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        An orphaned descendant of Loki.

        A princess without a kingdom.

        A shield-maiden plagued by the shadows of Valhalla.

      

      

      

      Born to rule two jarldoms, Ervie should have a life of ease. But fate has not been kind. Her parents’ jarldoms destroyed in the wars of a previous generation, Ervie is set adrift in the world. Taking refuge in the lands of the famed King Gizer, Ervie finds a temporary retreat from her aching sense of loss. But when Gizer’s warband is summoned to defend one of his staunchest allies, the journey promises more than just battle for Ervie.

      

      As it turns out, the Norns have been weaving.

      

      Once, Ervie’s parents were considered the most powerful practitioners of Norse magic in all of Scandinavia. That same magic has been sleeping under the shield-maiden’s skin. Soon, this descendant of the trickster god will find herself on a path to reclaim what was lost…and follow her destiny.

      

      Fans of Viking tales will relish The Shadows of Valhalla series. This sweeping Viking historical fantasy retells the story of the second legendary heroine named Hervor—called Ervie by those who know her well—the inspiring shield-maiden from the Norse Hervarar Saga. Readers of The Road to Valhalla series will love this next-generation tale in a beloved Viking world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For everyone who ever felt like they had to live up to someone, something, or another’s expectations.

      

        

      
        There will only ever be one you.

      

        

      
        You are enough.
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            GLOSSARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ervie (born Hervor), daughter of Jarl Mjord and Blomma, twin sister of Loptr, foster granddaughter of King Hofund of Grund

      

      Heroes of Gaul

      
        
        Alaric, chieftain of Dunhen

        Dunhen, village in the holdings of King Hrollaug

        Elan, druidess of Dunhen

        Garin, chieftain of Nordkehdingen

        Princess Hergarth, daughter of King Hrollaug

        Holmgarth, King Hrollaug’s seat

        King Hrollaug, king of the Gauls

        Lady Ilsa, sister of King Hrollaug

        Prince Kjar, son of King Hrollaug

        Nordkehdingen, village in the holdings of King Hrollaug

      

      

      

      Heroes of Götaland

      
        
        Eyfura, daughter of King Gizer and Queen Kára

        Gizer, king of Götaland

        Kára, queen of Götaland

        Öd, warrior of Götaland

        Sons of King Gizer and Queen Kára: Gauti, Bjarki Bearskin, Dag, Kettil, and Thorir

        Wigluf, son of Öd, warrior of Götaland

      

      

      

      Heroes of Grund

      
        
        Blomma, mother of Ervie and Loptr, adopted daughter of Hofund and Hervor

        Hervor, deceased wife of King Hofund and adopted mother of Blomma

        Hofund, king of Grund, adopted father of Blomma

        Loptr, son of Jarl Mjord and Blomma, twin brother of Ervie

      

      

      

      Heroes of Jutland

      
        
        Angantyr (born Heidreik), son of the deceased Princess Helga of Jutland and Prince Heidrek of Grund, jarl of Arheimar

        Arheimar, ruled by Prince Angantyr

        Aud, queen of Jutland

        Erika, daughter of Jarl Erlaug

        Jarl Erlaug, jarl of Sandvik

        Gisla, daughter of Jarl Erlaug

        Harald, king of Jutland

        Halfdan, son of King Harald and Queen Aud

        Magnus, Angantyr’s wolf

        Sigrit, maiden attendant to Svafa

        Svafa, mother of the first Hervor, great-grandmother of Prince Angantyr, Loptr, and Ervie, widow of Angantyr and Orvar-Odd

        Jarl Thorson, jarl of Aebeltoft

      

      

      

      Heroes of the Myrkviðr

      
        
        Arnar, housecarl for King Ormar

        Asa, spirit of the Myrkviðr

        Auðr, shield-maiden of Eskilundr

        Eskilundr, seat of King Ormar

        Freydis, daughter of Arnar and maid in Ormar’s hall

        Hrolf and Hrogar, craftsmen in Eskilundr

        Jarl Geir, jarl in the Myrkviðr

        Old Sten, villager in Eskilundr

        Ormar, king of the Myrkviðr

      

      

      

      Mythological Characters and Gods

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

        Alfheim, realm of the elves

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

        Freyr, Vanir god associated with sex and fertility

        Frigga, Norse goddess, wife of Odin

        Hel, daughter of Loki and goddess of Hel

        Jǫrð, Norse goddess of the earth, mother of Thor

        Jotun, term for giant. Not literally giants, but more likely a metaphor for strong, otherworldly supernatural creatures

        Jotenheim, realm of the giants

        Loki, Norse god, adopted son of Odin, a trickster

        Nidavellir, realm of the dwarves

        Norns, Urd, Verdandi, and Skuld, women who weave fate

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

        Skadi, jotun from the forest married to Njord

        Surtur, fire giant from the realm of Muspelheim

        Thor, Norse god of thunder, son of Odin and Jǫrð, wields the hammer Mjolnir

        Wights/Vætt, nature spirits. Can be associated with certain area of land (such as a farm), body of water, etc.

      

      

      

      Terms

      
        
        Bifrost, a rainbow bridge that connects the worlds

        Blót, a ceremony with sacrifice, a rite

        Dísablót, a ceremony held in honor of the dísir

        Dísarsalr, temple of the dísir

        Dísir, female goddesses, spirits, and ancestors

        Disting, an annual market

        Fylgja, a sense of self that exists outside the body which may be used to control animals

        Gothar, plural name for priests

        Gothi, male priest

        Gythia, female priestess

        Hamingja, the wisdom, spirit, and luck of our ancestors passed on to the next generation

        Hnefatafl, a board game similar to chess

        Hof, another name for a temple

        Hugr, the sense of self or individual, like a soul

        Jarl, equivalent to earl

        Odensjakt, Odin’s hunt or the Wild Hunt

        Skald, equivalent to a bard or poet

        Seidr, a form of Norse shamanism/magic

        Skogarmaor, an outlaw or criminal banished from society

        The Thing, a meeting of kings and jarls and to decree law

        Úlfhéðnar, another word for berserkers

        Völva, a seeress with magical abilities
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CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the shadows of the great hall watching the revelry unfold. King Gizer’s warband was drunk on ale and anticipation. Tomorrow, we would set sail for Skagen, the seat of King Harald, and for battle. The musicians played loudly, trying to be heard over the boisterous laughter that permeated the room. I leaned against a carved pillar, sipping my ale and observing the commotion around me. At one end of the hall, Queen Kára, a formidable shield-maiden in her own right, sat by the center fire, joking with the warrior Öd. On the other side of the room, King Gizer met with his elder warriors, all of them recounting tales of battles past. Gizer’s five sons were gathered around the end of one table, challenging one another to feats of strength. That just left…

      “Are you hiding, Reindeer Princess?” a voice asked from behind me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her approach. “Hiding? Why would I be hiding?”

      Eyfura, the only daughter of Gizer and Kára, and my dearest friend, joined me. She was handsomely dressed in a spring-green hangerok gown, the neckline embroidered with tiny blue and pink vining flowers. Her curling red hair lay on her chest. A string of green stones hung from her neck.

      As always, many of the young men in the room turned to look at her.

      “Doesn’t it become tiresome?” I asked.

      “What’s that?”

      “All those eyes on you.”

      “They’re not staring at me, Reindeer Princess. They’re staring at you.”

      “They just like my armor.”

      Eyfura chuckled lightly. “They know better than to stare at me. My father will take out their eyes.”

      I grinned. “That is true.”

      “Besides, I have no use for any of them,” Eyfura said lightly.

      “No?”

      “I’m waiting on a certain Reindeer Prince.”

      I smiled, thinking of my brother. “You shouldn’t marry Loptr.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s too stupid.”

      Eyfura laughed loudly, her voice echoing around the hall—a laugh she inherited from her mother. “How can you say such a thing about your own twin?”

      “Because if he has not asked you to marry him yet, he can’t have much wit. Surely, he must know the most beautiful woman in all of Scandinavia has many suitors. And still, Loptr delays.”

      “But he only delays because I asked him to,” Eyfura said in a whisper, leaning toward me.

      Surprised, I turned and looked at her.

      “Your brother and I are at a game of riddles. With every ship that comes and goes between here and Grund, we play our game. Until Loptr figures out all my riddles, I will not say yes.”

      “Then you have made a terrible mistake.”

      Eyfura raised an eyebrow at me. “Is that so?”

      “As I said, Loptr is short on wit,” I said with a smirk, knowing my brother was one of the wittiest people I knew. “He may never figure them out. You’re better off saying yes and being done with it.”

      At that, Eyfura laughed. “You disparage your twin’s name, Ervie. But I see your game. Not even you can hasten my answer by making me give up my riddles. Although, I am sure Loptr will appreciate that you tried. I will see my game played through and make him win his prize. Otherwise, he will not appreciate me in the years to come.”

      Chuckling, I shook my head. “You cannot blame me for trying.”

      “I will be sure to tell your brother you tried to convince me he was too stupid for my riddles and that I should marry him for his looks.”

      “And his title.”

      “Of course. Who wouldn’t want to become Queen of Grund one day?”

      “Me,” I replied.

      At that, my friend laughed, but all the same, she set her hand on my shoulder. While my reply came out in jest, there was truth to it. Loptr and I were twins, both of us having a claim to the throne of Grund through our foster grandfather King Hofund. But such a life was not for me. I sought something far different. And that nameless thing had been calling me for weeks now.

      Once, my parents had been the greatest practitioners of seidr in all of Scandinavia. My father had died in battle, taking what he knew with him. My mother… The sting of her loss was still too fresh. I could not bear to think of it. Yet, their legacy called to me. It tugged at something deep within me, pulling me toward Skagen, where I sensed I would find answers to a question I didn’t know how to ask.

      Reading the expression on my face, Eyfura said, “Ah, Ervie. I hope you find what you’re looking for in Skagen, my friend.”

      “As do I.”

      “As it is, I am jealous of you.”

      “What? You want to come to battle?”

      “Want? Yes. Of course I do. But I would be of little use. Instead, I will stay here and be a disappointment to my mother.”

      I turned and looked at Eyfura. “You could never be a disappointment to anyone. There is no one with more talented healing hands than you. Your skills match the priestesses of the temple to the dísir in Grund.”

      “That is no weak compliment,” she said. “I thank you for it. But still, Kára was a great shield-maiden, and I could not properly wield a sword if my life depended on it.”

      “Your mother does not begrudge you for it. Do not chide yourself.”

      “Kára is too kind to ever speak poorly of me, but when Gizer sails out in the morning, her eyes will be haunted.”

      “For herself, because she is not joining us. Not because of you.”

      Eyfura shrugged.

      “You are too hard on yourself.”

      Eyfura laughed. “So says you, who has traveled half the world away from her home because she is being hard on herself.”

      “What home? My father’s jarldom…burned. My mother’s birthright…burned. I have no home.”

      “Aye, Ervie,” Eyfura said but added nothing more. She knew my story. I lamented the legacy lost to me in the wars of the previous generation. All that should have been mine was gone. It was a wound that ran deep.

      “Eyfura,” Gizer called to his daughter, waving for her to join him.

      “The king calls,” Eyfura told me with a good-natured grin. “I made some healing salves for you and my brothers, not that I think you will need them. All the same, I had the maids pack them with your things.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course, Reindeer Princess. My beauty is useless, but at least my healing hands count for something,” she said with a wink then left me.

      I shook my head, then scanned the room once more.

      Dag, one of Gizer’s sons, caught my gaze. He motioned for me to join him and the other brothers, but I shook my head. Swigging the last of my ale, I went outside.

      It was late in the evening. King Gizer’s forest city was quiet. All the revelry was happening in the hall. I wandered down a path to one of the small footbridges over a stream, then sat down, dangling my legs over the side. The moon overhead reflected its silvery light on the black water. The creek babbled as it rolled over the rocks on its path to the sea and beyond.

      Like the water, I would join the tossing sea in the morning.

      For years, I had been wandering aimlessly, hoping that I would find something to fill the endless ache and emptiness inside me. King Hofund had done everything he could to make Grund my home, but the aching sense of loss—of my parents, of my home, of the wisdom my mother and father once carried—wounded me in a way I could not recover from. I had found nothing to heal the pain.

      But of late, I had felt the shadow of something new coming.

      Downstream, movement caught my eye. The ferns at the side of the stream shifted.

      I stilled and watched.

      A fox appeared. The creature stepped on silent feet onto a mossy rock at the side of the stream. Dipping his head down, he drank, then turned and looked up at me. In the light of the moon, his eyes shimmered.

      I sat perfectly still, my gaze on the creature’s. After a long moment, the fox yipped, then turned and disappeared into the underbrush, vanishing from sight.

      Pulling my mead flask from my vest, I took a drink then poured a little liquid into the water.

      “For you vætts of this land and stream. Bless my journey tomorrow,” I said, then rose.

      In the distance, the fox barked once more, its voice sounding like a warning scream.
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CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      We set sail at first light the following morning. Traveling throughout the day, time passed, and soon, it drifted into night. Although we’d been sailing since dawn, there was still no sign of Skagen on the horizon.

      My fingertips skimmed the surface of the black water. Shimmering beams of moonlight reflected on the wave caps. I cast my gaze across the sea. The fierce faces on the prows of Gizer’s ships—dragons, wolves, serpents, and stags—glared at the distant horizon. King Harald’s enemies in Gaul thought him weak, easy to attack. What they failed to remember was that Harald had powerful friends. We were on our way to remind them.

      Nevertheless, behind me, the sons of King Gizer bickered with one another.

      “Of course King Harald wants our shields,” Thorir, the youngest, said. “We are the strongest fighters in our lands. The Gauls will shit themselves when they see our forces on their shores.”

      “But what fight is it of ours?” Gauti, the eldest of King Gizer’s sons, replied sourly.

      “None. But the Gauls have silver. Lots of it. So, what’s there to complain about?” Dag answered.

      The others laughed.

      Dag met my gaze, raising and lowering his eyebrows.

      I shook my head.

      “All the same, it is no business of ours,” Gauti replied tersely. “Why should we care if Gaulish raiders attacked some jarl of King Harald’s? These are not our lands, nor our people.”

      “King Harald is one of father’s closest allies,” Dag replied. “When raiders attack our lands, what do you expect Harald to do? Sit at home?”

      “Dag is right,” Kettil told his elder brother. “We are honor-bound to answer Harald’s call.”

      “Still, I would not see my men die just to avenge some village they’ve never even heard of,” Gauti protested.

      “Aye, gods. You sound like clucking chickens. Enough,” their father, King Gizer, chided them then started singing:

      “Apple-cheeked Astrid was all aglow, her bosom heaving wide. When her husband set off to row, to the blacksmith she went, skirts high,” and on King Gizer went, sharing the bawdy tale of poor, sweet Astrid who was wed to a pock-marked, drunken husband. Luckily for her, he raided far and often, and she had no shortage of lovers—including a handsome blacksmith.

      Ignoring his father and siblings, Bjarki Bearskin, Gizer’s second son, joined me at the prow of the ship. The boat tipped ever so slightly at his weight. The hulking creature in his bear fur, with long, dark brown hair trailing down his back, his beard trimmed short, settled in across from me.

      “What do you see, Ervie?” he asked, gesturing to the sea.

      “Water,” I replied with a grin, looking out at the waves.

      Bjarki chuckled lightly. “The daughter of the Reindeer King always sees more than just water. What are the omens? Are the gods with us?”

      “The gods are always with us, Bjarki Bearskin.”

      Behind us, Gizer’s other sons had stopped their bickering and joined their father, singing:

      “Oh, hey-ho, Astrid did know, he’d return on the morning tide. So, hey-ho, wouldn’t you know, Astrid did go to her lover’s side.”

      Bjarki chuckled lightly. “I left their nonsense for your wisdom. Instead, I find more nonsense.”

      “Even a madman’s ramblings have wisdom.”

      “Then it’s good you are no man,” he said, giving me a playful look, the moonlight glinting in his eyes.

      It was my turn to laugh. I looked out at the water once more. The waves bobbed and heaved. I stilled myself. Remembering what my mother, Blomma, had taught me, I shifted my focus from this world to that of the Ǽsir and Vanir in the hope the gods would show me what I wanted to see. My head felt light. My eyelids grew heavy.

      Dísir, show me whose blood will mar the land before this is done.

      The water rolled, and soon, I saw images dancing on the waves. I saw the battle that would come. I saw massive trees. I saw roundhouses on fire. I saw warriors fighting—including the brothers and myself. I saw Bjarki slip into the red rage, his companion Wigluf battling beside him. Bjarki raised his massive ax, slicing an opponent from shoulder to waist. Like a dream, I saw only pieces, but it was enough.

      I blinked hard, pushing the vision away.

      “The omens are good,” I said, turning to Bjarki. “You will fight well.”

      “Hmm,” Bjarki mused, nodding his head as he considered. “I think you should marry me, Ervie.”

      “Why, because I told you that you would fight well?”

      “No. Because you love me.”

      I laughed. “Of course I love you, Bjarki. Besides myself, you are the only animal on the bloody fields.”

      He chuckled. “Is that so, Reindeer Princess? So, you will marry me?” he asked, a hint of hope I hadn’t expected to find lingering in his voice.

      “I thought you said I was mad.”

      “All I see is a beautiful shield-maiden with raven-dark hair,” he said with an eager grin. “I think you should marry me.”

      “No, my friend,” I said, setting my hand on his arm. “Far from here, a different fate awaits you. A different land. A different hall. A different princess.”

      “It is foreseen?”

      I tipped my head. I had no idea of Bjarki’s fate until I had spoken the words. I cared for him like a brother and didn’t wish to lie to him. Nor did I want to marry him. But I could feel the truth behind my words and accepted them as such. “Yes.”

      Bjarki nodded slowly. “I will accept what the Norns decree. But if they change their minds, I will have you for my wife, Ervie.”

      I chuckled lightly. “Ah, Bjarki. I could never make you happy. But someday, another woman will.”

      Bjarki set his hand on my shoulder then went to the back of the ship, taking a spot across from the warrior Wigluf once more. Wigluf’s father, Öd, sat on the other side. Wigluf shared some joke, making the others laugh.

      Turning back, I caught Dag’s gaze.

      The blond-haired warrior gave me a wink.

      I grinned at him then turned my attention to the sea once more.

      Soon, we would be there.

      Soon.
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        * * *

      

      The night passed into morning. It was just after sunrise when Gizer’s ships sailed into the harbor of Skagen, home of King Harald of Jutland.

      A horn sounded as we made our way toward the docks. The city sat on rolling hills above the water. The place was a hub of activity. Longships were moored at the piers jutting out into the water. From the commotion on the docks, I could see that they were readying for war. The sound of a horn reverberated across the city. At the king’s great hall seated on the rise above the city, I saw a party exit the hall and make their way toward us. The morning sunlight shone on the pale golden timbers of the hall. Beyond the city, the fields were dotted with horses.

      Our ship made its way to the port. As I surveyed the scene, I realized that King Harald had called together a formidable force. Something told me King Kjar of the Gauls would soon regret provoking the ire of his neighbor to the east.

      I scanned the sails on the ships, looking for the red-and-white of Grund. But Loptr was not there. Nor had any of the jarls under King Hofund come. It had been years since I’d seen my brother. My heart had held a slim hope he would be here. I wanted to see him; I just didn’t want to go back to Grund to do it. But it was not to be.

      Once the ship was docked, I rose, slipping my bow onto my back, and started packing up my gear. My gaze drifted toward the party making its way down the dock toward us. I tried—and failed—to suppress a frown.

      King Gizer joined me, his gaze following mine.

      “You don’t look happy, Ervie.”

      I shrugged. “The day will be wasted. King Harald will want to sit in his hall and talk all night.”

      King Gizer laughed. “What’s wrong with that? Harald always has good mead, and you like to drink.”

      “That I do,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Lady Svafa will be glad to see you,” King Gizer said carefully.

      I could feel him watching me, waiting for a reaction. Of all the people around me, Gizer understood me best. I was an unmoored person. I belonged nowhere and everywhere. I was a princess without a hall. An heir to ashes. Yet, it felt like there was someone waiting for me at every port. Because King Gizer understood that sense of loss that haunted me, he never tried to make me feel like I belonged to him—not like the others did. Except for my brother, everyone I really belonged to was gone.

      Gizer knew that well.

      That was why, out of all the places I could have gone after my mother died, I joined him and his family in Götaland. No one there tried to make me be anything other than what I was. There, I was just Ervie.

      “I barely remember her,” I told the king.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gizer replied. “In her eyes, you are her great-granddaughter.”

      “But I’m not. You know that.”

      “I do,” Gizer replied with a grin. “But that won’t matter to her. Keep in mind, Reindeer Princess, it won’t just be Svafa waiting for you. There is also—”

      “Gizer!” a voice called from the dock, interrupting the king’s words. “By the gods, you are a welcome sight.”

      I turned to see Prince Halfdan making his way toward us. The strapping young prince had golden hair the color of sunflowers. It shimmered under the summer sun. He had grown since last season. The slim young man he had been was now fattened with muscle. He wore a long, blue cape, a pair of axes on his hips.

      “Halfdan!” Gizer called with a laugh, greeting the boy. Before he debarked, Gizer turned and looked at me, gesturing with his chin that I should follow.

      I sighed then followed behind him.

      The others went ahead to greet the prince. My gaze, however, went behind him to Queen Aud, her chestnut-brown hair pulled back into braids. She wore a long, dark green gown and strings of matching jewels. Like always, her eyes were painted with heavy kohl

      “Ervie,” the queen called. “You are welcome in Skagen.”

      “Thank you, Queen Aud.”

      “Lady Svafa was asking about you. Poor dear, her eyesight has grown so poor, it was not safe for her to come to the dock to greet you, but I told her I would bring you to her.”

      “Very well,” I said, my gaze drifting behind the queen as I looked over the rest of the party.

      “You are looking for Prince Angantyr,” Queen Aud said matter-of-factly. “He is not here yet. A messenger came from Arheimar. He is expected tonight.”

      I turned back to the queen. Aud had been a priestess in the great temple of Skagen before she married King Harald. I shouldn’t have been surprised she was so perceptive.

      “I will be glad to see my cousin again.”

      “Come, let’s go on without them. Gizer’s boys are so loud, they always make my head ache.”

      I chuckled. “I have learned to ignore them when they get too rowdy.”

      Queen Aud laughed lightly, then took my arm. “I never took you for a liar, Ervie, but what you’re saying is quite impossible.”

      At that, we both laughed.

      We turned and made our way back down the dock.

      “You haven’t been in Skagen since your mother’s passing,” Queen Aud said gently. “I was very sorry to hear of it.”

      “Thank you,” I replied. I tried to dampen the tremble in my voice, but my pain betrayed me. It had been four years, but the wound of Blomma’s loss still felt fresh.

      “And your brother, Loptr? He is still in Grund with King Hofund?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he is well?”

      “He was when I last saw him,” I said, silently praying the gods would inspire the queen to talk about something else. Anything else. The truth was, I’d left Grund shortly after my mother had died and had not looked back. Aside from news picked up at this or that port, or from Eyfura, I didn’t really know how my brother was, which was why I was sorry he had not come.

      Queen Aud gave me a soft smile and let out a little “hmm,” musing softly. After a moment, she asked, “You were just a girl when you came last, but do you remember our temple?”

      “I remember the effigy of Odin.”

      “I think you should go again.”

      “Should I?”

      Aud smiled lightly. “Skuld whispers to me. These past few days, she has only one name on her lips. Ervie, daughter of the Reindeer King. Maybe if you go, it will inspire her to talk about something else. Anything else,” she said, then gave me a wink.

      I grinned at her. “Then, as you command, Your Majesty.”
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CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Queen Aud and I made our way through the city to the great hall. The king’s immense hall sat on a rise above the village. Skagen had a busy market port. Vendors barked out their goods for sale, armorers banged their hammers, and noisy ale houses lined the streets. Beyond, I spotted small houses where the people of Skagen lived. When we arrived at the great hall, we climbed the stairs to the entrance where massive, carved wooden horses flanked the doors. Braziers hung from the horses’ mouths, the flames flickering in the breeze. My gaze shifted to the doors where images of the great world tree, horses, boars, bears, and wolves had been carved, along with other holy symbols. But amongst the carvings, I also noted Sleipnir, Odin’s eight-legged horse, the wolf Fenrir, and the serpent Jörmungandr.

      The guards opened the door, letting us pass.

      The hall was tall and airy. Servants standing on the second-floor balcony craned their necks to look at who had come.

      King Harald sat on his throne at the end of the hall. When we entered, he rose—slowly. Putting his weight on his tall staff, he descended the dais.

      “King Gizer has come,” Aud called to the king, going ahead.

      I paused, waiting for Gizer and Prince Halfdan to pass, shrinking back into the crowd of people who accompanied us.

      “Gizer,” King Harald called happily. “Ah, by the gods, you are a welcome sight.”

      “Harald! Well met, old friend,” Gizer said, walking toward the king.

      The pair hugged then King Harald turned to the others in the hall. “My people of Skagen, let’s welcome King Gizer and his sons, as fitting. Tonight, we drink. Tomorrow, we sail. We will honor the gods this night.”

      At that, everyone let out a rowdy cheer.

      I studied King Harald. His long hair held a soft sheen of gold, but the shade was tempered by silver. His face was deeply lined. Once, a terrible malady had struck the king, rendering him immobile and senseless for many years. He had since recovered, marrying Aud and fathering Prince Halfdan in the wake of the disease. But still, I saw the shadow of illness around him. Whatever ailment had taken him wasn’t entirely gone. It lingered like smoke.

      King Gizer’s sons crowded around the king and prince.

      Dag turned, catching my gaze. He motioned for me to join them, but I shook my head.

      He rolled his eyes, a look of mock-exasperation in his gaze, then turned back.

      When a servant passed with mead, I motioned for him to stop then helped myself to a cup—and the bottle. I found a bench in the shadows and poured myself some drink, watching the excitement that had taken over the hall. Amongst King Harald’s men, I spotted two well-armored gentlemen I guessed to be his jarls. They were the true reason we’d come. On Harald’s west coast, two towns had been raided and burned, one of the jarl’s daughters taken captive. I knew little of Harald’s enemies, the Gauls. But I did know they had grown bolder. Something told me they were hedging their bets. Harald’s lingering weakness made him a target. Given Halfdan was still young, the Gauls saw a chance.

      I frowned.

      If my cousin Angantyr, King Harald’s grandson by his deceased daughter Princess Helga, had been in Skagen, things would have been different.

      But he wasn’t.

      So they weren’t.

      I tried to stay hidden in the shadows, but I soon felt eyes on me despite my best attempt.

      Queen Aud met my gaze then motioned for me to join her. Swigging back what was left in my cup, I rose. My head spun. Good. I would need the brew’s help to get through the night. Reluctantly setting aside the bottle—Gizer was right, Harald did have good mead—I joined the queen.

      Queen Aud took my arm and led me to King Harald.

      “Harald,” Queen Aud said, gently setting her hand on the king’s shoulder. “You will remember Ervie, the daughter of Lady Blomma and Jarl Mjord. Loptr’s sister.”

      King Harald turned to me, a confused expression on his face. “Ervie…”

      “She was named Hervor at birth, if you remember. But she is better known to us as Ervie,” Aud said softly.

      “Ah, yes. Yes. Of course. Of course. How like your mother you look. We were sorry to hear of her passing.”

      “Thank you,” I said simply.

      “So, you are fighting with Gizer’s boys and not in Grund with your brother?”

      “Loptr is content to stay in Grund, building the city’s wealth. I am not one to be still.”

      “Where is the King of Grund? Why didn’t you call upon Hofund?” King Gizer, who had been lingering nearby, asked.

      King Harald shrugged. “You know how it is. He has not been the same since… Well, he set his war hammer down long ago. As the Reindeer Princess said, he, too, is content in Grund constructing buildings, boats, walls…”

      “Hmm,” Gizer mused. “Surely Prince Angantyr could convince him to join us.” There was a needling tone in Gizer’s voice.

      “Yes, well…” Harald said, then looked away.

      “Father,” Prince Halfdan called, joining us. He paused when he saw me. “Princess Ervie. I didn’t see you before.”

      “Prince Halfdan,” I said, inclining my head to him.

      The prince, who was at least six years my junior, smiled at me. “You are welcome in Skagen.”

      “Thank you, Prince Halfdan.”

      “Aud,” a soft voice called from the back of the hall. Even though I didn’t remember her well, I would have recognized Lady Svafa’s voice anywhere. People remarked that the woman had been the most gifted singer in all our lands in her youth. Old as she was, I could still hear that soft lilt in her voice. Two maids and a young girl accompanied her. The maids held the woman’s frail arms, leading her into the hall.

      Gizer met my gaze and motioned for me to go on.

      “King Harald,” I said, giving him a short bow, then Queen Aud and I made our way to Lady Svafa.

      The maids settled the old woman onto a bench by the fire. The young girl remained at her side. Lady Svafa’s long, curling white hair had been neatly pulled back at the temples. She was richly dressed in a dark purple gown. Aud sat to one side of her, taking her hand. “Lady Svafa, as you asked, I have brought Ervie.”

      “My great-granddaughter. Sit beside me. Sweet Sigrit will let you squeeze in, won’t you, my girl?” she said, gesturing to the maiden.

      Beside her, the girl, who was maybe eight years old, shifted to make room for me. She smiled at me, patting the seat.

      “How are you, Lady Svafa?” I asked, settling in.

      Svafa laughed. “My body and my mind war with one another—one is as ancient as the glaciers, the other still babbles like birds in the spring. Oh, Hervor,” she said, a sad expression on her face. For a moment, I was glad she was nearly blind, so she didn’t see the grimace on my face when she called me by that name. “How I wept when I heard your poor mother died. She was so dear to me. Such a curious little creature, so full of magic, how I cherished her. Sometimes, I feel like I am a survivor from another world, another time.” She reached out and took my hand. “I have outlived two husbands, a daughter, and my grandchildren. But once, I had your youth, your beauty. Speaking of beauties, I once heard a tale of how your grandmother wanted to marry my first husband. Did you know?”

      “My grandmother… Jarl Solva?” I was stunned to hear anyone speak of Jarl Solva, Blomma’s birth mother. Solva had waged war on the first Hervor and was generally hated by those who remembered her. Svafa was the last person I expected to speak her name.

      “Yes, Jarl Solva. I never saw her, but they say she had a wild beauty. Raven-black hair,” she said, stroking my long locks. “Just like you and Loptr—and sweet Blomma. But with what little vision I have, I can see your father in the cut of your chin. I had never met a more mysterious man in all of my life. Jarl Mjord, the Reindeer King. He was a practitioner of seidr,” Lady Svafa told the little Sigrit. “They said he could call spirits from Valhalla and control all of nature with his spells. He was an ally to my Hervor. In fact, my daughter died trying to save his village.” Svafa grew quiet. She sat for a long time, staring into the fire.

      I wrapped Lady Svafa’s hand in mine. “We both lost that terrible day.” And indeed, we had. Svafa had lost her daughter and grandson. And I had lost a father I would never get a chance to know, his jarldom burned to the ground in the fighting.

      Svafa nodded slowly.

      “Yet, they watch over us still from Valhalla,” Aud said gently, seeking to soothe the old woman. “We can be reassured of that. One day, we will join them there.”

      “Yes,” Svafa said with a light chuckle. “I will sing for them in Valhalla. I will climb onto Odin’s high table and sing the rowdiest song I can remember and make Thor blush.”

      At that, we all laughed.

      Aud then took a goblet from a servant and pressed it into Svafa’s hand. She gestured for the man to refill my cup then took a goblet for herself.

      “Let us remember the dead with a toast. To those in Valhalla. May we see them again. Skol,” Aud called.

      “Skol,” Svafa and I chimed in.

      The queen and I clicked our drinks against Svafa’s.

      I drained my cup, eagerly awaiting the dizzy sensation that would accompany it. There was nothing I wanted more than to know about my grandmother and learn about anything that had to do with me. My father was gone, his jarldom burned, his people disbanded. My mother’s home in Blomfjall had suffered a similar fate. Jarl Solva had been killed in battle against my namesake, her jarldom had burned along with her.

      Maybe Svafa felt like a thing of the past, but for me, there was nothing left but smoke and stories. By the time I’d begun to learn what my mother knew of seidr, it was too late. She was already sick…dying, as it turned out. I cherished what she had taught me, but at the same time, I knew how unfinished it was. I’d only caught a glimpse of the magic she knew. Everything I should have learned, everything I should have been, was gone.

      I was left with the shadows of the world that had passed before me.

      Much like Svafa.

      I touched the sword on my hip.

      At least I had my father’s sword. Aside from my looks, it was the only thing I had left of the life I should have lived. The sword Hrotti, passed down in my father’s family from generation to generation, was made of dwarven steel. Jarl Mjord told my mother it had been taken by Sigurd from the dragon Fafnir’s hoard.

      I was born of noble blood.

      Everyone still called me Reindeer Princess.

      My father’s daughter.

      Heir of ashes.

      I turned to Svafa, setting my hand on the old woman’s frail shoulders. “Don’t wait for Odin’s hall. Sing for us tonight, Lady Svafa.”

      Svafa laughed lightly. “Oh, Hervor. Who would want to hear an old crone like me?”

      “Everyone. Everyone else in this hall,” I replied.

      “Oh yes, please do. Please, Lady Svafa?” little Sigrit chimed in.

      Svafa smiled at her.

      “Sing of my father, Lady Svafa, so he knows he is remembered. Sing for me,” I said.

      “Very well, sweet girl,” Svafa told me.

      Queen Aud smiled widely then stood. “Skagen. Let us rejoice. Lady Svafa has consented to sing for us!” she called.

      At that, the crowd cheered. Queen Aud led Svafa to the center fire.

      The old woman grinned mischievously. “On the eve of your battle, I shall sing of another war—that of the war for Dalr, my home, and how it was freed.”

      And then, she began.

      In a voice as honeyed as a lark, Svafa sang of Dalr, the city that sat in the shadow of a tree called Grímnir’s Eye. She sang of the beauty of the mountains and the fjord. Then she sang of her own father, Jarl Bjartmar, who was a tyrant. Svafa recanted how the other Hervor, King Hofund, Jarl Leif, Jarl Eric, a famed shield-maiden named Yrsa, and my father fought to free the city from the wretched marauders known as the Sea Kings. She sang of how Jarl Mjord called on the elements, bringing lightning and fog. She sang of my father’s blade, Hrotti, and how the dwarven sword had thundered like lightning. And Svafa sang of how Jarl Bjartmar, her father, was defeated—at her own hands.

      Even as old as she was, I understood what they meant when they said that Svafa was gifted by the gods. Her voice was sweeter than any I had ever heard before—or would likely hear again.

      I was moved to hear my father remembered. I tried not to show it, but when I felt Dag look my way, giving me a tender gaze, my lips trembled.

      Sucking them in, I turned my gaze back to my cup.

      I would not dishonor my father by weeping at his memory.

      When Svafa was done, everyone cheered the lady and her song.

      I went to Svafa then, helping her back to her chair.

      “Thank you, Lady Svafa,” I said. “I hope it did not pain you to remember hard times.”

      “No,” Svafa said with a soft smile. “It is good to remember those we love. Even gruff shield-maidens,” she said, smiling to herself.

      I lowered her into her chair then refilled her goblet, handing it to her.

      Svafa smiled up at me. “You are very like your parents. They watch over you from Valhalla, Hervor. Never doubt. You are not alone.”

      “Thank you, Lady Svafa.”

      She lifted her cup then chuckled lightly. “My voice is raw. It has been too long. To all those who have passed. Skol,” she said, then drank.

      “Skol,” I replied.

      I set my hand on her shoulder, patting her gently, then retreated to the shadows once more.

      The room fluttered alive with conversation once more.

      Harald and Gizer huddled together, revisiting all their old adventures—as men their age were apt to do.

      Gauti, Gizer’s eldest son, spotted me. Ale horn in hand, he joined me. Gauti had wild, curling blond hair like his mother. Unlike Queen Kára, who was always quick to laugh, Gauti had a perpetually sour attitude. In a way, it made him endearing.

      “Listen to them,” Gauti said, gesturing with his chin to Harald and Gizer. “They will spend the night reliving every battle they have fought.”

      “Let’s hope they aren’t too tired for the real battle in the morning.”

      Gauti blew air through his lips. “Harald will not fight. Look at him. He is not the warrior he once was.”

      “Yet your father never misses a battle, no matter his age.”

      “That’s his way.”

      Gauti nodded then eyed me closely. “Lady Svafa sang of your father.”

      “So she did.”

      “It is to be pitied that Hreinnby burned.”

      “Yes.”

      “Now, you wander because you have no place.”

      Gauti had not meant the words harshly. I knew this. But still, it took effort not to let them sting. “I have every place. Everywhere I go, I am welcome. ‘Welcome, Hervor!’ ‘Cheers, young Hervor!’ ‘Blessings, second Hervor!’ As a duplicate of the famous shield-maiden, I am wanted everywhere I go,” I told him with a knowing wink.

      “Hervor was a great shield-maiden, but so is Ervie.”

      “Ervie, princess of ashes.”

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      “So Loptr tells me. I know, I should be in Grund. You would not be the first to—”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You could marry me, Ervie. One day, you would be the queen of Götaland. You are always with us anyway. Why not make your stay permanent? When my father dies, I will be king.”

      “Are you proposing, Prince Gauti?”

      “That depends on your answer, Reindeer Princess.”

      My gaze went to Gizer, who was laughing loudly alongside King Harald.

      “I am not patient enough to wait for you to become king. Your father will never die,” I said with a grin.

      “He may die tomorrow,” Gauti said with a shrug. “There is no saying what the Norns have decreed.”

      “Hmm,” I mused playfully, my gaze still on King Gizer. But for a brief moment, an image of Gizer drenched in another’s blood, screaming victoriously, flashed through my mind. No, the king would live…and not just in the coming battle but in others in the future. In my vision, Gizer was older still. “Very well. If Gizer falls tomorrow, I will wed you, Gauti.”

      “I will hold you to that. And if he does not?”

      “Then my answer is no. But you’ll have my support in finding a more patient bride.”

      For once, Gauti chuckled.

      I looked into my cup. It was empty again. I waggled it at Gauti. “I’m lacking, and you should get some rest. You will need to fight well tomorrow. You don’t want your father to outlive you,” I told him with a wink, patting him gently on the shoulder, then left.

      But rather than refilling my cup, I slipped through the crowd and went outside.

      When the door closed behind me, I was met with silence.

      I exhaled deeply.

      After a moment, I made my way down the stairs and into the city. As I went, I forced myself to focus. Harald’s mead was far more potent than Gizer’s. My head swam. Suddenly, it seemed like the great hall had a thousand steps.

      When I reached the bottom, I stopped to consider… the ale house or the temple?

      “Alms, shield-maiden? Alms for an old beggar?”

      I turned to find a man dressed in rags, leaning on a tall staff. I dug into the pocket of my vest and pulled out a piece of silver. I handed it to the man who took it with his grubby hand.

      “Many thanks, shield-maiden. Many thanks. Blessings to the warband. Where is this host headed?”

      “That is not for me to say.”

      “No. You’re right. You’re right. Regardless, may the gods watch over you in your battles to come.”

      I nodded but still did not turn. I stood, debating.

      The beggar watched me for a long moment then said, “Go to the temple, Reindeer Princess. There is nothing for you in the ale hall.”

      Puzzled, I turned to look back at the man. Under the shadow of his cloak, he peered out at me, his eyes twinkling silver.

      “You know me?”

      Under the shadow of his hood, I could not make out his face, but I could sense his grin. “Who does not know the name of the shield-maiden who wields the blade Hrotti? Daughter of Mjord and Blomma. Granddaughter of Jarl Solva and… Is it true what they say? Are you the granddaughter of the trickster god?”

      “What concern is it of yours?” I said tartly, turning toward the temple.

      “Concern of mine? None at all. None at all,” the old man said with a raspy laugh.

      I sighed heavily then turned to tell the man to shove off only to find him missing.

      I looked around, but there was no sign of the beggar.

      Chiding myself for falling into conversation with strangers on the eve of a battle when all manner of unnatural things could be wandering about—especially when I was drunk—I made my way to the great temple of Skagen.

      The people of King Harald’s kingdom were people of the horse. It was evident from the horses that guarded the great hall to the skulls of the creatures hanging all around the entrance to the temple. As with the hall, the temple was also protected by wooden horses. But the beasts outside the temple had eight legs.

      I slipped inside.

      It was silent in the temple. A fire burned in the central firepit. A great, wooden statue of Odin holding his spear Gungnir stood at one end of the hall. Horse skulls and skins decorated the walls. I looked around for the gothar, but none were to be found. A hooded stranger stood before the statue of Odin.

      Suddenly, I wondered why I had come.

      I turned to leave but saw something strange in the fire.

      I paused and moved toward the firepit. I watched the flames flicker. Within, I heard voices and swirling images. A deep, dark forest appeared before me. Stones marked with runes sided a pathway that trailed off into the foggy woods. There was such a stillness to the place, a quiet.

      Then, a soft feminine voice whispered.

      “Ervie.

      “Blood of the Reindeer King.

      “Blood of the trickster god.

      “What you seek lies with my children in the Myrkviðr.”

      I swooned, swaying toward the firepit.

      “Ervie?” a voice said, grabbing me before I fell into the flames.

      Shaken, I turned to see who had gripped hold of me only to find my cousin, Prince Angantyr, there. His long, golden hair shimmered in the firelight. I met his amber-colored eyes.

      “You almost fell in,” he told me then grinned lightly.

      “I’m drunk.”

      “Of course you are.”

      I reached out, extending my pinkie to him. “Not Heidrek,” I said in greeting.

      “Not Hervor,” he replied, wrapping his finger around mine and giving it a shake.

      We held one another’s gaze. Prince Angantyr was the son of the late Princess Helga, the deceased daughter of King Harald, and the other Hervor’s dead son, Heidrek. While my cousin had been named Heidrek at birth, King Harald rejected the name. He would not have his grandchild called by the name of the man who’d caused Princess Helga to take her own life. Harald renamed my cousin Angantyr.

      Angantyr pulled me close. “I am glad to see you again, Cousin.”

      “As I am to see you.”

      “Come on,” he said, looking back at the effigy of Odin. “I think the All-Father has said all he wanted to say tonight. Let’s go see if you’ve left us anything to drink in the hall.”
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CHAPTER 4

        

      

    

    
      When we returned to Harald’s hall, we found the revelry still in full swing. My cousin’s band of warriors had already joined the others. Angantyr and I entered the hall quietly. He surveyed the scene, a pensive expression on his face.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Prince Angantyr!” Gizer’s loud voice called out.

      “Outed already,” Angantyr said in a weary voice.

      The room broke out into a cheer upon seeing my cousin, who gave everyone a wave.

      “I need to learn your magic for subterfuge,” Angantyr told me with a wink, which I returned in kind.

      King Gizer crossed the room to greet Angantyr.

      “Ah, by the gods, it is good to see you. In blood and honor,” he said, gripping Angantyr’s arm firmly.

      “In blood and honor,” Angantyr replied.

      Young Halfdan hurried across the room, joining us as well. “Angantyr,” he said, embracing him. “I wondered where you had gone. Your men and your wolf are here, but there was no sign of you. Has Ervie fished you from the dock?”

      “The temple, actually.”

      “Of course,” Halfdan said with a good-natured smile. “You always remember the gods first.”

      A moment later, Angantyr’s wolf appeared from the crowd. The massive beast, twice the size of the largest dogs, trotted to his owner, giving his hand a lick.

      “Magnus,” Angantyr said, petting the wolf. “Thought I’d forgotten you?”

      The wolf wagged his tail at my cousin then turned to me.

      I bent to greet him. “Hello, Magnus,” I said, giving the wolf’s ear a scratch. The gray wolf had pale, silvery-blue eyes. He pawed at my knee in greeting, then gave my cheek a lick.

      Halfdan laughed. “You’re the only one brave enough to get close to him,” the prince told me, then moved toward the wolf, but Magnus gave the prince a warning glance, making Halfdan pull his hand away.

      “He recognizes Ervie’s blood,” Gizer said.

      “I hope not,” I said with a grin. “Remember, wolf, not all reindeer are prey,” I told Magnus, scratching his ears, then rising.

      Halfdan chuckled lightly, then turned to Angantyr once more. “Father will be so glad to see you. Come,” he said, gesturing toward the king.

      Angantyr stiffened. “Very well.”

      While Prince Halfdan missed Angantyr’s expression, it was clear to anyone paying even the slightest bit of attention that Angantyr did not think Harald would be glad to see him.

      Curious, I followed along behind them.

      “You’ve just missed Svafa. She’s gone to bed,” Halfdan told Angantyr.

      “I will visit her after. She’ll have to forgive me for waking her.”

      “It’s too bad she cannot make the trip to Arheimar to join you.”

      “It is too far, and she is too frail. As much as I want her with me, I will not risk her for it.”

      “Those are the words of a true son,” Gizer said.

      Angantyr gave the king a guarded smile.

      After Angantyr was born, Lady Svafa had brought him to Skagen. The death of Princess Helga, Harald’s only child by his late wife, had devastated the king. Blomma once told me that everyone had hoped that having Angantyr in Skagen would give Harald strength, rouse him from his sadness, give him a purpose in life. But it hadn’t worked out like that. Harald renamed Angantyr then proceeded to look on him, not as a grandson, but as a stark reminder of the beloved daughter who had taken her own life due to Angantyr’s father’s cruelty. My heart ached for my cousin. Like me, he was cursed by the shadows of the past, marred by his father’s misdeeds. So, Svafa stayed in Skagen to raise him. She was the only mother Angantyr had ever known. While Aud had always been kind to him, she had not married Harald until much later. As soon as Angantyr came of age, Harald sent Angantyr to take over the ruling of Arheimar, Harald’s southernmost jarldom.

      We approached the dais. Aud sat beside King Harald, who looked like he was ready for bed. Once more, I worried. The king had no place on a battlefield. Things could—and often did—go wrong. If Harald got pinched at the wrong place at the wrong time…

      “Father, look who Ervie found in the temple,” Prince Halfdan told the king.

