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        Under the strawberry moon, the gods of Asgard whisper to me.

      

      

      
        
        Balder murmurs love.

        Bragi blesses my voice.

        Sif gifts me with beauty.

        But these blessings go wasted in the sleepy village of Dalr where I am simply Svafa, the jarl’s daughter. A völva tells me I am destined to marry a hero, that my child’s name will become legendary. How I’m supposed to achieve this enormous fate is beyond me. However, when my father announces we shall visit the great temple in Uppsala for the midsummer blót, I can feel my fortune changing. The Æsir are busy weaving their own plans, and I cannot wait to find out what destiny the Norns have planned for me.

      

        

      
        Under the Strawberry Moon is a prequel to The Road to Valhalla series.
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      People and Places

      
        
        Dalr, home of Jarl Bjartmar’s family

        Grímnir’s Eye, sacred tree of Dalr

        Mistletoe Flats, island chain near Dalr

      

        

      
        Jarl Bjartmar, ruler of Dalr

        Neda, first wife of Jarl Bjartmar and mother of Asta and Svafa

        Lady Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar

        Lady Asta, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar

        Yrsa, shield-maiden of Dalr

        Freja, gythia of Dalr

        Torsten, housecarl of Jarl Bjartmar

        Thora, thrall of Svafa and Asta

      

      

      

      Heroes of Uppsala

      
        
        Uppsala, home of King Yngvi

        King Yngvi, King of Sweden

        Princess Ingeborg, daughter of King Yngvi

        Prince Alf, brother of King Yngvi

        Orvar-Odd, a hero of Uppsala

        Hjalmar, housecarl to King Ygnvi and a hero of Uppsala

        Aud, thrall of Ingeborg

      

      

      

      Sons of Arngrim

      
        
        Angantyr, Hjorvard, Hervard, Seaming, Rani, Brami, Barri, Reifnir, Tind, Bui, and the twins, Hadding

      

      

      

      Mythological Characters and Gods

      
        
        Odin (Grímnir), father of the Norse gods

        Thor, Norse warrior god of thunder, wields the hammer Mjöllnir

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

        Balder, Norse god associated with beauty and the sun

        Freyr, Vanir god associated with sex and fertility, symbolized by the boar Gullinborsti 

        Bragi, Norse god associated with bards and poetry

        Frigg, Norse goddess, wife of Odin

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

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

        The Norns, three female beings who create and control fate

        Huginn and Munnin, Odin’s ravens, their names meaning thought and memory

        King Sigrlami, the original owner of the sword Tyrfing

        Dvalin and Dulin, dwarves who created Tyrfing

        Yggdrasil, an ash tree at the center of the world. The nine worlds in Norse myth surround it. Odin sacrificed his eye to the being Mimir who lives in a pool at the base of the tree to receive knowledge of the runes

      

      

      

      Terms

      
        
        Blót, a ceremony with sacrifice, a rite

        Dísablót, blót held in honor of the female spirits called dísir.

        Disting Market, annual market that coordinates with the Dísablót.

        Gothar, plural

        Gothi, male priest

        Gythia, female priestess

        Jarl, equivalent to Earl

        Skald, equivalent to a bard or poet

        The Thing, governing assembly to settle disputes, hold trials, plan raids, and attend to community affairs

        Völva, a seeress with magical abilities

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The summer sun bathed the meadow in sunlight. My golden hair hanging loose, I raced through the wildflowers. Butterflies rose off the poppies, buttercups, and fireweed that colored the field with hues of fire red, soft pink, and sunset purple. They fluttered around me. Breathing hard, I ran through the field. My heart thundered with excitement, feeling like it would burst out of my chest.

      “Svafa, wait,” Asta called, rushing across the field behind me. A cat under one arm, a basket in the other, she chased after me, an angry look on her face.

      Forcing myself to squash my excitement, I stopped. I paused and picked handfuls of wildflowers while my sister hurried to join me.

      When Asta finally reached me, she dropped her cat then threw the basket she was carrying at me. “You never do what you promise. You said we were going to pick strawberries.”

      I shrugged. “We are. But the best ones grow on the other side of the dale,” I said, looking toward the forest. A path led into the sacred grove to the tree known as Grímnir’s Eye and the longhouse where the gothar lived. But on the other side of the forest, an hour’s walk away and on the top of a mountain, was another field. There, wild strawberries grew in abundance. But Asta was right. I had lied. I knew my sister would never make the journey. I wanted to get rid of her, and this was the best way to do it.

      “What’s wrong with the strawberries here?”

      “They’re too small.”

      “I’m not walking through the grove and up the side of a mountain just for strawberries. I’m going back.”

      “Lazy.”

      At that, Asta clenched her fists and stepped toward me. “I dare you to say that again.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. I met her dark eyes. “You’re lazy, Asta.”

      “And you’re a liar. I’m telling Father.”

      “You’re going to tell him what? That you were too lazy to walk across the dale? Or that you’re too frightened of the gods?”

      Asta looked at the woods. The grove evoked a sense of awe in many and terror in some. Deep in the forest, you could feel the presence of the gods. They called to me. But it was not the same for everyone. Mother hated the place and so did Asta.

      “Shut up,” Asta said then picked up the basket. She turned away from me. “Gibby,” she called, looking for her cat. “Gibby, where did you go? Gibby?”

      Grinning, I pulled off my boots, then turned and ran into the woods. I could feel the Earth’s heartbeat pulsing in the ground below me. As the wind blew through the trees, I swore I heard the gods whisper in every rustling leaf. Closing my eyes, I looked up, feeling the rays of sun shining down on my face in dappled blobs.

      Svafa.

      I opened my eyes and gazed all around. In the distance, I saw the outline of a man. He was not really there, just a figure that wavered like sunlight. He waved for me to follow.

      I hurried to the Grímnir’s Eye. The massive yew tree was said to have grown from a seed from Yggdrasil that had lodged itself in the eye Odin sacrificed. I laid the bunch of wildflowers I had picked at the base of the tree. “For you, All-Father. For shining Balder. And for Sif,” I whispered, touching the tree. “May everything I do be for you. May every action I take be in your name. Guide me. Guide my steps,” I whispered into the bark of the tree, my lips just inches from the trunk. “Bring me good fortune. Bring me…bring me someone to love.”

