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        Chosen by Odin. Destined for Valhalla.

      

        

      
        In my dreams, Odin whispers to me.

      

        

      
        He tells me I’m destined to wield a legendary sword.

      

        

      
        He tells me my road will bring me to Valhalla.

      

        

      
        But when wake, I’m only Hervor. Fatherless. Unloved. Unwanted. Jarl Bjartmar, my grandfather, despises me. My mother has forgotten me. Everyone tells me I should have been left in the forest for the wolves. But no one will tell me why.

      

        

      
        None but Eydis, a thrall with völva magic, seems to believe I’m meant for a greater destiny. Yet who can believe a devotee of Loki?

      

        

      
        When the king and his son arrive for the holy blót, the runes begin to fall in my favor. A way forward may lie in the handsome Viking set on winning my heart, but only if I unravel the mystery hanging over me first.

      

        

      
        Fans of Vikings and Mists of Avalon will relish Shield Maiden: Under the Howling Moon. This sweeping Viking Historical Fantasy retells the Norse Hervarar Saga, depicting the life of the shield-maiden Hervor, the inspiration for J. R. R. Tolkien’s Éowyn.
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      For all the shield-maidens out there. From the frontline to the line at the grocery store, I see you. This one’s for you.
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        Places and People

      

        

      
        Dalr, home of Hervor and Jarl Bjartmar’s family

        Grímnir’s Eye, sacred tree of Dalr

        Grund, home of King Gudmund

        Mistletoe Flats, island chain near Dalr

        Silfrheim, home of Jarl Njal

      

        

      
        Jarl Bjartmar, jarl of Dalr, Hervor’s grandfather

        Gudrun, fourth wife of Jarl Bjartmar

        Lady Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar, Hervor’s mother

        Hervor, daughter of Svafa

        Lady Asta, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar

        Calder, son of Jarl Njal, married to Asta

        Leif, son of Asta and Calder

        Hakon and Halger, twins of Asta and Calder

        Jarl Njal, father of Calder, Eilif, and Egil

        Helga, wife of Eilif

        Jarl Tove, ally to Jarl Bjartmar and old enemy of Jarl Njal

        Eric, son of Jarl Tove

        King Gudmund, king of Grund and father of Hofund

        Hofund, son of King Gudmund

        Eyvinder, skald of Dalr

        Torsten, housecarl of Jarl Bjartmar

        Yrsa, shield-maiden of Dalr

        Freja, gythia of Dalr

        Frode, Birger, Ivar, old friends of Leif’s in Dalr

        Dag, the boatmaker of Dalr

        Gorm, a dissident in Dalr

        Hillie, daughter of Gorm

      

        

      
        Mythological Characters and Gods

      

        

      
        King Sigrlami, the original owner of the sword Tyrfing

        Dvalin and Dulin, dwarves who created Tyrfing

        Æsir and Vanir, two tribes or factions of the Norse gods

        Odin (Grímnir, All-Father), father of the Norse gods

        Loki (Loptr), Norse god, adopted son of Odin, a trickster

        Balder, Norse god associated with beauty and the sun

        Thor, Norse god of thunder, wields the hammer Mjöllnir

        Bragi, Norse god associated with skalds and poetry

        Frigga, Norse goddess, wife of Odin

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

        Heimdall, Norse god of vigilance who guards the gates of Asgard

        Freyr, Vanir god associated with sex and fertility

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

        Wave maidens, nine sisters who personify the waves, mothers of Heimdall

        Huginn and Muninn, Odin’s ravens

      

        

      
        Terms

      

        

      
        Blót, a ceremony with sacrifice, a rite

        Gothar, plural form of term for Norse holy people

        Gothi, male priest

        Gythia, female priestess

        Jarl, equivalent to earl

        Skald, equivalent to bard or poet

        Völva, a seer with magical abilities

        The Wild Hunt (Oskoreia), a ghostly hunt led by Odin
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Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The dream was the same. I walked through a burning village. The dead littered the narrow, muddy streets. Smoke and the scent of charred bodies filled my nostrils, but I wasn’t afraid. Around me, I saw strong warriors with shields painted red and black. Geri and Freki, Odin’s wolves, decorated the shields. The warriors raided and reaped. I continued on my path to the rise beyond the village where a tall tree grew.

      The full moon hung in the sky behind the wide branches. It silhouetted his body. Strung up by his feet, he swayed in the moonlight.

      Huginn and Muninn, the All-Father’s ravens, sat on the branch from which he was suspended.

      They cawed loudly as I approached.

      His eyes were closed.

      I dropped on one knee.

      “Father,” I whispered.

      Every time he opened his eyes, it startled me. The black crevice where his left eye should be drew me in. When I stared into that hollow pit, I felt like I’d be swallowed whole.

      “Hervor. Daughter. Wield the dwarven sword. Be my shield-maiden.”

      “I am nothing. No one.”

      As always, he smiled. But because he was hanging upside down, his smile was a frown. “Not to me.”

      The ravens alighted from the tree, squawking loudly.

      When I turned to watch them, my spirit floated from my body. I flew with them, a massive steed made of starlight beneath me. Once more, I gazed at the bodies of the dead littering the ground. But this time, I noticed the sparkle of those souls destined for Valhalla. I raised my arms to summon them. In my grasp was a beaming sword.

      But, like every night, the dream was shattered.

      When I opened my eyes, I was only Hervor. Unloved and unwanted by everyone.

      Except Odin.
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Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a jerk, the sensation of falling jolting my whole body into a spasm. It took me a moment to return from the dream. It was still dark. The lamps in the room I shared with my mother flickered. Their flames made the room a tapestry of orange candlelight and dark shadows. A deep sense of unease made my stomach clench. Something wasn’t right.

      Slipping out of my bed, I reached for my belt on which hung my twin axes, Huginn and Muninn, named after Odin’s ravens. I pulled the weapons. Stepping on the cold stone floor in my bare feet, I crossed the room to my mother.

      Asleep—as she was when she was awake—she was lost to dreams. Her hair, as golden-colored as Sif’s, framed her lovely face. Nothing troubled her. Nothing ever troubled her.

      Once more, a terrible feeling wracked me. I felt shadows moving in the night. Maybe it was just the dream, the memory of it clouding my waking life.

      Outside the hall, however, I heard a muffled cry.

      I moved from the small room I shared with my mother and down the narrow hall. In the chamber beside ours, my aunt, Asta, and her husband, Calder, slept. On the far side of their room, my young twin cousins, Hakon and Halger, were sprawled on top of one another and across their pallet. None were disturbed by the shadows that haunted me.

      There was an odd, fishy smell in the night air.

      My grandfather, Jarl Bjartmar, and his new wife, Gudrun, slept in the largest chamber. The girl lay naked. My grandfather’s groping hand cupped her breast. I would have covered her and remove his damned pawing hand, but I couldn’t shake the unrelenting sense of urgency that had my heart racing. I was breathing hard. I wanted to swing Huginn and Muninn, but I didn’t know why. The terrible fighting urge splashed up in me for no good reason.

      Once more, I heard an odd, strangled sound outside the jarl’s longhouse.

      I rushed down the narrow corridor to the hall.

      The jarl’s men were asleep. The center fire had grown dim. The thralls who were meant to attend to it were noticeably absent. Again, I caught that fishy scent on the breeze. And along with it, I smelled men.

      I moved to wake Torsten, Grandfather’s housecarl, when the door to the mead hall opened with a quiet squeak.

      My eyes met those of the man on the other side. Gorm. A dissident who hated my grandfather almost as much as I did, the warrior locked his gaze on me.

      He stepped into the hall, his axe and shield ready, his men—at least a dozen of them—behind him.

      “Hervor,” he whispered. “Be silent, and we will spare you and your mother.”

      Did everyone know how much I was hated in my own home?

      Of course they did.

      Of course they all knew.

      A million possible futures crossed my mind. I saw myself free of the yoke of my grandfather. Finally, my mother and I could live in peace. But I also saw my young cousins slain in their cots. I saw Gorm’s children take the title of jarl. I also imagined Gorm betraying his word and slaughtering my mother and me. I saw my grandfather’s men waking, surviving, knowing that I stood aside and let some damned fisherman and his stinky, raiding men slit my family’s throats.

      “Torsten. There is danger,” I said loudly and firmly.

      At once, the guards stirred. Torsten jumped to his feet.

      “You chose poorly,” Gorm snarled at me.

      I didn’t answer because part of me knew he was right.

      “Jarl Bjartmar. Guards, guards,” Torsten yelled then turned to engage.

      With battle cries, Gorm’s men attacked.

      My heart beating hard, I rushed across the room and joined the fray. My hands were wrapped around the handles of Muninn and Huginn so tightly they hurt. A massive warrior turned on me, a sword in hand. He lifted his weapon, thinking to cleave me in two, but my axes were faster, and I was smaller and quicker. I sliced his belly open with one axe, chopped his arm with the other. Blood splattered all over me. The man fell. Twirling the weapons around me, I spun quickly and cleaved the head of another man with Muninn.

      Outside the longhouse, I heard screaming as they raised the alarm. Gorm’s plot was undone. Now, the men in the village would wake to defend their jarl.

      One of Gorm’s men, a lithe creature with a slim dagger, broke free from the guards and moved toward the back of the longhouse, toward my family.

      I turned to rush after him, but the blood on the floor stones was slick. I slipped.

      Barely righting myself, I threw Huginn.

      My mark was true. The man fell at the entrance of the hallway; his dagger clattered across the stone floor.

      Behind me, someone grunted. The pungent scent of man and fish closed in. I turned just in time to see a giant of a man about to drop his axe on me. I dodged out of the way. Grabbing a shield from the wall, I turned and faced the assailant. His axe hit the shield hard. All the bones in my arms shook. Before he could pull his weapon back, I tossed the shield aside. The quick move surprised him and pulled his weapon from his grasp.

      My heart beat so loudly I could barely think.

      All I heard was the terrible thump-thump, thump-thump.

      With a scream, I twirled Muninn and lopped off the man’s head.

      “Guards! Guards! Where are my men?” my grandfather, Jarl Bjartmar, called, his raspy voice echoing through the longhouse. “Calder. Calder, wake up!”

      Full of rage, I turned on Gorm, who was pulling his blade from a man’s belly.

      Fury took hold of me. Axe raised, I rushed at him.

      But he blocked, his weapon meeting mine.

      Behind us, a flood of men entered the room.

      I looked Gorm in the eyes. If he could kill me, he might still escape. I inhaled deeply, gritted my teeth, then bashed him in the head with my own head as hard as I could.

      He stumbled backward, then dropped to his knees.

      My head swam for a moment, but all I could hear was the sound of my heart slamming in my chest.

      The jarl’s men swarmed the room, slaying the other would-be assassins.

      Torsten was about to stick his blade in Gorm’s back when Jarl Bjartmar called out. “No. Bind him. Bind him. We shall give him to the gods.”

      I turned and looked at my grandfather.

      He was scowling heavily. Storming across the room, he surveyed the carnage. He snarled, blowing air through his teeth. Then he turned and set his eyes on me, looking me over from head to toe.

      I was covered in blood. At some point, someone must have shot me in the shoulder with an arrow. Only now did I feel the sting.

      My grandfather grunted at me, then turned to his guard. “Torsten, what happened?”

      “Jarl, I am not certain—”

      “Gorm brought a party by ship. Olga spotted the vessel near the pines,” Kort, one of the warriors in the village interjected. “They attacked before she could warn us.”

      Sneering, my grandfather turned to Torsten once more. “They got into my house. My house. You let them into my house!”

      “Jarl…they came in like thieves. If it weren’t for Hervor… She is the one who—”

      “Silence,” my grandfather snapped. “Clean up this mess. Get these bodies out of here. Take Gorm to the shed and bind him. Are any of his other men still alive?”

      “Yes, Jarl. Three more outside.”

      “They will feed the gods during the blót. And get this room cleared.”

      At once, the place erupted into a flurry of voices and action. Bodies were dragged from the room as the fires were re-lit. I stepped back, trying to get away from the chaos. My heart was still thundering, and there was a strange pressure in my temples. My hands shook, and it hurt to breathe.

      “Hervor,” my grandfather barked.

      I inhaled slowly and deeply then crossed the room to join him.

      In the doorway behind him, my aunt Asta and my twin cousins, Hakon and Halger, appeared. Calder, my uncle, stood beside my grandfather. He had a sword in his hand, but I could see that it was still slick with polishing oil. Was the thing even sharp?

      “Grandfather,” I said, my voice stiff. I knew what was coming. There was no place in Jarl Bjartmar’s house for a would-be shield-maiden. He had already made that abundantly clear. I was of his blood. I could not escape his ruling. I was a maiden, to be dressed in gowns and busied with weaving. Womanly, feminine things were my duty. Not my axes. Not my dreams.

      “What did you think you were doing?”

      “Protecting my family.”

      “I have men for that. Look at you,” he said, then spat at my feet. “Get your thrall and have yourself cleaned and mended.”

      “Father?” my mother called, coming up behind the group. “What’s happened?”

      Huffing loudly, my grandfather strode across the room and out the front door.

      My cousins exchanged a quick glance then chased after him, Calder following reluctantly behind them.

      “Hervor, is that an arrow in your shoulder?” my mother asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh. All right,” she replied softly, then turned and headed back to our room.

      I watched as she went. Divided from her wits, she didn’t even realize what was happening.

      I looked to Asta, who was staring after her. After a moment, she blinked hard, then turned and looked at me.

      “Do you want help?” she asked.

      “No,” I said, then bent and pulled Muninn from the back of the dead man. Axes in hand, I turned to follow the others out of the longhouse.

      “Hervor,” Asta called gently.

      I didn’t look back. Instead, I turned and headed outside.

      The ground below my feet was frozen solid. I stepped through the snow, barely feeling the chill. At the edge of the village where the land met the sea, water lapped against the frozen shore. In the dark of night, the waves were black. The longships rocked in their berths.

      One day, I would leave this place. I would have my own warriors, my own raiding party, and I would chase the dream Odin promised me.

      The dwarven sword.

      What did that even mean?

      One way or the other, I would get away from the jarl. Soon, my cousin, Leif, would return from the court of King Gudmund. This spring, when he led his own raids, I would go with him. I would not sit here and play the docile maiden. Leif would take me with him. I would win my own riches. I knew it was true. Odin never lied.

      The only thing that stood between me and my destiny was my entire life…and the jarl who ruled me.

      Outside the longhouse was the washhouse. I pushed the door open. Eydis, who was sitting beside the laundering barrel, looked up at me.

      She held clean linens in her hands. There was a bowl of herbed water and a jar of pungent-smelling salve sitting beside her.

      I frowned at her. “If you knew someone was going to try to kill me, you could have at least warned me.”

      She grinned, her dark eyes, which matched her deep brown hair, glimmered with golden flecks in the dim lamplight. “You aren’t dead, are you?”

      “No, but you could have at least told me something was coming.”

      “But I didn’t know what was coming.”

      “Then what’s all this?” I asked, motioning to the medicines.

      “Loki told me to prepare them for you, so I prepared them. And here you are. Is that an arrow in your shoulder?”

      “Yes, it is. Loki didn’t bother to tell you someone was going to try to murder my family tonight?” I asked. With my heartbeat calming, the pain in my shoulder was growing increasingly noticeable. The wound smarted.

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “Then what did he tell you?”

      “To make these,” she said, motioning to the medicines. “And, of course, he told me what he always says. Silver-tongued devil, he always says, ‘Eydis, one day I will—”

      “—put a baby in your belly,” I finished for her. She had told me the same thing a thousand times before.

      Eydis grinned, and like always, I saw that strange sparkle in her eyes. Most thought her visions mad. Who would believe a thrall had been gifted with the sight? What god would make a slave a völva? Loki. And if I were to believe what Eydis told me, then she was much beloved by the trickster. But no one believed Eydis. No one but me.

      “Sit,” Eydis said.

      I obeyed her command.

      Her fingers worked busily as she examined my wound. “You still have your tunic on. It was the leather that saved you. The arrow barely got in, but I’ll need to trim it all the same. Why did you sleep in your armor?”

      “I was training earlier. I must have fallen asleep with it still on.”

      “The jarl must have been very pleased about that,” she said, her voice full of mischief.

      “He didn’t know.”

      “Of course not. And how many men did you kill tonight, shield-maiden?”

      “None.”

      “Liar. I suppose the jarl was very grateful to his strong granddaughter, future of his house, protector of his family?”

      I laughed, but the jiggling of my shoulder ached because of it. “Eydis,” I said with a sigh.

      “Hold still,” she told me. First, she unlaced my leather jerkin. Then, bracing my shoulder, she trimmed the shaft of the arrow. The wiggling stung. I flinched.

      “Well, that’s the length of it. Now, off with this,” she said. Moving carefully, she lifted my jerkin, moving it gently around the wound. She tossed it aside then turned back to me, her nimble fingers dancing across my shoulder. “Best if I just rip the tunic. I’ll sew it after.”

      I closed my eyes. The fabric tore with a jerk.

      Eydis poured some of the herbed water on my shoulder. “Oh, now comes the fun part. Take a deep breath.”

      “Eydis?” I whispered.

      “Hervor?”

      “What does Loki tell you about me?”

      “Loki whispers love to me. He doesn’t talk about you.”

      I chuckled then winced again. “Eydis.”

      “The gods use people like you, Hervor. You will see,” she said. “Now, take a deep breath.”

      Eydis tugged hard, yanking the arrow from my shoulder.

      I gritted my teeth, refusing to cry out. Black dots appeared before my eyes. I swayed. I closed my eyes and tried to center myself. When I did so, I heard a deep, masculine voice call to me.

      Hervor…

      Hervor…

      The truth will find you.
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Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      After Eydis treated my wound, the two of us returned to the hall. It seemed like the entire town was awake. Everyone had converged in the hall. Eydis headed to my chamber to retrieve my boots and cloak. I entered quietly, slipping into the back of the room as my grandfather glared at the assembly.

      Everyone was on edge. I could feel the tension in the place. With the other jarls and King Gudmund due to arrive any day for the winter blót, it did not do to have everyone up in arms. If the other jarls learned that someone had tried to kill us, they would see my grandfather as weak. That was something he could not tolerate. In the shadows, I leaned against a supporting beam and watched. The center hearth had been relit, the lamps blazing bright, the blood cleaned from the floor. Sitting in his chair on the dais above the assembly, Grandfather scowled, his eyes fixed on the fire.

      The shadows cast by the flames made him look older than his years, the angry wrinkles at the corners of his mouth turning downward in a grimace. His dark eyes reflected the burning gold of the flames. The man lived in a perpetual state of annoyance, but the events tonight had awakened something mean in him. Jarl Bjartmar had once been a fierce fighter. I saw the echoes of that man tonight.

      Exhaling deeply, he sat back then shifted his eyes from the fire to the assembled crowd. The gold torc around his neck sparkled. His sharp gaze silenced the room.

      “Torsten has already left with two ships. Gorm’s farmstead and family will soon pay the price for his treachery,” he said, the malice in his voice unmistakable.

      The men in the room cheered, but there was a flatness to some of their eyes that didn’t escape my notice. Who among them had conspired with Gorm? I began slowly circulating the room. I eyed the men and listened to the snippets of conversation as I went.

      “…Gorm got what he deserved…”

      “…traitor…”

      “…disloyal…”

      My ears, however, paid the closest attention to those who did not speak. In particular, I watched Calder’s younger brothers, Egil and Eilif. Calder was the eldest son of a neighboring ruler, Jarl Njal. He had been married to Asta to secure an alliance. Upon the death of Grandfather and Jarl Njal—who was already very old—our lands would be united under Calder. But only a fool would fail to notice that Calder’s younger brothers never warmed to the idea. There was tension between the brothers I never understood. Egil and Eilif seemed to hate Calder, Egil in particular. I didn’t disagree with their dislike. Calder was dim and cowardly. Was that why the brothers hated him? Given Jarl Njal’s advanced age and poor health, I suspected we’d soon discover what Egil and Eilif really intended to do upon their father’s death, marriage alliance or no. As Grandfather spoke, Egil and Eilif gave one another knowing looks. Their gazes spoke volumes. Had they conspired with Gorm or merely sympathized? If they had conspired, did Calder know or had the pair worked with Gorm against my grandfather and my uncle?

      I looked from them to Calder, who stood just behind my grandfather.

      Calder’s pock-marked face was still, no emotion showing. He was either more adept at wearing disguises than Loki, or his mind was like an empty vessel. The latter seemed the most likely. I had never known Calder to have a unique thought.

      Eydis gently set her hand on my good shoulder then handed me my things.

      I took my boots and slid them on.

      As my grandfather spoke, I saw that many were riveted by his malice, the bloodlust building in them with every angry word the jarl barked. But there were others who had been injured by Jarl Bjartmar in the past. Their eyes contained a gleam of unspoken vindication. They were glad someone had moved against my family, though they would not act themselves.

      “You have gathered in Dalr for the blót. Is this how we honor the gods? With shows of disloyalty to your jarl to whom you’ve all sworn your loyalty? This treachery is an affront to the gods. Gorm and his men will pay a heavy price.”

      The room erupted in calls of sympathetic outrage.

      Jarl Bjartmar shook his head. “Let Gorm’s punishment serve as a reminder to any of you who dream of lifting a blade against my family.”

      “Unless your name is Hervor, in which case I wouldn’t much so mind,” Eydis whispered under her breath.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I rolled my eyes at her.

      Eydis smirked.

      Jarl Bjartmar rose. “But we will not let Gorm’s shame and treachery dishonor my house and the gods. You who stand before me are good and loyal men. We will honor those who died protecting my family. We shall forget the deceitfulness of the living and drink and praise the departed as they make their way to Valhalla.”

      At that, the room erupted in cheers.

      While Grandfather’s words were rousing, the stormy expression on his face told me he felt anything but glad. He rose, nodded to the assembled crowd, then motioned to his closest advisors. They exited the hall, adjoining to the meeting space just behind it. At once, the thralls busied themselves serving drinks to the waiting crowd.

      I eyed the fierce crowd. Drunk with drink and desire for vengeance, their bodies ripe with passion, their eyes roved across every woman in the hall. I took Eydis’s arm and pulled her close to me. “Many of them are drunk already, and half of them have lust in their eyes.”

      “Only half?” Eydis asked as she surveyed the room. Her gaze narrowed. A bondmaid, there was no way she would get out of this hall without someone putting his hands on her unless she left now. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll go see to Lady Svafa.”

      I nodded at her.

      “But what about you?” she asked.

      “My ravens keep me safe,” I said, patting my axes. “Go on.”

      “Don’t forget, shield-maiden, you have a hole in your shoulder.”

      “It’s just a scratch.”

      Eydis shook her head, then slipped away.

      My arms crossed, I watched Eydis make her way from the room. Once I was sure she had retreated unhampered, I returned to watching Calder’s brothers. They spoke in whispered tones.

      The scene became rowdy. The men drank and grew wild, wrestling and slugging back their ales. In the midst of all the chaos, Calder’s brothers retreated from the hall. I waited until they’d slipped out the door then followed.

      It was silent outside. The nearly full moon—the winter wolf moon—overhead cast its silvery glow on the village. The snow shimmered white. Trying to shut out the sounds of the hall, I listened for the crunch of snow and frozen mud as Egil and Eilif retreated into the village. Catching the sound of their footsteps, I followed.

      My heartbeat quickened. Spotting the men’s tracks in the snow, my ears keen to the sound of the steps, I pulled up my hood and followed. Careful not to be seen, I stepped lightly and stayed in the shadows. I followed the narrow paths between the buildings. Finally catching up to the brothers, I spotted the pair as they headed into the home of a man called Hamner One-Ear with whom I had seen Gorm speak many times. As the men approached the door, they paused and looked around them.

      I pressed my back against the wall of the building, blending into the shadows.

      Not seeing me—and looking certain they had not been followed—the brothers went inside.

      My heart had already started beating quickly as anger sloshed up in me. Had they all conspired together? If they had, did Calder know? Had he moved with his brothers against Grandfather? Why would he do so? He was already in line to become jarl after Grandfather died. And there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Leif would follow Calder. My cousin was already twice the warrior his father was. No. Calder would not be so bold nor stupid…I hoped.

      Grandfather had married Asta to a weak man, a man who could not keep his family safe. While Asta and Calder had many children, I could see in Asta’s eyes that there was little love between them. Yet still, somehow, Grandfather preferred the dimwitted Calder to me. I, his own granddaughter, his own blood, was no one to him. All because my mother had made me with the wrong man. How was that any fault of mine?

      Moving out of the shadows, I worked my way toward the house, stepping lightly in order to go unnoticed.

      The shutters on the windows had been closed, but I moved along the side of the building, positioning myself just underneath. From here, I could catch a few words.

      “It was clumsily done,” Egil said.

      “…reckless…crude…” Eilif said, but I was only able to catch part of his words.

      “Your father?” someone asked. I thought it was Hamner One-Ear, but I wasn’t sure.

      “He will arrive tomorrow for the blót,” Egil answered.

      While they continued talking, they spoke in low tones. I couldn’t make out their words. I stayed fixed in my place, melding into the shadows, straining to listen. A breeze blew across the village. The frozen air chilled me to the bone. The dancing gust made a sound like a low howl. Leaning my head back, I stared up at the moon. I inhaled then exhaled slowly and deeply then gazed out at the snowy landscape beyond the village. Not far away, at the edge of the forest, I spotted a bear sitting at the tree line. Its dark fur camouflaged it perfectly. It was the sparkling light in the creature’s eyes that gave it away.

      “We will follow…decide what to do next…Leif will return…know soon,” someone said, but again, I was only able to hear part of the conversation. The reference to my cousin, who was bound to return tomorrow with King Gudmund, was the most important detail. If anyone moved against Leif, I would kill every man who’d even had the thought.

      A moment later, I head scuffling of feet.

      The bear grunted, then turned and headed back into the forest.

      Moving quickly and silently, I hurried away from the home of Hamner One-Ear, putting as much distance between myself and the conspirators as I could. I wasn’t sure what I had heard, but something told me that Grandfather should know. If only he bothered to believe me.
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Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      From the cover of the forest, I waited in the shadows until Calder’s bothers and the others had gone, eyeing each man in turn. I knew them all. Most of them were known dissidents or disgruntled members of our community, like Hamner One-Ear, but it surprised me to see some of the others who’d gathered. I memorized them all to tell Grandfather. But rather than returning to the hall, I turned and headed deeper into the woods.

      In the dark of night, the tree trunks were as black as ebony. But where the moon slanted on the bark, the wood took on a silver color. Walking silently through the snow, I wove through the trees until the bear stood across from me. He sniffed the wind then gave me a grunt.

      “Bo,” I said, joining him.

      He snuffled at me.

      I chuckled then patted his head. “Did Yrsa send you, or was it the gods?”

      The bear gave a low grunt.

      “Loquacious as ever, I see. Let’s go.”

      It wasn’t hard to find my way, even in the dark. The climb up the side of the mountain was hard, but I had grown used to it over the years. I was a girl of seven when my misguided bravery had almost cost me my life. It was only because of her that I was still alive.
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        * * *

      

      In the days leading up to the Thing, I had taken it upon my seven-year-old self to marshal the roads leading to Dalr. For days, the known paths leading to and from Dalr had been plagued with robbers. Since Jarl Bjartmar’s men seemed unable or unwilling to do anything to stop them, someone needed to keep an eye on the road. I’d decided that it was me.

      With one hand wrapped around the bone handle of my knife and the other gripping the gritty bark of the tree, I knelt in the snow. Bandits hid in the forest on the hillside above the trail, tracking the small party traveling to the village. They had remained unseen—except by me—thus far. They motioned to one another. Any minute now, they would attack.

      The bandits watched the party.

      I watched the bandits.

      I eyed the tree branches overhead. Huddled on the limbs was an unkindness of ravens. Poking my fingers into the snow-covered ground, I dug out a rock. I pulled my slingshot from my belt, positioned the stone, and then took aim. My shot was true. The ravens squawked loudly, raising the alarm. The noise caught the attention of the men on the road. When their leader eyed the forest, looking to see what had disturbed the ravens, he spotted the bandits.

      “There. In the woods,” he yelled, raising the alarm.

      Peering around the tree, I watched as the men in the party pulled their swords and axes. The robbers attacked. At least with the ravens sounding their warning, the travelers had a chance. My work done, I ran.

      Pushing through the snow, I quickly darted back into the forest, away from the road. I was about to pass over a rise when someone jumped out from behind one of the trees.

      It was one of the thieves.

      “I seen what you did, girl,” the man said, grabbing me by the arm. He jerked me toward him. “That’s my brother down there.”

      “Then your brother is a filthy robber,” I said, then spat in his face.

      I felt the sting of the man’s hand on my cheek.

      Fury flashed in me. With a scream, I clenched my small knife then plunged it into the man’s shoulder. He yelped, and then let me go. I rushed away from him.

      A soft wind blew through the woods, causing a dusting of snow to dance on the ground.

      Hervor.

      I looked around me to see who had called my name.

      There was no one.

      Overhead, the ravens cawed loudly.

      The man regained his focus and chased after me. Pulling his axe from his belt, he lunged at me.

      I stepped back but stumbled over a root hidden by the snow. Falling to the ground, I stared wide-eyed as the man rushed toward me, axe raised, a glint of fury in his eyes.

      Someone whistled.

      The man, whose eyes were intent on me, looked up.

      “What the—“ he began, his eyes widening.

      To my surprise, a black figure bolted past me, leaping at the robber and knocking him to the ground. Red blood splattered on the white snow as the bear tore into the man’s throat. His feet shook, his cries drowning into bloody gurgles.

      Fear shooting through me, I scrambled to my feet.

      On the road below, I heard the sound of clashing men.

      The man lying in the snow in front of me choked out his last breath.

      I turned and looked behind me.

      There, hidden among the tall trees, I spotted a cloaked figure. Beside the stranger stood yet another bear. The figure called to the bear that had attacked the man, motioning for him to return. It heeded its master’s call.

      I stared at the stranger. Their face was completely hidden by a hood. Without a word, they turned and headed back into the woods.

      Snatching up my knife, I ran after the stranger.

      “Wait,” I called.

      The figure stopped. Turning, they looked back at me. The wind blew, pushing aside the fabric of the hood to reveal a feminine face. A few wild strands of blonde hair wagged in the breeze. She had a scar that ran down her face from her hairline to her chin. She stared at me for a long moment then motioned for me to follow.

      Wordlessly, we climbed the side of the mountain. The path up the mountain—covered with fallen logs, sharp rocks, deep snow, and thick bramble—made the journey difficult. The woman never spoke. Balancing on a staff, she made her way up, her bears plodding alongside her.

      We must have walked for more than an hour when we finally reached the entrance to a cave in the side of the cliff. Breathless, I stopped and looked out. Below me was a beautiful view of the fjord and the ice-capped mountains that surrounded Dalr. I could just barely make out the village below. The roof of the jarl’s longhouse punctuated the landscape. As well, I could spot the top branches of Grímnir’s Eye.

      The woman and her bears headed into the cave.

      Moving tepidly, I followed. Orange light bounced on the cave walls. As I stood at the precipice, only then did I wonder whether or not I should have come. But she and her bear had saved my life. That counted for something, didn’t it?

      I adjusted my cloak then headed inside.

      The entrance to the cave was narrow and turned sharply to the left. On the other side was a large chamber. Beyond that, narrow tunnels disappeared deeper into the mountain. I eyed the space. There was a small pallet on one wall where the woman must have slept. She’d dug a fire pit into the floor. On the wall hung an old shield painted deep blue and green. Hunting gear, fishing nets, pots, and other supplies hung from the walls. Alongside those were axes and swords.

      The woman pulled off her cloak and tossed it on her cot. Leaving her staff, she went to one side of her cave and grabbed two logs. As she went, I saw that she walked with a limp. Returning to the fire, she knelt. When she did so, she winced but said nothing, simply set about building up the embers.

      My eyes went to the back of the cave once more. One of the bears had disappeared into the back. The other lay down by the fire. The bear stared into the flames, its eyes looking blurry with tiredness.

      “You are too close to the Svartalfheim here,” I told the woman. “Aren’t the dwarves offended that you live so close?”

      “Not that they’ve ever mentioned.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Yrsa. Sit, Hervor,” she said, motioning for me to take a rest on a stool beside the fire.

      “How do you know my name?” I asked.

      She shrugged then poured me a horn of ale.

      “A shrug is not an answer.”

      “The gods told me,” she said with a grin.

      “Which god?” I asked.

      She smirked, the lightest of smiles dancing on her lips. “Does it matter? I know who you are. “

      I glanced around the room, eyeing her shield and other weapons on the wall. “You are a shield-maiden.”

      “I was.”

      “Did you raid with the jarl?”

      She nodded.

      “Is that how you got hurt?”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she asked, “Why were you watching the road?”

      “Because someone must.”

      “Don’t the jarl’s men protect Dalr?”

      “They do. But they do not protect the roads.”

      “Aren’t paths leading to Dalr under his protection?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, the jarl is not protecting Dalr.”

      I didn’t disagree with her.

      “Let me see that,” she said, gesturing to the knife on my belt.

      She took a seat on a stool across from me.

      Pulling the knife, I handed it to her. I tried not to stare at the massive wound that ran down the right side of her face. Whatever had happened to her, she’d gotten lucky. It narrowly missed her blue eye.

      She turned the knife over and over in her hands. “This is not a proper weapon for someone like you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Because I’m a girl? You, yourself were—”

      “Where is your axe? Your sword?”

      “I… The jarl will not permit me to wield a real weapon. I found the knife. And I made this,” I said, pointing to the slingshot on my belt.

      The woman folded her arms across her chest. “If you are not supposed to have a weapon, why do you have those?”

      “Because I wanted them. The jarl wants me to sit and weave.”

      Yrsa laughed. “If that is so, what are you doing protecting Dalr?”

      “I don’t listen very well.”

      “Is that so?”

      “No. That’s not quite true. I listen to what I want.”

      Yrsa huffed. “That is an honest answer. But there is a problem.”

      “What?”

      “If you are too stubborn to listen to the jarl, you will likely end up dead if all you carry is this,” she said, gesturing to my knife. She tossed my small knife into the air, then caught it by the pommel again and again. On the last catch, she threw it across the room. It pierced the shield hanging on the wall with a thud.