      King Harald stared at my cousin for a long moment. “Angantyr. Welcome.”

      “Thank you, Grandfather.”

      His gaze went to Magnus, who sat at Angantyr’s side. It didn’t escape my notice how carefully the wolf watched the king.

      “Is all well in Arheimar?” Harald asked.

      Angantyr bobbed his head from side to side as he considered. “There was discontent in the east. We have seen to it for the moment.”

      “Seen to it? You must use a firm hand,” Harald grumbled. “I don’t need tensions on yet another of my borders.”

      Magnus rose.

      “It has been handled, Grandfather,” Angantyr replied, gently setting his hand on the wolf’s head, calming him. Angantyr was attempting to keep his voice placid, but I could hear the tone of tension just below the surface.

      “I should hope so,” Harald huffed but gave a worried gaze to the wolf nonetheless.

      A silence fell between them.

      Queen Aud stepped from her high seat and embraced Angantyr, kissing him on each cheek. “Welcome home, Prince Angantyr.”

      “Thank you, Queen Aud.”

      “Well,” Gizer said, clapping his hands together loudly. “With Angantyr here, shall we have it out then? I want to see your maps, Harald. Call your jarls. Let’s make our plans.”

      Harald nodded, then rose, leaning on his staff for support. “Yes, you are right,” he said, giving Gizer a smile. “Come, Halfdan,” he said, gesturing for the prince to join him. “Jarl Erlaug, Jarl Thorson, come,” he called, waving for the jarls to join him in his private chamber just off the main hall.

      Halfdan and Harald retreated toward the hall.

      While Harald did not look back, Halfdan paused. “Angantyr? Are you coming?”

      Angantyr met my gaze briefly, then turned and followed, Magnus trotting along beside him.

      I had understood my cousin’s look. The king had not asked for him. It was a slight neither of us had missed.

      “Boys,” Gizer called, gesturing to his sons. He turned to me. “Ervie?”

      “I’ll pass.”

      “You have a place amongst us, Reindeer Princess,” he told me, his voice low. “By birth, blood, and your own feats of arms. Do not doubt that.”

      “I know. But the mead is out here. So, this is where I’ll stay.”

      Gizer chuckled lightly, shook his head, then joined the others.

      Turning, I snatched up a bottle of mead, then went to drink myself numb.
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      It was late in the night when the door to my bedchamber opened. Part of me told me to open my eyes and see who had come, but I didn’t have to. A moment later, he slipped under the furs beside me.

      “Your feet are cold,” I complained.

      Dag nuzzled his nose into my neck. “Why do you think I’m here?”

      “Because your feet are cold?”

      “No. It’s cold tonight. I was worried you were cold, Ervie. Are you cold?”

      I opened my eyes slowly. While I was fond of all of Gizer’s sons, Dag and I had formed a special attachment—one that mostly happened in secret, at night, away from prying eyes, naked, and very often, copious amounts of mead were involved. The blond-haired warrior was the most handsome of all of Gizer’s sons. But it wasn’t his piercing green eyes, honey-colored hair, or muscular chest that drew me in. When I was with Dag, I didn’t feel so alone. With Dag, I didn’t feel like a cheap copy of the legendary shield-maiden Hervor. I was just Ervie.

      I took hold of his square jaw, giving it a shake. “I was feeling hot, actually.”

      “Hmm,” Dag mused, stroking my cheek. “That’s terrible. Best take some of these clothes off. I can help if you need me to.”

      “You are always there for me.” With a laugh, I sat up and pulled off my nightdress. “Is it late?”

      “Early. The others will be awake soon,” he said as he started pulling off his clothes.

      Once he was undressed, I slipped my arms around Dag’s body and pressed my mouth against his, enjoying the sweet taste of mead lingering there. His hands gently roved my breasts, sliding down the sides of my body. Like always, I shuddered at his touch, my skin prickling to gooseflesh. I took Dag’s long, golden braid into my hand and twined it around my fingers. I slid my hand down his side with my free hand, grabbing his firm arse and giving it a squeeze.

      “Ervie,” Dag whispered, his hand slipping between my legs.

      I gasped, then moaned in pleasure.

      “Ervie,” he whispered again, but I set my mouth against his, stopping whatever he wanted to say with kisses. My head felt light as I kissed him, stars dancing through my mind.

      When I finally pulled away, I gently maneuvered him onto the bed below me. Then, I slid on top of him. Moving slowly, I kissed his neck and chest while his hands gently stroked my back. Then, the passion took over. Soon, we were moving together. We kissed one another deeply, feeling the passion swell between us.

      “Ervie,” Dag whispered in my ear. “Ervie,” he groaned.

      After we both reached the pinnacle of pleasure, and feeling exhausted but exhilarated, I slipped off Dag and lay beside him. Dag gently stroked my naked waist, kissing me on the top of my head.

      “Ervie…”

      “Hmm?”

      “When we return to Götaland, I think you should marry me.”

      I turned and looked at him. “Are you playing some game, you and your brothers?”

      “Game? No. Why?”

      “Bjarki and Gauti proposed to me as well.”

      Dag’s expression grew serious. “What did you say?”

      “I’m here in bed with you, aren’t I?”

      Dag held my gaze. “I’m not playing a game with you, Ervie. I saw how Lady Svafa’s story affected you. I saw how you were all alone in the great hall. I hated it. I don’t want you to be alone.”

      “Dag…”

      “Ervie…”

      “Dag, we agreed to this arrangement with no promises of anything more. Remember?”

      “I do. It’s just… I care about you, Ervie.”

      Four years earlier, when I’d first come to Götaland, I would have said yes to Dag’s proposal. My heart had been moved by the warrior. But that was then. Since then, I’d come to think of him as one of my dearest friends. Our nocturnal adventures were merely an added benefit to the friendship. I loved him, but not like that. And as of late, a deep sense of restlessness nagged at me. The pain of all my losses was mounting up once more, just as they had before I’d fled Grund.

      Once again, I was awash with anger and resentment. Everything my parents knew was gone. Everything they had was gone. Everything I should have become had been taken from me.

      But I had started to feel like maybe there was an answer out there for me. I could feel it, like an ethereal thing just beyond my grasp.

      Now, tonight, in the temple…

      What was the Myrkviðr?

      I sighed heavily. “Dag… I cannot.”

      Dag frowned. “Why not?”

      I kissed his sweaty chest. “We are better as friends. But I love you for asking.”

      Dag stroked my cheek as he considered the expression on my face. “All right,” he said, then kissed me gently. “What if we make a child together instead? We don’t have to wed, but we could be a family. You. Me. A bratty little shield-maiden who won’t listen to either of us?” he asked, setting his hand on my stomach.

      “After all these years of lovemaking, the gods never gave us a child. Why would they do so now?”

      Dag chuckled. “You always have something to say. I love you, Ervie.”

      “I love you too.”

      Dag kissed the top of my head. “Can I still come to your bed?”

      I poked him in the ribs. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “Now, be quiet so we can get a little more sleep before the horn sounds.”

      At that, Dag laughed. “So, you will break all our hearts? None of the sons of Gizer can please you?”

      “You’re still talking.”

      “I am.”

      I giggled. “Maybe I should marry Eyfura. She knows when to stop talking.”

      Dag laughed. “I thought that was Loptr’s goal.”

      “Well, Loptr has good taste.”

      Dag kissed my neck. “Ervie…”

      “Shh,” I said but added, “Be content knowing that if I were to say yes to anyone, it would be you.”

      “Then don’t say no. At least, not yet.”

      “That’s the other thing about Eyfura. She knows how to listen. I didn’t tell you no. I told you I cannot.”

      Dag propped up on his elbow and looked at me. “Does that mean you might say yes in the future?”

      I turned to him. “I told Bjarki and Gauti no.”

      Dag held my gaze. “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good. Now, be happy with that and go to sleep,” I told him once more, then playfully tickled his ribs.

      Dag kissed my cheek. “I am more than content,” he replied, then pulled me close, covering us with skins.

      I shifted closer to him, comforted by the feel of his muscular body.

      I had not said no.

      But I wasn’t planning to say yes either.

      I loved Dag, but to be his wife… My heart was not there. At least, not right now. And maybe never again. I didn’t know for sure.

      As I drifted back to sleep, I ruminated once more on the voice I’d heard in the temple.

      You gods who would move me… What lies in the Myrkviðr?

      “Come and see, Reindeer Princess,” a masculine voice whispered back to me—and in his tone, I heard a smile.
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CHAPTER 5

        

      

    

    
      I felt like I had just fallen back to sleep when the horn sounded, calling us to war.

      Dag groaned. “My head aches.”

      I sat up, rubbing my temples. Dag wasn’t the only one feeling the effects of Harald’s mead, but I was also reeling from a dream.

      I had been alone, riding through a dark wood. The mist wrapped around the trunks of the trees, snaking along with me. In the shadows of the forest, I saw the silhouette of a fox. It watched me but didn’t draw close. A deep, strong urge pulled me forward, but to what or where, I didn’t know.

      Dag rose and started pulling on his clothes. I took a moment to enjoy the view of his muscular body. Dag was everything I could ask for in a husband. He was honorable, devoted to the gods, and kind to his people and family. And he was very easy on the eyes. I eyed his rippling back muscles, a massive tattoo of Mjolnir thereon. Maybe I was making a mistake. Maybe I should…

      Dag paused, looking over his shoulder at me.

      “Ervie? Everything all right?”

      I nodded then got up. “Yeah. I guess the mead got me too.”

      Dag chuckled. “Don’t worry. Once we have the sea air in our noses, it will shake the clouds away. I am ready to see what plunder these Gauls have for us. We will be rich by the time this is done.”

      “You are a king’s son. You are already rich.”

      Dag laughed. “There are five of us. Gizer has done well, but that’s a hefty split. I will earn my own wealth, and one day, I will build myself a fine hall. Like Prince Angantyr, I will lord over my own city, somewhere away from my brothers and father. Angantyr is his own master. He does as he pleases. I shall do the same.”

      “I wish you success.”

      While Dag admired Angantyr, my cousin lived away from Skagen for very different reasons than what Dag thought. King Harald had never taken to Angantyr, holding animosity against my cousin for his father’s trespasses. Prince Heidrek—Angantyr’s father—had raided, butchered, and ruled cruelly in Harald’s name. My cousin was an innocent in all of this, a poor child who never knew either of his parents. He had been raised in Skagen under the watchful eye of Lady Svafa. But everyone knew that King Harald preferred his own son, Halfdan, to Angantyr. One day, when Harald died, the question of who would rule next would be a hard one to answer. I didn’t envy Angantyr. Like me, the shadow of what came before him clouded his life. Angantyr ruled in Arheimar because he’d been sent away by a man who should have loved him but didn’t.

      I slipped my clothes on then went to Dag, tightening the straps on his gear. When I was done, he set his hand on my cheek, then leaned in and kissed me. “Coming?”

      “I will meet you at the boats.”

      Dag nodded, then tightened the laces on my tunic. “See you soon, Reindeer Princess.”

      With that, he grabbed his shield and sword then left.

      I tightened the laces on my boots then gazed across the room at my gear. I had painted my shield midnight blue, the image of a reindeer skull thereon. But in the background of it all, painted faintly, were blossoms for my mother. Alongside my shield, bow—which I had named Ridill—and quiver was my father’s sword.

      Hrotti.

      Taken from the hoard of the dragon Fafnir by my father’s ancient ancestors, legend told that when wielded properly, it could control the elements.

      When wielded properly…

      A task I could not perform, even though the sword had come to me, not Loptr.

      I closed my eyes.

      What was I doing here?

      I should be in Grund with Loptr.

      Now, I was readying myself to sail to fight the enemy of King Harald. What allegiance did I owe Harald? Why was I risking my blood for his? Certainly, I owed Gizer my allegiance. He had been like a father to me. And then there was Angantyr. He was not my cousin by blood, but our parents had been raised as siblings. There was him to take into consideration as well.

      Sighing heavily, I rose and got ready, slipping my swords onto my belt, grabbing my shield, and attaching my hip quiver.

      In the end, even if I had no place, I still belonged to the gods. And today, I gave myself to them to do as they wished.

      “Come along, Ridill,” I said, snatching up the bow. “Let us see what the Gauls have to show us.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I joined the others at the dock. Already, they had started loading the boats. Angantyr, Magnus alongside him, was speaking with Halfdan. The young prince smiled eagerly at Angantyr. I eyed Halfdan closely. He would need to be watched on the battlefield. Halfdan was still too fresh and eager to fight. Getting knocked on his arse a few times would take the shine off of things.

      “Ahh, just like the old days,” Gizer said, joining me. His gaze went to Angantyr. “The wolf blood is with us once more. And we have this,” he said, tapping the hilt of the sword on my leg. “Dwarven steel, if you will wield it this time. Between your blade and your bow, the Gauls have much to fear. I swear you have the blood of Alfheim, Reindeer Princess. Your shot is as true as any elf. We shall fight well today.”

      “You said nothing of yourself.”

      Gizer laughed. “Me? Ah, I am as slippery as an eel. The Gauls will need to be fast to catch me.”

      I bobbed my chin at Halfdan. “The paint on his shield is fresh.”

      Understanding my meaning, Gizer nodded. “Bjarki will keep an eye on him. I have already told him.”

      King Harald made his way down the pier toward us, his jarls behind him. The king was dressed for battle, his sword on his hip, a shield on his back. His forehead had been painted with runes. Queen Aud walked alongside him. She had a streak of blood down one side of her face, and her hands were red from the liquid. No doubt, the queen had made a sacrifice on our behalf.

      “Who is going to keep an eye on that one?” I asked in a low tone, my eyes flicking toward the king.

      “The Valkyries,” Gizer replied, the timber in his voice revealing he was thinking the same as me. “Old warriors do not live forever.”

      “Not even you?”

      “Me? Old? I am as young as a flower in the spring,” he protested, then clapped me on my back.

      “Gizer, Ervie,” Harald called. “We are ready.”

      “I have made a sacrifice to the gods,” Queen Aud told us. “The omens are good.”

      Gizer grinned, then turned to his sons. “Sound the horn,” he called to Kettil.

      Kettil pulled a horn from his belt and blew. The warriors on the docks hurried to their ships.

      “Come, old friend. Let us remind King Hrollaug’s people why he should not menace his neighbors,” Gizer told Harald, clutching both of his arms.

      With that, the men turned to board their ships.

      I paused a moment, turning to Queen Aud. “Thank you for making the sacrifice.”

      She inclined her head to me. “Skuld is whispering this morning.”

      “And what did she say?”

      Queen Aud started to laugh, then paused. She shuddered then grew still. I stared as the queen’s eyelids fluttered rapidly, then her eyes rolled back in their sockets, revealing the whites.

      “Queen Aud.”

      “Hervor, daughter of Mjord and Blomma, the gifts of your ancestors should not be wasted. The forest will lead you back,” Aud said in a voice that was not her own.

      I stared at the queen. I had heard it said that Aud not only heard the gods, but was the mouthpiece of Skuld. But I had never seen such a thing…until now.

      Aud gasped loudly, like someone had let go of her throat. Her eyes rolled back into place, and she pitched forward.

      I grabbed her before she could fall from the dock.

      Aud met my gaze. “Ervie…”

      “You said—”

      Aud shook her head. “Not I. No, Ervie. It was not I. Her presence remains like a perfume inside my skin.”

      “Skuld?”

      Queen Aud nodded.

      “What did she mean?”

      Aud shook her head. “It is cloudy to me.”

      I frowned.

      Aud gripped my arm hard. “The Ǽsir watch you, Ervie. In the shadows, there is always a presence near you,” she said, her brow scrunching as she tried to articulate what she saw. “An animal, like a…a—”

      “A fox?”

      She nodded. “He is always there. But it isn’t just him. The Norns weave. I see it in the runes, in my visions. I do not know for what purpose, but I know their hands work your thread. For good or ill, I cannot say.”

      I scrunched up my brow. “Queen Aud, what is the Myrkviðr?”

      “The Myrkviðr?”

      I nodded.

      “It is a land to the east, a dark forest between the lands held by Angantyr and those of the King Humli of the Huns.”

      “Who rules there?”

      “King Ormar. I know nothing about him, but there is one thing I do know. No one goes to the Myrkviðr. Ever. The forest is cursed. Even as a child, I remember people speaking of the Myrkviðr with fear. Some say that the gateway to Alfheim lies in the woods, that the forest is protected by elves.” She studied my face. “If that is where the gods are calling you, you must have caution. Do you understand me?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

      The queen laughed. “Do not thank me. I have offered you nothing but riddles.”

      “What’s the matter with that? With a little wit, the best riddles can be solved.”

      The queen smiled at me. “Then may the gods go with you, Ervie. Fight well.”

      “Thank you, Queen Aud.”

      “Ervie? You coming?” Dag called from the boat.

      Queen Aud motioned for me to go on, then turned and made her way to join Halfdan.

      I walked down the dock and hopped onboard the longship with Gizer and his sons. Gizer signaled for the men to untie the boat, and soon, we made our way from the port. I gazed across the water toward Angantyr. He stood at the front of his ship, Magnus beside him.

      Turning, I looked out at the water.

      “All right, Skuld,” I whispered. “I’m ready to solve your riddles.”
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CHAPTER 6

        

      

    

    
      Leaving Skagen, we sailed southwest. For months now, King Hrollaug’s people had been menacing Harald’s western-most jarldoms. What started as raiding and retreating had turned more serious in recent weeks. The Gauls had attacked in force, sacking and burning Jarl Thorson’s village in Aebeltoft before moving on to Sandvik, where the village had also been destroyed and Jarl Erlaug’s daughters taken. I eyed the ship carrying Jarl Erlaug. The man’s face showed that he was set on vengeance.

      We sailed throughout the morning. It was late in the afternoon when the Gaulish port city of Dunhen appeared.

      Gizer pulled his horn, sounding it.

      The ships began maneuvering into position.

      As we drew close, I heard a warning bell ringing in the city. Suddenly, a flurry of activity took hold. People were running everywhere.

      “Right of port,” King Harald yelled to Gizer, Angantyr, and the others.

      I scanned the shoreline. One massive pier stuck out into the water. Harald’s ships maneuvered in that direction. The king planned to take the dock then storm the city. My gaze went to my cousin Angantyr. He called to the warriors on his ship, gesturing for them to make ready. I looked back toward the city. It was sizeable but not unbeatable. The front of the city was protected with walls and watchtowers. With our numbers, we could easily take it. On one side of the city was a river that wove away from the sea and into the heartland. Small fishing vessels were docked all along the river. I watched as people hurried to the boats and began rowing inland.

      “Gizer,” I called, gesturing toward the river.

      The king joined me at the prow of the ship.

      “There,” I said, pointing. “They are fleeing upriver. It looks like the Gaul’s forces are concentrated on protecting the front gate and main pier. But the river side… I see no warriors, only fleeing citizens. Is the city not protected on the river banks?”

      Gizer followed my gaze. “Hmm,” he considered.

      “There are no watchtowers. There must be gates wide enough for wagons. Look.”

      We watched as people hurriedly packed up the boats.

      “Deep enough?” I asked the king.

      Gizer nodded. “The next village we will raid is upriver. Harald planned to sail there. And there’s a longship just there,” Gizer said, gesturing with his chin. After a moment, Gizer turned back to the crew. “Break off, boys. We’ll go upriver.” Gizer called for the rest of his ships to follow.

      King Harald sounded his horn once more as his ships glided toward the dock. Warriors streamed out of the city to meet him.

      The first volley of archers shot their arrows toward the ships.

      “Shields!” Angantyr called, his voice echoing across the water.

      While King Harald and Angantyr made their advance on the city’s face, Gizer maneuvered us toward the river. As we sailed in that direction, I saw panic amongst the people as they fled. A handful of warriors, perhaps no more than a dozen, lined the shore in wait for us.

      I grabbed my shield and took a spot beside Dag.

      “Ready, Reindeer Princess?”

      “May the gods watch over us,” I replied.

      A handful of archers rushed to the small jetty along the river to deter us, firing toward our ships.

      “Incoming,” Gauti called.

      Dag and I hid behind our shields. There was a loud thunk as one of the arrows penetrated Dag’s shield, the tip piercing the wood a few inches before his face.

      “Oh, now I’m going to have to murder that archer,” Dag said with a laugh.

      I chuckled. “Not if I get to him first.”

      The prow of the boat bumped the small dock.

      “For Odin! For glory!” Gizer called.

      Lowering our shields, Dag and I turned and joined the others as everyone rushed the dock.

      Bjarki led the foray, the warrior Wigluf following close behind him. Bjarki’s shield before him, he rushed the warriors headlong, using his massive body as a battering ram, barreling into them. The move was so unexpected, the Gaulish warriors scattered in disarray.

      “To the front gates! We must open the gates to the city,” Gizer called, waving for the rest of us to follow. Dag and I hurried after the king. The village was long and narrow, lying adjacent to the river. A single road disappeared into the densely wooded forest beyond. Nestled to one side of the village was the lord’s hall, a massive roundhouse in a design very unlike our mead halls. Screaming, Gizer and the others hurried toward the gate.

      I made my way behind them, my eyes on the men on the watchtower.

      “Behind us! The city is breached,” someone on the ramparts called, turning toward us.

      I stopped, exchanging my shield and sword for my bow.

      On the wall above, a man nocked an arrow, taking aim at Dag.

      Dag quickly lifted his shield, but I was faster than the man on the rampart.

      I loosed an arrow, striking the man in the chest.

      With a scream, the Gaul fell.

      Dag looked back at me. “I’m beginning to think you like me.”

      I winked at him.

      Then, I started picking off the other men on the wall and watchtower. As always, Ridill’s shots were true. It was going well until the warriors on the ground noticed me.

      With a battle cry, a blue-painted Gaulish warrior made his way toward me, his ax raised. There was too much commotion on the ground to get in a good arrow shot. Working quickly, I grabbed my shield and pulled my sword—but not my father’s blade, never that, unless I really needed it—but Dag stepped between us. He made quick work of the Gaul then turned toward me.

      I smirked at him. “I’m beginning to think you like me.”

      “Oh, Reindeer Princess, you have no idea.”

      “The gates! The gates!” one of the Gauls screamed.

      I turned to see Bjarki removing the heavy wooden beam that braced the gate. He tossed it aside. The gates swung open to reveal the carnage taking place on the other side. Harald’s, Angantyr’s, and the jarls’ ships had landed. The Gaulish warriors were vastly outnumbered.

      I scanned the fray, spotting Angantyr and Magnus fighting their way toward the gates. The wolf and my cousin worked together in synchrony. It was a sight to behold.

      King Gizer whistled to us, gesturing for us to regroup.

      Dag and I rejoined the others.

      “Angantyr has them by the balls. Let’s get to the hall,” Gizer said, then we turned and headed into the village.

      The villagers ran from us, the people screaming and racing away. Gizer’s warband—myself included—didn’t harass the retreating women and children. Instead, we focused on the bigger prize.

      When we arrived at the chieftain’s roundhouse, we found it guarded by a dozen warriors. Gizer whistled to us, then gestured to Gauti. We prepared to attack from the front while Gauti took a group of men who went around the back.

      “Shields!” Gizer called.

      The warriors made a shield wall then advanced on the Gauls.

      I stayed back, my bow ready to pick off strays or stragglers, the first of which went darting away from the battle into the woods.

      Coward.

      I nocked an arrow, then paused to look for a gap between the trees, feel the slight breeze in the air, and take into account the gentle slope of the land. Then, I let the arrow fly. With a grunt, the man fell amongst the ferns.

      When he did, something in the forest caught my attention.

      Standing amongst the trees was a gray fox. It sat on a log, watching me as if it were unmoved by the commotion going on all around us.

      From the sound of the noise behind me, the others were now in the village.

      I didn’t look back.

      Instead, I held the creature’s gaze.

      Its yellow eyes twinkled in the sunlight.

      Startling me, the fox yipped, then turned and disappeared down a mushroom-lined path deeper into the forest.

      I turned back. The Gaulish guard protecting the roundhouse had been defeated. Gizer and his men were already inside the chieftain’s hall.

      I had missed the battle.

      Pulling myself back together, I turned and entered the massive, round building.

      Inside, the place had a simple design. There was a large central firepit. Smoke streamed from the fire to an opening in the roof overhead. A private, curtained sleeping area for the family took up one corner. The kitchens sat at the back of the house near the rear exit. On the other side of the building, a throne sat on a dais. Benches placed before it showed that the people met with their chieftain here. Kettil and Gauti appeared from behind the curtains, Kettil pulling a well-dressed young man, perhaps no more than twelve years old, with him. From the looks of the torc around his neck and the rings on his wrists, he was the chieftain’s son.

      “There, round them all up there,” Gizer said, gesturing to a corner of the room where Bjarki had already begun herding the shrieking women.

      Kettil pushed the boy toward the others. The young man rushed to a woman with long, graying-blonde braids. She held the boy tightly, kissing him on the head.

      The others began ransacking the room, collecting items of value and shoving them into their satchels. I turned to make my way back outside when I spotted a box sitting on a table. I opened it. Within was a fine drinking horn trimmed with gold and gemstones. I slipped the item into my bag then stepped back outside.

      A group of Angantyr’s warriors rushed past, chasing a small party of men fleeing into the woods down the mushroom-lined path where the fox had gone.

      Curious, I followed.

      Under the shade of the trees, the sharp, loamy scent of the forest filled my nostrils. The sun shimmered softly here, beams of slanted sunlight kissing the forest floor where fern fingers curled and violets bloomed. Ahead of me, I saw a skirmish, and beyond that, what looked like a shrine made of stones.

      The Gaulish men battled hard, retreating toward a circle of stones. There, amongst the stones, I spotted frightened women and children, as well as three individuals who, based on their dress, I guessed to be priests. They wore dark robes and had swirling blue designs painted on their foreheads and cheeks. One of them, a tall man with thin, white hair, held a staff protectively before himself and the others. He was an ancient thing. He looked like a sharp breeze could have blown him over, yet he stood ready. An elder priestess drew a knife, stepping between the warriors and the villagers. She brandished her weapon before her. The third priestess was a girl my age with strawberry-blonde hair and a face full of freckles. She leaned against the stones, watching.

      The Gaulish warriors fought Angantyr’s men.

      I watched with curiosity, noting that the women and children did not run. Instead, they huddled inside the circle of stone. The ring of stones, like the holy runestones that dotted our lands, were marked with swirling symbols I did not recognize. At the center of the circle of stones was an altar. On it, I saw the remains of a hare. I looked over the priests once more. The young priestess’s hands were marred with blood.

      The Gaulish men were quickly defeated by Angantyr’s warriors. A single remaining fighter ran for the stones.

      I pulled an arrow and nocked it.

      Before Angantyr’s man could attack, I launched the arrow, downing the Gaul.

      Taken by surprise, Angantyr’s men looked back at me.

      I raised and lowered my eyebrows in reply, then joined them.

      “Bind up the women and children,” one of the warriors called to the others then turned toward their priests.

      “I claim them,” I said, my voice firm.

      The warrior looked back at me. “Lady Ervie?”

      I felt the eyes of the young priestess on me.

      “The holy people… I claim them.”

      Angantyr’s man paused a moment. “Yes, Reindeer Princess,” he said, then motioned to the others to round up the villagers. Slipping Ridill over my shoulder, I approached the priests.

      The moment I stepped into the circle of stones, my skin rose in gooseflesh. The hair on the back of my neck rose.

      Overhead, a flock of birds lifted from the trees, protesting loudly as they flew. Magical blood. In the stones. Blood of the gods. On the land.

      Fly.

      Fly away.

      The birds disappeared into the green canopy. My gaze went from them to the altar where the hare’s entrails had been laid out to the holy people.

      Angantyr’s men led the villagers away.

      I looked over the priests.

      “Do I need to bind you?” I asked them.

      “No,” the elderly priest told me. “We will not run. Nor could I if I wanted to,” he said with a light laugh.

      “Toss your knife,” I told the elder priestess.

      With a frown, she did as I asked.

      I eyed over the elderly man. He had no weapons save his staff, and it was clear to me that it was more intended for walking than fighting. The young priestess, however, was another matter.

      She wore no weapons, but I could tell from the smirk on her lips, she needed no blade to be dangerous.

      I gestured for the priests to go on with the others.

      The trio exited the stones. The young priestess set her hand lightly on the altar stone then followed the others. When she passed me, she met my gaze.

      “Princess,” she said, inclining her head to me.

      Frowning, I gave her an annoyed look then motioned for her to go on.

      She chuckled lightly then followed the others.

      I paused a moment before joining them, looking back at the circle of stones. There, looking out from behind a stone on the far side of the ring, was the fox. It stared at me for a long moment, then turned and loped off into the woods.
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CHAPTER 7

        

      

    

    
      By the time we returned to the village, the others had rounded up the remaining villagers, bringing them to the center square. Bodies lay strewn on the streets. Ducking low as he exited, Harald left the chieftain’s roundhouse. Behind him came one of his warriors dragging a well-dressed man with a blackened eye and a bloody face who I took to be their chieftain. The others, including the boy and woman I had noticed inside, were there as well. Angantyr’s men forced the villagers they had captured in the woods to join the others. I gestured to the priests to follow along.

      Not far away from the Gauls, several tearful women had joined Jarl Erlaug’s and Jarl Thorson’s men. One young woman wept loudly as she clung to a young man. The warrior stroked her hair and kissed her on the head.

      These were our people the Gauls had taken.

      We had won these people back.

      I felt a swell of pride in my chest.

      But then, my gaze went to Jarl Erlaug. His daughters were not at his side. That explained the jarl’s bloody fists and the condition of the chieftain’s face.

      King Harald motioned to his men to put the Gaulish chieftain on his knees, the boy and the woman alongside him.

      “Chieftain Alaric, you and your men are guilty of raiding in the lands of King Harald. What do you say for yourself?” Prince Halfdan asked the man.

      “Why ask him anything?” Gauti, who was standing behind me, grumbled in a low tone. “Kill him, already.”

      “Halfdan has not yet learned, brother,” Dag replied. “After a few close calls with the Valkyries, he will not pause to let a man speak again.”

      Gauti huffed.

      My gaze drifted between Halfdan to Angantyr. My cousin had blood splatters on his face and hands, his wolf similarly stained on his muzzle. Angantyr stood, one foot resting on a stone, watching the scene from a distance. He was puffing on a pipe, the smoke drifting upward. Halfdan, however, looked as fresh as he had when he’d woken that morning, not a drop of blood on him nor a single smudge on his shield’s paint.

      “I say that Harald is weak and will soon be dead. King Hrollaug will soon take your lands and will slit your pretty throat, welp.”

      Harald turned, gesturing to Angantyr.

      My cousin set his pipe aside, pulled a knife from his belt, and approached the man. He took the chieftain by his hair and pulled his head back. “May your curses die with you. May your blood please Freyr and all the gods,” he said, then slit the man’s throat.

      Beside the chieftain, his woman wailed. The people in the crowd moaned and wept. What did they expect? Did they believe King Harald would simply let these trespasses go unpunished? The warriors from this village had raided into Harald’s lands. By now, some of Harald’s people would have been sold off to slavers. Only the gods knew their fates. As it was, Jarl Erlaug’s daughters were not here. Perhaps they believed, as their chieftain said, that Harald was weak, failing.

      They had not expected a reckoning.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. It had come all the same.

      Harald motioned to one of his warriors.

      The man lifted his sword, dispatching the chieftain’s wife and son, to the horror of the villagers.

      “Bind the rest and take them back to the ships,” Harald called to one of his men, then turned to Gizer, gesturing for him to retreat into the chieftain’s roundhouse with the king.

      Gizer’s sons stepped forward to claim their prizes. Working with their men, they tied the villagers by their hands and necks and then led them back to the ships.

      I joined the brothers.

      “The holy people are mine,” I told Gauti.

      “Even the pretty one?” he asked, his eyes on the young priestess. “What do you want her for?”

      “Conversation.”

      “Conversation?”

      “Don’t worry about my conversations.”

      He huffed a laugh. “Very well. Do what you will. We’ll leave soon. Be ready.”

      I took a length of rope from him then went to the priests.

      “Can you walk without your staff?” I asked the old man.

      “I will try.”

      I nodded then took his staff. When I did, I saw the piece of wood had been elaborately carved with images of animals and other swirling designs. I set it aside then bound his hands. When I tied the elder priestess, she would not meet my gaze. The young priestess, however, stared at me.

      “What is your name?” I asked her.

      “Elan.”

      I nodded. “You are a priestess. What are your holy people called?”

      “We are druids, Princess.”

      I bound her blood-stained hands. “What did you see in the blood and bones of the hare?”

      “Your coming.”

      “Then why didn’t you warn your people?”

      “You misunderstand me, Princess. I saw your coming.”

      I laughed lightly. “What could your gods possibly know of me?”

      The priestess grinned.

      “You will sail with me.”

      “If I refuse?”

      “I can let them take you to another boat. There, you will probably be ridden by the king’s men until you cannot walk. It’s your choice.”

      “Is that really a choice at all?” she asked me.

      I cocked an eyebrow at her then whistled to one of Gizer’s men to come to fetch them.

      I heard the elder priest whisper harshly to the girl as they were led away. “Elan, mind yourself. She is a person of rank amongst their people. What happens to us next is up to her.”

      “No, Father. It is up to the gods.”
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CHAPTER 8

        

      

    

    
      After the captives had been secured, we prepared to sail inland. In addition to the chieftain of Dunhen, the chieftain of the next village upriver also conspired in raids. Now, they would meet their reprisal.

      Once more, we set sail. Harald’s ship sailed at the front of our party, the chieftain’s head secured to the prow. While there was no doubt that the chieftain of the next village, Chieftain Garin, had been warned we were coming, we would see what happened next. Something told me that the Gauls were stubborn, prideful people. They would not flee. Instead, they would hold their ground.

      It grew dark as the ships made their way farther inland.

      The forest was deep here. Thick trees sided the river, leading off into dense groves. Overhead, the moon was nearly full. The river and forest were full of night sounds. Frogs croaked as we glided upriver. We had rowed for some time when I began to see activity along the riverside. We passed a large farm. All of the fires had been put out. The place was utterly dark. Only the baa of a sheep gave them away.

      Leaving them in peace, we sailed on.

      My eyes peering into the darkness, I sensed others there. There was no movement, but I could feel we were being watched.

      I joined King Gizer at the prow of the ship. “There are eyes on us.”

      He nodded. “It is to be expected. The night is too clear, and we have no cover. If only there was some mist to conceal us,” he said, giving me a knowing look.

      “You’re asking?”

      “I am.”

      “Very well,” I replied with a wink then went to the side of the ship.

      When I looked down into the murky river water, my mother’s words came back to me.

      “You do not conjure the elements out of thin air,” she said, setting her hand into the lake beside which we’d been sitting. “You must ask the water, ask the air, ask the fire, ask the earth. You must ask it for help.”

      “Who am I to ask?”

      “You are a wielder of seidr.”

      “Barely.”

      “You will learn, in time,” Blomma had said, but her words were punctuated by a deep, hard cough. And not for the first time, a spray of blood tinged her lips when it was over.

      I handed a cloth to her.

      She wiped her lips then stashed it away.

      “Mother—”

      “Say nothing of it. Ervie, you will learn seidr. It will come naturally to you. Through your father’s blood, you already have an ear for nature’s voice.”

      “The birds. Only the birds. And all they do is sing about the weather.”

      Blomma laughed. “One day, I am sure they will have more to say. Sensitivity to nature lies within you. You can learn.”

      “And Loptr?”

      “The ways of magic do not call to Loptr,” she said. I saw a fleeting emotion cross her features—disappointment, regret? She said nothing more about it. Gesturing to me, she said, “Put the tips of your fingers in the water.”

      I did as she asked.

      “To transform the water into mist, you must chant the runes. But they must be chanted in the proper order. As you do, you must feel your intention. You must call upon the elements, ask them to aid you. And you must do so with great reverence. It is too much to ask, but it is asked by so few that the elements will comply,” she said, then began chanting the names of the runes. “Just like that. Ask politely, then focus your concentration on the task.”

      In my memory, I saw myself close my eyes and swish my fingers in the lake water. I squinted my eyes, giving it all of my concentration. Then, I began chanting. As I did so, I honored the spirit of water, calling upon it to rise as mist, to cover us in thick fog.

      I repeated the runes over and over, feeling the air change about me. But I didn’t open my eyes. I did not want to fail in front of my mother. No one in my world meant more to me than her.

      “Ervie,” Blomma whispered softly. “Ervie, look.”

      I opened my eyes to find the whole valley covered in a thick bank of fog.

      “It worked,” I whispered, turning to her. “It worked.”

      Blomma smiled, then set her hand on my cheek. “Of course it worked. You are your father’s daughter. There is so much magic sleeping under your skin. It yearns to break free.”

      “I am my father and my mother’s daughter.”

      Blomma smiled gently at me. “Yes. That you are.”

      The ship rocked, shaking me from my memories. My mother would be dead only weeks after she had taught me the spell. I was left both an orphan and an unfinished shaman with no hope of recovering either thing.

      I waggled my fingers in the river water, then, in a low voice, began to chant.

      “Harald,” Gizer called. “Cover coming.”

      Ignoring him, I closed my eyes and continued my work. Over and over again, I recited the runes in the pattern Blomma had taught me, calling up the mist. As I did so, I centered my thoughts on the water.

      Spirit of the river, heed my call. Spirit of the river, shelter us. Great Freyja, lend me your magic. Cloak us from prying eyes.

      Again and again, I repeated the runes until I felt the air around me cool and grow damp. Soon, the Gaulish captives muttered to one another until one of our men shushed them.

      I opened my eyes.

      The river was covered in fog. I could barely make out the ships in front of or behind me.

      I turned and looked at Gizer, who grinned at me. “Reindeer Princess,” he said with a smirk, then went to make ready.

      When I turned, Dag met my gaze.

      “Well done,” he mouthed to me.

      I winked at him.

      As I settled back in, I turned to find the druids staring at me. The elder man and woman of the trio stared in awe, but the priestess Elan was smiling.
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CHAPTER 9

        

      

    

    
      We sailed throughout the night and on until dawn. Soon, we drew near the Gaulish city of Nordkehdingen. Creeping quietly through the fog, we approached the town. The mist remained thick, but the outlines of the city came into view. The village was surrounded by tall walls. On the palisades stood warriors holding torches.

      Gizer whistled lightly to us, motioning for us to get into position.

      The city sat along the river. Ridill’s arrows could reach the watchmen on the walls at this distance.

      Apparently, the archers on Harald’s boats had realized the same.

      Quickly, all of the archers—including myself—moved into position.

      Harald whistled back to Gizer.

      “Make ready,” Gizer told us.

      I nocked my first arrow and waited.

      Harald called lightly, a series of two whistles.

      I took aim at the silhouette of a man holding a torch then let loose.

      A moment later, he fell.

      As the watchmen dropped from the walls, a series of grunts sounded through the mist.

      But we didn’t have the advantage for long.

      “What? Ho! Look alive. Archers!” someone on the palisades screamed.

      I looked behind me. Angantyr was gesturing to his men to bring his ships ashore. Even now, a band of his warriors would be approaching by land. An attack on two fronts had been planned.

      Somewhere beyond the docks, we heard the sound of a warning bell and screaming as Nordkehdingen came into full view.

      Our ships floated silently through the mist toward the docks. I spotted a group of warriors hiding in the brush near one of the piers.

      “There,” I told the others, pointing.

      Together, the others archers and I launched our arrows, exposing the men. Their hiding place revealed, they rushed to the pier.

      “Make ready!” Harald called as his boat floated toward the pier. “For Odin! For Valhalla!”

      The warriors screamed and jumped from the ship onto the dock. Our boat came in just behind theirs.

      Gizer laughed. “Let’s show these bastards why you don’t tempt our wrath!”

      Bjarki leading the charge, he jumped from the ship and onto the dock.

      “There. There,” I told the other archers, pointing toward the Gaulish warriors running down the pier. I sent arrow after arrow flying. Only when the fray got too thick, when too many of our own people were on the dock, did I stash my bow then follow the others. Pulling my sword and hoisting my shield, I raced after them.

      Gizer’s sons had already fought their way off the dock and onto the shore.

      But a walled village was not easy to breach, unless...

      Then, I saw them. From the road leading to the city, embers streaked against the predawn sky. A barrage of flaming arrows hit the gates of the village and beyond into the town, igniting the straw roofs. I rushed down the dock, dodging the fighting pairs, and made my way to join Dag and the others.

      As I went, a wiry young man wielding a pair of knives appeared before me. He lobbed the first knife at me. I lifted my shield in time, hearing the blade connect with the wood. I lowered it and looked over my shield, feeling fury rise up inside me. The man grinned then lobbed the other dagger at my legs. I darted away in time then rushed the man. Surprised by my speed, he failed to move fast enough. I slashed his neck, a spray of blood wetting my skin.

      Jerking the Gaul’s knife from my shield and tossing it aside, I hurried along behind the others.

      A battle was taking place before the gates of the city. The villagers tried desperately to extinguish the fires while defending the walls. I pulled my bow once more, taking aim at the guards who’d come to reinforce the watchtowers.

      I let the arrows fly.

      Soon, the watchtowers were left defenseless. The skirmish before the gates was quickly settled, as those men from the village who’d been sent on the thankless task to try to defend the gates lay dead.

      “Chieftain Garin,” King Harald shouted. “Open your gates, or I’ll burn you alive inside your village.”

      There was movement on the watchtowers.

      A moment later, a man appeared, a handful of warriors beside him. He was no older than thirty, with a long nose and dark, curly hair. He held a young woman in front of him, a knife to her neck. The girl had been bound. Even in the darkness, I could see her face was bruised. She struggled against him, her wild blonde hair tangling around her face. The Gaulish chieftain held her tight.

      Jarl Erlaug pushed to the front. “You wordless cur, where is my other daughter?”

      “The pretty one? By now, in the bed of King Hrollaug,” the man replied with a laugh. “I got to keep this one. Ugly though she is.”

      Jarl Erlaug’s face contorted with rage. “Let her go. Now.”

      “Shall I drop her from this wall?” the chieftain replied, pushing the girl toward the rail.

      The girl gasped as she pitched forward, catching herself with a startled yelp.

      Jarl Erlaug lurched forward in panic, but the chieftain didn’t drop the girl, merely yanked her back—by her hair—with a laugh. He held the girl before him like a shield.

      “Open your gates, Garin. This cannot end in anything but your surrender or death. Open your gates, or we will burn your village,” King Harald called.

      “Then the jarl’s daughter will die with it.”

      King Gizer stepped beside me. “Can you take him, Ervie?”

      I eyed the chieftain closely. While he held the girl before him, the right side of his body was exposed.

      “If the girl doesn’t move too much. If she moves the wrong way at the wrong moment, I may kill her.”

      “I trust you,” Gizer said with a knowing wink.

      Gizer motioned to Bjarki to step in front of me, blocking the chieftain’s view so he would not see my bow.

      “Don’t move,” I whispered to Bjarki, “unless you want me to pierce your ear.”

      Bjarki stood as still as a stone.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dag watching me.

      I pulled an arrow and nocked it. Drawing the string back, I felt the tips of the fletching against my cheek.

      I watched the jarl’s daughter, studied how she moved. Then, I called to my arrow.

      May the feathers you’re made from fly as straight as an eagle.

      May the wood of your shaft listen to my call.

      Strike down my enemy and no other.

      I exhaled slowly and deeply.

      When the last of my breath left my body, I let the arrow fly.

      “You shall never take my village!” Chieftain Garin raged. “You will have to kill me before—”

      The arrow flew directly into the chieftain’s eye, cutting his words short.

      He stood there a moment, as if confused by his own death, then dropped his knife and tumbled forward, over the wall to the ground before us.

      “Erika! There,” Angantyr yelled to the girl, motioning to a cart sitting not far from the gate.

      The jarl’s daughter snatched up the chieftain’s knife, slicing the throat of the guard closest to her, then ran. Without a second thought, she jumped from the wall onto the cart and then rolled to the ground.

      Angantyr, his shield protecting him, raced to her.

      “We have what we want. Burn it all,” Harald called, waving to his warriors.

      “King Harald! King Harald, wait!” one of the men on the ramparts cried. “We surrender. The city is yours. Wait. Open the gates. Open the gates!”

      King Harald motioned for us to pause. “Hold,” he called, then gestured to the man on the rampart.

      “Open it up,” the guard called to someone below.

      A moment later, the gates opened, but it was not the surrender the man had pretended it to be. On the other side waited a warband who raced to attack.

      “Shield wall! Shield wall,” Dag called to us.

      The Gaulish warriors rushed us.

      King Harald retreated to the back, but young Halfdan steadied himself in the shield wall.

      “Bjarki,” Gizer snapped with annoyance.

      Understanding, Bjarki hurried to fall in beside Halfdan.

      With Erika safely returned to her father, Angantyr and his men rushed the gate, trying to get around the Gaulish warriors and into the city before the gate closed once more.

      “Up. I need to get up,” I told two of the men beside me, handing one of them my shield.

      Understanding, the men took hold of each side of my shield. I climbed on.

      “Now!”

      They lifted me above the fray. When they did, I took aim at one of the men trying to close the gate, shooting him in the back. Working quickly, I caught the second man in the neck before they lowered me once more.

      “Again, again,” I said.

      Up I went again, taking aim as fast as possible, quickly taking down three of the men at the gates. For a brief moment, I saw beyond them into the village. There, I saw chaos—but no more warriors.

      When they lowered me once more, I nodded to them, then slipped my bow onto my back and grabbed my shield, joining the others in the fray. With my shield in one hand, my sword in the other, I worked my way through the crowd, fighting to get to the gate.

      A blue-painted warrior rushed me. He wore no tunic, only breeches. He screamed fiercely then attacked, his sword swirling. I held my shield before me, my sword in my hand. I screamed, then attacked, meeting his blade. Remembering what Sigrun had taught me, I bashed the man in the face with the boss of my shield then swiped at his stomach. The blade met with his soft belly, spilling his guts onto the ground and my boots.

