saw another figure I recognized: Ingvar. Hella’s son stood a hand taller than my own. He wore a long beard that lay on his chest. When had these boys become men?

      “Angantyr!” I called happily, waving to him.

      My son turned to the sound of my voice.

      I scanned the dock for signs of the wolf Utr, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      The crowd moved aside so I could meet Angantyr.

      “Mother,” he said happily, embracing me. “By the gods, I am glad to see you again. And all of Grund,” he said, then turned to the crowd. “You’re a welcome sight, all of you.”

      At that, the crowd cheered.

      “You and Father are working like ants. Look at this place,” Angantyr said, eyeing the city.

      “Wait until you see the new market,” I told him, then turned to Ingvar. “Ingvar. Well met!”

      “My mother and father send their greetings,” he told me.

      “How are your wife and son? Your brother?” I asked.

      “All well, Queen Hervor. Halmstad is as ever. My little boy is quite the terror,” Ingvar said.

      Angantyr laughed. “That is the truth. We had to turn back to take him home. He was hiding in a supply basket.”

      I chuckled. “You will have your hands full with him.”

      Ingvar nodded. “If you can manage with two boys, Queen Hervor, I am hopeful I can figure out how to deal with one.”

      I scanned the warriors gathered with Angantyr and Ingvar, recognizing some faces from Bolmsö. “Welcome, Bolmsö,” I called. “Come to the hall. Eat, drink, and be merry.”

      With a cheer, we turned and walked back toward the great hall.

      “It’s so good to be home,” Angantyr told me, resting his arm on my shoulders.

      “You didn’t bring Utr?”

      Angantyr shook his head. “He ran off before we left. The children of Bolmsö went hunting for him,” Angantyr said with a laugh. “You should have seen them, three dozen of the most motivated children in the world hunting every corner of the island. In the end, Sifka suggested he did not want to be found.”

      I nodded. “I would not put it past a wolf name Utr.”

      Angantyr laughed.

      “Is all well on the island?” I asked.

      Angantyr nodded. “It is a quiet, happy life. In fact,” he said, then smiled, “I have something to tell you. No, I’ll wait until we are with Father.”

      “You can’t do that to me, you tease. Tell me now,” I said, jabbing him with my elbow.

      Angantyr laughed. “All right,” he said, then looked over his shoulder to ensure we could not be heard by the others. “I have asked Sifka to marry me.”

      “The gythia?”

      Angantyr nodded. “Is that… Is that all right?”

      “Oh, my son. It is more than all right. She agreed?”

      “Only if you permit it, Mother.”

      I laughed. “Ah, I see. Well then…”

      Angantyr smiled at me. “Now you are teasing. What do you say?”

      “What do Arne and Ingrid say?”

      “Arne questioned my intentions more than Sifka’s,” Angantyr said with a laugh. “But Ingrid said to tell you she approves.”

      “You can get no better vote of confidence.”

      “Save from Svafa, who also sends her love.”

      “Svafa?”

      Angantyr nodded. “She and Orvar-Odd were traveling not far from Bolmsö, so they came to visit.”

      “It has been a long time since she’s visited Grund.”

      “She is planning to come to Grund soon. She told me so herself.”

      I smiled. “Good. Sifka… Do you love her?”

      “I do. I loved her from the first moment I saw her. Is such a thing possible?”

      “It is. Take it from one who knows. You have my blessing, and I am sure Hofund will feel the same.”

      “Thank you, Mother.” Angantyr grinned at me then wiped his thumb across my chin. “Mud.”

      “I was sparring with Thora.”

      He laughed. “Of course you were, Mother. Of course you were,” he said, then pulled me close, kissing me on the head.
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Chapter 83

        

      

    

    
      We spent the day in the hall eating and drinking. Angantyr’s eyes grew watery when he learned of Thyri’s passing.

      “She was like a second mother to me,” he told Thorolf and Thora, Thordis watching Angantyr with great curiosity. “I will pay a visit to the dísarsalr and make an offering in her memory.”

      Thorolf nodded. “Thank you, Angantyr. It has not been easy for us,” he said, lifting Thordis and setting her on his knee. The little girl leaned in and placed her head on her father’s chest.

      “When I was young, I lost my father,” Ingvar told Thordis. “But he is with me all the time, watching me from Valhalla. I feel him in my heart.”

      Thordis smiled lightly.

      “Do you feel your mother in your heart?” Thorolf asked Thordis as he pushed her hair behind her ear.

      “Yes, I think so. In here?” she asked, setting her hand on her chest.

      Thorolf nodded. “Yes.”

      “I do. Do you, big sister?” Thordis asked Thora.

      “Yes, little sister.”

      Thordis nodded. “Then Thorgud must feel it as well. I am glad.”

      “Where is Thorgud?” Angantyr asked.

      Hofund glanced at me.

      “He has gone with Heidrek to Jutland,” I said.

      Angantyr nodded slowly. I had sent a messenger to Angantyr when we returned from Jutland, telling him of his brother’s marriage.

      “I heard King Harald is quite ill,” Ingvar said.

      I nodded. “So he is. Which is, in part, why Heidrek is there.”

      Angantyr stroked his chin, a move I had seen Hofund make a thousand times, then asked, “Will Heidrek be coming for the blót?”

      “We sent word,” Hofund said stiffly, adding nothing more.

      “I am sure it is a great comfort to King Harald to have Heidrek there,” Angantyr said then sipped his ale.

      As the night wore on, we learned more news from Angantyr, Trygve and Sigrun curious to know of their families and of Kit.

      “Kit’s wife has had another child. He is up to three now,” Angantyr said with a grin. He motioned to Gida. “And you have your own little warrior maiden,” he added, watching as Gida raced around the hall in her oversized helmet, swinging her wooden sword, screaming “Yah!” at invisible phantoms. “Sigrun, your mother said to tell you she wants you to bring her granddaughter to Bolmsö soon.”

      Sigrun nodded. “I’m sure she did.”

      “That’s the short version of her speech,” Angantyr said with a cough, giving Sigrun a knowing look.

      Sigrun laughed.

      “I won’t share what the elder Trygve and Skarde said to tell you,” Angantyr told Trygve with a chuckle.

      Trygve grinned. “You don’t have to. I can imagine.”

      Angantyr and Ingvar then amused us by sharing the story of a quarrelsome farmer who had built a farmstead on the border between Halmstad’s and Bolmsö’s lands.

      “You have to admire his ingenuity,” Angantyr said. “He made himself beholden to none. When I asked, he told me he served Ragal. When Ragal asked, he told him he served me. In the end, he served himself. Neither of us received the annual tithing, thinking he had already paid it to the other.”

      “Ragal wanted to string him up, but Angantyr was more cunning,” Ingvar said.

      “What deal did you make?” Hofund asked.

      “Ragal and I went to him and told him he would have to pay us both a full tithe,” Angantyr said with a laugh. “Of course, he objected. Thinking he’d outsmarted us, he agreed to pay half tithing to Bolmsö, the other half to Halmstad. But that was what Ragal and I agreed beforehand. That said, I commiserated with him that due to where he chose to build, he and his sons are now beholden to both of us in times of war,” Angantyr said with a laugh. “There was no escaping it, unless he also wanted to split his boys in half.”

      Hofund laughed.

      “Hopefully, that’s a boon we never need to call upon,” Ingvar said. “But it has been quiet since the sea kings were dispatched. With any luck, we will not see their like again.”

      Sitting beside me, Thora shifted uncomfortably then sipped her ale.

      Angantyr gave Rök a soft pat. The wolf returned his gesture, giving him a lick on the hand.

      “He missed you,” I told my son.

      “And I missed him…but I see his sight has gone.”

      I nodded. “He still dawdles around as best he can, but I fear I will wake one day to find him gone.”

      Angantyr sighed sadly. “We all have our fates, old friend. But no doubt your fierce spirit will return to Bolmsö to live alongside the wolves there.”

      Hofund turned to Angantyr. “It is good to have you home, my son. Jarl of Bolmsö,” he said, then nodded to himself. “My father would be proud of you.”

      Angantyr gave Hofund an appreciative smile. “Thank you, Father.”

      Hofund took my hand and kissed it then exhaled deeply, a deep sorrow finally leaving his spirit.
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        * * *

      

      It was very late in the evening when the horn sounded once more.

      Hofund waved for Halvar to go ahead and greet the newcomers as we sipped our ale and listened as Ingvar shared a tale of uncommon traders who had come to Halmstad. They spoke little of our language but were keen to trade. Their appearance and ships were unlike anything anyone had seen before. They were dark-haired, dark-eyed people who wore straw hats and unusual clothing, but they were friendly and eager to trade their rare goods.

      “They were explorers,” Ingvar said. “They had a map of the world, showing all the places they had traveled. They came from beyond the Rus.”

      “So far?” Hofund asked.

      Ingvar nodded. “They let us make a copy of their map. Perhaps, one day, Angantyr and I can go exploring.”

      Angantyr nodded, his eyes flashing with excitement.

      Halvar returned to the hall with a smile on his face.

      And then, I saw why.

      Blomma appeared behind from him, wrapped in a dark robe.

      “Angantyr,” she called happily, crossing the room to join us.

      “She has not seen us for months, but she calls only to Angantyr,” Hofund said with a good-natured smile.

      “Forgive me, Father,” Blomma said with a light laugh. “I have missed you all but felt Angantyr’s absence most stingingly these past days,” she said, then embraced her brother.

      Angantyr held her, then pulled back. “What’s this?” he asked. Pushing aside her robes, Angantyr revealed Blomma’s round belly.

      Hofund rose. “Blomma?”

      She smiled at him, the most open and genuine smile I had ever seen on my foster daughter’s face. She set her hand on her stomach. “Isn’t it wonderful? I expect this little one to arrive when autumn comes once more,” she said.

      Hofund froze, at a loss for words.

      I crossed the room to embrace Blomma. “I’m so happy for you,” I told her, giving her a hug.

      Everyone offered their congratulations, but Hofund still looked puzzled. “Blomma, have you married?” he finally asked.

      Blomma opened her mouth to speak but paused. “Yes. I am joined with Jarl Mjord under the eyes of the gods,” she said finally.

      “Jarl Mjord…is the father?”

      Beside me, Thora looked from Hofund to Blomma, then chuckled lightly, hiding her grin with her cup.

      “Yes, Father. The jarl and I are well-matched and happy in our love for one another,” Blomma said carefully.

      “We wish you much joy. May Freyja and Frigga watch over you,” I said, lifting my cup. “Skol!”

      “Skol!” the others called, Hofund chiming in at the end as he struggled to make sense of what he was hearing.

      “King Hofund,” one of the guards called from the door.

      We turned to see Revna standing beside the man.

      Hofund, seeing her in the same poor condition as I had earlier this morning, paused. “Revna?” He motioned to the guard to let her pass.

      She looked so unsteady on her feet that I feared she would fall. Turning, I gestured to Angantyr to help, and the three of us crossed the room to meet her.

      “Here, let me help you, Lady Revna,” Angantyr said, taking her arm.

      “I don’t mean to stay. I heard the horn but did not see who had come. I hoped… Who has come?”

      “Blomma,” I told her, eyeing her pale face. Her skin looked so thin. After a moment, I said, “Why don’t you come sit by the fire for a while.”

      “No. I couldn’t… I…”

      “You are so heavy with child,” Angantyr told her, turning her back toward the room. “You should be careful when you leave your home. You didn’t bring a servant with you?”

      “I… I forgot.”

      I met Hofund’s gaze. A confusing mix of emotions, ranging from worry to frustration, crossed his face. I knew exactly how he was feeling.

      Angantyr, Revna, and Hofund rejoined the others. Thorolf watched Revna as she crossed the room, a look of horror and confusion on his face.

      With a sigh, I joined them.

      Angantyr lowered Revna into a chair, helping her adjust her cane. “Thank you,” she told him. She smiled lightly as she looked about the room. “It’s been many years since I was here. The place is much improved. Grund has grown so large. Soon, you will need a new hall,” she told Hofund.

      Hofund eyed her skeptically. “Perhaps.”

      “Are you altogether well, Lady Revna?” Blomma asked her, her brows furrowed as she eyed Revna closely.

      “Ah, this one,” Revna said, setting her hand on her stomach. “I cannot say if this child is more or less difficult than it should be, given I’ve had no others. But it has not been easy. I cannot feel my left leg at all anymore. As for food or sleep,” she said, then laughed lightly, shrugging. “You, too, are with child? I had not heard news of your marriage.”

      Blomma gave her a slight smile. “No, I’m sure you haven’t. I am with child.”

      “Do you have such ailments?”

      Blomma shook her head. “I don’t, but I am sorry to see you struggle so.”

      Revna exhaled deeply, as if comforted by Blomma’s words. “Thank you.”

      Hofund took my hand but ran his fingers across his lips with the other. This was far too much for him to take in all at once.

      Angantyr, sensing the tension, smiled. “What a wonderful thing to have new life all around us. And to have my sister here with me. The gods are surely making their plans for the future.”

      “Are you not yet married, Jarl Angantyr?” Revna asked.

      “I…perhaps soon,” Angantyr said, giving his father a smile.

      Hofund gave his son a questioning look.

      “Another princess, I suppose?” Revna asked, her voice pinched. But along with it, she winced and twisted in her seat.

      Frowning, Blomma rose and went to speak to one of the servants.

      “No, Lady Revna. My heart is given to a völva, a gythia of Bolmsö,” Angantyr told her. But my son was no fool. He could see Revna was leading him into a trap. He turned to Ingvar. “What was the name of that woman who had triplets in Halmstad? The pretty girl with red hair?”

      Ingvar laughed. “Ah, I know the one. Hilgard.”

      Angantyr chuckled. “Yes. Hilgard. She cursed her husband during childbirth so loudly that all of Halmstad fell silent.”

      At that, Ingvar laughed, retelling how the woman later tried to divorce her husband for getting her pregnant with triplets. Hella and Ragal had to intervene in the aftermath, patching up the couple.

      The story lightened the mood of the room once more, causing everyone to laugh.

      A servant returned a short time later with a cup and a steaming pitcher of water. Blomma removed the satchel she was carrying, adding herbs to the cup. She crafted a brew that she gave to Revna.

      “Here, Lady Revna, this will ease the pain in your leg,” she told her, handing her the cup.

      Revna thanked Blomma in a low voice and sat sipping the brew.

      My mind felt like it was splitting. Part of me wanted to slit Revna’s throat, but I also pitied her. That was Heidrek’s child causing her so much pain. In the end, I wondered who had truly used whom? Heidrek was gone. Revna was pregnant and alone. Maybe Hofund and I should try to help her. But how? How could any of us put the past behind us?

      The night wore on, Angantyr and Ingvar amusing us with stories.

      Blomma rested her hand on the swell of her belly, a soft smile on her face. There was a glow of utter joy about her. All her life, Blomma had struggled to find her place. Even at the dísarsalr, she was not entirely content. Now, my daughter looked truly happy. The Norns had a strange way of leading you to your destiny.

      The moon was high when Revna slowly rose. “I should leave you now.”

      Angantyr gave her a hand, helping her up.

      “You should not go home alone,” he told her. “Perhaps—”

      “I will accompany her,” I told my son.

      Revna frowned but said nothing. We walked slowly to the exit of the hall. She paused before the stairs. Feeling compelled and repulsed at the same time, I offered her my arm. “Go easy,” I said.

      “Hervor, always the do-gooder,” she said waspishly but took my arm all the same, shifting her weight to me as she slowly navigated the steps.

      For a time, we walked in silence, but then I finally asked, “Have you spoken to the gythia? Revna, it is not common for you to be in so much pain.”

      “What do they know?” she replied with irritation. “Norna knows nothing. And Ardis is full of wild ideas about my child.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s nothing. I shall be delivered of this babe soon enough, and then she shall see.”

      I exhaled slowly and deeply. “We have had our troubles in the past. There is no denying that. While those barbs cannot be forgotten, I don’t like to see you struggle so as you carry my son’s child. If I can help you… If we can help you…”

      “Wed to a princess or not, this is Heidrek’s child and his heir. If you truly want to help, you will guide your son to accept his child.”

      “It might surprise you to learn that I am in agreement.”

      Revna looked at me, a shocked expression on her face.

      I laughed lightly. “Women are often the bearers of burdens they did not ask for. Heidrek must do right by his child…and the child’s mother.”

      “How magnanimous of you, Hervor,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

      I said nothing more. When we arrived at Revna’s home, I helped her up the steps then opened the door, calling for a servant.

      “I will send someone for you when Heidrek comes. Please don’t struggle to make your way to the hall for no reason. But, Revna, you are welcome to come or send word if you need anything.”

      “That invitation is nearly twenty years delayed.”

      “Let’s not pretend the past never happened.”

      Revna huffed. “Good night, Hervor,” she said, then slowly worked her way inside.

      “Good night, Revna,” I replied, then turned and went back down the stairs.

      As I made my way back to the hall, I grappled with my conflicted emotions. There was no one in Grund I despised more than Revna. But given that, why was my heart moved with such pity? Undoubtedly, the gods were at work here, because if I was in my right mind, I’d never have the stomach to feel bad for Revna.