      “Perhaps I’ll carry a sewing needle next time,” I said with a grin.

      At that, she laughed.

      “Or you could teach me.”

      “Teach you?”

      I nodded. “I will protect the roads. If all I have is a knife and a slingshot, that will have to do. Unless, of course, you teach me.”

      Yrsa smirked. “Svafa’s daughter.”

      I nodded.

      “And your father?”

      My cheeks burned red. No one knew anything about my father. Jarl Bjartmar called him a cursed man. In truth, I did not even know my father’s name. And my mother…she didn’t remember anything anymore.

      “I don’t know.”

      Yrsa leaned forward. The fire popped and crackled. She sat in silent contemplation for a long time, staring into the fire. After a few minutes, she rose and pulled my dagger from the shield. She crossed the room and handed it to me.

      “Bo,” Yrsa said, calling to the sleepy bear. “Go with Hervor. See her safely to the village,” she said, motioning for me that it was time to go.

      I slipped my knife into my belt and handed the ale horn to her.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She nodded.

      Without another word, I left. But just for now. Whether Yrsa had meant to or not, she had just become the most important person in my life.
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Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      With my suspicions of Egil and Eilif ratting around in my head, I approached Yrsa’s cave. I could hear the sound of metal clanging before I reached the entrance. Bo ran ahead of me. Like always, I paused to look out over the fjord. The port was full of longships. Firelight made the whole valley glow. Jarl Njal and Jarl Tove would arrive tomorrow. Once they got there, the jarl would be too busy to bother with me, and my disappearances would escape unnoticed. In the last week, Grandfather had lectured me at least a dozen times to remain inside, out of the way, stay properly groomed like a lady, and to be silent. No doubt, tonight’s act of bravery would only be rewarded with condemnation—or worse. As always, I failed to live up to my grandfather’s expectation that I was a perfect, mute, and dutiful maiden. But as I stared out at the water, desire burned inside of me. There was more for me out there. I wanted to leave this place. I wanted to see the world. I wanted to fight and raid and travel. Dalr was like a prison.

      Frustrated, I huffed, my breath making a cloud of air.

      “Are you going to stand outside and complain to the gods, or are you coming in?” Yrsa called.

      “I was not complaining to the gods,” I retorted then headed inside.

      The moment I entered, I was greeted by the sharp scents of meat, herbs, and bears. Bo flopped down next to his brother, Gobi. Both were full-grown black bears now. And despite how bears should naturally act, they behaved more like pets than wild beasts.

      “You are not where you’re supposed to be,” Yrsa said, setting down the blade she had been hammering. “And you have a hole in your armor that wasn’t there before.”

      “In my shoulder as well.”

      Yrsa laughed. “Who did that?”

      “Gorm.”

      Yrsa nodded but said nothing.

      “He came with a group into the hall intent on killing us all.”

      “Did he kill the jarl?”

      “No.”

      “That’s unfortunate. And your mother?”

      As always, Yrsa asked after my mother. Why she was so interested in Svafa, I had no idea. But still, she asked.

      “Safe.”

      She nodded. “So, you fought.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you were wounded.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the others?”

      “I’m still standing. They are not.”

      “Good.” Yrsa yawned tiredly then sat down before the fire. She stirred whatever she had simmering in the pot. “Hungry?”

      I shook my head. “I believe Calder’s brothers are behind it.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Afterward, they retreated to the home of Hamner One-Ear’s and spoke in whispered tones.”

      “And just because they whispered, you think they conspired?” Pulling a piece of bread from a basket sitting near the hearth, she dipped a heel into the bubbling liquid then chewed, nodding to herself, approving of her own creation.

      I frowned at her. “It was their manner. They have daggers in their eyes. Always watching. Always waiting.”

      Yrsa shrugged. “Perhaps you are right. But what of it? Their father is old. Their brother”— she looked at the bread in her hand—“has fewer wits than this bread. Shouldn’t they be ambitious? Would you want to be ruled by Calder?”

      “No. But what of Leif?”

      Yrsa sighed then chewed once more. She shrugged. “Your cousin is a strong warrior. When will he return?”

      “Tomorrow, with King Gudmund.”

      “Jarl Bjartmar will not listen to you,” Yrsa said with a shrug. “Talk to Leif.”

      I nodded. If my cousin was the same man he’d been a season ago, before he’d gone to Grund to live and raid with the king, he would listen.

      “Then you have your path. Your cousin must stay if he wishes to protect what is his,” Yrsa said, then eyed my shoulder once more. “Your wound?”

      “Eydis patched it.”

      “Nimble hands, that one.”

      “Loki told her to prepare the ointment for me…or so she says.”

      Yrsa huffed a laugh. “No doubt he did.”

      “Will you come to the village for the blót?”

      Yrsa tore the last of her bread in two then dipped the pieces into the broth. Turning, she whistled to the brothers. The bears looked up. She tossed the hunks of bread to them. Like hounds, they nimbly caught the treat.

      “Why must I come to Dalr to speak to Odin? The All-Father hears me just as well on my mountain.”

      “Yrsa,” I said, frowning at her. Since my first encounter with the shield-maiden when I was a girl, I saw her in Dalr fewer than a dozen times. Something had happened long ago, causing her to move from Dalr to the mountain, something she never spoke of. She avoided the village as best she could. “Maybe Grímnir’s Eye,” I said, referring to the sacred tree that grew in the holy grove, “will inspire the gods to tell you something new.”

      “That would be a surprise. We shall see.” She eyed the exit of the cave. “You are welcome to stay, of course. But soon enough, they will notice you are missing.”

      “Are you sure about that? My mother notices nothing.”

      “If there is anything Svafa still notices, it is you.”

      I wasn’t so sure. My mother’s mind was unhinged from time and place. She hadn’t always been like that. People talked about her with a spark of joy in her eyes, how she had been merry and bright with a voice so sweet, Bragi himself had blessed her. But now… She was a shell, never knowing who anyone was or where she was. Yrsa was right about one thing. When Grandfather realized I was gone, he would question Eydis, who would lie for me. And the last time Eydis lied to the jarl, it had taken her bruises a week to heal.

      I rose. “Come to the blót.”

      Yawning tiredly, Yrsa rose to join me. She motioned to Bo and Gobi. “Go with her to the forest’s edge.”

      “I can protect myself now, you know.”

      “I hope so. Otherwise, you have wasted the last decade of my life.”

      “Come to the blót,” I implored her again.

      She bobbed her head once, her eyes rolling. In the least, she would think about it.

      I gave the grizzled shield-maiden a half-smile then headed toward the exit of the cave, the bears loping along behind me.

      “Aren’t you two supposed to have moved on by now, gone on to do bear things? All you do is lie by the fire. You’re more rug than beast,” I told the brothers, patting each of the massive creatures on their heads. Full-grown bears, their backs now reached my ribs. But no matter how much they grew or how old they became, they never left Yrsa’s side.

      As I headed out into the night, I looked back at the cave, catching just a flicker of orange light.

      “Come on,” I told the bears then headed down the side of the mountain, back toward Dalr.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      I slipped into the longhouse, hoping no one had noticed I was missing. Most of the revelers had cleared out. In his meeting room, Grandfather was shouting at his advisors. The guards were all present and on high alert. The center fire burned brightly, and some of Grandfather’s men sat drinking, still toasting the fallen on their way to the afterlife. I turned to head back toward the family chambers when movement in the shadows caught my attention.

      “Eyvinder,” I said, turning to face the skald.

      He inclined his head to me. Musician, mage, or poet, it was hard to determine what the skald really did. What I did know was that he had traveled with my grandfather since he was a young man. He stood, staring out at the room, his eyes looking glassy. The kohl under his eyes streaked like drips onto his cheeks. He blinked hard, as if shaking away some vision, then turned to me.

      “Where do you wander, Hervor?” he whispered. “I see you in darkness, and I hear the All-Father whispering to you. What does he say?”

      “Ask him yourself,” I replied pertly.

      The oracle and I held one another’s gaze.

      After a moment, he laughed lightly.

      I smiled.

      “The All-Father is far too wise to speak to me about you.”

      “No one speaks of me, Eyvinder. I am a non-person.”

      “One day, they will.”

      The jarl’s sharp tone, followed by his fists slamming on the table, caught our attention.

      “You will find answers, or I will wear your lying tongues and deaf ears around my neck!” Grandfather shouted.

      I looked at Eyvinder. He raised and lowered his eyebrows.

      One by one, my grandfather’s counselors departed.

      Through the slats of wood separating the council chamber from the hall, I saw my grandfather standing before the fire, an ale horn in his hand.

      I nodded to Eyvinder then quietly made my way to the council chamber.

      I entered silently, debating on whether or not to speak. I had almost made up my mind to leave and say nothing when my grandfather turned to find me standing there. His eyes narrowed, fury making his nostrils flare.

      “Why are you still awake?”

      “Who can sleep with cutthroats about?”

      “Your blessed mother. Your aunt. Your cousins. Your uncle. My wife. I am the only one. I am the only one who sees,” he said, then tossed his ale horn into the pit. The liquid splashed, partially extinguishing the flame.

      I inhaled slowly and then let out my breath. I steeled myself then said, “Egil and Eilif left the hall and went, like thieves in the night, to the home of Hamner One-Ear. There, they spoke in hushed tones with other known dissenters. When they were done, they departed under the cover of darkness like guilty things.”

      The jarl stared at me for a very long time.

      “Who told you this?” he finally asked.

      “No one. I saw daggers in their eyes and heard serpents in their whispered words, so I followed them and saw for myself.”

      “Did they see you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Calder?”

      “Not there.”

      The jarl rapped his knuckles on the table. “Who was with them? Who was there?”

      I listed off the names of the men I recognized.

      My grandfather stared at me. His eyes were bloodshot, a tinge of yellow all around the edges. Once, he had been a great warrior. Once, he had raided, been a man to fear. Now, the only thing keeping his power in check was the force of his person. And if men like Gorm could smell the scent of rot in the water, so would others.

      My grandfather crossed the room and stood close to me. He studied my face closely. “Your mother’s beauty…but those eyes. His eyes. I told you to stay in the hall and mind your ways. You are no shield-maiden, and you never will be,” he said, then promptly struck me. “Get out of my sight,” he bellowed.

      I felt the sharp sting on my cheek but said nothing. I forced myself not to react. Every instinct in me wanted to pick the old man up by his neck and choke the life from him. I swayed slightly. My heart pounded and blood thundered through me. I could hear it beating in my temples. A terrible rage held me. My hands shook as I held back violent urges.

      “You heard me, Hervor. Get out of here,” the jarl hissed.

      Instead, I stepped toward my grandfather and met his gaze, leaning close to him so he could look into my eyes—his eyes. The murderous rage within me screamed and rattled like a wild thing in a cage. I met my grandfather’s gaze, letting him see the monster inside me.

      His brow furrowed as he looked at me. He stared at me, then shook his head. Muttering to himself, he passed by me, leaving me alone in the council chamber.

      His eyes.

      His eyes.

      My father, whom no one would ever name.

      

      I slipped down the hall to the family wing. Asta rolled in her bed, neither awake nor asleep. My young cousins piled up like puppies in bed beside her. Calder was sleeping on the boys’ cot. In my own chamber, my mother had drifted off to dreams once more, and Eydis had taken over my bed. She was sprawled out, her arms and legs jutting off in every direction, her black hair like a pool of ink lying underneath her.

      I crossed the room and sat down at my mother’s bedside. Pulling off my boots, I slipped into bed with her, wincing when my shoulder bumped the bed too hard.

      “Hervor?” Mother whispered when I set my head on her stomach.

      “Mother? Are you awake?”

      “Yes,” she whispered sleepily as she pet my hair.

      “Who was my father?”

      “Your father?”

      “Who was he?”

      “Amber-colored eyes like pine sap in the spring,” she whispered dreamily.

      “But who was he?”

      My mother didn’t answer.

      “Mother?”

      “Hervor?”

      “Who was my father?”

      “My love,” she whispered then fell back to sleep.

      I had heard many stories over the years about my paternity. Some said my father was a wanderer, that he and my mother had loved one another for a single night, then he’d gone. It was a generous story that made me a bastard child of either an adventurer or some god. Another tale said my mother had been kidnapped and that Jarl Bjartmar had saved her, but only after she’d been raped. The third most common tale was that my mother had fallen in love with a thrall. When the jarl found out, he’d had the man killed. No matter the identity of my father, my story always had one similar script. I was born too early, arriving in this world a tiny thing, and after my birth, my mother forgot everything she once knew. She remembered nothing, no one. When she did recall something, it was only in fits and starts. In the end, I was the daughter of a man whose name was never spoken. As far as I could tell, he was remembered only by my grandfather who would not speak his name. His eyes. If others knew who my father was, they never admitted it. According to my grandfather, my father was cursed, which made me cursed. No matter what I did, no matter how brave, or strong, or beautiful, or clever, or anything I was, Jarl Bjartmar only ever saw one thing when he looked at me: amber-colored eyes. And he hated me for it.
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Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      I woke the next morning to the sound of Eydis grumbling. I opened my eyes slowly, feeling the ache in my shoulder.

      “You’d think you wouldn’t have anything to complain about after such a good night’s sleep…in my bed,” I said, gingerly touching the wound.

      “Oh, but you haven’t been barked at all morning,” she said, then barked mockingly. “Get Svafa up. Wake up Hervor. What are you doing in the hall? Bark, bark, bark. The jarl is in a fine mood today. Of course, Jarl Njal’s party was seen coming in. Your loving grandfather and Calder have gone to meet them.”

      “And Calder’s brothers?”

      “They went as well. They looked almost as happy as the jarl.”

      “We’ll all be murdered before it’s done.”

      “Oh, no. Not me. I have my destiny to follow. And so do you. As for the rest,” Eydis said, then shrugged. “Do you really care that much either way? Where did you go last night?”

      “To Yrsa.”

      “Old bear. Will she come for the blót?”

      “No.”

      “Then she’s smarter than the rest of us.”

      “Are you telling me you don’t like the blót? Won’t you make a sacrifice to Loki?”

      “Loki and I will laugh at all of you smeared in blood. Grizzly sight. Messy. That is not for my god and me.”

      I shook my head. “Eydis…”

      She winked at me then turned to wake up Mother.

      “Come, sleeping Svafa,” Eydis said, shaking my mother’s shoulder. “Time to get up.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Royal visitors.”

      “Is it King Yngvi?” Mother asked groggily.

      Eydis laughed. “You are weaving fairy tales again, Lady Svafa. No, it is Jarl Njal.”

      “I don’t like his name. It blends too much on the tongue,” Mother complained groggily.

      At that, we both laughed. But I puzzled at mother’s words. King Yngvi?

      Mother rose. Still in her nightshift, she headed out of the room.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “To help Mother get dressed.”

      “Grandmother is dead.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Mother said absently then turned back.

      “All right,” Eydis said, laying out a light purple shift and a pretty, dark purple hangerock apron for mother. “Let’s get that hair combed and you dressed in this, Lady Svafa.”

      “Very well, Thora.”

      Eydis and I looked at one another. Thora, Mother’s thrall, had died when I was still an infant. Eydis simply shrugged then carried on. Mother called Eydis by many different names—Thora, Aud, Ingeborg—in the end, Eydis simply answered to whatever strange flight of fancy or faulty memory inspired my mother.

      I went to the trunk and fingered through my gowns. Impractical on the best of days, dangerous on others, I had no need for them. I grabbed my leather jerkin.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Eydis said.

      “But—”

      “You will wear the blue dress.”

      “But—”

      “Blue, Hervor,” Eydis said. “You must wear blue.”

      “Blue.” As if Grandfather didn’t control every aspect of my life, now the jarl was dictating my fashion. “And when did you start listening to what the jarl wanted me to wear.”

      Eydis turned around and grinned at me. “Who said it was the jarl who wanted you to wear blue?”

      I frowned at her but didn’t ask any more questions. With a heavy sigh, I pulled off my old clothes and started redressing. In blue.
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        * * *

      

      Once we were dressed, Mother and I went outside the hall and waited for the party. As instructed, I wore blue, my heavy fur-trimmed cape shielding me from the wind. Grandfather returned from the port with Jarl Njal, Calder, Egil, Eilif, and Eilif’s wife, Helga. For whatever reason, Egil remained unmarried. The jarl and his family would stay with us in the longhouse, the rest of their party camping in the field between the village and the grove. For days, people had been arriving in Dalr. The usually empty field had turned into a makeshift city as everyone gathered for the winter blót. As I glanced in that direction, I could see the smoke from the campfires trailing up into the sky.

      Aunt Asta and Grandfather’s wife, Gudrun, stepped forward to welcome the party.

      “Where is Leif?” Mother asked, looking over the crowd.

      “He was with King Gudmund. They will come soon.” I hoped.

      Confused, Mother frowned.

      Jarl Njal was looking even more decrepit than the last time I’d seen him. He’d shrunk, his heavy furs weighing down on him. He was a frail thing. He steadied himself with a staff as he made his way to the hall.

      When the jarls had passed, Eilif’s wife, Helga, joined us.

      “Lady Svafa,” she said, smiling broadly at Mother. “How the winter chill brings out the roses in your cheeks. How are you this fine day?”

      “Cold. Who are you?”

      “It’s Helga, of course. You remember me, surely. I wintered here for a year three years back. My third daughter was born here.”

      “That’s nice,” Mother said, then moved off.

      I set my hand on Helga’s arm. “She means no harm.”

      Helga looked at me. “Hervor,” she said, a pained smile on her face. She pulled her arm away, then went with the others into the hall.

      The chill of her expression flattened any warmth I’d felt. Even among extended relations, I was an unwanted bastard. I was foolish to have bothered.

      “Let Fenrir swallow them. Come on, they’ve started the winter games. Shall we go watch? The men will be wrestling. That’s always a pretty sight,” Eydis said, tugging on my arm.

      “You best be careful, or you’ll make Loki jealous.”

      Eydis laughed. “Let’s go. No one here cares about you anyway.”

      “There are kinder ways to speak the truth.”

      “Yes. I suppose there are, but why waste time?” Eydis said with a mischievous grin, then linked her arm in mine, and we headed away from the hall.
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Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Eydis and I walked down the narrow paths of the village to the field at the edge of town. Beyond that was the great grove in which the holy rites would take place and where the sacred tree named Grímnir’s Eye grew. Tents had been erected everywhere to keep out the cold; fires burned in the makeshift settlement. Eydis and I walked through the encampment. On one side of the field, the young men were engaged in a game of knattleikr. On the other, the men had lined up to throw spears through a hoop at the other end of the field. Amongst the men, I spotted Torgud, the blacksmith’s son. He was testing the weight of the spear in his hand. His arm, a ripple of muscle from his work, flexed. He looked at Eydis and me. A grinning, flirty boy, he never missed an opportunity to philander. He smiled at me.

      “Have you come to see me win the cup, Lady Hervor?” he asked.

      “Let me see what you can do,” I said, nodding to him.

      The others cleared the way so he could come to the line. He hoisted the spear, inhaled and exhaled deeply, then launched the weapon. The spear went high. Overshooting the hoop, it landed in the snow. It had been a good shot, just not good enough.

      “Did you see how far it went?” he called to me. “Farther than all the others. Doesn’t that earn me a kiss?”

      “Hervor is more likely to knock your teeth out,” one of the men called good-naturedly.

      I winked at the man then turned back to Torgud. “It did go far. Put it through next time.”

      “Why should Hervor bother with a man who can’t get his pole in the hole? You need to do better than that,” Eydis called to Torgud, making everyone laugh hysterically.

      I elbowed her in the ribs.

      Even Torgud laughed, but he also smiled abashedly at me.

      I inclined my head to him, and then Eydis and I moved on.

      We paused to watch the men who were engaged in a wrestling match. Despite the cold, they had removed their shirts and were grappling one another. From what I could see, wagers had already been placed. Grunting and groaning, the men rolled around with one another in the mud.

      “They might be strong, but they’ll smell like swine after that. Pity,” Eydis said, turning from the sight. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      We wandered down the row of merchant carts and tents. They sold leather, pots, baskets, and other small trinkets. I stopped to look at the jewelry made by a woman and her young daughter. She had an assortment of stone and glass beads, silver and steel hair rings and pins, silver amulets formed to look like Mjolnir, and other pretty things. Among the trinkets, I spotted a charm made with a natural acorn cap and a piece of amber molded to look like an acorn.

      “This,” I told the woman, lifting the amulet.

      “Oh yes, that’s a fine design. My daughter’s work,” the woman told me.

      I looked at the girl who was no more than twelve. “It is well made. Where did you find such fine amber?”

      “Along the shore,” the girl told me. “In the summer, the waves wash it up. You have to go out after the storms to find it.”

      I smiled at her. “And the idea to fashion it like a nut?”

      Looking back toward their wagon, she made a clicking sound. A moment later, a fuzzy little body appeared, hopping on the girl’s shoulder. The bushy red squirrel, with wispy, pointed hair on its ears, looked nervously all around. “Siggy always has ideas,” she said, patting the creature. “Would you like to pet her?”

      “Will she mind?”

      The girl shook her head.

      I gave the squirrel a gentle stroke. The nervous creature looked me over but decided I was no harm. “Be careful, you. Someone might decide you’ll make a fine supper,” I told the creature.

      The girl laughed. “She never gets far from me.”

      “My lady,” the woman’s mother said, handing me the trinket in cloth. I dipped into the coin pouch on my belt. The item cost nearly everything I had, but it wasn’t easy to find such finely made treasures. I didn’t want to miss my chance.

      “Thank you,” I told them, slipping the amulet into my pocket.

      “For me?” Eydis asked, painting on a sweet expression.

      “No.”

      “You’re going to get me the oak leaf anyway. Let’s go.”

      “What oak leaf?” I asked, but Eydis didn’t answer.

      The scent of honey oat cakes reached our noses even before we met with the woman peddling food. Eydis joggled my arm but didn’t outright ask. She didn’t have to. I knew her preference for sweet things very well.

      Digging out the last of my money, I turned to the vendor. “One, please.” She nodded then wrapped up a cake for us. The cake was still burning hot when I handed it to Eydis, who began eating it at once.

      “You have to let it cool,” I told her, “or you’re going to burn yourself.”

      “It will be cold in a matter of minutes. I wanted to eat it while it’s still warm.”

      “And?”

      “Delicious,” she said, her mouth full.

      “Don’t suppose you’d let me have a bite.”

      “Buy your own.”

      “Buy my own? Asta is right; I let you rule me too much. Here I am in this garish blue dress walking around while you eat my cake. Who is serving whom here?”

      “Give me some credit. I didn’t ask for that hairpin.”

      “Which hairpin?”

      “The one that looks like a leaf.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Okay, Eydis.”

      Grinning, she said nothing more, simply continued eating her burning-hot cake. By now, I had learned that when Eydis started spouting nonsense, something unexpected was coming. It was annoying having a völva as a servant.

      Eydis had come under my service rather unexpectedly. I was eight when the jarl’s men returned from the raids. We had all gone to the dock to see what the warriors had won. In addition to goods, there were a number of men, women, and children amongst the captives. Eydis caught my attention and moved my heart. While we had serving boys in the house, I had never seen a girl my age amongst the prisoners before. Some of the men were teasing her, pinching her cheeks and playing with her hair. I didn’t like their pawing. Now, a grown woman, I knew what they had in their minds. But then, I had only seen a girl—not unlike me—being badly treated by rough men.

      “Mother,” I’d whispered, taking her hand into mine.

      “Hmm? What is it?”

      “Can we bring that girl back to the hall?” I asked, pointing to Eydis. While my mother’s mind was elsewhere, I also knew that there was no one who could soften Grandfather’s heart the way Mother could. If I had any hope of helping that girl, it would be through Svafa. Grandfather would rather spit on me than give me something I wanted. But if Svafa asked, he would not say no.

      “That girl? What for?”

      “To be my friend.”

      Mother laughed. “You can’t buy a friend, Hervor. But you can buy a servant. What can a little girl like that possibly do?”

      “I can wash pans,” Eydis declared loudly. “And I can mend very well. And weave.”

      The girl’s loud voice—and the fact that she had somehow heard our conversation from a good distance—caught my mother’s attention. Taking my hand, we went to her.

      Eydis eyed Mother. “And I can see,” she told her in a whisper.

      “See? See what?” Mother asked.

      “What the gods let me see.”

      “Very well. Tell me something then. What do you see?”

      “The woman with the silver braid, your mother, will die within the month. Be glad. She isn’t a very nice lady.”

      Mother stared at Eydis for a very long time. “Very well, Hervor. As you wish,” Mother said, then motioned to the other servants to take Eydis back to the hall—where she had lived ever since. And she was right. My grandmother, who had been a creature even more wicked than my grandfather, was dead within the month. And both Mother and I were very glad.

      

      When Eydis and I came to the end of the row, we found men throwing axes. I watched as they worked. All in all, they were strong, their aims good. Their axes hit the targets.

      “Good morning, Hervor,” the attendant, Bjorn, called.

      “The men are all very good,” I said.

      “We are down to our three best now,” Bjorn told me, motioning to the men assembled there.

      “What is the prize?”

      “Ah, you will like this one,” he said then went to retrieve a small box. Returning, he opened it to show me. Inside was a bronze hairpin in the shape of an oak leaf. Shaking my head, I turned and looked at Eydis.

      She giggled then took another bite of the cake.

      I sighed. “Is it too late to join?”

      “For who to join?

      I tapped the axes on my hips. “Muninn and Huginn.”

      At that, Bjorn laughed. “Brothers, Hervor has asked to join the competition. Do you consent to let the jarl’s granddaughter try her hand?”

      I turned to the men who bowed to me.

      “It’s three axes,” Bjorn said, handing me a third axe. “Whoever gets all three closest to the target is our winner.”

      I nodded and took my place. In turn, the men threw their axes. They each had a good arm. The first man got two of his to the edge, one at the center. The second man was closer, his axes reaching not far from the middle. The third also had a good array. Then, it was my turn.

      I felt the weight of the axe the man had given me, trying to find its center. Bouncing it in my hand, I launched it toward the target. It landed just off the center. Apparently, the head was uneven, pulling toward the left. I pulled Huginn, throwing the axe quickly. I then launched Muninn. My own axes never failed me. The pair landed squarely at the center of the target.

      Behind me, the crowd cheered.

      “Sorry, gentlemen. The prize goes to Hervor,” Bjorn called.

      The crowd cheered.

      “My wife will never forgive me for losing that pin,” one of the men told me with a good-natured laugh.

      The other inclined his head to me.

      “Well done,” I called to them.

      Bjorn handed me the box. “By Thor’s hammer, well done.”

      “Thank you.”

      I crossed the space to retrieve my axes, slipping them back into my belt, then joined Eydis. I handed the box to her.

      “Oh, for me?” she asked, mock surprise in her voice. “Hervor, how generous of you.”

      I shook my head. “I hope Loki knows how well I treat you.”

      “He does,” she said, taking out the pin and setting it in her hair. “And one day, he will repay you for it. He’s told me as much. Now, how do I look?”
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Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Eydis and I moved toward the grove. Pens held the animals—horses, goats, and cattle—which were intended as sacrifices to the gods. Deep in the woods, where Grímnir’s Eye grew, we would meet for the ceremony. Already, torches had been lit along the processional. I could feel magic in the air.

      At the forest’s edge, we could hear the sounds of the gothar drumming and chanting as they called the gods. The sound of the drums reverberated in my chest. Overhead, ravens cawed as they flew through the trees. I stared into the grove, watching as the trees swayed from side to side. Being winter, their limbs were bare. Only Grímnir’s Eye, a yew tree, stayed green.

      Torchlight flickered among the trees. At the entrance to the grove was a tall, carved wooden effigy of Odin the jarl had ordered made when I was just a girl. Similar carvings now sat near the tree in the forest as well. People had left offerings at the foot of the god. Food, animal pelts, and other baubles lay at his feet. Eydis and I approached the effigy.

      I reached out and touched the hands of Odin, which were carved to appear like they were folded on his chest. I looked up at the image of the god. A hollow had been dug into the wood where his eye would have been. As my fingers touched the surface of the wood, a shiver ran through my body.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      The truth is coming.

      I jumped when Eydis set her hand on my arm. “Come,” she said, a dreamy look in her eyes.

      I stared at her. “What is it?”

      Eydis’s eyes were glazed over. She seemed to see me and see through me all at once. “It is time to set the wheel in motion,” she said, then turned and motioned for me to follow.

      “Eydis?”

      Whatever she would have said next went unspoken. A long, echoing call of a horn came from the docks. Someone had arrived.

      “Who is it?” I asked Eydis.

      “Stop questioning everything and come,” Eydis said, leading me to the fjord.

      

      Ships sailed toward the dock, their red-and-white striped sails fluttering in the breeze. I had never traveled far from Dalr, but the sight of such fine ships made the palms of my hands itch with desire. More than anything, I wanted to leave this place. I wanted to go somewhere new, go somewhere where I wasn’t seen as cursed.

      When we reached the dock, Eydis and I stood with the other members of my family. I eyed the ships. Standing on the prow of one of the boats was my cousin, Asta’s son, Leif. He had pulled his dark hair back into a long braid. He wore an axe on his belt, a dark grey tunic with silver adornments, and new black boots. Apparently, his adventures had gone well.

      The ships, however, belonged to King Gudmund.

      “Leif,” I said to Eydis, who smiled. That faraway look on her eyes had passed. Instead, she had an odd little grin on her face, her hand above her heart, her fingers tapping. “Better watch that,” I added, motioning to her gesture.

      “What?”

      “You almost look like a girl in love. Loki will not be pleased.”

      “Psh,” Eydis blew at me.

      “And just what does Leif have to do with setting a wheel in motion?”

      “Wheel? What are you talking about?” Eydis asked, looking truly perplexed.

      Völva. That was Eydis. The thrall who spoke for the gods. How many times had she made such strange utterances only to have something unexpected come true in their wake?

      I gave Eydis a knowing look.

      She pointed her fingers to the heavens.

      I nodded, then turned back. Leif had spent the last year at King Gudmund’s court. Leif—who was born just a year after me—and I had grown up like siblings. Wherever he had gone, I had followed. Usually, much to his irritation. No amount of shooing me away or telling me to return to the hall had ever worked. When the boys had tried to prevent me from hunting, riding, or fishing with them, I had blackened their eyes or twisted their arms until they cried.

      I had followed Leif everywhere until he had stepped foot on a ship and left me behind.

      He had gone to see the world, to raid, to travel.

      I’d been sent to sit by the fire where the jarl expected me to stay until I grew old and died.

      But the jarl knew nothing of what I’d been learning from Yrsa. Aside from Eydis, no one did. If not for Yrsa’s training, I would have gone mad.

      “Who has come?” Mother asked, joining us.

      “Leif and King Gudmund.”

      “Is Orvar-Odd there? He asked me a question. I…I don’t think I ever got the chance to answer him.”

      “Who?”

      Mother flexed her brow as if she was confused. “What is it, my dear?”

      “Never mind,” I said with a frown then turned back.

      While Aunt Asta’s excitement to see her son was evident—even Hakon and Halger had run to the very edge of the pier in excitement—Calder eyed the ships with a bored expression. How my aunt had given birth to such a fierce fighter as my cousin always amazed me. Calder was so…flat. And from what I could tell, there was no love between Calder and Asta. Part of me wished Asta could take a new husband. Taking a new spouse was easily done, as my grandfather proved. He was on his fourth wife since my grandmother had died. His new wife, Gudrun, dressed in light pink, fox fur, and silver beads, stood alongside my grandfather, her blonde hair blowing in the wind. Gudrun was two years younger than me. Despite Grandfather’s efforts to father a son, he had produced no heir with her. Nor had he done so with his other wives, two of which had died in childbed to babes who came stillborn.

      At the end of the pier, Hakon and Halger began cheering and calling out, “Leif! Leif!” Their pale blond hair glimmered in the morning sunshine.

      On the ship, the man who was undoubtedly King Gudmund stood at Leif’s side. A barrel of a man dressed in a rich red tunic and a fur-trimmed robe with a beard that fell to his waist, he cut an imposing figure. Just behind Leif was another young man. He was taller than my cousin and more broadly built. Where Leif was tall and somewhat lithe, this man rivaled my cousin in height but was more muscular. He had long, dark hair, braided back from his temples and affixed with silver clips. He had swirling tattoos on his arms. He held on to the ship rigging. I was surprised when I noticed that his eyes were fixed on me.

      A weird flutter filled my chest, but the sensation was interrupted when a horn sounded once more, echoing across the fjord. The noise must have annoyed an unkindness of ravens roosting on a building nearby. Cawing loudly, they lifted from the building and flew toward the forest. I looked away from the stranger toward the fjord. Another fleet of ships was coming in.

      The blue sails of the ship clearly indicated that these were the vessels of Jarl Tove whose lands bordered our own. Jarl Tove and Calder’s father, Jarl Njal, had been enemies for many years. It was not until Grandfather had stepped in and settled the disputes between them that there had been peace. But that peace was tenuous at best. It was whispered that Jarl Tove’s ambitious son, Eric, did not like the arrangement between Jarl Njal and Grandfather. I didn’t blame him. Upon the death of the Jarl Njal and Grandfather, Calder was destined to double his holdings. Not a great prospect for the younger Tove.

      Smiling wide, Grandfather made his way to meet King Gudmund. “May Njord be praised that you have reached Dalr safely,” Grandfather bellowed.

      “Jarl Bjartmar,” King Gudmund called as he debarked his ship. “I am pleased to see you again. And as you see, I return your grandson to you as I found him.”

      Leif exited the ship behind the king. He inclined his head to Grandfather. “Jarl Bjartmar.”

      The jarl returned the gesture but said nothing.

      I frowned. My grandfather had been so fixed on the notion that Calder would rule after him, that Calder would unite our lands with those of Jarl Njal’s, that he dismissed the most obvious problem entirely. Calder was weak. Had my grandfather opened his eyes, he would have seen what was evident to everyone else. My cousin, Leif, was a man of worth, a warrior, a leader men would respect and follow. No one respected Calder.