      Yanking my weapon back, I rushed forward, rejoining the sons of Gizer. We pushed closer to the gate. Not far from me, I saw Prince Halfdan. The young prince struggled as a massive Gaul pounded down on his shield with an axe. Nearby, Bjarki was fighting three men at once.

      The prince slipped in the mud and fell, his shield splintering as the warrior beat down on him. I turned, rushing toward him. Weaving nimbly between the warring pairs, I tossed my shield aside and grabbed the knife on my belt. Moving quickly, I jumped on the Gaul’s back and began stabbing. The man, taken off guard, jerked, trying to get me off, but not before I slid my blade across his neck.

      He fell, landing on Halfdan.

      “Ervie, Ervie,” the prince called in a panic.

      Working quickly, I pushed the Gaul off then helped Halfdan to his feet.

      “Ervie,” he said with a gasp. “For a moment, I thought—”

      “Odin doesn’t want you in Valhalla today, young prince.”

      I turned in time to see Angantyr and his men, with Magnus racing beside my cousin, disappear into the village.

      Someone sounded a horn.

      “Forward. Take the village. Take the village!” King Harald called.

      I frowned. How easy it was for Harald to rely on Angantyr yet dismiss him in the same breath. Giving Halfdan my hand, I pulled him to his feet.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing my shield out of the mud. Together, we rushed inside.

      In the distance, I saw Angantyr making his way toward the chieftain’s roundhouse at the center of the village. Gizer, Gauti, and Thorir were working toward one of the larger buildings that wasn’t still on fire—for plunder, no doubt.

      “Let’s go,” I told Halfdan, and we hurried to catch up with Angantyr.

      We reached Angantyr’s party just as they got to the roundhouse. Angantyr gestured to us to make ready, all of us lifting our shields, then opened the door. A flood of guards burst out.

      A fierce brute swinging a longsword found me. When his sword hit my shield, it reverberated all the way up my arm, making my bones shake. Whatever was inside the roundhouse, this man would die to protect it. I honored him for that, but I would not give my life for it.

      It was time.

      I held my ground then reached for Hrotti.

      The blade rang out as I pulled it from the scabbard.

      From a tree nearby, a flock of birds flew off in alarm.

      The dragon’s blade is awake.

      The dragon’s blade will have blood.

      Flee. Flee, you all.

      The ground rumbled. Around me, the other warring pairs paused for a moment, startled, then re-engaged their foes.

      I felt the wind gather around me, blowing my long locks.

      The man stared from the sword to me, a look of confusion and fear on his face.

      Then, I attacked.

      Hrotti sang in my hands, a sound like a whirling wind tailing the blade as it swept toward the man.

      He ducked.

      I spun as I moved, twirling behind him. For a moment, it felt like my feet lifted off the ground.

      My father’s sword.

      A dwarven blade.

      Made from the same metal as Thor’s Mjolnir.

      In all of Midgard, there were just a handful of swords like it.

      This one was mine.

      Hrotti shimmered, taking on the color of the burning flames nearby, and for a moment, it seemed to draw its power. I kicked the man in the back. He stumbled then righted himself, turning to face me. But he was off guard. I thrust forward, slicing his arm. When Hrotti touched his skin, it made a sizzling sound.

      “Sorcery,” he whispered, fear in his eyes. His blade drooped.

      Taking advantage of the moment, I stuck the blade into the man’s neck.

      The warrior’s eyes went wide then he fell backward.

      I turned, catching Angantyr’s gaze.

      My cousin’s eyes went from the blade to me.

      He nodded, then turned and whistled to Magnus. With the warriors defeated and the door now unguarded, we went inside.

      Within, we discovered a well-dressed woman and two small girls. The terrified children screamed when they saw Magnus.

      “Magnus,” Angantyr called, gesturing for the wolf to heel. He then motioned to his men to loot what they wanted.

      Halfdan joined them.

      I went to my cousin.

      “The chieftain’s wife and children,” I said.

      Angantyr nodded, then gestured to Hrotti. “That blade is always a sight to behold. Why don’t you use it more?”

      Because besides swinging it, I didn’t know how to use it. Because my father’s sword had been given to me, but not the knowledge on how to truly make it work. Because I feared that I was failing my father, who knew how to make the blade do as it was intended, with every stroke. I knew Hrotti was somehow one with the elements. I felt its power. And I had heard all the stories about how my father had summoned the lightning with the blade, just like Thor himself.

      But I was not my father.

      “I prefer to do things for myself,” I said in something of a lie. “It feels like an unfair advantage.”

      Angantyr nodded slowly. “As you say, cousin.”

      While Angantyr may not have known my actual reasons, my cousin had guessed at one truth—he knew I was lying.

      My gaze went to the children huddled beside their mother. They were not responsible for the trespasses of their father. My heart felt heavy at the sight.

      “Don’t let Harald kill them,” I told Angantyr, gesturing with my chin to the woman and children.

      “I must do what Harald commands.”

      “Harald is bent on revenge. And in his vanity, attempting to show the world he is still strong and virile, his choices are extreme and unwise.”

      My cousin nodded but said nothing more.

      Harald arrived a moment later. Angantyr met my gaze then left me, joining his grandfather. I crossed the room, stopping before a small altar. I found a figurine carved from wood depicting a woman wearing flowing robes. The woman held a staff on top of which was a roundhouse like the one in which I stood. A raven sat on its peak. In the woman’s other hand, she held a beehive. Small votives burned around her. A plate sat before the effigy. On it were flowers, fruits, and other offerings.

      “She is Nantosuelta,” the chieftain’s wife informed me, “guardian of this house. Please, take nothing from her.”

      “Ervie.

      “Princess of reindeer.

      “Daughter of blossoms.”

      I turned and looked back at the woman, meeting her gaze. She held tightly to her two little girls, both pretty things with curly blonde hair. The children whimpered in fear.

      “Bind them and take them outside,” Harald said gruffly. “They will bleed for what happened to Jarl Erlaug’s daughters,” Harald said, gesturing to the terrified woman and her children.

      I flicked my gaze toward Angantyr.

      “Grandfather—” he began, but Harald waved his hand to silence him.

      I turned toward the king. “King Harald, are they not of better use as hostages? Now that you have taken the village, no doubt King Hrollaug will come. Perhaps they will prove their worth in trade.”

      King Harald studied me as he considered. As his gaze rested on me, I knew that he was taking into account my bloodline, my parents. He weighed whether my advice was worth anything.

      The little girls whimpered, their mother looking from the king to me.

      “Jarl Erlaug’s other daughter is still missing,” Angantyr added. “If she is still alive, perhaps King Hrollaug can be convinced to exchange prisoners.”

      “If we don’t sack Hrollaug’s city ourselves,” Halfdan said confidently, looking eagerly toward his father.

      Angantyr gave the prince a doubtful look.

      Finally, King Harald nodded. “Very well. Bind them. They can join the others. Halfdan, go tell the men to get the fires put out. Angantyr, I want your men to guard the gate. We’ll occupy the fortress for now. Let’s see if Hrollaug has gotten our message.”

      I turned back to the small shrine, looking at the carving of the goddess sitting thereon.

      I do not know you, Nantosuelta. But for what it was worth, I hope that pleases you.
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CHAPTER 10

        

      

    

    
      Outside, I watched as the warriors rounded up the villagers. Harald’s men worked at putting out the fires. I dipped my hands in a barrel of water, washing them. I then splashed water on my face, removing the sprays of mud and blood, then returned to the stone steps leading up to the roundhouse. With a heavy sigh, I sat and watched as embers danced through the air.

      Harald was right to avenge his jarls. That needed to be done, or the Gauls would be emboldened, but somehow, it all felt so…empty.

      Perhaps it wasn’t the place that was the problem.

      Perhaps it wasn’t this war.

      Maybe it was me.

      With Gizer and his boys in Götaland, it had been easy to float along, to just ignore the aching sense of emptiness that lived under my skin. A so-called princess without a kingdom. A half-trained völva. A shield-maiden who didn’t know how to wield her famous weapon.

      “Freyja,” I whispered. With my elbows on my knees, I pressed my hands against my forehead. There was nothing more to say. The goddess already knew my complaints. How many times had I whispered them to her?

      And still, she did not answer me.

      “Ervie,” Gizer called, walking toward me. He was covered from head to toe in mud, muck, and blood, a smear of ash on his cheek. Gauti, Kettil, Bjarki, and Wigluf followed along behind him. “Where is your plunder? Your bags are empty.”

      I lifted my hands then shrugged. “I am filled with pride.”

      Gizer laughed then dipped into his bag. Pulling out a goblet, he tossed it to me. It was a fine example of silver inlaid with precious stones.

      “Nice piece.”

      “It is yours for that fine shot. And if Jarl Erlaug forgets to reward you, I will remind him. Let’s go inside and see if these Gauls have any wine for that cup.”

      Gizer passed me, Gauti and Kettil following behind him. Bjarki stopped, Wigluf along with him, and offered me his hand.

      “You fought well today,” Bjarki told me.

      “As did you, Bjarki Bearskin.”

      “You saved Prince Halfdan,” Wigluf said. “I saw it.”

      “Bjarki was too busy fighting all the Gauls at once. Someone had to help,” I replied with a chuckle. “I only hope Halfdan’s near-meeting with the Valkyries reminds him of what he doesn’t know.”

      Bjarki nodded. “His father should send him to Angantyr. Your cousin will teach him how to fight. Far better than old Harald.”

      “That will never happen.”

      “No. But it should.”

      “Or maybe, he should come with us. We will mold him into a fitter fighter,” Wigluf said.

      “Again,” I said, gesturing with my hand.

      Jarl Erlaug and Jarl Thorson passed by then. Jarl Erlaug had his arm around his daughter, who was whispering to her father. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying.

      When she saw me, she paused. “Lady Ervie,” she said, taking my hand. “May the gods bless you. I felt the wind of that arrow, but it never touched me. I am indebted to you.”

      I inclined my head to her. “It was nothing.”

      “It was everything to me,” she said, then turned to her father.

      “And to me,” he agreed. “I have outstanding horses in Sandvik. I will see you are sent one of our best.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Erlaug,” I said, giving the jarl a short bow.

      He nodded then they went inside, joining the others.

      Bjarki turned and looked back at the village. “I like this fort. It is different from our halls. I would like to see what other places are out there. What other kinds of lands and people.”

      “Then you should go,” I said. “Go north, Bjarki Bearskin, with the warrior Wigluf. There, the children of Nidhogg walk. In the frozen mountains, you shall lend your sword to a great king.”

      Bjarki stared at me. “Ervie?”

      I shook my head, suddenly realizing my mind had felt loose. My words were not my own. “Bjarki, I’m sorry. I’m just tired.”

      Bjarki set his hands on my shoulders. “The gods are speaking through you these days, Ervie. You should be cautious.”

      “And you should go north, apparently.”

      “I shall. But I am not sure if I’ll take Wigluf with me. Even if the gods decree it. He talks too much.”

      “I am merely trying to make up the gap for you,” Wigluf protested good-naturedly.

      Bjarki laughed. “Come on, let’s go inside. You too, Reindeer Princess.”

      We joined the others. The chieftain’s wife and her children were gone. The others had raided the chieftain’s stores. Harried Gaulish servants were working hard to prepare meat and other foods on the pain of death. Bjarki and I joined Gizer at the table. I set the goblet Gizer had gifted me on the table before me. Gizer filled it with wine. The heady drink was something we didn’t often have, coming from lands far to the south.

      “To Odin,” Gizer said, raising his cup. “May this victory please the All-Father! Skol!”

      “Skol!” we called in reply.

      My gaze went to the altar of Nantosuelta. The effigy of the goddess was gone, the offerings knocked to the floor. I frowned and looked into my cup.

      I am sorry, Nantosuelta. May you, and all the gods, be honored.
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        * * *

      

      Once the fires were out and the town secure, the others made their way to the hall, where they drank the late chieftain’s wine and ale, ate his food, and pillaged his goods. When it grew late, I made my way outside. The weather was still warm. Climbing from crates to barrels, I made my way onto the thatched roof of the roundhouse, crawling up until I had a good view of the fort. Like the little houses of the Gauls, the fort itself was round. Walls enclosed the entire space. From where I was positioned, I could see the river beyond.

      Below me, I heard the revelry inside. Covering myself with my cape, I lay looking up at the stars. Blomma once told me my father could see whispers of the future there. He knew how to read signs in the stars. She had promised to teach me, but…

      Now, I saw only stars.

      I closed my eyes. The ache of battle finally set in. I still felt the Gaul’s sword strike on my shield, the bones in my arm aching from my hand to my shoulder. In the least, I would sleep too well to roll off the roof. I would feel better in the morning—in time for whatever came next.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the next day to the sound of a horn at the gate. I sat up, my head aching, my mouth tasting sour from the wine I’d drunk the night before. I looked to see three riders at the gate.

      There was a commotion in the roundhouse below, and soon, King Harald, Halfdan, and Angantyr appeared, the jarls following behind them. I pulled my waterskin, swigging back a drink to wash the taste from my mouth, then climbed back down to investigate.

      Smoothing back my hair, I followed behind the others. At the gate, I saw that one of the riders carried a banner with a bird symbol thereon. I didn’t recognize the emblem—no doubt, these were King Hrollaug’s men.

      “Deliver your message,” King Harald said firmly.

      “King Harald, perhaps we should meet in priv—” the man said, gesturing to the village behind us.

      “Deliver your message,” Harald replied abruptly.

      “King Hrollaug asks that you cease all hostility. He would like to meet for a negotiation.”

      “King Hrollaug’s chieftains had no difficulty engaging in hostility in my lands. Why should I cease in his?”

      “King Hrollaug did not know of the attacks in Jutland until afterward,” the man said, then eyed the village behind us. “He sends his deep regrets and hopes to reach an accord between you. Also, I am to ask if Lady Ilse, Chieftain Garin’s wife, and her daughters are still alive.”

      King Harald shifted. “Perhaps.”

      The man swallowed a smile of relief then said, “The king would very much like to speak to you, King Harald. He has an attractive offer for you and a promise of lasting peace.”

      Angantyr studied the messengers closely, Magnus sitting patiently beside him.

      The messengers had not missed the wolf’s presence.

      They eyed the beast nervously.

      Harald paused to consider, then said, “I will hear him. He may bring a small party.”

      “King Hrollaug kindly requests the return with Lady Ilse and her daughters as a gesture of goodwill.”

      “No,” Harald said firmly.

      The messenger’s lips twitched with anger, but he said nothing more.

      King Harald turned as if to depart.

      Jarl Erlaug, however, trembled nervously. He moved to speak to Harald, but the king paid him no attention.

      Before the messengers could leave, Angantyr called out. “Tell King Hrollaug to bring Lady Gisla, the daughter of Jarl Erlaug, with him to these talks. We will see proof that the girl is unharmed. Then, perhaps, we will consider the transfer of Lady Ilse and her daughters.”

      “Lady Gisla? We do not know of whom you speak,” the messenger replied, but it was plain he was lying.

      “No? Look again,” Angantyr said stiffly.

      Magnus rose, the hackles on his back raised.

      The messenger smirked. “Yes, Prince Angantyr,” he said, then gestured to his companions, and they turned and rode off.

      Harald said nothing, merely retreated back to the roundhouse. As he went, he gave one of his men an order. The man ran off toward the building where the captives had been kept for the night. I frowned. They said the king was much-changed since before his illness. He was both a harder man and a weaker one, the latter causing the former. Gizer once told me that Harald’s daughter’s death had taken much from the king. Perhaps it was so. Suddenly, I was happy King Harald was not controlling my sword. I gazed across the square where Angantyr spoke to Jarl Erlaug. And I pitied my cousin, who was.
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CHAPTER 11

        

      

    

    
      It was after midday when King Hrollaug’s party was spotted riding toward the fort. Horns sounded from the walls. We had been waiting in the roundhouse, eating and drinking, when word came. We hurried to the gate. With a dozen of his warriors, the king waited on the other side. King Hrollaug had a mop of wavy red hair which he’d tied at the nape, and wore a neatly trimmed beard. He was handsomely dressed in furs and leather, a torc on his neck, his face painted with swirling blue designs.

      Harald motioned for the guards to allow the king to enter the fort. Along with his warriors, I spotted Jarl Erlaug’s daughter, Gisla. Unlike her sister, Gisla was not red-eyed. She tipped her chin up proudly. The look of fury on her face made her emotions palpable. She wanted to murder every Gaul she could get her hands on.

      I grinned. I liked that girl.

      Along with King Hrollaug was a young man I took to be the king’s son, Prince Kjar. They were a duplicate of one another in every way, save the prince had black hair. Like his father, the prince was dressed in skins, with blue designs painted on his arms. He wore a stern expression, glaring angrily at all of us.

      King Harald gestured to his men to escort King Hrollaug and his son back to the hall.

      Angantyr and Magnus followed along, Jarl Erlaug joining them.

      My gaze flicked to Gizer.

      His arms crossed, he studied the party carefully, then gestured to Gauti. He whispered a few words to his eldest son, then Gauti turned and made his way back to the wall, signaling Thorir and Kettel to join him.

      Dag left his brothers and came to me.

      “I couldn’t find you last night,” he whispered to me.

      “No? I was outside for the whole world to see.”

      “Outside where?”

      “On the roof.”

      Dag laughed. “You exchanged me for the owls and stars?”

      “Ah, Dag, son of Gizer, there is no exchanging you,” I replied with a wink. “What do you think?” I asked, gesturing with my chin toward King Hrollaug.

      Dag frowned. “My father does not trust the Gauls.”

      “So I see,” I said, my gaze drifting toward Gauti. Gizer’s men were now mounting a watch on the gate.

      “Should we go have a listen?” Dag asked, gesturing in the direction toward which Harald, King Hrollaug, and the others had gone.

      I nodded, and the pair of us followed along behind the party.

      They returned to the roundhouse. Dag and I slipped in, joining Gizer, who was already watching from the sidelines.

      King Harald, Halfdan, Angantyr, and the jarls sat across the table from the king and his son.

      “I return Lady Gisla, as requested,” King Hrollaug said, gesturing that the girl should go to her father.

      Gisla wore an expression on her face that told me it was taking everything in her not to spit in the Gaul’s face.

      “The girl has been well-treated amongst our people,” Prince Kjar added.

      Gisla glared at him.

      “The problem is, of course, she was amongst your people,” Halfdan retorted.

      Prince Kjar moved to speak once more, but his father silenced him with a wave of his hand.

      “I did not sanction the chieftains’ raids on your land,” King Hrollaug said. “Garin was always willful and ambitious, Alaric too eager to go along with anything Garin suggested. As a king, surely you must know what it is like to have unruly subjects. You have done me a favor in removing these men.”

      King Harald nodded slowly as he considered.

      “Lady Ilsa…” King Hrollaug began. “Where are my sister and my nieces?”

      Ahh.

      “She is well. Prince Angantyr will retrieve them,” Harald said, then gestured to Angantyr, who left the hall. His wolf, however, climbed into his master’s former seat. The sight was comical but clearly unnerved King Hrollaug.

      “I have amassed a heavy force here, and we are ready to take every city in this land,” Harald told Hrollaug, “Errant chieftains or not, I am not prepared to let such slights go unpunished. Unless, of course, we can come to some arrangement. What do you offer to make amends?”

      “Silver, of course,” King Hrollaug said.

      “That is a start,” King Harald replied gruffly.

      “Perhaps a more permanent expression of the goodwill between us would benefit us all.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Marriage, King Harald.”

      Harald paused.

      “I have a daughter, and you have a son,” King Hrollaug continued.

      Harald nodded slowly, then said, “Prince Halfdan is promised elsewhere. My grandson, Prince Angantyr, however, is not yet wed. And he is the grandson of two kings, myself and King Hofund of Grund.”

      “What lands does Prince Angantyr hold?”

      “He rules Arheimar.”

      King Hrollaug stroked his beard as he considered.

      Angantyr appeared a moment later, the king’s sister and her two young daughters along with him.

      King Hrollaug eyed Angantyr. “Has he any bastards?”

      “None that I know of,” King Harald replied. “And the girl? Her age?”

      “She is younger than your prince and still untouched.”

      Beside King Hrollaug, Prince Kjar was frowning heavily. He moved to speak, but his father waved to silence him once more.

      “Along with her hand in marriage, I will give a substantial gift of silver. Come, Harald. Let this be a new start between our people.”

      Angantyr, starting to catch on to what was transpiring, turned to Harald. “What’s this, then?”

      King Harald did not answer my cousin. Instead, he turned to the king. “Very well. I am agreed. Bring the girl. When we have her, you can have your sister and her daughters back.”

      King Hrollaug frowned. “I am giving everything. You are making no allowances, Harald.”

      “Why should I? I hold the city and have enough men to make your land my own.”

      “There must be some gesture of goodwill between us. Soon, we will be bound by marriage, and one day, by blood.”

      A pained look crossed Angantyr’s face. “What has been promised?”

      Harald ignored him. “Be satisfied your sister is well.”

      King Hrollaug frowned, and I could see his temper had risen. “You insult me in this, King Harald.”

      I cleared my throat then stepped forward. “King Harald, forgive the intrusion, but I have something we can offer. The holy people of Dunhen. Perhaps they will suffice, for now.”

      King Hrollaug turned to me. “The druids of Dunhen are still alive?”

      I nodded.

      Hrollaug turned back to Harald. “I will accept that offer along with the promise my sister and her children remain unharmed. I will return with my daughter in the morning. If this is agreed, you and your warriors will prepare to depart thereafter.”

      “It is agreed,” King Harald said, then turned and gestured to me. “Please fetch them, Ervie.”

      Turning, I left the hall, stopping briefly where I had stashed my belongings. Then, hurrying my steps, I went to the stables where the prisoners had been kept for the night. I worked my way through the crowd until I found the druids huddled in the stables along with their people. The elder priestess was comforting a crying woman.

      When I came to the stable door, the young priestess, Elan, looked up.

      I turned to the guard. “Unbind their priests.”

      Elan met my gaze.

      “What is this?” the elderly druid asked me.

      “King Hrollaug has come,” I said simply.

      Elan and the other priestess helped the ancient druid up then led him from the stall where I waited for them.

      I handed the priest his staff. “I believe this is yours.”

      “So it is, shield-maiden.”

      “I return it to you. Come,” I said, then motioned for them to follow me.

      “What has happened?” Elan asked.

      “You will learn soon enough,” I replied. “I trust you are unharmed.”

      “Your name goes far when needed, Reindeer Princess,” the priestess replied.

      I frowned, guessing at her meaning.

      We made our way back to the roundhouse. There, the kings were waiting outside.

      “Your highness,” the elder druid said, inclining his head to King Hrollaug.

      “Wise ones,” he said. “Are you well?”

      “Yes, may the gods be thanked,” the elderly man said.

      I turned to the druids. “You are free to return with your king.”

      They looked at me, confused.

      I gestured for them to go on.

      Elan’s eyes narrowed. “The gods work through people like you, Princess. May all the gods shed their blessings upon you.” She lifted her hands to her forehead in a gesture of honor then joined her party.

      The female druid inclined her head to me then retreated.

      The elderly man paused before returning to the others. “I dreamt of you, shield-maiden. I saw you in a field of red blossoms. I do not know the meaning of the dream, but perhaps it will mean something to you. You were not as you are now.”

      “How was I?”

      He smiled. “As I am…old,” he said, then chuckled. With that, he inclined his head to me then rejoined the Gauls.

      Someone had brought spare horses for the druids. The two women mounted. One of King Hrollaug’s men helped the ancient man into the saddle.

      “We will be here in the morning,” King Hrollaug told Harald, then mounted his horse. He motioned to his men, then clicked his reins, turning his horse, then departed.

      The priestess Elan looked back at me, meeting my gaze, before turning. I saw her gaze dance across Angantyr—and Magnus—before facing the road once more.

      Our party stood, watching as they made their way from the fort.

      The moment they did so, Angantyr approached Harald.

      “A word,” my cousin told the king tersely.

      Without saying anything more, Harald and Angantyr stepped aside. From the flash of red on Angantyr’s cheeks, I could see he had guessed at what had been arranged in his absence and without his consent. And he was not pleased.

      “Does Angantyr have a woman?” Dag asked, stepping beside me.

      “Not that I know of, but I can’t imagine he’s pleased to be married off to a Gaulish princess.”

      “No. Definitely not,” Dag agreed.

      From where we stood, we could hear Angantyr’s words were heated.

      I frowned. “Harald lied. Halfdan is not promised to anyone. We would have heard.”

      “Of course he lied. He wanted the alliance but would not have his prized heir married off to a Gaul.”

      I clenched my jaw hard. “Angantyr would have been better off in Grund.”

      “If he lived in Grund, your brother might not be next in line to be king.”

      “At least King Hofund would have treated him fairly.”

      Dag said nothing.

      I turned to him. “You do not agree?”

      “Angantyr lives in the shadow of those who sit in Valhalla. That shadow has cast its darkness over his life.”

      I considered his words. Dag was right. The pain Angantyr’s father had caused both King Harald and King Hofund could not easily be forgotten, even if it was not his fault.

      “We all live in such shadows,” I replied.

      Dag slapped me on the shoulder. “Not me. I shall do such amazing deeds that it will shadow my heirs. Skalds will sing of Dag and forget Gizer entirely.”

      I grinned at him. “You don’t mean that.”

      “No? And, of course, they will sing of my queen.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him.

      Dag chuckled. “Yes, yes, Ervie. I know. We will stick to fornication until you make up your mind. Speaking of, I’ll find you on that rooftop tonight. But let’s do our best not to fall bare-arsed through the thatch and into Harald’s lap.”

      At that, I laughed hard.

      “Dag,” Gizer called, waving for his son to join him.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” I told the warrior.

      Dag winked at me, then turned and joined his father.

      My gaze went to my cousin. After a few moments, Angantyr turned and stormed off, a furious expression on his face. My eyes turned back to Harald. He paused, setting his hand briefly on his chest. I watched as he struggled to catch his breath. He stood a few moments, breathing deeply, then walked back toward the roundhouse.

      “Aye, Freyja, what fools men can be.”
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CHAPTER 12

        

      

    

    
      I followed Angantyr, finally catching up with him on the palisades. My cousin stood staring off in the distance, watching King Hrollaug’s party disappear down the road. Magnus sat beside him, watching me as I approached. He wagged his tail.

      “Thinking of jumping?” I asked my cousin.

      “That depends.”

      “On?”

      “The girl.”

      I chuckled then joined him. From his perch, you could easily see the boats sitting in their berths along the river.

      “You let their priests go,” Angantyr said.

      “I never intended to keep them.”

      “Then why did you take them in the first place?”

      “To keep anyone else from mistreating or killing them.”

      “Why?”

      “A fox told me to.”

      Angantyr chuckled. “Do you fear their gods?”

      “Of course.”

      “I can never tell when you are being serious.”

      “Nor can I tell with you.”

      Angantyr turned to me, leveling his amber-colored eyes on mine. Svafa once said they were the same color as the other Hervor’s eyes. “Truly?”

      I smiled. “No, Cousin. You are always serious.”

      Angantyr laughed lightly, then looked out toward the ships once more. He was silent for a time then said, “Harald wrongs me in this.”

      “I hope you told him so.”

      “I did. He is not interested in my thoughts on the matter.”

      “Hmm,” I mused. “Just remember, no matter how disagreeable the girl is, you will now have a powerful ally to your west. And he is allied to you. In the months to come, it will be good for you to have strong allies.”

      Angantyr turned and looked at me. “Have you seen something?”

      “Only with my eyes. Harald is not well.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “And Halfdan is as green as a yearling.”

      “I will look after him. I will help him protect what is his.”

      “His?”

      “Yes.”

      I set my hand on his shoulder. “You are too good, Cousin.”

      Angantyr huffed a laugh.

      We looked back out at the ships once more. “Angantyr, what do you know of the Myrkviðr?”

      He shrugged. “Their border touches mine to the east, but my people do not approach their lands. It is a dense forest. The people believe it is guarded by elves. I don’t believe that, but there is strange magic there.”

      “Their ruler?”

      “Ormar. I know nothing more about him. Once, I sent a messenger to him. The messenger didn’t return, so I did not try again.”

      Leaning against the rail, I laced my fingers together, propping my chin on them, then stared out at the river.

      “Why?” Angantyr asked me after a long moment.

      I turned and gave him a smile, then slapped Angantyr on the back. “Best take a bath, Cousin. You smell of battle, and your bride will be here tomorrow,” I said, then turned to go, pausing to pet Magnus. The wolf rewarded my efforts by licking my hand.

      “Ervie?” Angantyr called.

      I looked back.

      “I am glad you’re here.”

      I smiled at him. “Me too.”

      Turning, I made my way back into the village.

      A mysterious wood.

      A forest guarded by elves.

      An elusive king.

      Either the Norns wanted me to get killed or maybe, finally, some answers would soon be within my grasp.
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        * * *

      

      While the others spent the rest of the day in the hall drinking and carousing, I made my way to the fletcher’s stall. The tradesman was gone, no doubt dead, but his tools and supplies remained. He had a fine array of shafts, tips, and fletching. I fingered through the wooden shafts. As I touched each piece of wood, it seemed to speak. Which had an unseen bend within, which would fly straight and narrow. I could almost see the trees from which the wood had come. Selecting a few, I sat making arrows, marking each with a rune in my own blood. It was late in the day when Thorir, Gizer’s youngest son, found me.

      “That was an impressive shot, Princess,” he said, settling in beside me. He pulled his dagger and whetstone and began sharpening the weapon.

      Of all of Gizer’s sons, Thorir looked the most like his sister, Eyfura. He had a head full of red curls, a fact about which he was often teased. Being the youngest in the family also didn’t help.

      “Where did you learn to shoot like that?” he asked.

      “The gods,” I replied with a grin.

      “The men are saying you shoot like an elf. Are you secretly from Alfheim, Princess?”

      I laughed. “If I am, it will come as news to Loptr.”

      He laughed. “Did someone teach you?”

      “There is a shield-maiden in Grund who taught me to fight, to hunt—Sigrun. She introduced me to the bow, showed me how to shoot. Later, I found that disappearing for practice when I wanted to be alone was a good excuse to get away.”

      “For someone who likes things quiet, I never understood why you came to our hall. There must be no place louder in all of Scandinavia.”

      “You are right about that,” I said with a laugh. “But also, there is good ale and good company—the likes of which I can find nowhere else.”

      Thorir grinned at me. “Then you should stay with us. Always. Why don’t you marry me, Ervie? Be my wife and live with us in Götaland. I may be the youngest of my brothers, but I am the best looking.”

      “That, you are. But I must say no.”

      “Why not?”

      “The others would be too jealous. They would try to swindle you out of your inheritance as punishment for marrying me.”

      “You are mistaken.”

      “How so?”

      “Gizer will never die. There will be no inheritance,” he said with a laugh, then slipped his knife back into his boot. “When you are tired of quiet, there is ale aplenty and more meat than a person can eat in the roundhouse. Even Bjarki got full.”

      “Now, that is something I will have to see to believe.”

      “Join us when you can,” Thorir told me with a laugh, then departed.

      Overhead, a flock of birds passed.

      Smoke and fire.

      Ashes.

      Embers. No food to be found now, they complained.

      I sighed and turned back to my work. Once I had a bundle of arrows completed, I returned to the roundhouse. It was already dusk. I joined Angantyr, who was freshly bathed and had found a clean tunic somewhere. I considered teasing him but left it alone. I did not envy my cousin. Harald had been wrong to force Angantyr into this situation. Had he learned nothing from the past?

      I settled in beside my cousin, lifting a pitcher of ale and refilling his cup. “Drink, and I’ll pour you another.”

      “Do you think I need it?”

      “I know you do.”

      “You’re right,” he said, then polished off the mug.

      When he was done, I filled it again, topping off mine as well, then glanced across the room. Gizer, his sons, and Halfdan were joking with the other warriors, drinking and laughing. Harald was stewing in his own thoughts, his eyes on his drink. When my gaze fell on Dag, he grinned at me then pointed upward, raising and lowering his eyebrows playfully.

      I tilted my head ever so slightly toward Angantyr, then shook my head no.

      Dag studied Angantyr a moment, then rose. “Friends, tomorrow Prince Angantyr shall receive his bride. Let’s all toast and pray to the gods that when he raises her veil, he will not wish to lower it again!”

      At that, everyone laughed.

      “Skol!” Dag called.

      “Skol!” we answered, lifting our cups.

      “In all seriousness, brother, we wish you well,” Dag continued. “May Frigga deliver you a woman as brave as your grandmother Hervor, as sweet as your mother Princess Helga, as graced by the gods as Lady Svafa, and as strong, good, and beautiful as the woman sitting beside you. Skol.”

      “Skol!” we called once more.

      But this time, I felt the flash of red creeping up my cheeks. Was that really how Dag saw me? Not painfully odd and out of place like I continuously felt?

      I met Dag’s gaze.

      He gave me a soft smile.

      Taking a moment to collect myself, I turned to Angantyr and tapped my cup against his. “Let me echo Dag’s words. May the gods be kind to you in this match.”

      “Thank you, Cousin. In truth, I care little about her face as long as there is beauty in her heart and spirit.”

      “Make sacrifices to Frigga and Freyja. Ask them for help.”

      Angantyr nodded but said nothing more, simply drank.

      Across from me, I saw Gizer cast a glance at Harald, who said or did nothing. He simply sat in his chair and stared into his cup.

      Gizer frowned, then rose. “Let’s have a song to give the groom some courage,” he called with a smile, lifting his cup to Angantyr. Then, in his boisterous manner, Gizer sang a ballad of a wicked man who had fallen from the gods’ favor. The miscreant had swindled a jarl to wed his daughter, but Loki swapped the girl with a pig to punish the man.

      While Angantyr said nothing, his ears grew red, and he chuckled lightly, his mood softening.

      “Take comfort in one thing, Cousin,” I said, leaning back.

      “What’s that?”

      “If she is an actual pig, at least you will have meat to fry come morning.”

      At that, Angantyr laughed then tapped his cup against mine. “Skol, Ervie. Skol.”
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CHAPTER 13

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, horns sounded as King Hrollaug’s party rode toward the fort. The king’s daughter, her face covered by a veil, rode at the king’s side. Along with him was a familiar strawberry-blonde. I watched from the walls with curiosity to see the druidess Elan riding once more with the king’s people. They rode through the gates of the village and back to the roundhouse.

      I made my way to join them. By the time I arrived, the king and his daughter were walking inside. The druidess Elan, who followed them, glanced my way before entering.

      I slipped in behind them. Inside, King Hrollaug, King Harald, Halfdan, and the princess settled in at the table. Angantyr and Magnus stood behind Harald. Even through her veil, I could see the princess staring at the wolf. Was she afraid? While the princess might have been nervous, the druidess Elan was not. She clicked lightly, getting Magnus’s attention, then grinned at the wolf whose ears perked up, his tail wagging. Angantyr glanced quickly from the wolf to the druidess, then back to King Hrollaug once more.

      Harald sent one of his men to fetch King Hrollaug’s sister and her daughters.

      Gizer and his sons stood watching the scene unfold.

      I hesitated for a moment, thinking to join Dag, but instead went and stood beside Angantyr. We were not cousins by blood, but the bond between us was still just as strong. It was evident that I saw my cousin more my kin than his own blood relatives. It was to be pitied.

      A moment later, Lady Ilsa and her daughters appeared at the door.

      “As promised, your sister and nieces are returned to you,” King Harald said.

      King Hrollaug met his sister’s gaze. “Are you well?”

      She nodded to him.

      King Hrollaug turned to his daughter. “This is my daughter, Princess Hergarth.” He gestured for her to remove her veil.

      The princess, dressed in a deep purple gown, moved aside her veil to reveal a beauty underneath. Her long, black hair had been neatly braided. She wore a heavy silver torc around her throat. She was of such stunning beauty that the room fell silent for a moment.

      Harald gestured to Angantyr.

      My cousin cleared his throat then said, “I am Prince Angantyr, grandson of King Harald,” he told the princess, giving her a short bow.

      She smiled at him. “Prince.”

      While everyone in the hall marveled at Princess Hergarth’s beauty, something inside me bristled. There was a look in her eyes that I didn’t like. I couldn’t set my finger on what, but something lurked there.

      King Harald smiled happily. “What a beauty. Very good. Let us drink to toast this renewed peace between us, King Hrollaug,” he said, waving to the servants to pour.

      “We shall drink, King Harald. And then you will depart this place,” King Hrollaug said tersely.

      Harald, seemingly unperturbed by the king’s boorishness, simply nodded.

      King Harald cared nothing about King Hrollaug’s incivility because Harald thought he was right. After all, Hrollaug’s men had attacked Harald’s lands. King Hrollaug looked annoyed and angry to have to deal with invaders on his own soil, at the price of his daughter, when his chieftains had caused the mess in the first place. What a complicated mess.

      As I eyed over the Gaul’s party, it did not escape my notice that Prince Kjar was missing. Why was that?

      I was suddenly very glad I had left the politics to my twin brother. I was not suited to be a ruler—at least, not like this. I had no patience for such games. Perhaps, if my father’s jarldom had not sat in ashes, I would feel differently. But Hreinnby was not Skagen or Grund. Hreinnby had been a place of nature, of peace, with nothing but the mountains, the wind, and the reindeer. Those were subjects I would not mind ruling. But Hreinnby was gone. So, for now, I was glad my sword was my own to give or take as I pleased.

      “To peace between our people,” King Harald called, lifting his cup.

      “To peace,” King Hrollaug said with a nod.

      “And to the gods. Yours and ours,” Angantyr added.

      At that, King Hrollaug gave the first honest smile I had seen.

      The princess sipped her wine, her eyes on Angantyr. I could see her calculating. I knew Angantyr well enough to know he would be cautious about his new bride. But her beauty was unparalleled. I hoped it didn’t rob him of his senses.

      Everyone drank then Hrollaug asked, “Do you honor the gods, Prince Angantyr?”

      Angantyr nodded. “I do.”

      “As does my daughter, which is why the druidess Elan will travel with her to be her spiritual guide in a foreign land.”

      My gaze went to Elan.

      The druidess turned to Angantyr. “If that is acceptable to you, Prince Angantyr.”

      “As long as it pleases Hergarth,” Angantyr said, which made the princess smile.

      King Hrollaug nodded, pleased with Angantyr’s answer, then turned to Harald once more. “The deal is done. The gods have been honored. I want you to leave by nightfall. Are we agreed, King Harald?”

      “Yes. We are agreed.”

      King Hrollaug turned to his daughter. “Be well,” he told her, holding her gaze for a long moment, then rose.

      Gesturing to his men, King Hrollaug’s people retreated. The king paused long enough to scoop up both of his nieces, carrying them from the building, his sister following along behind him.

      The others turned to watch the king’s abrupt departure, but my gaze went to the princess and her druidess.

      Hergarth watched her father go, but Elan’s eyes were on Angantyr. She stared at him intently, but her gaze was misty, soft. I recognized the expression. She was seeing…something.

      Angantyr turned toward her, meeting her gaze.

      Elan blinked. “The wolf. He is your animal?” she asked Angantyr.

      “He is his own. His name is Magnus.”

      “Magnus,” Elan repeated.

      The wolf’s ears perked up.

      Elan smiled at him.

      Hergarth, however, glared at Magnus. “What a dangerous-looking creature. Is he ferocious?”

      “Only to those he doesn’t like.”

      The princess stared at him, a horrified expression on her face.

      “You do not need to fear him, Lady,” Angantyr reassured her, setting his hand on Magnus’s head. “I am sure he will behave himself around my wife.”

      “I should hope,” Hergarth replied, a look of disdain on her face.

      As I watched the exchange, I hoped in all sincerity that Angantyr could see past that pretty face.

      I frowned but then felt eyes on me.

      Turning, I found the druidess Elan looking at me. She held my gaze long enough to get her point across—and it had been a warning.
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CHAPTER 14

        

      

    

    
      After King Hrollaug had gone, King Gizer took Harald aside. I could tell by the expression on Gizer’s face that he was ready to leave. No doubt, Gizer had not missed the prince’s absence nor Hrollaug’s attitude. We would need to watch our backs the entire way home. I wasn’t sure if Harald had realized that. While Gizer was talking sense into his old friend, the others crowded around Hergarth, particularly Halfdan, who suddenly looked very sorry his father had lied about his impending marriage. Thorir, Gizer’s son, also closed in to make his acquaintance.

      Leaving them to pander to the princess, I went to Elan.

      As I approached, she gave me a sly smile.

      “I am surprised to see you again,” I told her.

      “Are you?” she asked with a grin.

      “Were you forced to come?” I asked her in all seriousness. Something told me the priestess would be inclined to be truthful—why or how I had come to believe that, I couldn’t say.

      “In a way.”

      “By King Hrollaug?”

      Elan turned to me. “No.”

      I held her gaze.

      “Do your people believe in fate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you understand me. It is not only man that forces our moves.”

      “I see.”

      We both looked back toward the princess.

      “King Hrollaug says you are here to help the princess honor her gods. Perhaps I am wrong,” I said, crossing my arms on my chest, “but the princess does not strike me as the religious type.”

      Elan chuckled lightly. “The gods work in their own ways. In that, I suspect she is very close to the gods.” Her eyes went to Angantyr. “You are close with him?”

      “He is my cousin.”

      Elan tipped her head as she considered. “He has the air of the Otherworld about him.”

      “The Otherworld?”

      Elan simply smiled then turned to me. “You must teach me about your gods.”

      “My cousin is a follower of a god called Freyr. You will learn our stories in time. But there is one thing your princess should know,” I said, then leaned toward Elan. “Angantyr is a skinwalker. On the battlefield, you cannot tell man from wolf. That wolf blood sleeps within him. Your princess may be a sly creature, but a wolf is not to be trifled with. She should be reminded of that.”

      Elan raised an eyebrow. “Then he is gifted by your gods.”

      “Yes.”

      Elan nodded slowly. “I shall keep that in mind. I am sure the princess will discover what she needs to know when she deserves to know it.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      Elan grinned. “It’s Ervie, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Are you like your cousin? A—what did you call it—a skinwalker? Is that why they call you Reindeer Princess?”

      “I am a princess of ashes and shadows, nothing more,” I said, suddenly getting the urge to end the conversation. “I must attend to my own matters. But for what it’s worth, I am glad to see you again,” I told her.

      “As I am you,” she replied.

      Leaving her, I headed back to the fletcher’s hut to collect the last of the arrows and pack up my things. I had just finished refilling my quiver when I heard Gizer’s horn.

      As I suspected, King Gizer had managed to talk sense into Harald. It was time to go.

      Harald’s men, along with Gauti and Thorir, led the captives to the ship while others worked at loading grain and other looted goods into the boats.

      As I watched them, it occurred to me that aside from his sister and nieces, King Hrollaug had made no effort to recover his people. Did they mean so little to him? Were they simply the cost of our bloody business? No wonder my father had liked his quiet mountain kingdom. Such qualms did not bother him there—although, Blomma once told me that Jarl Mjord had chosen a bloody path to become the leader of his mountain village.

      After the goods were loaded, I joined the others at the river. Angantyr helped his princess onto his ship, Elan along with them. Magnus trotted alongside them. Having seen Hergarth aboard, Angantyr turned to the priestess, the pair conversing briefly. Elan bent, petting the wolf, who eyed her warily but allowed it all the same. She smiled at Magnus, and I saw her feelings were honest in that smile. Yet still, the priestess had a sharp edge to her. I hoped it caused Angantyr no problems. My cousin grinned at her, both of their gazes going to the wolf.

      Behind me, I heard Bjarki, Wiglaf, Kettil, Dag, and Gizer approaching.

      “We did not raid far enough inland,” Wigluf told the king.

      “Why do you say that?” Gizer asked.

      “They must keep their most beautiful women farther inland,” he replied with a laugh.

      “Our women are far more beautiful,” Gizer replied. “And they know how to carry a sword.”

      “And can shoot a man through the eye with an arrow from a hundred feet away,” Dag added.

      Kettil laughed. “That is true. Ervie, you remain unmarried too long. Why don’t you marry me?” he called to me.

      The others chuckled, including Gizer.

      “No, Kettil,” I replied over my shoulder.

      “No? Why not?”

      “I hear there are better men inland.”

      Gizer laughed hard. “Ervie will not have any of my sons just to spite me.”

      “No, Father. You are wrong,” Dag told him.

      “Am I?” Gizer replied. His tone was teasing, but a subtle note in there told me something more.

      “She will marry me before it is all said and done,” Dag replied.

      “If she will not have me, then she will certainly not have you,” Kettil told his brother. “I am far better-looking.”

      “What are looks to strength? She would not have me, and I am by far a better fighter than either of you,” Bjarki added.

      “You asked her too, Son?” Gizer asked Bjarki with a laugh.

      “Of course.”

      “And you, Wiglaf?”

      “No, my king, I am smart enough to know that if the sons of Gizer cannot win her, I have no chance.”

      “And what about you, Dag? Have you asked the Reindeer Princess to marry you?” Gizer asked. This time, I definitely heard a telltale tone in his voice. He knew there was something between us.

      “Me? Never,” Dag replied with mirth in his voice. “I am waiting for her to ask me.”

      At that, they all laughed.

      “What do you say to that, Ervie?” Gizer called to me.

      “Only when I am worthy of Dag’s hand will I ask for it. Until then…” I replied, then shrugged.

      At that, they all chuckled.

      I looked back over my shoulder at Dag.

      He winked at me.

      I chuckled, then turned back, continuing on my path to the boats but ruminating on my words.

      Worthy.

      Was that how I felt? That I was not worthy of Dag? Of anyone? Had I accidentally told the truth?

      I swallowed hard, feeling a pit in the bottom of my stomach.

      Freyja, lead me on my path. Take me where I need to be. Don’t leave me some unfinished thing, a leaf left to blow around the world with no purpose. A cheap copy of a better woman, a better person.

      But it was not Freyja who replied.

      This time, a smirking male voice replied, “Ervie, come to the Myrkviðr and see what you are made of.”
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CHAPTER 15

        

      

    

    
      We sailed downriver, past the ruins of Dunhen and out to the sea once more. Jarl Erlaug’s and Jarl Thorson’s ships left us, returning to their home ports. Gizer’s warband sailed on with Harald and his men, returning to the king’s capital in Skagen.