      Svafa. Svafa, come.

      The wind blew. The soft breeze was warm. It ruffled my hair like someone had blown on the back of my neck. I giggled then turned and raced away, deeper into the forest.

      The feeling of the soft earth and leaves below my feet made me buzz with life energy. My hair, which Mother called a rat’s nest of gold, blew in the breeze. When I reached the creek, I hiked up my skirts to my knees and crossed carefully. The water, which came down from high in the mountains, was icy. The rocks on the bottom of the stream were slippery.

      I cast a passing glance at the longhouse hidden amongst the trees on the rise above the water. From inside, I heard chanting.

      Later.

      I would find her later.

      Splashing to the other side of the creek, I dropped the hem of my dress and began the climb up the mountain. It was not an easy hike. I couldn’t really blame Asta for not wanting to come. She was far better with embroidery and other ladies’ things. Nature did not call her, aside from her affinity for her cats. But there was no harm in that. Freyja must have loved her well to give her such a way with the creatures. My sister wasn’t all bad; she just wasn’t me. And I didn’t want her with me today. At the same time, guilt wracked me as I thought over what I’d done. I needed to be kinder to Asta. It wasn’t her fault we were not the same. And for all our differences, she’d still wanted to be with me.

      Svafa.

      “I’m coming,” I whispered.

      My hands gritty with bark, my feet dirty, sweat trickling down my back, I finally reached the top of the mountain on the other side of the dale. A wide field filled with poppies spread out before me. The meadow had so many flowers it looked scarlet. As I gazed out at the flowers, I exhaled. I was completely alone with nothing but the sunshine and flowers for my friends. Laughing, I ran to the center of the field and flopped down amongst the blossoms. I closed my eyes, soaking up the sun.

      Svafa.

      The wind blew. It felt like a hand stroking my hair. My dress fluttered up, the wind caressing my legs. The warm breeze felt good. The sun beat down on me, making me sweat. I undid the ties on the neck of my dress and pulled the skirt up to my upper thighs. I relished the feeling of the sunlight on my legs.

      “Shining Balder,” I whispered. “I feel you. Bring me a hero. Bring me a man who would slay dragons for me. Bring me a fierce man to love,” I said. My hand slipped over my breast, touching it gently. I imagined myself with a lover. I imagined a fierce warrior who would give me mighty sons, warriors whose names would strike fear into the hearts of men. I wanted to bear giants. “Sif, bless me with your beauty. Let me turn the eye of such a man. Balder, bring me a man who carries your fire in his very blood. Bless me with your light.”

      I opened my eyes a crack, seeing only the blinding sunlight. But inside it, there was the vague silhouette of a man. No, not a man, a god. He stood before me. I could feel his presence. The wind blew, a sensation like hands slipping up my thighs to my secret parts made me groan with pleasure.

      Svafa. Svafa. Be careful what you wish for.
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      I dozed in the field, waking when I heard the cry of a hawk flying overhead. My body, sun-kissed from lying under the sun, felt relaxed. Reluctantly, I rose and headed back toward the grove. When I reached the stream once more, I eyed the house of the gothar. I turned to make my way there when a voice called from behind me.

      “There is no one there.”

      I turned to find a woman wearing a long, simple black robe belted at the waist. Her hair hung free. She had painted her brow with runes and had kohl under her eyes.

      I smirked at her. “How do you know?”

      “I just came from there.”

      “Oh? Is that so? Are you a gythia?”

      “Not at all. Isn’t it obvious? I am the jarl’s spoiled daughter, Svafa.”

      “The jarl’s daughter is spoiled?”

      “Of course. By the jarl. By the gods. By her friends. There is no one who doesn’t love Svafa with the golden hair.”

      “What would I know of such a girl? I have no use of worldly things. I’m just a wanderer, völva, speaker of the gods,” I said with an exasperated wave of the hand.

      We stared at one another, and then a moment later, burst out laughing.

      “Freja,” I said, rushing to embrace her.

      “Careful,” she cautioned, motioning to the knife on her belt. We hugged one another lightly.

      “Your body is hot,” she told me.

      “I was lying under the sun getting Balder’s blessings.”

      “I bet,” Freja said, lifting and lowering her eyebrows.

      I shook my head. “So, what are you doing?”

      “Hunting mushrooms,” she said, patting the bag hanging on her belt.

      “Why? What potions will you use them for?”

      Freja laughed. “With eggs at our morning meal.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I would think the gods had more important tasks for you.”

      “Sometimes, the gods are busy with other people,” she said, then winked knowingly at me.

      Of course, Freja would sense something of the magic that had touched me under the sunlight in the field, but I would never speak of such things. I took her arm. “Come to the village and keep me company.”

      “I have duties here. I cannot run off like the spoiled daughter of the jarl. Speaking of, where are your boots?”

      “I left them in the field.”

      “Ah,” Freja replied. “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “I saw Asta with a basket, a cat, and a pair of boots.”

      “She took them?” I asked, then laughed. “I deserved it. But that also means she has tattled on me to the jarl.”

      Freja shrugged. “When has the jarl ever been angry with Svafa?”

      I sighed. “Perhaps today will be the day. I should go.”

      “Tomorrow night. Let’s meet. You know where.”

      “If I can.”

      “You will.”

      I squeezed Freja’s hand in farewell, then turned and made my way out of the grove. The place smelled of decaying leaves warmed by the sun, the loamy scent filling the air. Along with it, I caught the soft perfume of wildflowers. In a way, I envied Freja. A life in service to the gods was a life untied to the business of the jarl’s hall. Freja served a higher purpose. I served my father. Whatever he willed ruled my life.

      When I passed Grímnir’s Eye, a strong wind blew.

      Svafa. Svafa, a soft, feminine voice whispered. You will have your love. You will meet with the sons of Arngrim.