      “May I introduce my son, Hofund,” the king said, motioning to the tall, dark-haired warrior I’d noticed.

      “Jarl Bjartmar,” the prince said, bowing to Grandfather.

      I watched the muscles around Grandfather’s mouth twitch. Was he jealous of the king’s son? Regardless of his indifference toward Asta and his affection for my mother, it was clear that the jarl wanted sons. He had lamented countless times how all his wives had failed him.

      “Well met,” Grandfather said, clapping Prince Hofund on the shoulder.

      The horn sounded once more.

      “Calder,” Grandfather snapped. “You will meet Jarl Tove. Take the twins. We shall escort King Gudmund to the hall.”

      Calder nodded. “Yes, Jarl.”

      “Come,” Grandfather called, motioning for us to fall into step behind him and the king.

      King Gudmund eyed us ladies, giving us a nod and smile, then went along with Grandfather.

      “Leif,” Asta said happily, going to my cousin.

      “Mother,” Leif said, embracing her. Even though he towered over my aunt, he held her head against his chest, pressing her close to him and kissing the top of her head.

      “Isn’t that a sweet sight, Hervor?” my mother said.

      “It is.”

      “When your father finally comes home, I shall embrace him like that.”

      “If you say so,” I said, my stomach twisting into a hard knot.

      Leif let my aunt go then turned to Mother. “Aunt Svafa,” he said, kissing her cheek.

      “I am glad to see you again,” she told him.

      “I am glad to be seen,” he said with a laugh then stepped back. Leif turned and looked at me. He crossed his arms as he studied me. King Gudmund’s son joined him.

      I set my hand on my hip and raised my eyebrow at Leif.

      Leif turned to Hofund. “This is my cousin, Hervor. You see how she meets us? Dressed as a proper lady, but with her axes on her belt, ready to raid. Kill any men today, cousin?”

      “Not yet, but it’s only morning.”

      Leif laughed. “Ladies, may I introduce Hofund, son of King Gudmund.”

      Hofund’s dark eyes had been on me, but I didn’t meet his gaze. I only turned to look at him when he shifted his attention to Asta. I was unused to men looking my way. Grandfather had managed to shame anyone who had ever shown even the remotest of interest in me. As a result, I had hardened my heart to the idea that I would ever be noticed that way. All I wanted to do was find a way to get away from Dalr, to sail with Leif, to raid and fight like Yrsa. How I would do that, I didn’t know. But one thing I did know, I didn’t need any man looking at me like that.

      “Lady Asta,” Hofund said. “You have raised a fine son and a great warrior. He’s become my most trusted companion and is a credit to you.”

      “Thank you, Prince Hofund,” Asta said, beaming with pride.

      Hofund turned to Mother.

      “This is Lady Svafa, my aunt,” Leif said, introducing her.

      Mother smiled at him, but her eyes took on a distant look. Her brow furrowed. “Is Hjalmar with you?”

      Hofund looked confused. “Hjalmar?”

      Mother nodded.

      “My sister gets confused sometimes,” Asta said with a nervous laugh. “Never mind that. Come, let’s go to the hall,” she said, linking her arm in Leif’s and leading us away.

      Eydis took Mother’s arm. “Svafa, did you notice how beautiful the clouds are today? See how they drift? All to the west, like Odin is blowing a soft breeze to gently push them along. See how easily they float, how slowly?” Eydis said. With one hand, she motioned across the skyline, her fingers eloquently tracking the clouds. “All will be well,” she added in a whisper. “Why don’t we go inside and have some mead?”

      “All will be well?” Mother asked, a nervous and sad tone in her voice.

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Loki told me.”

      “You know Loki is a liar.”

      “So he is, but not to me, and not to you. The sun blinds you, Lady. But one day soon, the clouds will clear. Odin is moving them away already. See? Come. Let’s drink,” Eydis said, then led Mother away. Mother exhaled deeply, looking much more at ease. Eydis always had a way of calming her when her confused thoughts and memories bordered on unbearable.

      As they went, Leif looked over his shoulder at Eydis. I watched as he subtly reached back for her hand. He gave it a light squeeze then turned his attention back to his mother, who was signaling for me to accompany Hofund.

      A knot formed in my stomach, but I pushed the ridiculous sensation away. I gestured to the young man, and we fell into step behind the others.

      “Hervor, isn’t it?” Hofund asked.

      “It is.”

      “Leif told me about his cousin the shield-maiden.”

      “Did he? And what mockery did he make of me?”

      Hofund looked perplexed. “None.”

      “Ah, now I’ve learned something about you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You are a liar. Leif never misses the opportunity to tease me.”

      Hofund laughed lightly. “On the contrary. He said, much to his embarrassment, that he learned to fight so well from constantly doing battle with you. There are many shield-maidens at my father’s court. But none, according to Leif, as fierce as you. Furthermore, Lady Hervor, I always tell the truth. Some call it a flaw in my nature.”

      I cast a glance at my cousin. While I had always considered my cousin a great warrior, it came as a surprise to discover he thought so well of me.

      “I wish we all had such wholesome flaws,” I told the prince.

      “And what flaws could Hervor possibly have?” he asked with a grin.

      “None so flattering,” I said with a smile, but I felt tightness in my chest. Soon enough, he would hear about my flaws. Leif, to his credit, had not smudged my name. But soon enough, Hofund would learn that I was a cursed girl.

      “We shall see. So, where is your shield today?” Hofund asked.

      “At home, but Huginn and Muninn are always with me,” I said, patting my axes.

      Hofund laughed. “So I see. They accent that blue dress very nicely.”

      “Then I’ll get you one,” I retorted.

      “Get me one what?”

      “A blue dress. So you, too, can be properly accented.”

      At that, Hofund laughed. “Something tells me I would not do it the justice you do, Hervor.”

      At that, I huffed a laugh but said nothing more. I simply worked my way toward the hall. A weird feeling fluttered in my chest once more, the sensation confusing and annoying me. But I also suddenly felt very glad Eydis had made me wear the blue gown after all.
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Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      The hall was full of raucous laughter, music, food, and drink. Mother sat with Asta, Calder, Gudrun, and the jarl at the head of the table alongside King Gudmund, Jarl Njal, and Jarl Tove. There was barely room to move in the hall. In the square outside, the villagers and soldiers were also feasting. This day and then next, everyone would eat, drink, and celebrate with the games. Tomorrow night, when the moon was full, we would journey to Grímnir’s Eye where we would honor our gods.

      I disliked the crush of people. I worked my way through the crowd, blending into the shadows as I watched the others laughing and talking. More than once, Asta caught my eye and motioned for me to join them. I shook my head and stayed as I was, watching and listening to snippets of conversation as I went. As I moved through the room, I noticed Egil and Eilif drinking with Hamner One-Ear and the other men I had seen together the night before, but they kept their conversation light. In the end, I found myself alongside Leif and his old companions from Dalr. He regaled them of his exploits raiding with King Gudmund and Hofund. I refilled my ale horn and slipped onto the bench beside my cousin.

      The others nodded to me. I knew them all well, having spent most of my childhood trailing behind them. I’d given more than one a black eye or fat lip when we were children when they chided me for not being strong enough because I was a girl, and later when they’d got it in mind to try to kiss me. Now, half of them were married and had young children. They looked at Leif with excitement and a bit of jealousy in their eyes.

      “Will you stay in Dalr?” Frode asked Lief. “Or will you raid with us in the spring?”

      “I must talk to the jarl. My plans are not settled.”

      “If you stay in Dalr, we will coordinate our raids,” Hofund said. “Together, we will be stronger.”

      Leif smiled at his new companion.

      “And will Hervor come?” Birger asked, giving me a wily grin.

      “Why not?” I replied. “I hunt better than you. I shoot a bow better than you. I fight better than you.”

      “She’s right about that,” Frode said, clapping his friend on the back.

      They laughed.

      Leif turned to me, taking one of my golden braids into his hand. He bobbed it playfully until I slapped it out of his grasp. Laughing, Leif said, “I will ask the gods to let the jarl permit it. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have at my side.”

      “I am not sure if I should be impressed at your confidence in Hervor’s prowess or offended to be so easily replaced,” Hofund said.

      I lifted my ale horn to him in a toast.

      He returned the gesture.

      A moment later, Eydis slipped onto Leif’s lap, a pitcher in her hand. She refilled our horns, then tuned and gave Leif a long look.

      “So, how many bastards did you father while you were away?” Eydis asked, a wicked grin on her face.

      Leif reached out and touched her chin. “None that I know of.”

      “Then you didn’t practice like I told you to,” Eydis told him.

      The others laughed.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Leif chuckled. “I stayed loyal to you all these months, and you complain.”

      Eydis sighed heavily. “Well then, if you can’t be persuaded to practice, I suppose I’ll just have to give you some extra lessons while you’re in Dalr,” Eydis said then ran her hand up Leif’s thigh, giving his crotch a squeeze.

      Given her low station, Eydis was vulnerable to the groping hands of men. Grandfather refused to make her a free woman, but her position close to Mother and me offered her some protection. But some years ago, a carnal and playful affection had blossomed between Eydis and Leif. I wasn’t really sure what they meant to one another.

      The others laughed.

      Grinning, Eydis kissed Leif then rose to leave. When she did so, I saw the look that passed between them. To my surprise, I saw true affection in their gazes. They had missed one another.

      I shook my head. What a confusing situation.

      Eydis moved to go but then stopped and whispered in my ear. “King Gudmund was inquiring about you to Asta. You can imagine how far that conversation went.”

      I frowned. “Why would he ask about me?”

      Eydis looked back over her shoulder at Hofund. “Are you stupid? Use your imagination.”

      I followed her gaze to Hofund, who was laughing with the others. When he felt my eyes on him, he turned and looked at me. Raising his horn, he toasted to me once more then drank.

      By the All-Father, no.

      I had been waiting for Leif to return, praying to Odin night and day that my cousin would take me with him on the spring raids. I had been training with Yrsa every day in preparation. Nothing appealed to me less than the idea of that.

      Although…

      I flicked my eyes toward Hofund for just the briefest of moments. He was handsome. And he was the son of a king. Nonetheless… No. A different future awaited me. One that had nothing to do with bedding the son of a king, handsome or not.
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Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      It was late in the night when the men finally fell into a drunken sleep, the strangers returning to their camps or to whichever family had taken them in. The jarls and King Gudmund had moved from the hall and into Grandfather’s private council chamber. They were deep in conversation.

      Most of the other ladies had retired earlier, Mother and Asta included, but I still felt edgy. While I was glad Leif had returned, it had not escaped my notice that Egil and Eilif had disappeared in the middle of the night once more. Grandfather had seemingly put the whole attempted murder affair behind him and moved on. Perhaps he simply accepted that he was hated by some of his people. The whole situation was not put to bed so easily for me.

      As I anticipated, Eydis and Leif left me on my own. Hofund had joined his father in the talks with Grandfather. As usual, I had nowhere to go, nothing to do, and no one looking for me.

      I pulled on my cloak and headed into the night. I stepped out of the hall and looked up at the moon, breathing in the frost-soaked air. I could feel the gods drawing close. Tomorrow, we would pray to them, ask them for our blessings. Turning from the hall, I wound my way from the village to the field. In the makeshift community, music played, fires burned, and people played dice and other games or talked late into the night. But in the woods, the torches burned as the priests made ready for the blót.

      The moon shimmered down on the forest. I could just make out the tall limbs at the top of Grímnir’s Eye. Some said a seed from Yggdrasil had embedded itself in the eye Odin had sacrificed to Mimir in the pool at the foot of the great tree. From that seed, the tree we called Grímnir’s Eye had grown. I stared at the skyline. Alongside Grímnir’s Eye were the barren limbs of the sleeping oak and ash trees. Their bare limbs made black silhouettes against the silver moon. Like boney fingers, they reached into the sky.

      The frozen mud crunching under my feet, I made my way to the effigy of Odin sitting at the entrance to the forest. Icy wind whipping down the rise gusted up under my blue gown, making me shiver.

      Since Eydis and I had been there earlier, more offerings had been brought to the idol.

      From the forest, I heard drumming and the sound of chanting.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the woods.

      Darkness enveloped me. I glanced back at the festival scene behind me. Joyous laughter and music filled the air. But beyond me, in the darkness, I felt a heavier presence.

      Following the torch-lit path, I made my way to Grímnir’s Eye.

      As I went, black-robed gothar who had been sitting with their drums, their faces painted with runes, looked up at me. Their eyes had a sheen to them, their minds far away.

      I was in a sacred space. Tomorrow, we would all come to speak to the gods. But this night belonged to those who had dedicated their lives to the gods. Tonight, they spoke to Odin, Thor, Balder, or whichever god pleased them.

      What—or who—possessed me to enter the woods, I didn’t know. Perhaps with Eydis preoccupied with Leif, Loki had taken it upon himself to meddle with me. But as I walked through the forest, I could feel the presence of the divine all around me.

      Grímnir’s Eye sat on a tall hill at the forest’s edge. Below the tree was a deep pool fed by a natural spring that meandered off toward the fjord. Torches had been lit all around the pool. Overlooking the water, sitting on high stone pedestals, were more carvings of the gods, including the image of Odin.

      At the water’s edge, the priests intoned. Their voices were throaty as they called to the gods.

      A bonfire burned not far away, casting orange and black shadows on the effigies.

      I glanced at Odin, inclining my head. While I honored all the gods, Odin had always been close to my heart and in my dreams. The father I never had. I could feel him watching over me. At least, that was what I imagined.

      A soft sound caught my attention.

      I turned to discover nine men, suspended by their feet, hanging from a gallows nearby.

      The men had been badly beaten and stripped naked. While he was almost unrecognizable, I spotted Gorm among the men hanging there. I eyed the others, recognizing his conspirators. Gorm’s body was marked with lashes. The sight of his nakedness moved me with compassion. Gorm had come to kill me, but tomorrow, he would be sacrificed to the gods. And I could not forget, he had given me a choice, given me a chance to live. I had decided not to take it.

      A fire burned nearby. Beside it, I noticed a bucket of water with a drinking ladle. I grabbed the bucket and approached the man.

      The sounds of drumming and throaty chanting filled the night air. A strong, frigid wind whipped through the forest, making the men sway. I approached Gorm.

      “Gorm,” I whispered.

      He did not respond.

      I knelt on the ground. “Gorm,” I called softly.

      A long moment passed before he opened his eyes a crack.

      “Sif…Sif with golden hair,” he whispered.

      The priests had, no doubt, given him something to loosen his mind and make him ready for the afterlife. I took a deep, shuddering breath.

      “It is Hervor. I have water. I will lift you, help you drink.”

      “Yes,” he whispered.

      Setting the bucket down, I gently maneuvered the man’s shoulders onto my arm, tilting him so he could drink. The weight of his body was heavy, and the angle for drinking cumbersome, but I did my best to pour water into his mouth.

      He drank what he could then coughed a little. I mopped his face dry with the sleeve of my dress.

      “Hervor,” he whispered. “My wife and children…”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. The jarl sent Torsten to seize your farm.”

      “Will you see to them? Will you ask after them?”

      “I will try.”

      “Hervor…you are in danger.”

      “Who sent you to kill us?”

      Gorm laughed. “Do you see those lashes? A hundred of those could not get me to say. Do you think your tongue will make me speak? But you are an innocent in your house. A bastard as much as any other. Leave this place. Leave.”

      “Who is here?” a voice called.

      I turned to find Freja, one of the priestesses who tended the holy rites, standing there. I had come across her many times in the past. When I was young, Mother had introduced me to her. I never forgot the moment. Mother had introduced Freja as though she knew the gythia very well but forgot her a moment later. Since then, I’d noticed the priestess around. I always got the impression that she was keeping an eye on me, but I didn’t know why. I stared at her. She was dressed in black robes, her face painted with runes. She wore an amulet made of bones and feathers around her neck.

      “Hervor, you must leave him now. He must forget this world so he is ready to enter Valhalla. If Odin will have him.”

      Gorm’s eyes closed once more.

      Moving gently, I let him go. When I did so, his body swayed back and forth. He grunted once but did not speak again.

      I returned the bucket, setting it back beside the fire. I could feel the priestess’s eyes on me.

      “The grove is a sacred space in the hours before the blót,” she told me.

      “The gods guided me here. I followed.”

      “How do you know it was the gods who guided you here?”

      “Odin called my name.”

      “Does the All-Father speak to you often?”

      I did not answer.

      “Come,” she said, motioning for me to follow her into the darkness.

      The grove, while situated close to the village, was a sacred space we rarely entered. When we were children, Leif and I would dare one another to race into the forest and bring back a leaf from the Grímnir’s Eye. Leif always claimed he was the fastest, returning with a leaf of questionable origin. I, on the other hand, would make the trek deep into the grove. Unlike Leif, I would never lie. The leaves I returned with, even if I was slower, always came from Grímnir’s Eye. The only other time I passed this way was when my mother would take me to a field located on the other side of the forest. We used to go there often when I was a girl, but it had been years since we’d made the long climb.

      The grove was a sacred space. People came here to honor the gods, to be wed, or to offer sacrifices. But the presence of the gothar always made me feel uncomfortable. They were like wraiths, coming and going in the shadows. The jarl would call upon them when needed, then they would disappear back to wherever they had come.

      Freja led me away from Grímnir’s Eye and deep into the forest. Soon, the fires illuminating the grove faded. Freja held a torch as we made our way through the woods. We hadn’t gone far when I made out a building sitting on a crag. The peaked roof beams, carved in the shapes of dragons, glimmered in the moonlight. Rather than taking me to the building, Freja led me downstream. There, I found a large rock that jutted out into the water. A small fire burned on the stone.

      “Come,” she said, motioning for me to join her as she took a seat on the rock beside the fire.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “This is a very old stone on which great sacrifices were once made back when Grímnir’s Eye was just a sapling,” she said, sliding her fingers over the runes and other symbols carved on the stone.

      While I had seen the rock before and sensed something peculiar about it, I hadn’t understood what. While the sense of magic in the air set me on edge, I sat on the stone. Beside the fire, the gythia had already set out a number of tools. Apparently, she had been working here before she’d found me. How had she found me then? Truly, the gods were at work here. Freja filled a cup with water that had been heating beside her small fire. She then removed the pouch hanging from her belt and sprinkled herbs into the water. Swirling the concoction, she handed it to me. “Drink.”

      “What is it?”

      “You say the All-Father speaks to you. This will help you listen.”

      I frowned at her. “I am not inclined to drink something just because it was handed to me. Or haven’t you heard? Someone tried to kill me recently.”

      “I heard. From their lips as they screamed,” she said, motioning in the direction of the gallows. “There are few people in Dalr you can trust. I know this. And while you do not know me, I know you. Drink, Hervor, and we shall read your runes. The gods brought you here. Let them say what they have to say.”

      Frowning, I looked at the drink. Dried bits floated on the top of the black liquid. The sharp scent of herbs effervesced from the cup. My instincts urged me to drink. I lifted the concoction and swallowed, tasting mushrooms, roots, and unfamiliar herbs. The taste was earthy and bitter. Regardless, I finished the concoction.

      “Good,” Freja said. “Now, we shall see. Look into the fire. See what the gods have to show you.”

      “I am no völva.”

      “No, but you are a person with a blank mark on you. It is in those blank spaces that the gods write their names.”

      “Blank mark?”

      “A father with no name. A mother with no memory. You belong to no one, which means you belong to the Æsir. They yearn for souls like yours to mark as their own.”

      I stared into the flames. Perhaps she was right. Eydis, too, was a blank person. She had no memory of her home save that brief recollection of snow, sleighs, and horses. And while I didn’t know how true her visions were, I knew that she, like me, was missing pieces of herself.

      My eyelids felt heavy as I gazed at the fire. As I did so, shapes began to form. I saw a farm near the sea. A thick blanket of snow covered the place. Fire rolled from a central longhouse. In the water, I saw Jarl Njal’s blue-sailed boats. The jarl’s warriors swept over the farm. They battled men with black hair who were dressed in fur coats and pointed hats styled in an odd fashion. Red blood marred the pristine white snow. The women were bound as slaves—and worse. And in the middle of the battle, I saw a small girl with dark hair. She stared, standing perfectly silent, as she watched the chaos around her unfold. Blood and fire encircled her. In her hands, she held a small doll made of straw dressed in a tattered piece of red cloth. She dropped the doll in the snow when a massive man lifted her and carried her away. It was only then that she cried out. Her dark brown eyes with their golden flecks were wide with terror. I would know those eyes anywhere.

      “Eydis!” I called, my whole body shuddering.

      Blinking hard, I looked across the fire at Freja, who was staring at me.

      “That story is not for you,” Freja said simply. “Look for your own tale in the flame.”

      “I sought nothing. I only saw.”

      “Loki plays tricks. He showed you his favorite. He wants you to love her as he does.”

      “I love her as well as she deserves,” I said, a smile creeping across my face.

      “Then that should be enough for the trickster god.”

      Freja moved to sit beside me. From her pocket, she pulled out a bag. She held it in her hands, whispered over it, then dumped the bag before me.

      Rune stones lay scattered on the ground before me.

      I stared at them. As I did, the images seemed to move, to dance. My eyes swam, my head feeling light and dizzy.

      Freja danced her hands over the runes. “The All-Father has plans for Hervor.”

      “What do you see?”

      “You will go far from here.”

      “Far? Where?”

      Freja frowned. “I see an island. I see an amber-colored man,” she whispered then shook her head. “A dozen dead men will dance for you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The dead will dance, and the past will speak,” Freja said, her voice sounding far away. “Your destiny lies far beyond Dalr. In the blank spaces of your life, your greatness will be revealed,” she said, leaning over the runes, her cloaked head near the ground as she studied the signs.

      “What? Who? What do you see?” I whispered.

      “Lies. The interference of the gods. The pride of one man,” the gythia whispered.

      “My father. Do you see my father there? Who was he? What happened to my mother?”

      The gythia mumbled, her words low and chanting. While I could not understand what she was saying, I heard my mother’s name, and Leif’s, and to my surprise, Hofund’s.

      “Freja,” I said.

      Still, she murmured.

      “Freja,” I said impatiently. I reached out and grabbed her shoulder.

      When I did so, she turned and looked up at me. But rather than her face, I saw that of Odin. The hole were his eye should have been was gaping, its blackness staring back at me. But his other eye twinkled with starlight. The All-Father reached out and set his hand on my shoulder.

      Hervor.

      My Valkyrie.

      The truth will find you.
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Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      Shuddering, I tore my gaze away only to find…no one.

      No Odin.

      No Freja.

      There was no one there.

      In fact, I was still sitting not far from the Grímnir’s Eye, close to the gallows. The water ladle was in my hand, the bucket sitting beside me.

      I cast a glance back toward Gorm and the others, all of whom swung gently in the breeze. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that the priests were still sitting by the pool. Their drums in their laps, they chanted, eyes closed or their glossed-over gazes very far away.

      Among them, I spotted Freja. She was sitting, her eyes fixed at some point off on the horizon. But she wasn’t looking at me.

      Legs shaking, I rose and headed away from the grove. I had been foolish to come into the forest on the night before the blót. The gods were awake, and Loki was always full of mischief.

      Pulling my cloak around me, I walked back to the fields below the grove.

      As I neared the effigy of Odin at the forest’s edge, I saw a man standing there. He had knelt before the god and was setting down an offering. Not wanting to intrude on his prayers, I pushed past only to stop when the man called my name.

      “Hervor?”

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      I looked behind me to find Hofund there.

      “Hofund?”

      “I saw you leave the hall. Someone thought they saw you pass this way. Is everything all right? You… You went into the grove?”

      “Yes.” I looked back into the forest, gazing at the limbs of Grímnir’s Eye.

      “That is brave of you.”

      “Or foolish.” Had that really happened? Had the priestess Freja actually spoken to me, or had I just imagined it? What had she meant about a dozen dead men? Had she been talking about my father? Was she right that I would leave this place?

      Hofund stared into the forest. “I always wanted to see the great tree of Dalr. Leif…well, he is not much interested in such things, but everyone says it is a rival to the sacred tree in Uppsala.”

      I laughed lightly. “You are right about Leif. But yes, Grímnir’s Eye, it is a thing of wonder.”

      “I do feel the gods here,” he said, turning once more to the effigy of Odin.

      I eyed him. It was then that I noticed that he wore a large silver amulet in the shape of Mjolnir. I pointed to it. “Thor… The thunder god speaks to you?”

      “I hear his hammer when I fight. I hear my name in the lightning when it rocks the sky.”

      “And where will the thunder god take you in this life?”

      Hofund shook his head. “I don’t know. But so far, he has brought me to Dalr where I have met the shield-maiden Hervor.”

      I laughed. “I am no shield-maiden.”

      Hofund grinned at me. “Yet you wear those,” he said, pointing to my axes. “Where other ladies might wear gems and amulets to adorn such a startling blue dress.”

      “Huginn and Muninn,” I said, touching the axes.

      “Named for the All-Father’s ravens.”

      I nodded.

      “Thought and memory. A pleasant way to die.”

      I smiled wryly.

      “What will you pray for tomorrow?” Hofund asked.

      The truth. “That is between Odin and me. What of you?”

      “I hope to raid with Leif this spring. I will ask for success in our endeavors.”

      “Nothing more?”

      “Perhaps I shall pray that a shield-maiden with twin axes accompanies us to keep us safe,” he added.

      “Ah, now you are playing,” I said then turned to the effigy. “And here I thought you had come to speak to Odin.”

      “I came to see where Hervor had gone. I chanced upon Odin along the way.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Who wouldn’t chase after such a beautiful woman in a blue dress?”

      “As you can see,” I said, motioning to the obviously empty path behind us. “There are thralls enough in the hall if you are simply chasing beautiful things,” I added tartly. Surely, he didn’t think I was the kind of maid you tumbled in a field.

      Hofund looked confused and a little offended. I was glad to see the impression on his face. “I’m looking for no such thing,” he said. After a moment, he added, “My mother was a völva.”

      Was. I waited for him to continue.

      “She told me that I would know the woman I was destined to marry the moment I saw her—in her blue dress. When our ship arrived in Dalr this morning, I saw you. Only you. Imagine my surprise to learn that you are Leif’s cousin about whom he speaks with great affection.”

      Destined to marry? My mind, full of the gythia’s words, was thinking of everything but marriage. “What makes you think I want to marry anyone?”

      Hofund smiled lightly. “I don’t know your wishes at all. But I do know that my mother was never wrong.”

      My stomach clenched. Could such a thing be possible? No. The jarl had told me I would never marry, that he would never permit me to mix my cursed blood. He’d rather kill me. And he wasn’t lying. His eyes would bug out of his head when he spoke that way, anger making the vein in his forehead throb. And for someone like Hofund, the son of a king, to suggest such a thing was preposterous. I could never marry him. At best, I could flee this place. At best, I could find a battle to go die in. Winning a prince by dressing in a blue gown was not my destiny. And yet, his mother had been a völva.

      “Your mother…may she feast in Valhalla where her spirit surely rests, but I don’t know that I can accept her prophecy.”

      “Don’t you believe in destiny, Hervor?”

      The wind blew over the rise, sending snowflakes along with it. From somewhere deep in the forest, a raven cawed.

      I exhaled deeply, the chill making a cloud out of my breath. “Your words flatter me, but a blue dress or not, you know nothing of who I am. Ask the jarl what he thinks I am worth. Such a life is not destined for me. You will learn it soon enough. I’m sorry to have troubled your mind. Good night, Hofund,” I said then turned and walked back toward the village.

      Even if there were some truth to Hofund’s words, I knew what the end would be. I was the daughter of a cursed man, a dead man, a thrall, a rapist… I didn’t even know who. I was someone who was no one. In my vision—had it been a vision?—Freja had said it right. I was someone with a blank space. It wouldn’t be long before Hofund learned that. No matter how much Leif loved me, it was the truth. It was better if Hofund found out now before any other romantic notions entered his mind.

      As I made my way across the frozen field back to the village, the wind whipped, tugging at the skirt of my blue dress.

      Eydis.

      I was going to kill her.
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Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      That night, the dream came again.

      Smoke burned my nose as I walked through the blazing village. I turned to see a massive man heave his axe, attacking Leif. My cousin blocked his opponent and jabbed the man with his sword. Leif’s face was splattered with mud and blood. Turning, I made my way down a narrow path that led to a tree that grew on the rise just beyond the village. Flames flickered from the rooftops, smoke billowing in tall plumes. The villagers screamed and fled in terror.

      I continued on my path.

      The two ravens perched at the top of the tall tree cawed as I drew near.

      I felt my axes in my hands, my fingers slick with blood.

      Odin hung upside down from the tree.

      I dropped on one knee.

      “Father,” I whispered.

      But when he opened his eyes, it was not the All-Father looking back at me.

      Instead, a man with bright red hair met my gaze. His eyes were amber-colored.

      “Hervor. Daughter. You will wield the dwarven sword.”

      “Who are you? Who am I?”

      “The truth will find you.”

      The ravens alighted from the tree, squawking loudly.

      Their loud caws jolted me from my dream. I thrashed sideways, falling from my bed.

      “Oh, now, that must have been quite the tussle,” Eydis, who was lying beside me in bed, said sleepily.

      Sighing, I crawled back onto my bed and sat on the side. My head pounded, and my shoulder ached where I’d hit it on the floor. I closed my eyes and tried to recall the man from the dream. He had long red hair. His body was covered with tattoos. He looked like a creature made of muscle, a warrior taken from legends. And his eyes had been the color of amber.

      “Hervor. Go back to sleep,” Eydis said, pulling me down.

      Sighing, I curled up beside her. Eydis wrapped her arm around me.

      I wrinkled up my nose. “You smell like sweat…and Leif.”

      “Yes,” she said dreamily. “He practiced after all. Now leave me alone and let me get some rest. Thanks to your cousin, I’ll walk like I rode an ox for a fortnight all day. I’m tired.”

      “And what will Loki say when he learns Leif has been tending to you.”

      Eydis giggled. “It is Loki’s garden, but sometimes another master must water it.”

      I shook my head.

      “What about you? Did the king’s son fall in love with you yet?”

      “He fell into something. He just doesn’t know what. He’ll learn soon enough. Blue dress or not.”

      Eydis laughed. “Good.”

      “Good for who?”

      “Hervor,” Eydis scoffed then sat up. Her hair was a tangled mess. “Did you ruin it already?

      “Ruin what?”

      “Your destiny.”

      “Destiny? I am a cursed girl. A plague on my family. Being wed to a prince is no destiny for someone like me.”

      Eydis grabbed my good shoulder and gave me a hard shake. “Hervor,” she said, a hint of rare seriousness in her voice. “Do not dismiss the chance the gods have lain at your feet. Do you think the jarl will ever let you raid with the men? Do you think he will ever let you do any of the things you want? You are more a slave than I am. But if you win the heart of Hofund, you may have the chance to live a life of your choosing.”

      “You are right that I am more the slave than you. But you are wrong about something.”

      “What?”

      “When King Gudmund learns I am the child of some dead bastard or thrall or rapist or whatever story Grandfather chooses to tell him, he will look elsewhere for a wife for his only son.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. So why give any of us hope?” I said, then rose. “Now, come on. Sore thighs or not, the sun is already up, and we need to get ready for the day. The gods are calling.”
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      Once I was out of bed, I found Aunt Asta was already awake. There were dark rings under her eyes, and she seemed more irritable than usual. Apparently, the twins had not let her sleep. Regardless, she was dressed in her best gown. Her thralls were chasing her wild boys in an effort to wash their faces and dress them in clean clothes. As always, a clowder of cats followed Asta. Asta’s pets, cats nearly the size of small dogs, were a constant presence in our life. But for some reason, none of her creatures had ever taken to me.

      Asta appeared in our room just as Eydis finished dressing Mother. I saw Asta look over her sister, her eyes flashing with jealousy. While her ringlets of golden hair were now littered with strands of silver, my mother was far prettier than her sister. Where Svafa was fair with light eyes, Asta was short and rounder with dark hair and a too-long nose. But still, with her large eyes and heavy lids, Asta was pretty. She took after Grandfather while Mother took after her own mother. Leif must have inherited his looks from Asta. Calder and the twins were pale blond, their hair almost white in color. Asta and Mother were simply different. Asta’s petty jealously should have been beneath her. But it wasn’t. And many times, that jealousy had extended to me because my looks were a mirror of my mother’s, not that it did me any good. Dressed in her prettiest green gown, my mother looked like a queen.

      Mother smiled at Asta. “You look very pretty, Asta.”

      Asta rolled her eyes. Her gaze flicked to me. “Take off those axes,” she told me.

      “If you don’t like them, come and try to take them off yourself.”

      Asta sighed in exasperation. “The jarl will not be pleased.”

      “When is he ever pleased with me?”

      Asta turned to Eydis, looking her over from head to toe.

      “What is she wearing?” Asta spat, glaring daggers at my servant.

      I looked at Eydis, who was wearing a simple gray shift.

      “Eydis, Asta wants to borrow your gown,” I said, feeling annoyed with my quarrelsome aunt.

      “Not that grain sack, the pendant in her hair. Who gave you that?”

      I glanced at Eydis’s oak leaf. At once, I realized why Asta had asked. Even Asta was aware of the relationship, such as it was, between Leif and Eydis. It was a bond she mostly ignored, but if Leif suddenly decided he wanted it to be more than that, Asta would never have approved. No wonder she was vexed. She assumed it had come from Leif. “I won it in a game yesterday…for Eydis.”

      “You gave that to your thrall?”

      “You can have it. Right after you take my axes from me.”

      Asta snorted with frustration. “Get your mother to the hall. And don’t wander off today,” she said, then turned and stalked away, screaming at her twins as she went, her cats following along behind her.

      “She thought Leif gave it to you,” I told Eydis.

      “Of course she did.”

      “Jealous creature. Let’s hope she doesn’t try to steal it.”

      Eydis shrugged then pinned a silver broach with a raven upon it onto my chest. “It doesn’t matter. Her undoing is fast at hand anyway, no matter what she does now.”

      I clasped Eydis’s hand. “What did you say?”

      Eydis paused, a confused expression on her face. She looked at me. “I don’t know. What did I say?”

      “You said Asta’s undoing is at hand. What did you mean?”