      Already, I was feeling anxious. I was not keen to linger in Skagen. I mistrusted Harald’s judgment and was not eager to have my sword under his command any further. Harald was motivated by his turmoil, causing him to lack insight. Perhaps he wasn’t always this way, but he was now. Having grown up watching King Hofund, I knew what good judgment in a leader looked like—Harald did not display those qualities. Nor was he honest. Gizer was thought ruthless by some, but he never minced words. You always knew where you stood. Gizer had clear rules about right and wrong. Once, a visiting merchant thought Eyfura’s backside was too tempting to pass up and had given Gizer’s daughter a squeeze.

      That man didn’t leave the king’s hall.

      When we arrived at Skagen, Queen Aud met the ships at the dock. She went to her son first, embracing Prince Halfdan, then to Harald. I watched as Harald greeted her and the conversation that ensued. Queen Aud glanced toward Angantyr’s ship and Princess Hergarth. Aud whispered in her husband’s ear then departed, walking down the dock to welcome Angantyr and the princess.

      “Here,” Gizer said, handing me a pouch.

      “What’s this?”

      “Silver.”

      “What for?”

      “From Harald. In exchange for the priests you parted with to cover his arse.”

      I narrowed my gaze at the king. “From Harald or from Gizer making up for Harald’s oversight?”

      Gizer grinned. “Does it matter?”

      “It does.”

      Gizer winked at me, then turned back, waving to Dag. “Dag, Ervie is thirsty and said she would buy. Go with her to the tavern for an ale.”

      Dag met his father’s gaze. With a grin and shake of his head, he slipped off the ship then gestured for me to join him.

      “You are too good,” I told Gizer, weighing the pouch of silver.

      “Don’t credit me too much. I am only trying to bribe you into proposing to my son.”

      I laughed. “Poor Dag. His father has to pay a girl to marry him.”

      Gizer chuckled.

      “Thank you,” I added, leaning in to kiss him on the cheek.

      “You are welcome. Just don’t tell the others.”

      With a laugh, I debarked the ship, taking Dag’s hand as I stepped off.

      “We didn’t have time to sample the alehouses in Skagen last time,” Dag said.

      “No, we did not.”

      “Then let’s go, Reindeer Princess, before my brothers realize I am leaving all the work to them,” he said, then we made our way back into the city.
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        * * *

      

      I’d drunk my weight in ale and was feeling far too light and merry by the time Dag and I returned to the great hall. There, we found the revelry still underway. Princess Hergarth and the druidess Elan were nowhere to be seen. Angantyr was sitting with his men, looking bleary-eyed with drunkenness.

      Magnus had flipped himself onto his back and was lying beside the fire.

      “Dag! Ervie!” Bjarki called, waving for us to join him.

      “Coming?” Dag asked.

      “I will see to Angantyr first.”

      Dag briefly touched my hand then we parted ways.

      Snatching an ale horn from a servant, I pushed in beside Angantyr.

      “Well, Cousin, where is your princess?”

      “Overtired with all the travel. Queen Aud arranged a chamber for her.”

      “That was very kind of her.”

      Angantyr nodded slowly.

      I studied the flat expression on his face. “So, how is she?” I asked.

      “Haven’t you heard? She is as beautiful as a rose in May.”

      “Indeed, she is. But that isn’t what I asked, and you know it. How is she?”

      Angantyr turned to me. A wash of emotions played on his face. For the first time, I saw a hint of panic there. “I must marry her. There is no question about that, is there?”

      I rose and tugged on my cousin’s arm. “Get up. We’re going.”

      “Going? Where?”

      “To the temple. You will speak to the gothar.”

      Angantyr nodded slowly. “You advise me rightly,” he said, then set down his cup. “I will go now. Magnus.”

      The wolf flipped over quickly, his ear getting folded back in the process. His tongue hung out from the side of his mouth.

      I chuckled. “I swear, he has more personality than most people. I never asked where you got him.”

      “On Bolmsö,” Angantyr said, referring to the isle of wolves and home of Angantyr’s late grandmother, the other Hervor.

      I asked nothing more.

      Angantyr studied my face for a moment, then reached out his pinky for mine. “Not Hervor,” he whispered, lacing his finger around mine.

      “Not Heidrek,” I replied, shaking his finger.

      With that, we left the hall behind, Magnus trotting along with us. We made our way to the great temple of Skagen. It was very late at night. The fires inside the temple still burned. Angantyr left me to speak with the priests. I made my way to the statue of Odin at the end of the hall. I wrapped my hand around the wooden likeness of Gungnir.

      “All-Father,” I whispered. “Many thanks for your protection in battle. I hope I made you proud.”

      I looked up at the god’s face. They had placed a glimmering gem in the socket of his missing eye. The All-Father stared out over the hall, his watchful gaze looking out the doors of the temple onto all of Skagen. While the All-Father did not whisper to me, I honored him still. Odin had sacrificed his eye for knowledge, to learn the runes. I would sacrifice that and more to take back what had been stolen from me.

      But how?

      There was no way to recover what my father had known, nor the secrets that died unlocked within my mother.

      Something bumped my leg.

      Gazing down, I found Magnus at my side. The wolf pawed at me. “Would you like to pray to the All-Father too?” I asked the wolf, kneeling to pat him.

      My gaze went to Angantyr. He sat with one of the black-robed gothi. The priest had spread the runes before him and was studying them. The man’s face twisted as he deliberated. He whispered to Angantyr, who shook his head.

      With a deep sigh, the priest exhaled, then sat back and stroked his long beard as he considered the runes once more.

      Curious, I rose and joined them, standing behind Angantyr.

      My gaze went to the runes.

      From my memory came Blomma’s voice.

      “You must learn to see beyond the shapes,” Blomma had instructed me. “If you read them just as they are, they will tell you something, just like the surface of water speaks. But it is the fathomless depths underneath that tell the true story.”

      I stared at the runes spread before Angantyr. As I did so, images began to twist into shape. My eyelids grew heavy. At first, I saw waves. Then torches. Then fire. There was a flash of silver in the darkness and a delicate hand reaching for…something.

      “King Harald relies on this alliance,” the gothi said, shaking me from the vision. “The gods are in agreement that the marriage should go forward.”

      “Are you cert—” Angantyr began, but I cut him off.

      “How can you say such a thing?” I asked, startled by the stark contrast between what I had seen and the priest’s words. I gestured at the runes. “I do not see the gods’ pleasure here.”

      The gothi looked up at me and held my gaze for a long time. “You must remember, Reindeer Princess, the gods move for their own purposes. Look again,” he said. “This marriage is what they wish.”

      Angantyr looked up at me. “What do you see, Ervie?”

      “This marriage comes with…” I paused. With what? What had I really seen? “Darkness.”

      “All is as the gods will,” the priest told me, then turned to Angantyr. “You should proceed with the marriage, Prince Angantyr.”

      Angantyr sat staring at the runes. After a long time, he said, “I shall put my trust in Freyr to move me where he will,” he said, then rose. “You have my thanks, wise one.”

      Angantyr whistled lightly for Magnus to come.

      He turned then to me. “Shall we?” he asked, a despairing expression on his face.

      “Go on. I’ll catch up,” I said, flicking my gaze to the priest.

      Angantyr nodded then he and Magnus left the hall.

      “So, your mother taught you to read the runes,” the gothi said, collecting the bones, stones, and staves of wood on which his runes had been carved.

      “She did. I have seen enough here to know that this marriage will not bring Angantyr happiness.”

      “Hmm,” the priest mused. “Why do you assume the gods wish us to be happy?”

      “Are you saying you see he will be unhappy but did not warn him?”

      “No. I am merely asking the question. Why assume the gods want our happiness? Perhaps there is something more, something else they want from us.”

      “Such as?”

      The priest smiled at me. “Who is to say, Reindeer Princess? We are not the gods, and even they cannot always agree on what they wish for.”

      “You are wrong not to warn Angantyr.”

      “Warn him of what, exactly?”

      “Of what the runes…what the Norns whispered here.”

      “Not all darkness is punishment, Princess.”

      I frowned.

      “It is good that the prince has someone who cares for him as you do, someone who will be loyal to him in good times and in dark ones,” he said, raising a bushy eyebrow at me.

      I clenched my jaw, curbing my tongue. Who was I to correct one of the gothar? I was a half-finished thing. No one. Not a völva. Not a jarl. I was an orphan with no place in this world. “Forgive me for intruding.”

      “You only want what is best for Prince Angantyr,” the man added as he rose. “So does everyone in this temple. Remember that. May the gods bless you, Reindeer Princess.”

      “And you, wise one.”

      I turned and hurried from the hall. I found Angantyr and Magnus waiting for me at the bottom of the steps.

      Angantyr eyed me cautiously. “Well?”

      “I was just looking for… clarification.”

      Angantyr met my gaze. “What did you see? Tell me the truth.”

      “As I said, darkness. Fire. I don’t know, Angantyr. The priest is both right and wrong. These things do not necessarily mean that you should not wed the princess. But I do not think things will go easily. That said, the gods have their own ways, and Freyr protects you. You have always given your prayers and sacrifices to him. He will watch over you.”

      Angantyr frowned, then shook his head, laughing lightly.

      “What is it?”

      “Hergarth. She is the last woman I would ever choose as a wife. The druidess Elan, however…”

      I grinned. “I guess I’m glad I didn’t let her die.”

      Angantyr smiled sadly. “As am I,” he said, then sighed. “Come. Let’s go back to the hall. We can drink ourselves to sleep by the fire.”

      “I haven’t heard a better suggestion all night.”
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CHAPTER 16

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed, Queen Aud saw to the preparations for Angantyr’s wedding to Princess Hergarth. Prince Halfdan spent so much time sulking that Harald sent a messenger to King Jorund in Uppsala to inquire about his daughter.

      “Harald should just get him a whore,” Kettil said one night as we sat lingering over our ales. Halfdan was staring longingly at the Gaulish princess who sat beside Lady Svafa. I was glad the ancient woman could not see the obviously strained tolerance with which Hergarth regarded her. But as long as Hergarth kept smiling, even if I could sense she did not want to, I would not intervene. However, if I suspected the princess uttered one single note out of line, that would be a different story. Alliance or not.

      “He is too much of a boy to even know what he’s pining for,” Thorir replied with a good-natured laugh.

      The others chuckled.

      In a way, they were not wrong. All Prince Halfdan saw was Angantyr’s luck with a pretty bride. The young prince cared nothing about the princess’s spirit.

      “Maybe Halfdan doesn’t want a woman. Maybe he just wants a princess,” Bjarki considered.

      “You over-credit him, brother,” Dag told Bjarki. “He is not wise enough to see Angantyr won an alliance. All he sees is a pretty face.”

      “And a round arse,” Kettil added, making the others laugh.

      “What do you think of her, Ervie?” Gauti asked.

      “She is a snake in fine clothing.”

      “Leave it to the daughter of the Reindeer King to speak the truth,” Gizer said in a low voice, lifting his cup to me. “Skol, Reindeer Princess.”

      I returned the gesture.

      “This is why you will all find your own wives,” King Gizer told his sons. “I will not chain you to a problem. I would have thought Harald learned that lesson already.”

      “He did,” Dag said. “That’s why he married the princess to the heir he does not care about.”

      Gizer frowned, then nodded.

      My gaze went to Angantyr once more.

      Freyr. Angantyr has spent his life in prayers to you. There is no one alive to protect him. Watch over him. Keep him safe.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, we gathered in the temple to watch Prince Angantyr wed Princess Hergarth of the Gauls. Queen Aud had taken it upon herself to look after the princess and see that she was adorned as a bride and attended by maids. The princess appeared in the holy temple dressed in a delicate green gown with a string of silver and green gems at her throat. Her black hair was woven into braids trimmed with flowers. Angantyr was also finely dressed in a blue tunic, his golden hair hanging loose. Harald and Halfdan stood at the front of the temple, watching as the priests called upon the gods. Hergarth stood silent before the priests as they prayed to Frigga to bless the match.

      Leaning against a pillar, my attention shifted from Angantyr and Hergarth to Dag, who stood beside his father.

      When we were young, Dag would come to Grund with his father and brothers. We had always gotten into mischief. We would sneak away from the great hall to roam the city. I could never entice Loptr to join us. He always wanted to stay and listen to the kings talk, a perpetual shadow to King Hofund. When Dag and I were older, we would escape with some of the others to ride or hunt. Every time Gizer came, I was glad to see them all, especially Dag.

      As we’d gotten older, his fine, muscular form, golden hair, and the cut of his jaw had not escaped my notice. His good looks were balanced with his sweet, earnest nature. While all of Gizer’s sons were handsome men and good warriors, I only ever noticed Dag in a way other than something brotherly. When I landed in Götaland, orphaned and lost, everyone had taken care to comfort me. But only in Dag’s presence did I feel truly calm. And only in his bed did I almost forget my pain. Almost.

      Was I foolish for chasing shadows when a different future was possible? My parents were gone. Their jarldoms were gone. What they knew was gone. But that didn’t mean I had to have an unhappy life. Perhaps there was a different way.

      Dag must have sensed my eyes on him, because he turned and looked at me.

      He stared at me a moment, a confused expression on his face as he studied me. I suddenly wondered what expression on my face had he seen?

      I smiled gently at him.

      He returned the gesture.

      Feeling heat rise to my cheeks, I looked back toward Angantyr and Hergarth.

      “May Freyr and Freyja bless your marriage with fertility. May Frigga give you many happy years together. Under the eyes of the gods, I bind you now as one,” the gothi said, wrapping an embroidered sash around their hands.

      Not far from Hergarth stood the priestess Elan who was watching—not the priests, nor the princess, but Angantyr.

      Soon, the priests called for the bride and groom to kiss.

      Angantyr leaned in, setting a sweet but brief kiss on Hergarth’s lips.

      The crowd cheered.

      With the sounds of horns and drums leading the way, the wedding party returned to the great hall. The people of Skagen lined the streets, calling their blessings to Angantyr and the princess.

      Hergarth gave them all a forced smile, Angantyr waving.

      In Harald’s hall, food was laid out in plenty, and the ale and mead flowed freely. Musicians played, and entertainers circled the hall.

      I left Gizer’s boys and went to Lady Svafa, who was seated near the fire. She was dressed in a pretty red gown, her snow-white hair fixed with matching red flowers. She held a goblet in her hand. Her young attendant, Sigrit, sat close by.

      “May I join you, Lady Svafa?” I asked, drawing near.

      “Hervor,” she said with a smile. “Come, sweet girl.”

      I took my place alongside her.

      “You must tell me what you see,” she said. “It is all color and light to me.”

      “It is merry. Everyone is nicely dressed. Even Gizer’s sons are bathed and looking fine today.”

      “What color is the bride’s gown?”

      “It is green.”

      “They tell me she is a beauty. And Angantyr? Does he look happy?”

      I gazed across the room. Angantyr was laughing and joking with his own men. “Yes.”

      “Hmm,” Svafa mused. “You are much like your mother. You observe what other people miss. I can hear in your voice that you see something you do not like.”

      “Now who is observing what others miss?”

      Svafa laughed, the sound light and sweet. “You will tell me the truth. What do you see?”

      I frowned. Svafa loved Angantyr like he was her own child. Was it right to fill her with worries?

      “It is nothing.”

      Svafa frowned at me. “You should not lie to one so close to her end.”

      “Don’t say such a thing, Lady Svafa.”

      “Then tell me the truth.”

      “It’s nothing. It’s just…a feeling.”

      “About the princess?”

      “Angantyr has accepted the marriage because it is what Harald asked of him, but it was not what he wanted. Perhaps they will learn to love one another in time.”

      Svafa frowned heavily. “Harald has not learned from his errors.”

      “Others have said the same.”

      “He is eager for everyone to forget the past. He sent Angantyr—as he has forced us to call him—to a far-off jarldom while young Halfdan takes Angantyr’s place.” Svafa sighed. “Harald is much changed.”

      “And my cousin is too quick to try to please him.”

      “In that, he is like his own mother. Sweet Helga wanted the world to love her. What a bright, shiny thing she was. Poor girl.”

      I frowned. No one in our land did not know the tale of how Angantyr’s father, Heidrek, had driven his wife to suicide.

      Svafa sighed. “All things happen as the gods will. We are all their playthings.”

      At Harald’s insistence, a skald came to the front of the room.

      “On this festive night, what tale would you like to hear?” the skald called. “Princess Hergarth. You choose the tale.”

      But the princess demurred. “I am sure I do not know any of your songs. Perhaps Queen Aud would be kind enough to choose for me.”

      Aud smiled. “Very well. Let us hear the tale of Idun and the giant,” Queen Aud replied.

      The skald began his song:

      “High on Asgard, there was a maid with a garden lush and green.

      “Each and every fruit she grew kept the gods young and lean.

      “But then one day Idun went missing, they searched the gardens wide.

      “To where the pretty goddess had gone, none knew, but they had no time to bide.

      “For fair Idun’s fruits kept the gods young, and without them, they were undone.”

      And on the skald went, telling how the goddess Idun had come to be missing. As it turned out, a giant had captured Loki—up to no good, as usual—in Jotenheim. He would have died, but the wily trickster god had bargained for his life. Loki promised to deliver Idun to his enemies, thereby saving his own life.

      But when the gods of Asgard discovered Loki’s wicked bargain, they sent him back into Jotenheim to undo the damage he had done and retrieve Idun. But Loki was no fool. He knew that it would not be easy to recover the goddess. Using magic he’d learned from Frigga, Loki changed into the form of a hawk and swept into Jotenheim unseen. After he murdered the giant in his sleep, Loki transformed Idun into a nut, shifted to a hawk once more, and carried the goddess in his claws back to the safety of Asgard.

      When the skald concluded, the people in the hall clapped and cheered.

      “Odd choice for a wedding song,” Dag said, joining us.

      “I’m glad I was not the only one who thought so,” Lady Svafa said. “How are you this night, Dag?”

      “I am well, Lady Svafa. And you?”

      “It is a wedding. What can a person do but be merry?” she said, but her tone told me she had taken my words to heart, and I was sorry for it.

      “Lady Svafa, would you like some sweets? There are many to choose from,” little Sigrit said, her eyes on the table holding all the wedding desserts.

      “I think it is you who would like some, sweet maid,” she said with a laugh. “Come, let's investigate them together,” Svafa said, reaching for the girl who led her away.

      Following the song, the dancing began. Musicians played, and the revelers took to the floor, dancing in circles.

      Princess Hergarth joined the merriment, but Angantyr joined Svafa and Sigrit instead.

      “Ervie,” Dag began but paused. “In the temple…” He added nothing more.

      I found myself at a loss for what to say. I turned and met his gaze. After a long moment, I set my hand on his cheek. “I do love you, Dag,” I whispered. “I just…”

      Dag took my hand and kissed it. “I know,” he said, then put his arm over my shoulder and pulled me close. “I will focus on the joy my brothers’ jealously will bring me when the Reindeer Princess finally proposes to me.”

      At that, we both laughed.

      When the reel ended, Harald stepped forward.

      “What other merriment will we have to celebrate my grandson’s wedding?” the king called. “Let any of our people come to the hall if they have some entertainment for us. Open the doors and let it be known. From musicians to poets, let them be heard. If I find their displays of talent amusing, I shall reward them with silver,” Harald said, motioning to his man to see his will done.

      Thanks to Harald’s generous offer, we were soon treated to bawdy, poorly-sung songs that were amusing but better left at the tavern. One man, however, could swallow fire, which delighted the princess. Another man performed a dance with his dog as a partner. Good-naturedly, he invited Angantyr and Magnus to join him, but my cousin passed.

      It was very late when an ancient-looking man in rags appeared in the hall.

      “I have come to accept your challenge, King Harald. I have a game of merriment,” the beggar said.

      “What is your talent, ancient father?” Harald asked.

      “My gifts are for the prince, my king,” the old man said, turning to Angantyr. “If he will agree to a test of wit.”

      Angantyr laughed. “It is late, and I’ve had far too many ales to have so sharp a wit, but I will accept. What is your name, stranger?”

      “I am Gestumblindi, Prince Heidrek.”

      At that, Angantyr shifted uncomfortably. “Angantyr,” my cousin said. “I am called Prince Angantyr.”

      “As you say,” the old man said with a smirk, his eyes shining.

      Suddenly, my nerves were set on edge. Leaving Dag, I went to my cousin, taking a place behind his chair. My stomach rolled, an unsettled feeling flickering to life. My gaze shifted to Magnus. The wolf observed the beggar, but did not growl.

      “So, what is your game?” Angantyr asked.

      “Riddles,” the old man said.

      Angantyr nodded. “Very well. Let’s see how I can do. Let me have them.”

      “The first, of course, is in honor of your wolf blood, for all the world knows you are the grandchild—not just of honorable King Harald—but of the shield-maiden Hervor, daughter of the beautiful Lady Svafa,” he said, gesturing to the woman. “So, answer me this, Prince. What shines upon all mankind, but wolves cry in yearning for it?”

      Angantyr laughed. “That is easy. The moon.”

      “Yes. Well done,” Gestumblindi said.

      The crowd clapped for Angantyr.

      My cousin grinned, then motioned for the beggar to go on. “Try another.”

      “Tell me what it was I had yesterday. It both makes a man have too many words and stops his speech.”

      Angantyr laughed. “Ale.”

      The old beggar laughed loudly. “You are right, Prince Heidrek. You are right. These riddles are too easy for a wit like yours. Let’s try a more difficult one. Yesterday, I left my home. As I walked, there was a road under the road beneath me. What have I seen?”

      Angantyr nodded as he considered. “The road beneath the road. Did you pass over a bridge? The river being the road under your road?”

      “So it was,” the old man said with a laugh.

      Again, the crowd cheered.

      “What is it that flies high, whistles like an eagle, is hard to catch, but is no bird?” Gestumblindi asked.

      “An arrow,” Angantyr replied.

      “Excellent, Prince. Very good! Tell me this. What has ten feet, three eyes, and one tail?”

      Angantyr paused and considered for a moment. “Sleipnir, Odin’s horse, with the All-Father upon him.”

      The crowd laughed.

      “Indeed, gifted to the All-Father by the fine and gracious Prince of Asgard, Shining Loki. Well done,” the beggar said. “Perhaps this will stump you, Prince. What is the thing that passes over the land, swallowing up fields, lakes, and cities? It does not fear man, but it fears the wind?”

      Angantyr paused for a moment, then shook his head, uncertain. My cousin chuckled. “I do not know. You have fooled me on this one, Gestumblindi.”

      The beggar grinned at him then looked at me. “What about the second Hervor? Do you know?”

      I frowned at the use of my given name. “The fog,” I replied.

      “She is right. What a clever one.”

      At that, the others in the hall clapped for me.

      “With the prince’s permission, I will pose another riddle to the Reindeer Princess,” the beggar said.

      Angantyr turned and looked at me.

      I nodded.

      My cousin motioned for him to go on.

      “Princess, what is black as night, lives high in the mountains but falls into valleys, and is never silent?”

      “A raven.”

      The beggar nodded to me. “Well done. One more, Princess?” he asked, his eyes twinkling silver.

      I studied the man’s face. Under that grime, I sensed something…other. This man was not who he seemed. “I would be honored, Gestumblindi.”

      At that, he laughed, then grinned at me. “What lies deep in the Myrkviðr, a dark place where none of these daring warriors dare to enter?”

      I held the man’s gaze.

      This was no simple riddle.

      “Answers,” I replied.

      The man inclined his head to me. “Yes, Princess. Answers,” he said simply, then turned to Angantyr. “Prince, those are my only riddles. I hope they please you.”

      Angantyr smiled and nodded. “We thank you, Gestumblindi, for honoring us here tonight. See that he gets a horn of mead, the best cut of meat, and a reward of silver,” Angantyr called to one of the servants. “You deserve our cheer. Raise your horns. Skol, Gestumblindi. To your wit.”

      “Skol!” the others called, lifting their horns.

      The beggar turned, gave the audience a bow, and then moved to join the crowd. Before doing so, however, he paused and looked at me. Holding my gaze, he tapped the side of his nose then joined the others.

      I moved forward, sitting on the arm of Angantyr’s chair.

      “Cousin,” I said in a low voice.

      “I know,” he whispered in reply.

      The gods walked in the great hall of Skagen.
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CHAPTER 17

        

      

    

    
      In the following days, Angantyr prepared to return to Arheimar with his new bride, and I made my plans to ride with him as far as the border of the Myrkviðr. The night before we departed, we had one last feast in the hall. Apparently, it offered an opportunity for everyone I knew to share their opinion on my plans to travel to the Myrkviðr.

      “I will not stop you, of course, but I will remind you again, Reindeer Princess, that they say that no one who enters those woods comes out alive,” Gizer told me. I could see he was struggling within himself. He did not want to tell me what I could or could not do, but he was worried.

      King Harald nodded in agreement. “We have tried for many years to send messengers to King Ormar. The people swear the place is filled with unnatural creatures, that it is a gateway to Alfheim.”

      “Then, I shall make a sacrifice to Freyr to allow me entrance into the realm over which he is the guardian. Besides,” I said, looking to Gizer, “what kind of warrior would I be if I were afraid of nøkk and vættir? I have no qualms facing a man twice my size; why should I fear a barking fox?”

      Gizer laughed lightly.

      “You are not the only one who hates to see her leave. Your sons look forlorn, Gizer,” Angantyr interjected with a grin. His gaze went to the table where his sons sat looking put-out at my news, Dag most of all.

      “I’m not worried about my boys. My wife and daughter will box my ears when I do not return with Ervie. After four years, we have grown used to having the Reindeer Princess in our hall.”

      “Has it really been so long?” Svafa asked quietly. “Ah, sweet Blomma.”

      I swallowed hard then reached for Svafa’s hand. “It is good to know she is remembered.”

      Svafa nodded slowly but said nothing more.

      Angantyr took Svafa’s other hand and kissed it.

      “We grow old, Lady Svafa, but the gods have not called us to Valhalla just yet,” Gizer told her. “We must keep on living. Me and my boys sail for Grund next. Come with us. Visit Loptr and Hofund. Sing in the great hall once more.”

      Svafa smiled. “If only I could…”

      “Why not? I could have Bjarki carry you,” Gizer said with a laugh. “You grow too melancholy here, Svafa. I think you should take another husband to occupy your days.”

      Svafa laughed. “I have had more love in one lifetime than any woman deserves.”

      “Is there a limit?” Gizer replied, making Svafa laugh.

      We spent our last night in the hall eating and drinking. Angantyr retired with his bride, the others also heading to their beds. With a mug of ale in hand, I made my way outside. I sat on the steps of the great hall, watching the ships rock in their berths. The silvery moon shone down on them.

      My mind went to Loptr in Grund.

      Instead of returning to Grund with Gizer, I was about to take another step further away from my twin. But we were nothing alike. For whatever reason, Loptr could look at our past without the heavy sense of emptiness that felt like it wanted to swallow me whole. He had a purpose in Grund. A miniature of our foster-grandfather King Hofund, he saw the world he wanted to build, not the world in ashes. It had always been like that. Even when our mother was alive, Loptr had dogged Hofund’s shadow. I had tried to convince myself that my leaving Grund was good for Loptr, that he would do better without me around. Perhaps I had been selfish. I wasn’t sure. But there were times when I missed him—tonight being one of those.

      “Loptr,” I whispered into the darkness.

      And, like always, I could feel him on the edge of my senses.

      Sighing, I slugged back the rest of my ale.

      Where I was going next, Loptr would have no interest in coming.

      Even I was not really sure where I was going.

      But the gods were calling.

      Quite literally.

      There was no escaping that.

      After I’d finished two more ales, I slipped through Harald’s hall until I found my way to Dag’s bed. He stirred when I slid in beside him.

      “Ervie,” he said sleepily, pulling me close. “I thought maybe you’d left already.”

      “Do you think me so heartless to not say goodbye?”

      He huffed a light laugh then kissed me on the top of my head. “No.”

      “But I will ride south with Angantyr in the morning.”

      “Maybe I should come with you.”

      I paused as I considered. “Your father will sail to Grund next.”

      “I don’t need to go with them. I could come with you. I don’t like the idea of you riding off alone.”

      “I have Hrotti.”

      Dag sighed, then kissed me on the head once more. “Ervie… I know you feel you don’t belong anywhere, but throwing yourself into mists and darkness does not mean you will find what you are looking for.”

      “My father took everything he knew with him to the pyre. My mother, the same. I am an unfinished thing.”

      “Perhaps the empty spaces within you were meant to hold something else.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like all the things you have already become on your own. You are a fine shield-maiden, an archer without compare, a woman who could hold her own against Thor in a game of cups, a friend to the sons of Gizer, and lover to me.”

      I laughed. “Is that all?”

      “No. It isn’t. You are wise. You see things before the rest of us, like when you saved those Gaulish priests and the chieftain’s wife and a thousand other small things you have done over the years.”

      “If that is so, if I am so wise, then why question my decision to go? Those things I see… I don’t know how to control them or build upon them. I wield my father’s sword but have no idea how to truly use it. I have all this, whatever it is, inside me but don’t understand it.”

      Dag laughed. “Because I don’t want you to go.”

      Giggling, I turned to him. I stroked my hand across his cheek, my gaze on his green eyes. In truth, if he kept talking, I would doubt myself. Dag had a way of keeping me tied to the real when I was inclined to wander in the shadows. “I will be back.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” he said, then pulled me into a kiss. “Now, let me get my fill of you before you wander off to Alfheim.”

      “Very well. Do your worst,” I said, then fell into his embrace, suddenly sensing how much I was going to miss him.
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CHAPTER 18

        

      

    

    
      I woke the next morning just after sunrise. Dag was gone. I dressed for riding, packed up my things, and made my way to the hall. There, I found Angantyr and his men. King Harald and Halfdan spoke to my cousin as he finished off his morning meal. Queen Aud sat alongside Princess Hergarth. The queen was speaking nicely to the princess, but the girl seemed to be ignoring her.

      I groaned inwardly at the unfolding scene. There was so much falseness here, it made me uneasy. I made my way to Lady Svafa, who sat at one end of the table. Magnus sat beside her. Svafa was chatting sweetly with the wolf, who wagged his tail in anticipation of the tasty morsels she slipped to the creature.

      “If you keep feeding him, he may stay with you,” I said with a grin, slipping onto the bench beside her.

      “It would be good to have the blood of Bolmsö beside me once more,” she said, a bittersweet tone in her voice. “I’m glad to know you are riding with Angantyr, if only for a time. It is good you are with your family again. When this is done, you should go home to Grund. Your mother would not like to see you tossed on the wind like a dandelion seed.”

      “If I remember correctly, my mother spent some of her years tossed on the wind.”

      Svafa laughed. “Oh, no. In that, you are wrong. She did leave Grund, but only for your father. The Norns had the two of them wound so tightly together that she would have broken into pieces if she did not go. It was a rare love.”

      I swallowed hard and felt glad the old woman could not see the expression on my face. While it comforted me to know that my parents loved one another, it was also a sharp reminder of what I had lost.

      Surprising me, however, Svafa added, “You always felt it more keenly than Loptr. Even when you were very little. How like your mother you are, slinking in the corners of the halls, watching everyone. How do you ever manage in Gizer’s rowdy hall?” she asked with a laugh.

      “It is easy to get lost when the smoke is thick.”

      Svafa chuckled. “You are so like my Hervor, observing, seeing through false faces. Do not fear. The Norns will guide you as they once guided me. They cannot do otherwise. But remember, Ervie, even when you are wandering through the darkest of shadows, there are people who love you. All is not lost,” she said, setting her hand on the back of my hair. She fingered my braids. “Your hair is fixed.”

      I laughed. “Yes.”

      “So, not exactly like my Hervor, who ran from combs and brushes,” she said with a laugh. “How sorry I am that I cannot see those lovely raven-black tresses clearly. Do they still shimmer blue under the sun?”

      “They do.”

      “Odin’s little raven. I wish you safe travels, sweet girl.”

      “Thank you, Lady Svafa,” I said, squeezing her hand, then rose to go. “May the gods keep you.”

      “And you,” she replied then added, “Take Magnus with you. He’s eaten everything on my plate.”

      “Come on,” I told the wolf, gesturing for him to follow me.

      I made my way out of the hall, catching Angantyr’s eye as I went. I gestured to him that I was going outside.

      He nodded to me in acknowledgment.

      The morning air was crisp and cool. The sun was just rising, clearing off the mist that had settled on the city. At the foot of the stairs, the servants waited with the horses.

      The servants… and Dag. He held the reins of a fierce-looking red stallion with a black mane and tail.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Your gift from Jarl Erlaug,” Dag said. “He arrived yesterday. I was there when the messenger came. I saw to your saddle and tack, made sure he was ready for you. He’s a bit spirited, but I don’t suppose you’ll mind much.”

      “I suppose he’ll have to do in your absence.”

      Dag chuckled lightly, but I caught the tense tone in his voice.

      “I’m going to be fine,” I reassured him, taking his hand.

      Dag met my gaze. “Ervie…”

      I set my hand on his cheek. “I’ll be back. I cannot say why I am pulled forward like this, but I must go.”

      He took my hand, setting a kiss thereon, then nodded.

      We heard a commotion behind us. Angantyr and the others appeared on the steps. Along with him came King Gizer.

      “My father will never forgive you if you don’t return. And my sister is going to scold us endlessly for letting her best friend leave. She will blame us.”

      “Good. Better you take Eyfura’s tongue-lashing than me.”

      Dag laughed. “Ervie, I have asked around. There are so many rumors about this place, none of them good. Keep your wits about you.”

      “Of course.”

      “If anything looks off, just ride to Angantyr. Do not risk yourself.”

      “Of course,” I said with a nod.

      “If you sense you are in danger…”

      I held Dag’s gaze.

      “I’ll stop now,” he whispered, then touched my cheek.

      “I think you might love me, son of Gizer,” I told him.

      “I think you might love me, Reindeer Princess.”

      We grinned at one another.

      Gizer joined us. “Convince her to stay?” he asked his son.

      “Sadly, no.”

      “Hmm,” Gizer mused. “She will be back. She will miss us too much otherwise.”

      “Of course. Who doesn’t want to spend time with a rowdy pack of warriors?”

      Gizer chuckled.

      “You will go to Grund next?” I asked.

      Gizer nodded. “To chide King Hofund for sitting on his arse while the rest of us fight and raid. And to try to convince your brother to come to take your place in my hall.”

      “As always with twins, the world sees us as interchangeable,” I jested.

      Gizer laughed. “Of course not! How could you say that? Loptr does not fight, ride, nor shoot as well as you do.”

      “Nor is he as pretty,” Dag added.

      We all laughed.

      “Regardless, I will be happy to have him as my son-in-law once Eyfura is done torturing him,” Gizer said with a laugh, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Be well, Ervie. May the gods watch over you. We will see you home again.”

      “Home, King Gizer?”

      “Home, Reindeer Princess. Back with us in Götaland, where you belong,” he said with a laugh, then turned to Dag. “Well, go on and kiss her, boy. Your brothers are not here to see and grow jealous,” Gizer said, slapping Dag on the shoulder.

      Dag and I watched as Gizer went to Angantyr.

      “Of course he would know,” Dag said with a shake of his head, then turned and pulled me close, setting a kiss on my lips.

      At that moment, I let my reservations go and fell into the kiss. Dag’s lips were warm and soft. I caught the light scents of cedar and sage that always clung to his clothes, along with the masculine scent that was uniquely his. His mouth tasted sweet, a hint of spice lingering on his lips. After a time, I pulled back then set my head on his chest.

      Dag wrapped his arms around me. “You’ll be back,” he whispered. But this time, I wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure himself or me.

      “Of course.”

      Dag kissed the top of my head then let me go.

      “May Freyja watch over you,” Dag whispered. “And convince you to change your mind.”

      “About going?”

      “No. About marrying me.”

      I chuckled.

      “You will ask me in the end, Reindeer Princess.”

      “Will I?”

      “Yes. It is a long ride, and Princess Hergarth looks very boring to talk to. You will have lots of time to think it over and pine for me. Promise me you will think it over.”

      I chuckled. “Dag.”

      “Ervie. I mean it. Please, think it over, and don’t be hasty in your decision. I am not chained to my father’s hall. We wouldn’t have to live that life. Actually, I would prefer a life of adventure. And I’d prefer it at your side. Think about it, and come back to us.”

      “All right.”

      Dag gently touched my cheek then met my gaze. “Did you say all right?”

      “Don’t ask me anything more about it, or I’ll change my mind.”

      He laughed. “Like trying to capture an angry butterfly.” He kissed me on the forehead. “May the gods protect you.”

      “And you.”

      Dag stepped back.

      I mounted the massive horse. The creature shifted a little, stepping nervously.

      “Easy,” I said, patting his neck.

      At the front of our party, one of Angantyr’s men sounded their horn.

      I turned to Dag. “When you reach Grund, send them my love.”

      He nodded, gave me a wave, then rejoined his father, who was standing on the steps leading to the great hall. My stomach clenched when I saw the expression on Dag’s face. He looked sad.

      Clicking to the horse, I joined Angantyr.

      Magnus gave me a playful bark.

      “Ready?” Angantyr asked.

      Suddenly feeling unsettled, I nodded.

      “Ride out,” Angantyr called, waving to his men.

      With that, our party made its way out of Skagen. I set my face forward, thinking about the path before me. The gods called me. Their summons could not be denied.

      And yet…

      Why did I feel like, maybe, I should not go?

      I turned and looked behind me.

      Harald, Halfdan, Aud, and Gizer were making their way back up the stairs to the hall.

      Dag, however, remained.

      I gave him one last wave, which he returned. I turned in my saddle once more.

      “Of all the times to play with my heart, Freyja, why would you choose now?” I whispered under my breath.

      But the goddess did not reply.
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CHAPTER 19

        

      

    

    
      The road leaving Skagen led into the rolling fields beyond the great city. Angantyr’s men joked amongst themselves as our party made their way back to Arheimar. Angantyr rode alongside his princess, the druidess Elan riding with them. I could see Angantyr was doing his best to engage Hergarth, but the girl had grown more sour with each passing mile.

      Eventually, he gave up.

      The druidess Elan, however, was curious about the countryside. The priestess had changed from her robes into trousers and a tunic, pulling her hair back into a long braid. As we rode, she quizzed Angantyr about the landscape and laughed at his jokes.

      Princess Hergarth fell back, leaving Angantyr and the priestess to talk amongst themselves.

      I clicked to my horse, tapping him with the heels of my feet.

      He flicked his ear back at me in annoyance.

      “Stubborn, are you? Come now. I didn’t fight for Erlaug’s daughters only to be rewarded with a belligerent stallion.”

      Prodding him once more, the horse trotted forward until I came to ride beside the princess.

      “Princess,” I said, inclining my head to her.

      She considered me for a long moment, her blue eyes assessing me. “You are Ervie?”

      “Yes.”

      “And some relation to my husband, I think?”

      “We are cousins.”

      “I see. They call you the Reindeer Princess. Are you some king’s daughter?”

      “In a way.”

      “I don’t understand what that means. Where are your lands?”

      Nowhere. “Far from here.”

      “Then why do you ride and fight with these men?”

      “Because I choose to,” I said, feeling annoyed with her sudden interrogation. “So, how do you find our lands? Our people?”

      Hergarth smirked then replied, “I am treated well enough. Your queen has dressed me richly, and my husband is respectful of my comfort. I understand he rules a large city in the south. Are there many such cities in King Harald’s lands?”

      “A few.”

      “And the other king—the one you are friendly with who has all the handsome sons—where are his lands?”

      I stared at her for a long time, studying her closely. “When your father brought you to our people, your brother was not there. Why was that?”

      “My brother,” she said, then smiled, a self-satisfied expression on her face. “He was not inclined to come.”

      “Why not?”

      Hervarth turned and looked at the countryside. “Look. There is a fine meadow full of flowers. I think I shall admire them for a time.”

      And with that, she said nothing else.

      I rolled my eyes then reined in my horse beside Angantyr and Elan.

      Angantyr looked at my steed. “That is a magnificent creature.”

      “From Jarl Erlaug.”

      “As deserved,” Angantyr said.

      “We have a goddess called Epona,” Elan told us. “She is a lady of horses. Do you have such a goddess? Angantyr and I have been discovering the similarities in our gods and stories. It is so curious how well-matched they are.”

      “A goddess of horses? No. But we do have Sleipnir, the eight-legged horse of the All-Father.”

      “That is Odin?” Elan asked.

      Angantyr nodded.

      Elan smiled at me. “Angantyr tells me there are many great trees in your cities and holy places.”

      “Yes. Our whole world is made up of one giant tree, Yggdrasil.”

      “In Ervie’s father’s jarldom, there is a tree called the Bone Tree. They say it is a holy thing and that it only blooms every nine years.”

      “I should like to see that tree. Our people are very close with nature,” Elan said.

      “Is that so?” I asked, raising an eyebrow as I cast a glance over my shoulder at the princess.

      Guessing my meaning, Elan grinned. “Not all people hear the whispers of the gods, no matter what lands they come from. Is that not true?”

      “It is. Although, I suspect your goal to attend to the princess as a priestess of your faith is already a loss.”

      “Hmm,” Elan mused lightly. “The gods lead us on our paths. Only they know why. All we can do is follow the signs.”

      “And signs led you to us?” Angantyr asked.

      The druidess turned, her gaze steadily on Angantyr. “Yes, Prince Angantyr.”

      My cousin held the druidess’s gaze for longer than he should have. The warmth in their eyes was plain. At that moment, I felt both very glad and very worried for Angantyr. My cousin was an honorable man. He would not risk offending Frigga. While a man could take a second wife, Angantyr was not the type of man to do such a thing. If that look grew into something more, a path of pain lay ahead of both of them.

      My thoughts shifted from Angantyr to Dag.

      Unlike my cousin, I was lucky. A good man loved me. Dag understood me and was patient, but it would not be fair to make him wait forever.

      The look on his face when I had ridden off came to mind once more.

      Exhaling deeply, I looked up at the cloudless sky overhead.

      Maybe I was making a mistake.

      Ervie-Ervie-Ervie, a bird chirped as it flew past. Ride away. Ride into the mists. Go to the mists. They’re waiting.
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        * * *

      

      We rode until nightfall, making camp in a glade near a stream. Angantyr’s men set up a shelter for the princess. I made a small fire not far from the river and laid a skin on the ground. After getting a few bites of dried meat and cheese, I sat looking into the fire. Soon, I felt another draw near.

      I turned to find Magnus there.

      I looked back toward the camp.

      Angantyr and his princess had retired to their tent.

      “Did she kick you out?” I asked with a chuckle, stroking the wolf’s ear. I dipped into my pocket and pulled out a bit of salted beef, which I tossed to him. He caught it with a snap of his massive jaws. When he was done, he trotted beside me and lay down, setting his head on my lap.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw another approach.

      Elan.

      “So, Magnus isn’t the only one banished by the princess tonight,” I said with a laugh.

      Elan chuckled lightly. “Yes, she was quite done with me after I finished brushing her hair.”

      My expression crinkled to a frown. “I hope you reminded her that you are not a maid.”

      Elan shrugged.

      I gestured for her to sit then offered her some of my food.

      Elan shook her head. “Angantyr had his men prepare me something. But thank you. Your cousin tells me you will not be joining us in his city.”

      “No, I am riding elsewhere.”

      Elan stared into the fire. “Yes. I see you alone in the forest.” After a moment, she shook her head and turned to me. “Angantyr told me your parents were priests of your gods…and that you, too, have the sight, as we call it.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Is that why you saved me and the others?”

      I smirked at her. “As you said, the gods lead us sometimes. Only they know why.”

      “Well, then I must find a way to thank your gods.”

      I laughed then looked briefly over my shoulder. “I’m sure something will occur to you.”

      “We must trust that our gods know better than ourselves why they lead us where they will. Why they move our feet, our hearts.” She smiled lightly, then turned to me once more. “I will leave you to your peace, Reindeer Princess. I wanted only to wish you well. After all, I owe you my life. I don’t know where you are going, but I sense there is danger in it for you. Your forests here are full of voices. I suggest that when you have the need, you listen to them.”

      I inclined my head to her.

      Elan rose to go.

      “Elan, I do know where you are going, and I sense danger for you as well,” I said, then frowned. “But my cousin is a good man. You can trust him.”

      Elan smiled lightly at me. “Thank you, Ervie,” she said, lifting her hands in a gesture of respect, then rejoined the others.

      I stroked Magnus’s head. “Well, wolf of Bolmsö, I will leave them in your care. If worse comes to worst, remind my cousin that his grandmother’s island is still without a jarl. Given he is the last of her blood, perhaps he should have been on Bolmsö all this time.”

      Magnus whined.

      “You see, we are in agreement.”

      The wolf thumped my leg with his foot.

      “Me? No, not me. I am not from the ancient blood of the isle of wolves.”

      Once more, the wolf whined at me.

      “Don’t be so disagreeable. I am a deer, and you are a wolf. I have no place on the isle of wolves. I belong in the mountains under the shadow of the Bone Tree.”

      Magnus huffed lightly, then closed his eyes.

      I laughed then lay down, the wolf shifting to lie beside me.

      “You are no son of Gizer, but I guess you will have to do,” I told him, then closed my eyes. “Sweet dreams, Magnus.”

      I felt a sandy tongue scrape across my hand, and soon, I fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know what startled me awake, but I woke feeling disoriented. Soon, I realized why. My fire, the stream, and the wolf were all gone—I was nowhere I recognized. Rising, I looked around to find myself in a dense wood. A heavy fog covered the ground.

      In the distance, however, I heard the sound of voices and saw the orange flicker of torchlight. The moon shone brightly in the night’s sky. Silhouetted by it was a tree unlike any I had seen before. Taller than the Bone Tree that grew in the ruins of my father’s abandoned village, broader than the tree called Grímnir’s Eye in the town of Dalr, even more impressive than the sacred tree of Uppsala. This tree could be none other than Yggdrasil.

      Movement and sound came from the base of the tree itself.