      I stopped and looked all around. I was alone. “Lady Sif,” I whispered. “My thanks for your blessings.”

      The wind blew once more, shaking the limbs of the sacred tree. On the ground before me, I saw the shadow of a man hanging from one of the tree’s limbs. I gasped. Turning, I looked up, but there was no one there.
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      When I entered the longhouse, I found the place in an excited buzz. Father was meeting with Torsten, his housecarl, and his other chief men. Mother was frowning with annoyance. But it was Asta who met my gaze, a pleased smirk on her face. The moment she saw me, she sprinted off to Mother and whispered in her ear.

      Mother’s face flushed red, and she looked toward the door. Her gaze washed over me, looking me over from head to toe. “Svafa,” she called, her tone so harsh it kicked off one of her coughing fits. She clutched her cloth against her mouth and hacked.

      I swallowed hard, then crossed the room. While my mother looked angry to see me, the rest of the company in the hall greeted me with smiles and good cheer, waylaying me as I made my way to Mother.

      “Good day, Lady Svafa. Where are your shoes?” an elderly man who had been an ally of my grandfather, a fellow in his raids, asked me.

      Glad for any excuse to forestall a scolding, I stopped. “Ah, you see, I slipped them off to cross a stream. But when I did, Loki came down from Asgard and stole them. Taking my boots with him, he changed form into a bear and rushed off through the forest. I’ve come back just now to fetch a bow and quiver to track him down.” I grabbed a pitcher of ale and refilled the old warrior’s cup.

      The man chuckled then patted my hands. “Pretty Svafa,” he said. “Always full of mirth.”

      “Skol,” I told him, clicking the pitcher against his horn.

      He inclined his head to me, then drank.

      I glanced at Mother once more. She was frowning heavily at me. She pointed for me to come, but Father called out, interrupting her rude gesturing.

      “Listen. Everyone,” Father called, capturing our attention. “I have news.” My father was standing on the dais. An imposing figure with long black hair streaked with silver, his beard braided, a silver torc around his neck, he was every bit the master of this place. Half-frowning, he waved to my mother to join him. She went and stood beside him. Again, her coughs came, this time earning her a reproachful glance from Father.

      Mother straightened herself, swallowing her discomfort. As always, she was handsomely dressed. Today she wore a dark blue gown with silver brooches and matching beads. The braid in Mother’s hair had been woven so tightly it pulled the skin from her temples. As I stared at her, I tried to think back to when I was younger. She used to smile. In fact, in my distant memories, she used to smile at me. I couldn’t remember the last time she’d looked on me with love. She stood beside Father, her body stiff. It was hard to believe there had once been any love between them. When they looked at one another, all you felt was ice. I would never marry a man who looked at me like that. I wanted to feel sunshine every time I looked into my beloved’s face. Her face pinched with frustration, Mother coughed once more then took her seat.

      The assembly broke out in excited conversation.

      “What is it, Jarl?”

      “Are we raiding, Jarl?”

      “Is there trouble?”

      “Jarl, tell us what is happening.”

      I watched my father as he surveyed the room, his sharp grey eyes taking in the assembly. When his gaze fell on me, he paused, a slight smile dancing on his lips.

      I beamed a smile at him.

      He inclined his head to me, then turned back to the crowd.

      I flicked my eyes to my sister. Her gaze went from Father to me and back again, a frustrated expression on her face. For all of her machinations, there was nothing she could do to cause discord between my father and me, a situation that frustrated her to no end. But why was I to blame because my father loved me?

      “My people, with midsummer nearly upon us, I have decided to make a voyage that will please the gods and to strengthen my house. This year, we will travel to Uppsala to make our offerings to the gods at the great temple and to strengthen our alliance with King Yngvi.”

      At that, the men cheered.

      A flush of excitement washed through me. The midsummer blót in Uppsala was much reputed. The strongest warriors and most powerful jarls would be in attendance.

      “We will depart Dalr the day after tomorrow. After the midsummer blót, we will raid. Prepare yourselves, and may the gods grant us fair weather.”

      At that, the assembly cheered then talked busily amongst themselves. This was a great opportunity for Dalr. Father would make many strong allegiances in Uppsala, setting our course for the future. The men around me were glowing with excitement.

      Father met my eye and waved for me to join him.

      As I went, many of the young warriors greeted me with smiles. There were many handsome young men in Dalr, but none had a special spark. I wanted to carry the child of a man who struck terror into his enemies.

      “Svafa,” Father called to me. He eyed me over, looking me from head to toe. Literally, to my toes. He eyed my bare feet. “Where are your boots?”

      “Loki stole them when I was wading in the stream.”

      Father chuckled. “In the stream? What were you doing in the stream?”

      “Oh, you see, I spotted slippery Loki swimming in the creek in the form of a salmon. I tried to catch him, but he leaped from the water, turned into a bear, and ran off, stealing my boots as a punishment. I tried to chase him down, but it was no use.”

      He laughed. “Is that why your cheeks are red?”

      “Perhaps. I was outside today, worshipping glorious Balder under the summer sun.”

      Beside me, Asta frowned. “You told me we were going to pick strawberries.”

      “And so we were.”

      “Until you left me behind.”

      I stared at her, seeing the snakes behind her eyes, twisting as they plotted a way to make Father angry. “You stayed behind. I told you the best strawberries are in the field on the other side of the dale. You chose not to come.”

      Asta huffed. “I’m not a goat. I won’t climb a mountainside.”

      “You may be no goat, but your ass is as big as a mule’s. You spend too much time at the hearth eating cheese and bread,” Father told Asta. “You should follow your sister’s example. Come, Svafa,” Father said, motioning for me to sit on his knee.

      I didn’t look at my sister. If she had said nothing, I would have held my tongue. But she hadn’t, so I didn’t either. Without another word, I sat with Father. He pushed my hair behind my shoulder.

      “As gold as Sif’s,” he said, admiring my sun-drenched locks.

      “I must tell the thralls to prepare for us to go to Uppsala,” Mother said. “You could have told me.”

      “Why would I tell you?” Father said as he smoothed my hair. “You are not coming.”