      Eydis shook her head, her gaze narrowing. “I… I don’t know.”

      I frowned. Eydis wasn’t lying. I knew that. She was an incredible mischief-maker, and she often hid the whole truth for the sport of play, but she never plainly lied…at least not to me. But such was the way of her visions sometimes.

      I stared at her. “When you were a girl, did you have a doll made of straw?”

      Eydis looked at me like I had slapped her.

      “A small doll, with a piece of red cloth for a dress?” I asked.

      “The gods are speaking,” Eydis said, nodding thoughtfully. “It is the winter festival. The wolf moon. The gods are talking.”

      “What do the gods want from us?” I whispered.

      “Whatever they wish.”

      I frowned.

      “Not the wolf moon. It’s the howling moon,” Mother said absently.

      We both turned and looked at her.

      She was adjusting the ties on her sleeve.

      “Mother?”

      “The howling moon. They call it a wolf moon, but to me, ever since the day you were born, I’ve called it the howling moon. That’s when you were born, Hervor, under the howling moon. The wolves cried and cried all night long. Even the moon howled the night you were born. I remember.”

      I looked at Eydis.

      “She remembers,” Eydis said with a smile.

      Digging into my bag, I pulled out the small packet I had stashed there. I crossed the room and joined my mother. Pulling out the acorn amulet, I gently placed it around Mother’s neck.

      “What is this?” she asked, fingering the little amber acorn.

      “A birthday gift,” I told her.

      Mother scrunched up her brow. “But this is the season of your birth.”

      “Yes,” I said simply. Over the years, it had become abundantly clear to me that the jarl would never mark the passage of my birth. And my mother, who did not know the place or time more often than not, could not be relied upon to remember such a thing. I had taken it upon myself to mark the years by gifting something to her rather than expecting anything for myself.

      “It’s very pretty,” Mother said, fingering the amulet. “Amber. Like your eyes,” Mother said, reaching out to touch my face. “How the wolves howled and howled. I thought they would eat us alive,” she said, then shuddered. Her gaze grew distant, darker. She stared off, like she almost remembered something, then shook her head. Turning, she smiled at Eydis. “That leaf is new,” she said, pointing to Eydis’s hair. “It’s my birthday today. Is it your birthday too?”

      “Oh, no. The god Loki gave this to me.”

      “Oh. That was nice of him. Shall we go? It’s almost time for supper,” Mother said, then turned and left the room.

      Clenching my fist, I covered my mouth with my hand as I watched her go.

      “Hervor,” Eydis said gently.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go in.”

      “Hervor,” Eydis called once more.

      I looked back at her.

      “Speak to Hofund. Don’t be stubborn.”

      Shaking my head, I headed to the hall.

      The place was filled with people. Mother and Asta had taken seats on the dais alongside Gudrun. King Gudmund sat beside Grandfather, the other jarls not far away. The tables were filled with men who were eating and drinking, making merry. I spied Leif among the crowd. He was sitting with his friends and Hofund. The moment I spotted them, Hofund looked up at me. He lifted his ale horn in a toast.

      I gave him the briefest of nods then scanned the room once more. Calder was sitting with his brothers at a table in the corner. The perpetually scowling Egil and the fake-merry Eilif were talking with Calder, Eilif clapping Calder on the back. The sight of it turned my blood icy. Something was wrong here. And while Gorm would not speak, I knew the heart of the matter lay somewhere between Jarl Njal’s younger sons.

      I worked my way through the room, blending in as I listened to pieces of conversation. There was talk of raids, and pretty women, and the gods, and of Gorm. Spotting Torsten, Grandfather’s housecarl, I went to him. A piece of me felt a pinch of guilt over Gorm’s fate. If I had betrayed my family, I could have saved the man. But I could not. I was not the one who had set him on his path, but I would keep my word to the condemned man.

      “Hervor,” Torsten said, giving me a polite nod.

      “Torsten, I wanted to ask what was done with Gorm’s family.”

      “Gorm’s family?” he asked, lifting his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Yes. His wife and children.”

      Torsten shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t lie. You were sent to seize the farm. What happened?”

      Torsten frowned. “It is not for a lady to hear.”

      “You are alive because of this lady. I will hear.”

      He sighed. “We seized their holding. The family tried to hide in a shed. The shed was burned.”

      “With the women and children inside?”

      “I told you this was not for a lady to hear.”

      “None of them survived? Not one?”

      “His youngest daughter, a small girl…”

      “Where is she now?”

      Torsten sighed. “She was brought back with the animals. I don’t know, Hervor. She was with the livestock when I last saw her. The jarl was told she lived. He made no orders.”

      Which meant he’d sentenced the child to death.

      “And Gorm’s lands. What happens to them now?”

      “They belong to the jarl. He will send someone to take over the farm. The fruits from which will clothe your back and fill your stomach. That is the way it is done.”

      “Is it?”

      Torsten frowned. “That is the way it is done here.”

      Torsten met my eye, a knowing expression in his gaze. I couldn’t blame Grandfather for taking his vengeance on Gorm, but on his wife and children? They were innocent, even in the eyes of the gods, and their blood stained the jarl’s hands.

      Saying nothing more, I inclined my head in thanks to Torsten then went on my way as I mulled over his words. I moved through the crowds, finding a spot not far from Calder and his brothers. Taking an ale horn, I leaned against a post and listened to the conversation underway.

      “He will not come raid with us. He is a coward at heart,” Egil cruelly chided his brother.

      “His cock is sharper than his sword. How many bastards do you have in Dalr?” Eilif asked his brother.

      Calder shrugged. “Who can count? I take what I like here. The women of Dalr know who will be jarl. Their legs fall open at the mere thought of it. Why am I to blame? Besides, you are just jealous because you can produce only daughters,” Calder retorted to Eilif then turned to Egil. “And you only spew venom because you have never forgiven me for taking Asta.”

      At that, Egil rose angrily, his stool falling backward. Rage washed over his face. “You took nothing from me. The jarl stole what was mine. It had nothing to do with you,” he said furiously. His hands shaking, he left the hall.

      Eilif watched his brother go then shrugged. “You do wrong to remind him, brother. As for my daughters, there are too many of them, that is certain, but they are a fair lot. Good for trading,” Eilif said, tapping his ale horn against Calder’s.

      The men laughed.

      Calder sighed then shrugged. “I am no coward. The jarl needs me here. I cannot go on the raids. There has been trouble here. I must stay and be watchful.”

      “But Leif is here. Leave him to deal with the jarl’s affairs. We have been told of a rich city to the east, ripe for plundering. Come and win your own rewards, brother,” Eilif said. “Make a name for yourself in deed, not just in birth.”

      Calder shrugged. “I will think about it.”

      “Go then, ask Asta’s permission,” Eilif said with a laugh. “You’re more a maid than your wife. Maybe Asta will bring her cats and come raid with us.”

      Calder’s cheeks flushed red with humiliation.

      I eyed Eilif. He watched Calder carefully as he drank. I could feel my heart thump loudly in my chest. The comment about Egil and Asta surprised me. Had there been something between them in the past? Why had I never heard of such a thing? If there had been tension over my aunt, surely that would explain some of the animosity. And it might explain why Egil had never married. I frowned. The conversation felt like something more than posturing. Egil and Eilif were plotting. These men were not to be trusted, not even with their own brother. But what did that mean for Leif?

      I looked toward my cousin.

      While Leif was distracted talking to the men sitting nearby, I was surprised when I found Hofund looking at me.

      He smiled gently.

      Eydis’s words came to mind. She was right that the jarl would not permit me to be anything I wished, to live any way I wished. But I was not a suitable bride for a king’s son, and I had no wish to be anyone’s whore.

      I nodded to Hofund, then turned and caught Eydis’s eye. I motioned for her to fetch my cape. I could stay in the hall and feast. Or I could sit quietly and watch treachery unfold before my eyes. Or I could sit with Leif and listen to him plan raids I could never go on. Or I could sit beside the king’s son and dream of him playing between my legs. But none of that was going to get me anywhere. Nothing inside this hall was for me.

      My eyes went to Mother. Her gold hair shining in the firelight, she was a picture of beauty. She sat toying with the acorn amulet. A wistful smile danced on her lips. She paid no attention to the commotion around her, merely smiled at her own thoughts, wherever they had taken her.

      I finished my ale and set it aside.

      When Eydis returned, she was wearing her cloak.

      “You know, it’s a fair bit warmer inside than out,” she told me, handing me my wrap.

      “Perhaps Loki wants me to win you another amulet.”

      “Or perhaps Hervor feels smothered by her fate and is trying to escape…and dragging me along with her.”

      “In some households, they cut out a thrall’s tongue when they talk too much.”

      “Oh, well, thank the gods we don’t live in such barbaric places,” she replied with a wink, then we headed outside.
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Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Once outside, I turned and headed in the direction of the animal pens and stables.

      “Where, exactly, are we going?”

      “I made a promise to a dead man. I think.”

      “Oh, lovely. I can’t wait to see what trouble this brings us. You know bargaining with dead men is highly unlikely to yield good results.”

      “I’m already a cursed girl, and you are a slave. How much worse can it get?”

      The smell of pig shit and animals perfumed the air around the stalls. Farmhands tended the place, shoveling the manure and feeding the livestock.

      “Ah, a fresh winter morning,” Eydis said, pretending to smell the air. She quickly covered her nose with her hand.

      I shook my head. “Come now, Lady Eydis, don’t be so haughty,” I said, then turned to one of the boys working there. “You there,” I called to him.

      The boy, who was busy distributing grain, stopped and looked at me. “Lady Hervor,” he said in surprise. “Wh-what did you need? The jarl…does he—”

      “The jarl needs nothing. I’m told livestock was brought from Gorm’s farmstead.”

      The boy nodded. “Two heads of sheep, four cows, five goats, ducks, and chickens. They are all accounted for, Lady Hervor.”

      “I’m sure they are. I’m also told a girl came along with them.”

      Eydis turned and looked at me.

      The boy froze.

      “You know who I mean?”

      “I…”

      “Well?”

      “Yes, Lady Hervor.”

      “Where is she?”

      “There,” the boy said, pointing. “With the goats.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Hilda.”

      I nodded, pulled up the hem of my dress, and then crossed through the barn to the goat pen.

      “And what are we doing?” Eydis asked.

      “You’re the völva. Figure it out.”

      When we arrived at the goat pen, I didn’t see anyone. Only when Eydis went to the side of the pen to pet the creatures, all of whom came to see if she had anything to eat, did I spot a rumpled, muddy bundle in the back of the stall along the wall.

      The little girl, who was no more than five, clung to a small goat like her life depended on it. She had filthy blonde hair, dirty clothes, and startling blue eyes. She stared at me, a look of terror in her gaze. I rounded the pen to lean on the section of the wall near where the girl was huddled.

      Eydis chatted with the goats, petting them on the head and playing with their ears. She scooped some grain from the nearby bin and gave small handfuls to the creatures, chiding them for their lack of manners. The goat the girl held onto struggled to be free.

      “Looks like he’s hungry,” I said.

      “No. He wants to stay with me.”

      “Of course he does. But he’s also very hungry. You should let him go eat.”

      The girl looked from me to the goat. After a moment, she let the little creature go free. It hurried to join the others, jumping onto the back of a larger goat so he could get closer to Eydis and her grain.

      I smiled. “Did you teach him that?”

      The girl shook her head.

      “Your name is Hilda, isn’t it?”

      She pulled her legs up to her chest. She stared at the goats but didn’t answer.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      She shook her head.

      “My name is Hervor. You see, my name starts with an H, just like yours.”

      The girl looked up at me. “Hervor.”

      I nodded. “And that is Eydis,” I said, pointing. “Your goats are very hungry. It makes me wonder if you’re hungry too.”

      The girl didn’t answer.

      “You can come with Eydis and me. I will take you to the great hall, find you something to eat.”

      “No.”

      “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “I am. I’m waiting for my mother and father. They will come to get me soon.”

      Had no one told her? Didn’t she know? I inhaled slowly and deeply. “No. They will not.” I looked down at the child. She sat staring at the goats, her eyes wet with unshed tears. “I think you should come with me. Let Eydis and I find you something warm to wear. And some food.”

      “My goats.”

      “The boy will tend them.”

      The little girl looked up at me. “Hervor?”

      “Yes?”

      “My mother and father… They aren’t coming back?”

      “No.”

      “What should I do?”

      “Come with me. That is what you should do. But you must do something for me.”

      “What?”

      “If anyone asks, you must tell people your name is Hillie. Can you do that?”

      “My father called me Hillie.”

      “Then that will make things easy.” I held out my hand to her.

      Slowly, tepidly, the girl rose out of the muck. I reached down and picked her up. She was a very pretty creature under all that dirt. “Hillie, do you know your father’s name?”

      She nodded. “Da.”

      I smiled. “And your mother’s?”

      “Ma,” she said, but then her lower lip trembled. “Hervor, are you sure they aren’t coming?”

      “I’m sure.”

      A terrible look of sadness swept over the child’s features, and she buried her head in my shoulder. I patted her back gently then motioned to Eydis that it was time to go.

      Without another word, I headed back to the longhouse. Rather than heading to the front, I went to the servant’s entrance.

      “Now I see,” Eydis said simply.

      “I will not have a child die in the cold because men plot and play.”

      Eydis nodded. “Of course not. The gods wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      

      Back in the longhouse, Eydis hurried quickly, getting a washing basin and some fresh linens for the little girl. Somehow, we managed to sneak the child into the bedroom I shared with Mother without anyone noticing. Gorm’s daughter was silent as Eydis chatted lightly about goats, and horses, and ducklings while she cleaned Hillie up. As always, Eydis’s stories cast a spell over the listener. The child was lulled into a peaceful quiet. Once Hillie redressed, Eydis fetched a platter of food for the little one. The girl ate heartily, never speaking a word as she stared into the fire.

      “What now?” Eydis asked.

      “Who do you trust among the other servants?”

      Eydis frowned. “In the kitchens, there is Old Oda.”

      Oda had been in the longhouse as long as I remembered, and she had always been kind to me. “Ask her, on my behalf, to find something for the child to do.”

      “She is too young.”

      “She is too young. But we can either try or leave her in the animal pen in the middle of winter to die.”

      “Whose child is she?”

      “Gorm’s.”

      Eydis looked surprised. “No one must ever know.”

      “You will say that Hervor bought her from a trader who came to the fair. It is an easy enough lie, one the others will believe.”

      Eydis stared at the child. “You have done well here, Hervor. The gods will repay this kindness.

      I sighed. “I don’t see them in any great hurry to repay anything to me. Will you speak to Oda?”

      Eydis nodded.

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      After Eydis left, I went to the fire and sat down by the little girl.

      She turned and stared at the room around her. “Is this the jarl’s hall?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you live here?”

      “Yes. I am the jarl’s granddaughter.”

      “It is a very big place.”

      “It is. Would you like to live here too? Could you help in the kitchens?”

      “I can cut vegetables.”

      “Good. We need someone to help with cutting vegetables.”

      “Can I see my goats?”

      “Maybe, after a little while. For now, it’s best if you stay inside and help.”

      The girl met my eye once more. “I don’t know where my family went.”

      “They are with the Æsir.”

      She turned and looked back at the fire. “All right.”

      “I promised someone I would look after you. If you need anything, if you get scared, if anyone bothers you, you must come to me. Can you remember that?”

      She nodded, then started eating once more.

      A short while later, Eydis returned with Old Oda, who looked annoyed.

      “Not the time for taking in little strays, Hervor. There isn’t an inch of room for anyone to sleep in the kitchen. And she’s too small to work.”

      “She can chop vegetables. And she can sleep here.”

      “With you and your mother?” Oda asked, sounding surprised.

      I nodded. “Send her here at the end of the night.”

      Oda sighed. “Very well. Come, girl. Let’s get you to work. What’s your name?”

      The little girl looked at me.

      I nodded at her.

      “Hillie.”

      “Right, come then, Hillie. I’ve got turnips that need trimming,” she said. Taking the girl by the hand, she led the child from the room.

      The little girl looked back at me over her shoulder, giving me a small smile, then she disappeared back into the longhouse.

      I sighed.

      Eydis clapped her hands. “All right. So, back to the hall then? Leif and Hofund—”

      I picked up our cloaks and handed Eydis’s wrap to her.

      “But it’s cold,” Eydis whined.

      “Complain to the gods. You and I are going to see about a boat.”

      “A boat?” Eydis exclaimed. “Hervor… What a tragedy that I am a bondmaid to a lady who is the least ladylike in all the land.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You would.”

      I laughed. “Come on. Let’s go.”
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Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      “Why are we going to look at the ships?” Eydis asked for what felt like the hundredth time.

      “I want to see who is here.”

      “I thought, perhaps, you wanted to make an escape.”

      “I do. Will you steal a ship with me today?”

      “Not today.”

      “Well, at least that leaves things open for the future.”

      Winding through the busy village streets, we found sleepy Dalr bustling. Merchants had come from all around, selling their wares in the street. The blót had drawn them all.

      Eydis and I returned to the waters of the fjord. Every spot along the docks was full. The bay was full of ships with hardly room for the oars between them.

      “Like ducks in a pond,” Eydis said.

      I spotted Dag, the town’s most talented shipbuilder. He was laughing brightly, speaking to a merchant. I eyed one of the ships docked nearby. It was a new vessel. Dag had been building it all autumn in the hope of fetching a good price for it from one of the visiting jarls or Grandfather himself. Thus far, he and Grandfather had not come to terms on a price, much to both of their annoyance. Skirting around him unnoticed, I slipped onto the ship, Eydis hopping in behind me.

      “The last time I sailed, it brought me here,” Eydis said.

      “I am sorry for it.”

      “There are worse places I could have gone. And to worse people.”

      “Do you remember anything from before?” I asked her.

      “The straw doll,” she said with a broken smile. I rarely asked her about her past. I knew it caused her pain. She had been taken from everything and everyone she had loved far too young.

      “Do you remember your mother? Your father?” I asked as I touched the tall mast. I looked up the length of the pole.

      “Yes and no. I can’t really say if they are memories or imaginings. I remember a dark-haired man and woman. But I don’t recall their names. I don’t remember anything but my own name, the snow, sleighs and horses, and that doll. How did you know about that doll?”

      “Maybe I’m a völva like you now.”

      Eydis laughed. “May the gods shake with fear. You will thrash their secrets from them.”

      “By Odin’s beard, what are you doing there?” Dag called.

      I turned to find him studying Eydis and me, a bemused expression on his face.

      “Hervor,” he said with a shake of his head. “Always underfoot.”

      “How many men are needed to sail a ship like this?” I asked.

      Dag stroked his long, braided beard. “Just a small team can sail it, but to travel a far distance, twenty-four men at minimum. Thirty is better.”

      “And how many women?” Eydis called, a wicked grin on her face.

      Dag chuckled.

      I went to the front of the ship and stood by the masthead.

      “I want you to take me out,” I told Dag. “After the blót. I want you to show me how to sail.”

      “And the jarl will show me how to hang. No, Hervor.”

      “I will pay you.”

      “No.”

      “Your roof needs repairs. I saw you patching it after the blizzard. I will pay you enough to fix it.”

      Dag stared at me, crossing his arms in front of him. “No. As much as I would like to say yes, I must tell you no.”

      “And what are you telling her no to?” a voice called.

      I turned to find Leif there, Hofund beside him.

      “Leif,” Dag said, inclining his head to my cousin. “Welcome home. You know Hervor, always coming up with something she’s better off leaving alone. Now she wants to sail.”

      “Of course she does,” Leif said.

      “Dag will not take me out,” I told my cousin.

      “Why not?” Leif asked the shipbuilder.

      The man gestured with his hands as if the answer was obvious.

      Leif frowned then met my gaze. “I will take you,” he told me.

      “Promise it,” I replied.

      “I promise.”

      Hofund looked from my cousin to me and back again.

      “Well, with that settled, let’s go,” Eydis said, climbing off the ship to the dock. Hofund reached out to steady her. “Thank you,” she told him politely.

      He inclined his head to her.

      Eydis turned, raising and lowering her eyebrows at me.

      I sighed, then joined the others.

      “Hervor,” Dag said, his voice apologetic.

      I shook my head. “Say nothing more. I understand,” I told him, setting my hand on his shoulder.

      He sighed heavily, then let me go.

      I turned to Leif. “Why are you out here?”

      “Hofund suggested we see the games. Grandfather was getting irritable, so it seemed a good time to leave.”

      “With whom?”

      “Everyone, as usual. But with my father in particular.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Father wants to raid with my uncles.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, mulling it over.

      “You don’t have to say anything, Hervor. Even I know my father suggesting such a thing is odd. Leave it for now. Let’s see what festivities are happening today,” Leif said, then pulled Eydis close to him, squeezing her arse as they made their way off the pier. And while the gesture was playful and lusty, I also heard him whisper to her, “Are you cold? Do you need another wrap?”

      Eydis shook her head and kissed him on the cheek.

      Hofund and I fell into step behind them. We walked through the busy village back to the field where all the games were taking place.

      “Do you remember the last nine-year blót?” Hofund asked me.

      “A little. I remember all the people. It was easy to get lost in such a crowd.”

      “You like to get lost. You blend into the shadows like a thief. It’s fun to watch you. One moment you’re there, the next you’re gone. I made it a game to see if I could spot you. You were often too quick for me.”

      “One can learn quite a lot by being unseen.”

      “Why do you think I was watching you,” he replied with a light laugh, which I couldn’t help but join.

      “And what did you learn?”

      “You are an outsider from your family.”

      It was true, but hearing him say it did not make the truth easier. “I have no place in the jarl’s household,” I replied, trying not to let any emotion mar my voice.

      “And there is something wrong in Dalr, something you are trying to puzzle out.”

      “The night before you arrived, some men raided the hall and tried to murder my family. I want to know why and who was behind it.”

      “Leif mentioned the same. But he included one piece of the story you are omitting.”

      “And that is?”

      “As Leif tells it, when the raiders came into your hall, it was you who stopped them.”

      “I did what I had to do.”

      “Then you did well. Leif said you saved your family. The gods will be pleased with a shield-maiden like you, a woman who defends her own. But there is something I don’t understand. Why is it that your grandfather does not accept your choice to fight? It honors the gods, and I have seen other shield-maidens here in Dalr.”

      “Yes, there are warrior maids here, but their names are not Hervor.”

      “Why must it be so particular with you?” Hofund asked.

      “That question would be better answered by the jarl.”

      Hofund frowned. “Hervor…your father. Is he…”

      And there was the question that would spoil everything.

      “My father—” I began, but Eydis turned and interrupted.

      “Hervor, look. There is Yrsa,” she said, pointing toward one of the games underway. But in her gaze, I also saw a warning.

      In the field around us, many games and competitions were underway. Some of the boys called Leif to join them in a round of knattleikr, but he waved them away. Yrsa was competing in a match against a brute of a warrior. Her shield in front of her, she eyed her opponent. I knew the move. The man didn’t have a chance. He raised his ax, but Yrsa acted fast. She bashed the man with the boss at the center of her shied. I could hear the bones in the man’s nose crack.

      The crowd let out a cheer of sympathetic “oohs.”

      The man staggered backward, dropping his axe as a spray of blood erupted from his nose.

      A horn sounded, and the game master cheered.

      Yrsa had won the bout.

      “Who will challenge our winner?” the game master called.

      “Here,” I shouted in reply.

      Yrsa turned toward the sound of my voice. When her eyes met mine, she grinned.

      Leaving Hofund and his unanswered question behind, I hurried ahead to challenge my teacher.
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Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Pulling off my cloak, I handed it to Eydis.

      “Don’t forget that you have a hole in your shoulder,” she whispered to me.

      “And Yrsa has a bad leg. We’re evenly matched.”

      “The first to bleed loses. But no one dies in this ring,” the game master told us. “May Thor accept the sacrifice of your blood.”

      “You’re going to get mud on your pretty dress,” Yrsa told me, eyeing me over.

      “Only if I fall on my arse. Which I don’t plan to do.”

      Yrsa puffed. “We shall see.”

      I slipped one of my axes from my belt and heaved a shield in front of me, readying myself.

      “Begin,” the game master called.

      Yrsa rushed me, swinging her axe hard. I hated it when she did that. I tossed my shield at her, surprising her, then jutted sideways, grabbing another shield lying nearby. Protecting myself, I turned to face her.

      The grizzled shield-maiden laughed.

      Behind us, the others cheered, Leif, Eydis, and Hofund included.

      Yrsa kicked the shield out of the way. When she did so, I saw the smart of pain cross her face. Her leg would be aching after the walk down the mountain. It was unfair of me to use her injury against her. Aside from that, if the others had not yet noticed, I didn’t want to give her away.

      Grinning at me, her sweat-soaked golden hair plastered to her forehead, she came at me once more. I dodged right, but she anticipated the move. Her axe struck my shield. The moment it did so, she shoved me hard, sending me stumbling backward. I let go of the shield and pulled my second axe from my belt. I gave the weapons a twirl then advanced on her. I swiped. Yrsa blocked the move. I reached out and grabbed her arm, yanking her toward me. But she twisted her arm, breaking the grasp, and spun away. She dropped her shield in the process.

      Laughing, I pursued her.

      Yrsa attacked, but I met her blow with my own weapon, blocking her. I felt the collision of our weapons in my shoulder, but I forced myself to ignore the pain. It was a move we had practiced a hundred times and had taken weeks to master. We had started out training with wooden swords and axes. I had left Yrsa’s cave with more bruises and cuts than I dared admit.

      Yrsa leaned into my face. “Good,” she whispered. “But you forgot something.”

      A moment later, I felt her strike out with her leg. I gasped, feeling my feet go out from under me. My axes bounced from my hands when I hit the ground hard. A moment later, I was lying on the ground, staring up at the sky. Grinning, Yrsa leaned over me. “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” she clicked at me. “Here you are on your arse after all.”

      I grinned back at her. “But I’m not bleeding,” I said, then pulled the broach from my dress. Moving quickly, I gave her a jab, pricking her hand.

      At that, the game master laughed loudly. “Hervor has drawn blood. We have a winner.”

      Chuckling, Yrsa slipped her axe back on her belt then offered her hand to me, pulling me up. When she did so, I saw her favor her left leg. I was correct. Her right leg was aching.

      “For the winner,” the game master said, handing me a round of bread that had been baked in the shape of Mjolnir.  Grinning, I passed it to Yrsa, who inclined her head to me then stuffed it into her bag.

      “Well done,” Leif told me, clapping me on the back.

      I inclined my head to him.

      “Now she’s covered in mud,” Eydis told Yrsa with a frown as she quickly swiped the mud and leaves off my backside.

      Yrsa rolled her eyes at Eydis but said nothing more.

      I chuckled. Yrsa and Eydis knew one another well, but they were creatures whose temperaments did not match. Yrsa was too gruff and reserved for Eydis’s prankster ways. Eydis found Yrsa too dour.

      “The jarl, the jarl is coming,” someone called.

      Eydis tossed my cloak over my shoulders to cover the mud-stained gown.

      I cast a glance down the row. Grandfather and King Gudmund were leading the assembly, Jarl Tove and the rest of the family behind them. I looked through the crowd, spotting Mother’s golden hair.

      “You fought well,” Hofund said, turning to me. He looked me over then moved to touch my face.

      I flinched, stepping back.

      “Mud, just there,” he said, reaching out to wipe the blemish off my face.

      “Thank you,” I said, brushing my hand across my cheek.

      Mixed emotions washed over me. I didn’t want to feel anything toward this handsome man. There was nothing here for me but disappointment and heartache. But still…

      When the jarl neared us, I turned back to speak to Yrsa only to find she was gone.

      “Where did she go?” I whispered to Eydis.

      Eydis shrugged.

      “Son,” King Gudmund called, grinning at Hofund. “How are the games?”

      “Thor will be pleased to see such strong warriors competing in his name,” Hofund said.

      “Very good, very good. Ah, the lovely Hervor. How the cold air brings out the roses in your cheeks,” the king said, smiling at me. “With hair like Sif’s, just like your mother. Beautiful girl, isn’t she, my son?”

      I gave the king an awkward smile.

      Beside him, Grandfather glared at me, ice in his eyes.

      “That she is,” Hofund agreed.

      “Come, Jarl Bjartmar, let us see if we can throw an axe as well as the young men,” the king said, motioning to a game at the end of the row.

      “First, mead,” Grandfather said, motioning to a vendor.

      “Indeed. Let’s have some,” the king agreed, and the party moved on.

      Asta stopped for a moment. “Where is your father?” she asked Leif, a perturbed look on her face.

      Leif shrugged. “How should I know?”

      She flicked her eyes at me, looking me over. “You have mud in your hair,” she hissed at me. But a moment later, Hakon and Halger broke from the group and went running toward a vendor selling cheese.

      “Cheese,” they screamed in unison.

      Cursing, Asta ran after them.

      Frowning, I glanced down my golden locks. She was right, there was mud on my braid. Distracted, Mother had stopped and was looking at something in the distance.

      “Mother?”

      The sound of my voice brought her back. “Hervor,” she said with a smile, reaching out to take my hand. She motioned over my shoulder.

      I looked back to see Yrsa sitting at a fire ring at the edge of the field. She was drinking from a tankard and eating the bread I’d won.

      “Do I know that woman?” she asked me.

      I looked from Mother to Yrsa. “I don’t think so. No.”

      “Not that you know of,” Eydis whispered to me.

      Leif looked at Eydis.

      “Who is she?” Mother asked.

      “Her name is Yrsa.”

      Mother stared at Yrsa for so long that the shield-maiden finally looked up. She frowned when she saw us looking at her and turned her back.

      “Svafa,” Gudrun, Grandfather’s wife, called, waving for Mother to join her.

      “Why don’t you go with them,” I said gently.

      “All right.” Leaning in, she kissed my cheek then turned and joined the others.

      I frowned.

      Beside me, Hofund watched Mother go.

      “She wasn’t always like that,” I told him. For some reason, I felt it dire that he know my mother wasn’t really a half-wit. “She fell into the ice the night I was born, or so I’ve been told. They thought she would die. The gods spared her life but took her mind and memory. Now, she just…floats through this world, half-woman, half-spirit.”

      “And your father?” Hofund asked.

      “Grandfather is right,” Leif announced loudly. “For once,” he added with a laugh. “It’s time for some drink. Come. I will buy us all some mead.”

      We turned to go, but I hesitated, turning back to motion for Yrsa to join us. But when I did so, I discovered that she was already gone.
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Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      We passed the day wandering around the games, feasting, and visiting with the people gathered there. I did not see Yrsa again. By midday, however, it was time to convene at the longhouse to prepare for the ceremony. Already, many people had gone into the grove to begin their prayers. The rites that night would not begin until the jarl and his family arrived.

      Before the sun sank below the horizon, the gothar arrived at the hall. Just a girl at the last major blót nine years ago, I didn’t remember the rite very well, but I remembered the gothar. Dressed in black, their faces painted with a mix of kohl, blood, and chalky white paste, runes drawn on their foreheads, they were otherworldly.

      Eyvinder, Grandfather’s skald, led Leif, Calder, and the jarl away to prepare. As the jarl of Dalr, Grandfather was the spiritual center of our community. It was he who would call the gods tonight.

      Asta joined Mother and I in our chamber. Three gythia had come from the grove to attend us. One of the women, the eldest of them, instructed Eydis to bank up the fire. It burned so hot that it made me sweat. After the room was heated, baths were prepared for us. On the instruction of the gythia, the thralls went to fetch water from the fjord. As we waited for them to return, the women brewed concoctions for us to drink. They smelled of herbs and tasted like the same brew Freja had given me in my strange vision. When the thralls returned, they poured the icy water into our bathing tubs. When Eydis helped me into the water, my whole body shook.  The water was so cold that I feared my heart would stop, but I steadied myself and said nothing. My head swam from the herbs the gythia were burning and the earthy brew. In one corner of the room, a gythia drummed and chanted in a low voice. Another of the priestesses attended Asta, painting her naked flesh with runes drawn in blood.

      With Eydis’s help, I washed out my long hair, plaiting it into a braid. Eydis helped me from the tub. When I rose, I swayed. My mind feeling loose.

      Eydis eyed me closely. “Don’t go too far away already,” she whispered.

      After I dried off, the priestess who had been painting Asta came to me.

      I looked at my aunt, whom they were dressing in a white robe. She was staring at me, eyeing my naked body without shame.

      “Why are you staring, Asta?” Mother asked. She was glaring at Asta.

      “I was not staring,” Asta retorted sharply.

      “Yes, you were. You were staring at Hervor. Are you jealous of her?”

      “Jealous? Of what, the bastard child of a thrall? What is there to be jealous of?” Asta asked then turned away.

      I looked at Mother, who was frowning. “That’s not right,” she replied, unexpected anger in her voice. Mother never got angry. “Hervor is not the daughter of a thrall!”

      Asta rolled her eyes. “Svafa, the perfect. Svafa, more beautiful than Sif. Svafa, the songstress. Father’s favorite. Look where all of that beauty has gotten you.”

      Furious, Mother crossed the room and slapped Asta, marring the bloody runes on her face.

      I eyed the holy women who said nothing, simply continued their work.

      Asta gasped.

      “You are wrong,” Mother told her icily.

      Tears clung to Asta’s eyes. “Am I? Then who is Hervor’s father? Why don’t you tell us?”

      “I…” Mother said, her eyes taking on a faraway look.

      Asta laughed. “I liked you better when you had your wits. At least you had some fight in you. Now it’s like fighting with a strawman. You’re useless.”

      Rage boiled up in me. Without thinking, I moved toward Asta. When she saw me coming, she stepped back, but it was too late. I grabbed her by the neck, pinned her against the wall, and started squeezing.

      “Another word like that, and I will make a sacrifice out of you, Aunt.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Asta croaked.

      “Oh, but I would,” I said, leaning in to look at her. I held her gaze. “I have nothing to lose, and the gods would gladly accept your wicked tongue as an offering. In fact, maybe I won’t have to kill you after all. Eydis, hand me a knife. Let me take out that tongue of hers.” I squeezed her neck harder. Asta’s eyes bulged. But my eyes played tricks on me, making me see her differently, a small, jealous girl with an over-big nose, forever in the shadow of her beautiful elder sister.