      When I returned to the hall, I found the others had gone, leaving only Hofund and Blomma behind. They sat close to one another. Hofund’s back was toward me, but I could see the expression on Blomma’s face. She had a look of great care as she spoke to Hofund. She took his hand, setting it on her stomach. Her eyebrows rose as she spoke to him, nodding along to her words.

      Apparently, she had seen Hofund’s surprise at the news. Hofund would not have expected the two of them to fall in love. But Blomma had been enthralled with Jarl Mjord since the first time she’d heard of him. In a way, it was love long in the making. From what I could see, Blomma was doing her best to convince Hofund of the same.

      I hesitated, letting Blomma finish.

      After a moment, she rose and gave Hofund a hug. Passing me a soft smile, Blomma retreated.

      Once Blomma was gone, I joined Hofund by the fire.

      My husband sat staring into the flames. After a while, he said, “These are strange days.”

      “If you want more proof of that, I’ve just told Revna she is welcome to come to the hall or to ask us for help. And I promised her I would make Heidrek acknowledge his bastard.”

      Hofund laughed. And then laughed again, this time harder. He put his arm around my shoulder. “My shield-maiden, did you ever envision such a future?”

      “No. I’m not a völva, and the völva I did have ran off with my cousin and left me on my own.”

      Hofund chuckled. “She will be here soon.” He sipped his ale. “I am very proud of Angantyr. He has grown into a fine man. Have you met the gythia who won his heart?”

      I nodded. “Yes. I liked her very much.”

      “We are old enough to be grandparents, my queen. How is that possible?”

      “What? I am still young.”

      “And as beautiful as the moment I first saw you in that blue dress.”

      “Now you’re just flattering me.”

      “Not at all. With each passing moment, I only love you more,” he said, turning to me, touching my chin.

      “Hofund,” I said, giving him a soft look.

      Hofund set a soft kiss on my lips. When he pulled back, he took my hand. “Come, my shield-maiden. Let me prove it,” he said with a wink. And with that, my husband took me to our chamber, where we honored Frigga the whole night long.
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Chapter 84

        

      

    

    
      The following day, we woke to the sound of a horn in the harbor followed shortly thereafter by a knock on the door.

      “Hervor?” Bodil called. “Dalr’s colors were seen coming up the peninsula.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. “We’ll be ready in a moment.”

      Hofund rose and went to the chest to pull out some clean garments. “Let me go. Bodil can see to you, if you like.”

      I nodded.

      Redressing quickly, Hofund gave me a quick kiss then set off.

      With a yawn, I went to look for Bodil, who was waiting just outside.

      “All right. Have at it then, if you must,” I said, motioning to my hair.

      Bodil laughed. “Hervor… You never change.”

      “May the gods forbid.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Bodil was done seeing to my hair and helping me redress in a scarlet-colored gown, I looked the part of the queen, even if the sound of Leif’s and Eydis’s voices rising from below took me back to a time when I was anything but.

      I thanked Bodil then went downstairs to join them.

      Eydis, Leif, and their children sat at the long table, talking with Angantyr, Hofund, and the others, everyone laughing.

      Eydis was the first to spot me.

      She rose, crossing the room to join me.

      Like Hofund and me, time had found Eydis, but it had been a gentle friend. A single patch of silver hair extended from her temple. She eyed me over. “That’s a head of braids,” she said with a mirthful smirk.

      “The last thing I wanted was for you to go at me with a comb. I still feel the pain on my head from your handiwork.”

      “Are you saying Bodil is a better maid than I was?”

      I laughed. “Yes.”

      “Well, those braids on the side are not even. Mine were always even.”

      At that, we both laughed.

      “Just look at this lot I’ve brought with me,” Eydis said, turning back toward the table. “They’re like giants.”

      She was right. At the end of the table, Eydis’s twins, Arngrimir and Eylin, sat laughing with Angantyr. Eylin had grown into a duplicate of her mother, with alabaster skin and long, raven-dark hair. She was a picture of beauty. Arngrimir was a hulking creature, his beard down to his belly. Laurits sat beside Blomma, the pair of them speaking in low tones.

      “Cousin,” Leif called, rising.

      The rest of those gathered turned to me. “Queen Hervor,” Arngrimir called merrily. “Skol, queen and cousin,” he said, lifting his cup to toast me.

      “Skol! By the gods, that is a fine beard, Arngrimir.”

      He laughed. “I told you. Almost long enough to rival Tyr,” he said with a grin.

      “What a fierce force we’ve managed to produce,” I told Leif.

      “Ingvar and Arngrimir are conspiring to convince me to raid this summer.”

      “And have they?”

      “Between them and Hakon and Halger, I can hardly say no.”

      “And you?” I asked Angantyr. “You’re not plotting a raid?”

      “Ah,” he said with a smile. “I have more important business to attend to on my island.”

      Ingvar laughed. “Sifka would not thank me for taking you away so soon, that is certain.”

      At that, Angantyr chuckled. “No, she would not,” he told Ingvar with a wink as he sipped his drink.

      “Queen Hervor,” Eylin said softly, rising to join Eydis and me. “It has been too long since I saw you last.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Won’t you come sit?”

      It was then I noticed something odd about her appearance. One of Eylin’s eyes had changed color—one eye was now bright blue and the other was dark brown.

      I couldn’t help but stare. “Eylin…your eyes,” I said.

      She chuckled lightly. “Arngrimir is the same. Strange, isn’t it? We woke one morning a year ago to find our eyes changed—both of us on the same day.”

      I stared at her. “Strange? I don’t know if that is the word I would choose.”

      Eylin smiled at me, but this time, her expression was knowing. “No, of course not. You know better. Come, won’t you sit?”

      I cast a glance at Eydis, who winked at me.

      I slipped onto the bench between Eydis and Laurits.

      “Queen Hervor,” he said, bowing his head to me. Laurits looked much like Egil, but his dark hair and eyes reminded me of Asta.

      “How are you, Laurits?”

      “Very well, my queen and cousin.”

      “Laurits just shared with me that he has begun studies with the gothar of Dalr,” Blomma told me.

      I smiled. “That’s excellent news.”

      “I am glad you think so,” he said in all sincerity.

      “Could hardly keep him out of the grove as a boy,” Eydis said as she poured herself another glass of ale. “Freja has been asking him to join the gothar for many years. Finally, he has agreed.”

      “Freja can be convincing. I am glad to hear you have found your place,” I told Laurits.

      He inclined his head to me.

      “Have you begun your studies in the runes?” Blomma asked him, steering the conversation back once more.

      I turned to Eydis. “I am glad he has found contentment,” I whispered to her.

      “He struggled many years with what he thought he should be, given he is a jarl’s son and in a family of warriors. But it was never his way. It took a hard push. He spent much time thinking it over before he finally chose his path. Luckily, I knew somewhere quiet and away from everyone where he could sort out his life.”

      “Yrsa’s cave?”

      Eydis nodded. “He stays there now when he is not with the gothar. Do you think that’s all right? I haven’t dreamt of any bear attacks in my sleep, so I’m guessing Yrsa is fine with it.”

      “I’m sure she is fine with it.”

      “It’s strange how the events of our lives, things that happen before we are even born, can shape who we become,” Eydis said.

      “Laurits has always been ill at ease in the world,” I said in a whisper.

      “True, but it was not Laurits I was thinking of. We had a visitor in Dalr.”

      “A visitor? Who?”

      “A wanderer. An ancient man arrived in the autumn. He was there during the blót. When we gathered in the square that night to celebrate, he told Mani and Sol’s tale, how the sun and moon were born of one mother but had two different fathers. He was gone in the morning. But that day, Eylin and Arngrimir woke with different eyes.”

      I studied Eydis’s face. “Loki?” I whispered.

      Eydis nodded.

      “I have seen him here in Grund as well.”

      Eydis swirled her drink. “He is playing with us, Hervor. I feel him near me in ways I have not felt since he first came to Dalr.”

      “Their eyes…”

      “Eylin has the vision keenly now. And Arngrimir senses people’s motivations, their secrets. He couldn’t do that before.”

      “Three sets of eyes.”

      Eylin nodded. “Three sets of eyes.”

      “Leif?”

      Eydis shook her head. “If he suspects anything, he has not said. And I have nothing of substance to tell him. But I feel something in the air, as does Eylin. Something is coming, Hervor. I don’t know what.”

      I stared across the table. My eyes were fixed on no certain point as I mulled it over.

      Only when my thoughts regrouped did I find Angantyr’s gaze on me.

      “Is all well, Mother?” he asked.

      I smiled at him. “All is well, my son. Skol,” I said, then lifted my drink.

      My son toasted me then drank.

      But when the liquid in my cup crossed my lips, I tasted blood. I looked down to see nothing more than ale there, but the metallic taste of blood lingered all the same.

      “Blood,” I whispered, looking down at my cup.

      Eydis nodded. “Signs are everywhere. If Odin still heeds your call, then pray to the All-Father before whatever is coming rolls over us like a storm.”
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      Eydis, Eylin, Blomma and I set out to visit the construction site of the temple. I had invited Thora to come, but the crush of people had already started grating on her nerves.

      “It’s good to have the family together,” Thora said. “But I’ll leave you to them,” she told me, grabbing her gear.

      “You are welcome to come,” I told her.

      She paused then looked at me. “Hervor, you are like a second mother to me. I know. I just…” she said then shrugged.

      “Very well. Go train without me,” I said with a grin then waved.

      Thora reminded me in so many ways of Yrsa. Perhaps that was why I had grown so attached to the girl. She and I were alike in so many things. And in the best ways, we were different. In those differences, I sensed a spirit much like my lost friend’s.

      “So, when will this one be born?” Eydis asked, setting her hand on Blomma’s stomach.

      “In the autumn,” Blomma said.

      “Really? And so big already? Hmm…” Eydis said, eyeing Blomma’s belly.

      We approached the site of the temple. The space had been cleared, and already the craftsmen had been gathering the wood and stones for the walls. Nearby, a man worked at carving the idol of Odin from a tall trunk of a fallen oak tree. We joined him to see.

      “Queen Hervor,” the man said, bowing to me. “The All-Father is finally emerging from the wood.”

      I set my hand on the half-carved face. “Your hands are speaking. They favor the All-Father handsomely.”

      “Thank you, my queen.”

      Eylin had stepped away from us, looking at the lot where the temple would stand.

      I inclined my head to the craftsman then joined her.

      “I see you here,” Eylin told Blomma, gesturing. “You are standing at the door of the great temple.”

      Blomma’s gaze narrowed. “But in sorrow or in joy?”

      “I cannot say. But I see you richly dressed.”

      I cast a glance at Eydis.

      “Eylin, why don’t you tell Hervor and Blomma what you told me?” Eydis said.

      Eylin turned and smiled at me. “I have come to stay in Grund.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “I am surprised but pleased to hear the news.”

      “All right. Now, tell her why,” Eydis added with a laugh.

      “I want to join the gythia at the dísarsalr, as Blomma once did.”

      “Oh,” I said, taken by surprise.

      “Shouldn’t I?” Eylin asked.

      “No, it’s only… Surely the priestess Freja would be glad to have you amongst her people in Dalr.”

      Eylin nodded. “Yes. She told me. But the night my eyes changed, I dreamed of this place. A man told me to come to Grund, to the dísarsalr.”

      “A man?” I asked.

      She nodded. “A stranger came to Dalr during the blót. I dreamed of him that night. He told me to come to Grund and be with my sister.”

      I turned to Eydis.

      “We assume he meant sisters,” Eydis said dismissively.

      I gave Eydis a knowing look. With Loki, one should assume nothing, a fact Eydis knew well.

      “I’ll take you to meet Norna and Ardis. Ardis is the chief gythia in the hof, but she is very old now. Norna will soon take her place,” Blomma told Eylin.

      “Thank you,” Eylin replied then turned to Eydis. “Can Blomma and I go now? Do you mind?”

      “Fine by me. That way, I can spend all my silver in the market on myself.”

      Eylin laughed. “Mother.”

      Blomma turned to me.

      “Go on,” I told her.

      “I’ll see you in the hall later,” Blomma told me.

      I inclined my head to her.

      Blomma and Eylin walked away. As they went, their hair shimmered in the sunlight—both of them with raven-black tresses, blue and purple colors illuminating the strands of their hair.

      “Loki is Blomma’s father,” I told Eydis.

      “How do you know?”

      “Jarl Mjord told me. But the trickster confirmed it.”

      We watched as the girls retreated.

      “I don’t understand. Blomma’s place is in Hreinnby, not here. Even if Eylin comes here, she will not be with her sister,” I said.

      “Unless Loki has some other children wandering about,” Eydis said with a tired laugh. “I feel old, Hervor.”

      “Me too.”

      “I know what to do. Let’s go find some sweet cakes and blueberry wine. That will make us feel young again.”

      “I could do without the blueberry wine.”

      “Is that so? If I remember right, last time, you quite enjoyed it,” Eydis asked with a sly grin.

      “Be quiet,” I told her, jabbing her in the ribs.

      “Ow,” Eydis complained. “You’ll crack my ancient bones.”

      I laughed. “Another comment like that, and you’ll have to pay for everything.”

      “That’s fine. It’s Leif’s silver anyway,” she said with a laugh, and then we headed toward the market.
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        * * *

      

      That night, with little fanfare, we found two surprise visitors at our door.

      “By the gods, what a welcome sight. Look at all of you,” a voice chirped from the entrance to the hall.

      To my shock, I turned to find Svafa there.

      “Mother? But I didn’t hear a horn.”

      “We rode in,” Orvar-Odd told us. “No one paid any mind to two aged travelers.”

      Chuckling, Hofund rose. “Well met,” he told them, clasping Orvar-Odd’s hand. “In blood and honor.”

      “In blood an honor,” the hero replied.

      I hugged my mother. “Svafa,” I said.

      Mother stepped back and smiled at me. “Beautiful as ever. And just as fierce, I’m sure,” she said, pushing a stray hair behind my ear.

      Angantyr and Eydis joined us.

      “Svafa,” Eydis said, moving to embrace her.

      “Oh, Eydis. By the gods, I am pleased to see you again. It has been too long.” Svafa said, giving her a hug, then turned then to Angantyr. “And my grandson. Look at you. I cannot get over how much you look like your father.”

      “I can only aspire to be like such a great man,” Angantyr said, hugging my mother. “You look well, Svafa. The ride made your cheeks red.”

      Svafa giggled. “It was growing cold. I told Orvar-Odd we are too old to be on the lonely road at night.”

      “The stars still guide us, my love,” he said, taking her hand and giving it a kiss.

      “Come, warm yourselves by the fire,” I told them.

      “What a sweet collection of people,” Svafa said, eyeing everyone there. “Well met, all of you,” she called to everyone.

      “And to you, dear aunt,” Leif told her.

      “Ah, Leif,” she said, pausing to hug him. “Is this silver in your hair?”

      “Lies,” Leif told her.

      Svafa laughed.

      “Together again,” Leif said with a grin, looking from Svafa to me to Hofund to Eydis. “May the gods be praised.” He lifted his cup. “Skol!”

      “Skol!” we called.

      A warm glow washed over me as I saw all my family together once more.

      And then, a horn sounded from the dock.

      Everyone stilled.

      I looked at Hofund.

      “I’ll go and see,” he said.

      Leif rose. “Let me come along.”

      The door to the great hall opened. Ragnar appeared.

      “My king,” he said. “Prince Heidrek has come.”

      I felt like a rock dropped into the bottom of my stomach, extinguishing the momentary happiness that had flickered to life there.

      No. He will be changed. He will be better now. He has a wife. He will be king of Harald’s lands if he is not already. He will have his child with Revna. He will have everything he wants.

      My gaze shifted to Blomma, who wore a stony expression on her face.

      Except her.
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      Hofund gave me a knowing look then he and Leif headed out.

      I went to Halvar. “Will you take a message to Lady Revna for me? Tell her Heidrek has come, but I will send him to see her tomorrow morning.”

      Halvar raised an eyebrow at me. “You suppose she’ll listen?”

      “When she complains, tell her that her news will get a better reception both discretely and in the morning.”

      Halvar nodded, then set off.

      I turned back to the assembled crowd. For the most part, they were all still smiling and laughing.

      But then, I met Blomma’s gaze.

      She did not have to say a word. Her worries were painted on her face.

      A short time later, the hall door opened once more.

      Leif was laughing alongside Heidrek as the pair entered the hall. A ragtag group of extremely loud warriors followed behind them. At the back of the party, I finally spotted Hofund holding the arm of a very pregnant Princess Helga. Thorgud walked beside them.

      “Brother,” Angantyr said, rising to meet Heidrek.

      Heidrek’s eyes flicked toward Angantyr for a moment, but he pretended not to hear him.

      Nonplussed, Angantyr crossed the room anyway, forcing his presence into his brother’s awareness.

      “Heidrek, by the gods, it is good to see you, brother,” Angantyr told him, taking his arm. “In blood and honor.”

      Heidrek finally turned his attention to Angantyr.

      “Ah, the jarl of Bolmsö. Off your little island, I see.”

      The servants attended Heidrek’s men, serving food and drink at once.

      I frowned at Heidrek’s rude welcome but turned my attention to Helga. “Princess Helga,” I said, joining Hofund and Thorgud. “My girl, you are heavy with child.”

      Princess Helga laughed lightly. “That I am. The child took root in the first blush of marriage,” she said with a light but exhausted laugh.