      “I’m not… What do you mean I’m not coming?”

      Father scowled at her. “You shriveled old crow, for what reason would I take you?”

      Mother steeled herself to the comment. “Then, the girls…”

      “I shall take Svafa. There, I will find her a good husband.”

      “And Asta?” Mother asked.

      I didn’t dare look at either one of them. I liked that Father favored me, but only to a point. Sometimes, his preference for me over Asta went too far. And I suspected Father liked me far better than my own mother. I loved my family and didn’t want to be the cause of discord. And I knew well that my mother and sister would take whatever small revenges they could in punishment.

      Father huffed. “Svafa is the eldest, and her beauty will catch the eye of an important man. Asta will marry Jarl Njal’s son when I return.”

      I looked at Asta. Jarl Njal, whose lands bordered on our own, was my father’s most trusted friend and ally. For years, Asta and I had grown alongside his sons, Calder, Eilif, and Egil. And over those years, Egil and Asta had formed an attachment. When we were children, we played together. How my father had discovered the matter, I had no idea.

      Asta gasped. “Father…” A look of sheer joy replaced the offended expression on Asta’s face. “Thank you, Father.”

      Father nodded to her. “Calder will inherit Jarl Njal’s lands. It is wise that we ally now. With your marriage to Calder, you will cement the long bond between us.”

      “I…I will marry Calder?” Asta asked. Her face had gone pale, a stunned expression on her features.

      “You mean to say Egil,” Mother interjected.

      “Why would I say Egil? He is a useless third son. What does this have to do with him?”

      “It’s just…” Mother began.

      I looked back at Asta. Tears were welling in her eyes.

      “I think Asta would prefer a match with Egil, Father,” I said gently. “And married to him, we would still be allied.”

      Father looked at Mother. “Egil? What do you know of this?”

      Mother shifted in her seat. “Well, I—”

      “Did you give yourself up to that boy already, you whorish cow?” Father spat at Asta.

      “No, Father,” Asta protested.

      “Father, Calder is very dim. If Asta marries him, all her sons will be empty-headed fools. Egil is the brightest of the brothers,” I said, then grinned at my scowling father. “And far better-looking than his elder brothers,” I added, pinching Father’s chin and giving it a little wiggle. “You wouldn’t want to have ugly, stupid grandsons, would you? Egil is the better choice.”

      Despite himself, Father chuckled.

      Asta stared at me, a hopeful—and grateful—expression on her face.

      “Do you care so much about how a man looks, Svafa?” Father asked me, stroking my cheek.

      “Of course, Father. No woman wants a man who looks like he’s had the pox.”

      At that, Father laughed. “You, my golden beauty, will have no such husband.”

      “Asta is too smart for Calder. And he is no warrior. Come battle, Calder will surely die a coward. And where will that leave us? Egil is—”

      “Egil is the third son,” Father said.

      “For now,” I offered softly. “Give Calder a battle or two…”

      Father looked from me to Asta. His gaze went glassy as he considered. After a moment, he slapped his hand on the arm of his chair. “No. It is decided. No more of this. Asta will marry Calder. Svafa, you will pack your most beautiful things. You must shine like Sif in King Yngvi’s hall. I’ve heard his daughter, Ingeborg, is a beauty. But you must exceed her in every way.”

      “Yes, Father,” I said. I rose to get up, but Father—his arm wrapped around my waist—held me in place. I would not meet my sister’s gaze. I knew there was nothing more to be said to convince him of the matter. And as much as my sister aggravated me, I didn’t wish to see her married to Calder, especially when she had already given her heart elsewhere.

      Father turned to Mother and Asta. “Don’t stand there looking at me like hungry dogs who need beating,” Father told them. “Asta, go pour mead for my men.”

      “Yes, Father,” Asta said, her voice cracking. She turned and left. As she went, I saw her brush hot tears off her cheeks.

      “Neda, collect your jewels for Svafa and make sure she has fine gowns. If not, see to it. And with haste,” Father told my mother.

      “Yes, Jarl,” Mother said, then turned and left the hall, her hands clenched into fists.

      Father huffed. “Jealous, petty creatures. Not like you, my golden-haired blossom. You are made of sunlight and cheer. My beautiful girl,” he said, pressing me close to him and planting a kiss on my cheek. His hand rested on my ribs, just below my breast. I shifted away from his touch, but the move only brought my breast fully into his hand. “You’ll make some man a fine wife,” he whispered, quickly squeezing my breast.

      “Father,” I said teasingly, poking him playfully in the ribs. A sick feeling twisted in my stomach. I had grown used to his wayward petting when others were not watching, but the touches still filled me with a strange mix of pride and shame. I loved that my father loved me, but knew his too-close caresses were not right.

      Giggling nervously, I escaped my father’s grasp, rising to stand beside him.

      “Where is Eyvinder?” Father called, looking over the crowd for his skald.

      “Here, Jarl,” the man said, stepping forward.

      “Svafa will sing for us. Bring your lyre.”

      “Yes, Jarl,” the man said, then motioned to two other men in the hall, a drummer and pipe player. The men gathered on the steps of the dais then nodded to me. A moment later, Eyvinder struck a note to a familiar song. The drummer tapped out the beat as the flute and lyre picked up the melody.

      I smiled at them then turned to the others gathered then began one of my favorite melodies: “I dreamed a dream last night of silk and fine fur…” I began then continued the favorite country ballad.

      When the song was done, the men cheered, then Eyvinder and the others began an old chant that the crowd knew well. The drumming heavy, the melody sweet, the gods inspired my feet to move as a soft call echoed from deep within me. Lifting my hands, I spun in a circle and let the notes flow from me. As I always did when I sang, I felt the old ones working through me. With each long note, I envisioned ships sailing over the tossing black waves. I saw men rowing, felt the wind on my cheeks, and envisioned warriors rushing onto the battlefield. I swayed from side to side, letting the notes flow from somewhere deep within and beyond me.

      In tandem, the men began to bang their ale horns on the table, adding to the percussion.