      “Hervor,” Asta choked out, her face turning red. “Peace. Please.”

      With a huff, I let her go.

      Gasping, Asta rushed away from me, her hands nursing her throat. She sat on the corner of Mother’s bed, panting as she tried to catch her breath.

      “That’s enough. Come,” Eydis said, pulling me away. “You can cut out her tongue later—if she has the nerve to wag it again.”

      I went to Mother. “Are you all right?” I asked her.

      She nodded, but there were tears in her eyes.

      “Hervor,” she whispered. “I want to remember. I really do. I just…I cannot. But I know in my heart your father was a good man.”

      I took my mother’s hand and pressed my forehead against hers. “Of course he was. Otherwise, you never would have loved him.”

      Mother nodded then stepped away from me, returning to the fire.

      My head felt heavy, dizzy. My heart thudded in my chest. A murderous rage had taken over me. It had taken everything inside me not to choke the life out of my aunt. I closed my eyes, steadying myself. I willed my heart to stop its thunderous beat as the gythia returned to finish marking me in preparation for the ritual.

      Asta didn’t speak another word. Mother sat beside the fire, staring into the flames, unshed tears wetting her eyes.

      Whatever Mother knew, whatever she remembered about my father, it was locked inside her. I always felt as though she was able to get to the precipice of remembering, and then…it would leave her. Only bits and pieces of the past bubbled to the surface from time to time. Otherwise, she had become like a still lake, the surface calm and unremarkable, with secrets buried deep underneath.

      Once the gythia finished adorning me with runes, Eydis pulled a simple white smock over my head. I pulled on a pair of boots. With the three of us ready, the holy women led us to the hall. There, the jarl, Calder, and Leif waited. Another gythia waited with Gudrun, who was similarly prepared. Asta’s younger boys were nowhere to be seen.

      My head felt dizzy, my body light. It was the same sensation I felt when I drank too much mead. I was drunk on something, but it wasn’t alcohol.

      Drummers went to the door, the gothar behind them, and we exited the over-hot longhouse into the cool night air.

      My body swayed. Eydis took my arm. “You, who were born on the wolf moon, will feel this night far more than the others. Odin will speak to you. Thor will try to make love to you. Loki is already hard at work making mischief. You see, you almost learned your father’s name tonight. I have asked Loki, again and again, to reveal the secret to us. One day, he will make it so. One day, when the knowledge will burn down the world, he will reveal the truth. Tonight, you must listen.”

      “I will trust in the All-Father.”

      “Odin. Odin. Always Odin. Aren’t the other gods good enough for Hervor?” Eydis asked with a laugh.

      “I have no father, only Odin. He is my father. One day, I will become his Valkyrie. As for Loki, I leave him to you.”

      Eydis laughed. “And Thor?”

      “Let him hear Hofund’s prayers. May Hofund swing his hammer and find what he seeks. But it isn’t me.”

      “We shall see.”
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Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      We made our way from the hall through the village toward the grove. The jarl and Gudrun walked at the front of our group, Calder and Asta behind them. Leif followed, Mother and I walking at the back of the group, Eydis trailing us.

      My cousin looked back at me. His eyes had the same faraway appearance as the others. Whatever the holy ones had given us, it had awakened the deep parts inside us. Leif reached out and motioned for Eydis to take his hand. At first, she hesitated, but then she went with him. We made our way to the grove.

      Tall torches lit the way. The crowd grew silent as we passed. The only sounds that could be heard were the drumming and chanting of the gothar. We made our way to the effigy of Odin at the entrance to the grove.

      It was there that I spotted King Gudmund, Hofund, Jarl Tove, Jarl Njal, and their families, including Egil and Eilif. The king and his son had both drawn runes on their brows. The king inclined his head to Grandfather.

      My eyes went to Hofund.

      We held one another’s gaze.

      Something I didn’t want to be there stirred in my chest.

      Grandfather raised his hands, then turned to face the crowd. The assembly grew silent. “We shall begin the rites by thanking Odin for his many blessings. All-Father, continue to watch over Dalr. Tonight, we have many sacrifices ready for you. And Thor, we make praise to you. Bless our raids this spring,” Jarl Bjartmar called then motioned to one of the gothi. The gothi, holding a metal shield and hammer, struck the weapons together. A loud ring reverberated across the field. It was louder, deeper, and sharper than a bell. I could feel the sound deep in my chest. Again and again, the man clapped the hammer, calling Thor’s eyes to us.

      “Odin be praised. Thor be praised. Here, at the feet of the All-Father, King Gudmund will make the first sacrifice tonight,” Grandfather called.

      The king stepped forward, motioning to his servants.

      Gudmund’s house, it seemed, was closely allied to the thunder god. Like Hofund, the king wore a large amulet of Mjolnir.

      A goat bleated as it was brought forward. One of the gothi held the beast by the horns as another set a bowl under the animal.

      The king went forward. Taking a knife from his belt, he slit the animal’s throat. The creature’s protests died with a bloody gurgle. The blood was collected in the bowl. The gothi handed the king a branch from Grímnir’s Eye. After he dipped the leaves in the blood, he made his way around those gathered there, sprinkling the sacred blood on all of us. I closed my eyes and listened to the beating of my heart.

      Odin. All-Father. Do you hear me? Guide me to a future away from this place. Take me from here. Thor, beat your hammer and call me to war.

      The gothi beat his hammer against the metal shield, again and again, the sharp sound ringing across the field and to the ears of the gods.

      I felt droplets of blood splatter onto my body and face as the king made his way through the crowd. I opened my eyes, but my vision wavered, the flames and people around me coming in and out of focus.

      Once the king was done, he returned to the effigy of Odin then poured the remaining blood over the carving.

      One of the holy men nodded to Grandfather, and we turned and headed into the grove, the other jarls and their families joining us as we made our way to Grímnir’s Eye.

      I glanced at Eydis, who stayed close to Leif. She had an odd expression on her face, her eyes wide as she entered the grove. She stared off into the distance. A vision. But of what?

      As we made our way to Grímnir’s Eye, I could hear the bleating of goats and the soft neighs of the horses who had been brought to be sacrificed. But more, when I looked at Grímnir’s Eye, a shudder ran through me. They had moved the men. Hanging by their feet, strung from the limbs of the tree, were Gorm and his conspirators. I prayed that Old Oda had enough sense to leave little Hilda—Hillie—in the kitchens tonight. Looking back, I stared at Egil and Eilif. They studied the men waiting to be sacrificed, but their expressions gave away nothing.

      The party halted. The holy ones drummed and chanted loudly. Their voices echoed through the forest. I closed my eyes. Despite the prick of the cold winter air, I felt hot. My stomach rocked, a sick feeling nagged my stomach. I swayed.

      Reaching out for Leif, I was surprised when it was Hofund who moved to steady me.

      Wrapping his arm around my waist, he moved closer to me, securing me.

      This time, I didn’t resist his touch.

      Grandfather went to the pool before the tree. The shadows of the effigies surrounding the water cast long shadows in the firelight. It was as if the gods themselves stood there watching.

      “This blót, as the moon rises high in the sky, we ask the gods to bless all of our endeavors. In peace and in war, may Odin offer us wisdom. May Balder cast his glorious light on us. May Freyr bless the grounds in which we will plant this summer. And may Thor give us glory in raids and battles. We shall make these offerings tonight to you, the Vanir and the Æsir, so you may bless us in the years to come. Watch over our lands. Watch over our families. And give us glory so we may be seated with you in Valhalla, where we will share our stories. Come, let us make our offerings to the gods.”

      At that, the holy ones began leading the animals to the pool. One by one, the animals’ throats were cut, the blood let into the water.

      I watched as the inky liquid spread across the surface of the pool. The waves tumbled from the pool and down the mountain toward the fjord. The water changed color under the light of the flames and the moon.

      We watched as the holy ones went to the men hanging from the limbs of the yew tree.

      One of the painted gothi motioned to Grandfather, who joined him.

      I turned back and looked into the crowd, searching the faces of those there. Gorm’s family was dead. But what of the others? What of those who would watch their loved ones sacrificed to the gods? Would they rejoice to know the blood of those they loved would be spilled in honor of Odin, Balder, and Thor, or would they seethe with rage? I knew what I would feel. I would honor those I lost, but plot vengeance on those who had taken the ones I loved from me. My gaze paused when I spotted the face of Hamner One-Ear in the crowd. He watched, a look of smothered rage on his features. If I were one of those watching my loved one be sacrificed, I’d look just like that.

      All eyes were fixed on the men as everyone waited with bated breath.

      I looked up at Hofund, who had a mixed expression on his face. In his look, I saw both pity and reverence. His face was a mirror of the stirrings of my heart.

      “Odin, All-Father, these men moved against their jarl, attempted to strike down a leader who loved them like a father—as I love all of you in Dalr. As a father, it is my duty to protect all of you. When weeds grow, they must be uprooted. Where disease comes, it must be destroyed. Tonight, we shall release these men of the shame they have brought to their families, to their jarl, and to the gods. This night, these men will offer their lives to the gods. By their sacrifice, may Odin consider them for acceptance into Valhalla. If not, may glorious Hel lead them to rest. It is for the All-Father to decide. But, like a merciful father, I offer these men a chance at an afterlife filled with glory, whereas, by right, I could have fed these disloyal turncoats to my dogs. May Odin accept their sacrifice,” Grandfather called.

      Grandfather took Gorm by the hair. The man opened his eyes but did not call out. Grandfather spoke in a low tone to him, then a moment later, he jerked his blade across the man’s throat.

      “May his blood feed Grímnir’s Eye, seed of Yggdrasil, and may the gods accept this sacrifice. Cheer these men into the afterlife. Let them hear your calls and praise,” Grandfather called.

      At that, the entire company broke out into cheers.

      Turning, I scanned all around me. At the edge of the crowd, leaning against a tall oak, I spotted Yrsa. Her arms were crossed on her chest. She watched the scene with a mixed look of disdain and reverence on her face.

      One by one, Grandfather dispatched the men hanging there. Nine in all, their blood soaked the earth as they departed this world as sacrifices to the gods.

      When it was done, Grandfather called out once more. “People of Dalr, bring what sacrifices you will to the gods. Feast and drink. Your jarl and the gods have provided for all.”

      The people cheered. The rite done, the true festival began.

      At the fires in the fields below, meat was already roasting. Its smoky tang carried on the breeze. The jarl had deer, cows, and pigs on spits, enough to feed the assembly. It was a massive feast. But the scent of cooking meat mixed with that of the loamy earth, the herbs the priests had burned, snow, and blood, turned my stomach. My head felt light and dizzy.

      “Hervor,” Hofund whispered. “Come with me.”

      Taking my hand, Hofund led me to the pool. The others had come to drop their offerings into the water. I saw as people placed valuable trinkets of ivory, silver, coins, and more into the water. Hofund removed the amulet of Mjolnir from around his neck. He whispered under his breath then kissed the amulet. He cast a glance at me then tossed the amulet into the pool.

      Others came, including Jarl Tove’s family, Calder and Asta, and Grandfather.

      I inhaled then exhaled slowly. I rocked as I looked into the water, but Hofund held me steady. I pulled the small knife I kept hidden in my boot. Grabbing the braid that hung over my left ear, I cut the lock of hair. I raised it then gazed at the effigy of Odin standing near the pool.

      All-Father. Lead me to the fate you have promised me. Lead me to my destiny.

      My vision wavered.

      For a moment, the wooden idol was replaced with a man. He held a tall staff, had a raven on each shoulder, and wore a crooked hat.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      The truth will find you.

      I blinked hard.

      Once more, the effigy reformed into a block of wood.

      I tossed the braid into the water. I then turned back to Hofund, who reached out for me. I took his hand. He led me away from the pool and back to the fields where the others were gathering.

      Looking back, I watched as Mother knelt. She dropped a stone into the water. On it, she had drawn some runes. She touched the surface of the bloody water then set her fingertips on her brow. Behind her, Leif and Eydis waited patiently. Eydis met my gaze, motioning for me to go on. She would watch over Mother. I scanned the crowd once more, searching for Yrsa, but I didn’t see her anywhere.

      When we turned to go, a cold wind whipped through the forest. On that breeze, I heard a familiar whisper.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      The truth will find you.
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Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      As we made our way out of the forest, I swayed, nearly stumbling.

      “Hervor,” Hofund said, steadying me.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just…”

      “The blót. And whatever the gothar have given you. It is to be expected. Come. Eat something. It will balance you.”

      We moved toward the valley. Everywhere I looked, fires burned. Drumming and chanting filled the air. People ate, drank, and prayed. And more, in the shadows, I saw that the goddess Freyja had inspired many men and women to make carnal offerings to the gods. A woman called out loudly in pleasure. But her cries came across as weird and distorted.

      “The gods play with us as if we were wooden figures on a chess board. But through us, their will comes to fruition,” Hofund said.

      “Did you pray to Thor?”

      He nodded.

      “And what did you ask of the thunder god?”

      “That is between me and Thor,” Hofund replied playfully. He reached out then and stroked my remaining braid. “You are uneven now.”

      I shrugged. “Eydis will plait it.”

      “Unless…”

      “Unless?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Unless you give this one to me.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “To wear into battle for luck.”

      He gently stroked my cheek then ran his fingers down the length of my braid.

      My body swayed. A strong yearning I had not felt before made me tremble. Hofund set his hand on my hip then pulled me toward him. Our faces close together, he whispered, “May I take a lock of your hair?”

      “Yes,” I replied, my breath shaky.

      “Am I too bold to ask for more? For a kiss?”

      “You are bold.”

      “Too bold?”

      My eyes locked on his, I didn’t answer. I wanted him to kiss me and knew at the same time it would end in nothing but heartache for both of us. I desired him and hated my desire all at once. But when he leaned toward me, setting his soft lips on mine, I didn’t pull back.

      It wasn’t the first time anyone had really kissed me. As I felt the press of his body against mine, smelled the scents of cedar and honey that surrounded him, and tasted the salty and sweet tang of his lips, my mind rebelled. Once he knew I was a bastard, I would be cast aside.

      Once he knew I was cursed.

      Once he knew I was no one.

      Once he knew…

      But he didn’t know yet.

      My hands shaking, I gently stroked his back, feeling his firm muscles. A desire I had never known before washed over me.

      “Hervor,” he whispered in my ear. “From the moment I saw you, you and your blue dress, I knew you would be mine. Come back with me. Raid with me. Fight with me. Be with me.”

      I stepped back. “I cannot.”

      Hofund flexed his brow in confusion. “Why not?”

      I shook my head. Once he knew… Once he knew… Maybe it was better if he heard it from me. Maybe it was better if he knew now. “The jarl will not permit it, and your father will not want me when he learns.”

      “Learns what?”

      “I am a bastard. I… I don’t even know who my father is. Something terrible happened to my mother. You see how she is. She doesn’t even remember my father. There are rumors she was raped by a thrall or worse. I am the product of whatever terror ruined my mother. I am a cursed girl, not suitable for a king’s son.”

      Hofund shook his head. “Thralls become free people, bastards become jarls, kings become slaves. You make your own worth. Your blood makes no difference.”

      “Regardless, the king will not agree to it.”

      “If your father is unknown, why do you assume such terrible rumors to be true? What if your father was some god?”

      “Now you are weaving myths.”

      “Why believe the worst rather than the best?”

      “My grandfather tells me I am cursed. He may be the only one who truly knows who my father is. And in my experience, the world is richer in darkness than in light.”

      “Yet the sun and moon are equals.”

      “You riddle like a skald.”

      Hofund touched my braid. This time, he pulled a knife from his belt. I didn’t stop him. I willed my body to be still when he cut the braid from my hair. Lifting it to his nose, he inhaled deeply. “My mother was a völva. Her visions never lied. I will find a way to free you of the chains that bind you here. And if I cannot, I was never worthy of you anyway.”
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Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      The night pressed on. The valley was alive with fire, cheers, music, and merriment. But there was a strangeness to all of it. My body felt half-detached from itself. Who was this Hervor who had given a lock of hair to a man who now wore it around his wrist like a pledge ring? Who was this Hervor whose heart was full of light and hope every time her eyes rested on this man, a devotee of Thor?

      Hofund and I ate and drank, watching the antics of the warriors who wrestled and joked. Finally, Eydis appeared out of the darkness, a look of panic on her face.

      “Hervor,” she whispered. “Your mother has wandered off. I don’t know where.”

      A feeling like someone dropped a stone to the bottom of my stomach.

      “Where did you see her last?”

      “She was beside Grímnir’s Eye, and then she just disappeared.”

      “Where is Leif?”

      “He’s looking for her now.”

      Setting aside our ale horns, Hofund and I joined Leif and Eydis. We headed back to Grímnir’s Eye. My heart thundered in my chest. My mother could be anywhere. God forbid, someone got hold of her. We still didn’t know for certain who had been behind the attack on the hall. Someone could have kidnapped Mother. Or, worse still, she could have simply gotten lost in the woods. Near the great tree, we found Leif speaking to the gothar. Many people were still there offering their prayers, but there was no sign of Mother.

      “He has not seen her,” Leif told us, motioning to the priest. “Eydis and I will look on this side of the rise.”

      “We’ll go there,” I said, pointing in the direction I had walked in my vision.

      Hofund and I headed off.

      “Does she wander away often?” Hofund asked.

      “Not on purpose.” A few years back, Mother had decided to take a swim in the middle of winter. She’d come ashore far from the village. She’d nearly frozen to death before we found her. It had taken all the gythia’s healing skills to prevent her from losing her fingers and toes. When that happened, there was some talk about her doing something similar long ago when I was just a girl. Apparently, a villager had saved her on that occasion.

      This time, however, I had an idea where the gods may have led her.

      “This way,” I told Hofund. Retracing the steps from my dream, Hofund and I crossed the rise into the valley below. I followed the stream until I saw the light in the window of a house buried deep in the woods. Not far from it, near the stream, was a stone jutting out into the water. On top was a small campfire. There, I spotted Mother and the gythia, Freja. But to my surprise, alongside Mother was Yrsa.

      Mother looked up as we approached. “Hervor?” Someone had drawn a fresh rune on her forehead in blood.

      I tried not to be furious. Mother had no way of knowing how much she had frightened us. “Mother, you worried us.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I was here with Yrsa. Do you know Yrsa?”

      I stared at Yrsa who dropped my gaze as soon as our eyes met.

      “I do,” I said, my steps slowing. “Do you?”

      “Oh, yes. Very well. Yrsa is my dearest friend in the village. She didn’t go with me on the long voyage. Her father was ill.”

      I stared at Yrsa. The shield-maiden had somehow failed to mention that Mother was her dearest friend.

      “Yrsa,” I said, a hard tone in my voice, but the shield-maiden motioned for me to be silent. Instead, she inclined her head toward Freja who was staring at the moon. The priestess’s eyes had rolled back into her head, revealing the whites only. She was chanting and rocking. Her hands were covered in blood.

      “She’s speaking with the gods,” Hofund whispered.

      Yrsa motioned for me to be still then she turned to Mother.

      “Svafa, what happened on that long voyage? Where did you go?” Yrsa asked Mother.

      “To the great hall of Uppsala. I was much adored.”

      “I’m sure,” Yrsa said, a wry smile on her lips. “And where did you meet Hervor’s father?”

      “There, at the court of King Yngvi.”

      “King Yngvi?” I whispered. I had heard the name of the Swedish king before, but I had never heard Grandfather mention any visit he had made to Uppsala. Only now that the words were out did I remember Asta mentioning, in anger, how Mother had been given a great opportunity and wasted it.

      I looked at Hofund who looked equally surprised.

      “What happened?” Yrsa pressed. “What happened at the court of King Yngvi?”

      “I…” Mother said, but a distressed look crossed her face.

      Beside her, Freja rocked violently, her chanting coming low and fast.

      “What happened to you there?” Yrsa asked again.

      “I was with child. We were waiting, Ingeborg and me. We waited. Then…he came. He told us. The moon howled. The wolves cried. And then, there were the dark waves and the ice. And he…he…” Mother said, growing increasingly distressed. She covered her eyes with her fists. “He died,” she said in a shriek.

      The sound of her cry echoed through the night.

      Freja jolted from her trance.

      I rushed to my mother who had a look of terror on her face.

      “Mother,” I said, taking her hand into mine. “Mother. It’s all right.”

      “The moon howled,” she whispered, looking closely at me, her eyes wild. She stroked my face. “The wolves in the forest wept,” she said as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “It’s all right. It’s over now,” I told her.

      Mother inhaled deeply then looked around her. “Where are we?” she whispered.

      “In Dalr. It is the blót,” I reminded her.

      “Oh. Yes,” she said then looked from Freja to Yrsa. Mother’s gaze narrowed, and any look of recognition cleared. She smiled placidly, painting on the face of the jarl’s daughter. “Hello,” she told Yrsa simply. “Who are you?”

      Yrsa rose. Angry, she kicked the flaming logs into the stream then stormed off into the night. Frowning, I watched her go. Soon, she would need to face my questions. But not tonight.

      “Svafa, Lady Svafa,” Eydis called, crossing over the rise. Her dress pulled up to her knees, Eydis came running, a look of relief on her face when she saw us.

      Leif appeared on the rise right behind her.

      “Is she all right? I heard her scream,” Eydis said.

      I nodded.

      “Aud, what’s wrong?” Mother asked Eydis.

      I turned to the gythia. “What right did you have to do that?”

      Freja frowned. “Svafa walked this way many times in her youth. It was not a coincidence she found Yrsa and me here. The three of us…we were once the best of friends. Yrsa and I hoped…we wanted to learn what had become of the girl we once knew and love.”

      I stared at the holy woman. “Your efforts ended in nothing but pain.”

      “No. Not nothing… For once, there is more to the tale.”

      King Yngvi. “What good is it? Come, Mother. It’s time to return to the hall.”

      “Oh. All right,” Mother said.

      “Hervor,” Freja called. “Don’t you see? She loved him. She was not wounded by your conception. She loved him, and he died.”

      I stared at the priestess. She was right. There was truth in what she was saying. Surely, my mother had not been raped or abused in some way. Regardless, I hated that Freja had brought her here and used old magic to force an answer from her. And more, I hated that Yrsa had been lying to me all these years.

      I slipped my hand into Mother’s. “I will take my mother back,” I told Hofund.

      He nodded. “I’ll come with you.”

      “Us too,” Leif said, motioning to him and Eydis who nodded.

      “Where are we going?” Mother asked.

      “Home.”

      “Asta stole my boots.”

      “No, she did not. You’re wearing boots.”

      “I am?” She looked at her feet. “How did I get them back?”

      My heart aching, I didn’t have it in me to answer her.

      

      When we reached the hall, Leif and Eydis took Mother inside.

      Hofund reached out and touched my cheek. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded. I wasn’t. Everything felt like it was in upheaval, but I didn’t want him to know that. The gods were at work here. What they wanted from me, from all of us, I could not see. But I could feel them moving us all the same.

      “When do you leave?” I asked.

      “The day after tomorrow. Father and the jarls will settle their plans, and then we will go. I want you to come with me.”

      I frowned. “Hofund…”

      “I am not blind to how things are here. Leif has said enough. My father will not be bothered by issues of your paternity. It is of no matter to us, especially not in light of…of how I feel about you.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “I know enough to realize I want to know more. And I know enough to see this is no place for you. Come with me. Be a shield-maiden by my side. Let’s simply be together. And then, maybe more. If your heart wants it.”

      I wanted to leave this place. I wanted to live my life. I had never envisioned any of that happening because Grandfather had told me many, many times that I would live and die a maid in his house. Why would I believe anything else? Only Odin whispered a greater fate to me.

      “You don’t want to come?” Hofund asked, playfully touching my chin.

      “I am not sure I have the luxury of choosing.”

      “We shall see.” Hofund stared deeply in my eyes. Once more, he leaned in and placed a soft kiss on my lips.

      My whole body swayed. I breathed in deeply, catching the deep scent of cedar that perfumed his hair, felt the brush of his beard on my chin. This couldn’t be happening. I was a cursed woman. Grandfather knew something about me that would kill everything. I needed to guard my heart, because soon enough, Hofund would leave, and any false hope would go with him.

      Finally exhaling, he pulled back. He set his forehead against mine. We stayed like that for a long time. Finally, he whispered, “I will speak to my father.”

      “It will not matter. Goodnight, Hofund,” I said then turned and entered the longhouse.

      I went back to the room I shared with Mother to find her sitting at the side of her bed. She had just wiped off the last of the runes that marred her face. Eydis was gone. From the sounds of the smothered laughter coming from Leif’s chamber next to ours, I shouldn’t expect her back any time soon.

      “Hervor,” Mother said with a smile. “Wasn’t that a nice wedding?”

      I sighed heavily. “Yes.” Once more, I reminded myself she was an innocent. It was not her fault her mind was confused. I went to the fire. Pouring some water into a bowl, I took a wet rag and began wiping the runes from my skin. But as I removed the marks the priestesses had painted, I began to feel irritated. I turned back and looked at my mother.

      “Mother, did you really go to Uppsala?”

      “Uppsala? They have a great temple there.”

      I rose. My heart thundered in my chest. “Mother, was it there that you met my father?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Mother!”

      “What is it, love?” she asked sleepily.

      “In Uppsala, is that where you met my father, at the court of King Yngvi?”

      “Who?”

      “King Yngvi.”

      “I don’t know anyone named Yngvi. Did you mean Gudmund? King Gudmund is here. I think his son likes you, Hervor.”

      “Mother,” I said sharply. “Why can’t you remember? Who was my father?”

      At that, she said nothing. She simply stared at me.

      Angry, I turned and kicked the bowl of water into the fire. The flames sputtered but did not die out. Sighing, I sat on the floor before the dying flame. I willed myself not to cry. I would not. In the end, it didn’t matter. Maybe she didn’t remember because it was too painful. Why would I ever force her to remember such misery?

      “Her-Hervor,” a soft voice called from the door.

      I turned to look to find Hillie there.

      “Hillie,” I said, rising. Apparently, she had seen my fit of anger. She stood in the doorway, looking uncertain.

      I smiled gently at her. “All done in the kitchen?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Who is this?” Mother asked me.

      “Hillie. She’s a new servant. She will lodge with us. She can sleep on Eydis’s pallet. Eydis never sleeps there anyway.”

      “Especially not when Leif is here,” Mother said with a snicker.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Come in, Hillie. All is well. I have a big bed for you. See?” I said. I took the child’s hand and took her to the wide bed alongside the wall.

      “This whole bed is for me?”

      I nodded. “Yes. And one day, you will learn to be a ladies’ maid. But first, you must help in the kitchen.”

      “All right,” the child said, then crawled into the bed. I settled her in, tucking her under the covers. She looked so little.

      “Do you need anything?” I asked her.

      She thought it over. “Can I see my goats tomorrow?”

      “I’m sure I can arrange it.”

      “All right, then,” she whispered, then rolled over, covering herself.

      I looked back at Mother, who smiled at me.

      “Hervor,” the little girl whispered.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you for bringing me inside. It was very cold out there.”

      “I know,” I said, leaning down to set a kiss on her head. “I know.”

      I swallowed hard and tried not to let tears well in my eyes. After I left Hillie, I went to my mother. I took her hand and looked into her blue eyes. “I love you,” I told her.

      She smiled gently at me then touched the spot on my hair where Hofund had cut my braid. “I love you too,” she whispered. “You and your amber eyes.”

      I kissed her on the forehead, then went and lay down on my own bed. Closing my eyes, I tried to swallow the pain inside me. Whatever Odin had planned for me, he’d better act soon. If he didn’t, my life was about to wreck upon the shore all on its own.
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Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I rose slowly. The dream hung heavy on me. As always, I had been walking through a burning village. Once more, I climbed the rise to the hill where Odin hung from the tree. But this time, rather than Odin, twelve men hung there, including the man with startling red hair I had seen in my vision before. My mother sat at the base of the tree, singing “Völuspá” in a voice sweeter than the gods.

      When I opened my mouth to call to her, I was interrupted by the caw of Odin’s ravens perched high in the tree.

      Hervor. Hervor, they cawed. The truth will find you.

      I shivered as the last of the dream left me. My head ached. My mind felt cloudy. Eydis and Mother were already awake and chatting noisily about nothing as Eydis got Mother ready for the day. With the rite done, everyone would soon return to their own lands and farms.

      “There you are, Lady Svafa,” Eydis said. “Your hair is plaited, you are dressed and ready.”

      “Thank you, Eydis.”

      Eydis turned to me. “About time you woke up. Leif was asking for you.”

      “Why? By the gods, my head aches.”

      “That brew they gave you made your tongue—and everyone else’s loose—too loose.”

      “Is that right?”

      Eydis laughed. “What, do you think Hervor is the only one who can get a man to declare his love for her?”

      I looked at Eydis. Had something shifted between her and my cousin? Asta would never allow it. Leif was her precious boy. Nothing was ever good enough for him, especially not Eydis. I sometimes wondered if Asta cared about her twins at all. Mostly, they seemed to exasperate her. And Grandfather would not make Eydis a free woman just to spite Leif.

      “What will Loki say when he learns Leif is in love with you?”

      “Who said anything about Leif?” she asked with a wicked grin.

      I rolled my eyes then looked at the little cot in the corner. “Where is Hillie?” I asked.

      “Up early. Old Oda came for her. It seems she’s taken with the little girl. So, Hillie’s off to the hearth already. Now, come on,” Eydis said, tossing a different blue gown at me.

      “Blue again?”

      “Only until the magic is done.”

      Shaking my head, I rose and got dressed. When we were ready, we returned to the hall. Grandfather, Gudrun, Jarl Tove, and his son were feasting. Jarl Njal, Calder, Egil, and Eilif were noticeably absent, nor did I see King Gudmund, Hofund, or Leif.

      “I will learn where Leif and Hofund have gone,” Eydis whispered, then left me as I settled in beside Eric, Jarl Tove’s eldest son.

      A servant poured me a mug of ale. Eric set a round of bread on my plate, then placed the platter of meat and cheese in front of me.

      “May the gods be praised, Hervor. The blót was good. Skol,” he said, lifting his drink.

      “Skol,” I replied, toasting him in turn.

      I eyed the man out of the corner of my eye. He was fair-haired, his locks pulled into a long braid that trailed down his back. Tattoos twisted up his arms. He had a scar on his left cheek where he’d taken a deep cut. Since he’d come, I’d paid him little mind, but it did not escape my notice that he was a quiet, watchful man. His gaze flicked to his father, who was listening to Grandfather talk, and talk, and talk. Jarl Tove’s expression was one of a man who was tolerating—barely—someone he’d rather avoid. I knew his expression well. I wore it many times.

      “Jarl Njal is not here this morning,” I said, motioning to the men.  It was no secret that there was no love between Jarl Tove and Jarl Njal. Only Grandfather stood between the men, keeping the peace.

      Eric harrumphed, the sound of disgust in his voice. “Gone, him and his sons, all of their people, at sunrise.”

      “All of his sons?”

      Eric nodded.

      “Where?”

      Eric shrugged. “Home, I assume.”

      “You don’t strike me as a man who assumes anything.”

      He clicked his mug against mine. “I’ve sent a rider home just in case they decide to make a stop along the way.”

      “Prudent.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      I looked toward the dais. Asta was there, but she had a distracted expression on her face. The twins were running wild around the hall, but she paid them no mind. Her mind was elsewhere. Was she worried about Calder?

      “What do you think of King Gudmund?” I asked Eric.

      The man paused, as if surprised that I had asked his opinion on the matter. “He is wise enough.”

      “What better quality can a ruler have?”

      Eric huffed a laugh. “Strength. Foresight. A bit of cunning.” He turned in his seat and looked at me. “The men who were sacrificed… They say those men attacked this house.”

      “They say a lot of things.”

      “They say that while the guards slept, the shield-maiden, Hervor, protected her home and family.”

      I stared at Eric, wondering where this was leading. “Is that what they say?”

      “They say many things about this shield-maiden…and this house. Did you know the men who tried to kill you?”

      “Local malcontents, that is all.”

      “Is it?”

      “It isn’t?”

      Chuckling, Eric shook his head, then clicked his cup against mine. “To strength, foresight, and cunning,” he said, winking to me before he turned back to his meal.

      I turned my attention to the jarls once more. Both were old men. Jarl Tove walked with a heavy limp, and his face was puffy and red. Grandfather’s meanness was the only thing keeping him alive. And Calder’s noticeably absent father, Jarl Njal, was an ancient thing. He always looked as if a strong breeze might finish him. Soon, all three men would be dead. Then what?

      Lifting my cup, I leaned toward Eric and whispered, “They were not just malcontents.”

      “I know.”

      “What else have you heard?”

      “Enough to know that the shield-maiden of Dalr should keep her axes close, and be wise enough to keep an eye on all of her grandfather’s enemies…and allies.”

      “All of them?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

      He laughed lightly. “Maybe not all of them, unless you see something you’d like to keep an eye on,” he said, then winked playfully at me.

      I rolled my eyes then lifted my cup once more. “Skol.”

      “Skol,” he said then laughed.

      It was not long thereafter that Eydis appeared. She held my cloak in her hands. She was already wearing her cape, and her nose was red from the chill. “Come on,” she told me.

      “And where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I gave Eric a passing smile. He inclined his head to me, and we headed out of the hall. Eydis was grinning happily as she led me toward the dock. Eric was right. Something was afoot. Jarl Njal’s ships were gone. Had the brothers convinced Calder to go somewhere with them? What purpose would it serve unless they planned to outright murder him?

      I frowned.

      “What are you worrying yourself with?” Eydis asked.

      “Jarl Njal’s ships are missing. And so are the jarl and his sons.”

      “Always on with conspiracies. Hervor, you are too serious.”

      “If I was not serious, you might be dead already.”

      “Oh no, it is Loki who keeps me alive. Not you, Hervor. You know, one day Loki will—“

      “—put a baby in your belly. Yes, Eydis, I know. If Leif doesn’t get there first.”

      At that, Eydis laughed but said nothing more.

      We headed down the pier. There, I spotted King Gudmund, who was on the pier talking to Dag the boatmaker. Onboard the ship Eydis and I had looked at the day before was Leif, Hofund, and several of Leif’s old friends.