      “It’s such a long journey for one in your condition. Come, let’s get you by the fire.” I cast a worried glance at Hofund, who was frowning.

      “Let me,” Thorgud said, taking Helga’s arm.

      “You are always so kind to me,” Helga told him with a grateful smile.

      “Thorgud,” I said, my heart feeling heavy. He didn’t know his mother was gone. This would be a sad homecoming for him. “Welcome home.”

      “I am more pleased than I can say to be here, Queen Hervor,” Thorgud told me, his tone earnest.

      I went along with them as we settled Helga in by the fire.

      “Why did you travel while you’re so heavy with child?” Hofund asked her as he helped lower her into the seat.

      “The gythia said I still have a moon or two to go. There is no urgent need for birthing,” Helga replied.

      “But still. The seas are not calm,” Hofund protested. “Surely your father did not agree.”

      Helga smiled tiredly. “I’m afraid my father is not in any state to agree to anything. His condition is far worse. But Heidrek wanted me to come, so I am here. I’m very well, King Hofund. Please, don’t worry.”

      Hofund motioned to the servants. “Bring the princess something warm to drink.”

      Thorolf, who was holding Thordis, and Thora crossed the room to join Thorgud. Thorgud stepped away from us to greet his father and sisters.

      I turned from them to look toward Heidrek. Svafa had gone to greet him, Orvar-Odd alongside her.

      Blomma appeared by my side. “Mother. Will you come? Let’s give our greetings together.”

      “Blomma,” I cautioned.

      “I know, Hervor. There is nothing more to be said.”

      “I still cannot get over it,” Svafa said with a laugh, touching Heidrek’s cheek. Seeing me, she turned. “Hervor, how like your father he looks. Like a twin.”

      Orvar-Odd nodded. “Indeed. Just like his grandfather.”

      I smiled at Heidrek. “Welcome home, my son.”

      “Mother,” he said stiffly, then looked behind me. His face broke out into a smile. “Blomma,” he said, moving past me to get to her, his hand outstretched.

      I stepped aside.

      Heidrek halted in his steps when he finally saw Blomma’s stomach. “What’s this?” he asked, his arm snapping back.

      “Welcome home, brother,” Blomma told him.

      “Are you with child?”

      “Yes, brother. I am wed and with child.”

      “Whose child is that?” Heidrek demanded.

      Eydis appeared at my side.

      Svafa’s smile faded as she took in the situation. Thinking quickly, she asked, “Isn’t it wonderful, Heidrek? Here you are with Princess Helga, who is with child as well, I see. What a joyous time for our family.”

      Heidrek ignored her. “Whose child is that?” he asked Blomma again, looking at her like she had some vile growth upon her.

      “My husband’s,” Blomma said, her demeanor calm.

      “Heidrek?” Princess Helga called.

      On the other side of the room, Thorgud groaned then began to weep.

      Behind us, Heidrek’s warriors cheered “skol” as one of them began singing a bawdy tavern song.

      Heidrek’s face turned red. “You married that ancient man, didn’t you? That’s his bastard in there, isn’t it? You spread your legs for that decrepit creature but denied me,” he hissed at Blomma.

      “Heidrek,” Svafa gasped.

      I moved to step between them, but Blomma motioned for me to be still. She worked her fingers oddly, making quick shapes, then stepped before Heidrek, waving her hand in front of his eyes. “You will say no more on this now, my brother. Your wife needs your attention.” For a brief moment, her eyes flashed silver.

      “Yes,” Heidrek said, then gave Blomma’s stomach a look of disgust. “My wife needs my attention. Svafa, have you met my wife? Please, come and meet Helga,” Heidrek said, snatching Mother’s hand and pulling her away.

      “By the gods,” Eydis whispered.

      Orvar-Odd watched Svafa go. “Oh yes, very like sons of Arngrim, that one,” he said with a frown, then went and took a seat.

      Angantyr turned to his sister. He took Blomma’s hand. “It was the shock of it. He will not speak ill to you again. I will not allow it.”

      Blomma smiled at him. “Do not fight my battles for me, little brother.”

      Angantyr laughed. “It looks like I don’t have to,” he said, raising an eyebrow at her.

      Blomma smiled lightly.

      “All the same,” I said. “We will not tolerate it, Blomma. You are our daughter. And you, your husband, and your child are all worthy of respect. I will not have you disparaged.”

      “Hervor,” Blomma said, setting her hand on my arm. “You have been protecting me from the first moment you laid eyes on me. I would never expect you to do less. But you must remember, I am grown now.”

      “Yes, you are, but you are still my daughter, and I made you a promise long ago. I swore I would always protect you as Odin protected Freyr and Freyja. Do you remember?”

      “I do. But you are not a god, Hervor. And the Norns weave their own plans,” Blomma said with a wink and then left me, going to sit beside Eylin and Arngrimir once more.

      “She’s right about that,” Eydis said.

      I frowned at Eydis.

      “What?” Eydis protested.

      “Do you always have to agree with whomever is disagreeing with me?”

      “Do I do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm,” Eydis mused, a telling sound in her voice. “I won’t disagree that the princess looks to be in dire need of a blanket and some hot broth.”

      “Why in the name of all the gods did he make her come?”

      Eydis glanced at me, a knowing expression on her face.

      The sad truth was obvious. Heidrek only ever wanted Helga for what she could give him, not for herself. The actual woman meant nothing to him. That meant, of course, her comfort and care meant nothing to him. She was there to make him shine brighter.

      Crossing the room, I went to one of the servants, a young lad who was fleet of foot. “Fetch Norna from the dísarsalr. Tell her Princess Helga is here and she is heavy with child. It was a long sea voyage. I would have a gythia ensure all is well with the princess and her child.”

      With a nod, the boy ran off.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned back to the hall.

      My family was all together at last.

      For good or ill.
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      What started out as a pleasant night quickly turned into an odd, discordant clash of emotions and tones. Thorolf and his family retreated to Thorolf’s chambers to grieve the loss of Thyri alongside Thorgud. As soon as she arrived, Norna moved Princess Helga to the back. Norna and Blomma disappeared into the chamber with her, leaving me and Svafa waiting in the hallway.

      “Why did she travel in such a state?” Mother asked, a frustrated expression on her face.

      “Heidrek,” I replied.

      Svafa looked at me, a confused expression on her face.

      “My son has Bjartmar’s heart,” I said with a frown.

      “But when I saw him in Uppsala…”

      “He was the center of attention? Laughing and joking with all eyes upon him?”

      Svafa nodded. “A bright thing, honored by the warriors there and much beloved of the ladies.”

      “I’m sure,” I said stiffly.

      “Hervor…it cannot be as bad as that.”

      I gave my mother a knowing look.

      After a time, Blomma exited the chamber. “She is resting now. The journey coaxed her laboring to come early, but Norna is confident that if the princess rests, she can delay the birth.”

      “By the gods,” I said through gritted teeth.

      In the hall, Heidrek’s warriors started another round of their bawdy songs.

      “All right, I’ve had enough of that,” I said, and in a frustrated huff, I returned to the hall. Passing Heidrek, I went to the men at the table.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, interrupting the song.

      The singing warrior’s smile died.

      “I am Queen Hervor of Grund, and you are welcome here. But for now, our housecarl will see you to our accommodations for guests in the hall nearby,” I said, waving to Halvar. “Princess Helga requires quiet and rest. We shall see you again in the morning,” I said, giving them a firm look.

      “This way,” Halvar said stiffly, motioning for the men to follow him.

      Confused, the warriors rose. Following Halvar, they muttered under their breaths as they left the hall.

      I inhaled slowly, deeply, making the rage within me quiet. I wanted to strangle Heidrek. And his warriors. Did they have no respect for the princess? Heidrek had not even asked what was wrong with Thorgud. Had he realized his wife was missing? A low rumble of anger rolled through me.

      To my surprise, Rök appeared at my side. His hackles were raised, and a low growl emanated from him.

      “Not today, old friend,” I said, setting my hand on his head.

      “Mother,” Heidrek said, coming up from behind me. “You have sent my warriors away?”

      “There is not enough room in the hall to house them. They will be more comfortable in the guest longhouse.”

      “But—” Heidrek began in protest.

      “Heidrek, your wife is nearly in labor from traveling such a rough sea. She needs quiet and rest, not songs about bawdy women and drunken reveling. Have a care for her, for your unborn child…and for your tongue against your sister in my hall.”

      Heidrek’s lip curled. “You are the same.”

      “And you are no different, despite my best hopes and, no doubt, Harald’s best intentions.”

      “Harald is no better than a gourd rotting under the sun. I will soon be king of Jutland.”

      “No doubt you will. And Jutland will be a good place for you. As it is, you have loose ends you must see to here in Grund.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In the morning. We must talk in the morning. For now, you and your men have disrupted the peace of this hall. By the gods, Heidrek, are you blind to those around you? Thyri is dead. Thorgud has just received the terrible news. The world is not yours. Others exist within it as well.”

      “Others…like Jarl Mjord, whom you allowed to defile my sister.”

      “Your sister loves Jarl Mjord. They are happy together.”

      “You sent her to him as a child, and he seduced her. Can you not see? And to think, the gods gave him a dwarven blade. Jarl Mjord has everything I want. And now, a child with Blomma. I should cut his throat.”

      “Heidrek,” I said, my voice firm.

      Angantyr joined us. “Is everything all right?”

      Heidrek glared at Angantyr. “Jarl of Bolmsö, the sacred isle of wolves. What is this I hear? You will wed? Who has Hofund pushed on you?”

      Angantyr frowned hard. “Heidrek…”

      “I see… You have chosen your bride. What, a farmer’s daughter? A beggar? A thrall? Angantyr can have anyone he wants, right? It is only me who cannot have what I want, me who must be bred to that mindless girl.”

      “Princess Helga is an honorable woman and very much in love with you,” I told Heidrek.

      Heidrek blew air through his lips. “She is a crown to me. And now, I will have an heir…the first of many, as I told you,” he said, glaring at me. “Now that you have banished my men to the cowshed, I will go join them.”

      “Your wife is not well,” Angantyr told Heidrek.

      “You go sleep with her. The only way I’ll sleep under this roof is if Blomma lets me in her bed. But I guess that honor is reserved for rapists of young women—with Hofund and Hervor’s blessing, of course. You all disgust me,” Heidrek said, then turned and stormed from the room.

      “Heidrek,” Angantyr called, moving to go after his brother.

      I grabbed Angantyr’s arm. “Let him go. It is the shock of it. Once it has passed, he will calm.”

      “He is not a child anymore,” Angantyr said. “You always want to see the good in those you love, Mother. But we cannot excuse his whims. His wife…”

      “I will stay with her.”

      Angantyr shook his head. “It was better if he hadn’t come.”

      I nodded. “Perhaps. But there are things here in Grund he must take responsibility for. Once that is settled, he will not be asked to come again.”

      Angantyr wrapped his arms around my shoulder. “Don’t let Heidrek’s hard words touch you. You and Hofund have always done your best for us. Sometimes, we just can’t have everything we want. But I am proud to be your son. And I am proud of my sister. I’m glad she won her heart’s desire.” He kissed me on my head, then turned to go. After a moment, he paused. Looking back, he said, “If Blomma permits it, I’ll take Magna’s old bed tonight. I don’t want Blomma to be alone.”

      “Take Rök,” I said with a grin. “He thinks a fight is coming. Let him play guard dog. It will make him feel useful.”

      At that, Angantyr smiled. “Of course. Anything for a wolf of Bolmsö. Come along, Rök,” he said then turned and left, Rök following along behind him.

      I stared in Heidrek’s wake.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Temper my son’s spirit.

      Freyja, put love for his wife in my son’s heart.

      Skadi, protect Helga’s unborn child.

      Loki…whatever you are planning, remember that the human heart breaks easily.

      And in the gathering darkness beyond the hall, I felt the trickster god smile.
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Chapter 88

        

      

    

    
      After Heidrek had gone, I left the others and headed back to join Helga. Hofund was speaking in low tones to Leif, Eydis, and Mother. Svafa looked upset. Eydis, catching my eye, joined me.

      “I’m going to check on Helga,” I said.

      “Almost feels like the old Dalr again. Got a cave to escape to?”

      “Yrsa did point a few out,” I replied.

      Eydis laughed. “I am sure she did.”

      When we arrived at Helga’s chamber, I knocked lightly on the door. “It’s Queen Hervor.”

      “Come,” Helga called.

      Lying in her bed, the girl looked exhausted. Blomma and Norna had already gone, but the room smelled of burning herbs, and there was a steaming cup at Helga’s bedside.

      “Queen Hervor,” Helga said, trying to sit up.

      “No, please rest,” I told her. I turned to Eydis. “This is Eydis, Lady of Dalr, wife of my cousin, Leif.”

      “I am sorry I’m not in a fit state to greet you,” she told Eydis. “Oh, Hervor. This is embarrassing. Heidrek was certain the trip would cause me no harm.”

      “I’m sure he was,” I said, then sat on the bed beside her.

      “It is my fault. The pregnancy has given me such fits. Heidrek says it is not normal for a woman to have so many troubles. I fear I am too weak to carry this child,” she said, setting her hand on her stomach. Tears welled in her eyes. “This is only more proof of it. Now, the child is trying to come too soon. I am such a failure to my husband,” she said, then began to weep.

      Eydis sorted through the pots of herbs sitting beside Helga’s bed, sniffing each. After she found the one she wanted, she spooned two extra servings into Helga’s cup and mixed it in.

      “Heidrek should not have pressured you to come,” I said, taking Helga’s hand. “The fault is not in you, sweet girl. But now that you are here, you must rest.”

      “But Heidrek said I must show myself off here at court, meet all the others, show everyone I am his wife.”

      “Or, you can stay in bed,” Eydis said, handing her the cup. “Finish it off, love. All at once.”

      Helga nodded, then drank, draining the cup, which she handed back to Eydis.

      “Helga,” I said, taking her hand. “You are my daughter now. I will take care of you. You must rest.”

      “Where has Heidrek gone?” she asked. “He will not like all these herbs and smells in the room.”

      “He thought it better to let you get your sleep tonight. He is with his men,” I said.

      “Then he is angry with me,” she said, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I knew he would be. I have humiliated him.”

      “Helga,” I said, startled to see her so upset, but realization washed over me. Helga had been on her own with Heidrek for the better part of a year. With her father ill, there had been no one to protect her against my son’s wicked tongue. Although, I was certain the priestess Aud had done her best. Nevertheless, the end result was before me. Once a beautiful, bright spirit had dimmed to one quaking with fear. I knew the look. In Dalr, under Bjartmar, we all had felt diminished by his rages.

      “He is a man,” Eydis said dismissively. “Prone to his whims. Tonight, you will have this big bed all to yourself, and you will have the first night of good sleep in many days. Frigga certainly doesn’t weep while Odin is out hunting or drinking. Think of your child. Your baby will rest as you rest.”

      I smiled at Helga. “You see. Eydis is right. Have you thought of a name for your child?”

      “If it is a boy, we will name him Heidrek, of course.”

      “Of course,” Eydis quipped.

      “And a girl?”

      “I don’t know… I guess I am hoping for a boy. But if so, maybe after my mother, Ashla.”

      I smiled at her then set my hand on her stomach. “Who is in there?” I asked, “Little Heidrek, named for his father, who was named for the gentlest man I ever met, or little Ashla? I am your grandmother, Hervor. Rest now, little one, and let your mother sleep.” I set my hand on Helga’s cheek. “Helga, you are safe here. Rest now.”

      She nodded.

      “There will be a guard just outside your door. Call if you need anything. You brought no maid?”

      Helga shook her head. “Heidrek said it was a waste of space on the boat.”

      “Then my maid, Bodil, will attend you tomorrow. But you must rest. The gythia of the dísarsalr are very serious. If Norna learns you have not heeded her word…” I said, then smiled.

      “All right. Thank you, Hervor.”

      Smiling, I rose.

      “I do feel very tired,” she said, slipping down into her blankets once more. “What was in that drink, Lady Eydis?”

      “Something to give you good dreams,” Eydis replied.

      “Oh. Thank you.”

      Eydis chuckled. “You’re welcome.”

      With that, Eydis and I stepped out of the chamber.

      “Did you give her something to make her sleep?” I whispered to Eydis.

      “Of course. She was half hysterical. I don’t know why your gythia didn’t do the same.”

      “Probably because Helga is the princess of Jutland.”

      Eydis shrugged. “Princess or not, that girl was frantic and needed to sleep before she made her baby come too early.”

      I frowned heavily. “Heidrek has mistreated that poor girl.”

      Eydis looked back at the door. “Yes.”

      “Heidrek has a bastard in the village,” I whispered to Eydis. “Revna is due any day now.”

      “Revna? That snake who tried to be Hofund’s second wife?”

      I nodded. “I don’t know who seduced whom, but they are very certainly using one another.”

      Eydis pushed her lock of silver hair behind her ear. “I hope that temple you’re building is going to be massive, Hervor. The gods are conspiring in Grund.”

      “Aren’t you glad you’ve come?”

      Eydis laughed. “I haven’t had this much excitement since I traveled with this rogue named Hervarth.”

      “Why can no one forget Hervarth?”

      “No one will ever forget Hervarth.”

      I looked back at Helga’s chamber. “Whatever the trickster god is planning, I sincerely hope he takes pity on that girl. She does not deserve to be pulled into this game.”