      In my sweetest voice, I called to the gods, recanting tales of warriors long past. Letting the sound roll from me as I swept through the room—still in my bare feet. But it was the gods who moved me as I bowed and twirled.

      When the song reached its end, I found myself before the great fire, the trill of the last note echoing from me throughout the room. The horn and my voice reverberated into the very timbers of the hall.

      I breathed heavily as the note died, feeling it in my chest.

      When it was done, the hall erupted in cheers and applause.

      “Sva-fa, Sva-fa, Sva-fa, Sva-fa,” the men chanted, banging their ale horns.

      I turned and smiled at my father, who was beaming such a look of love and admiration at me that it filled my heart with joy. But I was also keenly aware of two other pairs of eyes on me, Mother and Asta. In their gazes, I felt hatred and jealousy.

      Ignoring them, I turned back to the crowd and curtsied. Who needed them when your wit and skill could win you the love of so many.

      And one day, the love of a man I would call my own.
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      That night, I lay awake in my bed, staring at the ceiling dreaming of the trip to come.

      “Asta,” I whispered.

      She did not reply.

      “I know you’re not sleeping. You usually snore.”

      “Shut up, Svafa.”

      “I am sorry about Egil. I did try to change Father’s mind.”

      “For all the good it did. What do you care? What difference does it make to you?”

      “You are my sister.”

      “You will have the best warrior he can find. I will have a pock-faced imbecile.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “I will talk to him again in Uppsala.”

      “It makes no difference. He has decided.”

      “I will try to persuade him.”

      “Svafa…”

      “I will try. I love you, Asta. Whether that matters to you or not.”

      Asta huffed.

      “I will try.”

      She sighed heavily, then said, “If you cannot convince him, no one can.” And this time, I heard the pain in her voice.

      “You have my word. By mighty Balder, I will do my best. I know…I know you love Egil.”

      “Goodnight, Svafa,” she said, and then I heard her turn in her bed. There was nothing more to be said.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the following morning to the sound of my mother loudly dictating to Thora, the thrall who attended Asta and me, what needed to be packed, mended, or likewise readied for my journey to Uppsala. I sat up in bed.

      “Will she need anything new? I can make a visit to—” Thora began, but my mother cut her off.

      “She will wear what she has. It is enough. Her father boasts that Svafa’s beauty is so renowned that she could wear a grain sack and still win the hand of a king. Let them both see if he’s right,” Mother said with a flip of the hand then left, but not before glaring at me.

      “Mother,” I said, rising. I knew she was angry that Father had chosen to take me rather than her. In truth, it made no sense to leave her behind. Part of me understood that Father had done it simply to spite her. But I hadn’t done anything. “Mother?” I called again. She retreated down the hall without waiting for me. Hurrying, I caught up to her and set my hand on her arm, which she jerked away.

      “If you think to ask for my jewels, my gowns, or anything else, you are mistaken, Svafa. You have already taken enough from me.”

      “Mother, I don’t want anything. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I was as surprised as—”

      Mother slapped me. “I see the unnatural fire in your father’s eyes when he looks on you. The gods know what is in your lustful heart, and they will punish you for it,” she said, then stormed away.

      My mouth gaping, I stared in her wake.

      A sick feeling knotted in my stomach. My protests felt dry in my mouth. I understood what she meant about Father. But she was wrong about me. That fire in his eyes terrified me. I loved my father, but I feared that look as much as she hated it.

      “Svafa?” Asta called, her voice soft.

      She had heard.

      “Yes?” I answered lightly, wiping the tears that clung to my lids.

      “Thank you…for trying. Yesterday.”

      I nodded.

      “Svafa, I know you don’t—”

      “I need to go into the village,” I said then hurried back to our room to grab my things.

      Asta said nothing more.

      “Your hair is not even plaited,” Thora complained at me as I slipped on my boots.

      “Hand me the comb,” I said, hurrying about my business.

      Thora did as I asked. I quickly ran the comb through my bed-tussled locks then slipped on a fresh gown. Without another word to either of them, I turned and headed out of the family living space and back into the great hall. The place was very busy with men gathering. My father was busy talking to Torsten. He did not look up when I passed, and I was glad.

      I rushed out of the hall. The instant I was outside in the summer sunlight, I felt like I could breathe again. Mother’s words wounded my heart. When I was a little girl, I had been Mother’s favorite. She had called me her poppet, spent hours braiding my hair and dressing me, doting on me. Somewhere along the way, she realized Father loved me far more than her or Asta. That seed of jealously sparked a hatred in her that grew like a disease. Because my father loved me too well, I’d lost my mother.

      Pushing the thoughts aside, I headed into the village. As I went, I was greeted by the people of Dalr. But today, I was in no mood to gossip. I wanted to get away from this place, to get away from everyone. I hurried along until I spotted the small hut at the edge of the village along the water. I was relieved to see the boat was still docked just outside.

      I hurried to the door and knocked.

      “Who is it?” a voice answered.

      “Yrsa, the shield-maiden. I am here to do battle,” I called.

      “We’ve no use for such rabble here in the jarl’s house,” the voice answered.

      “Fine. Then accept my gifts. I am here to make my annual tribute to the jarl. Please take these rabbit skins and squirrel meat. I am a very poor hunter, you see. And I never win anything in the raids because I faint from fear as soon as the boat makes landfall.”

      At that, the door opened. On the other side, I found my dearest friend, Yrsa, staring back at me. She’d woven her blonde hair into a long braid, which fell down her back. She was already dressed for hunting.

      “Squirrel meat?” she said, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Yes, I am a terrible hunter. But…maybe if I hunt today, I’ll find something other than squirrels. And maybe, if the jarl’s spoiled daughter will bless me with her presence, it will bring me luck.”

      At that, Yrsa rolled her eyes.

      “Yrsa, who is there?” a frail voice called from within the house.

      Yrsa motioned for me to step inside.

      “It’s Svafa, Master Halfdan,” I called lightly.

      “Ah, Svafa. Come to me, sweet girl.”