      Reaching for my weapons, I found them missing. I was wearing a simple, blue hangerok gown, my black hair hanging loose.

      Taking a deep breath, I made my way toward the tree.

      Overhead, the birds called in their familiar singsong: Er-vie, they see you. Er-vie, they weave and watch. Weave and watch. Weave and watch.

      Stepping slowly, I approached the tree. Light poured from a small house situated at the tree’s base. Creeping quietly, I made my way toward the door. Golden light spilled from the open edifice. I heard the sound of a spinning wheel and feminine voices coming from within.

      I peered inside.

      Three women were gathered around a spinning wheel.

      “A thread from the blood of a Brynhild, the Valkyrie,” the ancient one whispered, pulling a shimmering strand of thread from the air.

      “And one from Sigurd, who tasted the dragon’s blood,” said another, a young girl with golden hair, handing a strand to the weaver.

      “One from the ancient people of Bolmsö, from which Blomfjall was born,” a middle-aged woman with dark hair and elaborate braids said, handing the weaver another thread made of shimmering light.

      “And a thread made of the Trickster’s jotun blood,” the ancient one said, adding it to the others.

      “Watch that. It has thorns,” the youngest warned, making them all laugh.

      “Yes, yes, but he will see it all the way to the end,” the eldest said, making the others nod in agreement.

      The wheel spun around.

      “Who are—” I whispered, then stopped.

      I did not need to ask the names of the Norns.

      The three women looked up at me, eyeing me through the open door.

      “Ervie,” Verdani, the middle-aged woman and weaver of what was to come met my gaze. “‘Twas we who made you. Not pretty Freyja and her magic. Not the All-Father and his runes. Not the Vanir. Not the Ǽsir. We wove you into being. We made you from the many strands of magical blood that walks this land. We shall guide. We will lead you back to the knowledge that was lost.”

      “And change you,” Skuld, the youngest, said, a smile dancing on her lips. “Not völva. Not shaman. A wielder of seidr but more.”

      The eldest, her eyes white with blindness, stared at me. “Dísir,” she hissed.

      The sound—and the word—startled me.

      My body shuddered, and I woke with a jolt.

      I was back by the fire once more.

      Magnus whined, then looked up at me.

      I set my hand on his head.

      The Norns were beyond the gods.

      Even Odin went to them for wisdom.

      And now, they spoke to me.

      I stared into the fire. “Father, Mother,” I whispered, “watch over me.”

      The wind blew through the trees, making the leaves shake.

      “Ervie,” a soft voice called in the breath of the trees, “we are with you.”

      I would know that voice anywhere.

      It was the voice of my mother.
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CHAPTER 20

        

      

    

    
      I hardly slept the rest of the night. The dream—if you could call it that—filled me with uneasiness. All my life, I had prayed to Freyja. More than anything, I wanted the goddess to help me understand her gifts. It was Freyja who had taught the gods seidr. It was her magic that the most talented shamans amongst our people used. What little of it Blomma had taught me, I had learned well. But that was the problem—what little of it. Somehow, I had hoped my actions would please Freyja, that she would lead me where I needed to go.

      But what if it wasn’t Freyja guiding me all this time?

      The Norns were something other—not of the Ǽsir nor Vanir. They were creatures beyond all of that, beings of time and nature. In a way, that made them far more powerful and dangerous than the gods. They were unpredictable.

      Dísir.

      The word was like a cloud of breath in cold air, brief and intangible. The dísir were female spirits, goddesses. Not quite human, not always of the gods. Many times, they were something in between.

      The word pricked at my mind.

      Leaving the thought aside, I packed up my campsite and rejoined the others, Magnus following along beside me. I saddled my horse then joined Angantyr.

      “Ah, Magnus. Here you are. So, you abandoned me for Ervie for the night?” Angantyr asked, petting the wolf.

      “He was a good bedwarmer.”

      “Yes, he has been, all these years,” my cousin said with a laugh, but there was a jagged edge to his voice. He looked briefly toward the princess, then away.

      “Angantyr?” I asked, but I’d guessed at the matter. Of course, my cousin felt obliged to be with his new wife, but it seemed Hergarth had no need for the wolf. But a wolf of Bolmsö was no common pet.

      “It’s nothing.”

      I frowned. “You are unhappy.”

      Angantyr shrugged. “There is nothing to be done.”

      “You may be Princess Helga’s son, but that does not mean you must serve Harald. Remember, you are the last of the blood of Bolmsö. That island is yours, by right. And you may go there free of any impediments Harald has forced on you.”

      “I wed the princess in Frigga’s name.”

      “So you did, but who is to say that it was not the gods that brought Elan to you?”

      Angantyr stared at me. “Am I so transparent?”

      “Only to those who know how to look.”

      Angantyr shook his head. His gaze went to Elan, who was chatting with one of the horses, whispering sweetly as she stroked his face. “If we had not gone to Gaul, she would not be here at all.”

      I nodded, then set my hand on his shoulder. “Remember, our people do not limit you to one wife, Cousin.”

      “I could never do that.”

      I sighed. “This is why I am not married. The whole affair seems far too complicated.”

      My cousin chuckled. “Oh? Is that the reason? I must admit, I envy you, Cousin. You live free, slipping the yoke of obligations.”

      “Don’t envy me. Everyone thinks I’ll be dead in a fortnight.”

      “It is true that none return from King Ormar’s forest. But if anyone can find a path, it will be you.”

      “Which is why I must part ways with you this morning.”

      Angantyr nodded. “I can send some men with you.”

      “I will be fine on my own.”

      “There is a small village to the east, Thorby. It is the last inhabited village before you reach the borderlands between the Myrkviðr and Harald’s lands. Stop there. Perhaps someone will guide you to the king’s hall.”

      I nodded, then leaned down to scratch Magnus’s ear once more. “Watch over my cousin,” I told him.

      The wolf rewarded me with a lick of the hand.

      I turned to Angantyr, extending my pinky.

      He linked his finger around mine. “Not Hervor.”

      “Not Heidrek.”

      And with that, he let me go. I made my way back to my horse, tightened up my saddle once more, then mounted. Turning to the east, I set off for the Myrkviðr.
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CHAPTER 21

        

      

    

    
      Following what amounted to little more than instinct and a general sense of direction, I made my way into the forest, following the path that led to the village Angantyr had mentioned. The road was little more than a deer trail in the woods. Even as such, I felt comforted by the silence. I rode for three days, not seeing a single soul. There was only the forest and the nattering of the birds, which I ignored.

      On the fourth day, everything passed in quiet. The sun was beginning to dip toward the horizon when I spotted a thick stand of trees in a small glade near a brook. I rode my horse there then dismounted, stretching my back. After watering the horse, I collected wood to make a small fire to roast the rabbit I had struck down with an arrow on the path.

      As I sat alone by the fire, I realized that the noise of Gizer’s hall had made me forget the silence of the forest.

      And the ache I’d felt longing for it.

      The rowdiness of the hall had dampened the feeling of loss, which was why I’d gone there in the first place.

      All my childhood, I had mourned the lack of a father I never knew. But losing my mother was like losing a limb. There is no pain quite like that of losing a parent. I loved and admired my mother. While she was no shield-maiden, she had ensured I found the right people to teach me how to fight.

      But what she did know, she taught me.

      “It is not only the gods we must honor,” Blomma’s voice came back to me in a fog of memory. We had ridden from Grund, traveling by land from King Hofund’s city to Dalr, home to Jarl Leif. The path led us through wild terrain. The trip was difficult, but I loved being alone with my mother. “You must remember, Ervie, that the land itself is alive and has its own voice.”

      “Like the birds?”

      “Yes, but also the vættir. The spirits of the land have their own power. The vættir inhabit sacred, natural spaces. Sometimes they appear as a woman who haunts a spring, or maybe a wild man who haunts his forest, or even as an animal. For the most part, they ignore us. But at times, they enjoy playing tricks on us. Malevolent or benevolent, they must be honored.”

      “Have you ever encountered a vætt?”

      Blomma nodded. “Yes. On more than one occasion. The isle of Bolmsö has a vætt that is said to take form when needed. The spirit of the sacred isle serves as a guardian and adviser to its rightful jarl. I have seen Bolmsö’s vætt take form—twice. Once, as a man, who guided Hervor. The second time, in the form of a wolf, who was the companion to my brother Angantyr until he died.”

      “And in Hreinnby?” I’d asked, changing the subject. At that time, the last thing I had wanted to hear more about was Bolmsö, the jarldom of the first Hervor.

      Blomma nodded. “There was a spirit who lived with the herd of reindeer. The vætt was not so much tied to the land but to the animals themselves. It was not quite man, nor quite reindeer. I often saw him amongst the herd. His eyes were large and dark, like the deer. And he had horns. More than once, he spoke to me.”

      “What did he say?”

      Blomma smiled. “He never bothered me nor your father unless the animals had need…a lame reindeer, a cow about to calf, poisonous weeds growing in the fields, things like that. After your father died and the reindeer left, I never saw him again.”

      “Are there such spirits in Grund?”

      “In the Grove of Thor, high in the trees, sometimes you can spot the spirits that live there, protectors of the trees themselves. Upriver, away from the city, the spirits of the river still swim amongst the waves. Not all vættir are shy of humans. I have encountered some eager to talk. But not all of them have our best interests at heart. You must remember that, Ervie. Many things in our world are not human: dwarves, elves, vættir, all manner of creatures. Not all are kind. But from the ones who are, you can learn much.”

      The fire popped, stirring me from my memory. Once again, I was alone in the woods, with only my memories of my mother to comfort me.

      With a sigh, I lay down and closed my eyes.

      “Mother, in this wood and on this journey, watch over me,” I whispered, then fell to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the next morning to the smell of roasting fish and flatbread. I opened my eyes a crack to find a child seated across from me. Moving quickly, I pulled my knife from my belt and sat up.

      “Easy, shield-maiden,” the boy said, raising his hands. “I mean no harm. I was fishing downstream when I came across your camp. Your fire was still hot. I figured between your campfire and my fish, we could have a good meal.”

      I studied the boy. He was, perhaps, eight years old or so. His cheeks were still smooth, not a shadow of hair on them—although the dirt smudged there almost fooled me otherwise. His voice was light.

      “Where is your family?” I asked.

      “I am on a journey.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “You should not travel alone.”

      “You are traveling alone, aren’t you?”

      I slipped my knife back into my belt then eyed the boy. He had twinkling green eyes and short, brown hair that was spiky at the back of his head. He was dressed in tattered trousers, an old tunic, and a leather jerkin too large for him.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      He waved his hand at the forest dismissively. “I am traveling to Thorby. Are you going there too?”

      I nodded.

      “We can go together. The fish is ready. Hungry?” he asked, pulling the fish from the fire. He deftly laid it on a round of freshly prepared bread which he’d cooked on a flat stone. Working gingerly, he handed the food to me. “Hot,” he said.

      I eyed him suspiciously but took the food all the same.

      He prepared his meal then sat cross-legged across from me.

      “That’s a fine horse,” he said. “What do you call him?”

      “Horse.”

      The boy laughed like I had said the most hilarious thing he had ever heard.

      I chuckled. “I haven’t thought of a name for him.”

      “You will,” the boy said with a grin. “What is your name?”

      “Ervie.”

      “Are you sure you are Ervie?” he asked with a smirk.

      I narrowed my gaze at him. “I am. Who are you?”

      The boy grinned then turned back to his food, grabbing a bite of the hot fish with his fingers. “Narfi.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you are Narfi?”

      At that, he laughed loudly, his mouth hanging open to reveal the food within.

      I grinned.

      The boy winked at me then turned back to his meal.

      I watched him as he ate. Whatever his intent, I suspected no malice. I turned back to the food. The bread was well made, the fish nicely roasted. I saw no harm in letting the child accompany me. He had not robbed me as he easily could have. In fact, why hadn’t I heard him working at the fire? That was unlike me.

      “Where did you get that sword?” Narfi asked, pointing to Hrotti.

      “My father.”

      “It’s strange.”

      “It is dwarven steel.”

      “Where did your father get it?”

      “It came from the hoard of the dragon Fafnir.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then how did you get it?”

      “As I said, it came to me from my father.”

      “Right. But how did he get it?”

      “His father.”

      “And how did he—”

      “You understand how that works, I presume,” I said, then pulled out my mead flask. I took a long drink then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Why are you traveling alone?”

      “I’m not. I’m traveling with you.”

      I rolled my eyes then turned back to my meal.

      “Why is there a stag skull on your shield?”

      “It’s a reindeer.”

      “Why is there a reindeer skull on your shield?”

      “It is the sigil of my father’s people.”

      “Who are your people?”

      Who were my people? Angantyr was my cousin, but not by blood. King Hofund was my grandfather, but again, not by blood. Besides Loptr and a few distant relatives in the village of Hárclett, I had no people.

      “Who are your people?”

      Again, the boy gave me a toothy grin.

      “Finish your food. We need to arrive in Thorby before midday,” I told him.

      “Who are you seeing in Thorby?”

      “No one. I am looking for a guide.”

      “To where?”

      “The hall of King Ormar.”

      “I know the way.”

      “You know the way?”

      The boy nodded. “Of course. I can take you there.”

      “I thought you were on a journey.”

      “I am… to Eskilundr.”

      “What is Eskilundr?”

      “The home of King Ormar.”

      “I thought you were going to Thorby.”

      “I was, and from there, on to Eskilundr. But if you’re going to Eskilundr too, I don’t need to go to Thorby.”

      “Why not? And how is it you know the way to Eskilundr and my people do not.”

      “Who are your people, again?”

      I studied the child. There was an unusual glint in his eyes. The gods were at play here. Be he an elf, vætt, or something other, whoever Narfi was, he was not entirely of this world. The Norns were weaving, and something told me this child was a part of that.

      “Very well. We can ride together to Eskilundr,” I said, then turned back to my food, finishing it off. When I was done, I went to the stream, cleaned my hands, and refilled my water pouch. By the time I got back to the camp, Narfi had put out the fire and readied the camp.

      I tightened the horse’s saddle then looked at the boy. After debating a moment, I said, “Come on. You can ride with me.”

      Not waiting for me to ask a second time, he approached the horse. I gave him a boost, lifting him into the saddle, then climbed on behind him.

      “Follow the stream north,” the boy told me.

      “But the Myrkviðr is to the east.”

      “Yes. We will follow the stream north for a while, then we will turn east.”

      I clicked to the horse, and we began our trek into the mountains. The ferns and underbrush were thick, but we followed the stream north until near midday when Narfi said, “We should turn east now. See,” he told me, pointing to a path through the woods.

      To my surprise, at the path entrance was a carved stone. Situated on the ground, I might have missed it had the boy not pointed it out. On the stone were carvings of runes that had been colored red.

      “We will take a moment to rest and water the horse before we continue on.”

      “All right,” Narfi said happily.

      I slid off the horse then lowered the child. Taking the horse’s reins, I led him to the water. The boy went to the water’s edge and splashed water on his face.

      “Wash your cheek,” I told him.

      “My cheek?”

      “You’ve had dirt smudged on there since this morning.”

      He laughed, then washed up.

      Leaving the boy and the horse to their drinking, I went to the entrance of the path. Before me, the woods grew thick and dark, the canopy overhead blocking out the sunlight. A breeze blew, and on it, I smelled the pungent scent of herbs. The strange, aromatic smell reminded me of the dísarsalr in Grund, the temple where I had served.

      I slipped my hand into my pocket, pulling out my flask of mead. Sipping the liquid, I considered.

      “Narfi, have you ever seen King Ormar?” I called.

      “Yes,” the boy quipped.

      “What is he like?”

      When the boy did not respond, I looked back. He was grinning at me.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “He once displeased Surtur, and the fire demon sent his minions to take vengeance on him. He is marred by the wights of Muspelheim.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You will see.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Narfi shrugged, then scrubbed his cheek once more.

      I looked toward the path into the woods. On the branches above the entrance sat an unkindness of ravens. When I looked up, the birds flew off—save two.

      I stared at the pair of ravens.

      From deep within me, I felt a dawning awareness.

      These were no ordinary ravens. These were the All-Father’s birds, Muninn and Huginn. They stared down at me.

      “Hervor. Hervor. Hervor,” one of the ravens cawed. “Come to the burned king of the Myrkviðr.”
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CHAPTER 22

        

      

    

    
      We rode throughout the afternoon into an ever-thickening forest. The path wound around trees that seemed to grow larger and larger as we made our way into the woods. Near dusk, we made camp once more. This time, however, I felt ill at ease. The forest had eyes. I wasn’t sure whether it was human, animal, or other that watched.

      I made a fire while Narfi prepared the birds I’d struck down with my arrows along the way.

      “How did you learn to shoot so well?” Narfi asked me as he worked.

      “A gifted shield-maiden taught me.”

      “What is her name?”

      “Sigrun.”

      “Where does she live?”

      “In Grund.”

      “Is she from Grund?”

      “No. She was born on Bolmsö.”

      “The isle of wolves?”

      I nodded. “But she made her home with her family in Grund.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “I was raised in Grund.”

      “But that’s not where you are from?”

      “Do you always ask so many questions?”

      He giggled. “Yes. What else did this Sigrun teach you?”

      “To fight, to track, to hunt.”

      “Did she teach you to put runes on your arrows?”

      “How do you know I put runes on my arrows?”

      “I saw them in your quiver.”

      “What do you know of runes?”

      The boy shrugged.

      I looked into the fire. “No, Sigrun did not teach me that.”

      “Then, who taught you the runes?”

      “My mother.”

      “But who told you to put them on your arrows?”

      “The gods. Now, stop jabbering and get to work. My stomach is growling.”

      Narfi laughed and handed me one of the birds. “I am done with this one, shield-maiden. Let’s just hope someone taught you how to cook.”

      I winked at him then set about putting the bird on to roast.

      The forest was alive with sounds. Nightbirds sang, insects clicked, and leaves rustled as larger, silent animals moved past.

      “Look,” Narfi said, pointing.

      I looked into the forest, spotting something glowing blue on the ground. Curious, I rose. The boy followed me. Getting away from the fire, we moved into the darkness. We had camped close to some large boulders at the foot of a hill. On the boulders were orbs of blue.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Come see,” Narfi said, leading me toward one of the orbs.

      When I got close, I realized it wasn’t an orb at all.

      “Mushrooms?” I said, squatting to look more closely.

      “They’re growing everywhere. See,” he said, gesturing.

      I scanned the moss-covered boulders. The boy was right. Iridescent mushrooms illuminated the stones.

      “No wonder they say the Myrkviðr is close to Alfheim,” I said.

      “It is close to Alfheim,” Narfi said with a grin. “I dare you to pass between those stones and see where you arrive,” he said, pointing to a gap in the boulders.

      “After you.”

      Narfi laughed.

      With a grin, I ruffled the boy’s hair. “Come on. Our dinner should be ready.”

      We returned to the camp once more, and I set about serving the food. The boy ate with vigor, but having spent these last years with Gizer’s sons, I had grown used to a young man’s appetite.

      “How long until we arrive in Eskilundr?” I asked.

      “Three days. We should be there by sundown on the third day,” Narfi replied in a muffled voice, his cheeks full.

      I chuckled. “Very well.”

      After we finished eating, I cleaned up. As I banked up the fire for the night, I told Narfi, “We will rise at dawn. Why don’t you get some sleep? I’ll finish up here.”

      He nodded. “All right,” he said, then lay down beside the fire, his arms under his head, and closed his eyes.

      Once I had the camp prepared for the night, I lay down on my bearskin and looked up at the leaves overhead. The limbs of the trees were silhouetted in the moonlight. The sky, a dark-blue canvas with twinkling silver stars, peeked through the canopy when the wind blew.

      I closed my eyes. Gizer’s party would have arrived in Grund by now. Gizer would have told Loptr where I had gone. I felt a pang of guilt. My brother would be worried. Already, I felt like I’d abandoned him. I exhaled deeply, then focusing gently, I reached out for my brother. We were very different from one another, but Loptr and I were connected in a way I could not explain. I stilled myself, seeking him. On the edge of my senses, I felt Loptr there. The sensation was not intense, but he was there. I tried to send reassurance and love, but the effort tasked me. Soon, I grew weary, and sleep began to overtake me.

      I rolled over and looked into the fire. Whatever the gods wanted from me, whatever answers waited in the forest, I hoped they were worth it.
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        * * *

      

      We rode for three days into the ever-darkening forest. We saw no sign of anyone else as we traveled through the woods. The forest grew thick. The trees were so large it would take four men to fit all the way around them. The branches of the trees reached far into the sky, making a dense canopy that kept out the light. But the third day, the weather had turned. Overhead, thunder had been rumbling all day. As we went, the boy kept himself occupied singing old songs and playing with the horse’s mane. It was midday on the third day when we stopped beside a pond to rest the horse and stretch our bodies.

      As we took our rest, the forest grew very silent.

      Save the sounds of the leaves and the creaking of the trees as they swayed in the wind, I heard nothing, not even the inane chatter of the birds.

      My eyes scanned the dense tree line.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Movement caught my attention. A red fox sat near one of the trees. The creature turned, then disappeared into the woods.

      Once he was gone, everything grew still.

      My skin rose in gooseflesh.

      Rather than drinking, my horse stood staring into the forest. His ears twitched as he looked in the direction of a grove ahead. There, the underbrush grew thick, and the path we’d been following disappeared.

      Overhead, the sky rumbled once more.

      I went to the horse and grabbed my shield. “We should not linger here,” I told Narfi.

      “Why not?” the boy asked as he inspected the pond.

      Not wanting to alarm the boy, I simply said, “It will rain soon.”

      “It will not rain.”

      “Don’t you hear the thunder?”

      “That is not thunder,” he said impishly as he walked across a fallen log to a stone in the pond.

      “Of course it is. What else could it be?”

      “It is King Ormar’s heart. He knows we are here.”

      The sky rumbled once more.

      “Come, Narfi. Let’s—” I began when I heard a whizzing sound.

      An arrow.

      “Narfi, take cover,” I shouted, rushing toward the horse where my bow was stashed, but the animal spooked. With a whinny, it raced away from me, disappearing into the forest.

      I dashed behind a tree, peering out toward the direction from which the arrow had been fired.

      There was no one there.

      My heart thumping in my chest, I looked back toward the pond. There was a ripple on the water. The boy was gone.

      The sky rumbled once more. The wind gusted through the trees. On it, I smelled the scent of bodies. Closing my eyes, I tried to feel the presence of others in the forest.

      There were at least a dozen men.

      Lightning cracked.

      Taking the moment as a distraction, I sprinted toward a thicket.

      An arrow whizzed past my ear.

      I dashed quickly through the forest, willing my feet to carry me as quickly as possible. As I raced, I felt them gaining on me. Leaves rustled, and branches cracked behind me. I knew I could stand and fight, but I was woefully outnumbered.

      It was better to run.

      To run hard.

      To remember what my mother had taught me.

      To remember that I was the daughter of the Reindeer King.

      I was the daughter of the man who had run with the herd, who had blended in with them, who had become one with them.

      My heart pounded in my chest.

      I moved faster and faster, jumping over mossy logs and dodging under fallen trees covered in mushrooms.

      I heard their footsteps as they chased after me.

      I ran.

      I was the daughter of the Reindeer King.

      I was the daughter of the Reindeer King.

      I ran and ran until my own footsteps sounded like a thunder of hooves.

      Reindeer Princess.

      Like her father.

      One with the herd.

      Someone sounded a horn.

      I was rushing so fast, I didn’t see what had come at me until it was too late.

      Something large swung at my face, knocking me off my feet.

      I fell onto my back.

      For a brief moment, before everything went dark, a man with long, black hair and a scarred face looked down at me. “Welcome to the Myrkviðr, Reindeer Princess.”
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CHAPTER 23

        

      

    

    
      It was the sound of wood creaking that woke me. It was an odd sort of sound, like something too heavy was pulling on a branch that was too light. Once, Bjarki had brought home such a great boar that it broke the beam when it was strung up to be cleaned.

      Squeak.

      Squeak.

      Squeak.

      And then, I realized.

      I opened my eyes to find myself hanging upside down, tied by my ankles, and suspended in the air. My hands were bound around my waist and behind my back. Before me stood several people dressed in furs and dark clothing.

      I swayed in the breeze, squeaking as I rocked back and forth.

      “She’s awake,” someone whispered. “Go get him.”

      My eyes fluttered closed. It felt like it took forever before I heard someone step close to me.

      The same hulking man who had bashed me in the face knelt to look more closely at me. He was a tall, muscular creature with an angular face, a neat beard, and black hair, which he’d pulled back into a braid. He studied me with his piercing blue eyes. One side of his face was scarred with burns from a fire.

      “What do you want here?” he asked.

      I tried to swallow, but my mouth was dry. My heady felt dizzy. A person could die like this. First, you would lose consciousness, and then…nothing. It was a coward’s way to die. Neither Odin nor Freyja would take you to their halls if you died like this, strung up like a pig.

      “I swing as Odin did from Yggdrasil,” I replied, trying to see beyond the man to the others.

      A crowd of a dozen people stood behind the man. Amongst them, I saw Narfi standing with the strangers. He grinned and waved at me.

      “For what purpose?” the man asked.

      “For the same reason the All-Father hanged. To learn.”

      He smirked at me. “And if it costs you an eye, as it did for the All-Father?”

      “Then take it.”

      At that, the man rose. “Cut her down.”

      I heard the swish of a sword.

      I hit the ground hard, and once more, everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when I woke once more. I was surprised to find myself lying in a soft bed draped with furs. A brazier burned, casting competing flickers of orange light and dark shadows across the walls. My shield, swords, bow, and quiver sat propped against the wall in one corner.

      I looked down to discover I had been redressed in a simple red hangerok gown.

      A flicker of rage shot through me.

      I sat up.

      My head throbbed, and my wrists ached where they had been bound. There were red burns on my skin. I touched my forehead, feeling a bruise thereon. Suddenly, I was sorry I was so far from Eyfura, who had a knack for patching up wounds.

      I slipped out of bed, pulled on my boots, and grabbed my weapons. As I did so, I scanned around the room. The chamber was finely adorned. The beams were carved with images from our stories—Freyja and her cats, Freyr and his boar, Muninn and Huginn, and other designs. The bed itself was also carved, the posts made to appear like ivy vines twisting around the trunks of trees. Skins lined the stone floor.

      I touched the fabric of the gown I was wearing. It was soft and well-made. The neck and hem had been embroidered with rose vines. Regardless, I did not appreciate that someone had undressed me—no matter how well-intended the actions were.

      Frowning, I opened the door and slipped out to find myself in a low and narrow hallway. Doors led off to different chambers. Antlers, shields, spears, and other weapons decorated the walls. At the other end of the hallway, I saw light and smelled the scents of fire and ale.

      I drew my sword. With my shield before me, I made my way slowly toward the main room of the longhouse.

      When I exited the hallway, I found myself in an impressive hall. A long, narrow firepit ran down the center of the room. The supporting beams were made of tree trunks, polished to show the beautiful knots and textures of the wood. The crossbeams were made of wide timbers. Leaves had been engraved on the woodwork. In fact, the entire place had been decorated so that it resembled the forest.

      At least a dozen warriors were in the room, all of whom fell silent when I entered.

      They were an unusual lot, draped in animal skins, many wearing the eyeless heads of the pelts. Others wore bone and antlers woven into their braids. They all wore kohl on their faces, elaborately marked with swirling designs.

      The warriors stepped aside to reveal a man sitting on a throne. The throne itself was made from a wide stump.

      The man with the scarred face sat there. He gestured for the others to go.

      Silently, the warriors departed save one, a man with long, blond hair and a matching blond beard. He wore the pelt of a badger around his neck and had claws woven into the braid in his beard. He stood near the door.

      The king and I stood facing one another in silence. The man on the throne was a curious creature. He wore a black tunic untied at the neck—revealing a tattooed and muscular chest—and matching black boots and trousers. His eyes were lined thickly with kohl. He was about Gauti’s age. Even in the dim light of the hall, his light-blue eyes sparkled. There was heavy scarring on one side of his face. One of his eyebrows and eyelids had been forever altered in shape by the burns.

      The fire in the pit crackled, sending up a shower of embers.

      “The gods are listening,” he said, his gaze going to the fire.

      “Let’s try not to disappoint them, King Ormar.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Indeed, Princess Hervor.”

      “I am called Ervie.”

      “You do not wear the Queen of Grund’s name?”

      “Overuse anything, and it is bound to fall to pieces.”

      The king huffed. “Either way, I have no need of a princess in this hall,” he said with a dismissive wave as he sat back.

      “Doesn’t that depend on the princess?”

      He gave me a stern look. “The Myrkviðr is not open to outsiders. Those who find us have either been led here by the gods or have wandered where they do not belong. So, that begs the question. Why are you here, daughter of Mjord and Blomma?”

      “If you know who I am and where I am from, perhaps you can guess,” I replied tartly, annoyed by his lack of hospitality.

      “Your brother Loptr sits in the great hall of Grund practicing to be king. He is not here in the Myrkviðr. Why are you?”

      “Loptr does not seek what I am after.”

      The king stroked his short beard as he mulled it over. “Perhaps he was not the one gifted with your parents’ hamingja after all.”

      “Hamingja?”

      “The wisdom, spirit, and luck of our ancestors do not go to the pyre with them entirely, Princess. Much of what they know, who they were, is passed on to those who come after. It lies sleeping in their heirs.” He looked me up and down, assessing me. “For some unfortunate spirits, it lays fallow in their beneficiaries forever…as is often the case with princesses raised in fine halls,” he said, giving me a slight sneer.

      “You would be wise not to speak ill of my brother in my presence. And you know nothing of me. I am not that kind of princess.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. It is.”

      “Do you think you carry your parents’ hamingja?”

      “Perhaps I do.”

      “Then you should wake it.”

      “How?”

      King Ormar shrugged. “If the gods will it, you will find a way.”

      “I found my way here, didn’t I?”

      “That means nothing.”

      “The Norns,” I said, trying to master my frustration with this man.

      Ormar huffed a laugh. “We shall see what the Norns want. Come. We will let her decide what to do with you.”

      “Her? Her, who?”

      But the king did not reply. Instead, he rose and walked toward the door. Ormar looked over his shoulder at me. “Come along, Reindeer Princess.”
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CHAPTER 24

        

      

    

    
      I had not been conscious when I first arrived. When I stepped outside, I was surprised to see a sprawling village nestled between the trees. The great hall sat on the mountainside, perched above the rest of the village. Below it were the houses and workshops that made up the village of Eskilundr. At the foot of the mountain was a vast lake. The village was a rustic sort of place, just as I imagined Hreinnby had been when my father ruled there. In Skagen and Grund, evidence of intermingling and trade with the larger world was everywhere. But here, in this remote forest city, I sensed the opposite. These people did not want to be found. They had no interest in the outside world. Everywhere I looked, I could see that people survived by their own ingenuity and sweat of their brows. At one home, a man had strung up a deer pelt and worked cleaning it. A group of women sat together sorting through baskets of roots, nuts, and berries. Hammers rang out as men worked on one of the small houses. The people were dressed in rough furs, leather, or simple gowns.

      Ormar motioned for me to follow him.

      We descended the steps of the hall and made our way down the road that led through the village. As we went, Ormar’s people stopped their work to bow to their king, their curious eyes surveying me as I went.

      “They are not used to outsiders,” Ormar told me.

      “There was a boy who was traveling with me. What happened to him?”

      “What boy?”

      “A child, perhaps no more than ten. Brown hair. Wild grin. Talks too much.”

      Ormar shook his head. “I saw no boy.”

      “But he was with your people. I saw him when I was strung up.”

      “There was no boy. The mind dreams when you are turned upside down.”

      I frowned. Perhaps he was right. Narfi had run when Ormar’s men had closed in on us. I’d seen the ripple in the pond. I hoped the boy had gotten away. Despite his propensity for over-talking, I liked the child. I was sorry to think he was on the road alone now—or worse, lost in the forest.

      “And my horse?” I asked.

      “That impressive steed of yours? Yes, we have your fancy stallion. My people brought it in. He’s stabled with my animals,” he said, gesturing to the left. Through the trees and scattered buildings, I saw a barn.

      As we went, I noted there were many monoliths carved with runes and stone effigies of the gods along the road. We passed an image of Freyja. The stone was carved with an image of two cats at her feet. I paused before her.

      Freyja…

      Ormar paused, looking at me. “You honor the Vanir goddess?”

      “Yes.”

      “And seek her gifts, I suppose.”

      “What of it?” I snapped in reply. “Clearly, she is revered by your people as well,” I said, gesturing to the fresh crown of leaves and flowers on the goddess’s head.

      “We honor all the gods, but we are Jǫrð’s children in this forest. The Earth goddess and the Norns guide us here. Even when Ragnarök comes, the Earth will continue, and the Norns will carry on. What the three sisters know is eternal. And we are wiser for seeking their skills and knowledge.”

      I thought about my dream. Was this why the Norns had sent me here? Was the Myrkviðr special to them?

      I looked back at Freyja, setting my hand on hers. “Don’t you fear offending Freyja by dismissing her magic?”

      He shrugged. “I neither dismiss her nor seek her. But Freyja has never whispered a single word to me. How about you?”

      I pursed my lips but said nothing.

      “Nor to you either,” Ormar stated. “Not all the gods have an interest in our doings, Princess,” he said, then turned and carried on.

      We made our way down the path that led to the lake. When we were halfway there, however, Ormar turned from the road and led us into the forest. Situated at the very edge of the woods was a small cottage with an earthen roof. Weeds, moss, mushrooms, and even small trees grew from the house’s roof. The building, made of turf, looked very old. The cottage was more a living thing than a residence. By comparison, Ormar’s hall seemed practically brand-new. Talismans hung from the roof beams, shells, bones, twigs, and feathers waving gently in the breeze.

      Ormar went to the door and knocked lightly. “Asa? I have brought the Reindeer Princess.”

      When others called me Reindeer Princess, I had worn the title with a mark of honor. I was proud to be my father’s daughter. But the moniker in Ormar’s mouth sounded like an insult. And each time he used it, I felt myself and my ancestors dishonored. I tried to quell my rising temper—tried and failed.

      I clenched my jaw hard.

      “Ormar,” a woman called from inside. “One day, you will swallow that tongue. Come.”

      King Ormar opened the door and motioned for me to follow.

      It was dark inside and smelled heavily of herbs, loamy earth, and minerals—much like a cave. In the dim light, I could make out the shapes of a cot, benches, and a table. A fire burned in a pit at the center of the building. Smoke curled upward toward the gap in the roof overhead.

      Beside the fire was an ancient woman holding a distaff in her hands. She had long, white hair. Feathers and silver adornments were braided into her long locks. She had painted three white lines from her hairline to her chin.

      “So, she has come,” the woman said, looking me over from head to toe. “As they said she would.”

      “Apparently,” Ormar said sourly.

      The ancient woman gave him a hard look.

      “Sit, child,” the woman said, motioning for me to take a seat opposite her.

      I did as she asked.

      In the light of the fire, I was able to see her more clearly. Her eyes were a mix of blue and milky white. She wore a red fox pelt on her head and a string of teeth around her neck.

      I willed myself to stay calm.

      The heady magic emanating from her could not be denied.

      Ormar took a seat beside me.

      “You are Ervie,” she said, lifting and lowering her distaff.

      “Yes.”

      “I knew better than to call her Hervor,” she told Ormar. “Ancient and half-blind as I am, I know better than you.”

      “Always,” he replied, chuckling lightly.

      “Yet you are king, and I am here in my hut.”

      “You are welcome to my crown and hall whenever you want it,” Ormar told her.

      The old woman laughed then looked toward me. “I am Asa,” she said, then turned her gaze toward the fire. It popped and crackled, red embers floating upward.

      Asa stared at the flames for a very long time. When the fire crackled, she nodded. “Yes,” she said, seemingly to the fire, then she looked toward Ormar. “You almost could not catch her,” she said, gesturing to me.

      Ormar nodded. “She nearly outran us.”

      “How did she manage that?”

      Ormar didn’t answer.

      “As stupid and blind as ever,” Asa replied, then raised and lowered the distaff once more. “You are willfully not seeing. Stubborn Ormar,” Asa said, then sighed. “But, no more blind than her.” She turned toward me. “In the forest, how did you nearly outrun Ormar’s warriors?”

      I shook my head, confused by the question. “I…ran fast.”

      “How?”

      “Well, I was motivated not to die,” I said with a chuckle which Asa joined.

      “Urd wove your father’s gifts into your blood. And your mother’s. And”—she leaned toward me, raising one eyebrow—“your grandfather’s,” she said knowingly. “Yet, you do not know the extent of that power. So many of the gifts of those who came before you have come together—in you. Even the hamingja of the shield-maiden whose name you have forsaken. She, too, has passed her gifts to you.”

      “Hervor was no blood relation to me.”

      “Yet she is your ancestor all the same. She is blood by choice. What is more powerful than that? And in our world, all that matters is the gambit of blood we play. Now, how did you run so fast?”

      I stilled as I considered her words. The whole world knew Hervor was a skinwalker, that she could shift form into a wolf. And my father… there were stories of him being one with the herd. I thought back to the chase. I remembered the woods, the trees, the warriors perusing me, and the sound of hooves.

      “I… No, that is not possible.”

      “You are the Reindeer Princess,” Asa said with a laugh.

      “That is just a title,” I told her, then turned to Ormar. “One used in honor of my family,” I added waspishly.

      “Why was your father called the Reindeer King?” Asa asked me.

      “Because he and his people tended the herds. Hreinnby was a place where the reindeer gathered.”

      “Your father was the king stag, Princess. Not just on the throne of horns in his hall but also in the fields below the Bone Tree. That is why the reindeer left when your father died. They lost their king, so their vætt led them off in search of another.”

      “How do you know all of this? How do you know anything about me?”

      She pointed her distaff toward the fire. “Mjord speaks to me. He has gone to the Norns to beg their favor—for you. Now, he whispers from Valhalla what he would have his daughter know.”

      “That I am like the other Hervor, a Úlfhéðnar?”

      “Yes and no,” Asa replied firmly. “Yes, you can shift to an animal form as Hervor once did. But her magic came from Bolmsö, her island, the isle of wolves. Her magic was one of the berserker. That magic now lives within Angantyr—as he is called. You, however, have received a far greater gift. Mjord is very convincing,” Asa said, then smiled. “You are no mere Úlfhéðnar. You do not need the red rage. You have been gifted with the potential to change hamr—and more.”

      I stared at the old woman. The stories of the first Hervor and how she changed form, becoming a wolf in the heat of battle, were legendary. Even Bjarki Bearskin would be fighting beside you in one moment, and in the next, the red rage would take him, and he would be more bear than man. But changing hamr… That was something more. To change your hamr meant to change yourself into anyone, anything, to take the shape of any man or animal. It was magic used by Loki.

      “That is a skill of the gods,” I replied.

      “That is seidr, Ervie of Hreinnby. And you will learn it here.”

      “You will teach me?”

      “Not I,” she said with a laugh. “The dreamless sleep calls me once more. Ormar will teach you. And the shield-maiden, Auðr. To her, too, I have given a task. But Ormar will lead you down the path. And when it is time, I will wake once more, and we shall discuss what comes next.”

      “There must be some mistake,” Ormar protested. “This girl spent most of her life in the great hall of Grund. She should not be here. She cannot learn our ways.”

      “Our ways?” Asa asked with a laugh. “Who are we to question this girl? Ervie is far closer to their ways than ours,” she replied, gesturing to the fire. “The gods have brought one of their own to us. They have entrusted her training to us. You would reject her, Ormar? Why?”

      Ormar cast a quick glance at me, then frowned. “This is not the right time to train anyone. You know that along our eastern boundaries, we have issues that must be attended to. And she… I do not have time to train a princess, and you know I do not want anyone in the hall.”

      “Ahh,” Asa said, cutting him off. “Ormar, you are speaking through your own fears. You will do as the Norns command. As Jǫrð asks. Do you understand?”

      He said nothing.

      “Ormar?”

      “Yes, Asa.”

      “Good.”

      “Where do I begin?”

      “With water,” the old woman replied, then became still and silent, her eyes closing.

      Ormar sat in silence for a long moment.

      “I hear you, honored one,” he told the woman then rose. He motioned for me to follow him.

      “But,” I said, hesitating. I looked back at Asa. It was as if the woman had been overcome by a deep sleep. She sat motionless.

      “Come, Princess,” Ormar called once more.

      I followed the king from the cottage, wincing as I stepped into the sunlight once more.

      I turned back toward the building. “Who is she?” I asked Ormar.

      “Asa is the keeper of this forest. You came here for knowledge, but it is not mine you seek. It is Asa’s. What they say about the Myrkviðr is true. There are places here where the forest changes. Here the gates between our world and Alfheim are thin. Some say Asa came from there. Others say she is merely a dís, a spirit of this place who has always been in the Myrkviðr. If you ask her, she will riddle. But I can tell you this. She was here when I was born. She taught my mother before me and her mother before her. She is Asa, to whom the gods, the ancestors, and all the dísir speak. That is why you are here. Asa wishes for you to learn how to change hamr, as you have already proven you can, Reindeer Princess.”

      “That was an accident. I didn’t even realize.”

      Ormar leaned toward me, his ice-blue eyes meeting mine. “Then next time, do it on purpose.”
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CHAPTER 25

        

      

    

    
      Ormar spent the rest of the morning showing me around—albeit begrudgingly—the village of Eskilundr. A stream ran down from the mountains, ending in the lake. Women hauled buckets of fresh spring water from the creek back to town. Great trees stood all around the village, shielding it from strangers and creating a heavy canopy overhead. As we went, I spotted a dozen girls, from preteens to just a little younger than myself, sparring. The shield-maidens worked under the eye of an elder warrior woman who smoked a pipe as she watched. The woman had long, silver hair, which she wore in a braided knot on her head. She was a sinewy thing, hardened by her many years behind a shield.

      “Hilda, lift your sword. You are letting it droop,” the elder shield-maiden called.

      I watched as the girls worked. There was something about the way they fought that was smooth, elegant. Having grown used to Gizer’s warband bashing their way through obstacles, the girls’ subtle moves were intriguing. They worked their wrists and pivoted on the balls of their toes, moving gracefully.

      “King Ormar,” the elder shield-maiden said, pausing to give the king a slight bow.

      “Auðr,” he replied.

      She smiled at him then shifted her gaze my way. Giving me a quick, assessing look, she inclined her head to me.

      I returned the gesture.

      Ormar and I walked to the lake’s edge. As we went, I spotted men debarking a fallen tree. In another workshop, they pounded iron. Everywhere I looked, people were hard at work.

      “This body of water is called the Lake of Mimir,” Ormar said. “Tomorrow, I will take you out,” he said, gesturing to the boats.

      “Fishing?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

      “Something like that.”

      I glanced back to the village. “I will not be a burden here. Your people may not like outsiders, but I can do my part. Tell me how I can be of help.”

      “You want to be of help?”

      I clenched my jaw. “Yes.”

      “What can you do?”

      “Anything your people can do.”

      “Can you use a hammer, Princess?”

      “Can you, King?”

      Ormar huffed a laugh, then turned and headed into the woods.

      Wordlessly, I followed along behind him. A good distance walk away from Asa’s house deeper in the forest, we came to a small house in disrepair. The place was in shambles. A tree had fallen on the back half of the house, crushing the roof and wall in that corner.

      “If you want to work,” Ormar said, “then you can begin here. The house needs to be rebuilt. There are a few tools and supplies inside. I was planning to have someone begin working on it today, but since you offered, the work is yours, Princess.”

      I bristled at his words. “Fine.”

      “Speak to the villagers about whatever supplies you need.”

      “Where is the owner of this house?”

      “We found her dead under the tree,” Ormar replied. “If you find you’re not quite up to the task, I asked one of the girls to serve as your maid in the hall. Freydis can see to your bath and whatever finery you wish when you’re done playing here.”

      I gritted my teeth so hard I thought my jaw might break. Rather than responding, I ducked under the entryway and entered the shambles of a house. The tree had crushed the entire corner of the building. Only the supporting beams remained. A small box of tools sat just inside the door.

      Outside, I heard Ormar walking away.

      Good.

      Ormar didn’t want me here. Fine. But I would not be goaded by him. If he wanted to see how a princess of Hreinnby behaved, he need only watch. I had no need of maids or finery. I yanked a leather strap off the sleeve of my dress and tied back my hair.

      The Norns had brought me here.

      No difficult, rude king would deter me from my course.

      I looked around the room.

      Now, where was the damned hammer?
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        * * *

      

      I worked most of the day clearing branches. The tree’s trunk had already been removed, but the large branches and debris remained. It was late afternoon when I finally had cleared the worst of it.

      As I chopped wood and cleared debris, passing villagers eyed me curiously, but no one stopped to make my acquaintance.

      I hardly cared.

      If they had no intention of showing me any kindness, why would I let it bother me?

      When I was done, I took an armload of wood inside. Within the cottage, many of the former inhabitant’s belongings remained. The personal items were gone, but furniture and essential tools were still there. A bench and two stools sat beside the fire. There was a small workbench in one corner. The cot that had been attached to the wall had been destroyed—no doubt, the sleeper along with it—when the tree had fallen. A few pots and bowls sat on a small table near the fire.

      I left the cottage near sunset and slipped back into the king’s hall.

      I was met at the door by Ormar’s housecarl, the blond-haired man I had noticed earlier.

      “What do you need, Princess?”

      “My belongings,” I said, holding his gaze.

      The man shifted nervously. “But… Are you leaving?”

      “The hall, yes. Therefore, I need my things,” I said, gesturing behind him.

      He stepped aside.

      I went to the chamber I’d woken in that morning. There, I found a young woman tidying the room. She was probably no older than sixteen with a long, golden braid trailing down her back.

      “Princess Hervor,” she said, then bowed. “I am Freydis. King Ormar fetched me to help you. Can I…” she was saying, then paused as she watched me search the room for my clothes. I found them in a trunk along with several other dresses that were not mine. From the sweet smell of my belongings, Freydis had laundered them. They were neatly folded. “Can I… Princess, can I help you with anything?”

      Moving aside the unfamiliar gowns, I grabbed my things and shoved them into my satchel.