      “Deserved or not, here she is.”
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Chapter 89

        

      

    

    
      It was late that night when Hofund finally joined me in our chamber. My husband’s face looked drawn. He had dark rings under his eyes.

      “The house is abed. The guards are posted. You can hear Heidrek and his men from our hall. What a carousing bunch,” he said, then shook his head.

      “Eydis gave Helga something to help her sleep.”

      “Good,” Hofund said. “Angantyr and Blomma are awake still in Blomma’s chamber. I heard them laughing together,” he said, then smiled lightly. “Just like when they were children.”

      I smiled. “I’m glad.”

      Hofund turned to me. “We have failed Harald miserably. I don’t know what to say, Hervor.”

      “Nor do I. We must do our best to shelter Helga. She is much changed, and I fear Heidrek is the cause.”

      Hofund stared into the fire. “I have three men being held in the city. They are accused of murdering their neighbor. I was to listen to their case tomorrow. If I find them guilty, perhaps I should bleed them to the gods at the site of the temple.”

      “Hofund,” I said, surprised.

      “We must do something, Hervor. The gods are displeased with us. The temple may not be enough. In fact, maybe I have displeased Thor and the dísir by building the temple altogether.”

      “Or maybe this is what the gods want.”

      “Such chaos?”

      “Yes, such chaos.”

      “Hervor, I have had terrible dreams. If those men are guilty, I will sacrifice them. If I do, maybe the gods will find it in their hearts to calm Heidrek and spare Helga’s child.”

      I looked into the fire. Maybe Hofund was right. The All-Father barely spoke to me. Once, I felt beloved by him. Now… I barely felt his presence.

      “Very well.”

      Hofund nodded, then lay down, pulling me beside him.

      “The world is not all bad,” I said. “Blomma looks very happy.”

      “Yes. I’m not surprised she and Jarl Mjord have wed. I guess…I just needed a moment.”

      “I think she’s loved him from the moment she heard his story.”

      “There is a great gap of age between them. In that, at least, Heidrek is not wrong.”

      “Blomma told me it was her who did the convincing.”

      Hofund laughed lightly. “I’m not sure that makes me feel better.”

      “We should go to Hreinnby, see them together. That will settle it in our hearts.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Angantyr is well and happy and in love with a völva, like his grandfather once was.”

      Hofund chuckled lightly. “Yes.”

      “No, the world is not all bad. If we look only at the dark things, then we will find it so.”

      “You’re right, my queen. As always.”

      “Ah, now, those are the words of a wise man.”

      “What… ‘You’re right?’”

      “Yes.”

      At that, Hofund laughed. “You’re right again, Hervor.”

      “Very good. You see, there is still wisdom in Grund after all. Hofund the wise…”

      “You’re right. You’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      After a restless night of sleep, I woke just before dawn. I redressed quietly so as not to wake Hofund, then slipped from the chamber.

      In the hall, the servants worked busily, but no one else was yet awake.

      Pulling on my cape, I left the great hall of Grund and stepped out into the morning air. The sun had not yet risen. The sky was gray. A heavy mist had fallen on the city, drenching the streets with fog. I turned and rounded the side of the hall, following the path to the longhouse that sat not far away.

      A guard opened the door for me.

      I slipped inside.

      Within, Heidrek’s men lay sleeping on furs and pallets around the room. Apparently, they had already caught the attention of some of Grund’s less desirable women, who now lay half-naked and sprawled here and there.

      Shaking my head, I picked my way through the room to the only bedchamber in the hall. There, I found Heidrek abed with two half-naked women. One of the girls woke, gasping when she saw me. She shook the other woman’s shoulder, gesturing to me.

      “Go home,” I told them tersely.

      “Yes, Queen Hervor,” one of the girls said meekly.

      “Sorry, Queen Hervor,” the second added, both of them scooping up their belongings.

      “What now?” Heidrek asked, sitting up sleepily.

      “Heidrek,” I said, my voice sharp.

      “Mother?” he asked, watching as the women grabbed their things. They dressed hurriedly. The small room was lit with only one candle, making Heidrek’s red hair flicker like a flame. “What are you doing here?”

      One of the girls waved goodbye to Heidrek, but he gave her a disgusted wave-off, shooing her away. The door clapped closed behind them.

      “You need to get dressed. There is something you must attend to.”

      “This early?”

      “It is best to take care of it now.”

      “What is it that cannot wait?”

      “Helga is not the only woman carrying your child. You must see to the other woman who will soon bear you a son or daughter.”

      At that, Heidrek paused. He looked up at me, his amber eyes searching my face. “Revna?”

      “Yes. She has been anxious for your arrival.”

      At that, Heidrek laughed then began pulling on his shirt. “I’m sure she has.”

      “Heidrek,” I said, frustrated by his amusement, “Revna is not well. She is at an advanced age to carry a child, and it has not been easy for her. I… You need to see her for yourself. And you must be mindful of her condition when you do so. Pregnant women cannot tolerate berating. Especially not someone as gentle as Helga.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know exactly what I mean.”

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing Revna is not Helga.”

      “Heidrek—”

      “Two children. That’s excellent news. I shall take Revna back to Jutland with me. Her and her child. I will make her my second wife.”

      I stared at my son. “Marry her? No, my son. She may be your mistress, but you cannot humiliate Helga and Harald by marrying her.”

      “Revna has a mind. I need her in Jutland. Helga… Helga will be perfect for giving me children, but she’s so boring. She fawns upon me until it disgusts me. You bring me good news this morning, Mother,” he said with a grin. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to finish getting dressed. I will see to Revna. Afterward, she can come to the hall.”

      “Have a care for Helga’s condition, Heidrek. This will shock her. The gythia said she needs rest. Do not burden her with this news until you have made your plans with Revna. You must do right by Revna and your child, but have a care for Helga.” I could not believe the words coming out of my mouth. I had saved my husband from the spider’s web only to lose my son.

      Heidrek blew air through his lips. “I will do as I like. I will marry Revna and have both my wives in that hall, and you will say nothing about it.”

      “Then know that every eye in that hall will look on you with shame and disgust. You will be judged for your lack of care for your wife. Your grandmother will find you loathsome. Orvar-Odd will see you as dishonorable. Your cousin, Thorolf, will find you foolish. And all the rest in attendance will treat you with an eye of disdain. No one in Grund will respect you. Trot Revna about like a pony if you must, but don’t pretend there will be no consequences,” I said. “You’re right. You do need Revna’s mind because she would never be so stupid. Go talk to her. See what she advises you,” I said, then turned and left.
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Chapter 90

        

      

    

    
      Apparently, appealing to Heidrek’s sense of pride did what it needed to do—either that or I was right, and Revna set him straight—because Revna didn’t come to the hall.

      Just before midday, I was called to the temple construction site to approve some stonework. On my way back to the hall, I crossed paths with Blomma.

      “I’m coming from the dísarsalr,” she told me. “Eylin is settling in. And I spoke to Ardis. I am sorry to see age setting in so hard upon her.”

      For the last several years, the gythia had handed more and more of her duties to Norna. Blomma was right. The years had caught up with Ardis. While she was still the lead gythia of the dísarsalr, Norna had taken on all of the duties Ardis had once performed.

      “It will be good to have Eylin here,” I said.

      Blomma smiled. “She will do well in the service of the dísir.”

      As we approached the hall, I was surprised to hear shouting.

      A moment later, the doors of the hall flung open, and Heidrek appeared. He paused when he saw Blomma and me.

      “Blomma…” he said, his gaze meeting hers. But then, his eyes drifted to her stomach. “The gods have cursed me,” he said, then hurried off.

      “Heidrek?” Blomma called, but he did not stop.

      From within the hall, I heard the sound of crying.

      Inside, we found Helga standing by the fire, staring in Heidrek’s wake, weeping hard. Her face was red, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Svafa was trying to comfort her. “You must not cry so much, my dear. Your child…come back to bed.”

      “How can he be so cruel?” Helga moaned.

      “Come back to bed. The gothar told you to rest. Your child…” Svafa coaxed her again, gently tugging on her arm.

      “What happened?” I asked, looking from Svafa to Helga.

      Helga wept harder, the sound breaking my heart.

      “I don’t know,” Svafa said. “I heard them arguing in the chamber. I don’t know why they quarreled.”

      “Helga,” Blomma said, coming up behind me. “You must go lie down. You are in no condition to be out of bed.”

      There was a bubble of soft laughter from behind me as Eydis, Sigrun, Thora, and Thordis entered the hall behind us. As soon as they took in the scene, the mirth died on their lips.

      “Come along,” Blomma told Helga, taking her by the arm.

      “Think of your child,” I added, knowing that she would hear nothing of herself.

      Still weeping, she said, “Yes, you’re right. If anything happened to the child, Heidrek will…” she said, then winced. “Oh,” she gasped.

      “Helga?” Blomma asked.

      “I think I… I think…” she said, then touched her gown. “Wet,” she whispered, her eyes flashing with terror.

      I turned to a servant. “Fetch Norna.”

      “Oh, Freyja, no,” Helga whispered. “Heidrek will be so angry. He’ll…” but she paused, biting her lip in pain.

      “Let’s get her back to bed,” Svafa said.

      Blomma, Eydis, Svafa, and I moved quickly to get the princess back into her chamber.

      “What’s happening?” Thordis asked her sister.

      “I think Princess Helga’s baby is coming,” Thora replied.

      Once we were in the chamber, we helped Princess Helga lie down.

      Eydis quickly put a pot of water to warm over the fire and began rummaging through the herbs.

      “Lie back,” Blomma told Helga. “I must see what’s happening. I was trained in the dísarsalr. I attended the birth of many babies. Let’s have a look,” she told the princess. Blomma washed her hands quickly then inspected the princess.

      Helga wept softly as Blomma worked.

      “Give her something to calm her,” I whispered to Eydis.

      “Working on it.”

      After what felt like an eternity, Blomma stood back. With a sigh, she said, “Your child will come today. It cannot be stopped now.”

      “But it is too soon,” Helga said, her voice frantic. “Heidrek will kill me if the child is stillborn. He already told me he would throw me to the sea on the way home, tell my father there was a storm, and I was lost. It cannot be. The child must be well. Oh, Blomma, will my child live?”

      I stared at her, horrified.

      “A child two moons early can survive. Yes. But you must be strong now. Do not think of Heidrek. Think only of your child and yourself.”

      “Here, drink this,” Eydis said, handing her a drink. “It will ease the pain and calm you.”

      There was a knock on the door. Not waiting for an answer, Norna entered.

      Blomma turned to her. “Norna, Princess Helga’s child is coming quickly upon her.”

      “Can we get her to the hof?” Norna asked. “We are better equipped to help her there, especially since the child is so early.”

      Blomma nodded. “Yes, I think so.”

      “Princess Helga, we will take you to the dísarsalr now. The learned women there will help you,” Blomma told her.

      “All right,” Helga said shakily.

      Eydis and Blomma helped the princess up.

      Norna turned, and we all headed outside, Eydis and Blomma leading Helga. Svafa and I followed along.

      We were just about to exit the hall when Hofund appeared.

      “What’s this?”

      “We’re taking Helga to the dísarsalr,” Blomma told him.

      “I’ll go find Heidrek,” Hofund said.

      “No,” Helga shouted in a panic. “No. Not yet. Let me safely deliver his son first.”

      Hofund looked confused.

      I motioned for Svafa to go on with them while I paused to talk to Hofund.

      “What happened?” Hofund asked.

      “She and Heidrek quarreled. I don’t know about what, but I can guess. The strain of it brought on the labor.”

      A blush of red crept up Hofund’s neck and across his cheeks. “If she dies, I swear I will kill that boy.”

      I said nothing. His sentiment matched my own heart. And I could not bear to think what would happen if Helga died. “I will go with her now.”

      Hofund nodded.

      “Hervor?” Hofund called, his voice soft. “I will make a sacrifice for Helga and their child.”

      I nodded. “May the gods accept it. She needs all the favor she can get.”
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Chapter 91

        

      

    

    
      When we arrived at the dísarsalr, Blomma and Norna led Helga to the birthing chamber in the back of the temple. I went to the statue of Skadi and set my hand upon hers.

      Skadi.

      Sister.

      Protect Helga and her child. You are right. Njord’s shores are wicked to brides. Protect her.

      I felt a soft breath on my neck.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “I hear the spindle on the Norn’s wheel turning.

      “The All-Father’s ravens are flying.

      “Thor is banging his hammer.

      “And Loki…is missing.

      “Hervor.

      “Sister.

      “Make ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite the sudden oncoming of her birthing pains, it took several hours before we finally heard the cries of a newborn babe. After a time, Blomma appeared. She wore a blood-stained apron and a grim expression on her face.

      “The child is born,” she told Svafa, Eydis, and me.

      “And Helga?” I asked.

      “Alive. But much weakened.”

      “The baby?” Svafa asked.

      “A tiny thing,” Blomma said, her voice catching. “Such a tiny thing. We have given the child to a wetnurse. Helga will not be able to care for him right now.”

      “Can we see them?” Svafa asked.

      Blomma nodded, then motioned for us to come along.

      “I’ll wait,” Eydis said, her gaze fixed on a passage down the hall. After a moment, she turned and headed off in the direction of the shrine to Odin’s dísir.

      “It is a boy,” Blomma told me. “Oh, Hervor. He’s so frail. I do not know if he will live, but he came into the world a fierce thing, squalling loudly.

      “The gods may have pity on him yet.”

      Blomma led us to a chamber just off from the birthing room. It smelled of heavy incense and herbs. Helga lay on a cot covered in furs. Her face was deathly pale.

      “I’m so cold,” she whispered.

      “We are banking up the fire, princess,” one of the priestesses told her. “It will be warm soon.”

      “She has lost a great amount of blood,” Blomma whispered to us.

      Eylin sat near Helga’s head, mopping it with a damp rag.

      “Helga,” I said gently, going to her bedside.

      “Hervor,” she said, giving me a soft smile. “I have a little son. He is so tiny, but his voice is powerful. I have a little son. Will you tell Heidrek?”

      “I will.”

      “He will be happy to know he has a son,” she said with a smile, then slipped into a sudden sleep.

      Alarmed, I turned to Norna.

      “She is fighting for her life,” Norna told us. “Pray to the gods, Queen Hervor. We may lose her still tonight.”

      “And the child?” I asked.

      Blomma motioned for us to come to a nearby alcove. There, a young woman with dark hair and large blue eyes sat with a little bundle in her arms.

      “Queen Hervor,” she said with a smile. “Come, see your grandson. Such a sweet little bird. Like a tiny thing fallen from its nest. He is eating well, though.” She moved the swaddles aside to show me.

      Resting in the girl’s arms was the smallest baby I had ever seen. He was hardly larger than my hand.

      I gasped.

      “Oh, sweet little thing,” Svafa said. “You’re right. Just like a baby bird,” she added, touching his hand.

      The girl covered the child once more. “He must be kept warm. Such a little thing. I will look after him, Queen Hervor. I am Kæra, a gythia here at the dísarsalr. You will not recognize me, but I know you. In fact, I am here because of you. I was one of the slaves you freed many years ago—I was just a girl at the time. I promise you, I will do everything I can for little Heidrek. My own child lost, he will be a great comfort to me and, I hope, me to him.”

      “Thank you, Kæra,” I replied, feeling a knot in my throat.

      “Heir of two kingdoms,” Mother said. “If he survives.” Tears slipped down Svafa’s cheeks as she lowered herself into a chair beside the girl.

      “I…thank you,” I told the girl, then left them. My heart thundering, a sick feeling in my stomach, I made my way to the shrine of the Valkyries. There, I found Eydis.

      “Eydis?”

      “I heard Yrsa’s voice,” she told me. “It led me here.”

      I nodded.

      “Is the child alive?”

      “Barely.”

      “Helga?”

      “Also…barely.”

      Eydis looked up at the bear idol. “Loki is not answering me, but Yrsa is.”

      “What is she saying?”

      Eydis frowned. “Nothing good, shield-maiden. Nothing good.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, just as the sun was setting, I returned to the hall. It had been hours, but the gythia said Heidrek had not come. Now, I needed to know why.

      I hadn’t even opened the door to the hall when I heard Heidrek roaring within. “You cannot stop me. I will take her to Jutland and wed her there.”

      “You don’t know what kind of mistake you’re making,” Hofund replied.

      Apparently, Heidrek had shared his intentions to wed Revna with Hofund. I opened the door to find the pair of them staring one another down.

      “I don’t need you to lecture me on anything. My life is already tarnished by your interference,” Heidrek said, pointing at Hofund. Furious, Heidrek turned to me. “And what do you want?”

      At that, Rök rose and growled at Heidrek.

      Heidrek laughed. “You’ve got about as much fight left in you as my father, Rök. Please.”

      “Your wife and son are fighting for their lives. I came to tell you it would be wise to visit them,” I said.

      “Why? If she dies, what does it matter?”

      “She is your wife!” Hofund screamed at him.

      “No, she is the woman you made me wed while you were busy peddling off the woman I love to an old man who defiled her!”

      “This is an old, worn-out argument, Heidrek. No one forced you to wed Helga. And no one forced Blomma to do anything. Leave these dead arguments aside and come with me to the dísarsalr. You have a son. Won’t you come to see him?” I asked.