      “Hervor,” Leif called when he saw me.

      Hofund looked up, a smile crossing his face.

      The two men got out of the ship and joined Eydis and me on the dock.

      “What’s this?” I asked Leif.

      He turned to Hofund.

      “My father has purchased this vessel from the boat builder,” Hofund said. “The design is different than our ships. Father wishes to take it back so our boat builders may see how this ship was made. It is longer than our ships, the planks woven together in a manner in which we are unfamiliar.”

      “We shall take her into the fjord. Come on,” Leif said, motioning for Eydis and me to come aboard.

      I balked. “Are you sure?”

      Leif looked at me, a bemused expression on his face. “Why not?”

      He knew very well why not. If Grandfather thought I was trying to advance my place in any way, he’d correct me without hesitation. I frowned at Leif.

      “Come anyway,” Leif said.

      Hofund grinned at me. “I insist.”

      My excitement getting the better of my senses, I nodded. Hofund offered me a hand and helped me aboard. Leif lifted Eydis onto the ship.

      “You may want to take a place there,” Hofund suggested, pointing to the masthead.

      “Trying to get me out of the way?”

      He laughed. “No. The view is best from there.”

      Eydis and I went to the masthead, which had been carved to look like a horse, dancing through the water, its front hooves kicking, a fishtail on the lower half of the body.

      “Let’s pray to the wave maidens that we don’t drown,” Eydis said, holding on to the masthead. “Ladies of the world mill, mothers of Heimdal, keep this boat safe as we pass over your waves.”

      “Are you praying, Eydis?” Ivar, one of the young men, called. “You are not afraid of the water, are you?”

      “No, but I am praying.”

      “For what?”

      “That one of the wave maids takes you for a lover if you don’t silence your wicked tongue,” she called playfully to him.

      “You keep talking like that, and I shall show you how wicked a lashing from my tongue can be,” he replied with a grin, a comment for which he was repaid with a slap from Leif. “Hey,” Ivar complained.

      “Mind your manners on the king’s boat,” Leif told him.

      The others chuckled.

      Frode untied the ship, and a moment later, we pushed away from the dock.

      Hofund lifted his hand, waving to his father, who returned the gesture. When he spotted me, he inclined his head, a smile on his lips.

      I waved to him, but a worried pang rocked my stomach. I was making a terrible mistake. Grandfather would be furious when he realized what was at play here. But what if King Gudmund overrode Grandfather on the matter, insisting that I join them when they left? What would happen then?

      My eyes flicked toward Hofund, who was sitting on the rail of the ship, looking out into the fjord. The winter wind blew his hair back. My stomach twisted. I had never let myself feel anything for a man. But something about Hofund had my imagination stirring. Yet, alongside these unfamiliar feelings, fear lurked.

      I turned, holding on to the masthead, and looked out at the water. The waves splashed against the hull, sending sprays of freezing water upon me. It was frigid. Ice trimmed the shore. They navigated the ships around floating burgs of ice. Once we were clear, Hofund called for them to lower the sail.

      The yellow fabric unfurled with a snap. A moment later, a wind gusted down from the mountain. The sail caught the breeze and tugged the ship forward.

      Hofund and Leif cheered as the ship sailed toward the exit of the fjord toward the sea.

      I pressed my cheek against the masthead.

      “Odin. All-Father. Bring me the destiny you have whispered so many times. I am ready.”

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      The truth will find you.
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Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      We sailed down the coast, Hofund and Leif testing the ship. It was every bit as sturdy as they had hoped. While they examined the vessel, I stared at the land passing by. I watched as we sailed past houses nestled along the shore and inlets that led to larger farms.

      Satisfied the vessel was as good as Dag claimed and the king hoped, they turned the ship once more and sailed back to Dalr.

      As we entered the fjord, my eyes went to the mountains. Unseen, high above it all, I could feel eyes on me. From the rocky ledge outside her cave, Yrsa had a good view of the inlet. Was she watching now? Soon, I would pay a visit to the shield-maiden. It seemed she had a few questions to answer.

      Settling in, I watched Hofund work.

      “He is a fine man,” Eydis whispered to me. “You see. Like a bear between those legs. You will scream his name.”

      “Eydis,” I chided her.

      “It is always so with those who worship the thunder god.”

      “And you have so much experience on the matter?”

      Grinning, Eydis shrugged. She stared at Hofund, her eyes growing glassy. “He will produce strong sons. Strong, but not all of them kind.” She winced as if she saw something frightening.

      “Eydis?”

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

      I frowned at her. I knew that kind of nothing. That nothing was very certainly a something.

      When the ship sailed to the port once more, I was surprised to see Grandfather waiting with the king. The two men were all smiles, talking with Dag. Grandfather gave the ship a passing glance but turned back when he realized I was there. He glared at me, hatred in his eyes.

      I looked away, staring out at the water once more.

      Please, Odin. Please. Take me from this terrible place.

      The men maneuvered the ship into port, tying up the vessel.

      Laughing happily, King Gudmund approached the ship. Hofund debarked, meeting his father, who clapped him on the shoulder.

      “She’s sturdy, Father. As well-built as she looks,” Hofund reported.

      “Very good. Very, very, good,” the king said.

      As the other men debarked, Leif came to me. He eyed Grandfather over his shoulder. The jarl was scowling at us. “Say nothing. You and Eydis should just go back. I will talk to Grandfather and explain to Hofund.”

      “Thank you, cousin,” I told him.

      He smiled at me. “I made you a promise. Have I ever gone back on a promise to you?”

      I shook my head.

      Leif helped Eydis and me off the ship. The jarl watched us out of the corner of his eye while King Gudmund and Hofund spoke to Dag. Eydis took my arm, and the pair of us headed toward the village. I didn’t look back, knowing what hatred I would find there. I was used to it. It was no wonder I spent so little time in the hall weaving and working as Grandfather dictated I should. Why stay where my very existence was a reminder of his loathing? No. It was better to be lost in the forest. It was better to be lost anywhere.

      “Come on,” Eydis said, tugging my arm.

      “And where are we going?”

      “Away from the storm,” she answered with a laugh. “I have an errand to run anyway.”

      Eydis led me to the home of a family I knew only by sight. She knocked on the door.

      “What are we doing here?” I whispered.

      A moment later, an elderly woman came to the door.

      “Eydis,” the old woman said, smiling at her. The woman shifted her gaze to me. “And Hervor,” she added, a confused tone in her voice.

      “Hervor has come to see the baby,” Eydis said then pulled me into the house behind her.

      Inside, the small home was very warm and sparse. On one wall, an idol of the god Balder sat with candles burning all around him. From deeper in the house, I heard the soft cry of a baby. A goat lying by the fire bleated at us.

      “I will tell her you’ve come,” the old woman told Eydis then went to the back.

      “Eydis?” I whispered.

      Eydis shushed me.

      A moment later, the woman reappeared and motioned for us to follow her. When we rounded the partition, we found a young woman lying abed, a baby at her side. I recognized the girl. She sold eggs in the market. From the smell of the house, the birds were not far away.

      The girl smiled at Eydis. “Eydis… Thank you for coming,” she told her then turned to me. “And Hervor. What a surprise. I will have Eydis see the child’s future, if that is all right with you, Hervor.”

      I cast Eydis a sidelong glance. What had she been up to when I hadn’t been watching? “Very well.”

      Eydis went to the side of the bed and picked up the baby. “My, how fat he is,” Eydis said with a laugh.

      “Bigger than his father when he was born, that is certain,” the old woman said. “A healthy child.”

      “May Odin be praised,” I said.

      The old woman nodded at me.

      “What have you named him?” Eydis asked.

      “Baldric,” the mother replied.

      “Now, let me see you, Baldric,” Eydis said, gently holding the child on her lap. She unfolded the wrappings covering the baby and ran her hand over the child’s smooth stomach, gingerly touching the umbilicus still attached to the newborn.

      When she did so, the squalling baby went still.

      “Look at me, Baldric,” Eydis whispered to the tiny baby. Wetting her fingers on her tongue, Eydis touched the umbilicus once more then put her fingers in her mouth as she stared at the child who had gone completely quiet. The baby watched Eydis closely.

      Eydis’s eyes took on a faraway look. She stared into the baby’s eyes, but beyond, further, deeper.

      “I see him on a ship, gliding across sun-kissed waves. The sails of the ship are white and green. I cannot see the symbol. There is a village on the horizon. He is excited to be there. He’s a man now, with golden hair. He is strong and healthy…” Eydis said. She swayed. “Yes, I see him. What a strong warrior. A strong man. A father… I see a child, and another, and another. Here in Dalr. It is a good life,” she said. Eydis exhaled slowly. She closed her eyes for a moment, whispering under her breath. I could not make out her words other than the whispered name of Loki. After a moment, she sat up straight and opened her eyes. She looked down at the baby.

      “You are well-named, Baldric. He is a strong boy with a golden future,” Eydis said, then leaned over and kissed the baby on his tummy. She smiled, rewrapped the child, then handed him back to his mother. When she did so, however, Eydis let out a little cry. Acting almost instinctively, she pulled the baby toward her.

      “Eydis?” the mother said, sitting up in bed.

      Eydis laughed lightly—and falsely. “I’m sorry. It’s nothing. My back. I felt a sharp twinge suddenly, that’s all. I told you he was fat. I lurched because I didn’t want to drop the baby,” she said, then handed the child to his mother once more. But this time, I noticed she didn’t meet the girl’s gaze.

      “Do you hear that, Baldric? You will sail to foreign lands and have many children.”

      Green-and-white sails. Here in Dalr? Grandfather’s sails were yellow.

      “Some mead,” the old woman said, pouring Eydis and me a glass.

      “Skol,” I said, toasting them.

      Eydis and I drank, Eydis making light conversation with the mother and grandmother as she played with the baby’s feet. I sat back, watching the exchange, noticing how Eydis never looked at the girl in the face again. After a time, Eydis rose.

      “We should leave you now. You must take your rest, Signy. Eat well and get some sleep. Don’t try to get up and work too soon,” Eydis told the mother.

      “All right,” the girl said, then motioned to the old woman. “Thank you, Eydis.”

      Eydis inclined her head to her.

      The old woman drew some coins from a pouch and moved to hand them to Eydis. She paused and looked at me before she made the exchange.

      There were times when I forgot that Eydis was considered my property. I had never thought of her as such, and the idea was abhorrent to me. Whenever we stumbled upon these moments, I was reminded of what all the world knew. In the end, I was the jarl’s granddaughter, and Eydis was my thrall.

      I motioned for her to give Eydis the money.

      “Congratulations on such a strong and healthy boy,” I told the young mother.

      “Thank you, Lady Hervor.”

      I inclined my head to the old woman.

      “Hervor,” she said, bowing to me.

      With that, Eydis and I left the small hovel.

      Eydis dropped her coins into a pouch.

      “And how long have you been making money from your prophecies?”

      “For as long as they would pay me for them.”

      “That must be quite a sum.”

      “More than Hervor ever earned.”

      I chuckled at that. “Of that, there is no doubt. What did you see when you looked at the mother?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Something.”

      “A something that is a nothing. Literally.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I saw a dead girl. A rotting corpse.”

      “How soon?”

      “She was wearing the same dress.”

      “But what about the baby? If the mother dies…”

      Eydis shrugged. “The child will survive. The future I saw for him was clear. But the mother… She is already a dead girl. She just doesn’t know it yet.”

      “I’m glad the gods have not blessed me with the sight.”

      “Oh, but they have blessed you with other things. You will see.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “I hate it when Loki talks through you.”

      “Loki is laughing.”

      “Is he? I don’t hear him.”

      “Here, inside my head,” she said, tapping the side of her head. “He is laughing at you, Hervor.”

      “That’s not very kind of him.”

      Eydis stopped then tipped her head as if she was listening to someone.

      I turned and look at her.

      After a moment, she smiled.

      “What is it?”

      “Loki.”

      “And what mischief has he whispered now?”

      “He said to tell you… ‘The truth will find you.’”

      At that, I froze. “Then let it come. I am ready.”

      Eydis flexed her brow like she heard a voice once more. Her eyes grew wide then she nodded. She looked at me. “He says… ‘As you wish.’”
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Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      That night, we had the final feast before King Gudmund and Jarl Tove headed home. Grandfather made no mention of the fact that Jarl Njal and his sons had gone. The whole thing was very strange to me. Regardless, the scene was lively, everyone eating and drinking. After the meal, Grandfather retreated with the king and Jarl Tove to his conference area. They were deep in conversation as the rest of us ate and drank. Asta did her best to keep Jarl Tove’s ancient wife occupied. The jarl’s wife, on the other hand, looked like she’d rather be anywhere else. I couldn’t blame her. Asta could be dreadfully boring to talk to. As much as I loved Leif, I hated hearing Asta brag on and on about him. All she spoke of was Leif—or her cats. Mother, as usual, nursed her cup and stared off into nothingness, a placid expression on her face. What did she think about, if anything, when she looked like that?

      Leif had fallen into deep conversation with Eric, Jarl Tove’s son. From the expression on his face, whatever Eric was telling him, Leif was taking it very seriously. Given Eric was a solemn man, I wondered at the nature of their conversation. Truth be told, I liked Eric. It seemed to me that he was honest…and maybe a little cunning. But he saw something wrong here and had thought enough of me to share his concerns. I wouldn’t forget that. Hofund chatted with Leif’s old friends, Frode, Birger, and Ivar. From what I could hear, Hofund was inviting them to join him. Dalr would be silent when all the men went off in search of plunder.

      But what would become of me?

      I filled my ale horn then circled the room, listening to snippets of conversation as I went. There was little to learn that I didn’t already know. Bits of conversation surrounding Jarl Njal’s abrupt departure drew questions. Apparently, I was not the only one who found the situation odd. I only hoped Grandfather was taking notice, or that he knew something that the others did not.

      I sipped my ale, leaning into the shadows as I watched the others laugh and talk. I was surprised when I felt someone come up behind me.

      I turned to find Eyvinder, the jarl’s skald, there.

      “What do you see tonight, Hervor?” the skald asked.

      “See? If you want visions, you must speak to Eydis.”

      Eyvinder laughed. “That is not the kind of observation in which I am interested. What do you see?”

      “Absence.”

      Eyvinder nodded thoughtfully.

      “Have you written a poem in honor of this blót?” I asked then took a sip of ale.

      “I am composing something. But I feel like I’m still in the middle of a story, not at its end. I shall wait and see how this chapter concludes before I write my song,” he said.

      Brows furrowing, I turned and looked at him.

      “Skol,” he said, lifting his cup. He turned and headed toward the meeting room at the back.

      When I looked back at the assembled crowd, I found Hofund missing. When I turned to look for him, I was surprised to see him standing next to me, a pitcher in his hand. He refilled my horn.

      “Who was that man?” he asked.

      “Eyvinder, Grandfather’s skald.”

      “Does he have good stories?”

      I laughed. “Not that I have ever heard,” I said then took a drink. “He plays music sometimes,” I said then shrugged. “It’s not something that interests me.”

      “He serves the jarl.”

      “So he does.”

      “I must confess, I do not understand Jarl Bjartmar. There is a rage just below the surface of his words. And I do not understand his resistance to you.”

      “Then you are not alone.”

      “I have spoken to my father,” Hofund said.

      I turned and looked at him.

      “Tonight, he will ask your grandfather to let you come back with us. We will spend the spring together. If it is a good match, and if I can convince you, we could wed in the autumn.”

      “Are you proposing?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow.

      “I’m proposing that I propose. Something tells me you’re more likely to say yes, one step removed.”

      I chuckled then glanced back to the meeting space. I eyed my grandfather. A terrible ache wracked my stomach. Nothing ever happened this easily here. Nothing. “Let’s see what the jarl says first,” I said.

      Hofund shifted uncomfortably. “Hervor…” he began, his voice sounding broken. “If you do not want me,” he whispered.

      I swallowed hard, then set my hand on his arm. I met and held his gaze. “We must see what the jarl says.”

      Understanding, Hofund nodded. “My father is king. If he must, he will remind the jarl of that.”

      “Do not risk an alliance on my behalf. I’m not worth it.”

      Hofund leaned in and whispered in my ear. “You do not understand. I will have no wife except Hervor.”

      “Then, you are unlucky.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is an uncommon name. If all goes as I fear, you will have to search far and wide for another Hervor.”

      Hofund shook his head. “Just wait. You will see that I’m right.”

      I smiled softly at him, but doubt gripped me.

      

      The night moved on quickly. I sat with the others, listening to Leif and his friends tell stories. And I studied Hofund. While my cousin was quick and bright, eager to be merry, Hofund was more watchful. Quiet. He was a pleasant man who did not seek to outshine his companions—as sometimes Leif was apt to do.

      In the back of the hall, in the meeting space, I heard Grandfather’s voice rise with agitation. I stared into my ale horn, not wanting to look, not wanting to know.

      Leif, however, turned and looked back. “Someone is red-faced.”

      “Two someones,” Hofund said.

      For a flicker of a moment, I glanced toward the meeting room. Through the slats of wood, I caught the expression of King Gudmund who was frowning heavily, waving his hands in earnest as he spoke. Grandfather pounded his fist on the table, then turned from the king.

      Jarl Tove, the elder of the group, sat quietly, stroking his beard. Noting the commotion, however, Eric, son of Jarl Tove, rose and joined the group.

      Eydis pushed in between Leif and me. “Thor wrestles Jörmungandr,” she said, motioning to the back. She refilled our cups.

      “Thor failed to capture the serpent,” Hofund noted, eyeing Eydis.

      “True,” she replied with a wink.

      Hofund sat back. “Leif tells me you are a völva.”

      “Is that all he has told you about me? I’m disappointed,” Eydis said.

      Leif laughed, put his arm around Eydis’s waist, and pulled her close. “That is not all,” he told her.

      “Hmm,” Eydis mused thoughtfully.

      “Well, völva, what do you say about that conversation taking place?” Hofund asked, motioning to the back.

      Eydis’s gaze turned serious. “I have already told you. But…” she said, raising her finger to the heavens. “The Æsir and Vanir never make anything worth catching easy.”

      Hofund lifted his cup to Eydis. “Skol,” he told her then drank.

      Eydis took Leif’s cup from his hand. “Skol,” she replied.

      Grandfather strode to the entrance of the meeting space. “Leif,” he snapped, motioning for Leif to come.

      Puzzled, Leif raised his brows and looked at Hofund.

      “I will go as well,” Hofund told me, then the pair departed.

      I looked at Eydis. “What is the matter? This is beyond just a conversation about me.”

      Eydis nodded. “The snare has been set. Dark shapes draw close in every corner. It is not only you the gods are toying with, Hervor. It is all of us. All of us.”

      I turned my gaze to the meeting hall once more. I had warned Hofund. It would not come to pass. I was bound to live and die in Dalr, a maiden beloved by none save Odin. There were worse fates. But at that moment, I couldn’t think of one.

      

      Sick of feeling my stomach quake with worry, Eydis and I headed to the kitchens in search of little Hillie. We met Mother along the way.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “To the kitchens to check on Hillie.”

      “Oh, all right,” she said. Drifting like a leaf floating on the waves in a stream, Mother followed us. In the cramped cooking area, we found the girl kneading dough, Old Oda watching her out of the corner of her eye.

      I smiled at Oda. “How is my little ward?” I asked, trying to get the unpleasant thoughts of what was happening in the hall out of my mind.

      “Her mother must have taught her some things in the kitchen. You did well to buy her, Hervor.”

      I went to the child and watched her work. Her small fingers worked busily and with skill for one so small.

      “Would you like to take a break?” I asked. “I can take you to see the goats,” I added with a whisper.

      The girl paused and looked at Old Oda.

      “May I?” she asked the woman.

      Oda nodded.

      “I’ll fetch our wraps,” Eydis said then headed off quickly to our room.

      “Here, try this,” Hillie said, plucking up a knot of bread. She handed one to Mother and to me.

      “Did you make it?” Mother asked.

      Hillie nodded.

      I chewed the bread. It was still warm from the oven and soft in the middle, the crust crunchy. “Perfect,” I told her.

      Mother tore her bite in half, giving Hillie part of it. The child took it happily.

      Eydis arrived quickly thereafter, and the four of us dressed and headed outside. Taking Hillie by the hand, I led her to the animal pens. At once, she rushed in to hug the creatures, chirping lightly to them. Mother followed along, scooping up a baby goat and playing with the animal.

      Neither Eydis nor I spoke. Everything felt like it was hinging on the edge of release or disaster. It was too much to bear.

      We lingered for some time at the pens when I heard the loud voices of men. I turned to see a party approaching, Leif at the front. To my surprise, they were all dressed for battle. Leif had a serious expression on his face.

      “Leif,” I called, stepping toward him.

      He startled as if he’d been shaken from his thoughts. “Hervor? I was looking for you. What are you doing out here?”

      “I… It doesn’t matter. What’s happening?” I asked.

      He looked from me to Eydis. “I’m going to Silfrheim. Grandfather believes my father is in danger.”

      “In danger? From Egil and Eilif?”

      Leif nodded. “We will go by land,” he said, motioning to the war band that was now saddling up. “Jarl Tove’s son, Eric, will go by ship. I don’t know what’s happening. Uncle Egil has always been very good to me, but he hates Father. And Eilif… He is an ambitious man. I don’t know. Something has gone wrong.”

      “I should come with you,” I said, panic washing over me.

      “I wish you could, cousin. Grandfather believes, as you do, that Egil and Eilif were behind Gorm’s attack. Now, with my father gone…” Leif said, then shook his head.

      “The jarl didn’t know Calder was leaving?”

      “No. My mother swears that Calder told her. She swears there is nothing to worry about. She tried to stop Grandfather from sending me.”

      I flexed my brow. “Did you… Did you ever hear of something between your mother and Egil?”

      “Mother and Egil?”

      It was at that point that my own mother perked up. “Oh, yes. Asta and Egil have been lovers for years. Egil is your father, Leif,” she said absently then clicked her tongue at the baby goat she was holding.

      We stared at her.

      “Aunt Svafa?” Leif whispered, aghast.

      “Asta would not give her maidenhead to a man she did not love. And she certainly never loved Calder. She gave herself to Egil before she was forced to wed Calder. You are the child of that coupling.”

      Leif looked from Mother to Eydis. “Is she right?”

      Eydis looked at Mother, her eyes growing hazy as she sought into the beyond. “Yes,” she whispered.

      Leif cursed under his breath.

      “Leif,” I said, setting my hand on his shoulder.

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I am Calder’s son in name, and my uncles have kidnapped, and no doubt murdered, the man I know as my father. But Hervor,” he said, taking my arm and pulling me away from the others. “King Gudmund… He asked for you. Grandfather would not relent. He told the king you are a cursed girl, and that Hofund would suffer because of you. The king pressured him…”

      “And?”

      “There was a heated exchange. Grandfather shifted the talks away from you to the discussion of Jarl Njal. I don’t know what the result will be. King Gudmund and Hofund will return home in the morning. I will not be here. You must trust in Hofund. He truly cares for you, and I have never seen him look at a woman as he looks at you. He is an honest man, Hervor. But I don’t know what will come of this.”

      “Won’t Hofund come with you to Silfrheim?”

      Leif shook his head. “Grandfather doesn’t want to muddy the mess with the king’s help. As it is, we will need to keep Tove’s son, Eric, on a leash.”

      “I think… I think we could have an ally in Eric if we—you—maneuver properly.”

      Leif nodded thoughtfully. “That’s all well and good, but Hervor…”

      “Don’t worry about me. The worst that can happen is that I’ll be sitting at the fire weaving when you return.”

      “I’d rather see you dead.”

      “That’s always an option, though it’s better if you don’t suggest it. Regardless, may Odin bless and keep you.”

      “And you,” he said, then turned and reached out for Eydis, pulling her to him.

      Without a word, he planted a passionate kiss on her lips. When he was done, he added a playful one to her nose, then he turned and joined the others.

      Eydis and I stood staring as the war band rode off into the night.

      “Will he come back?” I whispered to Eydis.

      She stared into the darkness as the horses disappeared over the rise. “Yes,” she said, her voice sounding hollow. “But it will be a long time before we see him again.”
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Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to the longhouse, I met Hofund at the door.

      “Hervor,” he whispered. “I was looking for you.”

      “Come along, Lady Svafa,” Eydis said. She bent to pick up Hillie. “And you, you tiny sprite.”

      Hillie giggled, and the three of them headed inside.

      Hofund took my hand. Together, we walked to the docks.

      “Leif has gone,” he said.

      I nodded. “I met him before he left.”

      “The conversation with your grandfather did not go as I hoped.”

      “I warned you.”

      “What is it that agitates him so? He spoke with great anger and very little details.”

      “The secrets are locked inside him and my mother. No one knows.”

      Hofund sighed. “He warns me that you are a great risk for me.”

      “Perhaps I am.”

      “Do you want to leave this place? Do you want to come with me?”

      I did. I truly did. But what if I was truly a cursed woman? I would not bring shame to Hofund. “I do, but…”

      He looked down at me. “Come in the morning. My father is king. I will be king when he passes. What can the jarl say? We will go together. Bring Eydis too, that way I can lure Leif back to me.”

      I laughed softly then looked back at the longhouse.

      “At least think about it.” Hofund stroked my cheek. His touch sent chills through my body and called up lusty thoughts. He pulled me close to him. I wrapped my arms around him, feeling his strong body. Yearning bubbled up in me, and along with it, hope. Gudmund was king. The jarl had to listen to his wishes. That was how it worked. Maybe…maybe I was wrong. Maybe I was holding myself back from Hofund for different reasons.

      “Hervor,” he whispered, taking my face into his hands. “Come home with me. My mother told me that I would know the woman who would be my wife the moment I saw her in her blue gown.”

      “That is a very vague prophecy,” I said with a smile. “What if I had been a hag? Would you have followed your mother’s vision if I had been old enough to be your grandmother? Blue gown and all?”

      Hofund laughed. “Hervor. Make ready, and may Thor bless us.”

      “And Odin watch over us.”

      Gently touching my chin, Hofund tilted my face toward him. He kissed my brow. “You’re cold.”

      “It is winter.”

      “Go inside. Get your rest. I will see you in the morning.”

      I nodded. “Good night,” I told him, squeezing his hand.

      “Good night.”

      At that, I turned and left him. As I headed back to the hall, the little bit of hope in my heart began to swell and spill inside me. Maybe the king would convince Grandfather to let me go. Or maybe it didn’t matter if he did or didn’t. Finally, I would leave this place. Finally, I would find my destiny.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      The truth is coming for you.
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Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      Back in the longhouse, Mother had lain down to sleep. Eydis was lying in my bed, but she was still awake.

      “Hervor,” she whispered.

      “Rest, Eydis,” I told her.

      “How can I rest now that Leif has gone?”

      “You said we will see him again. So, what is there to worry about?”

      “You’re right,” she said. Grabbing the blanket, she rolled over.

      I shook my head. Typical. She had taken the warmest coverlet.

      But even then, my mind seized on her prophetic words. We would not see Leif for some time. Perhaps things would not go well in Silfrheim. Or, perhaps, they would go very well, and Leif would need to manage things there. There was no way of knowing.

      Or maybe, I would leave Dalr with Hofund in the morning, taking Eydis along with me.

      Even if the king could not get Grandfather to agree, why shouldn’t I go?

      I crossed the room and covered little Hillie, who was snoring. I then sat down before the fire, gazing into the flames.

      What should I do?

      If I left, who would it harm? Not Mother. Even as she was, she was Grandfather’s favorite. Leif would support me. If I took Eydis with me, she would be safe. No one knew who Hillie was, nor would anyone harm a small child who was a servant in the house. My leaving hurt no one. I would need to say goodbye to Yrsa, but even if I could not, she would forgive me.

      My mind was so exhausted from thinking things over that I rose and fell into my bed. I was quickly lost to my dreams.

      

      Like every night, the dream returned.

      As always, I walked through the burning village toward the tree on the rise not far away. But this time, when I looked for the All-Father, he was not there. Instead, at the base of the tree, I saw the entrance to a cave. Blue fire lit the cave entrance.

      My hands shook when a figure emerged from the back of the cavern. The man held a sword in his hand. It gleamed like the sun was shining on it. When the man came close to the blue flames, I was able to see his features better.

      It was the man with the red hair. He looked like he was made of muscle, tattoos all over his body.

      He lifted the sword. I winced as it glimmered. It was like rays of sunlight were shining into my eyes.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      He is coming for you.

      Wake up.

      I woke with a jolt just as someone grabbed me by my ankle, pulling me from my bed. Moving quickly, I grabbed my axes then turned to swing, but the unknown assailant tugged me hard. I fell to the floor. Regardless, I jumped up, my axes ready. But I was surprised when I found Grandfather there. His eyes had faded to black, an angry, evil look on his face.

      “What game are you playing at?” he hissed at me.

      “Grandfather,” I said with a gasp. “What are you doing?”

      “You whore!”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eydis get out of bed.

      I squeezed my axe handles hard.

      Grandfather grabbed the length of my hair and yanked me hard, shoving me down in front of the hearth. The moment I hit the floor, he kicked me again and again. Pain radiated through my body. I groaned when I felt something snap. I gasped. By the gods, had he broken my ribs?

      “Hervor,” Eydis called out.

      “A single word from you, and I’ll slice your throat,” Grandfather barked at her then turned to me once more. “Did you think you would win a king’s son? Who do you think you are? You and your cursed blood. Did you think I would let you ruin that family and us along with you? You will live and die a bondmaiden to this house, no more a free woman than Eydis. Hear me now, girl. Hear me good. You will never marry. Never produce a child. You will never do anything I do not permit. Do you understand me?”

      He kicked one of the axes from my hand then wrenched away the other, throwing it across the room. His eyes black with fury, he climbed on top of me, pinning me between his legs. He hit me over and over. I could taste blood in my mouth. Then he wrapped his hands around my throat. “I should have fed you to those wolves,” he said then started squeezing. “I only kept you alive because of her. I should have fed you to the wolves or tossed you in the sea.”

      “Grandfather,” I tried to whisper, but the word came out raspy as I struggled for air. My legs thrashed. I tried to push him away, but he squeezed harder.

      “I should have fed you to those wolves,” he said again, fury written all over his face, his eyes dark.

      Black spots appeared before my eyes. I tried to take a breath but couldn’t. My head felt light, and I felt a terrible pain in my temples. My throat hurt as he squeezed my windpipe.

      “I will do what I should have done,” he said through gritted teeth.

      My grip on awareness started to slip. I could feel my eyes rolling back. My legs kicked as I struggled to breathe. By the gods, he was going to kill me.

      Feeling around behind me, I searched for my axes, but they were too far away. I looked toward the door. For a brief moment, I saw a tall man standing there, leaning on his staff. He stared at me from under the brim of his crooked hat, a pit where his left eye had been.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Help me.

      The vision was shattered like smoke when Eydis appeared standing over Grandfather, a stool in her hand. She bashed Grandfather with it. He tumbled to the floor.

      Mother sat up. “By all the gods, have you all gone mad? What’s happening?” she asked, rising.

      Eydis reached out for me, helping me up. I grabbed my axes then hurried to my feet. I could scarcely breathe. Black dots appeared before my eyes. I struggled to breathe, inhaling with deep, raspy breaths. Eydis held on to me, steadying me.

      Grandfather rose, a look of fury on his face. He must have broken his lip in the fall. Blood streamed down his chin.

      “Father, you’re bleeding,” Mother said in alarm. She went to him, but he pushed her back. She stumbled, falling toward the bed. Wide-eyed, she stared at her father.

      “Whores. Both of you. Stupid whores,” Grandfather spat at Eydis and me.

      “Father,” Mother protested.

      “This is all your fault,” he said, whirling on her. “You. You brought this plague onto my house.”

      Still struggling for air, I glared at my grandfather. “People are trying to kill you, plotting against this house,” I rasped. “And this is what you are thinking about? Let me leave. What difference does it make to you?” I asked, nearly breathless.

      “I will not let you condemn the king and us along with you. I should kill you where you stand,” he hissed at me.

      “Father, no,” Mother protested, her voice sounding anguished.

      “And you,” Father said, turning to Eydis. “There is nowhere for you to hide, girl. Visions or not. I will have your blood for what you’ve done.”

      “By the gods, what’s going on?” Asta demanded, blundering into the room, her hair and clothes a mess. “Father, why are you bleeding? What’s happening here?”

      “Hervor is banished from Dalr. And tomorrow, her thrall’s blood will feed the gods.”

      Asta’s eyebrows shot up in alarm. “Father, no. You know that Leif loves that girl.”

      “I am sick to death of everyone’s love,” Grandfather shouted, then turned and glared at me. “Get out of this house. Leave this place, but under no condition are you allowed to go with the king.”

      I swallowed hard, touching my sore neck. “I will go on one condition.” My voice was weak, but I was still indignant.

      “You are in no position to make conditions.”

      I swallowed hard. “But I am. I can go to King Gudmund right now. I can marry his son, one day become queen, and make a fool out of you whenever I can, as much as I can. Or I can leave this place a condemned girl as you demand,” I said, my voice sounding harsh.

      “Hervor, no,” Mother called.

      “Of course you would threaten me. Of course. Name your terms,” Grandfather seethed.

      “Leave Eydis alone. Leave her be, and I will go.”

      Grandfather growled at me. “Turn back on your word, and she will pay. But mark me, you will be the ruin of anyone who loves you.”

      “Hervor,” Eydis protested.

      “Get my things,” I told her.

      Eydis paused.

      “Do as I say,” I shouted at Eydis.

      Without another word, Eydis turned and quickly began packing my belongings.

      I cast a quick glance at Hillie. To my surprise, the girl slept soundly. Praise the gods.

      “This is madness,” Asta said. “First you send Leif out in the middle of the night, and now you’re banishing Hervor? Hel has infected your mind with dark thoughts. Hervor is our blood, no matter her father.”

      At that, Grandfather slapped Asta.

      She gasped.

      “Shut your mouth,” he screamed at her, his voice dark. “You have some hand in this mess. I know you do. Egil will pay for whatever he has done. I will have his blood, and that will be the end of what I hear of him. Tonight, I will finish what you two girls started.”

      Asta stared at him a long moment, and then she turned and hurried from the room.