      I nodded to Yrsa, then headed into the house. Seated beside a window that looked out onto the water, I found Yrsa’s aged father. He was so frail now, so thin. His milk-white eyes searched the room as I approached him.

      “I can smell you better than I can see you,” he said with a smile.

      “Then I’d best go back and bathe,” I replied, slipping onto the stool beside him and taking his hands.

      “No, no, my girl. You smell of sunlight and flowers. I wish I could see your pretty face again,” he said, reaching out to touch me. I guided his hand, and he patted me softly. “Your face and my Yrsa’s.”

      I looked back at my friend who stood, arms crossed, watching us.

      “Oh, no. Be glad you cannot see Yrsa,” I said. “She has grown very ugly over the years. You would be disappointed.”

      At that, the old man laughed. I eyed the massive patch of black skin on the side of his skull. It had spread since the last time I had seen him, and he looked thinner than ever.

      “Svafa,” he said, patting my hands. “Always merry, you are. Tell me, is the jarl going raiding?”

      “We will go to Uppsala for the midsummer blót. After, they will raid.”

      “Won’t that be something? Are you going?”

      “Yes. I think Father hopes to fetch me a king.”

      “Do not aim for a king, my girl. Aim for a man who makes your heart run like a deer in spring. That is love. Yrsa’s mother…I swore I would never marry or have a child, and I lived nearly fifty years before I saw a woman worth my heart’s time. But then, I met Olga. When I met her, my heart ran like a stag,” he said, but then his smile faded. “And stopped when she closed her eyes. It is better that I see nothing now. At least I cannot see a world without her.”

      “You will meet again in Valhalla,” Yrsa said matter-of-factly.

      “Yes,” her father answered absently, his vacant eyes staring out the window at a view of the water he could not see. “Yes.”

      Yrsa frowned. “I’m going hunting,” she told him. “Do you need anything before I go?”

      “No. No. I am well here. I will wait for your return.”

      “I will go with Yrsa, but I’m glad to see you,” I told the old man.

      “When you go to the great temple in Uppsala, pray to Odin for me.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Yrsa’s father raised my hands to his dry lips and kissed them.

      Sadness gripping my heart, I rose. Yrsa motioned for me to follow. She grabbed her gear, and we headed outside.

      “I will row to Mistletoe Flats and hunt for deer,” Yrsa told me.

      “Mistletoe Flats? Aren’t there bears there?”

      “Yes. But there are also blackberries,” she said, lifting a basket that had been hanging from the wall and handing it to me.

      “Which is why there are bears,” I reasoned.

      Yrsa shrugged. “Then stay home if you are afraid.”

      I shook my head. “Let’s go,” I said then headed toward the boat.

      Yrsa loaded the boat with her gear then motioned for me to get in. Wading into the water, she pushed us off then climbed into the boat. Grabbing the oars, she began rowing us out of the harbor. To the west was a small chain of islands just offshore. The wild game often crossed over onto the islands for the rich berries and vegetation that grew there. It made for good hunting, or so Yrsa told me. I only went for the company.

      “Yrsa,” I said as we rowed away from Dalr. “Your father…”

      “A month, maybe less, that is what Freja saw. But it is good. He will not have to endure another winter and will die peacefully under the summer sun. I have made my peace with it. My father was a warrior, and the All-Father has blessed him with a long life. He will be with my mother once more.”

      “What will you do after?”

      Yrsa shrugged.

      “I was going to ask you to come to Uppsala with me.”

      “I wish I could. But as you can see, I cannot,” Yrsa said with a grunt as she rowed us over a wave.

      “I guess I’ll just have delight in your company for today then,” I said, then leaned back, shaking my hair as I faced the sun. I propped up my feet.

      At that, Yrsa splashed me with water from the oar. “Row, jarl’s daughter. We are far enough away now that they cannot see you’re actually good for something.”

      Giggling, I sat up and grabbed the oars lying on the bottom of the boat and got to work.
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      The water lapped against the side of the boat as we rowed toward the chain of small islands that were called Mistletoe Flats, so named for the herb that grew in great bunches on the wide oak trees at the center of the island. The spot had always felt magical to me.

      I stared out at the sunlight on the waves. “Like a million imps dancing.”

      Yrsa huffed. “You sound like Freja.”

      “She wants to meet tonight.”

      Yrsa nodded but said nothing.

      Somehow, Yrsa, Freja, and I had come together in the most unlikely of friendships. Yrsa’s father had once been a great warrior, a man admired by both my father and grandfather. When we were small, Yrsa spent much time in the great hall. More often than not, we escaped the watching eyes of my nursemaid to run wild. While we were more different than the sun and the moon, Yrsa’s steady companionship was a comfort to me. Freja was born to a gythia nine months after a fertility rite. Her father was unknown. When her mother died, Freja stayed amongst the gothar. Most of the time, when Yrsa and I ran off, it was to find Freja. When we were little, we’d tried to include Asta. But Asta found Yrsa too serious and Freja too mystical. Asta had never been pleased with anyone or anything—except Egil.

      “Father told Asta that she must wed Calder,” I told Yrsa.

      “That must have gone over well.”

      “Father didn’t know about her attachment to Egil.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I will try to change his mind.”

      Yrsa sighed heavily. “It will come to nothing. Who did he choose for you?”

      “He will take me to Uppsala to find a suitable man.”

      Yrsa frowned. “You can say no.”

      “And so I will, if I don’t like what I find there,” I said with a laugh.

      “Then may Balder himself walk the halls of Uppsala, because no other will please Svafa.”

      I laughed. “I will have the greatest warrior in the land. He will slay dragons for me. He will give me a son who will spark legends.”

      Yrsa rolled her eyes.

      “What?”

      “Why must it be a son? Why not a daughter?”

      I shrugged. “I’m content with either. But only if my daughter is like you.”

      Yrsa huffed.

      “Do you ever… Would you ever consider a husband?” I asked carefully.

      “No.”

      “A wife then?”

      At that, Yrsa splashed me again. “Are you proposing, Svafa?”

      “Would you say yes if I did?”

      “I don’t like blonde hair.”

      “You have blonde hair.”