      Heidrek glared at Hofund. “At least Mother still has some common sense. I do have a son. That’s right. I don’t need anything from you, Father. Not now. Never again.”

      “Heidrek…” Hofund said, his voice taking on a strange tone. “You are a curse upon us. Each day, the Norns pull your thread. Beware.”

      Heidrek huffed at him. “You are no seer.”

      “No? I am my mother’s son. Heed me now,” he said, his voice taking on a prophetic tone that rang throughout the hall. “The gods speak, Heidrek, and tell you this. A man like you is only followed by fools and ruffians. Your vanity will be the death of your most loyal companion. Your wife will regret her love for you. Your mistress will lie to you. Nobler men than you will take your place when you are dead. Nobler children than yours will take your throne. You will lose all that is good in this world. That is the decree of the gods.”

      Heidrek stared at Hofund, fury in his eyes. Then, after a long moment, Heidrek turned and stormed from the hall, the door banging closed behind him.

      Hofund stood motionless as if struck silent after being a mouthpiece of the gods.

      Frustrated, I turned and went after Heidrek.

      “Heidrek,” I called, rushing down the stairs after him. “Heidrek!”

      Angantyr and Ingvar, just returning from the city, stopped. Angantyr motioned for Ingvar to go on as I hurried after Heidrek.

      “Brother,” Angantyr called, catching up with me.

      Heidrek paused a moment. “I have a son,” he told Angantyr. “I don’t know for how much longer.”

      He turned and rushed off once more.

      “What’s happened? Ingvar and I have been busy in the city all day.”

      “Helga gave birth. We don’t know if she and the child will live.”

      Angantyr nodded slowly. “I will go to the grove of Thor and pray.”

      I set my hand on his cheek. “Thank you, my son,” I said, then hurried after Heidrek. He had just turned up the path toward the temple when I caught up with him.

      “Heidrek,” I said, taking his arm.

      He yanked it back with such ferocity that it knocked me off balance, causing me to stumble and fall.

      “I’m sorry, Mother. It was an accident,” he said, helping me up. “It’s just…it is more than I can bear.”

      “Do you truly have no love for Helga? None at all? For your infant child?”

      “I don’t know what I feel. I have only ever loved you and Blomma.”

      “Come. If your heart is not moved by pity at the sorry state of your wife, nothing will awaken your love. She has nearly lost her life bringing your child into this world. Your child. And she may die still. Remember that.”

      Heidrek said nothing more but followed me to the temple. An attendant met us at the entrance.

      “I will go tell Norna the prince is here. You may come and wait in the main chamber.”

      I nodded.

      “Who is she to tell me to wait?” Heidrek complained.

      “This is the temple of the dísir. You must obey their rules here.”

      Heidrek frowned but said nothing more. Instead, we went to the chamber.

      “Have you seen my son?” Heidrek asked me.

      “Yes. He is tiny, but he was eating well.”

      “I thought you said Helga was near death.”

      “One of the priestesses is serving as a wetnurse,” I told him.

      Heidrek frowned.

      Norna appeared from the back. “Prince Heidrek,” she said stiffly. “I will take you to Princess Helga.”

      “I want to see my son.”

      Norna stiffened. “I thought… Very well.”

      She led us to the small, overly warm alcove where we found Kæra and Svafa. Kæra was holding little Heidrek.

      “Prince Heidrek,” she said, smiling at him. She rose. “Here is your son. He’s just fallen to sleep.”

      “Ardis was just here to check on him. She is much reassured by his condition,” Svafa told Heidrek. “His color is good and he is eating well.”

      Smiling, Heidrek stepped toward Kæra, reaching out to take his child.

      “You must be very gentle,” she told him. “He is as fragile as a baby bird…that’s what we’ve been calling him,” she said, gently pushing the fabric away so Heidrek could see his baby.

      Heidrek sucked in a breath, recoiling at the sight of the baby. He snatched his hand back. “That is not my child.”

      “Heidrek,” I said aghast.

      “I don’t know what that is. That is not my son.”

      Svafa rose. “Heidrek, how can you say such a thing? It is only by the will of the gods that your little boy is still alive.”

      Heidrek stepped away from Kæra and the baby. “No. That is not my son. I will not have a son that looks like that. Strange, half-dead thing,” he said, then turned and headed away from the chamber.

      “Heidrek,” I called, rushing after him. “Heidrek, how can you speak so of your own child? Heidrek!”

      Heidrek turned, his eyes looking wild. “I…”

      “Heidrek, be settled. He will grow. He will survive. Now, come see Helga.”

      “Where is she?” he asked, his eyes bulging.

      “Here,” I said, gesturing for him to follow me.

      I led Heidrek down the narrow passage to the room where Helga lay resting. She was pale as milk, a sheen of sweat on her head. Furs covered her, the brazier burning bright.

      When Heidrek entered, she smiled weakly. “Heidrek,” she whispered. “We have a son.”

      “I have seen him,” Heidrek hissed. “That is not a child. It’s a corpse. You have borne me a dead thing. You are so useless, Helga! You cannot even produce a baby. There is nothing good in you at all!”

      “Heidrek,” I said roughly, grabbing his arm and giving him a hard shake.

      “But he will grow…” Helga whimpered.

      “That thing? That thing will die! It doesn’t even matter. In the village, I have a strong, noble woman carrying my child. Any day now, she will give me a son. I will wed her, make her my second wife, and then I shall have a worthy heir, not this frail rubbish you have produced.”

      “Oh, Heidrek,” Helga moaned.

      “Leave this place, Prince Heidrek,” Ardis said, appearing behind us. “Your words dishonor the dísir. Leave. Now.”

      “You will see!” Heidrek shouted at Helga, pointing to her. “If you even live long enough. Revna will give me a fine son.”

      “Revna?” Ardis asked pointedly.

      In a fury, Heidrek turned on her. “Yes, Revna.”

      “Revna is not with child,” Ardis told him. “Revna has been stricken by an ailment. There is a growth in her womb that will kill her in a matter of days. She is delusional, insisting we are wrong, but this is the dísarsalr. We are not wrong. There is no child.”

      “What?” Heidrek seethed.

      “You heard me, Prince Heidrek. Now go. You defile this holy place with the venom you spew at your wife, freshly born of your child and clinging to this world.”

      “I am prince here! I will go where I please.”

      Ardis pulled herself up to her full height. “Heidrek, son of Hofund and Hervor, you bring the curses of Frigga, Freyja, Skadi, and all your ancestors upon you. Leave this temple,” Ardis told him in a booming voice.

      “You disgust me,” Heidrek told Helga. “And you are a liar!” he said, turning on Ardis.

      With that, he turned and rushed from the hall.

      Helga began weeping violently.

      Svafa, who had been standing in the antechamber behind us, stared. “Oh, Hervor,” she whispered, then hurried to Helga. “Hush, my girl. Hush now. It’s all right. Your child will grow and be strong and healthy. Here now,” she said, collecting Helga into her arms.

      I turned to Ardis. “Is what you are saying true…about Revna?”

      She nodded. “She is very ill, Hervor. She will not live long.”

      “Ardis…” I whispered.

      “The gods, Queen Hervor,” she said stoically. “The gods are whispering in Grund this night.”

      Fear and loathing gripped my heart. I turned from them and rushed from the temple.

      As I moved through the streets of Grund, I felt like my mind was unhinged. My heart slammed in my chest, and a deep feeling of dread washed up in my stomach. I had not felt such darkness around me since my days in Dalr.

      Overhead, I heard the cry of a raven.

      And then another.

      I stopped and looked up. There, under the light of the full moon, Huginn and Muninn spiraled. Pausing for a moment, I closed my eyes and listened to the sound of my heart beating loudly in my chest. My body swayed.

      “Hervor.

      “Daughter.

      “I am with you.

      “Now and always.”

      From a great distance, far away from the city in the mountains beyond, I heard the cry of a wolf. Terror struck my heart.

      Turning, I rushed to the hall.
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Chapter 92

        

      

    

    
      I entered the hall expecting to find Heidrek unleashing his fury, but instead, I found Hofund, Angantyr, and Blomma sitting quietly by the fire.

      Rök raised his head when I entered.

      “Hervor?” Hofund said, rising.

      “Where is Heidrek?” I asked.

      Hofund shook his head. “I have not seen him since you left.”

      “What is it?” Angantyr asked.

      “Are the princess and little Heidrek all right?” Blomma asked.

      I shook my head. “Heidrek…he went into a rage at Helga. And Ardis told us Revna is not with child. Instead, she’s dying. Heidrek yelled at Ardis. Oh, Hofund. Ardis told him the dísir would curse him for his words.”

      Hofund paled.

      “Revna is not pregnant?” Angantyr asked. “But how…”

      “I have seen such ailments before,” Blomma said. “A growth latches itself to the body. There was a man in Hreinnby who had such a thing on his back. It grew very large before finally killing him.”

      Hofund crossed the room and took my arm. “You’re shaking. Come drink something.”

      “Hofund, I have this terrible feeling…” I whispered.

      A moment later, the door opened. Ragnar appeared. “King Hofund,” he said hurriedly.

      Behind him, I spotted one of Revna’s maids.

      “What is it?” Hofund asked.

      “My king, there has been—”

      “Your son murdered my mistress!” the servant shouted, unable to control herself.

      “What?” Hofund asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      “He strangled her to death! We could not stop him. His men held us,” the servant wailed.

      “Where is he now?” Hofund asked.

      Ragnar shook his head. “I don’t know, my king.”

      “Gather the men,” Hofund told Ragnar, his voice stiff. “I’ll come with you.”

      “Father,” Angantyr said, rising.

      “Stay here with your mother and sister,” Hofund told him. He turned to me. “Hervor…”

      I nodded to him. Nothing else needed to be said. We had to stop Heidrek before anyone else was harmed.

      Hofund left with Ragnar.

      A short time later, I heard the sound of a horn and then another as Hofund summoned the warriors of Grund.

      My heart pounded in my chest, and my body felt light. I swayed on my feet. Fixed in my place, I was unable to move.

      “Mother,” Angantyr said, crossing the room to take my arm. He led me to a seat beside Blomma. But before I could sit down, the door burst open.

      Heidrek appeared, a handful of his men behind him.

      “Brother,” Angantyr said sharply. “What have you done?”

      Ignoring him, Heidrek strode across the room toward Blomma.

      Blomma rose, and with her, Rök also stood, growling loudly.

      “Heidrek…” Blomma said, her words full of warning.

      “You’re coming with me,” he told her.

      I set my hand on the hilt of my axe.

      “I most certainly am not,” Blomma replied.

      Angantyr moved between Heidrek and us, placing his hands on Heidrek’s chest. “Brother,” Angantyr said. “A woman is dead.”

      Heidrek met Angantyr’s gaze. In Heidrek’s face, I saw the rage of the wolf.

      “Get out of my way,” Heidrek told Angantyr, then went for Blomma once more.

      I pulled my axe. “Heidrek, stop now before we have to stop you,” I told him.

      “You,” he hissed at me. “I am done listening to you.”

      Rök growled then barked at Heidrek, showing a mouth full of teeth.

      “Get out of the way, both of you,” Heidrek told Angantyr and me. “I am done listening. I am done being forced to suffer your will, your choices. I will have my bride, and I will have that sword,” he said, his gaze going to Tyrfing.

      “You are my son, but if you want this sword, you will have to take it from my corpse,” I told him.

      Heidrek sneered at me. “Very well, Mother,” he said, then pulled his blade and rushed at me.

      “No,” Angantyr yelled, turning toward me.

      But Rök was faster.

      Leaping, the wolf locked his jaws on Heidrek’s hand.

      Heidrek screamed and dropped his sword. But in a fit of rage, he pulled his dagger from his belt with his free hand and stabbed Rök.

      The wolf yelped loudly.

      Stunned, I froze.

      Before I could move, think, Heidrek heaved Rök’s body aside, and lunged at me. He reached for Tyrfing. Grabbing the blade by the hilt, he pulled the sword from its scabbard. The blade made a terrible screeching sound. Heidrek’s eyes met mine. In them, I saw the twisted shadow of Jarl Bjartmar. He sneered at me.

      “Heidrek, no,” Blomma screamed. She raised her hands, and overhead, the sky boomed with thunder.

      Heidrek rushed toward Blomma.

      Angantyr stepped between Heidrek and Blomma.

      Heidrek grinned furiously at Angantyr, then lifted Tyrfing.

      “Heidrek, stop. Don’t do this. Just go,” Angantyr said.

      “I’m not leaving without Blomma.”

      “I can’t let that happen,” Angantyr replied then pulled his axes.

      “Yes, you can,” Heidrek said, then attacked. Angantyr moved quickly, defending himself. The pair battled, but Heidrek was in the grips of the red rage. A moment later, one of Angantyr’s axes flew across the room.

      Angantyr pushed Heidrek.

      The pair grappled for a moment, then everything froze.

      Angantyr took a deep, sharp breath. After a moment, he stepped back. When he did so, I saw Tyrfing slide from his belly.

      “No!” Blomma screamed.

      I stared at Heidrek, who stood, my father’s sword in his hand, blood dripping from the blade.

      Angantyr dropped to his knees.

      “Heidrek, what have you done!” Blomma screamed at Heidrek then raced to Angantyr. “Angantyr? Little brother? Angantyr?” she pressed her hands on his wound, but blood seeped through her fingers.

      Heidrek, who stood staring as if in disbelief at what he saw, lifted his gaze toward me.

      “Heidrek,” I whispered, unable to process what I was seeing. My eyes went to my younger son. “The blade has killed Angantyr twice,” I whispered, repeating the prophetic words my father had spoken to me on Samso long ago.

      Heidrek, coming back to himself, sneered at Blomma. “Fine. Stay here. Choose your old man over me. Like everyone else, you will pay for your choices,” he told her, pointing Tyrfing in her face.

      I moved to go after him but stopped. Instead, I went to Angantyr.

      The door slammed behind Heidrek.

      Blomma wept loudly.

      I dropped on my knees. “Angantyr,” I whispered, touching his face. “Angantyr? Oh, my son, I have failed you.”

      “No,” he choked out, blood bubbling from his lips. “I am the one who failed you.”

      Outside, I heard shouting and the clash of arms.

      “My little boy. My baby. I’m the one who’s supposed to keep you safe,” I said, tears streaming down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry.”

      Angantyr lifted his hand, wiping my tears away. “I will see you in Valhalla, Mother. I will see you there. We will feast together alongside noble Arngrim and Angantyr. I will take Rök with me now. We will go together. There is a Valkyrie here,” he said, then paused. “She said to tell you that she is Yrsa. She wants me to tell you that she will look after us now and not to worry. Rök is young again. Tell Sifka I will meet her under the apple trees,” Angantyr whispered, then grew silent, his hand falling from my cheek.

      Blomma let out a wail then lay her head on Angantyr’s chest.

      On the ground beside me, Rök lay still. I set my hand on his soft fur. When I looked into his eyes, I could see he was gone.

      “No,” I whispered. “No, no, no.”
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Chapter 93

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know when Eydis, Leif, and everyone else reappeared in the hall, but at some point, Leif lifted me from the floor and carried me to my chamber.

      “I have you, cousin. I have you now,” he whispered gently.

      I set my head on his shoulder and wept silently.

      Leif lay me in my bed, then spoke in whispered tones to Eydis. He sat beside me for a long time. Then, after a bit, he rose and left, the door closing behind him.

      Eydis lay down in the bed beside me. She pushed a strand of hair behind my ear then took my hand, entwining my fingers with hers.

      “He saw Yrsa,” I whispered. “She came for him and Rök.”

      Eydis smiled gently at me. “Of course she did.”

      I sobbed.

      Eydis kissed my hand. “Rest, Hervor. It is the will of the gods, but a mother feels the loss of a child most keenly. Weep, then rest,” she whispered.

      I fell into a strange lull, the oblivion of pain taking over me. I heard Hofund’s voice in the hall below but could not bring myself to rise. A short time later, the door opened. Blomma, her eyes red and puffy, slipped onto the bed with Eydis and me. She said nothing, simply lay down between us.

      The pain was too much to take.

      It was late when the door opened once more.

      “Hervor?” Hofund said in a broken voice.

      Eydis kissed my hand. “I’ll leave you now,” she whispered.

      I sat up, but Blomma slept soundly beside me.

      Eydis paused at the door and set her hand on Hofund’s chest. “Hofund,” she said softly.

      He nodded to her, patting her hand, then Eydis left.

      Hofund crossed the room and sat on the foot of the bed.

      “He escaped,” Hofund told me. “Halvar and Thorgud are dead. Thorolf and Thora are readying Grund’s forces to go after him,” he told me, his voice hollow. “But that is not the worst of it.”

      “What can be worse?”

      “A gythia came from the temple. Princess Helga committed suicide. She died on the altar at the hof.”

      I covered my mouth with my hands.

      Hofund, staring into the distance, shook his head but said nothing more.

      After a long time, he rose. “I will see to their bodies. We will burn them at the site of the new temple. And I have three of Heidrek’s men. Their blood will feed the gods.”

      “Hofund…”

      “All your life, you have fought back against bad men. How hard you worked, my wife, to rid the world of tyrants. It is difficult to accept it when the ones we love are bad. We have loved Heidrek, but he has become everything we have fought against. We must put our love aside and stop him.”