      I then turned, meeting the girl’s gaze. She looked confused.

      “Thank you for seeing to my clothes,” I said. “I do appreciate your time and effort. And the room is very nicely prepared,” I said, looking around. “But I will not stay in the hall.”

      “But where will you stay?” she asked, looking stunned.

      “In the cottage at the edge of the village.”

      “They said you were working in the widow Fjorgyn’s old cottage. Repairing it? Is that right?” she asked, a confused expression on her face.

      “I don’t know the owner’s name. The cottage where the tree fell. That is where I have been working.”

      Freydis nodded. Nervously, she set down the pitcher she was holding. “That’s the place, but you can’t stay there. Asa called you here, did she not? I mean, you are a princess. You cannot stay there. It’s not right.”

      “I will not stay in this hall, that is certain. Again, my thanks to you,” I said, gesturing to my satchel where I’d stashed my clean clothes, then turned and headed back out.

      I could hear the girl’s footsteps behind me.

      “Princess Hervor… But, Princess…”

      When we reached the main hall, I found the housecarl waiting.

      “Father,” Freydis said, calling to the man. “She will not stay in Ormar’s hall.”

      “Princess,” the man said, stepping toward me.

      Grinding my teeth together, I paused, took a deep breath, then said, “I am Ervie. Just Ervie. And I will not stay where I am not wanted. Now, excuse me,” I said, then moved around him.

      As I left, I heard Freydis say, “Father, the king has offended her. He is her host. This is an affront to the gods.”

      “I will speak to him,” the housecarl answered, then the door closed behind me.

      Slipping my satchel around my body, I went to the lake.

      There was no way in all of Hel’s realm I would stay in the hall with Ormar. The king was so…obstinate. I was going to have to learn in spite of him. And if that was the case, I didn’t want to subject myself to him any more than I had to.

      Of course, he could also turn me out of the cottage.

      But I had no objections to sleeping under the stars.

      Better than sleeping under the same roof with such a disagreeable man.

      Pushing Ormar from my thoughts, I made my way back to the lakeshore.

      The fading sun cast ribbons of orange, yellow, and pink on the small waves on the lake. A flock of ducks swam along the water’s edge, nosing through the grass under the waves, eating the unseen fish below. Pulling my bow and ducking low, I moved slowly behind the reeds and cattails at the water’s edge. The sweet scent of the water, fresh and vaguely muddy, perfumed the air. The ducks called to one another with low clicks.

      Fish and bugs.

      Fish and bugs.

      Night coming.

      Night.

      Kneeling, I nocked an arrow. Taking aim, I shot.

      The arrow startled the birds, sending the flock flying away.

      Danger.

      Danger hiding in the reeds.

      Danger.

      My kill remained, the duck bobbing on the surface of the water like a forgotten apple.

      Wading in, I collected my prize.

      “Sorry, friend,” I told the creature, then headed back to the broken-down cottage. I had cleared the firepit earlier. Grabbing the kindling I had stored, I built a fire and sat down and cleaned my bird. As I worked, I tried to shove away all thoughts of that disagreeable—albeit very handsome—king.

      What?

      Perhaps he was attractive, in a rugged, surly, unapproachable kind of way.

      Blowing air through my lips, I shifted my focus back to my work. Once the bird was cleaned, I set it on a spit to roast. The smell of the cooking meat filled the air. I sent a prayer of thanks to the shield-maiden Sigrun, wherever she was, for teaching me such skills.

      I was only sixteen winters old when Blomma died, leaving me an orphan. In his grief, Loptr had clung to King Hofund. I could have easily done the same. Hofund was a gentle man and a loving foster-grandparent, but my mourning cast me adrift. Later, when Gizer came along, I would escape Grund, but before that happened, it was Sigrun who had helped me bear the pain.

      Sigrun had known both of my parents and had even fought to save Hreinnby. Having battled alongside the first Hervor, she was a great shield-maiden. I had trailed Sigrun since I was small, begging her to teach me everything: how to hunt, fight, shoot a bow, use a sword…everything. Because of Sigrun, I was the warrior I’d become.

      I sighed.

      It had been too long since I had seen Sigrun and her family. Lady Svafa was right. There were people in Grund who loved me. It was just… I shook my head. It was just that I did not want the life that waited for me there. In truth, I wasn’t sure what I wanted. I wanted something that didn’t exist anymore.

      And I couldn’t find a way to reconcile that.

      I pulled out my flask of mead, chiding myself for not bringing along a few bottles from Harald’s hall.

      “To the previous owner of this house, I honor your spirit. Please, forgive me for seeking refuge where I have not been invited. I will do my best to honor your memory by restoring your home,” I said, then poured a drink of the mead into the fire. The flames flickered in response. I would not stay in Ormar’s hall again. Not this night. Not any other night. I trusted Asa. The woman—if she was that—was an honest spirit. I would learn, but I would not subject myself to the king any more than I had to. I would spend this night and as many nights to come as needed in this broken-down house. It was fitting, in a way. Hreinnby sat in ruins. Blomfjall had burned to nothing but ashes. Perhaps a dilapidated house was a good place for my kind of princess.

      A broken one.

      With nothing to call her own but embers, ash, and someone else’s name.
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CHAPTER 26

        

      

    

    
      After finishing my meal, I lay down to rest by the fire. My eyes grew heavy as I looked into the flames. Tomorrow, I would need to go and see if the villagers would be willing to barter with me. I needed timbers, reeds, twine, and sod to finish the repairs to the house. Something told me that my silver would not go far here.

      But I wouldn’t give Ormar the satisfaction of seeing me struggle.

      I would find a way.

      The fire crackled and popped.

      Why had Asa left me to that man? Surely, she could have foreseen he wouldn’t want me here.

      “Norns, I do not know what you are weaving for me, but your threads are made with thorns,” I whispered as I closed my eyes.

      “And entrails.

      “And bone.

      “And shadows.

      “That is how you make something new.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke the following day to the sound of…snuffling? Opening my eyes, I felt disoriented at first, somehow thinking I was in my chamber in Gizer’s hall. The sound seemed wrong. I sat up to find myself staring at a piglet—well, almost a piglet, the creature was just large enough to be weaned but still very young. The little hog was sniffing around the dirt floor, hunting for something to eat.

      “How did you get in here?” I asked.

      The piglet snorted, then set about munching some acorns hidden under the leaves in the corner I’d not yet cleared.

      I chuckled. “Freyr let you in, did he? Well, you’re welcome to the acorns,” I said, then stretched, yawning tiredly. I got up then began banking up the fire once more. Once I had the flames going, I dug through my satchel, finding a small handful of grain to cook. Grabbing two buckets, I made my way to the lake.

      The villagers had begun moving around already, setting up shop for the day and starting their own fires. They eyed me cautiously.

      I scooped up two buckets of water at the lake and then made my way back through the village. As I went, I caught the light scent of roasting pork and baking bread. My stomach growled. If I had stayed in the hall, I would have had a fine meal with hearty ale to welcome me this morning.

      But that would have left me beholden to Ormar.

      Already, I would owe him too much.

      Returning to the little hovel, I plunged a pot and a bowl I’d found amongst the ruins into one of the buckets and gave them a good wash. Once they were clean, I put my meager gruel on to cook. The piglet was still hanging around but had made his way outside to sleep. While the food was cooking, I set about my work once more. First, I surveyed the repairs needed. The roof could be patched using reeds. I had seen many houses using bundled stalks on the roof in the village. I could collect them myself from the lakeshore. For the boards to repair the wall, I would need help.

      Returning inside, I checked on my porridge then continued tidying up the space, removing what I could of the leaves and other debris the wind had blown in. When I was done, I sat down beside the fire to eat. I had nearly finished my bowl when a shadow appeared at the open door.

      Ormar.

      “Princess?”

      “Still a bit left it you want it,” I said, pointing toward the pot hanging over the fire.

      I looked up, meeting his gaze.

      Ormar looked confused. His brow furrowed as he took in the room, eyeing everything from my sleeping mat to my gear to the pot hanging over the fire. “You can stay in the hall.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because Asa invited you here.”

      “Asa invited me. That’s correct. I’m content to stay here unless there is a complaint.”

      He paused a moment. I suspected he wanted to say something else, but whatever words were brewing, he did not utter them. With a sigh, he said, “There is no complaint.”

      “Good.”

      The piglet appeared then, darting between Ormar’s feet with a squeal.

      “What’s this?” Ormar asked.

      “Freyr,” I replied, chuckling. “He wandered in. I will find his owner today.”

      I finished off the last bite then put my bowl in a bucket of water. I then gathered up my gear and turned to Ormar.

      He was leaning against the doorframe, watching me. His pale blue eyes betrayed that his thoughts were not entirely unkind.

      The look caught me off guard.

      Ormar coughed lightly, then adjusted his stance. His gaze returned to its formerly rigid and annoyed state. “I was told you’ve been living in King Gizer’s hall in Götaland.”

      “What of it?”

      “It’s just... Nothing. Let’s go.”

      “And where are we going, again?”

      “Fishing, remember?” he replied, then turned and left.

      “You’re in charge, Freyr,” I told the piglet. “Watch over my things.”

      In response, the pig snorted at me.

      Ormar stalked ahead of me, down the path toward the docks. He was greeted by the villagers as he passed, each calling to him, the king addressing them by name. As I passed by, however, most simply stared. Asa may have brought me here, but the woman had done me no favors by not telling her people why.

      I was met with a polite bow of the head only when I passed the elder shield-maiden and her girls who were in training once more.

      By the time I reached the pier, Ormar was already untying one of the rowboats. He motioned for me to join him.

      “You’ve forgotten the fishing poles,” I said, looking inside.

      “There are some there, if you are so eager,” he said, a condescending smirk on his face. He gestured toward some poles propped on the dock.

      I wanted to slap that expression off his face.

      Suppressing the urge, I gathered two poles and a bucket of bait then got into the boat. Using an oar, Ormar shoved off.

      I said nothing, merely picked up my own oars and began rowing.

      Wordlessly, we rowed toward the center of the lake. The sun was bright that morning, and the air felt warm and gentle. The dark lake waters rolled gently. As we went, I observed the land surrounding the lake. It was heavily forested. But here and there, I spotted fingers of smoke curling up from the canopy.

      “One of your retainers?” I asked, gesturing to one of the plumes.

      Ormar nodded. “There are many large farmsteads spread out around the lake.”

      “They are well hidden.”

      “A charm,” Ormar said offhandedly.

      “A charm?”

      “An enchantment, Princess, to conceal oneself from those you do not wish to find you. There is a reason your people do not get close to my lands.”

      “Aside from the fact that you kill them on sight?”

      “That depends on who comes and their intentions. Occasionally, people slip through. Depending on who they are and why they’ve come, they will meet the fate best suited to them. In most cases, it takes someone uniquely talented to pass our barriers. Asa has taught all her people the charm to ward off unwanted eyes.”

      I stared at him. More than anything, I wanted to know how that was done. That was why I had come, to learn such things as my parents knew. I wanted to ask but could not stand the idea of Ormar’s arrogant smile in reply.

      I looked out at the water. Everywhere I turned, I was met with frustration. When Asa woke, I would speak to her—alone. Perhaps she would be willing to teach me herself.

      Without talking further, we kept rowing. I was surprised to discover how vast the lake was. After what felt like more than an hour of rowing, the dock at Eskilundr had disappeared from sight.

      “Here is good,” Ormar said, pulling in his oars.

      I did the same, then raised my arms into the air, stretching.

      “Asa wants me to teach you how to change hamr,” Ormar said. “You changed form in the woods when you ran from my people. Do not deny this.”

      “I don’t, but—”

      “How did you do it?”

      “As I told you, an accident,” I replied, feeling annoyed at sharing my weaknesses with this man. But still, I had made this journey for this very purpose. Steeling my emotions, I added, “I remember wanting to be faster, to escape. I called on everything within me to make that happen.”

      Ormar nodded. “The want is the first key to it. The second is the belief that you can.”

      “Is there a third?”

      “The mind to make it happen. Most skinwakers are berserkers. They change form in the heat of battle, calling up an animality deep within them subconsciously, as you did when you ran from my people. In a battle, the berserker changes. It becomes unclear if they are man infused with beast or beast infused with man. This is what makes them so fierce.”

      “One of the sons of Gizer, Bjarki Bearskin, has this skill. And my cousin, Angantyr—”

      “Heidrek.”

      “Angantyr,” I replied waspishly.

      Ormar grinned. “As you say. Yes, what you have seen is the berserker. When you ran, you shifted into your most natural animal form—the reindeer. But you did that in panic. Your blood was thundering. Your heart was pumping. That is not control. That is allowing the animal to own you. We who practice seidr own the animal, calling its form—and all its strengths—to us with control. In doing so, we can survive almost any situation. Of course, it is not just animal forms we can take on. The most skilled at changing hamr can appear like any person they wish. This is a gift of Asgard, and particularly, of the trickster god,” he said leadingly.

      I would not fall for the bait of his unasked question. Instead, I said, “How? How do I do it? Is there an incantation, runes, or—”

      Ormar raised his hand, stopping me. “These methods you speak of are like squashing an ant with a boulder. All you need is a whisper to summon it forth. The gentlest of touches. That is why those in the red rage shift violently and wield so much force—their grasp is a fist.”

      “There are moments when you need a fist. The timid do not enter Valhalla.”

      Ormar sighed heavily. “You will never learn like this.”

      “All I am saying is that there is a place for that strength.”

      “So there is, but those who practice seidr do it with control. You can be strong and controlled. The berserker’s rage and grasp on their shifted form are violent and brief. Your emotions can unseat you from your power—making you shift form violently as a berserker might or blocking you from the magic entirely. You must learn gentle control. Just imagine if the first Hervor had been able to call up her wolf form when she wanted, rather than only when the red rage took her. You might be in the great hall of Hreinnby rather than here.”

      I glared at him.

      “You will learn how to do it with control.”

      “Very well. How?”

      “The well of Mimir lives both at the base of Yggdrasil and within us. The well’s water feeds all the nine worlds and the people of those worlds. We are all children of the great tree. Its magic flows through us. Within each of us is our own pool of power. You must concentrate. You must dive deep within yourself to find this power. Find this place. From it, you will draw up its magic and bend it to your will. Not just for changing hamr, but for so much more. You must search within yourself and find this place. Close your eyes and try.”

      I did as Ormar suggested.

      Closing my eyes, I tried to settle myself. I was not unfamiliar with the need for quiet and calm to seek out magic. Blomma had taught it to me. I had also learned the same discipline when I’d spent a year serving the dísir at their temple in Grund.

      But the well of power he spoke of…

      As I grew still, quiet, I heard the sound of the waves slapping against the side of the boat.

      Overhead, the birds called to one another.

      Sun. Sunny. Bugs on the water.

      I shut their voices out.

      As I pulled myself within, I imagined sinking deeper, drifting downward like I was being pulled underwater. Deeper and deeper. But as I went, shadows floated by, distracting me. Memories of my mother and the pain of her absence. Worries for my brother, whom I left behind in Grund. Fear that my decision to come here had hurt Dag. Anxiety for Angantyr with his Gaulish bride, who reeked of trouble. I saw the blossom-filled fields of Blomfjall roaring with fire in my mind. The ashes of Hreinnby swirled around me, blowing up my nose and making it hard to breathe. Like shadows, the reindeer ran away…because their king had died. The memories swirled around me, pulling me from my concentration.

      I felt like I was choking, drowning.

      With a gasp, I opened my eyes.

      Shaken, I sucked in a deep breath.

      Ormar stared at me. “You are drowning in shadows.”

      My hands shook. Embarrassed, I wrapped them together.

      “Until you find your way through them, until you find a way to release them, you will never reach the well within you. Your pain blocks you from the path.”

      “It is not easy.”

      “You do not need to explain pain to me,” Ormar said.

      I met and held his gaze. In his ice-blue eyes, I saw his own shadows—there was fire and screaming. So much pain—both physical and emotional. All at once, I felt his deep heartache. It rocked me like someone had punched me in the stomach. “What happened to—” I began in a whisper, but he cut me off.

      “Yet I still found the path,” he said abruptly, blinking hard and looking away. He exhaled after a moment then added, “Now, it is as easy as breathing.”

      Ormar rose.

      The boat rocked.

      “Ormar—”

      “You can learn, Princess. It is not impossible. Your pain does not have to define you. No more than it defines me,” he said, then leaped from the side of the boat, disappearing into the water with a splash.

      I held onto the sides of the boat as it rocked violently, nearly capsizing. “Ormar?” I called.

      But he did not surface.

      “Ormar?”

      Still, the king did not come up for air.

      I waited and waited, scanning the water all around. It was too far to swim back. No one was that good of a swimmer.

      By Freyja, had he drowned?

      “Ormar?”

      A moment later, a large fish leaped out of the water not far from the boat. It landed with a splash, water spraying my face, then disappeared under the waves once more.

      Could it be…

      “Ormar?”

      But there was nothing. No matter how long I watched and waited, the king did not resurface.

      For a long time, I simply sat in the boat, staring back toward the shore.

      He would have come up for air.

      He should have come up for air.

      Unless…

      Aye, you Norns, how you weave.

      I had a lot to learn from the most vexing man I had ever met. And yet, I was humbled. I knew what Ormar had done. And he was right to lecture me. He had sensed the shadows that haunted me and knew that they blunted my life. I needed to find a way beyond them, because if that man could turn himself into a fish at will, I had a lot to learn.
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CHAPTER 27

        

      

    

    
      I debated what to do for a long time, then finally plucked up the fishing poles. At the very least, maybe I could catch my dinner and enough extra to trade for the supplies I needed.

      I only hoped I didn’t catch Ormar by mistake.

      I snickered at the thought.

      The fishing was slow, but I managed to bring in four large fish. With one eye on the sun and another on the distance to the shore—and acknowledging that I now had to row by myself all the way back—I packed up my things and began rowing.

      By the time the dock was clearly in sight, the muscles in my arms and shoulders ached terribly.

      I tied my boat up at the dock, leaving the fishing tackle where I’d found it, then took my catch and went into the village.

      I stopped first at a stand where an ancient man was selling mushrooms, root vegetables, berries, and grain. He was a small, shrunken thing with deep wrinkles. The runes tattooed on his face had faded but were still visible. Once, perhaps, he had been a warrior. There was a scar under his eye that suggested as much, but now, I suspected he spent much of his time sitting. He eyed me curiously as I walked up to his stand.

      “Freyja’s blessings on you, grandfather,” I said, approaching carefully. “I was hoping to buy some grain. I do have silver, but perhaps you would prefer this,” I said, hoisting two of my fish.

      The old man looked over the catch, nodding to him himself. “Those fish will do,” he told me in a thin, gravelly voice.

      “May I clean them for you?”

      At that, he smiled. “Yes.”

      I nodded, then went and sat on a stump nearby. Pulling a knife from my boot, I got to work.

      The old man worked behind his counter for a time then came to watch. He stood leaning against his staff for a long time, observing me.

      “Your hands are very nimble. I can’t see like I used to. Makes that task hard now.”

      “May we all live so long to be burdened with such ailments. But if you find yourself in need of eyes, you need only ask.” After I was done, I rose and handed the man the cleaned fish. When he reached out for them, I noticed his hands were marred with scars from burns.

      The man gestured with his chin to a small sack sitting on the counter. Alongside it was a little bucket full of turnips. “Take them both, Princess,” he told me.

      “Thank you,” I said. Suddenly remembering I had a piglet to feed along with myself, I asked, “Do you happen to know if anyone in the village is short a piglet?”

      “Not that I know of. There hasn’t been a farrowing since spring.”

      “Curious. I suddenly find myself the owner of a stray. Let’s hope he finds his way home. Many thanks to you,” I said, taking the goods and stashing them in my satchel.

      “It is Princess Hervor? That is your name, isn’t it?”

      “I am called Ervie.”

      “Ervie?”

      I nodded. “And you?”

      “Old Sten.”

      “Have they always called you Old Sten or only of late?” I asked with a grin.

      The man chuckled. “Only of late. Had a boy in the village. He was Young Sten until we lost him. Even though he is gone, I am still Old Sten.”

      I was suddenly sorry I had asked. “I am very sorry for your loss.”

      “Just one of many here.”

      I furrowed my brow. Confused, I shook my head.

      The man noted the expression. “There was a fire in the old hall. Many lives were lost that day,” he said sadly, “my son included.”

      From the unshed tears in his eyes, I knew not to ask more. I set my hand on his shoulder. “We will see the ones we love again.”

      He nodded. “Yes, you are right. Go on with you now. And don’t mind the others in the village. They are slow to warm up to strangers, but Auðr spent the day talking everyone’s ears raw and reminding the good people of Eskilundr their manners.”

      “Auðr?”

      “Our shield-maiden.”

      “I need to give her my thanks. I am obliged to you, Old Sten.”

      He patted my hand.

      Turning, I left him and walked toward the cottage. When I passed the training grounds, I found that the young women and their shield-maiden teacher were gone. Many young men were there, sparring with shield, ax, and sword. But there was no sign of Ormar.

      Winding down the path through the forest, I went to the little cottage. The piglet was dozing against the side of the building in the late afternoon sun.

      “Some guard you are, Freyr.”

      The piglet snorted in his sleep then rolled over.

      Slipping inside, I placed one of my fish in a bucket, set the grain and turnips on the small table, then left once more, making my way to King Ormar’s hall. As I went, I thought about Old Sten’s words. There had been a fire at the hall—the old hall. That explained why I’d sensed the place was new. Earlier that day, I had seen something in Ormar’s eyes. Had the king lost his parents in the fire? Was that why he recognized my pain? What had happened?

      When I arrived at the door, I found two guards at the ready.

      To my surprise, they opened the doors then stepped aside.

      Within, the hall was quiet. Ormar was sitting at a table. A candle burned before him. He was marking a skin, sketching runes.

      I came to the side of Ormar’s table.

      Ormar glanced up, then leaned back, his arms crossed on his chest. His ice-blue eyes studied me, a bemused expression on his face.

      I said nothing, merely dipped into the game sack hanging on my belt. From within, I pulled out one of the fish I had caught and set it on the table before him, then turned and left.
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CHAPTER 28

        

      

    

    
      Back at the cottage, I banked up my fire and prepared myself a meal of roasted fish and turnips. Leaving the turnip heads—well, really half the vegetable—to the piglet, I still had more than enough to eat. The grain Old Sten had given me would last several days. I would eat some in the morning.

      As I ate, I stared into the fire.

      What Ormar was asking me to do was impossible. Maybe I should have left well enough alone and simply ridden on with Angantyr. Angantyr’s bride reeked of trouble. I had left my cousin to deal with his own fate, just as everyone else had done. Aside from Svafa, the world that should have embraced him had shuffled my cousin off as an inconvenience, a reminder of all the bad things that had happened before—none of which were Angantyr’s fault.

      It was not right that Angantyr was so alone.

      I sighed.

      “What do you think, Freyr? Am I wasting my time here? Should I ride back to Arheimar?”

      The piglet snuffled at me then went about munching once more.

      “You’re no help.”

      As I had the night before, I finished my meal then lay down to rest. The muscles in my arms and back ached from all of the rowing.

      As I lay in the darkness, listening to the crackling of the fire, I tried to do as Ormar instructed once more.

      I let myself fall deep within me. I could feel something pulling me downward toward that place of power that lived within me. Perhaps I had always felt that tug but never entirely understood it. I drifted toward it.

      But as I did, my doubts began to rise.

      Gizer would be in Grund—without me. Both Loptr and Hofund would be hurt by the fact I had not come—not to forget Sigrun, Gida, and all the others I cared for.

      But even as I thought of Grund, more memories came to mind.

      The first Hervor…the hero of our world. How much everyone wanted me to be just like her.

      And how I failed at that task.

      Like phantoms, images of that shield-maiden and her legend swirled around me, all of them reminding me of what a pale shadow I was compared to her.

      My descent halted.

      That choking feeling encroached on me once more.

      And with a gasping start, I sat up.

      I stared into the fire.

      Ormar was right. I was too haunted for this ever to work.

      The fire crackled.

      A fire in the great hall. That is what Old Sten had said.

      The pain Ormar had pushed past.

      I frowned.

      If Ormar could find a way, I could too.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to the sound of someone working over my fire.

      Opening my eyes slowly, I was surprised to find Ormar across from me. He had the fire burning once more and had set some hearth bread on a pan to cook. He was intent on his task, flipping the bread gingerly as not to burn his fingers. He had made two cakes. The flicker of flames made his hair shimmer, strands bronze and blue glimmering in his long, dark locks. The firelight danced on his ice-blue eyes. Even with the scars, he was still handsome. How old was he? Ten years my elder, if that. Why was he not married?

      He must have realized I was watching because he looked up at me. For a moment, he looked puzzled.

      I realized that the expression on my face had given away something it should not have. I turned, hiding my face. “Good morning?”

      “Found a bed partner, I see,” he said, gesturing.

      I was confused at the insult then looked down, realizing the piglet had curled up against me in my sleep.

      I patted him lightly then sat up. “He has given me the warmest reception here, thus far.”

      At that, Ormar said nothing. He rose and went to the table where he retrieved two plates. Returning to the fire, he moved the bread off the griddle. He then took out a package from his satchel. Inside was a hunk of cheese, which he broke in half, setting it on the plates. He then sliced an apple in half, placing half on each platter. He handed a plate to me, setting his aside, then rose. Sitting on the table were several containers. He poured us both an ale, filling two goblets I didn’t remember having, then gave a goblet one to me.

      “Skol,” he said, lifting his cup.

      “Skol,” I replied and then added, “thank you.”

      Ormar nodded to me then sat once more.

      We ate in silence.

      I got the sense he wanted to say something, but it seemed that words had failed him.

      Perhaps they failed us both.

      Freyr, the piglet, woke and wandered around the room.

      Ormar studied him for a long moment then tossed him the apple, which the piglet greedily ate.

      “No one in the village has pigs like that,” he said after a long moment.

      “Perhaps its sow was wild.”

      Ormar nodded, then sat sipping his ale, studying the piglet.

      When I finished the last bite, Ormar took my plate, rose, and put them both in the washing bucket. He cleaned the dishes and left them to dry.

      “I’ll meet you at the dock,” he told me, then turned and left.

      I felt confused.

      Was this a peace offering?

      Taking a few minutes, I washed my face and ran a comb through my hair. I paused, leaning against the table as I thought. In the end, Ormar’s moods and manners didn’t matter. I was here to learn what the Norns wanted me to know. I exhaled deeply, then turned, grabbed my bow and quiver, and followed the king.

      When I got to the dock, I found Ormar waiting in the boat.

      Without another word, I joined him.

      Ormar pushed off, then we began rowing. Once more, we rowed toward the center of the lake.

      “I trust from your gift that you understand the nature of what happened yesterday.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you… Did you try again?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “I cannot find my way.”

      “You must push past the shadows. Only then will you be able to succeed.”

      “I am…struggling.”

      “Perhaps the gods will help if you pray to them. You say the Norns brought you here—”

      “The Norns did bring me here.”

      “Then pray to them.”

      “To which god do you pray?”

      “Jǫrð. We live in her forest, a wild place at the edge of Midgard between our world and that of Alfheim. Jǫrð watches over my people.”

      I nodded. Jǫrð was a goddess whose name was not spoken often, but she had her place amongst the Ǽsir. She was the keeper of the wilds and all living things. I had never called to her before. Perhaps that was why I felt like such an outsider here.

      We continued rowing. We did not row as far as we had the previous day when Ormar gestured for us to stop.

      We both pulled in the oars. Ormar looked toward the sky. “Our physical form is an illusion, one that can be bent to serve our will. We can change everything about ourselves. The flesh feels solid, but it is malleable. Our spirits are limitless, eternal. That is who we truly are. Your body is just a physical manifestation of the spirit. You can do what I am asking. You must simply push past the darkness to the magic within.”

      “It feels like the shadows are choking me.”

      “You must make friends with your shadows.”

      I shook my head. “And if I cannot?”

      “Then you have already failed.”

      I frowned.

      “I did not say it would be easy,” Ormar said, in a far gentler tone than I’d expected. “Only when you accept the darkness and let it go will you be able to access the pool of power within you.”

      Overhead, an eagle cawed.

      I turned to look up.

      Sky. Sky. Sky.

      “Do you hear that creature? You may be the Reindeer Princess, but the magic within you wants to be much more. Gently. Gently. Seek the well within you. Use its magic to lift above it all. Like that eagle. Like this.” Ormar closed his eyes. Light gathered around him. He became so bright that I winced, closing my eyes.

      Then, I heard the cry of a raven.

      I looked to find the bird sitting where the king had been. Then, he took to the sky.

      “Ormar?” I whispered.

      He twirled in circles then sailed back toward shore.

      I closed my eyes, then inhaled and exhaled slowly and deeply. I tried to feel deep within myself. This time, I imagined my spirit like a tree with deep roots. In Hreinnby grew the Bone Tree. My father’s tree. I imagined myself like that tree, reaching downward. As I fell deep within myself, I saw the shadows of the things that pained me once more: the loss of my parents, the loss of my home, the aching sense that I would never be as good or strong or wise as her. But this time, I tried to do as Ormar suggested. I started with my brother. Loptr’s sense of abandonment haunted me. I knew what I had done. I knew why I had run. But it was time to let that pain go. One day, I would make amends to Loptr. One day. But for now, I needed to forgive myself. When I did, I was able to sink down deeper. Somewhere, vary far below, was the magic Ormar spoke of.

      I could feel it there.

      It called to me.

      And if that pompous man could do it, so could I.

      But in the physical world beyond my mind, I heard the cry of the eagle soaring overhead.

      Its voice called out a single word: sky.

      Be one with it.

      I could be one with the eagle.

      Find the magic of Mimir within myself.

      We are all one on the World Tree.

      We are all fed by the waters of the well.

      Draw upon it.

      With purpose.

      With strength.

      Be one with the eagle.

      Join it in the sky.

      Feel the air on my cheeks.

      Freyja, grant me the gift of seidr.

      Norns, spin magic into my threads.

      Eagle, let me be what you are.

      I reached deeper and deeper while focusing on the eagle above me.

      I wanted to see what it saw.

      I wanted to see the boat, the village, the trees, the farms, the clouds, and the water.

      Blomma’s words rang through my memory. “Ask. Politely. Simply. Ask.”

      “Eagle, let me see what you see. Please.”

      Suddenly, I was aloft. I felt the wind barreling past me as I flew through the sky. The dark waves of the lake rippled below me. A stiff wind blew, making the trees on the shore bend in the breeze. I flew in circles above the water then looked below.

      When I did, I was surprised.

      I saw myself sitting in the boat.

      Ormar was gone.

      I sat steady, still.

      Was I not… Why had I not changed form?

      I willed myself to fly low to see myself more clearly.

      When I did, I saw that I was sitting in the boat, but my eyes had rolled back. They looked moon-white.

      Confused, I directed my thoughts toward the village and shifted course. With greater speed than I thought possible, I traversed the lake and found myself flying over the village once more. I spotted Ormar’s hall. On the crossbeams of the roof, a raven sat watching, waiting.

      Ormar.

      Ormar?

      The creature turned and looked at me but did not lift off to follow.

      Something was not right.

      I had done something wrong.

      My body… Ormar was not in the boat with me. He had changed hamr. He had become the raven. But I remained. Yet, at the same time, I could see through the eyes of an eagle, control its movements, make it act.

      I gasped.

      My eyes popped open.

      The boat rocked as I jolted back into my body.

      In the distance, the eagle cried then flew off.

      I had not changed hamr.

      I had not been able to do what Ormar had asked of me.

      I had done something different.

      I had controlled the eagle, using it as a fylgja. My spirit had merged with that of the eagle, the two of us acting in one body, my own mind controlling the creature—to see what it saw, to go where I wanted it to go, to do what I wanted it to do.

      While I had not learned the lesson Ormar had asked of me, I had touched seidr all the same. The ability to wield the fylgja was invaluable. Once, when I was a girl, I had watched Blomma use the magic. But her purposes had been very different. I was just a girl at the time. My mother and I had gone out to the fields beyond the walls of Grund to collect herbs. That summer, the flowers had been so plentiful. There had been bees, bugs, and butterflies everywhere.

      “Watch, my Ervie,” she’d told me.

      Seated across from me, Blomma had become very still.

      Then, her eyes rolled back, becoming white.

      A moment later, the butterflies gathered. A massive kaleidoscope of them drifted toward me, fluttering around me like a living rainbow of color, landing on my hair and arms.

      The beauty of it had been dizzying.

      After a time, Blomma had exhaled deeply then took a deep, shuddering breath. Her eyes returned to normal. As the butterflies drifted away, Blomma reached out her hand. A butterfly paused on her finger. “Thank you, my friends,” she’d said, watching as the creature lifted off once more.

      “How did you do that?” I asked her.

      “I made them my fylgja,” she told me.

      “What is a fylgja?”

      “It is when you make a part of your spirit live outside of yourself. Usually, it joins with an animal. Some people do this without controlling it. A creature comes to them and is their companion—that, too, is a fylgja. That creature and the person are one. But you can also learn to send a part of your spirit beyond you, merging with one or many creatures, asking them to do your bidding. Some people can have many different fylgiur.”

      “You made them do that? The butterflies. All of them?”

      She nodded. “It is seidr magic.”

      “Will you teach me?”

      She nodded. “Of course. To control the fylgja is easy.”

      “Easy. How?”

      My mother leaned forward and touched my chin. “All you have to do is ask. Politely. Simply. Ask.”

      I blinked hard, stunned by the memory. I had asked the eagle to let me join him, to see what he saw. If I could control a single bird, could I do as Blomma had done? Could I control a pack of wolves? Or bears?

      Or reindeer?

      The people of Hreinnby had survived because the herds of reindeer kept close to the village. But when my father had died, the reindeer left. Those villagers who’d survived the war and the fire had gone with them, traveling back north to Lapland. The lands from which my father had come.

      Asa said my father was their king, but had Mjord used seidr to make the reindeer stay?

      Perhaps Ormar had not taught me the lesson he intended, but he had given me the space to remember something important: Blomma’s lesson. Now, I knew how to wield a fylgja.

      All I needed to do was ask.
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CHAPTER 29

        

      

    

    
      After I rowed back to the village, I left the boat and went into the woods to hunt and consider what had happened.

      The forest around me was ancient and dense. The trunks of the oak trees were massive. I worked my way through the forest. Soon, I found my way to an evergreen glade. The pink pine needles on the forest floor made a soft cushion on the ground, my steps soundless as I worked my way through the forest.

      A nattering squirrel caught my attention.

      I lifted my bow and shot the creature from its branch.

      But it would make a lean supper.

      I decided to go deeper into the forest.

      As I went, I also plucked some mushrooms from the ground. At my mother’s insistence, I had spent a year at the temple of the dísir in Grund, where I had learned all manner of herbs. Selecting the mushrooms that would neither poison me nor have me seeing the Bifrost for hours on end, I stashed them in my game bag. I made my way deeper into the woods until I came upon another stream. I paused to refill my water skin.

      Downstream from me, I spotted a doe and fawn drinking.

      I sat still, my back against a pine, and drank as I watched them.

      I considered trying my skill with the fylgja once more, but I did not wish to separate mother and child. Once they had moved off, I continued deeper into the forest. There, finally, I found a flock of grouse. Lifting my bow, I took aim once more, striking down one bird. In the confusion, I managed to get off another arrow, striking down another grouse.

      The remaining birds, clucking with a chorus of “away, get away, run away,” flew off.

      After retrieving my birds and arrows, I stashed them in the game sack and headed back toward the village.

      I made my way into the marketplace.

      “Ervie,” Old Sten called when I passed, waving for me to join him.

      “Freyja’s blessings, grandfather. Are you well today?”

      He nodded. “I am. I thank you. I saved you some root tops and half-rotted apples for that piglet of yours,” he said, handing a sack to me.

      “Thank you. Are you sure no one is missing the creature?”

      “None that I’ve asked. It must have been a wild thing. Fjorgyn’s house was so close to the edge of the forest, the piglet must have found you on his own.

      “Has there been any objection in the village to me taking residence in the cottage?”

      The old man shrugged. “Talk, yes. But objection? We now know Asa has brought you here. That is enough explanation for us.”

      “Does she always sleep thus?” I asked, my gaze turning in the direction of the old woman’s house.

      “When I was a boy, she once slept for three years.”

      “When you were a boy?”

      The old man nodded. “Dís,” he whispered. “But you knew that already. They say that when the village was built, she was here already. When they felled an ash to build the king’s hall, she was inside it. She woke that day, gave her blessings to the people, permitting them to build here, and has been here ever since.”

      “That is an amazing tale.”

      “There are many amazing things to be seen here, Princess. You will learn soon enough.”

      I smiled at him. “Any need of grouse or squirrel today?”

      “Too tough for what’s left of my teeth,” he said with a laugh.

      “Hmmm,” I mused. “Do you think anyone else would be willing to trade with me? I need timber or peat.”

      Old Sten pointed down the lane. “Speak to Hrogar. He will have what you need.”

      “I am obliged to you,” I told him, then went on my way.

      When I passed the sparring grounds, I noted the shield-maidens were working once more. I paused to watch, again marveling at the smoothness of their movements. Most fighters I knew were aggressive in their attacks—which kept them alive. But here, there was patience, subtleness. I watched them for a time, then approached cautiously. Once more, the silver-haired shield-maiden oversaw the girl’s training.

      When she saw me approach, she turned to me. “Princess.”

      “I am sorry to intrude.”

      “You are here by Asa’s request. That is no intrusion.”

      “Please, call me Ervie.”

      At that, she smiled. “I am Auðr.” The entire time we’d been speaking, she was watching the girls out of the corner of her eye. “Birgit, your shield is too low again,” she called to a young, red-haired girl.

      I smiled. “I almost feel like I am in Grund again.”

      “How so?”

      “In Grund, there is a shield-maiden named Thora. She leads Grund’s guard. She and her sister Thordis have a warband of shield-maidens.”

      Auðr nodded. “That is good.”

      I continued to watch the girls. “Your warrior maidens do not fight like ours.”

      “I would guess not. You are welcome to join us. Care for a little sparring?”

      “I would be honored.”

      “Good,” Auðr said, then motioned for me to set down my gear and game. “I’ve wanted to see what you're made of. Ormar’s been keeping you to himself. And he is very poor at making a good first impression.”

      “Knocking a person unconscious and stringing them up by their feet doesn’t exactly make one feel welcome.”

      Auðr laughed. “He tells us that was done to ensure you were who Asa said you were.”

      “He tells you.”

      “He is our king. We all must listen to what he tells us,” she replied with a wink then pulled a pair of blades from her belt and took up her position in the sparring ring.

      I took up one of the practice shields and joined her. I pulled my sword and made ready. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the younger shield-maidens had paused their practice to watch.

      “You will not wield the dwarven blade?” Auðr asked.

      “Not for practice.”

      “Then how will you get better at using it?”

      I grinned. “No one has ever put it quite like that.”

      She returned the smile then lunged at me.

      Surprised by her speed, I lifted my shield then stepped back, bracing myself. Sigrun, Thora, and later, Gizer, had all taught me how to fight. But battling in Gizer’s warband had been my greatest teacher. There was nothing like fighting for your life to give you a real chance to see what you are made of.

      This woman, however, had a skill that took me by surprise. She was fast, elegant, and graceful in her movements. I was so caught off guard by her speed that I soon found her blade at my neck.

      Auðr sniffed then cocked her head to the side. “You are slow, Princess.”

      “Yes. I was,” I said with a laugh.

      She gestured to my bow and quiver. “Are you faster with those?”

      “I’d like to think so.”

      “Let’s see,” she said, then gestured for me to grab my gear.

      Slipping my sword back into my belt and setting the shield aside, I grabbed my bow and quiver.

      Auðr took a space at the end of the training ring. She gestured for the other girls to move aside. The shield-maiden slid her knives back into her belt and hoisted a shield this time.

      While Auðr had come at me swiftly with her blades and quickly overcame me, I would need to be careful not to kill her this time. There was nothing I couldn’t hit. I pulled an arrow from my quiver and nocked it.

      Swift but not deadly.

      And then, she rushed at me.

      I let the first arrow fly but did so anticipating her next move.

      She lifted her shield in time not to be struck by the arrow.

      The girls cheered for their teacher.

      Moving quickly, I grabbed another arrow and shot once more. She bolted to the left, but I’d expected it. My arrow met her shield with a clunk once more.

      Again, the girls cheered.

      She bent low and dodged left.

      I saw to it that the next arrow caught the shield again, but I could have easily shot her in the leg, shoulder, or arm.

      Thus far, I was shooting not to kill. But at this rate, the shield-maiden would have no idea what I was capable of. Nocking another arrow, I exhaled slowly as she rushed at me again. This time, I calculated her movements then watched and waited.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      I let the arrow fly.

      The arrow hit its mark, piercing the elaborately braided knot of hair on the top of Auðr’s head.

      At that, Auðr stopped.

      There was silence from the girls who stood, staring at us.

      Auðr lowered her shield and looked at me.

      “I never had to miss. Not once. I just wanted you to know,” I told her.

      At that, Auðr grinned then broke out into a laugh. She turned to her students. “The Reindeer Princess fixed my hair today. How do you like this new style?”

      At that, the girls’ shocked expression faded, and they smiled and laughed.

      Auðr removed the arrow from her hair, crossed the sparring field, and set her hand on my forearm.

      “Your arrows are true. But I am not surprised.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You misunderstand me.”

      “What do you—”

      “How a person fights tells you everything about the state of their spirit. I am not surprised you shoot so well. An archer fights at a distance. The archer does not let their enemy close to them. They let no one too close to them. And here you are, deep in our forest, away from everyone and everything you love. Ormar tells me you lived in the hall of King Gizer—no relation to yourself—before coming here. All in all, seems appropriate, don’t you think?”

      I held her gaze.

      “If you want to learn how to wield your father’s sword, and wield it as well as you wield that bow, I can help you. But more importantly, you must be ready to help yourself.”

      Her words hit me hard. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “You’re welcome. You have done well, Princess. My girls have never seen me beaten before.”

      “Nor with an arrow through your hair,” the young woman she’d called Birgit called.

      The others laughed.

      “No, indeed. You are welcome to join us any time. We meet at sunup and sundown…when the king is done taking you on his fishing expeditions.”

      “I am obliged to you.”

      “And I to you,” she said with a wink, her hand drifting toward her hair.

      With a laugh, I collected my things once more then set off.
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CHAPTER 30

        

      

    

    
      After leaving Auðr, I stopped by the workshop where Old Sten had directed me to inquire about building supplies.

      Two men were working there when I arrived. They paused their work when they saw me approach.

      “May the gods bless you, gentlemen,” I said cautiously.

      The men met each other’s gazes. One was an older man with curly black-and-silver hair and a long beard. The younger man looked like a younger copy of the elder.

      “I need some boards to make repairs to Fjorgyn’s old house. I was hoping I could purchase or trade for them. Old Sten thought you may be able to help me.”

      The elder of the pair stroked his long beard. “You are the girl Asa sent for.”

      “Yes, I am Ervie.”

      “Why aren’t you staying in the hall?” the younger man asked.

      “I choose to make my own way,” I said simply, then untied my game sack from my belt and pushed it toward the pair. “There are two grouse here and a squirrel. I also have mushrooms, if you like. I do have silver too. I need a dozen boards or peat to repair the wall. The sooner, the better. Already, I’ve managed to collect one wild animal. I’d rather not turn the place into a boarding house for whatever else wants to crawl inside.”

      The younger man laughed lightly. “We saw you training with Auðr.”

      I nodded. “She invited me to join them,” I said, hoping that the shield-maiden’s goodwill might win me some luck.

      “That is good,” he replied, then turned and gave his father a knowing look.

      “We have little need for—”

      The son frowned at his father, interrupting him to turn to me. “You shoot a bow. Do you fletch your own arrows?” the younger man asked.

      “I do.”

      He turned to a barrel full of branches of suitable size to be turned into arrows. “The village bower died two months ago. That was his stall there,” the young man said, pointing just down the lane. “We have done what we can, but our arrows are nothing compared to his work. Can you make some?”

      “Of course,” I said. I had to laugh at myself. During normal circumstances, I went out of my way to stay to the side, to watch and listen. That was easy to do in Grund. I always stepped aside to let Loptr soak up the light. And in Gizer’s hall, it was easy to escape into the shadows. But here, I was pressed to put myself forward in a way that was not comfortable. But something told me my survival depended upon forcing myself out of the shadows. So, I smiled and gave the elder of the pair a hopeful gaze.

      The young man looked expectantly at his father.

      “Very well,” the elder said. “We will deliver your supplies. You will make the arrows and have them to us when they are ready.”

      “I will. And I thank you. May Freyr bless you.”

      At that, the elder of the pair nodded then turned to go back to work.

      “I didn’t catch your names,” I said.

      “He is Hrogar,” the son said, pointing to his father. “And I am Hrolf.”

      “I am grateful to you, Hrolf and Hrogar. I will have your arrows as soon as I can,” I told them then departed, feeling grateful for the sudden burst of goodwill in the village.

      May the gods be thanked.

      Leaving them, I made my way to the one place where I expected the least goodwill—the king’s hall.

      When I went inside, Ormar was once again at his table working. It was silent in the hall. A fire crackled softly. There was a guard at the door, but otherwise, the place was dark. For the first time, I sensed an air of loneliness there. I sat down on the bench nearest Ormar and pulled the grouse from my bag and set it before him.

      “Anyone you know?” I asked.

      He looked at the bird, then turned to me. “How did it go?”

      “I could not do what you asked.”

      In the dim candlelight, I realized how stunningly blue his eyes were. They were like the sky on a cold winter’s day. So clear and bright. I had never seen eyes like his before. Every time he looked at me, I felt like he was looking through me. The thought unnerved me.

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” he said.

      Shaking myself from my thoughts, I said, “But I remembered something.”

      He gestured for me to go on.

      “When I was a girl, my mother taught me how to control the fylgja. I had forgotten that memory until today.”

      “And?”