      “Yes, and I hate it. Now shut up and row. We are almost there.”

      I turned my attention back to the work. Sweat trickled down my back as I rowed. The hot summer sun beat down on me, but I relished the feel of it on my skin. My hands ached, but I would never complain in front of Yrsa.

      The prow of the boat scraped the pebbles on the beach. Yrsa jumped out and tugged the boat to shore. I slipped my boots off and slid into the knee-high water. The cool waves felt good. Yrsa grabbed her gear and headed to shore. I grabbed the basket, then tagged along behind her.

      “The berries are on the other side of the island,” she said as she adjusted the knife on her belt. She slung her bow over her shoulder. “I will go south. If you see a bear—”

      “Back away when I can. Run if I must.”

      She nodded. Considering me for a moment, she pulled a knife from her boot and handed it to me.

      “Take it.”

      “I don’t need that.”

      “Take it anyway.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Fine.”

      At that, Yrsa nodded, then headed off.

      I slipped the knife into my basket then waded into the water, heading to the other side of the island.

      As I went, I relished the feel of the pebbles below my feet. The wind blew softly, carrying with it the smell of the water. The breeze was fresh and clean. Overhead, an eagle called out. I made my way to the far side of the island. Here, there was the sea on one side, the island behind me, mountains in the distance. I found a large rock on the shore and set my basket and boots there. Checking the surroundings to ensure I was alone, I stripped off my clothes then rushed into the water. Laughing, I dove under the waves. The shock of the cool water rocked me, but I loved the feel of the cold liquid on my skin. I swam underwater, my eyes closed, holding my breath in the darkness.

      It was so silent.

      Svafa.

      Kicking my legs hard, I broke the surface once more. Pushing my hair out of my eyes, I took in the beauty surrounding me. On one of the distant mountains, I spotted a waterfall trickling down the side of the green slope.

      Svafa.

      On the shore, I saw a shimmer of sunlight. Squinting, I watched as a figure made of light strode down the beach. I winced as beams of sunlight refracted into my eyes, then dove under the waves once more. I kicked my legs, feeling the water. When the chill became too much, I returned to the beach. There was no sign of Yrsa or anyone else. Overhead, the eagle cried once more then dove toward the waves, snatching a fish in the process.

      I grabbed my dress and lay it out on the rocks, lying down on top of it. The sun warmed my naked body, filling me with a sense of delight. I shook all the morning’s frustrations and fears away and felt only the sun. My mind drifted as I dreamed of visiting King Yngvi’s court. Many would come to celebrate midsummer. Given I had never left Dalr before, the idea thrilled me.

      Closing my eyes, I dozed. I don’t know how long had passed when I heard the crunch of feet on the pebbles. I sat up to find Yrsa was standing there, a small deer slung over her shoulder.

      “Seems I was able to sneak up on two does,” she said, giving me a wry smile as her eyes danced over my body.

      I smirked mischievously at her. “By all the gods, you stink, Yrsa. Why don’t you take a dip?”

      “It’s the deer.”

      “Regardless. The water is fine,” I suggested, motioning to the water.

      Yrsa paused for a long moment, her eyes rolled up and down me once more. “No,” she said, then turned. “Go pick some berries.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Gut the deer then catch us something to eat,” she said, pointing to the fishing net and rods lying nearby.

      Sighing, I rose and shook out my dress.

      “No one said you had to put that back on,” Yrsa told me with a wink.

      “There are too many thorns.”

      “I don’t see any thorns here,” she said, looking from her own body to mine.

      I picked up a pebble and tossed it at her.

      At that, Yrsa laughed then set to work gutting the deer.

      I pulled on my dress, the cloth sticking to my skin where I was still damp. Taking the basket, I headed to the thicket and got to work picking blackberries. The berry bushes choking the vegetation, they grew like a wall between the center of the island and the beach.

      “All right, Mother Bear, if you are inside, please leave me alone. I promise I won’t take it all,” I said, then got to work. The sun shone on the fresh fruit, perfuming the air. The bushes were so full that there was plenty for me, the insects, and a small flock of birds to share. I popped some of the blackberries into my mouth as I went. The sweet taste exploded on my tongue. I worked until my basket was almost full, my back aching from the effort. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Yrsa had placed the deer in the boat and was now fishing. A small campfire was burning along the shore. Turning back, I began picking berries once more. I pushed my way into the bushes, determined to fill the basket. I picked for a while when suddenly the branches on the other side of the thicket shuddered, and I heard a telltale snuffle.

      I stilled and listened, watching as the branches moved.

      “Svafa?” Yrsa called.

      I stood perfectly still.

      The creature on the other side of the bushes snorted at the sound of Yrsa’s voice.

      “Svafa?”

      Stepping slowly backward, I quietly pushed my way back to the beach. The thorns pulled my hair and scraped my skin.

      Clutching my basket to my chest, I took slow, measured steps.

      On the rocky beach behind me, I heard the sound of Yrsa’s fast steps.

      The bushes in front of me rattled and moved in my direction.

      Turning, I rushed back onto the beach and away from the thicket, racing to meet Yrsa.

      We both watched as the bushes shook.

      Yrsa pulled her sword and pushed me behind her.

      A moment later, a massive black bear poked its head out of the thicket. The sight would have been terrifying except the creature had somehow tangled a flowering vine around its ears and head. When it looked out, it appeared to be wearing a flower crown.

      Yrsa looked quickly at me, a bemused expression on her face, then turned and faced the bear once more.

      We stood perfectly still.

      The bear’s nose twitched as it smelled the breeze. It eyed us closely and made a low growl.

      “Easy,” Yrsa said, holding out her hand. “Easy,” she told the bear. Yrsa looked over her shoulder at me. “Back toward the fire,” she told me.

      I nodded and began backing away.

      “Slow, now,” Yrsa told the bear.

      The bear sniffed the wind and stepped toward Yrsa.

      “No need to get excited. Plenty to share,” Yrsa said. With her free hand, she reached toward her belt. It was only then that I realized she had a bag hanging there. From within, she pulled a fish. “Plenty for us all,” she said then tossed the fish before the bear.