      Tears in my eyes, I nodded.

      “And he has Tyrfing,” Hofund said.

      “For now.”

      Hofund kissed me on the forehead then exited the room, closing the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      In a daze, I joined with all of Grund at the site of the temple on the following evening. There, pyres had been erected. Hofund had seen Angantyr laid to rest with his weapons and had placed Rök at his feet. Thorgud lay on the pyre on one side of him. He had taken a wound to the throat, but the gothar had neatly stitched him back up. On the other side of Angantyr was Princess Helga, whom we’d dressed in fine attire. Mother had braided her hair and adorned her regally, like the princess she was. Along with them, Halvar and Revna were also lain to rest. So, too, were those other men and women who had died in Heidrek’s wake.

      By a miracle of the gods, little Heidrek still lived. The gythia kept the child at the hof, Kæra seeing to him. Svafa barely left the baby’s side.

      As I stared at my son’s body, I thought of Sifka. Angantyr would never marry. He would never have children of his own. And Sifka was widowed even before she was a bride. The level of the tragedy spread before me felt endless.

      The others gathered around Hofund and me, Blomma’s hand entwined in Hofund’s, Eydis at my side. Eylin and Arngrimir watched on with stricken expressions on their faces. Ingvar, who had come here with his friend, now had to carry the news to Bolmsö that the jarl was dead—and how he had died. Thora looked red-faced and angry. Still grieving Thyri’s loss, now their family had another loss to bear. Sigrun and Trygve stayed close to me but spoke little.

      All this had come to pass because of Heidrek.

      Three of Heidrek’s men hung upside down from the gallows that had been erected there.

      Ardis, who had not led the public rites for many years, came before us.

      “People of Grund, what heavy hearts we have this day,” she said, her voice carrying on the wind, silencing the crowd. “We cannot know the will of the gods. In moments like these, we question what we have done to deserve their ill favor. Have we offended the gods somehow? Have we not shown reverence? What must be done to win back their favor?”

      The fire from the torches crackled.

      “I stand here in the heart of what will be Grund’s great temple. Its tall roof will shimmer golden in the sunlight and be seen from Odin’s great hall. But I also stand amongst the noble dead. Prince Angantyr, Princess Helga, Thorgud, the honorable Halvar, and all these others have fallen due to the selfishness, vanity, and deceit of one man.

      “King Hofund and Queen Hervor have labored to make our city better, have ruled us fairly, have made our city wealthy, have protected us, and have honored the gods. But yet, they cannot control fate. It is for the Norns to decide what becomes of us. We cannot see into the future to know how the events of last night will change this city and the lives of our beloved queen and king. We only know that things will change. That cannot be helped now. We can question the gods, or we can trust in them. The Norns know what will be. This is still the city of Thor, of the dísir, of Njord, and of Skadi. And we honor all the gods here. To reassure them of our love, of our trust in their choices even when we do not understand them, we offer the sacrifice of blood,” she said, then motioned to the men behind her.

      Leaving the others, Hofund, Thorolf, and I stepped forward. Each of us, with a knife in our hands, went to the condemned men.

      “People of Grund,” Hofund called. “I am your king. It is my job to keep you safe. And yet, I could not protect you or my own family. Perhaps it is Thor’s will. I do not know. But I promise you this: I can keep you safe by preventing my son Heidrek from taking the throne of Grund. I promise you now, Heidrek will pay for his crimes. And I swear it in blood. Mighty Thor, accept this sacrifice,” he said, calling down the eyes of the gods, and then he slit the throat of the first man.

      Hofund nodded to me.

      “People of Grund, as queen, I am a mother to you all. But today, I stand before you in great despair. My child lies upon the pyre and my most loyal companion along with him. Angantyr’s death was brought by a brother’s hand. Even amongst the gods, such an action is unforgivable. And sweet Princess Helga… We swore to be as parents to her. The shame is more than I can bear. I swear to you, on behalf of all of your fallen sons and daughters, I will die before I step foot in Grund again without having taken vengeance for this wrong. And I swear it in blood. May Skadi and Odin accept my sacrifice,” I said, and with a quick slice of my blade, I cut the second man’s neck.

      I turned to Thorolf.

      “My son returned to me long enough to be killed by the cousin he loved like a brother. I, too, swear by blood that I will have my vengeance. May all our ancestors, my beloved wife, and the dísir hear my oath and accept this offering,” he said, executing the third man.

      Overhead, the sky rumbled, but there were no clouds. It began to grow dim.

      We all looked up.

      A strange shadow crept across the moon, obscuring the moon’s glimmering silver light. Everything fell to darkness. There was a gasp from the crowd as the moon went dark. We stood in complete blackness. Then, the sky cracked. A bright shot of light, like a lightning bolt, illuminated the sky. Following it came an aurora, purple and green colors decorating the night’s sky. A black orb covered the moon, showing only its silver outline. We stood in the darkness, watching as the Bifrost waved across the sky.

      “The young wolf is attacking Asgard. He would swallow the moon,” Ardis called to the crowd. “The gods are fighting Heidrek away. They’ve come across the rainbow bridge to do battle.”

      Wide-eyed, I stared.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the shadow slid from the moon, revealing the silver orb once more, and the aurora died away.

      “As the gods have beat back the darkness from their realm, so shall we. King Hofund and Queen Hervor will find that young wolf, and he will pay the price for his crimes. As it has been shown to us under the dark moon, so it shall be,” Ardis called. “May the gods be praised.”

      “May the gods be praised,” we answered her.

      “Odin, All-Father, great Freyja, Thor, Njord, Skadi, and all the dísir, we have seen your message. We will fight back against these dark forces. But now, we send our noble dead to you. Accept Prince Angantyr into Odin’s golden hall, he and all those who fought valiantly. Freyja, give beautiful Princess Helga a place at your table from which she can watch her son grow in health and peace. Let us send our loved ones to the beyond,” Ardis said, then motioned to us.

      Taking up our torches, we went to the pyres.

      Svafa came forward, Orvar-Odd at her side, to light Princess Helga’s pyre. Thora and Thordis joined their father to send Thorgud into the afterlife. The families of the other warriors who had fallen joined us. Blomma came to stand beside Hofund and me.

      How noble Angantyr looked, how strong. He had sacrificed himself for Blomma and me. In so doing, he had sacrificed his entire future. The Norns had cut his thread, leaving his life undone.

      My gaze went to Rök.

      I set my hand on my old friend’s head. He was so old, but his last act had been to protect me.

      “Rök,” I whispered, tears streaming down my cheeks.

      I stepped back then met Hofund’s gaze. I nodded to him.

      “Let Angantyr guide their way,” Hofund called, then set the head of Angantyr’s pyre aflame.

      “And let Rök protect them on their path,” I added, setting the foot of the pyre aflame.

      Around us, the others set the pyres on fire.

      Hofund went to Halvar.

      My heart heavy, a wash of confused feelings cascading over me, I went to Revna.

      They had dressed her in a fine, purple gown and fixed her hair prettily. “May the afterlife bring you the happiness you missed in this world,” I told her, then set her pyre aflame.

      Swallowing hard, I rejoined Blomma and Eydis. Leif wedged in beside me, putting his arm around my waist and pulling me close.

      We stood, watching as the pyres burned.

      Hofund stood close to Angantyr’s pyre…too close.

      I worried for him, but I understood. He wanted to feel the flames. He wanted them to burn him because what we had to do next would burn us both.

      Heidrek had to die.
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Chapter 94

        

      

    

    
      While the servants had done what they could to prepare a feast to honor the dead, the mood in the hall was somber. Thora, Thorolf, Ingvar, Leif, Arngrimir, Sigrun, and Trygve had all retreated to the meeting room to begin their preparations for launching an attack on Heidrek in Jutland.

      “I will return to the hof,” Svafa told me. “I don’t like little Heidrek being there all alone.”

      “I will come with you, Svafa,” Eylin said. “I should return now anyway.”

      Svafa went to Orvar-Odd, setting her hand on his shoulder. “I will be back later.”

      He nodded slowly.

      Hofund sat staring into the fire. He had hardly spoken a word since the funeral rites. Blomma sat beside him, holding his hand.

      A pall hung over the city. The citizens, usually eager to cheer the fallen on to Valhalla, had returned to their houses. Gloom held Grund.

      “Why don’t you get some sleep?” Eydis told me. “And you, Blomma. You should rest. Blomma, your child…”

      Hofund looked at Blomma. “Eydis is right. Go on. There is nothing more to be done here.”

      “I can still hold your hand,” she told him.

      He smiled weakly. “Rest. For the sake of your little one.”

      “Will you not do the same, King Hofund?” Orvar-Odd asked him.

      After a long moment, Hofund nodded. “Yes. I think you’re right,” he told Orvar-Odd. Hofund rose then looked at me.

      “I’ll be up soon,” I reassured him.

      “Come along, Father,” Blomma said. Taking Hofund’s hand, she led him away from the hall.

      With a sigh, I sat and poured myself another mug of ale. Already, my head was swimming, but I didn’t mind.

      Eydis sat beside me.

      “Your father was the smart one,” Orvar-Odd told me. “You could see Angantyr calculating as he looked at everyone. Like the world was a game board. Angantyr made no moves until he saw how they would play through to the end. But your uncle Hjorvard… Rash. Greedy. Self-absorbed. He cared nothing for others or the consequences of his actions. He thought only about what he wanted,” he said, then shook his head. “You must not blame yourself, Hervor. That bad seed was in your blood all along. It is not your fault that Heidrek is the way he is. Your son Angantyr was a fine man.”

      “Thank you,” I told him.

      Eydis sighed. “You should go sleep too, Hervor. Things will be better in the morning.”

      “Will they?”

      “No,” she replied with a soft smile.

      I rose.

      Eydis stood then embraced me. “Go on,” she whispered.

      I nodded then left her. I went upstairs, joining Hofund. He was sitting at the side of the bed. Rök’s absence was so palpable, my stomach hurt.

      I sat down beside my husband.

      “I can smell the smoke from the pyres in my hair and on my clothes,” Hofund said absently.

      Wordlessly, I rose and pulled some clean clothes from my husband’s trunk, setting them on the bed beside him.

      Still, he sat staring.

      I took a seat beside him once more, the pair of us remaining fixed in place, our broken hearts beating in time.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had not yet risen when there was a knock on the door.

      “Hofund? Hervor?” It was Thorolf. I couldn’t help but miss the urgency in his voice.

      Hofund—still dressed as he was yesterday—opened the door. “What is it?”

      “A messenger from Jarl Eric.”

      “Jarl Eric?” I asked, rising. I pulled on a robe and slipped on my boots, following Hofund and Thorolf.

      The door to Blomma’s chamber opened. Without saying a word, she followed us downstairs.

      The messenger, a wiry man with a nervous expression, shifted anxiously when he saw us.

      “King Hofund, Queen Hervor,” he said, bowing.

      “What is it?” Hofund asked.

      “I’ve come from Hárclett. Jarl Eric asks you to come with all speed and as much force as you can muster.”

      “What’s happened?” I asked.

      “Prince Heidrek put in somewhere downshore from Hárclett and traversed a passage between the mountains. Hreinnby is under attack. They managed to get a rider to us.”

      “Oh no,” Blomma whispered.

      A chill washed over me.

      “Jarl Eric summoned his men. He needs you to reinforce him,” the messenger was saying when Leif appeared from the back. “Jarl Leif,” he said, turning to my cousin and bowing. “Word has been sent to Dalr too. We need your help, jarl.”

      “What is it?” Leif asked, looking confused.

      I turned to him. “This messenger has come from Jarl Eric. Heidrek has attacked Hreinnby.”

      “By the All-Father,” Leif cursed.

      “Rest, my friend,” Hofund told the messenger. “By the time you are done with your mead, we will be ready to sail. Thorolf.”

      “It’ll be done,” Thorolf said, then headed out of the hall. A moment later, I heard the call of a horn summoning the warriors of Grund to war.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sunlight shimmered on the water as we gathered on the pier. Despite our pleading that she stay in Grund, Blomma had settled into the front of the ship. Hofund and I had both tried to dissuade her.

      “You will need my skills,” she’d told us. “And Mjord will need me.”

      There was nothing more to say.

      She sat with her hands on her stomach, waiting as the others boarded.

      The shield-maidens Thora and I had worked tirelessly to train piled into the ship, their faces painted with kohl. Thora joined me.

      “Hervor,” she said, but then, her words failed her.

      “I know what we must do. Thorgud and Angantyr will be avenged,” I told her, setting my hand on her arm. “But remember, he wields Tyrfing.”

      She nodded. “I will not forget. Nor do I forget how Arngrim won it from Sigrlami,” she said.

      I nodded.

      With Yrsa’s shield on my back, I stopped to kiss Thordis and Gida on the head before departing. “Listen to Bodil while we’re gone,” I told the girls.

      “All right,” Thordis said, a worried expression on her face. Poor child. Her mother and brother were dead, and now her father and elder sister were off to war. No wonder she looked nervous.

      Gida glared. “I’ll go too,” she said, hoisting her wooden sword.

      “Next time,” I told her, then turned to Bodil.

      “Be safe,” she told me.

      I nodded to her then joined Svafa, Eylin, and Eydis once more before departing.

      “How is he?” I asked Mother, referring to my tiny grandson.

      “He is a fighter,” she said, her eyes looking teary. “He will survive. I will stay by his side.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Svafa.”

      She hugged me. “Be safe, my girl. Be strong. Make things right.”

      I gave her a soft smile. “I would slay the world for you.”

      Svafa made a short, gasping sound then kissed me on the cheek.

      “Watch over my mother and my grandson,” I told Eylin. “With this eye,” I said, pointing to her blue eye.

      “Yes, cousin Hervor.”

      I turned to Eydis.

      “Well, get on with it then,” she said. “Leif already kissed my lips raw. Arngrimir barely remembered to say goodbye. He’s ready to fight,” Eydis said, motioning to the next ship down. There, the green-and-white sail of Dalr fluttered in the breeze.

      “Very well. No sentimental goodbyes. May the gods watch over you,” I told Eydis. “And Loki keep you safe.”

      Eydis grinned. “I hear him,” she said, tapping the side of his head. “He says, ‘Rest assured, shield-maiden, I always do what is in my best interest.’”

      I frowned. “As long as that interest is also Eydis’s.”

      Eydis listened, then shrugged. “He’s gone.”

      “Convenient.”

      Eydis grinned at me. “Be well, Hervarth! Take care, my husband.”

      “I will not be allowed to forget, will I?”

      “Not even in Valhalla.”

      “Now, that’s just mean.”

      “Do you really think Thor would let such a good joke die?”

      I chuckled. “Perhaps I shall go to Hel then, where the daughter of Loki keeps things quiet.”

      Eydis laughed. “Hervor…really. You know that for you, all roads lead to Valhalla. Be safe, shield-maiden. I will see you again.”

      “And you.”

      With that, I boarded the ship.

      I set my hand on Sigrun and Trygve’s shoulders as I passed them.

      “We are with you, jarl,” Sigrun told me.

      “All the way,” Trygve added.

      I took a spot on a bench opposite Thora.

      The horn sounded once more, and we set off.

      As we made our way out of the peninsula, I turned back to look at Grund. Smoke from the pyres spiraled up in the morning air. There was a heaviness to the scene. Hofund barked out orders to the crew to row, a tone in his voice I had not heard since the day we freed Uppsala.

      Heidrek had Tyrfing.

      I was exposed in a way I had never been before. And my son, who had lost his mind to madness, was invincible. I had to find a way to stop him.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Guide my hands.

      Help me.

      Overhead, a raven cawed. And then another. Two ravens spiraled in the air, following our ships.

      Sigrun pointed up. “The All-Father is with us once more, Hervor. It is a good omen.”

      For all of our sakes, I hoped she was right.
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Chapter 95

        

      

    

    
      When we arrived in Hárclett, we discovered two ships from Dalr and another two from Silfrheim already there. On the clifftop, I spotted Svanhild’s golden hair blowing in the breeze. She held the hands of Eir and Dissa, Jarl Eric and Bryn’s daughters.

      We made port quickly, tying up the boats. Jarl Eric made his way down the steps to meet us. “By the gods, you are a welcome sight.”

      “We came at once,” Hofund said.

      “Any news?” I asked.

      Jarl Eric frowned. “Jarl Mjord was able to hold his walls the last we knew, but we don’t know what has happened since. We must hurry.”

      Hofund nodded. “We are ready.”

      Hofund, Thorolf, and Leif headed up the steps with Jarl Eric. I paused, my gaze going to Blomma.

      “Go on,” she told me. “I will be slow, but I will make my way.”

      “I’ll not leave you,” I told her.

      Going slowly, taking several resting stops, we finally made our way to the summit.

      Hofund, Leif, and Svanhild waited for us at the top.

      “Hakon and Halger are inside with the men of Dalr,” Leif told me, gesturing to the hall.

      “Where is Bryn?” I asked.

      “She went out with a small party,” Svanhild said with a frown. “She did not want to wait. There is a secret way into the village. She took a band of warriors with her to reinforce her father.”

      Hofund nodded. “We will not delay,” he said, then motioned for us to follow him into the hall.

      “Blomma,” Svanhild said, setting her hand on Blomma’s stomach. “How is my aunt or uncle?”

      Blomma chuckled lightly. “Wiggling around with all of this action.”