      “Father,” Mother said, approaching him carefully. I knew her tone and posture. Many times, she could cool his rage. But not tonight.

      He stared at her. “And you… You will learn who is master here. I will see to you later,” he hissed at her.

      His words sent a shiver down my spine.

      Mother went pale.

      I turned and looked at Grandfather. I held his gaze, fury in my eyes. My blood thundered. I could feel it beating in my temples, my hands shaking with rage. It took everything inside me not to chop him into bits. I could kill him tonight. Would his men rise up to punish me? Would the king look down on me for it? I didn’t know. I didn’t know what to do. All I knew was that I could spare Eydis by doing as my grandfather asked.

      Grandfather gritted his teeth. “Get out of my sight,” he spat at me, then turned and stalked away.

      I clenched my jaw and turned back to Eydis. “Stay close to Mother,” I whispered, barely able to speak. “The jarl’s rage will settle by morning, but stay with her just in case.” I leaned into her ear. “I will go to Yrsa.”

      Wide-eyed, Eydis nodded.

      I looked back at Mother.

      “Hervor?” she asked, her brow flexed in confusion.

      “May the gods watch over you, Mother,” I told her.

      I pulled on my cloak. Unspeakable anger clouded my vision. Everywhere I looked, the world was painted red.

      All of this was because a boy had decided to love me.

      I had warned him it would all end in sorrow.

      And I was right.
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Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      I headed out of the hall. Aside from the guards, there was no one there. With the blót done and troubles at hand, everyone had scattered. When I got to the door, Torsten reached out and grabbed my arm.

      “Hervor,” he said, a shocked expression on his face.

      I said nothing, merely pulled my arm away, and headed outside. I walked to the far side of the village and began my trek up the side of the mountain. My wounds hurt more than I cared to admit, and with each step, I felt a pinch in my ribs. He had broken at least one rib, if not more. It hurt to draw breath. Measuring my breathing, I carefully climbed the snowy hillside, pausing when I reached flat spots to rest. I looked out at the fjord. Moonlight shimmered on the waves.

      In the far distance, I heard a wolf howl. Its sound echoed through the night.

      I was numb from cold and shock. I had known Grandfather would never let me go, but I hadn’t expected such outrage, such violence. With every step, I worried for Eydis and Mother. What story Grandfather would tell King Gudmund and Hofund, I didn’t know, but I trusted Eydis and Leif. They would bring the truth to Hofund. Regardless, Grandfather would keep his word. If I went back, he would kill Eydis. That was no lie.

      I had warned Hofund it would all come to nothing.

      And I had been right.

      I worked my way slowly up the mountainside. My throat and ribs ached. My heart hurt worse. I had been foolish to let myself hope. I had known better. In the least, I had not let myself fall in love with the boy. Soon, he would forget me and find another girl in a blue dress.

      But the mere thought of it made my heart ache.

      I looked down at the fjord once more, watching the ships rock on the waves.

      Tears welled in my eyes. I had always thought my fate, trapped as a maid with no future in the jarl’s house, was worse than death. I didn’t know it was possible to sink lower. I had reached for freedom and had fallen into the realm of Hel.

      “Odin,” I whispered. “All-Father. Where are you?”

      I dashed a hot tear from my cheek and turned once more, climbing toward the secluded cave. Yrsa didn’t want to make it easy for anyone to find her. I had respected her for it. But in the dead of winter in the dark of night, with a half-broken neck, broken ribs, a bleeding face—one eye was swollen mostly shut—I wished she’d lived in one of those quaint farms along the water. Why in the hell did she live up here anyway?

      As I climbed, the wind began to blow hard. With it, fat snowflakes fell. The wolves howled. As I went, their calls drew closer and closer. Maybe Grandfather would get his wish after all. Maybe the wolves would come and eat me. I suddenly found myself wishing Gobi and Bo had an inclination to come outside to check on me. A pair of bears might dissuade a hungry pack of wolves.

      When I finally reached the flat ledge outside Yrsa’s cave, I paused to take a breath. When I inhaled, I felt the sharp pinch in my ribcage. I gingerly touched my side. It ached miserably.

      The wolves still called, but intermixed with their howls, I also heard barking of dogs and the thunder of hooves.

      Impossible.

      No one could ride up the side of the mountain.

      I willed my heart to be still, my breath to be silent. Had I hit my head in the fall? Surely, I was imaging things.

      Still, the sounds of horses and dogs joined the chorus of howls. The wind blew, carrying with it the sound of men. I went to the edge of the cliff and looked over. There was nothing. No torchlight. No sign of men. No anything.

      Hounds bayed. They were close.

      The wind whipped around me.

      In the breeze, I heard the rough voices of men.

      Gasping, I looked all around. A gust blew down the mountain, blasting me with cold air.

      I looked up.

      There, in the clouds overhead, they rode. Oskoreia, the Wild Hunt. Men and women in chariots and on horses, accompanied by wolves and dogs, raced across the heavens in spectral form. They held their weapons aloft and called to one another, a massive army. And at the front, on a steed made of starlight, I saw the All-Father. As ever, he wore his crooked hat. His ravens, Muninn and Huginn, flew before him. Geri and Freki, the All-Father’s wolves, raced alongside him as the Wild Hunt rode in the air toward Dalr.

      My hands shaking, I stared.

      All my life, I had heard of Odin’s winter ride. A sighting of the Wild Hunt only meant one thing. War was coming. The riders stirred discontent. The warriors, led by Odin from Valhalla, also searched Midgard for the living who had once displeased them. If anyone was spotted outside when the Wild Hunt passed by, they would be devoured by the spectral hounds.

      I gasped.

      If they saw me…

      The moment I thought it, a warrior amongst the spectral crew turned and looked at me. Waving to the others, some riders broke off. On their ghostly steeds, they raced toward me. Hands shaking, I pulled my axes from my belt. Grandfather had sentenced me to death, but I would not meet the Wild Hunt on my knees.

      The riders drew close. They were twelve men, all fierce-looking. The breath from their horses’ nostrils ruffled my hair. I could see the men and see through them all at once. Their wounds were still evident. Some had taken wounds to the chest, others to the neck. Their eyes glowed with blueish hellfire. Their hair blew around them as though they were caught in a torrent.

      I braced myself, waiting for a killing blow that did not come.

      A rider pushed through the pack, the others moving aside to let him pass. I gasped when I saw him: the red-haired warrior from my dreams.

      I held his spectral gaze as he reined his horse in and rode around me in a circle. I clutched my axes, ready to…I did not know what. I did not know if such creatures could feel pain, but I would not go to my death a coward. The man rode in front of me then stopped his horse. He stared at me a long time.

      My heart thundered in my chest. Rage shook me. This was all happening because of the jarl. I was here, on the side of this mountain, facing my death because of the jarl. My nostrils flared with fury. I gritted my teeth.

      “Well, what are you waiting for,” I called angrily.

      At that, the man laughed. He looked back at the others and gestured to me. They joined him in his laughter. When he turned his attention to me once more, he touched his fingers to his brow, saluting me. He stared at me another long moment then clicked at his horse. He turned and rode back into the night’s sky, rejoining the other warriors in the hunt.

      I listened to the thunder of their hooves as they rode off.

      I stood, struck still and dumb, as the sound of the horses and hounds evaporated in the distance. It was not long after that everything grew silent. Once more, I heard only the wind rustling through the trees, and in the far-off distance, the low and long howl of wolves.

      I swallowed hard, my throat hurting in the effort, then turned and went into the cave.
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Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      A dim fire was burning in the pit inside the cave. Their eyes shimmering like reflecting pools, Gobi and Bo woke groggily and rose to meet me. But there was no sign of Yrsa.

      “Leave me to the wolves and the Wild Hunt while you hibernate, will you? Where is your mistress?” I asked, scratching each creature on the head.

      Satisfied it was only me, they returned to their spots on the pile of hay and leaves Yrsa had fixed for them. They promptly went back to sleep.

      I set down my gear then rekindled the fire, heating a pot of water to warm. I sat before the flames, my mind and body exhausted. How had everything fallen apart so quickly? Hofund’s mother had seen me in a vision. It didn’t make sense. Was she wrong? Sometimes Eydis’s vision of things did not come to pass quite as she expected, but they always came to pass. The gods spoke through her. And Eydis…even she had seen something between Hofund and me. If all of that was true, if all of that was real, how had I ended up here?

      Once the water was warm, I moistened some cloth and cleaned the blood from my face. My eye was still partially swollen closed. Tomorrow, I would look affright. I lay warm cloths on my neck, dulling the pain. My eyes grew heavy.

      Grabbing one of Yrsa’s furs, I lay it down beside the fire and closed my eyes, pulling my cloak tight around me.

      “Hofund,” I whispered, my throat still aching. “I’m sorry.”

      

      Sometime the next day, I woke to the clatter of bowls and pots. I opened my eyes a crack to find Yrsa working busily. It was already daylight. Rays of sunlight slanted into the cave. The sharp scent of herbs made my nose burn, and there was a heady smell of smoke. I sat up slowly.

      Yrsa, who had been grinding something with a mortar and pestle, looked up at me. She eyed me closely, looking over my face and neck.

      “Injured anywhere else?” she asked, gesturing.

      I touched my ribs with my fingertips. I nodded.

      “Stand up. Let me see,” she said.

      I rose. Moving carefully, I tugged off my belt and dropped my axes. I tried to lift my dress to examine my ribs, but I winced with pain at the effort.

      “Let me,” Yrsa said, then lifted my gown so she could get a look at my side. Moving carefully, she touched my ribs where the jarl had kicked me. The wounds had already turned dark purple. Frowning, she touched the bones then harrumphed. “Cracked.” She grabbed a cloth and went outside, returning a few moments later with snow wrapped into the cloth. “Hold this against your ribs, and breathe deeply.” As I did what she asked, she felt my neck. “Bruised. Badly. Put it here too. I’m making something for the pain.”

      “Thank you,” I said, but my voice was raspy like I had taken a winter cold in my throat. The sound of my voice startled and angered me.

      Yrsa nodded then went back to work. She finished grinding whatever she was making, then stirred the powder into a cup. When she was done, she went to her storage cupboard—a hole in the cave wall lined with shelves—and pulled down some pots. She also grabbed some drying roots and leaves. She added those to the cup then returned to the fire. She poured hot water into the tincture then set it aside. Crossing her arms, she looked at me.

      “Who?” she asked.

      “The jarl,” I croaked.

      She nodded slowly. “Your mother?”

      “She’s all right. I think. I am banished.”

      Yrsa nodded thoughtfully. “For now.”

      “For now?”

      “The jarl is old,” she said then grabbed the cup. She stirred the drink then handed it to me. “Drink. It will heal you and ease the pain in your throat.”

      “Where were you last night?”

      “In the village.”

      “Did you see anything last night?”

      “Like what?”

      “I heard… No, you will think me raving.”

      “What did you hear?”

      “The Wild Hunt,” I said, touching my tender throat. Each word pained me.

      “Before or after your grandfather nearly beat you to death?”

      “After.”

      “Then, as I said, you are banished for now.”

      “May I stay with you?”

      “Stop talking and drink. It is better if you do not speak today.”

      “You just don’t want to hear my chatter…or questions.”

      “You’re right. But more, when we can talk, we will have much to say. So rest your voice. And we will talk again tomorrow.”

      

      After I finished Yrsa’s concoction, my head felt very heavy. Whatever healing herbs she used made my ribs and throat stop aching. After a time, I couldn’t even feel the swelling in my eye.

      Feeling drowsy, I went outside to get some fresh air.

      Yrsa came along with me. “Don’t get too close to the ledge,” she warned. “You will sleep soon.”

      “Look,” I croaked, pointing to the fjord.

      There, I saw King Gudmund’s ships. Even though one of my eyes was partially swollen closed, I could still see that the ships had been manned once more and were making their way out to sea.

      What Grandfather had told the king, I had no idea, but he must have spun some story to make the king and Hofund lose faith in me.

      I closed my eyes.

      Hofund. Forgive me for being right.

      “Come,” Yrsa said, taking my arm. “You will sleep now.”

      As she pulled me away, I realized that hot tears had been slipping down my cheeks. I looked back over my shoulder one last time, my heart breaking as my future sailed away from me.

      Twenty-Seven

      

      I woke to the feeling of Yrsa jostling my foot. “Get up,” she told me.

      “Please, I’m too tired,” I croaked out.

      “You slept the whole day and night. Time to get up.”

      Feeling groggy, I sat up slowly. My ribs ached. My face ached. My throat ached. But more, my heart hurt. Reality was beginning to set in. What in the hell was I going to do now? I had accepted my banishment for Eydis’s sake, but now what? What would happen when Leif returned? I had left Mother behind. What would become of her?

      “Get up,” Yrsa said, tossing my gear to me.

      “Up? Yrsa, I hurt.”

      “Yes. When you are on the battlefield, do you think your enemies will care if you are hurt? Do you think they will care if your face is broken, your ribs cracked, your throat raw? Get up,” she said, then went to the wall and pulled down two shields. “I will meet you up top. Bring your axes,” she said then left.

      Sighing, I rose. Gobi and Bo opened their eyes and looked at me. “The only bears in the forest taking their winter sleep beside a fire. Why am I headed outside, but you’re sleeping in here?”

      Gobi snuffed then closed his eyes once more.

      Bo cocked his head at me, his tongue falling out of the corner of his mouth.

      Shaking my head, I rose. Yrsa would be ten times harder on me if I dallied. Moving as quickly as I could, I changed into pants and a leather jerkin. I then grabbed a quick drink of water and headed outside.

      

      At the top of the mountain was a large bald space where Yrsa and I often trained. From there, it felt like you could see the whole world. But it was bitter cold, the wind whipping through me like it was made of knives. I climbed the steep and rocky crag toward the top, my ribs reminding me with every step that I should not be here. I should be in bed. But as it was, my bed was the same as the bears. Since that wouldn’t be changing any time soon, I was better off to take advantage of whatever Yrsa was willing to teach me.

      Besides, I had questions for the warrior woman.

      When I finally reached the top of the mountain, I found Yrsa waiting, swinging her sword as she warmed her body for training.

      My ribs hurting, I stopped at the top to catch my breath. I looked out at the fjord below. In the harbor were the ships that belong to the jarl, but nothing more. Everyone else had gone. The fires of the blót had been extinguished. It was all done. And despite any rare hope I had permitted to blossom to life inside me, my life was worse now that it had been days ago.

      Sighing, I turned to Yrsa.

      She lifted a shield and tossed it to me.

      I caught it, wincing with the effort.

      “Yrsa,” I said, complaints forming in my breath.

      “If you want to raid with a war band, if you want to fight, you must learn to go beyond your pain.”

      I stared at her.

      She shrugged. “Let thought and memory be your guides,” she said with a wry grin, motioning to my axes.

      “You’re just doing this because I beat you at the blót.”

      “You cheated.”

      “Did I? Or did Loki give me the idea?”

      “Now you sound like Eydis.”

      “I will take that as a compliment.”

      And then, we began. Yrsa came at me, screaming as she charged. I blocked her blow with my shield, feeling the tremor of the blow down my arms and into my sore ribs.

      “You will be at a disadvantage with your swollen eye. A smart opponent will try to use it against you,” she said, then swung to cleave me on the left side where my eye was still swollen.

      I spotted the movement out of the corner of my eye, but she was right. Had my eye been clear, I would have been better able to see better. I moved to block her.

      “You must know where your own weaknesses are and guard them. Turn your body. Put your right side forward. This will protect your ribs and give you a better view.”

      I moved as she told me.

      “Many battles will take place in a flurry. You must train your body to move without thinking, to know what to do on its own,” she said, then came at me again. This time, with my right side in the front, I blocked her blow then used my shield to shove her back.

      “Good. And while you must work to protect your own injuries, use those of your enemies to your advantage.”

      I nodded.

      “Now, come at me,” she said, motioning for me to advance.

      And then, the battle began. Yrsa and I worked hard, moving quickly across the stone, trying to better one another—and not kill each other in the process. As we worked, my pain faded into the background. Soon, I felt almost nothing, only the thundering of my heart.

      As I thought about all that had happened, rage grew in me.

      I’d been banished from my home, sent away from my mother.

      My dearest friend was left unprotected without me there to watch over her.

      My cousin had been sent away.

      And the man who had awoken something in me I hadn’t thought I would ever feel, hadn’t thought was even a part of me, was gone. Not just gone, but somehow spurned. I didn’t know what lie the jarl had dreamed up, but it had cost me Hofund. It had cost me the glimmer of a dream I hadn’t even known I wanted.

      Why?

      Because my father was cursed.

      Because I was cursed.

      Overhead, a raven cawed, shaking me from my thoughts.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa was saying, panic in her voice. “Hervor, stop! Hervor.”

      The raven cawed again.

      Slowly, I came back to myself.

      Shock washed over me when I realized I had Yrsa pinned beneath me. My axe raised, I stared down at the shield Yrsa was using to protect herself. The wood was splintered, nearly broken in two.

      “Yrsa,” I whispered, dropping my axe. I quickly climbed off her, tossing the broken shield away, then helped her up. “I’m sorry. I…I don’t know what happened. I was thinking about…everything.”

      Yrsa dusted herself off, then slipped her axe into her belt. She folded her arms across her chest then stared at me, a wide smile on her face.

      “Why are you smiling? I nearly killed you.”

      “Yes,” she said, then nodded. “May Odin be praised.”

      “Praised? Why?”

      “The red rage.”

      “Berserker,” I whispered, awed by the idea.

      Yrsa nodded. She crossed the space between us and set her hand on the back of my head, tipping her forehead to meet mine. “We will honor this day for you. Skin warrior. Wolf clan and wielder of ravens. Come on, berserker, let’s have a drink.”
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Chapter 27

        

      

    

    
      After Yrsa and I returned to the cave, she set about mixing ash and some dried herbs into a pot. At first, I was uncertain about what she was making. But then, I recognized the sharp herbal smell. I had smelled the same scent in Dalr before, in the stall of the man who tattooed the skin of Dalr’s warriors.

      “Are you going to tell me what you are doing?” I asked, sipping the heady mead she’d given me. Yrsa brewed her own mead, and it was far stronger than anything served in the jarl’s house. It made my head feel dizzy, my body hot. But the beneficial side effect was I felt little pain in my ribs and face.

      “Odin has marked you out. Have you ever met a berserker before?”

      “No. But I know about them. Fierce warriors lost to battle frenzy. Yrsa…how can that be me?”

      “I have seen such men fight on the battlefield before. A sheen comes over them. They see nothing; they only rage. Odin’s ravens saved me from your fury today. Their calls woke you from the trance. We will honor this gift by marking your skin.”

      I stared at her. The jarl had been so insistent, determined to make me maidenly—weaving, playing instruments, sitting quietly. The image he’d forced on me was not me. But in my banishment, my wildness had broken free.

      Part of me was terrified of the idea.

      “Berserkers are a skin clan. Their spirit changes form in battle. They take on the skins of wolves, bears, boars. Some say the most fierce berserkers can actually change physical form. Only Odin’s chosen can summon the red rage. And in your face today, I saw a wolf.”

      I glanced toward Gobi and Bo, who were sleeping. “Sorry, brothers. Wolves, not bears.”

      Gobi cracked open his eyes, peering at me for just a moment, then went back to sleep.

      Yrsa rose, bringing the pot with her. Along with it, she had a strange wooden device on which was attached a sharp piece of metal.

      “Are you sure it was a wolf you saw in me?”

      Yrsa nodded. “Trust me, I know when an animal is about to kill me,” she said, then motioned to the scratch on her face.

      “I…I didn’t mean—”

      Yrsa laughed. “It is nothing. Now, let me help you off with this,” she said, then helped me remove my leather jerkin.

      My tender ribs protested, but there was part of me that was filled with pride.

      In my banishment, I was finally free. What a terrible irony. I was exiled to live in a cave. I had no idea what future lay before me now. Everything was undone. But now, Odin was having his way with me.

      “On my back,” I told Yrsa.

      “Very well.”

      Settling in before the fire, I pulled up my cotton shift so Yrsa could begin.

      “This will hurt,” she told me.

      “I’m more worried about your hand as an artist.”

      Yrsa laughed. “I’ve been making such marks on skin for many years,” she said then ran a warm cloth across my back. Once the surface was clean and dry, she settled in behind me and began her work.

      I felt the sharp pin pierce my skin again and again. I closed my eyes and let the heaviness of the drink numb me to the pain. My head swam as I sorted through everything that had happened, everything I had learned and seen. There were still so many unanswered questions. But there was one I could easily remedy.

      “Yrsa, how do you know my mother?”

      “I used to live in the village. I grew up there as a child. Your mother and I are about the same age. My father was one of the old jarl’s strongest warriors, so I spent time in the hall. Your mother and I became friends.”

      “And Freja?”

      “Born of a priestess, but she was always with us. The three of us were very close before…”

      “What happened to my mother?” I whispered.

      Yrsa sighed. “We don’t know. Jarl Bjartmar took Svafa away with him when he went to Uppsala one summer. They were gone for almost a year. When they returned, your mother had you, but her mind was lost. The warriors who went to Uppsala with the jarl did not return. Those who brought you back belonged to King Yngvi. No one in the party would say what had happened to Svafa. They left without ever revealing the story. No one knows.”

      “The jarl told me I am cursed because of my father. Does that make any sense to you?”

      “No.”

      “And my mother, she never told you anything?”

      “I tried many times to help her remember. Sometimes when I saw her, she did not know me. Other times, it was as though she’d never forgotten me. During the blót… that place was special to the three of us. Svafa often snuck away to meet us there. The night you found us, she remembered Freja and me like no time had passed. We tried to discover what happened, but you know what came of it.”

      “If you used to live in the village, how did you end up here?” I asked, motioning to the cave around me. Sweat was pouring down my brow, a sick feeling in my stomach, but I tried to ignore the sensations.

      “Stop moving. When I was young, I used to climb the mountain. There are many caves, but this one is the largest. I did not want to live with the others, so I came here.”

      “But why?”

      Yrsa sighed. “That is a story for a different day.”

      Staring off toward the back of the cave, I felt a great swell of sadness in my chest. I always knew my mother had once been whole. It saddened me to know I would never meet that woman.

      “Why did the jarl only take Mother to Uppsala? Why not Asta and Grandmother?”

      “Svafa was always his favorite. He despised Asta and Neda, his wife. He saw only Svafa. He would not be separated from her. There are some who say… No, I will not repeat it.”

      “Some who say what? What harm can the truth do anyone now?”

      Yrsa sighed. “I do not know if it is true.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “There are some who say the jarl loves your mother too well.”

      I was still as I thought over her words, a sick feeling making my stomach twist. “Is it true? Was it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did my mother ever say anything?”

      Yrsa sighed.

      “Yrsa?”

      “Once, when you were every young, Svafa disappeared. We searched all of Dalr for her. No one could find her. But long ago, your mother and I used to go to Mistletoe Flats together. Do you know the place?”

      “Yes.” Mistletoe Flats was part of a chain of islands located not far from Dalr.

      “Something made me think to check there. I rowed to the flats to find a boat there. I found Svafa. She was deranged by sadness. I think she went there to take her own life. I had convinced her to return with me—even though she did not know me—but we encountered a mother bear and her cubs. The bear tried to kill Svafa. I had to kill the bear to save her, but not before the creature marred me for life. Something terrible happened to Svafa that day. She did not remember what, but her words, her behavior. I don’t know, Hervor.”

      I swallowed hard. “Is it possible…is it possible the jarl is my father?”

      For a long time, Yrsa was silent.

      “Yrsa.”

      “Many think so. That is why none will push the question of your paternity.”

      “There are none in Dalr who know the truth? Perhaps at the court of King Yngvi in Uppsala…”

      “King Yngvi is dead, murdered by his brother, Alf, who was in turn murdered by his own son.”

      I sat in silence for a long time. Could it be? Could I be my grandfather’s child? If so, that would explain why he saw me like a cursed girl, a child he loved and hated. Was I a child of incest? Would my grandfather really do that to my mother?

      “What do you think? In your heart, what do you think? Am I my grandfather’s child?” I asked Yrsa.

      She was silent for a long time then she said. “You have your mother’s beauty, but your spirit is something very different from those who reside in the house of Jarl Bjartmar. No, I do not believe you are the jarl’s daughter. He loves himself too well to hate anything he created.”

      “Would Freja know the truth? Could she see?”

      “She has tried many times, but the gods riddle. We get only partial answers, things that don’t make sense. But Svafa seems to have loved whoever fathered you. Maybe she is confused, but if that is the case, I do not believe the jarl to be your father. Only when Odin decides it is time will you learn.”

      “Then let’s hope that the time is near.”

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      He is coming.

      The truth will find you.
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Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      While Odin whispered that answers were coming, the weeks that passed since my banishment proved to be anything but revealing. Yrsa and I spent our days in practice or hunting. Given I was a very poor hunter, having lived in the jarl’s great hall all my life, I was miserable at the task. But Yrsa was patient, teaching me archery, how to set traps, and how to clean the animals I won. I was embarrassed to realize that despite my attitude of self-reliance, I actually knew very little about how to prepare my own food or sew my own clothes. In the hall, servants prepared my food, and Eydis, I was beginning to realize, had taken far better care of me than I had noticed.

      It was early in the morning, nearly a month since the jarl had sent me out into the frozen night, when I woke to find Yrsa missing. In the weeks that had passed, my wounds had healed, as had the markings Yrsa had placed on my back. We had gone to a stream so I could catch a glimpse of her design. Between my shoulders, she had fashioned a pair of crossed axes with wolf-shaped heads. Around the axes she’d woven in runes and other designs. While I had teased her about her artistry, the marking was beautiful, honoring my weapons and the warrior’s passion that lay sleeping in my blood.

      Yrsa had built me a small cot along the wall. That morning, I lay buried under a mound of skins, listening to water drip in the back of the cave. A feeling of anxiety wracked me, but I didn’t know why.

      Finally sitting up, I pulled on my boots. “Yrsa?” I called.

      “Here,” she said after a long moment. She was outside.

      Grabbing my cape, I went to join her. Her arms crossed, she was staring down at the fjord. When I followed her gaze, I saw why.

      The jarls ships were leaving. All of them.

      “Too soon to raid,” Yrsa said.

      I nodded.

      We watched as the ships set off. While they were too far away to make out anything clearly, I could see that the men’s shields were attached to the hull. And in the morning sunlight, I caught the glint of steel.

      “War,” Yrsa said simply.

      

      Both Yrsa and I went about our business in silence that morning. Worry about whatever was happening below weighed heavily on both of us. I debated what to do and when to do it. The jarl must have taken the ships to reinforce Leif. Things must have gone badly in Silfrheim. I worried about my cousin. Unsure if I should return to the village or wait, my indecision was broken when I heard someone making their way up the mountain toward the cave.

      “Of all the places to live. Like a dwarf in a cave. Not in a glen. Not in a tree. Oh no, up the side of the steepest mountain,” I heard someone complain.

      Yrsa and I looked at one another then went to the ledge.

      There, making the final steps up, we found Eydis.

      I hurried to her, helping her onto the ledge.

      “Eydis,” I said, embracing her.

      Eydis kissed me on both cheeks then pulled back, turning to look at Yrsa.

      “My hands are bleeding,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Yrsa crossed her arms then shrugged. “You should have worn gloves.”

      Eydis laughed, the light merry sound echoing across the valley. I was glad to hear the noise, but the sound of a stranger also caught someone else’s attention. A moment later, Gobi appeared at the cave entrance, followed by Bo.

      Eydis stared at the bears. It was not the first time she had encountered them, but she was always wary. “I thought you two would be asleep,” she told them.

      Their noses working hard as they smelled the wind, the brothers eventually decided Eydis was a friend. They turned and headed back into the cave.

      “Eydis, what’s happening?” I asked, motioning to the fjord below. “Is Mother all right?”

      She nodded. “Svafa is as ever. But there is news.”

      “Come,” Yrsa said, motioning for us to follow her inside.

      “Oh, Hervor, your hair. Have you forgotten to brush it all this time?” Eydis said, shaking her head as she looked me over.

      “I did my best.”

      “The bears’ hair looks better.”

      “Hush. And come.”

      We headed into the cave. Yrsa poured us each an ale horn then motioned for Eydis to sit by the fire.

      “Did you see the ships?” Eydis asked.

      Yrsa and I nodded.

      Eydis looked at me. “Not long after you left, word came from Leif that Calder had been murdered. The tragedy between the brothers caused Jarl Njal such great upset that he died in a fit of despair.”

      “It was Egil and Eilif?”

      Eydis nodded. “Yes. The jarl has been raging. He took Hamner One-Ear prisoner, flayed him. At last, there was some truth. Apparently, Gorm and his men were supposed to cut down the jarl and Calder before Leif’s and King Gudmund’s arrival. Egil intended to take over Dalr, Egil and Eilif splitting the holdings. When that gambit failed, they had to change their plans.”

      “I knew it,” I whispered.

      “So you did. Hervor the völva. But did you know this? As soon as word came of Calder’s death, Asta disappeared in the middle of the night. She took a horse and rode off.”

      “Only Asta? She left the twins behind?”

      Eydis laughed. “Yes, she left the twins, but she took her two favorite cats.”

      “She went to Egil,” Yrsa said matter-of-factly.

      “How is Leif?”

      “Leif and Eric, son of Jarl Tove, are at Silfrheim. The jarl called all his men. They have all gone to war,” Eydis said.

      “Who is left in Dalr? Who is keeping Mother safe?”

      “Only the old men, the priests, and Torsten.”

      I turned to Yrsa.

      “You don’t need to say anything. I will pack my things.”

      “We’ll come and watch over you until the jarl returns.”

      Eydis looked into the fire. The embers snapped. “You must come. That is right,” she said, then shook her head. “Now,” she said, holding out her hands to Yrsa. There were wide, bloody scratches on her palms. “Before I have to climb back down this bloody mountain, can we do something about this?”

      Yrsa shook her head then motioned for Eydis to follow her to the shelves where she kept the medicines.

      I went to the cave entrance.

      I had warned Grandfather.

      I had told him Egil and Eilif were not to be trusted. Why hadn’t he believed me? And Asta? Had she really betrayed us all? Even Leif? No. She never would have deceived her son without good reason. But love made people stupid. In the meantime, my mother was alone in the jarl’s house with no one to protect her.

      Heading back inside, I began packing my things. Once Yrsa had bandaged up Eydis’s hands, she grabbed her belongings. Yrsa also went to the wall and pulled down her shield—one I hadn’t chopped in two—and the shield I had been training with. She handed it to me.

      “It’s time for you to take up your shield,” she told me.

      I swallowed hard and took it from her. “Thank you.”

      She inclined her head to me.

      “Let’s not get sentimental. It’s a long climb back down,” Eydis said with a heavy sigh then pulled on a pair of gloves Yrsa had given her. Without another word, she headed out of the cave.

      I strapped my shield on my back while Yrsa put out the fire.

      “We will be back,” Yrsa told Gobi and Bo.

      “Don’t count on that,” Eydis called from the ledge outside.

      Yrsa looked at me. “What does she mean by that?”

      I shook my head. “No idea.” But while I wasn’t sure why Eydis had said it, I knew her off comments always had good reason.
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Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      We made the long trek back down the mountain, reaching Dalr in the late afternoon. Part of me felt trepidation returning to the hall, but the jarl was not there, a fact about which I reminded myself over and over again.

      Dalr was silent. The only sounds that could be heard were the slapping of the waves at the dock, the clucking of chickens, and the lonely sound of someone chopping wood. Otherwise, the village seemed practically deserted.

      We entered the hall to find it dimly lit, the center fire pit burning low. Mother was sitting beside the fire, embroidering a swatch of fabric. She looked up when we entered.

      “Hervor,” she said, then sighed. “There you are. Did you bring the milk?”

      “Milk?”

      She nodded. “Goat milk. I’ve had such a terrible craving since this morning. Did you bring any?”

      I stared at my mother. “I must have forgotten.”

      “I’ll get you some,” Eydis said.

      I set my hand on Eydis’s arm, stopping her. “Rest. It was a long climb.”

      “Hervor,” a heavy voice called.

      I looked up to see Torsten emerge from the meeting room.

      I stared at him.

      He crossed the room and poured an ale horn. Turning, he handed it to me. “Welcome home.”

      I took the horn from him. “Skol.”

      Now, we would see.

      

      Mother chatted idly with us, her mind more disorganized than ever. I suspected the abrupt disappearance of everyone in the house had caused her great alarm. She retreated into herself, lost into that jumbled world in which she lived. I could see that her nonsensical ways pained Yrsa who, finally having enough, rose and declared, “I will go fetch Freja,” then left the hall.

      “Where is Yrsa going?” Mother asked absently.

      “To tend to her bears,” Eydis told Mother.

      “Did you know she saved two cubs after their mother tried to kill me? Poor Yrsa nearly died protecting me.”

      “Is that so?” Eydis asked.

      “Is what so?” Mother replied.

      Eydis frowned.

      “I feel very tired today. I’ll go rest awhile,” Mother said then rose, setting her embroidery by the edge of the fire. She left the hall. I watched as the fabric slipped off the side of the fire pit and into the flames.

      Eydis sighed.

      “Where is Gudrun?” I asked.

      “Asleep,” Torsten answered. “She’s been crying all day.”

      I frowned. “Torsten, are there any men left in the village?”

      He shook his head. “Only the old men and boys remain.”

      I turned to Eydis, drawing close to her so Torsten could not hear. “How are you? Are you unharmed?”

      “Well enough. Loki protects me.”

      I frowned. I hated it when Eydis was indirect. “What was told to Hofund?”

      “The jarl told King Gudmund you ran away when you heard his son wanted to wed you. He told the king you said you would rather die than marry Hofund.”

      I stared at her. “That’s excessive.”

      “So it is.”

      “And did the king believe him?”

      “Who am I to know the thoughts of kings?”

      I frowned at her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “And Hofund?”

      “I tried to go see him, but the jarl prevented me from leaving the house.”

      “Prevented how?”

      She tapped the side of her eye. “It’s healed now. He prevented me in the only way he knows how. I had to remind him of his word.”

      “I must find a way to send word to Hofund.”