      “The eagle. I did try to do as you asked, to change hamr. I tried to shift my form to an eagle but couldn’t. In my botched effort, I controlled the bird. I was able to see as he saw, to direct him where I wanted him to go.”

      Ormar nodded, then stroked his short beard. “You controlled him as your fylgja.”

      “Yes.”

      His gaze drifted to the candle before him. “Good.”

      “Good? That’s all?” I had wanted him to be impressed. I had wanted something I had done, or was, or thought, to please him. Why? And why did it annoy me so much that it hadn’t?

      He shrugged. “You still didn’t learn what I asked you to learn.”

      “I was able to meld with the eagle’s mind.”

      “As I said, good.”

      “It is good.”

      “But still, you did not learn what I asked.”

      Annoyed, I rose to go, but Ormar paused and waved for me to sit.

      “Don’t get angry, Reindeer Princess. I am only reminding you that you need to learn control. Those who practice seidr do so with control. You remembered how to control the fylgja by accident. What I want from you is purpose, not unwieldy raw power.”

      I frowned.

      “Do not misunderstand me. You did well. It is a rare gift to be able to learn the fylgja,” he said with a nod. “When she showed you how to control the fylgja, what did your mother control? Wolves? The reindeer?”

      “Butterflies.”

      At that, Ormar smiled lightly. “As a mother would…creatures of light and love.” He said nothing more for a long moment then gestured down the table from us where a hnefatafl board sat. “Do you play?” he asked.

      “I do.” I grinned. From the time I was young, I had played hnefatafl—with my mother, with King Hofund, and even with Loptr, who I always beat.

      Ormar rose. “Let us have a match,” he said, then lifted my grouse from the table.

      “Arnar,” he called.

      The housecarl with blond hair appeared from the back.

      “King Ormar?”

      “Will you take this to the kitchens? The Reindeer Princess and I will feast on grouse tonight.”

      The guard gave the king a mildly puzzled look and then collected the bird.

      Ormar lifted a mead bottle, poured two glasses, then set them down on the table by the gameboard. He then slipped into his seat, gesturing for me to do the same. When we had finally taken our places, he lifted his cup. “Skol.”

      “Skol,” I replied, toasting him in turn.

      With a grin, Ormar turned from me to the board. “I give you the first move, Princess.”

      “Hmm,” I mused as I looked over the board. Then, I plotted. I thought about Ormar’s personality, guessing what kind of player he would be. Someone like him would play by a particular set of rules. I grinned as I considered it, then said, “Seems to me, you have been the one making all of the first moves.”

      At that, Ormar smiled. Yet, all his smiles were slight, his lips pulling ever so slightly to one side. Did the man ever really smile or laugh? “Not in the least. You are the one who rode to my doorstep, remember?”

      “Only to get bashed in the face and strung up to die. Was that control?” I asked, picking up a piece. I met his gaze and held it.

      His ice-blue eyes on me, he tilted his head to the side and said, “Of course.”

      “Hmm,” I mused, setting my piece down. “Interesting. From a different point of view, that might look like panic and overreaction—not control.”

      “Is that so?” Ormar asked, moving his first piece. My guess was correct. I could see which way this was going to go.

      “Yes.”

      “Now, why would I be panicked?”

      “You tell me, King Ormar,” I said, moving another piece.

      Ormar laughed lightly, then turned back to the board. He lifted a piece—selecting the one I’d anticipated he’d choose—and moved it. It would not be long before I had him. “All I want is to keep my people safe.”

      “Do I seem like such a threat?” I asked, placing another piece.

      Pleased with himself, Ormar moved his own piece, taking over the one I had just moved—as I had expected. “No,” he said, lifting my token and waggling it at me.

      “Hmm,” I said, moving another piece.

      As I predicted, Ormar made his next, faulty move. By the look on his face, I could tell that he thought he was winning.

      He wasn’t.

      Then, we sat in quiet, the king in wrapped contemplation of the gameboard.

      I moved several more pieces, sacrificing my tokens along the way, watching as Ormar fell into my trap.

      “See, if you played with control, you could be winning,” Ormar told me.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      And then, I went in for the kill. I lifted a piece and moved it, just as I had planned. Ormar had no moves to make. No matter what he did now, I had won. After placing my piece, I picked up my mead glass and sat back.

      I watched as the king studied the board. He placed his hands together, resting his chin on his fingertips. His eyes danced across the gameboard. I could see it slowly dawning upon him what had happened.

      After a long time, he looked up at me.

      “Control doesn’t always have to be hard. Sometimes, it can be fun. It seems to me you needed a reminder of that, King Ormar.”

      At that, he laughed—a real laugh, this time—then lifted the bottle of mead and refilled my cup. “As you have shown me, Reindeer Princess.”

      “Care to learn again?” I asked, feeling a flutter in my chest. A rush of heat rolled up my neck to my cheeks. Had the room suddenly gotten warm? By the gods, what was happening? The mead, no doubt.

      Ormar held my gaze, but in his expression, I read something new—was he nervous? He looked away. “Perhaps we can learn from each other,” he replied, then lifted his drink, taking a sip. Was he hiding his expression with his cup?

      Reaching out, I reset the pieces on the board then sat back.

      “All right,” I said, casting my gaze at him. “Your move.”
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        * * *

      

      Ormar and I spent the night in silent battle over the hnefatafl board. For a single moment, I considered letting him win—once. But only for a single moment. When the grouse was finally done, I think Ormar was relieved. No matter how hard he tried, the king could not beat me.

      “Where did you learn to play?” he asked me as we ate.

      The bird, which Ormar’s servants had served alongside cheese, bread, roasted vegetables, and baked apples, melted in my mouth. Perhaps it was the copious amounts of mead I’d consumed, but I hardly remembered tasting anything so good before.

      “My mother was adept at the game,” I said, suddenly aware that my words were slurring a little. “She and King Hofund taught me how to play. Hofund always said the game board was a metaphor for the bloody fields. If I understood the board, I could understand the battlefield.”

      Ormar nodded slowly. “The king is not wrong. Perhaps that is why Grund rivals Uppsala as the most prosperous city in all our lands.”

      “Have you ever been to Grund?”

      “No.”

      “Uppsala?”

      Ormar met my gaze. “No. My place is here, Princess. I stay here where I am needed.”

      “What of your family? You know everything about mine. Your parents—”

      “My mother was queen here.”

      “And your father?”

      Ormar, whose loose and relaxed expression—a countenance that looked very fine on him—betrayed that he was also deep in his mead, chuckled lightly then leaned toward me. “They say he came from Alfheim.”

      “Who says that?”

      “Everyone.”

      “Everyone? Even Asa?”

      Ormar grinned. “Asa tells the story like this… My mother was deep in the forest hunting herbs when she saw a white stag. The creature led her to one of those places in the Myrkviðr where the light shimmers golden and the air smells sweet. There, he revealed his true form. Giving in to her urges, well… Asa tells me I was born of that union between queen and elf.”

      “Ahh,” I said, sitting back as I polished off the last of my mead, my stomach feeling beyond full. I felt like I wanted to melt into my chair, sleeping where I sat. The hall was warm, but not overly hot, and very comfortable. “You see, if it was not for lack of control, you would not be here,” I said, waggling my finger at him.

      He laughed loudly as he attempted to pour the last of the mead into his cup—but the bottle was empty. “Alas,” he said, setting it aside.

      “Half-elf,” I said, eyeing him over. Did that account for those eyes? Was that why they were so piercing, as if they were looking deep inside me?

      He met my gaze. “And you, Jotun blood from your mother’s side. That is the story. A master of seidr for your father. And the granddaughter of Loki.”

      We stared at one another for a long moment, then both chuckled.

      “Who is to say such stories are true?” Ormar said, looking into his empty cup.

      “And who is to say they are not?”

      “I’m afraid the mead is done,” Ormar said. “Shall I call for another?”

      I considered for a moment. If I had nowhere else to go, I would have gladly drunk myself to sleep. As it was, I was already bleary-eyed, the room around me fuzzy. I would need to find my way back to the cottage without getting lost. After another bottle of mead, that task would be impossible. I shook my head. “I should go back. Only the gods know how you will test me tomorrow. I need to be ready.” I willed myself to get up, to leave. But I was met with a strange resistance. Forcing myself, I rose.

      Ormar rose along with me, meeting me at the other side of the table.

      “You can stay in the hall, you know,” Ormar said, stepping closer to me.

      I gazed up at him. He really did have the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen. The scarring on his face somehow added to the mystery of him. It was alluring, attractive. I was suddenly swept up with urges I could not explain.

      Apparently, Ormar felt the same. He reached out and gently set his hand on my cheek, stroking his thumb across my face.

      “That’s the thing about control,” I whispered. “Sometimes, it’s so fleeting.”

      Ormar leaned in and set a passionate kiss on my lips. The sweet taste of the earthy mead sugared his kiss. My head spun as I fell into his arms, feeling how big he was, how he enveloped me, and how good I felt. I inhaled deeply, catching the scents of fern and loam and something light and floral—wildflower, maybe—on his clothes, hair, and skin. I was struck with a strange yearning. I desperately wanted to make love to this man.

      But as that realization struck me, so did something else.

      I didn’t just want to bed him. I wanted to know him. I wanted to lay beside him for hours talking. I wanted to learn every curve of his body, every scar, every story, every pain. I wanted to know about the shadows he had to push beyond. What had happened to him? What had made him like this? He was broken, just like me. I wanted… I wanted…

      Aye, you gods, what madness is this?

      Gasping, I pulled back.

      Ormar, too, seemed to catch himself. “I…I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”

      I shook my head. “It’s the mead. It’s nothing. It means nothing. Think nothing of it,” I said, then stepped back, wiping my lips with the back of my hand. My heart pounded in my chest. Panic overwhelmed me. I needed to get out of there. “I should go.”

      “If you think… Yes… All right.”

      Struck with a sense of urgency, I turned and fled the hall.

      When I stepped outside, I realized it was late in the night. The air was cool and damp. A light fog hung in the air. By the light of the moon, I hurried back to the little cottage, finding Freyr inside lying by the last of the embers from my fire. He snorted at me.

      “Sorry. I’m sorry,” I told the piglet, then went to the fire and immediately started raking up the embers to restart the flames. As I did so, I realized my hands were shaking. “Sorry, Freyr. The mead had me tonight. It won’t happen again.”

      By the gods, don’t let that ever happen again.

      “Don’t let what ever happen again?” a female voice whispered back to me.

      I did not reply. I had come here to learn seidr, not to fall into another man’s bed. If I wanted to spend my time like that, I might as well have stayed with Dag. At least Dag wasn’t so vexing. Nor was he so alluring, intriguing.

      I paused.

      By the gods, no.

      Hands quaking, I tried to shake away the memory of the kiss, of the urge to feel him, of the urgent need to know him, to know everything about him… to…

      I stopped cold.

      A small voice whispered in my heart, singing of things I had never felt before.

      Not for Dag.

      Not for anyone.

      As much as I cared for Dag, I had never felt anything like this.

      This was something different.

      Something new.

      Had I been bewitched?

      Was it the mead?

      Or was it just…him?

      Another broken person like me.

      The thought of it terrified me.
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CHAPTER 31

        

      

    

    
      I woke early the following morning with a pounding headache and a deep sense of shame and regret. At some point, Hrogar and Hrolf must have left the supplies for the repairs because I found them outside.

      Determined not to think about what had happened the night before, I got to work. Hoisting a ladder, I crawled up on the roof and began laying the fresh reeds.

      As I worked, my mind nagged me. What would Ormar think of me now? He already thought me a fragile, pet princess. I had been doing everything I could to dispel him of that myth. But what had I replaced it with? That I was a whorish drunk.

      Maybe that wasn’t so far from the truth.

      I had made Dag my bedfellow with no intention of wedding him. But that relationship had been mutual, friendly. We were companions and the best of friends. It wasn’t like I was with everyone. Bedding Dag had been a good solution to prevent me from being lonely.

      I paused.

      Was that true? Was that why I had been with him? Or was there another reason? I cared for Dag, but being with him had provided me with an easy excuse for really being with anyone.

      Muttering to myself as I worked, I didn’t hear Ormar approach until he called out, “Princess.”

      I gasped, then jerked sideways, losing my footing. Scrambling awkwardly, I quickly caught myself—in the most awkward, arse-up position—before I could fall.

      How. Embarrassing.

      When I turned around, I realized that Ormar had come closer, his arms out to catch me if I fell. When he saw I was all right, he lowered them.

      “That was close,” I said with an awkward laugh, readjusting myself. “So, are we set to row again today?” I asked lightly. Perhaps if I said nothing about the night before, pretended it had not happened, Ormar would take the hint and play along. We could quickly go back to loathing one another and never, ever think about that moment—that feeling, that kiss—again.

      “I’m sorry. I have had word from one of my retainers. I must ride out this morning. I will be gone for a few days.”

      “Ahh. Very well.”

      Ormar’s gaze then went to the cottage. He surveyed my work. After a very long moment, he looked back at me. “I will be back in a few days.”

      “All right.”

      “I shouldn’t be gone long.”

      “Okay.”

      “When I come back, we can continue.”

      “Very well.”

      “I shouldn’t be gone long.”

      I stared at the king.

      There was a long, pregnant pause before Ormar said, “So, I need to ride out.”

      “Be safe. May the gods ride with you.”

      “And ride with you too—well, I mean, be with you too,” he replied. To my shock, I realized his cheeks had turned red. Muttering to himself, he turned and walked away.

      Perched on the roof, I watched him as he went. He’d been nervous. That man had been nervous. I twirled the hammer in my hand as I considered it. The thoughts swirling in my head were a confusing mess. If he had been nervous, did that mean…

      No.

      I would think of it no more.

      Stupid, drunk girl. What did I expect?

      I turned to my work once more.

      What did I expect? That King Ormar would fall in love with me, make me queen of his hall, and we’d live here in the quiet of Myrkviðr, content for the rest of our lives, me learning what was lost and finally finding a place to call my own—at his side.

      But I didn’t let myself answer even one of those questions.

      Instead, I hammered and hammered.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Ormar was gone for the next several weeks. I spent much of my time repairing the cottage and working on fletching arrows. As I worked, I practiced controlling the fylgja. While I fletched the arrows, I endeavored to control any animals nearby—squirrels, sparrows, mice running through the woodpile. The small animals and birds always complied with my gentle requests. I got nothing from bugs. And the mangy, half-feral dog that wandered around the village had declined my request. But even then, I realized I could press my will upon him if I’d wanted, but I hadn’t. To my surprise, I found that I could still make my body work on mundane tasks even as my mind was transported. So, as I galivanted through the woodpile with the mouse, I made arrows.

      As for changing hamr, my efforts had still come to nothing. But I had not stopped trying.

      I was working at the bower’s one morning when Ormar finally returned. He rode through the village alongside several strangers. The expression on his face was serious. When he saw me at the fletcher’s workshop, he paused.

      The party walking with him also halted, looking confused.

      “Carry on,” he told them. “I’ll meet you at the hall.”

      While the others rode away, Ormar dismounted. Leading his horse, he joined me.

      “Princess,” he said, looking around. “What are you doing?”

      I had been sitting before a fire, working arrowheads onto their shafts.

      “Fletching.”

      “Why?”

      “Hrogar told me the bower died. I am picking up the slack,” I said, pointing to a massive bundle of arrows I had created. “Is all well, King Ormar?” I asked, knowing full well from the expression on his face that all was not well.

      He frowned. “Not entirely.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      He studied me for a long moment as if considering what to say. “I will be busy for a time. Continue your practice with changing hamr…and the fylgja. And when you have time, visit Auðr. She will help you train with your father’s sword.”

      “All right.” I stared at him. The tension between us I hoped would dissolve had not gone away. If anything, now it felt worse, amplified, as if Ormar was bursting to speak of it or run from it, I wasn’t sure which.

      Ormar nodded then looked over the arrows. Taking a step closer, he lifted one and studied it. “You do fine work, Princess.”

      “Thank you, King.”

      Ormar shifted his gaze to me, meeting my eyes for a moment.

      I could feel his unspoken words, but he said nothing.

      Instead, he merely inclined his head to me and turned and went on his way, my arrow still in hand.

      I watched him as he departed, studying him as he made the trek back to the hall. He was taller than Dag, and broad, but not as wide as Bjarki. He had a long stride and a confident step.

      “Another batch?” someone said from close beside me, interrupting my focus.

      I yelped and jumped.

      “Sorry, Ervie,” Hrolf said with a laugh. “Didn’t mean to frighten you.” He was standing surprisingly close to me. When had he gotten there?

      “It’s all right,” I replied. “My mind was elsewhere. What is it?”

      “The arrows. You have another batch made already?”

      “Ah… yes,” I said, shifting my attention from the king to the boy. Setting my work aside, I joined Hrolf, and we talked over the bundles of arrows I had created. It was not long afterward that I spotted activity at the great hall once more.

      Distracted from my conversation, I watched as Ormar and the strangers left the hall. A number of the warriors from the village had joined them. Shortly after that, they rode out once more.

      “That is Jarl Geir,” Hrolf said. “There have been rumors of incursions into some of our eastern-most villages.”

      “But I thought that wasn’t possible, that there was a charm protecting the Myrkviðr.”

      “Which is, no doubt, why our king looks more perturbed than usual.”

      “Hmm,” I mused. “Incursions in the east? By whom?”

      “The Huns,” Hrolf replied. “They say their prince is gifted by the gods, that he can see through the enchantments protecting our borders.”

      I scrunched my brow. “I know nothing of these Huns.”

      “They are nomadic people, horse people who have traveled from the far east. Some of the older men in the village say they never stay in any spot more than a year or two before they move on to conquer once more. They were pushing west, but found our borders impenetrable until now. Their prince must have great magic if he can undo the charms of our vætt.”

      “Your vætt?”

      Hrolf smiled. “Some say Asa is dís, but my father and I believe she is a land spirit, a vætt. You know of such things?”

      I nodded.

      Hrolf shrugged. “Dís or vætt, it makes no difference. Asa has always protected our people from outsiders. But if the Huns have somehow found a way in… Ormar will see to it. Our king has no patience for outsiders.”

      “So I’ve noticed.”

      Hrolf chuckled. “Not everyone approved of the way you were greeted. You should know that.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you, Hrolf.”

      He smiled at the arrows. “We may need these if the Huns get through.”

      “May the gods forbid.”

      “I’ll take them now,” Hrolf said, then hoisted the baskets full of arrows. “Thank you, Ervie. My father says these are the finest arrows he’s ever seen.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      With that, Hrolf set off.

      I sat down to work once more but was distracted, my mind swirling with thoughts of the Huns, and trouble brewing, and…Ormar. Leaving my work aside, I returned to the little cottage. In the weeks I’d spent waiting for Ormar to return, I’d repaired the wall and the roof. However, the wind had blown hard the night before, revealing a loose patch in the roof that needed repair.

      Gathering up a bundle of reeds, I knelt on the ground preparing the materials, when I felt a nose poke into my armpit.

      “Freyr,” I said, scratching the growing piglet behind his ear. “Where have you been?”

      He responded by sitting down beside me in anticipation of more head pats. Leaving my work aside, I sat with him. As I sat rubbing his ear, I closed my eyes and exhaled deeply. It had never occurred to me to make Freyr my fylgja. I reached out with my mind toward the creature: Let me see what you see.

      To my surprise, I was met with a massive wall of resistance. This was not the reluctance of a feral dog. This was a wall that felt bigger than any I had ever encountered before—a wall made of steel and stone and fire.

      “No.”

      Gasping, I pulled my energy back.

      Opening my eyes, I stared at the little piglet who oinked at me, then moved off once more on his own business, snuffling through the leaves.

      I stared at Freyr.

      He moved like a piglet.

      Looked like one.

      Sounded like one.

      Acted like one.

      But inside…

      The piglet looked back at me, meeting my gaze for a long moment, then trotted off into the woods.

      Whatever Freyr was, he was most definitely not just a tiny boar.

      “I’m sorry,” I called in his wake. “I didn’t know.”

      Even though I couldn’t see him anymore, the piglet snorted in reply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






CHAPTER 32

        

      

    

    
      Later that day, after finishing the repairs on the roof and feeling ill at ease about my discovery regarding my little swine visitor, I took my shield and Hrotti and sought out the shield-maiden Auðr. She and the other young women were already training at the sparring grounds.

      “Good day, Princess,” she called in greeting.

      “And to you, Auðr.”

      “I’ve been expecting you,” she told me, then turned back to the girls. “Ingrid, you must feel the wind behind you,” she told the maiden, lifting her sword arm. “Call upon its power. Feel it, let it become part of you. Let its strength become your strength. Jǫrð will guide you,” she said, then stepped back, joining me.

      The girl shifted her stance then started working once more. Her movements became more fluid, powerful. The wind seemed to wrap around her, her long hair blowing, the very air itself moving along with the girl.

      “How is she doing that?” I asked Auðr.

      “We are followers of Jǫrð, Princess. The Earth goddess grants us her gifts here. We are her daughters. All of us. We honor her for giving us Asa and the gifts of the earth,” she told me, then turned to the girls. “Continue, girls. I am taking the princess to the pool,” she told them, then motioned for me to follow her. We moved away from the sparring grounds, following a winding trail through the woods. “They tell me you grew up in the city of Grund. They are worshippers of Thor there, are they not?” she asked as we began a trek deeper into the mountains.

      “Yes, there is a grove there dedicated to the Thunder Lord.”

      “Thor is the son of Jǫrð. Where do you think he gets his power to control the elements?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at me.

      I grinned at her. “I never thought of it.”

      “Did you serve Thor in Grund?”

      “I revere the Thunder Lord, but in Grund, it is mostly the men who attend the grove. There is a dísarsalr in honor of all the goddesses in Grund. I spent a year learning there.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      “Healing, mostly. I refined my knowledge of the runes. And I made prayers and sacrifices to the dísir.”

      “Was Jǫrð honored there?”

      “She was…acknowledged along with the others. Frigga, Freyja, and Skadi, and the dísir, are most honored in that temple.”

      The shield-maiden laughed. “Then it is no wonder Jǫrð was forgotten. Frigga is eternally jealous of Jǫrð, Odin’s lover, who gave the All-Father his favorite son. Frigga is a potent goddess, and I respect her, but it is Jǫrð who whispers to us here in the forest. To what gods do you pray, Princess?”

      “I send my prayers to Freyja.”

      “And does she answer you?” She turned and met my gaze, her spring-green eyes holding my glance.

      This was the second time someone had asked me this question. The answer pained me.

      “I suspect there are other gods more interested in me,” I replied.

      Auðr smiled gently. “Who is to say Freyja has not asked them to intervene on your behalf? We shall learn what Jǫrð thinks of this matter. Come.”

      We wound up the side of the mountain until we reached a stream flowing downhill. The silvery water tumbled past moss-covered rocks. Ferns grew along the stream. The air here smelled of the rich scents of the forest and the fresh crispness of the water. Auðr turned, and we climbed up a steep path alongside the water. Finally, we reached a gap in the mountainside. From the cliff above us, a waterfall emptied into a pool which fed the stream running down the mountain. A rocky shoreline surrounded the pool. But there, at the very center of the pool, situated on a stone pedestal, was a carving of a woman I recognized as Jǫrð. She was carved wearing long braids which lay on her chest. A basket carved from stone was in her hands. Within it was a pile of smaller pebbles. She looked out over the mountain, a cloud of mist and water behind her where the waterfall tumbled onto the rocks.

      Auðr and I went to the side of the pool. The shield-maiden raised her arms to the sky.

      “Jǫrð. I come to you with Ervie of Hreinnby. Great Asa has spoken, saying the Norns have led her on her path here. You gods have whispered to Ormar about this girl, but I, too, have been instructed to lead her on a path. To help her learn how to wield her dwarven blade. Jǫrð, may she be gifted with your magic—if it is your will.”

      Auðr turned to me. “I can teach you our ways, but you must ask the goddess’s blessing.”

      “How? Do I just—”

      Auðr grinned. “It is not as easy as that.” She bent, picked up a stone, and handed it to me. “You will place this pebble in her basket,” she said, giving the stone to me.

      I looked from Auðr to the water. The waves spun wildly around the bottom of the statue, the water plunging violently from the pool to the stream below. If I set foot in that water, I would be swept away.

      “How…” I began, but Auðr merely smiled at me.

      “Every girl who trains with me puts a rock in that basket. If they are not brave enough to try, I do not train them. If they are not strong enough, the water claims them. You can give the stone back, or you can find a way. If you can place the stone in Jǫrð’s basket, I will show you how to truly wield your father’s sword.”

      I looked down at Hrotti, setting my hand on its pommel.

      “Thor’s hammer is made of dwarven metal. Coupled with his mother’s gifts, he calls the lightning and thunder. Just imagine what you could do with Jǫrð’s blessings,” Auðr said.

      I looked back at the statue.

      I was my parents’ child. I was a coward if I did not try. Setting down my weapons, I went to the water’s edge. As a girl, I had spent many years playing in the river near Grund, but Hofund had taught us to avoid the water when it was wild. I was a strong-enough swimmer, but I would drown here. I studied the river. There were large stones just under the surface. Perhaps I could step across at a different time of year, but today, the water would sweep me under. I looked back at the waterfall. The water churned wildly. There was no way to float downstream to get to her either.

      Sitting down at the water’s edge, the stone in my hand, I considered.

      Behind me, Auðr settled in on a stone. Pulling a pipe from her pocket, she filled it with herbs from a pouch and lit it. She sat cross-legged and simply waited.

      I looked back at the water.

      How?

      How?

      Movement on the cliffside above me caught my attention. There, among the tall ferns at the water’s edge, I spotted a red fox. He was nearly hidden amongst the leaves, but his golden eyes glowed as he looked down at me.

      I closed my eyes, inhaling and exhaling deeply.

      I wanted to know what Auðr knew.

      I wanted to know how to truly wield my father’s sword.

      How? Jǫrð, how? Anyone, how?

      “The burned king has already shown you how,” a masculine voice whispered to me. In his voice, I heard a smile.

      Who are you?

      But there was no reply. Instead, I merely felt the profound sensation that someone watched me from somewhere far beyond.

      He has, I replied. But I have failed in my attempts. Lend me your strength.

      “I have already lent you my blood, Ervie of Blomfjall.”

      I uttered a soft gasp. Loki?

      I was my father’s daughter, but I was also the blood of Loki. I was part jotun. It was the truth of the magic below my skin. And if I could see with the eyes of an eagle, then surely, I could be one too.

      Then, I let myself sink.

      Downward.

      Downward.

      Past the flames of Blomfjall.

      Past the war in Hreinnby.

      Past all the shadows of what had been before me.

      Past the looming shade of the first Hervor’s impossible legacy.

      Past all the hurt, and sorrow, and sadness, to the bottom of the well. To the spirit that was me—Hervor, but not Hervor. Ervie of Hreinnby and Blomfjall, but not really Ervie of anywhere.

      I simply was.

      In the eyes of the Ǽsir and the Vanir, in the eyes of the Norns, I simply was.

      Jǫrð, hear my prayers.

      I have come to your forest to learn. All my life, I have wanted to be what my parents were. Maybe that is the wrong thing to ask. Jǫrð, help me. Loki, help me. Norns, help me. Let me find the potential within myself. Let me see what Ervie can become.

      Let me be a hawk.

      Like my grandfather in the tale of Idun.

      Let me rise above.

      Rise above it all.

      Somewhere deep within me, I heard the sound of a warhorn and a thudding of drums—or was that my own heart beating? It grew louder and louder.

      Rise above.

      Rise above it all.

      The sound reached a crescendo, and with a feeling like a snap, I opened my eyes.

      Once more, I felt the wind on my face.

      I felt the air under my wings.

      But I was not riding alongside the bird.

      I was the bird, a hawk.

      I spiraled overhead, looking down at the scene.

      Auðr sat on the stone, smoking her pipe. It mushroomed upward toward me. I could smell the deep scents of the herbal smoke therein.

      She watched me as I circled in the air.

      I flapped my wings, feeling my body in this form. My heart beat steady, strong. But the experience was taxing. I circled the pool of water once more. From this vantage point, I could see the lake, forest, and mountains beyond so clearly. It was stunningly beautiful. The forest was dense, the trees waving in the breeze in varying shades of green, from chartreuse to mossy green to nearly black. The water itself was a deep, dark blue. The view was so enthralling, I called out, hearing the cry of a hawk.

      I turned once more, then slowly descended toward the water and the statue of Jǫrð. Moving carefully, I slowed my descent then dropped the stone into the basket. Turning, I flew toward the shore.

      Return.

      Return from the depths.

      Become Ervie once more.

      As I neared the shoreline, I tugged myself back from that place deep within.

      The gravel on the shoreline crunched beneath my feet as I returned to my former self. Unsteady, I fell to my knees. Gasping, I held out my hands, examining them, then looked at Auðr.

      “I did it,” I told her excitedly. “I really did it.”

      Auðr grinned at me. “You did. And what a sight to behold.”

      Ormar would be so proud when he heard the news.

      I turned back toward the statue.

      “Jǫrð, my thanks,” I whispered.

      “You are a child of nature, Reindeer Princess,” a soft, feminine voice whispered in reply. “I only helped you find the way.”

      “I was there too,” a masculine voice added with a laugh.

      I looked toward the cliffside once more.

      The fox was gone.

      “Grandfather, my thanks.”

      I turned back toward Auðr. She tapped out the embers in her pipe, then rose. “Now, Reindeer Princess,” she said, lifting my sword and handing it to me. “Let’s begin.”
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CHAPTER 33

        

      

    

    
      Auðr and I squared up on the rocky shoreline, standing a space away from one another.

      “All right,” she said. “I already know you are good with your bow. You and the wood understand one another—as my poor hair discovered. Now, let us see what the dragon’s sword can do.”

      I pulled Hrotti from its scabbard.

      A sharp wind blew, making the trees around us bend wildly, the mist from the waterfall covering us for a moment. Along with it, I heard a sound I had never heard before, a low, rumbling roar—an echo of Fafnir?

      Auðr smiled, nodding to herself as she looked around. “Now, that is dwarven steel. Come at me, Princess.”

      I lifted my shield, using it to protect my body, then rushed her. In previous battles, my petite size and strength had been an ally. But Auðr was just as lithe and far quicker. She wielded her double blades deftly. I quickly found myself on defense.

      “You are wielding that sword like it’s made of clay,” Auðr grumbled at me between swings. “Does Thor wield Mjolnir in such a manner?”

      I stepped back and lowered my sword.

      Auðr paused. “Put them down,” she told me, gesturing to the sword and shield.

      Setting my shield aside, I slid Hrotti into its scabbard.

      “When you shoot your arrows, how are you so accurate?”

      “I take into account everything, the wind, the land, my opponent…”

      “And?”

      “I know my bow—Ridill. And the arrows. I listen to the wood.”

      Auðr smiled. “Hrotti is dwarven metal. It is of the earth and all its magic. It is the elements.” She came and stood beside me, handing me one of her long knives. “Imagine you are wielding water,” she said, then stood before me, modeling what she meant. She moved her blade slowly before her. Watching her smooth gestures, I sensed what she meant. She flowed like the waves. “Think of your body and yourself as one with the waves. You and the blade are water. As Mjolnir channels lightning, Hrotti, too, can call forth its own magic.”

      I did as she asked, moving slowly, feeling what it would be like to wield water.

      “Water is smooth. It is supple,” Auðr continued. “But there is a reason you did not step into those waves,” she added, gesturing to the pool surrounding the waterfall. “It is deadly, a powerful force. Imagine if you swing your sword with the force of the waterfall behind you. Let us move together, shield-maiden. Watch and follow,” she said, then began a series of moves. “Do as I do and remember.”

      She moved us through one stroke after another. A slice, a thrust, spin, and more. One form after the next.

      “You are water. You must move like water. As your arrows speed like an eagle, you must learn to become one with all those things of nature.”

      Again and again, she showed me the moves, then she stepped back to watch. “Now, you alone,” she told me, gesturing for me to continue as she pulled out her pipe and smoked, circling me as she did so.

      “You are no novice, Ervie of Hreinnby,” she surmised. “You have been well-trained. I see it in your muscles, in the shape of your body. Already, you have survived the bloody fields. No doubt, the All-Father knows your name. But your sword arm is as stiff as rock. There is a place for stone. But today, you are water. You must improve. You must move as the elements move, Reindeer Princess. Again.”

      We continued working as the sun passed across the sky. Soon, it grew dim once more.

      It was time to return.

      “I will meet you here at sunrise tomorrow,” Auðr said. “And we shall see if you are still made of rock.”

      “Thank you, Auðr,” I told her. And I truly meant it. “The Norns brought me here to learn. So far, it has not been easy.” And now, with the weird tension between Ormar and myself, it was bound to become more difficult. I hoped the king would just forget the whole brief, drunken encounter. After all, I had finally done what he’d been trying to teach me. Surely, that would make him happy. I sincerely hoped that would make him happy.

      Auðr nodded. “Ormar is a good man, but I’m sure he has not been easy on you. Before the fire, you would have been met with a better reception. But the blaze, and the losses that came with it, changed him.”

      “What losses?”

      “The king’s young wife and infant daughter were burned to death when the old great hall caught on fire. No matter what Ormar did, he could not reach them. We lost six people from the village in trying and nearly lost our king in the process. It took Asa a month to bring him back to life, but he was scarred by the tragedy, both inside and outside.”

      “How did it happen? What caused the blaze?” I asked, remembering the child Narfi’s words, that Ormar had been punished by Surtur.

      “No one knows. We all mourned the loss of his family. It was such a pity. They were still in the first year of their marriage. His wife was one of my best shield-maidens. In fact, you are much like her.” Auðr sighed heavily. “We all felt her loss. Our king’s heart never recovered,” she said with a sigh. “Now, come before the woods become too dark.”

      I grabbed my gear then turned to follow her. Before I did so, I turned back and looked at the statue of Jǫrð.

      For the briefest of moments, I saw standing on the stone pedestal, not a woman made of stone, but one made of flesh. She stood in her long robes, her golden braids on her chest woven with ivy, a crown of sunflowers on her head. Her deep green grown faded into blue and became one with the water flowing around her. Hues of pink and gold from the shimmering sunset glowed on her skin.

      She smiled at me.

      “Jǫrð,” I whispered, but the goddess faded, turning to stone once more.

      “Watch your step here, Ervie. The stones are slippery,” Auðr called.

      Turning back, I followed the shield-maiden back down the mountain.

      For the first time in a very long time, I got a deep, distinct sensation that I was not entirely on my own.

      I had fought my way past the shadows.

      I had sensed the presence of the gods.

      And they had been with me.

      I smiled, feeling my heart flicker with joy.

      But even as I felt it, a shadow crossed my heart. Ormar had endured such tragedy. No wonder he was so…

      Despite all that had happened up until now, more than anything, I felt an undeniably powerful urge to heal that wounded heart and my own along with it.
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CHAPTER 34

        

      

    

    
      I rejoined Auðr the next day, and the next, and the next. Days passed as I tried to remove the stiffness from my sword arm, to do what Auðr asked, and not think about the fact that Ormar had not yet come back. I tried to keep my focus on my training. Why was it so easy to wield my bow, to hear the wood I used to make my arrows, to know how to shoot in a windstorm, but my father’s sword remained a stranger to me? Sensing my frustrations, Auðr focused on teaching me how to move like water using the sword I always wore, rather than Hrotti.

      As I made my way up the hillside to Jǫrð’s pool, I lamented my failings.

      More than anything, I wanted to reclaim what was mine.

      I wanted to wield my father’s sword and wield it well.

      But then, I paused.

      Hrotti was no longer Mjord’s sword.

      Hrotti was my blade.

      The thought had never occurred to me before.

      My bow had always been mine. My arrows were made by my hands. But all this time, I had been trying to be like my father, to wield his weapon like him. But my father was gone. Hrotti belonged to me.

      “Ervie?” Auðr called, looking back.

      “Sorry,” I told her, hurrying my steps.

      We made our way to the pool once more and made ready for our lessons. Before we began, I went to the water’s edge and bowed to Jǫrð. “Goddess of earth, mother of Thor, I am ready to learn how to wield my sword,” I whispered.

      For a flicker of a moment, I thought I saw the statue grin.

      Turning, I rejoined Auðr. As before, the warrior woman and I moved through the forms. As I went, I worked on loosening my muscles, being fluid. I was not Bjarki, bashing the world into submission, nor was I Gizer, moving with the skill honed by a lifetime spent fighting. I was not even Sigrun, who was steady and precise. I was simply myself. And I could move like water.

      It was midmorning when Auðr nodded then said, “Good. Good. You are doing very well. Today, we will see what you can do with Mjord’s sword.”

      “No. Not Mjord’s sword. Ervie’s.”

      At that, Auðr smiled. “I like that. Let’s see what you can do with Ervie’s blade.”

      I set my hand on Hrotti’s hilt. “Today, we will be water,” I told the sword.

      With a gentle tug, I pulled the blade from its scabbard. The air around me roared once more. But this time, the mist below the waterfall blew toward me, wafting over me.

      As Thor wields Mjolnir…

      I turned and faced Auðr.

      She was smiling at me. “They say we live at the gates of Alfheim here. It is no lie. We are Jǫrð’s children in this forest. The earliest people of this place mixed their blood with those of Freyr’s realm. Nature whispers here. It will help you. Now, lift that blade.”

      I looked down at Hrotti. As Blomma had instructed me, I reached out gently with my mind to the spirits around me, to the water itself.

      Please, be at my aid. Fight with me.

      And then, Auðr attacked.

      I had to quell my first instincts, those that wanted to wield the sword like a clod of metal, to bash and thrust and strike like Gizer’s boys. But that was not what I was. I was not them. Hrotti was my weapon. And we would fight together.

      Hrotti.

      Water.

      Dance like water.

      I followed Auðr’s training and moved fluidly, my footwork subtle, my sword arm bending quickly, sinuously, but with the force of the waterfall.

      The blade swished in my hand, meeting Auðr’s twin knives, my shield protecting me as I worked.

      And for the first time, I could truly feel Hrotti’s power.

      Not just the sharpness of the metal.

      Not just the extra force it offered.

      The sword was so much more than a sharp edge. The power of the earth resonated with it. This blade had been in the hoard of a dragon. Hrotti shimmered silver and blue, taking on the hue of the water as it flashed through the air, blocking Auðr’s quick moves.

      It had never glowed like that before.

      It moved like water.

      Or had it become water itself?

      I leaned into the work, feeling the water around me, remembering everything I had learned. As I fought, I began chanting runes. My skin began to feel damp as the mist collected around me, forming a shield, making it hard to see me—and fight me—through the mist. The blade flashed like water.

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw figures in the mist.

      “Ervie, we are with you…”

      “Ervie,” Auðr said, her eyes watching the moving wall of mist around me suspiciously. The sun began to dim as fog enveloped us.

      Like water. Hrotti, you are water. I am water. Daughter of the Reindeer King. Daughter of nature. I hear the birds. I hear the voice of nature. I am one with it.

      My heart beat steadily in my chest.

      I was no berserker.

      The power rising inside me came from somewhere else.

      And my control on it was as tight as the grip on my sword.

      In the mist around me, I felt figures draw close.

      “Ervie…we can fight with you.

      “Call upon us.”

      Beside me, figures made of fog moved, taking form then disappearing once more.

      “Ervie,” Auðr said again, a tone of warning in her voice.

      I put my attention back on her once more. This time, I could see she struggled to keep her footing as we fought. Hrotti danced, the blade moving like liquid metal.

      Around me, a thick wall of mist lifted my hair, making it fan out all around me. It dampened my skin. But within that wall, the spirits of the water waited on my call—to fight.

      “Ervie!” Auðr called again, her eyes darting toward the shapes in the mist.

      No. Not now, I answered the spirits that called to me. She is a friend. Not this time.

      I exhaled deeply, lowering my sword and letting the enchantment die on my lips.

      The mist faded, snaking back toward the water. And with it, the spirits that had risen.

      A moment later, Auðr and I stood in pure sunlight. I could still feel the dampness on my skin, wetting my hair.

      Auðr stood still for a moment, then nodded. “Asa was right,” she said finally.

      “Right about what?”

      “One day, you will become the most powerful warrior our people have ever known. More powerful than your father ever was. More powerful than the woman whose name you were given at birth. Do you know what you have done?”

      “Hrotti… I wielded the blade as water.”

      “Yes. You did. But that is not all.”

      “I used an enchantment my mother taught me to call the elements.”

      Auðr chuckled. “Indeed, you did. The mist was your shield, but with it, you woke an army of wights.”

      “Wights? Is that what I heard?”

      She nodded. “Warriors made of mist. The land itself rising beside you, ready to kill me.”

      “Auðr, I—”

      Auðr laughed lightly. “Say nothing, Princess. Say nothing. That is why the gods brought you here. To learn. I only hope Ormar and I survive your training.”

      I looked down at Hrotti. “I understand what you mean now. I felt its power.”

      Auðr nodded. “Just like Mjolnir. Remember that.”

      “I am no god.”

      “No. You are the Reindeer Princess.”
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      Leaving Hrotti aside, Auðr and I spent the rest of the afternoon working on shield work and hand-to-hand combat. Soon, the sun dipped toward the horizon once more, and we began our trek back toward the village.

      “You have done well today, Ervie. For a moment, I feared you had lost control. But it was not so. You held the wights in check. They did not act without your say so. Asa will be pleased to hear about your progress.”

      “Will she wake soon?”

      “There is no saying,” Auðr said with a laugh. “It may be another year before she speaks once more.”

      “Then I guess I’d better spend tomorrow salting fish and stocking firewood. Summer is already fading.”

      “Why do you stay in Fjorgyn’s old cabin? Go and stay with Ormar in the hall.”

      “I am happy there with my piglet.”

      Auðr laughed. “If you say so. Tomorrow, I must work with my girls in the morning. You should join us there.”

      “Hrogar asked me for more arrows. If you don’t mind, I will see to that work.”

      Auðr nodded. “Of course. But you have done well today, Ervie. Whatever you did to get Hrotti to respond to you, you must be able to do it again.”

      “I will practice.”

      “Good. After all, we are only getting started.”

      At that, I laughed. “Thank you, Auðr.”

      “It is not I but Asa you should thank.”

      “My thanks go to you both.”

      Auðr and I soon arrived at the village.

      “I shall find you again soon,” Auðr told me, then set her hand on my arm. “May the gods keep you, Ervie.”

      “And you,” I told her, then watched as she disappeared into the village.

      I turned and made my way to the hall. When I arrived, I found Arnar at the door.

      “Good evening to you, Arnar. Has King Ormar returned yet?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet, Princess.”

      It had been nearly a week since Ormar had ridden out. “Where has he gone?”

      “That is not for me to say, Princess.”

      “Very well.”

      Frowning, I left the hall and made my way across the village, returning to the cottage once more. Freyr was waiting for me.

      “I made my sword turn into water and called up some wights today. What have you been up to?”

      The piglet snorted at me.

      “I see,” I replied with a laugh, then went inside to set down my gear. I held Hrotti a moment. The metal glimmered in the fading light.

      I had been in the Myrkviðr for two months. In that two months, I’d endeavored to reclaim what had been lost, but in the process, I’d found something better. All my life, I rejected the idea that I was Hervor. I would not be a duplicate of her. Instead, I had leaned on a different identity: the Reindeer Princess. I was my parents’ child. I wanted the world to know that. I wanted to be what they were. But in the process, I had failed to realize that I had value on my own. Ervie was good enough. I didn’t want to be an echo of the others who’d come before me—not Hervor, but not my parents either.

      It was time to see what I was made of.
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CHAPTER 35

        

      

    

    
      The following day, I made my way back to the bower’s hut. Settling in, I began my work. The former tradesman had been a deft hand at the trade. In addition to the arrows, there were several unfinished bows left on his workbench. I finished a bundle of arrows then picked up one of the unfinished bows. It was a beautiful piece, made of ash. I ran my fingers along the length of the wood. It was of shorter design than Ridill. Given its size, it would produce more rapid shots. Also, it would shoot better in a tight space. Sigrun had helped me make Ridill, but it was designed for distance—as Auðr had rightly pointed out. Perhaps it would be beneficial to have a short bow as well.

      I glanced at the sky. It was only a couple of hours until dark.

      I went then to the firepit and sparked a flame. Then, I moved a stump that the former owner had been using as a stool beside the fire and grabbed a toolkit. It didn’t make sense to leave the bow to waste when I could finish it.

      Settling in, I began the hard whittling work. As I carved, I paid attention to the grain of the bow, and I tried to listen to the wood’s whispers: where to carve, how to carve.

      As I worked, my mind also drifted to my work with Auðr.

      I was grateful to the shield-maiden. My fighting skills were not like they were before. I could feel that the muscles under my skin had changed. I was far more flexible, able to bend and move unlike I had before.

      And Hrotti…

      We had moved like water.

      What of the other elements?

      It was very late when I heard someone approach.

      I looked up to find Hrolf before me, a pot in his hands.

      “Hrolf,” I said, setting the bow aside. It was then that I felt the ache in my neck and arms.

      “My mother sent this,” he told me, setting the pot on the table nearby.

      I could smell the heady scents of meat and vegetables wafting from the container.

      “I…  Why—”

      “She said that each time she passed the workshop, she saw you working. She was friends with Torkell, the old bower. She liked seeing his shop in use. And she also said… Well, regardless, she wanted you to eat.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “And she also said…”

      Hrolf chuckled lightly. “That you look too thin and that it wasn’t right that Ormar left you hungry.”

      I chuckled. “That was kind of her. Please, send my thanks. I have arrows for you,” I told him, pointing. “I should have brought them earlier, but I got distracted.”

      “So I see,” he said, eyeing the bow.

      I held up the bow. “The curve needs a bit of work, but it’s coming along.”

      Hrolf smiled. “It’s excellent work.”

      “There are others, half-done pieces, in the workshop. I will see to them in time.”

      Hrolf nodded then went to the workbench to retrieve the arrows. “My father will be pleased to see these. He’s grown quite nervous of late.”

      “Why?”

      Hrolf cast a glance over his shoulder. “Everyone is on edge about these incursions by the Huns. If Asa’s charms are waning…”

      “I understand.”