      “You should rest. You can stay with me here in Hárclett,” Svanhild told her. “I’ve left my twins in Silfrheim. I came here to look after my sisters.”

      Blomma shook her head. “No, I will ride.”

      “Blomma,” I said, caution in my voice.

      “Let’s not have this discussion again,” she told me firmly. With that, we turned and went into the hall.

      There, Leif was meeting with Hakon, Halger, and the others. He was telling them the sad news of what had passed and how Heidrek had betrayed his family. I recognized the faces in the room, Frode, Ivar, and Bridger, along with other old friends from Dalr, who had come.

      Halger nodded stoically, then looked up at me. “I am sorry, Hervor. We loved our cousin Angantyr very much. And were very fond of Thorgud,” he added, nodding to Thorolf. “When are we leaving?”

      “Now,” Hofund said, “if Jarl Eric is ready.”

      “We have rations packed on the horses. Everything should be ready,” Svanhild told her father.

      “Good. Let’s go,” Eric replied, an angry expression on his face. He waved for the warriors to follow him, and we all went back outside.

      Sigrun took Blomma gently by the arm. “Blomma, it is a steep climb on horseback into the mountains.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      Sigrun’s brow knitted with worry. “There has been enough tragedy. Won’t you stay here?”

      “My sister of Bolmsö, if it was Trygve on the other side of that mountain, would you hesitate?”

      “She has a point,” Trygve said. “Or would you hesitate?” he asked, raising a playful eyebrow at Sigrun.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Then, come on, before they take all the good horses and leave us with donkeys.” Motioning for me to join them, I went with Blomma, Sigrun, and Trygve.

      A sick feeling rocked my stomach. I scanned the warriors gathered there. Red-and-black of Bolmsö, green-and-white of Dalr, red-and-white of Grund, just as I had always seen in my dream. My whole body ached with dread. It was all coming to pass just like I’d always known it would.

      My son was dead.

      His elder brother had killed him.

      And my daughter was in the thick of it all.

      How could I kill my own child? Even to avenge Rök and Angantyr, how could I end Heidrek’s life?

      I was rattled to my very core.

      I held the reins of Blomma’s horse as she mounted, then slipped onto my own mount.

      I reined in my horse, joining Hofund.

      “Ready?” he asked me.

      I nodded.

      Hofund pulled a horn from his belt and sounded it, calling all the riders. Then, with a click to his horse, we headed off in the direction of the jarldom of the Reindeer King.
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Chapter 96

        

      

    

    
      Jarl Eric and Hofund took the lead as we headed into the mountains. Jarl Mjord’s keep was remote and deep into the valley. As we rode, I realized we were racing time. Even with Bryn’s reinforcements, Mjord would have difficulty keeping Heidrek and his ruffians at bay. I only hoped his skill with seidr could buy him some time.

      It was late in the night when we finally stopped to rest.

      I slipped off my mount and went to help Blomma.

      “Are you all right?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “This horse is sure-footed. He has kept the pace smooth,” she said, giving the beast a pat on his neck.

      He responded by nickering.

      Blomma smiled.

      Holding onto her, I helped Blomma off the horse.

      “I feel like a child again. How many times I found myself in your loving arms, Hervor?”

      “I am a failed mother,” I said, pain gripping my heart.

      Blomma met my gaze. “What Heidrek has become was not your fault…no more than it is mine. Since he was a child, he was prone to tempers and selfish behavior. That comes from within him and has nothing to do with the love you and Hofund showed him, Angantyr, and me. Hervor, do you realize what a cruel fate awaited me if Solva had lived, or if you had left me with the dark-hearted gothar of Blomfjall? Don’t you see? You changed the entire course of my life through your goodness.”

      I set my hand on her cheek. “I am glad of it. But my goodness was not enough to save Angantyr or to save Heidrek from himself. Now, I must face the unthinkable.”

      “You will not face it alone.”

      Hofund joined us. “Blomma? How are you? Are you well?”

      She nodded. “This little one has a will of steel. I will be fine.”

      “Take some rest. We will stop only a short time.”

      Blomma nodded.

      Sigrun joined us. “Come on, Blomma. I saw a good spot by the stream.”

      Blomma went with her.

      “I’ll help the others water the horses,” Hofund told me.

      My husband and I had barely exchanged words since the funeral. Our hearts heavy with what was coming—and what had passed—it was hard to find the right thing to say.

      “Hofund,” I whispered.

      He paused for a long moment, then turned. Crossing the space between us, he took me in his arms and planted a long kiss on my lips. I fell into his embrace, all the pain and anger in me washing over me like waves. I ached to my core.

      When we finally separated, Hofund set his forehead against mine.

      We stayed like that for a long time.

      Hofund exhaled heavily then kissed me on my forehead. “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you too.”

      With that, he took the reins of mine and Blomma’s horses and led them to the stream.

      Leaving the others, I walked up the mountain pass and stared off into the distance. Overhead, the sky was full of stars. It was so quiet in the woods, so peaceful.

      The wind blew, ruffling my hair.

      I closed my eyes.

      “Hold on, Mjord. We’re coming.”

      If there was one person who could defeat Heidrek, it was Jarl Mjord. The dwarven blade Hrotti, which Jarl Mjord wielded, was the only weapon I knew of that could defend its bearer against Tyrfing.

      Father.

      You were right.

      I should have left the sword where it was.

      I heard a rustle overhead.

      I opened my eyes to look, finding Muninn and Huginn roosting in the tree, their ebony eyes flashing in the moonlight. For a long moment, I eyed the birds, and they, me. Then, I turned and rejoined the others.

      The All-Father was with us.

      But as a spectator or ally, I wasn’t sure.

      Leaving them, I joined Thora and the other shield-maidens who were sitting beside a hastily constructed campfire.

      The shield-maidens nodded respectfully to me and talked amongst themselves as they ate and drank. Thora, however, sat staring into the fire. She toyed with the amulet of Mjolnir hanging from her neck.

      I settled in beside her, drawing my knees to my chest.

      After a time, Thora turned to me. “I will kill Heidrek.”

      I nodded slowly.

      What could I say?

      Her brother was dead.

      I turned toward her, meeting her blue eyes. “You are like a daughter to me, Thora. May the gods watch over you. May Skadi bless you. And may Thor give you strength.”

      She turned back to the fire. “May the gods watch over us all.”
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        * * *

      

      We rested for a short time, allowing everyone just long enough to eat and sleep for a few hours before Jarl Eric and Hofund began rousing everyone once more. Extinguishing the fires and refilling their waterskins, the warriors made ready.

      Sigrun and Blomma had fallen asleep leaning against one another.

      I gently touched Blomma’s shoulder. “Time to go.”

      We mounted once more, then headed off back into the dark of night. Jarl Eric led the way. In the dark, I recognized nothing, but as we began the climb up the mountain pass toward Hreinnby, the sun started to rise. It illuminated the mountaintop with orange light.

      Then, I realized the truth.

      I gasped.

      That was no sunrise.

      “What is it?” Leif asked.

      I met his gaze. “Fire.”

      But before we could say anything more, I heard the whiz of an arrow and then another and then another.

      “Shields!” Hakon called.

      I turned to look, seeing one of the warriors from Silfrheim had been shot with an arrow in the chest.

      “They’re hiding in the mountain pass,” Jarl Eric called. “We’re totally exposed here.”

      “Not totally,” Blomma said, raising her hands. Then, she spoke a series of strange words. Overhead, the sky rocked with thunder. Blomma’s voice grew louder. Behind us, a strong wind blew. I looked back to see a wall of fog rolling up the mountain pass, covering our forces in mist.

      I stared at Blomma. Blue light emanated from her hands. When she was done speaking, she opened her eyes. And for a moment, I saw not just that silvery sheen of the jotun blood she carried, but a magical twinkle in her eyes I had only seen once before—in the eyes of Loki.

      “We have our cover. Leave the horses. We’ll go on foot from here,” Hofund said. He turned to Hakon and Halger. “Find those archers.”

      “Yes, King Hofund,” Halger said.

      “Yes, king,” Hakon echoed.

      The twins and their men set off.

      Blomma looked at the burning skyline. “We must hurry.”

      On the hillside nearby, we soon heard the sound of struggle as Hakon and Halger hunted down the men hiding in the hills. As for the rest of us, we pushed forward, passing the totems with reindeer skulls, stones, and feathers clattering in the breeze. The heavy mist hid our forces until we neared the gate of the city. We found it wide open, and inside, there was chaos.

      The buildings were on fire. Villagers ran screaming, one woman, her clothing ripped, her breasts bared, ran from a man trying to grab her.

      Sigrun nocked her bow and sent an arrow flying, downing the man in his tracks. The frightened woman rushed away.

      “The hall is on fire,” Jarl Eric said, turning to Hofund and me.

      Rage made my hands shake. I turned back to the warriors. Hoisting my shield, I pulled my axe and began beating it against the wood.

      The warriors followed suit.

      “Cattle die, and kinsmen die,” I called. “We all must one day die. But there is one thing that shall never die. And that is the fame you have earned in this life. In the name of those we’ve loved and lost, fight! Fight!”

      Hofund sounded his horn.

      “Now!” he called.

      And with that, we rushed into Hreinnby.

      “Stay with me,” I told Blomma. My eyes flicked to Sigrun and Trygve, who nodded to me.

      Jarl Eric, leading his men, made their way toward the hall.

      “There,” Leif said, “I’ll take my warriors into the village. Dalr! Come,” Leif called, and they moved out. Mere moments later, I heard fighting.

      And then, a force rushed toward us.

      Thora screamed. Raising her shield, she and the shield-maidens moved to engage, Thorolf and Ingvar fighting with them.

      From the stables, I heard a blood-curdling scream.

      Hofund turned to me.

      “Go on,” I told him. “I’ll find you.”

      He nodded. Waving to the other warriors from Grund, they set off.

      I paused, inhaling slowly and deeply, the scent of smoke burning my lungs.

      I didn’t need cries for help to know where to go. I had walked this path many times before.

      I turned to Blomma. “I know where he is. I have been here before.”

      She nodded. “We’ll follow.”

      With Blomma, Sigrun, and Trygve, I worked my way through the narrow streets of Hreinnby.

      Everywhere I looked, the buildings were on fire.

      Fat pieces of ash floated through the air.

      Overhead, Huginn and Muninn called, then flew off in the direction of the Bone Tree.

      The dead lined the streets, their eyes staring blankly at the sky overhead. Men, women, and even children lay murdered in the mud. Nearby, the roof timbers on a house groaned then collapsed, sending a shower of embers into the night’s sky.

      A handful of warriors appeared from a side street. With a scream, they rushed us.

      Trygve, Sigrun, and I raised our shields and moved into action. Wielding my axe, I rushed a man—one of the many ruffians I recognized from my hall in Grund. He swiped his sword at me in an attempt to take my head. I ducked then rushed him.

      My heart pounded in my chest. Fury ripped over me. But along with it came such a sense of bitter sorrow, I could hardly stand it. These were my son’s men. My son’s. And they knew who I was. That meant Heidrek had told them to kill us—to kill me. Long ago, Arne had warned me not to rely on Tyrfing. I had heeded his advice, always preferring to fight with my axes. But in the back of my mind, I knew Tyrfing was protecting me. The sword was always there if things went wrong. But now, the sword was gone. As was Rök.

      Now, it was just me.

      The sound of the man’s sword striking my shield brought me back to myself. Refocusing, I turned. Bashing my opponent in the face with my shield, I waited as he stumbled back, then lifted my axe, and cleaved it into the man’s head.

      With a grunt, I pulled the axe from his head, the blood spraying on me when I did so. I turned to find that Trygve had his opponent on the defensive, but Sigrun was struggling.

      With a scream, I launched myself at the man attacking Sigrun, chopping him in the spine.

      He let out a horrible scream then fell.

      Sigrun stabbed the man in the gut with her sword, then turned and nodded to me.

      My gaze went to Blomma, worried I would find fear on her face. But I saw anything but. Her gaze was fixed on the Bone Tree, her eyes shimmering silver.

      “Hervor, we must hurry,” she told me, in a voice that was both hers and not hers.

      I could make out the upper limbs of the Bone Tree. Lightning cracked overhead. Thunder rolled.

      Hoisting my shield, we headed off once more. As we rushed through the streets, we dodged fallen buildings. We were about to round the last of the buildings when I spotted someone lying under a timber, covered in ash, but a tuft of red hair shimmered in the glow of the fire.

      “Bryn,” I said, rushing to her. She had a nasty gash on her head. She was pinned under a large timber, the end of which was on fire.

      Sigrun and Trygve joined me. We worked quickly to get Bryn away from the building that looked like it was about to collapse on her.

      “Hervor,” Blomma said in that voice that both was and was not hers. “There is no time. We must hurry.”

      “Go on,” Sigrun told me. “We’ve got her. Go on, jarl. We’ll see to her.”

      I nodded to Sigrun then Blomma and I rushed toward the Bone Tree.

      There, at its base, I found Heidrek battling Jarl Mjord. The jarl moved quickly, nimbly, his cape swirling around him. But in Heidrek’s face, I saw the wolf. The red rage had taken him. He fought fiercely, his features contorting into something unrecognizable. Tyrfing glowed with a sheen I had never seen before. It burned red like an ember and moved as if it were part of my son—or maybe he was a part of it. My son and the blade shared a bond I had never had with the weapon.

      “Mjord,” Blomma whispered.

      The Reindeer King turned for just a moment, spotting Blomma. He smiled lovingly at her.

      But Heidrek had not missed the distraction.

      I was about to run forward when Heidrek rushed toward Jarl Mjord. Leaping from the high ground, he lifted Tyrfing and jabbed the blade into the Reindeer King’s chest.

      “No!” Blomma screamed, rushing forward.

      “No, Blomma! Wait,” I called, hurrying after her.

      Heidrek turned at the sound of our voices, snarling when he saw us.

      “You’re too late,” he yelled at me, puffing out his chest. “He is dead! I’ve killed him! He is dead!”

      Blomma ran to Jarl Mjord, dropping on her knees beside him.

      “Now you will come with me. You will come with me, or I will kill you too, and that bastard in your stomach,” Heidrek shouted at Blomma.

      I put myself between them. “You will have to go through me.”

      Heidrek laughed. “Hervor, queen of Grund, jarl of Dalr, daughter of Angantyr,” he said, then spat at my feet. “You are nothing without this,” he said, shaking Tyrfing at me. “Nothing! You are no more than the bastard of Dalr, just like you were at the start. Me? I am the king of Jutland, wielder of the dwarven sword Tyrfing, and when I am done here, King of Grund too!”

      “You are a murderer. You are a brother-killer. And whatever you are now, you are no longer my son,” I said.

      At that, Heidrek sneered then rushed at me.

      Tyrfing made an angry sound as it sliced through the air, meeting with my axe.

      The sword protects the wielder.

      It has no loyalty.

      As it killed Angantyr, it could kill me too.

      I pushed back against my son. I dove deep into the well within myself, calling forth my own úlfhéðnar nature, but the deep sorrow within me held it down.

      There was only me.

      It was up to me.

      If I did not defend myself, I would die here, and Blomma would be taken prisoner and worse.

      With a grunt, I pushed back.

      Then, the battle began.

      I twirled my axes then launched again, making Heidrek step back, nearly stumbling on the roots of the Bone Tree. But he rightened himself once more and came at me with full force. I ducked, avoiding a blow, then swung, my axe slicing his arm.

      Heidrek winced, but the wound only made him angrier.

      “Heidrek, stop this madness,” I told him.

      “Shut your mouth. I will never listen to you again. Never. I will have everything I want. You will never stand in my way again,” he told me, then rushed at me once more.

      I blocked Tyrfing’s blow with one of my axes, then I swiped at Heidrek’s stomach with my other hand, causing him to jump back.

      “Heidrek, I don’t want to kill you.”

      “What makes you think you can?”

      Perched in the limbs of the Bone Tree, Odin’s ravens cawed.

      And then, it felt like everything slowed.

      Heidrek fought hard against me. I stumbled backward, trying to protect myself, but he was relentless. The red rage had taken him. The face that looked back at me was not that of my son but of a fierce, dark creature with eyes like fire.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Blomma move toward us.

      She held Hrotti in her blood-soaked hands.

      Heidrek, sensing the threat, turned.

      Blomma tried to lift the sword, but she was no fighter.

      “You…you would kill me?” Heidrek seethed at Blomma. Furious, he lunged at her.

      “No,” I said with a gasp. “No!”

      Thrusting aside the heavy darkness within me, I called upon my wolf blood. I rushed toward them.

      For a moment, everything went still. It was as if time had stopped.

      Then, I felt the ache.

      “No! Heidrek, what have you done?” Blomma screamed.

      I looked down, finding Tyrfing sticking out of my stomach.

      With a sneer, Heidrek leaned forward and looked into my eyes. He twisted the blade.

      “No!” Blomma yelled once more, and then, Heidrek’s body jerked.

      His eyes fixed on mine, the fury in his face began to fade. A moment later, blood began to leak from the corner of his mouth. His eyes changed back to their amber color, his face returning to the soft features of the son I had loved.

      “Mother,” he whispered, reaching out with one shaking hand to touch my face, then, he fell over.

      Blomma stood behind him, Hrotti in her hand, the end of the blade covered in blood.