      “He will not believe the jarl. He knows you, Hervor. If the man is so faithless, he’s not worthy of you anyway.”

      “Then why did he leave?”

      “What was he supposed to do, search the mountainside for you? But with the jarl gone, you can make new choices. For the moment, however, you should rest. I will have the others make some dinner for us before the storm blows in.”

      “Storm?”

      “Yes,” Eydis said, then rose. “Your bed is ready.”

      I rose. While I was not tired, I felt anxious to be close to Mother. I hated being so far from her all this time.

      “Thank you, Eydis.”

      She nodded to me, then turned and headed to the kitchen.

      I wound down the narrow hall to the family chambers. Gudrun was sleeping under a pile of furs. She was a soft-hearted girl. I had nothing to fear from her. When I looked inside Asta’s room, a great sense of confusion swept over me. The twins slept in their bed, unaware of the drama at hand. How could she have just left them like that? Didn’t she love them at all? Perhaps not, considering they were Calder’s sons. No wonder she had preferred Leif. She had been in love with Egil all this time. Had she really plotted with Egil and Eilif to get rid of Calder? Didn’t she realize what Grandfather would do? From the back of the house, I heard Mother singing softly. The sound startled me. Mother never sang. In fact, many people had told me my mother was a gifted songstress, blessed by Bragi, but I had never heard her voice.

      I stared at the open door of the room. Her voice echoed melodiously into the hallway. She had the voice of the Æsir, her sweet song reverberating in the very timbers. The melody sent a shiver down my spine and made the hair on my arms stand on end. All these years, she swore she sang like a frog. Instead, she sounded like a goddess. I went to our room. She was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. Her tune echoed throughout the room. When the song was done, she turned and smiled at me, but a tear slipped down her cheek.

      “Hervor, your hair looks like you were playing among the brambles. Were you wrestling with Leif again?”

      “No, Mother. I think I forgot to brush it.”

      “Don’t let your grandmother see you like that. She’ll beat you,” she said, referring to her own mother who was long dead.

      I slipped onto the bed beside her, resting my head on her chest. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too. Asta will be back soon. She went to get some milk.”

      “Are you thirsty for milk, Mother?”

      “No, I just need it for the baby.”

      I closed my eyes. Sharp tears pricked at the corners when I thought about the girl she must have once been. As beautiful as Sif, clever and full of life, she must have won the hearts of everyone she met. I was sorry I had never seen her like that.

      Mother sang softly, stroking my wild hair. In my mother’s arms, I felt some weight come off me, and soon I fell to dreams.

      

      I walked through a burning village. The buildings were on fire. The dead littered the streets. A deep rage made my hands shake. A man jumped out from between two buildings. Lifting his axe, he charged at me.

      Thrusting, I shoved my sword into his belly.

      The man stared from the weapon to me, the light in his eyes growing dim.

      When I pulled the sword out, it made a metallic ringing sound. The blade, wet with blood, glowed rosy-colored in the moonlight.

      On the rise beyond the village stood a tall tree. Its branches were silhouetted by moonshine. Sitting on them, I saw Odin’s ravens, the All-Father’s eyes and ears in the world. They cawed when they saw me.

      I turned to make my way toward the tree, but there was a figure standing in my path.

      He was a tall, thin man wearing a long robe. He leaned against his staff. On his head, he wore a horned helmet. But it was his mischievous smile and the silver twinkle in his eyes that betrayed him.

      “Loki,” I whispered.

      He giggled lightly then stepped close to me, his face mere inches from my own. He looked deeply into my eyes, then after a moment, he smiled.

      “Time to wake up,” he said, then blew into my face.

      

      I woke with a start, swatting the air away from my eyes.

      But there was no one there.

      Outside, the wind howled. It shook the shutters. A stray breeze blew in through an unseen crack in the wall, ruffling Mother’s hair as she slept. I rose, pulled up her furs, then went to bank up the fire. The wind was whipping outside.

      Once the fire was burning brightly, I returned to the hall. The gusting breeze battered the door. It was already dark outside. Yrsa and Freja were sitting by the fire. The thralls worked busily, setting the table for our evening meal.

      The door clattered on its hinges. “A snowstorm,” Torsten said when he saw my perplexed expression. “You can’t see three feet in front of you out there. You returned just in time.”

      I looked at Eydis, who set down a plate of bread. She smirked at me.

      “The food is ready, Lady Hervor,” one of the thralls called to me.

      “Thank you. Will you fetch the others?”

      The girl nodded, then slipped away.

      Yrsa and Freja, who were talking quietly, their heads close together, looked up. I motioned for them to join me at the table.

      We all settled in.

      “Come, Torsten, eat,” I called to the man.

      He joined us.

      “It is strange weather,” Torsten said, eyeing the door warily. “There was sun this morning.”

      “These are strange days,” Freja replied.

      “Are we cursed by the gods?” Torsten asked her.

      “We are the gods’ playthings,” she replied simply. “Only time will reveal their true intentions. But since we cannot always know the will of the gods, we must make our way as best we can.”

      “There is too much despair in the jarl’s house,” Torsten said as he dug into the food.

      Freja shrugged. “Perhaps the jarl has displeased the gods. When he throws away what the gods give him, why would they bless him with more?” She turned her gaze to me.

      The heaviness of her words settled in my heart. Would the gods really punish Grandfather for how he had treated me?

      “Hervor,” a voice called from the hallway.

      I turned back to see Gudrun standing there.

      She smiled at me. “Thank the gods. I have lived in fear we would all be killed. Thank Thor you have come.” A moment later, the twins rushed passed her, racing to the table. Gudrun huffed. “Look what Asta has left me to deal with,” she said then chased after the boys.

      “Here she is,” Eydis said, smiling when Mother entered.

      “Oh, how nice,” Mother said, seeing us all there. “I was hungry.” She turned and looked at the twins who had paused to wrestle one another. Gudrun tried—but was failing—to pull them apart. “Boys,” Mother called sharply. “Sit and eat. Mind me now,” she said, her voice crispy.

      Surprised that Svafa had chided them, the boys sat.

      “Come eat,” I told Eydis. “You and the others,” I said, motioning to the thralls who had blended into the shadows. “Come,” I called to them, motioning to the empty spaces at the end of the table.

      They looked at one another, uncertainty in their eyes.

      “Oh, do come,” Mother called sweetly to them. “It’s my birthday. Won’t you join us?”

      Yrsa and Freja exchanged a glance but said nothing more.

      Eydis slid onto the bench beside me. Reaching out to grab the pitcher, I filled her cup then lifted my own.

      “Skol,” I called to the others.

      “Skol,” they cheered in reply.

      As the wind howled, we all ate and drank. The mood was tense, but Torsten regaled us with a story of a match at the blót during which the town’s most celebrated warriors wrestled one another so fiercely they didn’t even realize they’d ripped their clothes off in the process. Only once one man had been beaten had they realized they were nude.

      The story brought laughter to the table, but still, an odd feeling hung in the air.

      The twins, having rushed through their dinner, raced to the back of the house. Gudrun, huffing with frustration, hurried her meal to follow along behind them.

      Everything felt strange. I was home but not home. I was where I belonged and where I had been banished from. I felt on edge. Perhaps that was why my whole body shuddered when there was a knock on the door to the hall.

      “Who is out in such weather?” Torsten said, rising.

      Yrsa also rose, her hand on the axe at her side.

      But it was Eydis who leaped off the bench to rush to the door. She moved so quickly it was as though she had been lifted from her spot rather than having risen.

      Torsten unbarred the door and pushed it open.

      On the other side was a man dressed in a cloak, a hood pulled up to cover his face. He leaned against a tall staff.

      I felt the blood drain from my face.

      “What do you want?” Torsten asked.

      “I am but a wanderer in search of somewhere warm to stay the night,” the tall stranger replied.

      Eydis stood, her hands pressed to her mouth as if she was struggling to contain her words. She was bobbing up and down on the balls of her feet.

      Torsten turned and looked at me.

      I nodded to the housecarl.

      “Very well. But you must go by morning,” Torsten said.

      “Of course,” the stranger replied, giving Torsten a polite bow. There was a smoothness to his voice that seemed almost familiar.

      I rose and stepped toward the figure.

      Eydis hovered around him like a butterfly above a flower. She nearly sparkled with excitement.

      The man paused to shake the snow from his boots and cloak then pushed back his hood.

      I swallowed a gasp when I recognized the stranger’s sparkling, mischievous eyes.

      Grinning from ear to ear, Eydis beamed a smiled at me.

      He had come.
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Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      “Please, come in, stranger,” Mother called. “Take a place here,” she said, motioning to the space beside her.

      Grinning, the man pulled off his cloak and handed it and his staff to Eydis. He had long, dark hair that drifted to his waist. He was a lean man, taller than anyone I’d ever seen, but his eyes told the tale.

      He leaned toward Eydis and whispered in her ear.

      She bit her bottom lip as she listened, giggling at whatever he told her. She nodded, then turned and set the man’s cloak by the fire to warm.

      “Thank you, Lady Svafa,” the stranger said, his voice rich and courteous. Crossing the room, he took a seat beside my mother.

      Yrsa eyed the man curiously then slid back into her seat beside Freja, who was watching the stranger, her gaze narrow.

      The wanderer sighed contentedly as he looked over the table. “Such a fine feast on such a cold winter’s day. Wouldn’t you say, Lady Hervor?”

      I stared at him.

      “Please, won’t you sit?” he offered, gesturing to my seat with his long, graceful fingers. “I cannot eat until the head of this house is seated.”

      The thralls, who had sensed something odd afoot, quickly finished their meals then retreated to the back.

      Eydis disappeared for a few moments, appearing once more with a decanter of mead the jarl saved only for himself. She poured the stranger a cup.

      Torsten, who had returned to his seat beside me, moved to protest, but I set my hand on his arm.

      He met my eye, giving me a questioning look, but I motioned for him to remain silent.

      The stranger lifted the cup to his nose and inhaled deeply. “What a fine brew,” he whispered, tasting the drink. “Very fine.”

      “Have you traveled far?” Mother asked him as she served him a portion of meat.

      “Oh, yes. Very far.”

      “What is your name, stranger?” Yrsa asked, her voice gruff.

      “Loptr,” he replied simply, then he began to daintily cut his meat.

      Eydis left the decanter of mead before the stranger then retreated into the kitchen once more.

      I glanced at Yrsa, who returned the questioning gaze. Freja’s eyes were still on the stranger.

      “Do you have business in Dalr?” Torsten asked.

      “Hmm,” the stranger replied as he savored his drink. “Yes.”

      “With whom?” Torsten asked.

      The stranger tapped the side of his cup and pointed at Torsten, bobbing his finger as if to scold—albeit playfully—the man for asking. He did not answer.

      Eydis appeared once more, a massive platter of freshly baked bread, the steam still rising from the loaves, butter, and honey on the tray. She set it before the man.

      “Thank you, Eydis,” he told her, kissing her hand.

      “You should meet my sister,” Mother told him. “She has the most impressive cats.”

      “I shall make a point to see them. What of you, Lady Svafa? I hear you sing very well.”

      “I…” Mother began then paused. “No. Not me. I weave.”

      “As do the Norns.”

      Mother laughed, her voice light and merry. There was a cheer to it that I didn’t recognize.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yrsa and Freja look at one another.

      “I think I used to sing,” Mother told him thoughtfully. “I sang and danced in the hall of a great king. The assembly was much impressed."

      “Even the gods would stop to watch such a beautiful woman perform.”

      Mother giggled, a blush coming to her cheeks. She moved to call one of the thralls to fill her cup, but the stranger lifted the mead and poured her a glass.

      “Oh. No. Father will be displeased.”

      “It’s no matter. He will have less to complain about in the near future.”

      At that, Mother’s brow furrowed, but the stranger’s words were not lost on me. I met Eydis’s eye. She too caught the meaning.

      Mother and the stranger kept up their polite, if not bewildering, conversation. Once the meal was done, the stranger pushed his plate away. He poured himself another glass of mead then rose. “Shall we sit by the fire? I think Yrsa wants to tell us a story.”

      I gazed at Yrsa who looked perplexed.

      Regardless, the company moved from the table and gathered near the central fire pit, sitting on the benches. The thralls refilled all our cups then disappeared once more into the shadows.

      “Well, Yrsa, what tale do you have for us tonight?” the stranger asked.

      Yrsa shook her head. “I do not tell stories.”

      “That’s right. You are far too serious, aren’t you? Perhaps Torsten has another tale?”

      “How is it you know all of our names?” Torsten demanded, but I jabbed the warrior in the ribs.

      “No stories from you either? What of the shield-maiden, Hervor?” he asked, smirking at me. I met those glittery eyes. They shimmered like moonlight on the waves.

      “I have no tales to tell. But a wanderer such as yourself must certainly have some stories.”

      “Hmm,” the stranger considered, sitting back. He stroked his pointed chin as he thought, then he turned to Mother. “I have one story. It is a romance and a tragedy. Would you like to hear it, Lady Svafa?”

      “Oh, yes,” Mother said.

      The stranger nodded. “Eydis, another glass, if you please,” he told her, handing her his cup. He leaned forward and stared into the flames.

      “It all began in the great hall in Uppsala at the court of King Yngvi…”
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Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      Outside, the wind howled, rattling the door. The servants had made themselves scarce. Eydis slipped onto the bench beside the stranger. Her attention was wrapped so completely into him, that I hoped she remembered to breathe.

      The stranger continued his tale.

      “In great Uppsala, where a sacred tree grows, there is a temple to the gods, honoring Odin, Thor, and Freyr. King Yngvi hosted a midsummer rite like none had seen before. From leagues around, jarls, warriors, shield-maidens, and great men came to worship and celebrate at the blót. And many men came to win the love of Ingeborg, the king’s beautiful daughter. But she would have none of them because she loved the hero, Hjalmar.”

      My hands trembled, remembering the names the stranger spoke coming from my mother’s lips in riddles.

      “But Ingeborg was not the only beauty in the hall,” Loptr continued. “From far Dalr, Jarl Bjartmar brought his eldest daughter, Svafa, with him. With hair as gold as Sif’s, she was much loved in the great mead hall. And when she sang and danced, some thought she was Sif herself, joining them in a mortal disguise. The gods, they say, are apt to do that at times when they wish to move the hands of fate. Now, many men hoped to win the hand of Svafa. She was adored by Prince Alf and the hero Orvar-Odd. But the jarl was very choosey. He loved his daughter like no other in Midgard. For his favorite daughter, he would only accept the best husband.

      “On the day of the blót, from the isle of Bolmsö, twelve great and fierce warriors arrived in Uppsala. The sons of Arngrim the berserker, had come for the holy rite. They were named Angantyr, Hjorvard, Hervard, Seaming, Rani, Brami, Barri, Reifnir, Tind, Bui, and twins, both named Hadding. How amusing is that? Why not give them each a name? Regardless, while these warriors were honored for their strength, they were also much feared. Berserkers themselves, they wrought destruction on all those who opposed them. They were known to be ill-tempered and quick to react to any perceived insult. But there was more. Not only were they skin warriors and clan of the wolf, but the eldest, Angantyr, was the wielder of the famous—but cursed—sword named Tyrfing.

      “Tyrfing is a dwarven-forged blade with a story of its own. Long ago, King Sigrlami, who was said to be the son of Odin, was out hunting. He happened upon the dwarves Dvalin and Dulin. The dwarves had great renown as smiths, so the king thought of a way to force them to make him a sword. Using sorcery, he barred their way back to their cave, trapping them in Midgard. He gave the dwarves three days to return with a sword of unparalleled craftsmanship. Only then would he allow them to return to Svartalfheim.

      “The dwarves did as they were commanded, but they were clever creatures.

      “When Dvalin handed the sword to the king, he said, ‘This blade is named Tyrfing. None who wield this weapon can be defeated. Any cut from this blade results in death. It is unparalleled in all of Midgard, and cannot be defeated.’

      “When King Sigrlami pulled the sword Tyrfing from its sheathe, it shined brighter than the sun. The hilt and grip were made of gold. A masterful work, carved with runes, there was no other sword like it. King Sigrlami was pleased.

      “‘You have kept your word. I will release you,’” he said. Happy with the creation, he removed the spell binding the dwarves to Midgard, permitting the safe return to Svartalfheim.

      “But before the dwarves retreated underground once more, Dulin exacted his revenge on the king.

      “‘But know this, King. Every man who wields this sword must suffer its curse. Each time the sword is drawn from its scabbard, someone will die. The sword will only rest when it has tasted blood. Tyrfing will also bring three great tragedies, the first being your death. We lay a curse on any man who wields the sword Tyrfing. All their lives will end in misery,’ he pronounced, then the brothers raced back into their cave before King Sigrlami could stop them.”

      Breathless, Eydis tugged on the stranger’s arm. “And did it? Did the sword kill the king?”

      The stranger touched her face. “It did. King Sigrlami met a fierce warrior in battle, Arngrim, the father of the berserkers. Arngrim cut the king’s hand from his body, took the sword Tyrfing, and slew the king with his own sword. Thus, the sword bestowed the first of three great tragedies. And with the death of King Sigrlami, the sword—and the curse—passed to the house of Arngrim.”

      “What became of the sword?” Yrsa asked.

      “Arngrim grew tired of war and passed the blade to his eldest son, Angantyr. Which brings us back to Uppsala and the golden-haired daughter of Jarl Bjartmar.”

      The stranger paused to take a drink. When he did so, I turned and looked at Mother. She had gone pale as snow, her eyes wide. She stared at the stranger.

      “Continue…please,” I said.

      The stranger followed my gaze. “Of course, Lady Hervor,” he said.

      “Now, in Uppsala, the second son of Arngrim, Hjorvard, made a demand. He wanted to marry King Yngvi’s daughter, Ingeborg. The problem was that Ingeborg had already promised her heart to the hero Hjalmar. When the berserker asked for the princess’s hand in marriage, King Yngvi was afraid. The brothers were fierce warriors who ruthlessly killed their enemies. There was no one in Uppsala who was brave enough to defy them. No one. Not even Jarl Bjartmar.

      “You see,” the stranger continued, “the eldest son of Arngrim also found a beauty in King Yngvi’s court. Angantyr, the wielder of Tyrfing, fell in love with the beautiful daughter of Jarl Bjartmar. While the jarl disapproved of the marriage, Angantyr threatened to murder him and return to Dalr and take his lands by force. Out of cowardice and fear, Jarl Bjartmar gave his daughter in marriage to the cursed berserker, Angantyr.”

      I turned and looked at Mother. Tears slipped down her cheeks.

      “What happened to him?” I asked the stranger. “To Angantyr?”

      “Well, King Yngvi told his daughter to choose who she would marry. Naturally, she chose her love, Hjalmar. Offended, Hjorvard challenged Hjalmar to a duel. Hjalmar and his companion Orvar-Odd traveled to Samso where they met the sons of Arngrim in battle. The fighting was fierce. In the end, only Hjalmar, Orvar-Odd, and Angantyr were left. Hjalmar disarmed Angantyr, and taking the sword Tyrfing, he defeated the berserker. But not long afterward, the hero Hjalmar fell dead of his wounds from the sword. Only Orvar-Odd survived. He buried the brothers on Samso, leaving the cursed sword Tyrfing in the burial mound so it could harm no man ever again. Orvar-Odd returned to Uppsala to tell the fate of the warriors. Her heart broken by the news, Ingeborg fell dead.

      “But golden-haired Svafa suffered too. You see, she was already carrying the child of her husband. In the time since he’d left, she’d grown quite large. The news of Angantyr’s death nearly killed her. Her grief was so fierce, she plunged herself into the icy waters, thinking to join her husband in the afterlife. But Sif, Bragi, and Balder, who loved Svafa well, saved her. In an act of pity, they made her forget her pain. The gods took her memory from her. They made her forget everything. She would not remember her heartbreak, but she would forever have a child to love. A daughter…named Hervor. A girl with her mother’s beauty and her father’s fierce heart. But now, the gods find that Svafa is strong enough. It is time. Now, she remembers everything.”

      The fire cracked, sparks floating upward.

      “Angantyr,” Mother whispered, her fingers touching her lips.

      Torsten rose. “You bring great sadness to this house with such a tale,” he said, anger in his voice.

      The stranger shrugged. “I bring only the truth. And eventually, the truth will find you,” he said, looking at me. He held my gaze for a long moment before he turned to Eydis. “See me to my bed. I am tired.”

      “You may stay the night, but in the morning, you must go,” Torsten said firmly.

      “Of course,” the man replied. He rose to go, Eydis leading him toward the back of the house.

      “Wait,” I called, rising.

      The man looked over his shoulder at me, his eyes sparkling. “Yes?”

      “The sword Tyrfing…is it still buried with my…with Angantyr on Samso?”

      “So it is. But one would have to wake the dead to retrieve it,” he said then retired.

      I turned and looked at Freja and Yrsa.

      They looked from one another to Mother.

      Mother was staring at them, tears running down her cheeks. “Yrsa,” she whispered. “Freja.”

      Yrsa smirked at her. “There she is. Svafa, the jarl’s spoiled daughter.”

      At that, Mother laughed then wiped tears from her eyes.

      Freja shook her head. “Of all the gods…” she whispered, looking in the wake of the stranger. She took Mother’s hand. “Welcome back to us, Svafa.”

      Torsten shook his head, then polished off his drink. “Words have been weapons here tonight,” he said, throwing his ale horn into the fire. Without another word, he unbarred the door to the winter storm then headed outside.

      “Mother…” I said, crossing the room and sitting down on the bench next to her. I took her hand in mine. “Mother?”

      She turned and looked at me. After a moment, she smiled, pushing a lock of my hair behind my ear. “You have your father’s eyes. I remember now. Angantyr, the wild man who stole my heart. How I loved him.”
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      The fire crackled. Mother turned and stared into the flames.

      “How could I forget?” she whispered.

      “You heard the wanderer. The gods made you forget,” Freja said.

      “The stranger… I believe he is—” Mother began.

      I set my hand on her lips. “I know who he is. Do not name him.”

      Mother looked at me, a soft expression on her face. “Everything is so sharp now. Asta has betrayed us. Leif is in great danger. Hofund. Oh, Hervor. Father lied. Hofund’s heart broke. I’m so sorry, I did not have the mind to make it right.”

      “You must not worry yourself with that, with any of it.”

      Mother shook her head. Her tears slipped down her cheeks. “Hervor…I’m sorry. I did not remember.”

      “The gods will sort it out. You are not to blame.”

      Mother looked at Yrsa. “Oh, Yrsa. Your face. You saved my life.”

      Yrsa shrugged. “What wouldn’t I do for Svafa?”

      “And you’ve been training Hervor, looking after her?”

      Yrsa nodded.

      “As I saw long ago,” Freja said. “A golden-haired girl at Yrsa’s side. It was Hervor all along.”

      “Svafa, what happened?” Yrsa asked.

      Mother looked into the fire. “Angantyr. I loved him the moment I saw him. Such a fierce creature. With hair red as fire, his skin covered in markings, a warrior’s frame, taut as a bowstring. And his eyes…” she lifted the acorn necklace I had given her. “Like amber,” she said with a soft smile.

      “Did everything happen as the stranger said?” Freja asked.

      Mother nodded. “I was singing in the great hall of Uppsala when Angantyr appeared. He and his brothers strode into the hall like gods. With his fire-red hair, I fell in love with him the moment I saw him. Father did not agree to the marriage, so Angantyr threatened him. Angantyr had no patience for weak men. He threatened and humiliated Father. Everyone was frightened of them except for me. They were fierce, but I saw kindness in all of them. And in Angantyr, I found a heart to love. Angantyr forced Father to permit the marriage, but Father warned me that the dwarven curse had passed to Angantyr. That was why he never wanted you to know, because of his shame and the curse upon you. In his way, Father tried to protect us both. I was rash, but I loved Angantyr. I knew him for only days, and then he was gone. Even now, I ache from his absence,” she said then let out a soft sob. “Taken from me too soon.”

      The sound of her heartbreak was too terrible.

      Tears welled in my eyes.

      Freja moved beside Mother and took her hand. “Pray to the gods to let the pain pass. Pray to them to keep yourself free of the clouds. Pray to Sif and to Balder. The stranger has set you free. Pray to the gods that you remain so.”

      Mother inhaled deeply, then looked at me. “Forgive me, Hervor. Forgive me for forgetting the truth. You are the daughter of a great warrior. It is true that Angantyr was cursed. As his daughter, that curse may fall upon you. But it is also true that the sons of Arngrim died with no heirs except you. Your father’s home in Bolmsö is your birthright. As is the sword Tyrfing. Orvar-Odd left the sword on Samso. It is still there. Waiting. The jarl never wanted you to know. He feared others would learn of his weakness. And he feared the curse. But he cannot keep you a bondmaid in this house. You have your father’s heart. Please, Hervor, please forgive me.”

      “There is nothing to forgive. It was not your will that you forgot.”

      Mother turned to Yrsa. “My dearest,” she said, her eyes welling with tears. “You have looked after my daughter when I could not. I do not know how to ask your forgiveness for forgetting the bond between us. I have had no truer friends than you and Freja.”

      A flash of rare emotion swept across Yrsa’s face. She inclined her head to Mother.

      “Oh,” Mother said, holding her temples. “How my head aches.”

      “You should sleep, Svafa. This is too much for a mortal to know all at once,” Freja said.

      “I’m afraid the gods will take my mind in my sleep. I cannot go back to the fog. Not now. There is so much to do, to say. In their love for me, they robbed me of my life.” She turned to me. “But they cannot rob life from you. You must go to Samso. You must claim your father’s sword and your birthright. And if you wish it, you must wed Prince Hofund. Go seek your destiny. There is nothing for you here.”

      I smiled softly at her. “There is you.”

      “Hervor,” she whispered, kissing me on my brow. When she pulled back, I saw how pale and faint she looked.

      “You must rest, Svafa,” Freja insisted.

      Mother nodded. “I’m remembering in waves. My head hurts.”

      “Come, Mother. I will take you to bed,” I said, taking Mother by the hand.

      Nodding silently, she rose. But before she came with me, she went to her friends. First, she kissed Freja on the cheek. Then she went to Yrsa and gently touched the terrible scar on Yrsa’s face.

      “Yrsa…” she whispered.

      Yrsa took Mother’s hand. “Anything for Svafa.”

      The pair held one another’s gaze.

      In the end, Mother let Yrsa go then followed along behind me. When we passed her chamber, I saw that Gudrun has somehow managed to get the twins into her own bed. They lay sleeping peacefully, angelic expressions on their faces, their arms and legs jutting out at every angle as they took up the entire space. Gudrun lay stretched across the foot of the bed like a hound. Taking pity on her, I stopped and covered her with a fur. I then led Mother to the back and helped her into the bed. I poured her a cup of water then sat beside her on the bed. She took a small sip then lay down.

      “If I forget again, please know how sorry I am. I am sick and sorry about it all,” Mother whispered.

      “Perhaps you did not remember, but you have never done wrong by me. I couldn’t have asked for a better mother.”

      Svafa set her hand on my cheek. “I love you, Hervor. You really do have your father’s eyes.”

      I set my hand on hers. “I love you too. Now, rest,” I told her, then pulled up her covers.

      My emotions in a torrent, I went and sat by the fire. I watched the flames bounce as the embers crackled and popped. After a while, my mother’s breathing settled, and she rested.

      “Odin. All-Father. Thank you for sending your son,” I whispered.

      The logs in the fire shifted, sending up a dance of sparkles and flames.

      Feeling restless, I rose and grabbed my cloak. I passed down the hallway, spotting Freja and Yrsa in the main hall. They spoke in whispered tones. Bypassing the hall, I slunk to the back of the house and went to the kitchen. There, I found Hillie asleep on Old Oda’s lap. The two of them were nestled beside the fire, both of them dozing peacefully. I exited through the kitchen. The wind had died down, but it was still snowing. Fat snowflakes drifted softly on the breeze. I walked down the narrow paths of Dalr to the dock. There, two ships rocked in their berths. I stared out at the water. So many thoughts rolled around in my mind.

      Finally, I knew my father’s name: Angantyr, the berserker.

      He had shamed Grandfather. A prideful man, no wonder Grandfather didn’t want the tale retold. I was a symbol of his defeat by another warrior stronger than he was. But still. I was the child of a great man, a great warrior. In Bolmsö, I had another family. I had another grandfather who had lost all his sons, who had no one but me.

      Hofund. Hofund, once you know, will you still want me?

      I set my hands on my axe handles, squeezing them tightly as I studied the ships. My mind rocked like the boats, thoughts crashing over one another. But with each clap of the waves, I heard a single word calling out to me.

      Tyrfing.

      Tyrfing.

      Tyrfing.
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      I tried to sleep that night, but my mind stayed busy. I sat by the fire and considered the many paths before me. It was just before dawn that I finally rose to go to bed. When I returned to my room, I was surprised to find Mother in a state of half-wakefulness, half-sleep. She moaned lightly, the terrible sound making my heart break. I lay down on my cot and closed my eyes, but sleep would not come. Mother’s cries were too difficult to bear.

      It was not long after that when, abruptly, mother stopped weeping.

      I looked to find the stranger leaning over her, whispering in her ear.

      I stared wide-eyed.

      After a moment, Mother sighed deeply then became quiet, save the soft sound of her relaxed breath.

      The stranger turned and looked at me.

      I sat up.

      “Remember that the sword Tyrfing carries a curse. Every time the sword is drawn from its scabbard, it will take a life. And it will bring death to any man who wields it.”

      “Any man who wields it.”

      “That was the dwarves’ decree. Two of its great tragedies have been spent. A third remains.” The stranger had pulled on his cloak once more and was leaning on his tall staff. “Safe travels, Hervor,” he said, then turned and headed out of the room.

      I rose from my cot and followed him.

      “Thank you,” I called before he turned into the hall.

      The stranger looked over his shoulder at me, his eyes twinkling like stardust.

      “Thank you…Loki.”

      At that, a wide grin crossed his face. “She told you I would come one day. Didn’t you believe her?” he asked, then pulled up his hood. He turned and went into the hall. A moment later, I heard the front door open and close.

      Loki was gone.

      

      I returned to my room once more and tried to sleep, but little came of it. My mind too wild, I went to the main hall. It was mid-morning. The sun was shining brightly. There wasn’t a single cloud in the sky.

      I sat by the fire for a long time, considering what to do. I had finally made up my mind when Yrsa entered the hall from outside.

      “Where is the stranger?” Yrsa asked, dropping her packs on the floor. Perhaps my eyes deceived me, but she was carrying much more than she had before. Had she returned to her cave?

      “Gone. Yrsa, I decided—”

      “That you will sail to Samso to retrieve your father’s sword. I have already been to the village. There were a dozen men who agreed to come.”

      “Agreed to come?”

      “With us to Samso. I have already paid them. They are readying a ship now. It’s not the best vessel in the world, nor are these Dalr’s best men, but we will get to Samso.”

      I stared at her.

      A moment later, Eydis emerged from the back. To my surprise, she was dressed in a pair of my trousers and a leather jerkin. She was tying up the laces and talking to herself under her breath when she entered the room. She looked up at us. “Good morning. Now, when are we leaving?”

      I turned back to Yrsa, who was staring at Eydis like she was unsure whether or not to protest.

      “By midday,” Yrsa finally answered.

      “Very well, I will see to your mother,” Eydis said.

      “No need. I’m here,” Mother called, appearing from the back. “By the gods, I am hungry.” She was wearing a startling red gown I had never seen before. The fabric shone like sunlight danced on it. It was a lovely thing.

      Yrsa and I stared at her, both of us waiting to see what the night brought. Was she still the same, or had the gods taken her from us once more?

      Mother looked at Yrsa. “You will go with her?”

      Yrsa nodded.

      “I can never repay you, Yrsa. You have watched over my daughter this long. I trust you to take her the rest of the way.”

      “What else can I do but care for that which is Svafa’s?”

      Mother smiled at her.

      “But what about you, Mother? What will you do?”

      “I will stay in Dalr. Someone must look after Gudrun and the twins. My sister has betrayed the family. My nephew is in danger. And my father has much to answer for,” she said, venom in her voice as she spoke the latter. “When that is settled, I will see to the tattered threads of my life.”

      Eydis turned to one of the serving boys. “Bring the morning meal. Don’t you know we’re going on a trip?”

      The hall door opened, Torsten appearing once more.

      He looked from Yrsa to me. “I was in the village. I was told you are taking one of the ships.”

      “And?” I asked.

      “And nothing. I will stay here and watch over Lady Svafa,” he said, inclining his head to her.

      “I’m not sure how much watching over I need anymore, but I thank you all the same.” She smiled at him, then turned back to me. “I will make sure Leif knows where you have gone and why. And I will send word to Prince Hofund.”

      “Mother…”

      She raised her hand. “Please, Hervor. I have done nothing for you all your life. In the least, let me fix this mess for which I am partially to blame.”

      I took my mother’s hand. “I do not hold you accountable for what the gods have done.”

      She touched my chin. “The gods tried to protect me, keeping me ignorant. I honor them for that. But it is time to shed away this awe and confusion and rebuild my life. Angantyr is gone. That is true. But I am strong enough to carry that loss. Besides, the rest of you are still here. It’s my turn to take care of you now. And Yrsa has grown far too grumbly in my absence.”

      Yrsa crossed her arms defiantly, but she smiled at Mother. There was a fondness in her gaze she reserved only for her bears—and, occasionally, for me.

      The servants returned with the morning meal.

      “Eat, Hervor,” Mother said. “There is a long road ahead of you.”

      “Oh, yes. From here to Valhalla,” Eydis chirped.

      Yrsa shook her head.

      “Where is Freja?” Mother asked.

      “She went to the stone to make a sacrifice to ensure our safe journey,” Yrsa said.

      Mother nodded. “Very well.”

      I slipped onto the bench, the others joining me. Beside me, my mother and Yrsa smiled at one another.

      I closed my eyes for a moment.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you for returning my mother to me.

      A deep sense of something unfamiliar washed over me.

      I had only felt it once before…in the arms of Hofund.

      Hope.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      The truth has finally found you.

      Come, chase your destiny…
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        Continue Hervor’s adventures in Shield-Maiden: Under the Hunter’s Moon
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