      Hrolf nodded. “Let’s hope our worries are for nothing. Thank you, Ervie. Good night.”

      “Good night. Again, send your mother my thanks.”

      After Hrolf retreated, I set the bow aside, cleaned up my tools, and put out the fire. Taking Hrolf’s mother’s gift, the scent from which made my stomach rumble, I made my way back to the little cottage. The piglet was missing. No doubt, off on his own adventures.

      Rekindling my fire, I sat down to eat as I stared into the flames.

      When Ormar returned, I would offer my shield to help. Something told me it had been a long time since anyone in the Myrkviðr had been at war. Whether he liked it or not, Ormar needed someone like me.

      Ormar needed someone like me…

      I stared into the flames.

      To lose his wife and child like that… My heart ached at the thought. The loss of someone you love hangs over you like a shadow that never entirely goes away. Even now, I could not escape the pain of Blomma’s death. It haunted my steps. Death had a way of undoing you. After losing someone you love, you are never the same again.

      My mind went to Loptr.

      “Ah, Brother,” I whispered. “You deserved better from me than to be left behind.”

      But as I stared into the flames, I felt my brother reaching back for me.

      “No, Ervie, you deserved better from me than to be left to mourn alone. All around you, I see darkness. Nothing but darkness. Where are you? Sister, come home.”

      I closed my eyes. Tears slid down my cheeks.

      “Soon,” I whispered in reply. “Soon.”
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the following day, I readied myself, making a meager breakfast, then climbed up on the roof to repatch the same troublesome spot, blown open by the wind once more. Something was wrong with that section of the roof. When I finally poked around, I realized I had overlooked a defect in the wood frame. It would take an entire day to fix. With a heavy sigh, I got to work. The chances were very good that I would spend the rest of the year in the Myrkviðr. Summer was ending. Harvest would soon come. And if I did not leave here by then, it would be spring until I returned to my family. The cottage had become my home. And if I didn’t want to freeze to death that winter, I needed to fix the roof once and for all.

      I’d spent most of the day laying new timbers and attaching fresh reeds. While the work progressed just fine, my only regret was that I didn’t have an equal amount of ale to offset it. If anything might tempt me back to Ormar’s hall, it was the distinct lack of good drink.

      Of course, that had not worked so well last time.

      Late that afternoon, weary to the bone, my back aching, I lay back on the finished roof and looked up at the canopy of trees overhead. The leaves fluttered in the breeze, the wind soft and mellow. I must have closed my eyes then because it was dark when I opened them once more. The moon shone down on me, making the leaves silvery.

      I lay still for the longest time. Then, I spotted movement in the trees overhead. Something silent moved between the branches.

      Then, I heard the call. “Moon. Moon.”

      An owl.

      I closed my eyes once more.

      “Moon. Moon.”

      Let me try…

      Owl. Wise grandmother of the forest. Please, let me see what you see.

      I exhaled deeply, calling on the deep well within me to set my mind to the task—to see what she saw, be one with the owl, and make the creature my fylgja. I reached out, feeling for her, then settled in.

      When I opened my eyes once more, the world looked different. Everything was silver and dark blue. The world was alive with sparkling light. My hearing was much more attuned. I could hear every sound—rustling leaves, a fox moving through the grass, my own breath as I lay on the roof. I looked down at myself lying there, my eyes rolled back, the whites showing.

      Turning away, I looked toward the sky then lifted off on my snow-white wings. I glided from the forest and out above the lake, following the shoreline. At this angle, I could see the firelight of the farmsteads that were situated on the lake. How easy they were to see from the eyes of an owl. I gently coaxed the owl to move off toward one of the farmsteads. Soon, I was hovering above a collection of two dozen houses and a fine hall.

      Ormar had undersold his retainers to me. Many people were living here. Indeed, it was nothing short of a small jarldom, not unlike Hárclett, where Jarl Eir ruled. I circled the land once more, flying on to the next farmstead where I found a similarly sized holding. I gazed out at the landscape. King Ormar had hundreds of men at his disposal, with many small jarldoms disbursed about the land.

      But then, in the distance, I spotted something strange.

      I saw smoke, a lot of it, and smelled fire.

      Turning, I flew quickly toward the massive plume of smoke. In the mountains, away from the lake, was yet another farmstead. But this one was burning. Bodies of fallen men lying on the ground. As I looked them over, I realized I recognized some of the men, including the man Hrolf had identified as Jarl Geir. Panic gripped me. Flying as low as I dared—the owl cautioning me from the flames—I searched the bodies for Ormar, but he was not there. Nonetheless, I spotted men I knew from the village.

      Using the bird’s senses, I looked and smelled, trying to see where the raiders had gone. I spotted the trail leading from the farmstead. I flew off, following it. The path ran along a stream, the waves on the water boasting silvery caps. As I went, the creature within me noted every movement of small prey on the ground, but I kept my focus ahead.

      Soon, I spotted a campfire deep in a glen.

      I flew toward it on silent wings. Three dozen men, rough-looking characters wearing unfamiliar armor and helmets with long tassels, milled around a camp. The warriors all had long, black hair and equally long mustaches and beards. The Huns? Amongst them, I spotted several of Ormar’s men. All of them had been bound. Along with them were several women, girls, and young boys—no doubt taken from the farmstead.

      Then, I spotted Ormar.

      They had strung him from his feet.

      Two men stood beside him, kicking him, and they laughed and joked.

      I cringed when one of the men turned and urinated on the king.

      Another was about to pour ale on him when a massive creature approached.

      Taller and more broadly built than the others, he shouted at his comrades who left Ormar alone.

      The tall Hun stood staring at the king.

      And I, floating silently on the wings of an owl, stared at the Hun.

      He looked like his people, except his eyes—even with my owl’s vision, I noted the unusual amber color of his eyes. I had only ever seen one person with eyes like that before, on my cousin, Angantyr.

      But when my thoughts drifted to my cousin, the stranger’s neck snapped to turn and look up at me.

      I gasped.

      It was not the owl he saw—he saw me.

      No.

      With a shudder, I opened my eyes.

      For a moment, I was disoriented.

      I had withdrawn from the owl so fast, it made me dizzy. My heart pounded in my chest. It took me a moment to come back to my senses.

      I was still sitting on the roof of the cottage.

      I looked out into the forest.

      “Ormar.”
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CHAPTER 36

        

      

    

    
      Running, I made my way to Auðr’s house. I knocked heavily on the shield-maiden’s door. It took a few moments before she appeared.

      “Ervie?”

      “Ormar has been captured.”

      “What?” she asked, looking confused.

      “I saw him. There is a village beyond the southernmost edge of the lake. Deep in the mountain pass. The village was burned. Ormar, his warriors, and the villagers were taken by the Huns.”

      She stared at me. “How do you know this?”

      “I saw. I saw them. I know where they are. We need to hurry.”

      Auðr stared at me.

      “Auðr!”

      “Yes. Yes, I just… Collect your gear. I will meet you at the hall.”

      I did as she said, returning to my little cottage to collect my weapons. By the time I was ready, someone had sounded a warhorn. I returned to the main thoroughfare in time to see warriors pouring from their homes and rushing to the hall.

      When I arrived, Auðr was having a tense conversation with Arnar. When I grew close, I understood the reason for their conflict.

      “We cannot send the entire warband on her word alone,” Arnar protested.

      “And if the king dies because you did not listen?” Auðr shot back.

      “She is an outsider. Her word cannot be trusted, Auðr. She is not one of us.”

      “What’s this, then?” I demanded.

      Arnar turned toward me. “How do you know our king is taken? Where is your proof?”

      “I have seen it,” I said, suddenly aware of the large crowd that had gathered around us.

      “Seen it how?”

      I swallowed hard. “Through the eyes of my fylgja.”

      That caused a murmur to pass through the crowd.

      Arnar scowled at me then turned to the warriors. “She is an outsider here. We cannot trust the words of this girl.”

      Anger swept through me. “Your king is taken. Already, some of your men have been killed. If we do not ride now, there may be no recovering him.”

      “Where, Ervie? Where did you see them?” Hrolf called.

      “To the south,” I said, pointing. “Beyond the lake’s edge and into a mountain pass. There was a village surrounded by evergreen trees sitting alongside a creek that feeds into the lake,” I said, trying to remember what I had seen with my owl eyes. “I saw Jarl Geir. He has been killed. The king and your people were taken into the mountains to the east. Three dozen warriors hold them captive. They are the outsiders. I have never seen their like before.”

      Except for those eyes, those amber-colored eyes. I had seen those before.

      “Huns,” a voice called, loud and clear from the back of the group. The cadence of the speaker’s words made my ears ring.

      Everyone turned.

      “Asa,” Auðr whispered.

      “They are the Huns, as the princess told you. Who are you to call her an outsider, Arnar? It was I who invited Ervie here.”

      With her distaff in her hand, Asa made her way toward the front of the crowd.

      Auðr moved to help her, but the old woman waved her away.

      Asa met my gaze. “How round your eyes were. But you saw more than just Ormar in need, didn’t you?” she asked me.

      I understood her meaning—the man with the amber eyes. “I don’t know what I saw.”

      “Your future,” she told me, then turned back to the crowd. “Get to horse, Myrkviðr. The Reindeer Princess will lead you. Ride hard. Ormar’s life depends upon it.”

      Auðr turned to the crowd. “Every warrior. Make ready,” Auðr called, then turned back, giving Arnar a scowl.

      “Asa,” I said, but she raised her hand, cutting me off.

      “There is no time. What you want to ask will be answered soon enough. Go now, Reindeer Princess.”

      With that, I left her and hurried to the stables. There, my much-neglected horse waited.

      “You were already disagreeable and temperamental,” I told the horse as I grabbed my tack and began saddling him up. “Let’s see how you are now that you’ve not been exercised properly.” Once he was ready, I led the horse from the stall to the square before the hall.

      When I mounted, I got exactly what I expected—and probably deserved. The horse pranced, full of energy and irritation. It took everything within me to keep him settled.

      Auðr reined in beside me. “We know where you speak of. It is the jarldom of Jarl Geir. We will ride there now,” she said, then signaled to Arnar.

      The man sounded his horn. It was time to ride out.

      My horse, not missing a beat, reared then charged ahead. I held the reins tightly, trying to get the animal under control. It took all the energy I could muster. “As obstinate and willful as Ormar,” I grumbled at the beast. “Let’s hope you both don’t get yourselves killed by stubbornness.”
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CHAPTER 37

        

      

    

    
      As we rode out, I looked back one last time to see Asa on the steps of the great hall. Her hands were lifted in prayer.

      Turning back, I pressed my knees in and pulled back on the horse’s reins. The creature was anxious to run. I had done him a disservice leaving him at the stables. I knew he’d been looked after and exercised by Ormar’s own people, but there was no bond between us. I had spent more time on ship than on horseback these last few years. I had forgotten what it meant to come to an understanding with such a creature.

      I patted his neck gently. “I know you want to run. I know. And I promise you, I will see to it you run again. But tonight, we must stay with the others.”

      It was dark, but the party rode without the aid of torches, the light of the moon guiding the path. We moved quickly and silently under cover of night. It took several hours to round the lake. As we did so, we passed through other small villages. Arnar sent people to talk to the local jarls as we passed, but we did not stop.

      It was deep in the night when we left the lakeside, following a trail into the woods, away from the lake, and into the mountains. With the eyes of an owl, I had not noticed the difficulty of the terrain. The ride was hard, but the horse was sure-footed.

      The warband rode through the mountain pass. In the gray hours before dawn, we arrived at the still-burning remains of the village. The scene was as I had already witnessed. The people were dead. The buildings were burning. The livestock was scattered, frightened, and confused.

      Arnar and Auðr spoke. After that, Arnar instructed a handful of warriors to round up the livestock and see to anyone who might still be alive.

      Auðr, however, came to me.

      “Ervie, which route did they take out of here?”

      “To the east,” I said. “They are camped in a glen in that direction.”

      “Can you see if they are still there?”

      “I can try,” I replied, then dismounted.

      Leaving the party, I stepped into the woods. Behind me, I heard Arnar join Auðr.

      “What is she doing?” Arnar asked.

      “She will try to see the king.”

      “How?”

      Trying to shut out their words, I closed my eyes and tried to listen for any animal, any creature I could beckon to do my will, to control as my fylgja.

      But the forest was silent.

      Panic swept up in me. If I could not find a way to see where they had gone, Ormar and the others could die.

      Perhaps… perhaps I could change hamr. I could try. But as I thought of it, I remembered something else. A person skilled in seidr could use their hugr, their spirit, to effect those far away. How many times had I reached out for Loptr in such a manner, to whisper to him, to send him my love? Could I push further? Could I see through the eyes of another?

      I inhaled slowly and deeply, letting the noise fade until there were only the sounds of the forest and the wind.

      Ormar.

      Ormar.

      If you still walk the realm of Midgard, let me see what you see.

      Ormar.

      Trust me.

      And let me see.

      I reached out for the king, feeling for his spirit in the darkness, calling to mind how and where I had seen him last.

      At first, there was nothing.

      And then, like catching a slight whiff of smoke on the breeze, I sensed him. I drew closer, feeling for him in the darkness of the empty space.

      Ormar.

      Ormar, let me see.

      Trust me, and let me see.

      “Ervie?” his soft response finally came in reply.

      Targeting in on him then, I felt myself pulled quickly in his direction. A moment later, I could see…something.

      Everything was blurry.

      Ormar, let me see.

      “Ervie…”

      Ormar. My response to him came out panicked and fearful, but still, I held on. I would not lose him like this.

      “I’m trying,” came his pained reply.

      I realized then why he was struggling. He was still hanging upside down. Everything was blurry and reversed, but I could see the Huns’ party moving around him. They were eating and talking, sitting by their fires. I did not see the brutish man with the amber-colored eyes. The party was still in the glen, as I had already seen. They were not far away.

      But even as I saw the scene through Ormar’s eyes, I felt something else. His physical pain, which was excruciating, and his fear—not for himself, but for his people.

      Hold on, Ormar. We’re coming.

      We’re coming now.

      “Ervie. Hurry.”

      And then, I let go.

      I gasped when I drifted back into myself, pressing my hands on my temples. The pain in Ormar’s head lingered in my own. I felt like my ears and eyes wanted to explode. Squeezing my eyes tight for a moment, I pushed the pain aside. Moving quickly, I hurried back to Arnar and Auðr.

      “Ervie?” Auðr said, studying my face.

      “They are still in the glen to the east, but the camp is awake. Ormar is… we have to hurry.”

      Arnar nodded. “How many men?”

      “The same. Maybe three dozen. Before, I saw a man amongst them who was taller than the others, a giant of a creature, with long black hair and amber-colored eyes. His looks were not quite like theirs. There was something about him… I don’t know.”

      Arnar nodded slowly. “That is their prince, Hlod. I will rally the others. We will sweep the camp, take them by surprise,” he said, then turned and whistled for the others to gather.

      Auðr studied me. “What is it, Ervie? You look…worried.”

      “Ormar will die if we don’t get to him soon.”

      “Let’s go.”

      After some conversation, we decided to leave the horses behind. We could get to the camp faster if we traveled over the rocky, mountainous terrain on foot. We moved quickly, pushing through the dense underbrush and around mossy boulders. We moved quietly. I was impressed by Ormar’s people. How deftly they moved through the forest. But then I realized the truth. Some illusion was being cast. With their pelts on their heads, they moved like shadows under the canopy of darkness. I hastened my step and joined Auðr.

      “Jǫrð’s children?” I whispered to her.

      She grinned at me. “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “Much like your skinwalking. We are no practitioners of seidr, but it is a magic of its own. We are one with the Myrkviðr.”

      Ahead of us, Arnar raised his hand, signaling for us to stop.

      I joined him.

      The camp was on the other side of a rise.

      “They may have guards stationed on the watch,” I said, scanning the forest. “We need to silence them,” I said, gesturing to my bow.

      Arnar nodded then waved for two of his men to come forward. “Go with the Reindeer Princess. Take out any guards on the perimeter.”

      The men nodded to Arnar then the three of us scouted ahead. Staying low and in the shadows, I pulled an arrow from my quiver and nocked it. The three of us fanned out.

      My guess was right. The Huns had men stationed on the perimeter of the camp.

      Hiding in the shadows of a tall oak, I took aim. Feeling the fletching against my cheek, I targeted my arrow on the man’s throat. Then, taking a moment to see the land around me, to feel the breeze, I shot.

      The arrow hit its mark.

      The Hun stiffened with a nearly inaudible gurgle then fell.

      I caught the eyes of the other two scouts. We pressed forward.

      The warrior on my right snuck up behind another of the Huns, slicing the man’s throat and dropping him to the ground.

      Spotting another Hun on the watch, I nocked another arrow and let it take flight. The warrior to my left similarly dispatched the last of the watch.

      I turned back and signaled to Auðr and Arnar.

      Our warband crept forward.

      How deftly they moved, soundlessly creeping through the forest, hidden in the shadows of the trees like wild things. It had been the same way when they had pursued me when I had entered the Myrkviðr. I’d felt like I had been hunted by shadows.

      I turned to go forward when I saw movement amongst the grass. A fox appeared. The creature’s eyes glimmered. He held my gaze for a long moment then trotted off.

      Following the fox’s steps, I came to a rise.

      On the other side was Ormar, still hanging from the tree.

      My stomach clenched, my heart rising to my throat. For a moment, I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

      I needed to get to him.

      The Huns milled in and out of their tents, unaware of the army about to descend on them. As I scanned their camp, I spotted the prisoners. Men, women, and children had been bound by their necks and hands. They stood huddled together.

      A moment later, Arnar, Auðr, and the others joined me.

      “We’ll fan out,” Auðr whispered. “Slip in slowly, kill as many as we can, take them by surprise,” she told Arnar and me.

      Arnar nodded. Balling his hand against his lips, he sounded quietly to the others, mimicking a bird call. The warband spread out through the trees, disappearing into the shadows.

      By now, Gizer would have sounded his warhorn and went into battle screaming, all shields and swords, with calls to the All-Father for victory.

      But that was not the way of Ormar’s people.

      For the first time in my life, I saw a different way to fight. It was both brilliant and terrifying.

      The warband slunk into the Huns’ camp. Anyone of the fringes of the camp was quickly dispatched. But it would not take long before they raised the alarm.

      “I’m going for Ormar,” I whispered.

      “We are right behind you,” Arnar told me.

      The three of us moved quickly toward the king.

      At the other end of the Huns’ camp, someone finally sounded an alarm.

      Speaking in a language I didn’t recognize, the Huns began to shout to one another.

      “Hurry,” Arnar whispered.

      We rushed toward the king.

      No sooner had we rounded some tents than we were met with a handful of fierce-looking warriors. On the other side of them was Ormar, still hanging upside down from the tree.

      “Ervie, get to the king,” Auðr told me, then she and Arnar engaged the Huns.

      Dodging around the fighting pairs, I rushed to Ormar.

      “Ormar,” I said, kneeling beside him.

      He was dazed, but he opened his eyes and looked at me.

      “Ervie?”

      “I’ll get you down. Hold on.”

      Pulling a knife from my belt, I held onto the front of Ormar’s tunic, preventing him from landing on his neck, then reached up and sliced the rope holding him.

      His weight pulled him from my grasp, and he landed with a thud. Working quickly, I bent to untie his feet and hands. Around us, the war waged.

      “Here,” I said, taking Ormar’s arm. “Get up slowly. The blood has pooled in your head. You will feel dizzy for a time. Trust me. I know from experience.”

      He huffed a light laugh.

      I had just gotten the king to his feet when I felt a dark shadow looming over me.

      “Ervie,” Ormar whispered.

      I turned to find the giant, amber-eyed man there.

      Putting myself between the king and the Hun, I lifted my shield then pulled Hrotti.

      The sky overhead cracked with lightning. All at once, the animals in the forest sounded—birds, wolves, bears, deer—all of them. The wind danced around me, a whirlwind of leaves surrounding me.

      The voice of Hrotti, still unfamiliar to me, whispered softly to me.

      As I was water, I am also earth…air…and fire.

      The Hun stopped. His amber-colored eyes went from me to the sword.

      “Who are you?” he hissed at me.

      “Who are you?” I shot back, lifting my sword.

      “I am Hlod, Prince of the Huns, son of Princess Sifka, Daughter of King Humli, and of Prince Heidrek, son of Hervor and Hofund.”

      I stared at him. Son of Heidrek. Son of Heidrek?

      “Then you are a bastard son of Heidrek,” I said, my lips curling into a sneer. Had Heidrek somehow fathered a bastard amongst the Huns that no one knew about? While the information was new, the idea was not surprising. Heidrek had a reputation for fathering bastards. Several men and some women in Skagen were rumored to have been fathered by him—though Harald had used his influence and silver to keep such rumors quiet. But Hlod, son of a princess, was another matter.

      “I am no bastard,” Hlod spat back at me. “And you will eat your words,” he said, his eyes going to Hrotti once more. “I know that sword.”

      “It is not Tyrfing,” I said stiffly, referring to the famed dwarven blade wielded by the first Hervor.

      “No. It is not. Now, I know who you are. You are Hervor, daughter of Mjord and Blomma,” he said with a low growl. “That is Hrotti. I will have that dwarven blade, Reindeer Princess.”

      “You will have to take it from my corpse, bastard.”

      “That is easily done,” he said, then swung his massive ax, rushing at me.

      I danced away from Ormar, getting the King of the Myrkviðr out of the way and dodging Hlod’s blow in the process.

      I gripped Hrotti tightly, but as I did so, I realized I was making the same mistake. I was trying to wield the sword like it was nothing but a hunk of metal.

      It wasn’t.

      It was air. And air could dance around the biggest stone.

      Under my breath, I began chanting the runes once more.

      Around me, the wind began to blow harder, its force directed at Prince Hlod. Leaves and twigs blew from behind me as I chanted over and over again, calling the wind to be my aid, to fight alongside me. The trees bent overhead. And when Hlod moved to attack again, he found the full force of the wind pushing him back.

      This time, his ax met Hrotti with an ear-piercing clang, the sound of high-pitched wind whistling.

      He yanked his weapon back and came at me again, but I deftly dodged his blows.

      And Hrotti…

      Wind.

      Wind.

      You have the strength of wind.

      You do not need the power of flesh.

      You have the strength of a storm.

      Again and again, Hlod came at me only to be repelled by the wind. The gust was so strong, he could not get close enough to engage me.

      “Hlod! Hlod!” one of the prince’s men called, gesturing to the battle taking place behind the prince.

      Outnumbered, the prince’s warriors were being quickly overrun. Only a handful still remained fighting.

      Hlod turned back. Then, he did the unexpected. He threw his shield at me, then rushed off. Running to his horse, he and a handful of his warriors quickly mounted and began a hasty retreat.

      As he rode away, I stared at him, willing him to feel my presence like a boot on his neck.

      The warrior turned just once more before he disappeared into the forest.

      His amber eyes met mine.

      Wolf blood.

      I knew those eyes anywhere.

      A wolf of Bolmsö was staring back at me.

      And in my own eyes, I knew the prince had seen the flash of something I tried to keep hidden. But there was no denying it. My Jotun blood was awake. And it was ready to defend what was mine.

      Prince Hlod turned, clicked to his horse, then what remained of his party retreated quickly.

      But something told me that was not the last I would see of him.
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CHAPTER 38

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Hlod departed, I rushed to Ormar. His face was bruised, and there was a dark stain of blood on his shirt.

      “Ormar, you’re wounded,” I said, lifting his tunic to look.

      When I pulled the fabric away, I revealed a massive cut on his side. I quickly inspected it. It was bad. Someone had stabbed him. “The wound has gone without cleaning too long, but you are lucky, half an inch to the left and you would be dead. Nothing vital appears to be wounded.”

      “Only my pride,” Ormar said.

      “Well, then it is a good thing you have that in excess.”

      He chuckled lightly then stared at me. “Ervie, your eyes…”

      I blinked hard, trying to quiet the Jotun blood pounding within me.  “It’s nothing.”

      “You are the blood of the Trickster God.”

      “What? You didn’t believe me, half-elf? Come,” I said, putting his arm over my shoulders and leading him back toward the others. But when I did so, I could feel his flesh was far too warm. Fever had set in already.

      “King Ormar,” Arnar called, rushing toward us.

      “Ervie,” Ormar whispered, a worried tone in his voice. “Ervie, the world is spinning.”

      “Ormar?”

      He stumbled, his legs going out from under him.

      “Ormar,” I said, trying to grab him, but I was too late.

      The king hit the ground. I knelt beside him, setting my hand on his forehead.

      “King Ormar,” Arnar said, joining us.

      “The king is injured and has taken fever. We must get him back to Eskilundr at once.”

      Arnar looked from Ormar to me. “Yes, Princess,” he said, then turned and began shouting orders.

      I knelt down beside the king. His face had turned so that the scarred side was facing me, his long, dark hair covering his cheek. I pushed it back.

      “Hold on, Ormar,” I whispered. “Like it or not, I’ve got you.”
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      We did not arrive in Eskilundr until the afternoon of the following day. Many of Jarl Geir’s people chose to return with us. Ormar was unconscious most of the trip. I did what I could to clean and dress the wound, but it would need proper attention soon. I didn’t like the looks of the angry flesh around the cut on his stomach.

      When we arrived, we found Asa waiting.

      “Take Ormar to his chamber,” she told Arnar, then turned to me. “You spent time in the dísarsalr in Grund. You know the healing arts.”

      “Yes.”

      “You will attend to the king. I will see to the rest, then join you later,” she told me, then turned and began giving instructions for the care of the others.

      Two warriors carried the king to his chamber at the back of the great hall. I followed them. Along with them came young Freydis. Ormar groaned when they lay him on his bed. At once, I lifted his tunic to inspect the wound. As I had feared, the veins in the skin around it had become darker, the wound seeped and was foul-smelling.

      “Freydis, I will need some things to mend and clean the wound. Can you help?”

      “Of course, Princess.”

      “Good,” I replied, then rattled off a list of herbs and other concoctions needed. “And I need someone to go to my cottage and fetch my bag. It is on the table with my other things. I have herbs there that will help.”

      “I’ll go now,” she said, hurrying from the chamber.

      I went to the brazier, banking up the fire. I put a small pot of water to heat there. It was not long afterward that a young boy appeared with my belongings—all of them.

      “Freydis asked me to bring your things,” he told me. “She is getting the rest of what you asked for from the kitchen.”

      Confused, I stared at my clothing and other personal items. “I only asked for my bag.”

      “Asa told Freydis to remove your things from the cottage. She’s given it to someone else.”

      “What?”

      The boy’s brow started to knit with worry. “I don’t know, Princess. I…”

      “It’s all right. It’s all right,” I told him, setting my hand on his shoulder. “Very well. Just leave them in the corner for now.”

      “Your piglet is in the hall,” the child told me with a grin, then hurried off.

      Grabbing my satchel of herbs, I quickly found the ones I was looking for then began brewing a draft. Freydis reappeared a few moments later, leaving the rest of the items I’d asked for on a side table.

      “I will be nearby if you or the king need anything. Just call me,” Freydis said, then exited the room.

      Once I had the herbs I needed, I returned to Ormar’s bedside. There was a pitcher of water and a basin there. I poured the water and grabbed a clean cloth. Then, I turned back to the king. I then realized it would be far easier to attend him if I removed the tunic. Dirty and stained as it was, it was ruined anyway. And in the dísarsalr, one of the first things Norna, the high priestess of the temple, always advised was to remove any unclean clothing from the wounded.

      I frowned.

      “Ormar,” I said, pulling my knife. “I need to remove this shirt to attend to your wound.”

      “Asa,” he whispered lightly, his eyes fluttering open a moment.

      “Asa sent me to look after you. She is seeing to your people. Be still, so I don’t accidentally finish what the Huns started.”

      I cut the tunic from his waist to his neck then bent to remove it. When I did, I could feel the king’s breath on my neck.

      “Ervie?” he whispered, but there was an odd, vulnerable tone in his voice.

      “Don’t get the wrong idea, Ormar,” I said with a light laugh as I removed his shirt. I was surprised to discover that his body was scarred on the same side as his face. Scar tissue twisted down his side to his waist. I stared at it. Unable to stop myself, I gently touched his skin. “Like the roots of a great tree,” I whispered. “How much you suffered.” The feel of his skin under my hand surprised me. It was soft and warm and lit up something inside of me.

      Surprising myself, I pulled my hand away, only to find Ormar staring at me, his ice-blue eyes on my face.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, then turned back to the water basin, washing my hands and trying to shake away the emotions that had suddenly come over me.

      I went to the brazier and retrieved the draft I had made. Returning, I sat beside the king. “I must clean and dress the wound. It will hurt. This tonic will help take the pain away and will mend you from the inside. You must drink.”

      He nodded then moved to lift his head, but it did not prove easy.

      Seeing his struggle, I moved beside him, lifting him gently with one arm while holding the cup in the other.

      “It’s hot. Be careful,” I said.

      “You would save me from a burned tongue?” he asked with an amused but exhausted laugh.

      “Yes,” I replied simply.

      After he’d drained the cup, I helped him lie back down.

      Then, I got to work on the wound. I wet cloths with warm water and began gently cleaning the tender flesh. Grabbing my herbs and those Freydis had brought, I prepared another mixture to clear the cut of any debris. I poured the warm mixture gently over the wound, forcing myself to focus as Ormar winced and grabbed the linens on the bed. When I was satisfied the wound was clean, I grabbed the healing salve Eyfura had packed for me. I was suddenly very glad I had not used it. I would need to make another batch of it myself, but Eyfura’s always worked better. Sitting beside the king, I gently applied the balm to the wound then dressed it. If the medicines took hold, he would feel better in a matter of days. When I was done, my eyes drifted once more across his muscular chest to the scars on his body.

      “It was not enough,” Ormar whispered. The sound in his voice was heart-breaking.

      Surprised, I looked up. “What was not enough?”

      “I burned, but still, it was not enough to save them.” His eyes welled with tears. The draft I had given him often loosened the mind and softened the senses. Apparently, it worked on obstinate kings as efficiently as on farmers.

      “I have heard the story of your wife and infant daughter in the village. I was very sorry to learn of such a tragedy.”

      “I did everything,” he whispered, his voice raspy. “I tried to change hamr to get to them, but I had no control. I was panicked. They were trapped in the bedchamber. The roof timbers had caved in. I tried to move the wood aside, but I couldn’t get to them. No matter what I did, it was not enough,” he added, a tear trailing down his cheek.

      I wiped the tear away then took his hand. “You should rest. The medicines are making you drift between the worlds. Do not let it pull you to such dark memories. Your wife and child wait for you. One day, you will see them again. Think of them like that. That is what I do when the shadows want to own me. I try to think of them like that.”

      “And how well has that worked for you?” Ormar asked with a brittle laugh.

      I smiled at him. “Almost not at all. But there is a wise king who taught me that I cannot become something new unless I let go of the shadows of Valhalla.”

      “Are you calling me wise?”

      “Who said anything about you?”

      Ormar smiled lightly, but I could see his eyes were floating. Soon, he would sleep.

      “Think of something of this world,” I told him. “Something pleasant. Something new. Something that gives you hope for the future.”

      Ormar closed his eyes.

      I set my free hand on his forehead. He was warmer than I wanted. I would need to prepare a cold compress. I moved to go, but Ormar held onto my hand.

      “Ormar?”

      “Don’t go,” he whispered, his voice weak, his eyes closed. “I am thinking of something new.”

      I swallowed hard, sensing his meaning, and didn’t try to rise again.
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CHAPTER 39

        

      

    

    
      I sat by Ormar’s side the rest of the night. Drowsy-eyed, I forced myself to stay awake and monitor his fever. My mind reeled over everything that had happened.

      Prince Hlod’s father was Heidrek, son of first Hervor, the man who had taken my father away from me. Knowledge of Hlod’s existence would rock my entire world. The mere fact that Hlod existed was a threat—to Angantyr, to Loptr, and to the people of Grund and Bolmsö.

      How did no one know about this?

      I gritted my teeth.

      By blood, he was more entitled to the throne of Grund than either Loptr or myself. Blomma was, after all, Hervor and Hofund’s adopted daughter.

      I needed to warn the others.

      I needed to get to Angantyr, to send word to Loptr and Hofund.

      There was no question that Hlod was ambitious. That was readily apparent. All this time, he’d been raising an army.

      Was he penetrating Ormar’s lands for a reason? Was he looking for a way to approach Harald’s—and Angantyr’s—lands?

      My gaze drifted to the king once more.

      And then there was Ormar.

      His words…

      How had such a quarrelsome man wormed his way into my heart?

      I gazed around the king’s chamber. It was simply adorned, with no showy signs of wealth. In fact, there was nothing by way of decor except…a simple arrow that hung on the wall. I stared at the arrow, remembering. It was the one I had made at the bower’s, the one Ormar had taken with him. He’d kept it.

      I looked back at the king.

      He’d kept it.

      A weird feeling swept over me, and my stomach clenched once more.

      Confused, hungry, thirsty, and exhausted, I left the king’s bedchamber in the dark hours of the morning, making my way back into the hall where I hoped to find something to drink. There, I found Asa and Freydis.

      “The shield-maiden needs an ale,” Asa told Freydis.

      “And something to eat too, by the looks of her,” Freydis said. “I’ll see to it,” she told Asa then disappeared to the back.

      “How is the king?” Asa asked.

      “His fever broke, and his color looks much better.”

      Asa smiled. “Good, but I am not surprised. You have the skills of one who has served the dísir. Even Jǫrð is counted amongst those holy women, even though Frigga does not like it. You have done well, Ervie. From beginning to end, you have done well.”

      I sat down across from Asa, feeling the weariness and ache in my bones.

      “You will drink then sleep,” Asa told me.

      “But Ormar—”

      “I shall watch him while you rest.”

      Freydis returned with a massive tankard of ale and a plate of food. Little Freyr followed her steps.

      “Ah, there you are,” I told the piglet, scratching his ear.

      “I told the cooks he is not to be eaten; he’s to be fed,” Freydis said with a laugh, “which is why he spends most of the time in the kitchen waiting for scraps.”

      “Is that so?” I asked him, scratching his chin.

      Asa chuckled lightly as she eyed the pig. “Such mischief, that one.”

      I studied her gaze. From the look on her face, I guessed that Asa knew as I did—that Freyr was no ordinary piglet.

      “Eat,” Asa told me.

      “I should take the plate and go back to—”

      “Eat,” Asa said again.

      “I will go sit with the king until you are done,” Freydis told me, then disappeared to the back.

      With a heavy sigh, I did as instructed. I lifted my tankard, realizing as I did so that I’d gotten out of the habit of having many such tankards each night. In Gizer’s rowdy hall, we would sit and drink until the sun threatened to rise. But here, I’d kept cozy and quiet with my mysterious piglet. Instead of rowdy songs and boisterous laughter, the most prominent sound in Ormar’s hall was the crackling of the firepit. Somehow, in a short span of months, I had begun to prefer the latter.

      “The others? The people from Jarl Geir’s lands?” I asked Asa as I sipped.

      “We have seen to them. I have given your cottage to a family. You will stay in the hall.”

      “So I was informed.”

      “And so you would have done, if Ormar had better manners.”

      “But if I had, the cottage would not have been ready for your family. You see, the Norns think of everything.”

      At that, Asa merely laughed.

      I ate hungrily, the fresh bread and roasted chicken melting in my mouth. Once my stomach was full, and I’d drunk most of the tankard, my eyes felt heavy.

      “Sleep. Freydis has your chamber ready.”

      “But—”

      Asa laughed. “I will check on him, and if we need you, we will wake you.”

      “Asa, there was a man amongst the Huns. Prince Hlod. He says he is the son of Heidrek. Is he telling the truth?”

      “He is. The wolf’s blood has combined with that of the horse people.”

      I frowned. “How did no one know?”

      “How do you know that no one knew?”

      I stared at her. “Who knew?”

      Asa merely smiled. “You are right to be worried, Princess. But not right now. Right now, you should sleep,” she said, then waved for me to go to bed.

      “Very well,” I said, taking one last sip of ale, then trudged toward the back.

      Freyr, who’d been sleeping under the table, rose and followed me.

      I stopped by Ormar’s chamber first, lingering at the door.

      Freydis was there. “He’s still sleeping, Princess. No fever.”

      “Good. Wake me if there are any changes.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      I glanced at the king. His color looked better, and the redness around the wound had faded. The salves and medicines were working.

      As I stared at him, my stomach fluttered strangely once more.

      Trying to shake away the feeling, I returned to the chamber where I’d woken my first morning in Eskilunder. Exhausted, I sat down on the side of my bed and pulled off my boots.

      Freyr eyed the bed. I could see he was calculating the jump. It was much too high for his piglet legs. Taking pity on him, I picked him up and set him on the end of the bed, then lay down.

      I felt sleep coming fast upon me.

      As I drifted off, my thoughts went to Ormar once more.

      All my life, I’d had an eye for handsome men, but I’d never been involved with anyone in a truly serious way. Dag was a dear friend, and there was a kind of love between us, but the kind of love skalds sing about, the kind that blindsides you when you least expect it, that was not something I ever thought would happen to me.

      Ormar was one of the most difficult and disagreeable men I had ever met.

      And yet…

      “And yet,” I whispered as I drifted off to sleep.

      In that moment, I knew I never wanted to leave that hall. The shadows of my past had been holding me back from a real future. It was time to let them go. It was time to figure out what I truly wanted.

      He was lying in bed down the hallway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






CHAPTER 40

        

      

    

    
      I woke near dawn. Still feeling the weight of the battle, the ride, and the lack of sleep on me, I stretched tiredly then rose. I was not surprised to discover that Freydis had set out clean clothes for me sometime during the night.

      I washed my face, combed out my long hair, then redressed in a pair of new trousers and a fresh, deep-red tunic embroidered on the neck and at the wrists with rows of mushrooms. It was a very fine piece. I pulled on a leather vest over it, slipped on my boots, then made my way back to Ormar’s chamber.

      Freydis was sleeping in a chair in the corner. She opened her eyes when I entered.

      “Princess,” she whispered. “Sorry, my eyes drifted.”

      “Go, take your rest,” I told her. “I’m awake now.”

      She nodded then eyed my clothes. “You found them,” she said with a smile. “I embroidered the mushrooms myself. Do you like them?”

      “I do. It’s excellent work.”

      She smiled at me, then turned and left the room.

      I went to Ormar, setting my hand on his forehead. There was no fever. I returned to the fire and began working with my herbs once more, putting a fresh draft on to brew. When I was done, I collected a handful of fresh linens and Eyfura’s salve then turned toward Ormar only to find the king awake.

      “Ormar,” I said, surprised. “Did you just wake or—”

      “I was watching you,” he said, looking at the items in my hands. “How deftly you work.” He lifted his eyes to meet mine. “When Asa told me that you were coming, I did not want it. I could not imagine having to endure a simpering princess, spoiled by the wealth of Grund, searching for her parents’ former glory in my hall. But then you arrived, and you were nothing like what I expected. Difficult, disagreeable, willful, but not pampered. Not simpering.”

      “Say nothing more,” I replied, then when to his bedside. “Now, be still while I change your bandages.” Pulling aside his coverlet with shaking hands, I inspected the skin around the bandages. While I did so, I was fully aware that Ormar was staring at me.

      “Ervie,” Ormar whispered, reaching out to stroke my hair, pushing a loose strand behind my shoulder.

      The sensation of his touch made me shudder.

      I met his gaze.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Say nothing,” I told him.

      “No. I am sorry. The thought of having another woman in this hall after what had happened to my family… I hated the idea. I keep my hall quiet, empty, for a reason. I will never lose anyone I care about in my own house again. But I did not treat you as you deserved, and for that, I am sorry.”

      I held his gaze. His own shadows had caused him to behave in such a manner. It was a mistake I understood well and could easily forgive. “Say nothing more of it. It is forgotten. Now, be still,” I told him, then turned back to my work.

      Moving gently, I removed the old bandages. I then cleaned the wound once more and applied fresh salve. When I was done, I covered the wound again.

      “I have a tonic for you,” I told him, then rose and crossed the room, taking the drink from beside the fire. Once again, I sat down on the side of the bed and helped Ormar sit up to drink, bracing him with my arm.

      Once he’d finished the draft, I gently lay him back down.

      “Ervie,” he whispered, taking my hand, but then there was a knock on the door.

      Alarmed, I rose.

      “King Ormar,” Arnar called, opening the door.

      He gave the two of us a puzzled look when he entered, then turned to me. “Asa wants you, Princess.”

      I turned to Ormar.

      “Go ahead,” he told me.

      Feeling shaken, I turned and left the bedchamber and followed the housecarl back to the main hall. There, Asa waited with a stranger who looked like he’d just ridden in. His cloak and boots were mud-splattered from the ride.

      “Asa?” I asked, looking from her to the rider.

      “Tell Princess Ervie what you have just told me,” she said, gesturing to the man.

      “Wise one,” he said, bowing deeply to her. “Reindeer Princess,” he added, giving me a short bow. “I have ridden from Thorby. There is news from Skagen.”

      “What news?” I asked.

      “King Kjar of the Gauls launched an attack on King Harald’s city. The city is burned. They say the king, Prince Halfdan, and all the house are dead. Prince Angantyr has sent riders rallying all of King Harald’s retainers. Angantyr is raising a mighty army, sending word to every king, every jarl, to rise up to avenge his grandfather. A rider even came looking for you, Princess,” the man told me, “but he got lost in the woods and turned back.”

      I stared at the man. “Harald? Dead?”

      The man nodded. “And Prince Halfdan and Queen Aud, or so they say.”

      “And… and the Lady Svafa?”

      The man shook his head. “I have not heard that name.”

      “King Kjar of the Gauls? But Hrollaug is king.”

      “No, Princess. The prince murdered his father and has taken his place,” the rider told me.

      “Then there will be war. Angantyr, Gizer, Hofund, Loptr…”

      “Ervie,” a voice called from behind us.

      I looked back to find Ormar, the young servant boy supporting him.

      “Ormar,” I said. “You should not be out of bed.”

      He looked from me to the messenger. “I heard your message,” he said, then turned to Asa. “Is it true?”

      “It is true,” Asa told Ormar, then turned to Arnar. “See that this man is given drink and rest. He has traveled far to share this news.”

      “Yes, Asa,” Arnar told her, then led the rider away.

      “Ormar,” I said, hurrying to him. “You need to get back to bed.”

      “If this is true, then you—”

      “Will you ruin my hard work with your obstinance?” I asked him.

      Behind us, Asa laughed. “Listen to her, Ormar. You can say what you want to say just as easily while lying in bed.”

      Ormar nodded to the boy, gesturing for them to go back. Once we got to the bedchamber, we lay the king down once more. After Ormar was settled, the boy left us.

      My head felt like it was spinning.

      King Harald was dead, his family along with him.

      Svafa… what had happened to Svafa?

      My gaze went to Ormar. “I… I will need to go to them. Angantyr… My brother…”

      Ormar held my gaze for a long moment then said, “Yes. They are your family. You should go to them.”

      I blinked hard, taken aback by the feelings swelling up in me. “I don’t want to go. You’re so difficult and willful and stubborn and…” My voice faded, and I realized tears were welling in my eyes. “I don’t want to go.”

      Ormar gave me a half-smile. “You, too, are difficult and willful and stubborn and… But I think two people like that would do well together. You told me to think of something new. I did. I think two people like that should be together.”

      “Be together?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes.”

      “For all time.”

      “Are you… Are you asking me to marry you?”

      “You’re being difficult again,” he told me with a soft smile.

      “I’m not trying. It’s just…”

      “You have to go.”

      “I have to go.”

      Ormar reached up and touched my cheek. “The Norns will spin things as they must. You must go. But I will be here when you have an answer for me.”

      “But your wound. And the Huns. Your people. My training. Everything is in upheaval. You need me here. You’re hurt. I can’t leave you like this. And we just…”

      “Ervie, you will not be content to stay here while your family is under siege.”

      “And what of you? You are injured, Ormar. And if Hlod attacks—”

      “Hlod doesn’t want the Myrkviðr. It is your people, his birthright, he is after, which means your cousin will soon be besieged on two fronts. He must be warned, and you must go.”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      “Willful and stubborn as you turned out to be, that is the last thing I want. But I cannot keep you here. Not now.”

      I swallowed hard then leaned toward Ormar, setting my hand on his scarred face. “Ormar…”

      “Ervie,” he whispered.

      Leaning in, I set my lips on his, soaking up his essence, feeling everything he was. The sweet taste of honey and herbs on his lips, the earthy scents of fern and wildflowers perfuming his clothes, and long, dark hair. I relished the feel of him, something I never thought I’d want, but now, I could not resist. I kissed him long and deeply, then pulled back, my mind spinning.

      “I’ll return,” I whispered.

      “May Jǫrð protect you and all the gods go with you. Do not forget what you have learned. And come back to me.”

      I kissed him once more, then rose, tears in my eyes. Hurrying from the chamber, I went to collect my things.

      Angantyr, I am coming, I thought, sending what comfort I could to my cousin.

      In response, I felt a wall of rage and grief so palpable, it startled me.

      I clenched my jaw. Aye, you gods, how you toy with us all.

      “Be careful, shield-maiden,” Jǫrð whispered back to me. “Some whisper that it is all hnefatafl to the gods.”
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        Continue Ervie’s tale in Shield-Maiden: Gambit of Shadows
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      Have you read the prequel to Shield-Maiden: Gambit of Blood? See Ervie five years prior to the events in this novel in Shield-Maiden: Winternights Gambit, a prequel novella to The Shadows of Valhalla series.
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        Who was the first Hervor?

      

        

      
        Chosen by Odin.

        Destined For Valhalla.

        Hervor was born unloved, unwanted.

        But the gods had plans for this shield-maiden.

      

      

      New to the Valhalla saga? Read the first Hervor’s tale in The Road to Valhalla series. The complete five-book series is available on Amazon. Begin with book one, Shield-Maiden: Under the Howling Moon, available in ebook, paperback, and audiobook.
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        Subscribe to Melanie ’s newsletter and get a FREE copy of Under the Strawberry Moon, Svafa’s tale, a prequel to the Valhalla saga.
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