      She tossed it aside then hurried to me. Moving quickly, she pulled Tyrfing from my stomach.

      I collapsed.

      Blomma pressed her hands on my stomach.

      “Oh no,” she whispered. “Here, Hervor, hold on to Tyrfing. It will heal you,” she said, pressing the sword into my hand. But we both knew the truth. Tyrfing’s cut was lethal. But it was not really the sword that had killed me; it was its master.

      “Blomma,” I whispered.

      The taste of blood filled my mouth.

      “Oh, Hervor. Oh, please no,” she said, trying to stop the bleeding, but there was no use.

      “Blomma,” I said again, reaching for her hand. My legs and arms began to feel very heavy, my head light. Overhead, I stared into the limbs of the Bone Tree, watching it. “Look,” I whispered, pointing up with a shaking finger.

      Blomma turned.

      On the limbs of the Bone Tree, red blossoms began to bloom. They sprouted before our very eyes, opening to reveal their scarlet petals. Odin’s ravens cawed once more then flew off into the night’s sky.

      Blomma turned back. “Hervor,” she whispered. “Stay with me,” she said, pushing my hair away from my face. “Hervor,” she moaned, then set her head on my chest.

      “Blomma,” I whispered. “Blomma, please. You must listen to me. Blomma.”

      Sniffling, Blomma sat up.

      “Blomma, you must take Tyrfing to Bolmsö. Take the blade to the mound of Ulf and leave it there. Utr will show you the way. You must take the sword and hide it, so no one ever wields it again. Promise me. Promise me you will put Tyrfing back in the earth. Never wield it. Never let it pass on to another. It must be you. You must take it,” I said, then coughed, tasting blood in my mouth. “Promise me.”

      “Hervor…”

      “Promise me.”

      She nodded. “I promise.”

      While my gaze was fixed on my daughter, I could not help but notice how the sky overhead was full of stars. They moved in a dizzying array, spinning rapidly. I felt dazed. It was like when Leif and I were children and would spin in circles looking upward, watching the heavens twirl, until we fell down dizzy.

      “Hervor…”

      “Look after Hofund,” I whispered, feeling lost to the sensation.

      “Oh, Hervor. I love you, Mother.”

      “I love you too,” I whispered, then closed my eyes.

      Even then, I still saw starlight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      The dream was different.

      I opened my eyes to find myself lying in a strange, starry space. Overhead, the sky teemed with color and light, the aurora shimmering with brilliant, rainbow-colored hues. The full moon shimmered down from a bank of stars so thick, I had never seen their like before.

      A figure leaned over me.

      “Well, are you just going to lie there on your ass all day?”

      Yrsa.

      “Yrsa?” I whispered. “Am I dreaming?”

      She chuckled. “No.”

      My hand went to my stomach. There was nothing. No wound. No blood. I sat up, finding my armor intact.

      “Nasty business,” Yrsa said. “Can’t do much about it now.” She offered me her hand.

      Taking it, I rose.

      “Yrsa? Where am I? What happened?”

      She laughed. “Ugly boy. Don’t you know when you're dead?”

      And then, the world around me came into focus. I was standing on the windy plain near the Bifrost. I had been here before when I had nearly perished along with Heidrek in Uppsala. On the high hill sat Odin’s golden hall.

      Gazing around, I spotted Gobi and Bo standing nearby, snuffling through the snowy plain. “Gobi. Bo.”

      The bears looked up at me, their eyes twinkling under the starry light.

      And then, I heard a bark. I turned to see a familiar fuzzy form appear on the rainbow bridge.

      “Rök,” I whispered.

      Rök yipped happily then rushed across the plain to join me. When he finally got to me, he jumped up to lick my face. He was the same age he’d been when I’d first met him.

      “Rök,” I said with a laugh.

      “All right. Come on,” Yrsa said, mounting a horse that had been standing nearby. I hadn’t even noticed it before. The creature snorted at me. The beast blended in with the skyline. It was made of stars.

      “There’s yours,” Yrsa said, pointing behind me. I turned around to find another magnificent creature just like Yrsa’s…a starlight steed.

      In the distance, I heard the sound of a war-horn.

      “We’re getting late,” Yrsa told me.

      Confused, I mounted the horse.

      Yrsa clicked to her beast then rode off into the sky, Gobi and Bo alongside her. My horse followed behind Yrsa’s, Rök chasing along with us.

      “Yrsa, wait. What’s happening?”

      In the starry sky ahead of us, I saw other warrior women on similar horses. They wore elaborate armor with winged helmets and silvery breastplates, their shields a dizzying array of colors. They were watching the scene below them. But at the very front of the group, I spotted a familiar figure.

      Odin.

      As we approached the others, Yrsa inclined her head to the All-Father, who returned the gesture.

      Wearing his pointed hat, Gungnir in his hand, the All-Father motioned with his chin for me to join him.

      My hands shaking, I reined my horse in beside the All-Father.

      “Odin,” I whispered. “All-Father. I—”

      “Hervor,” he said with a knowing grin. “We have been waiting for you.”

      “Waiting for me?”

      He nodded.

      “Why? For what?”

      Odin grinned. “To lead my Valkyries, of course. Later, we will drink and talk in my hall. But for now, come, Odin’s dísir, let’s ride,” he called. Pulling a horn from his belt, he let out a long, low call. With Gungnir pointing before him, he urged the Valkyries to advance.

      “What do I do?” I asked the All-Father.

      “What a Valkyrie always does. You extend your hand to the worthy dead. Freyja has taken those of her choosing. Now, we will take those destined to join us in Valhalla.” The All-Father gestured below him. “Go on, Hervor. They’re waiting.”

      I clicked my horse and rode to join the others. It was such an odd sensation, like I was riding downhill, but with an easy gait. I watched as the battle in Hreinnby unfolded. Heidrek’s men were all but defeated. But I saw more. I watched as Leif came upon Blomma—and me. With great sorrow, Leif dropped to his knees, his head on my chest, weeping uncontrollably.

      “This is the worst part,” Yrsa said, reining in her horse beside me. “After this, time moves differently. It will be easier. You will see. But this is the worst part.”

      I watched as Leif wept and wept. His pain was palpable, tugging on my heart so hard that I felt sick.

      “Oh, cousin,” I whispered.

      Blomma tried to console him, but it was no use.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of light. A spark of something glimmering and purple kept pulsing into the air. I tried to ignore it, but the flashes distracted me. Tearing myself away from the gut-wrenching sight, I looked in that direction.

      “What is that?” I asked Yrsa, pointing.

      She shrugged. “Go look.” The two of us, the bears and Rök along with us, rode in the direction of the strange light.

      On the ground below, I saw Sigrun and Trygve trying to rouse Bryn, but it was no use. She wasn’t responding. She had a terrible bruise on her temple, and there was blood coming from her ear.

      “Bryn,” I whispered.

      Then, the light flashed once more. It was emanating from Bryn.

      “Is she…?” I asked Yrsa.

      Yrsa nodded. “Yes. Don’t make her wait.”

      “But what do I—”

      “Just hold out your hand.”

      I reined in my horse then rode closer to them.

      Sigrun had a pained expression on her face. “We must leave her for now,” Sigrun told Trygve. “We need to find Hervor.”

      “She went that way,” Trygve said, then the pair of them rushed off.

      The wind rustled Bryn’s hair. Once more, the purple light pulsed from her.

      “Bryn,” I called gently.

      To my surprise, she sat up. But it was her spirit that had come loose from her body. Looking confused, Bryn stared at me.

      “Hervor?” she whispered.

      I looked at Yrsa, who motioned for me to go on.

      I held out my hand to her. “It is our time,” I told her.

      Realization washed over her. “Oh, Hervor,” she whispered, but then she reached for my hand.

      Floating from her body, she joined me.

      “The All-Father awaits you,” Yrsa told her. “And I think there is another Valkyrie who is eager to see you,” Yrsa said, gesturing behind us.

      I turned back to see a red-haired shield-maiden wearing a winged helmet and a fine suit of armor. She, too, sat on a starlight steed.

      “Mother,” Bryn whispered, then drifted away from us.

      I felt a tug in my gut as if something was pulling me in another direction. The feeling was almost painful.

      “By the gods, what’s that?” I asked, looking down. What looked like an ethereal chain, an illusory thing, no thicker than smoke, spooled out of me. I waved my hand through it, but it reformed once more.

      Yrsa motioned for me to follow it, and we rode back to the Bone Tree.

      Even before we arrived, I heard the sound of Hofund’s cries. He sat holding my body, weeping hard, his cheek pressed against my head.

      Then I saw that the chain connected him and me.

      “What is this? I feel sick,” I told Yrsa.

      “We have threads between all of us that have been forged in life and follow us to death. You can only feel them in times of great pain and death.”

      My heart felt like it was breaking as I watched the pain and agony on Hofund’s face. Blomma knelt beside him, wrapping her arms around him.

      “It’s too much to bear.”

      Yrsa nodded. “Now you know how I felt when I saw you weeping like a baby,” she said with a chuckle.

      I smiled lightly. “I knew you wouldn’t like it.”

      “You were right. And, yes. That hurt too. A lot.”

      “But Yrsa… What do I do now?”

      “We go on,” she said with a shrug. “Arngrim and both Angantyrs are waiting for you in Odin’s hall.”

      “But the others? Will they be all right?”

      “The Norns have woven destinies for us all, Hervor. You will see. They have theirs. This was always yours.”

      I looked down at the scene.

      “Watch,” Yrsa told me. “Time is different here. Just watch.”

      Below me, the scene changed. Hreinnby disappeared in a wave of rolling clouds, and soon I saw a longship on the blue sea. Upon it, I saw Svafa and Orvar-Odd. They were sailing toward the dock in Jutland. When I looked closer, I saw Kæra was with them, holding a sturdy-looking baby. Little Heidrek had grown. He was strong and vibrant, giggling as he tried to grab Svafa’s curls. She kissed his hand.

      When I looked beyond him into King Harald’s hall, I saw the king seated on his dais. Aud stood behind him, her hand on his shoulder. Harald looked frail and worn, his golden hair limp and dull, but he was awake and alive—and in his heart, I felt his joy in knowing he would soon have his grandson at his side.

      My gaze shifted, moving to Dalr. There, I found Eydis sitting alone before Grímnir’s Eye. Her eyes were red and puffy. In her hand, she held a hairpin shaped like a leaf, the pendant I had won for her at the blót in Dalr all those years ago.

      When I listened closely, I could hear her calling to me.

      “What am I supposed to do without you?” she whispered.

      “Live for both of us. And boss Leif around double since I’m not there to do it myself.”

      Eydis stilled then looked around. “Hervor?” she whispered.

      Beside me, Yrsa chuckled.

      But the chain in my heart tugged at me, pulling me from the vision, and I found myself in Bolmsö. I watched as a very pregnant Blomma walked through the woods toward Ulf’s mound. While she wore Hrotti strapped to her back, she carried Tyrfing carefully. When she entered the mound, I felt pulled from my place, and soon, I was standing inside with her.

      Blue flame flickered to life, illuminating the place.

      “As I promised,” Blomma whispered, setting the blade on the altar alongside the first king of Bolmsö. “It is done, Hervor. Tyrfing will never be wielded again. It will go back to the earth from whence it came, its three curses spent.”

      “Blomma. Thank you.”

      Blomma smiled lightly. “Anything for you, Mother.”

      I turned and ascended once more, drifting back to Yrsa.

      “What about Bolmsö? It has no jarl.”

      “Bolmsö will be fine. There is always Utr.”

      I frowned at her. “And Hofund? What will become of Hofund?” I asked her. “Will he be all right? What about Grund? What will happen after Hofund dies? Our sons are dead.”

      “But your grandchildren are not.”

      “But Svafa has taken little Heidrek to Jutland.”

      “Grandchildren. Who taught you how to listen?”

      I stared at her.

      Yrsa laughed. “Come now, Hervor. Think it over. After all that has happened, can’t you see the shape of the game? In Dalr, Arngrimir and his line will one day rule. Eylin will eventually lead the dísarsalr. And in Grund,” she said, motioning below.

      I looked down, finding myself staring into the great hall of Grund. There, Blomma lay in bed holding two small bundles.

      “What have you named them?” Hofund asked.

      “Twins?” I whispered, turning to Yrsa.

      Yrsa nodded.

      “My son…he is Loptr,” Blomma told Hofund.

      “Loptr,” Hofund said, nodding. He took the tiny baby’s hand. “Then all hail Loptr, prince of Grund. And your daughter?”

      Blomma smiled lightly. “She is the second Hervor, of course. Future jarl of Bolmsö…if that pleases you.”

      “The name does,” Hofund said with a broken voice. “But as for becoming jarl…only if it pleases her. I will not move anyone to follow a path they don’t want ever again.”

      “Hofund, you cannot keep blaming yourself,” Blomma told him.

      “Can’t I? Perhaps not for all of it, but I accept my share.” Moving gently, he took Blomma’s daughter into his arms. “The second Hervor. What kind of maiden will you become, little one?” Hofund asked, gently stroking the tiny baby’s cheek.

      My heart ached at the sight. I yearned to comfort Hofund, and I was also moved at Blomma’s generosity in giving me a namesake.

      But even as the moment struck me, so did a heavy realization.

      I turned to Yrsa. “It was all Loki. All of this is Loki’s doing. His children…his line…”

      Yrsa smirked. “Skadi tried to warn you. Got her in a lot of trouble, that did.”

      I frowned. “But the All-Father—”

      “You have always been Odin’s favorite, Hervor. He has always boasted that he was readying you to be the leader of his Valkyries. That is the destiny he was creating for you. His chosen daughter…that is what he calls you. But Loki… Now, that one had his own plans. We all simply played our parts.”

      I looked at Blomma and her little ones once more: daughter and grandchildren of Loki. The trickster god had maneuvered us all.

      “We should go,” Yrsa said. “The All-Father will be waiting.”

      “But Hofund…”

      Yrsa sighed. “You and that boy. He’ll be along soon enough. You’ll know when it’s time. What do you say, Rök? Ready to go back? I could use an ale.”

      Rök barked in reply.

      Yrsa grinned then whistled to Gobi and Bo, who were snuffling about nearby.

      “This way,” Yrsa said, reining her horse. “This is the road to Valhalla, Hervor,” she said, then clicked to her steed, riding off in the direction of the golden hall on the hill, Gobi and Bo following behind her.

      I looked down at Rök. Meeting my gaze, Rök tipped his head sideways, his tongue hanging from the side of his mouth. I chuckled. “Very well,” I said, looking toward the hall on the hill. “Let’s go, old friend. I need to have a few words with Loki. They are waiting for us…in Valhalla.”
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        From New York Times bestseller Melanie Karsak, author of the Road to Valhalla series, comes a gripping historical fantasy series of ancient Britain, Celtic gods, a fated romance, and the warrior queen who defied Rome.

      

      

      
        
        Celtic Britain, A.D. 42—Boudica, second daughter of a Celtic king, has little concern for tribal tensions and political intrigues. Called by the gods and the stirrings of her own wild heart, she listens instead to whispers of the oaks. But Boudica would be wiser to heed the warning cries of eagles.

      

        

      
        Rumors abound that the Romans are amassing forces for another invasion. In an effort to consolidate power, Boudica’s father turns to Prasutagus, the formidable ruler of the Greater Iceni. To win Prasutagus’s aid, Boudica’s father must strike a bargain—a deal with implications beyond Boudica’s imagining.

      

        

      
        Rejecting her family’s will and a prophecy decreeing she is destined to be the defender of her people, Boudica gives her heart to a stranger under the light of the Beltaine fires. But Boudica will soon discover she has a destiny to fulfill, even if it means giving up everything she loves.
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      Thank you for reading Shield-Maiden: Under the Dark Moon. If you have a moment, would you mind leaving a review? You’d be surprised how much a positive review helps to bring visibility to a series.
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      Ready to dive into a new historical fantasy world? I invite you to ancient Scotland to meet Gruoch, a follower of the dark Celtic goddesses, who is best remembered by the moniker Lady Macbeth. This series, like the Road to Vahlhalla series, dives into a mystical, pre-Christian world—this time the world of the ancient Celtic and Pictish gods— while following the life of a strong, heroic woman who was maligned by Shakespeare.
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        Destined to become Queen of Scotland.

        Bound by blood to the Celtic gods.

      

      

      Scotland, 1026

      Descendant of the line of MacAlpin, Gruoch should have been born into a life of ease. But fate is fickle. Her father's untimely death, rumored to have been plotted by King Malcolm, leaves her future uncertain and stained by the prophecy that she will avenge her family line.

      Escaping to one of the last strongholds of the old Celtic gods, Gruoch becomes an adept in arcane craft. Her encounters with the otherworld, however, suggest that magic runs stronger in Scotland than she ever imagined.

      Haunted by dreams of a raven-haired man she's never met, Gruoch soon feels her fate is not her own. She is duty-bound to wed a powerful lord, if not the Prince himself; however, she's not sure she can stop her heart when she meets Banquo, a gallant highlander and druid.

      Fans of Outlander and the Mists of Avalon will relish this sweeping Scottish Historical Fantasy that tells the tale of Gruoch, a woman struggling to escape her fate without blood on her hands. Dive into this thrilling historical scottish fantasy romance by New York Times best-selling author Melanie Karsak.
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