      The creature flinched in alarm and rose up on its hind legs.

      I suppressed a gasp.

      “Easy. That’s for you,” Yrsa told the bear, which was still wearing her flower crown. The bear’s nostrils flexed as she caught the fishy scent on the breeze. She lowered herself then stepped forward, snatching up the offering Yrsa had made. Once she got the fish, she turned and headed back into the brambles.

      I exhaled deeply.

      Staying where we were, Yrsa and I watched as the bushes shook, and the bear disappeared.

      After a few moments, Yrsa slipped her sword back into its scabbard. She turned and faced me. This time, she truly smiled—a rarity for her. “Svafa, you’re pale. Scared?”

      “Weren’t you?”

      Yrsa shrugged. “I like bears,” she said then rejoined me. She looked into my basket. “Well done,” she said, taking out a blackberry and popping it into her mouth.

      “Will it come back?”

      “For the berries, yes. For Svafa? No.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I thought you said I was never funny,” Yrsa retorted.

      “Oh, today you’re full of jokes,” I replied.

      “Who said I was joking about any of it,” she replied, then quickly placed a kiss on my lips.

      The move should have caught me off guard. But it wasn’t the first time. And it wasn’t unwanted. And like always, it never lasted as long as I hoped.

      Pulling back, Yrsa grinned at me.

      “You taste like blackberries,” I told her.

      “So do you,” she said, then grinned. “It’s my lucky day. I caught two deer, three fish, and a basket full of berries.”

      “These are my berries,” I said, clutching the basket. “And by my count, it was only one deer,” I said, lifting my foot to playfully kick her in the ass.

      Yrsa laughed once more. “The day isn’t over yet.”

      Chuckling, we headed to the fire where Yrsa had already set two fish out to cook on small planks of wood. She checked them both. Satisfied they were ready, she handed one to me. We sat beside the fire, the basket of berries between us.

      We sat in silence, eating the fish with our fingers, the hot flesh burning my fingertips.

      “If you marry, you won’t come back,” Yrsa said thoughtfully, her cheeks stuffed with food.

      “Depends on who I marry.” While I hadn’t considered it before, Yrsa was right. The thought distressed me. I didn’t care anything about Mother, cared little for Asta, and the idea of getting away from Father made me feel free. Yet, if I left home for good, I would be separated from Yrsa and Freja. The thought filled me with sadness.

      Yrsa did not reply. When she finished her fish, she tossed the wood into the fire. She sat there, waiting until it burned up. She then rose and began putting out the flames. When she was done, she took a long drink from her water pouch, which she handed to me.

      I took the water.

      Yrsa went to the shoreline. She washed her hands and face, mopping cold water onto the back of her neck. She sat crouched for a very long time, looking out at the sea.

      I set my wood plank on the last of the fire, letting it burn up, then joined Yrsa. I washed off my hands then sat down on the rocks beside her. The skyline had started to turn deep red and purple, the sun sinking toward the horizon.

      We sat there for a long time when Yrsa finally said, “We should go.”

      She rose, holding out her hand to help me up.

      We went back and gathered up our things and buried the last of the fire. Working together, we pushed the boat back into the water. Once we were settled in, we began our row back toward shore.

      “You’re coming tonight?” Yrsa asked when we were halfway back.

      “Yes. We’re leaving in the morning.”

      Yrsa nodded. “Good.”

      “Good that I’m leaving?”

      “Good that you’re coming to say goodbye.”

      “I’ll miss you,” I told her.

      Yrsa rolled her eyes then splashed me once more.

      And with that, she said all she needed to say.
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      When we arrived back in Dalr, we found the harbor full of boats. We would go with a full party to Uppsala. After the midsummer rite, many would raid. Yrsa and I went our separate ways. I left most of the berries for Yrsa’s father but took a smaller basket of them with me back to the great hall. When I arrived, the place was full of men. Everyone was drinking and singing, all of them in good cheer in advance of our departure. Mother and Asta had collected with a group of wives, all of them busy talking. As I scanned the room, I noted there were a number of shield-maidens in the group, all of whom were dressed for the voyage. I had a sudden, strange realization that I fell somewhere in a gap between the two parties. I was not strong enough to be a battle maiden, but I had no patience for the womanly arts and chatter. What place was there for a woman like me?

      I worked my way through the edges of the crowd, hoping to pass undetected, but my father spotted me and waved for me to come to him. The men gathered around him smiled as I approached.

      “Now, you sprite, where have you been?” Father asked, motioning for me to show him what I was holding.

      “Picking these,” I said, showing him the basket.

      “Svafa, the farmer. Where did you find these?”

      “I went with Old Halfdan’s daughter, Yrsa, to Mistletoe Flats.”

      Father raised an eyebrow. “And what were you doing there?”

      “Yrsa was hunting. I was swimming.”

      Father laughed. “That sounds about right.”

      “But I have these for you,” I said, handing him the blackberries.

      “My daughter,” he said with a smile. “Now, how was Halfdan’s daughter’s hunt?”

      “She caught many fish and a large doe. She would have had two, but she couldn’t figure out how to ensnare the second one,” I said with a smirk.

      “And Halfdan?”

      “Very ill. His vision is nearly done, and the mark on his face has grown large. He will not survive the summer.”

      “I am sorry for it. He is a good man, and his daughter will make a good shield-maiden.”

      I nodded.

      “Will you sing for us, Svafa?” Ragal, one of Father’s warriors, asked. “We are ready for the sea and for midsummer. Will you set the mood?”

      I looked at my father, who motioned for me to proceed.

      “Would you like to hear a song?” I called to the crowd.

      At that, they all cheered.

      “What do you want? Which tune?”

      There were many requests, but I settled on a slightly off-color ballad of a wandering merchant who meets his match against a village wise woman who swindles him out of his treasure and breaks his heart before sending him on his way.

      Eyvinder, always ready to play an instrument, drew out his flute to accompany me.

      “In Hedeby there was a dame by name of Gurturud. A merchant came from the Rus to make his fortune good…” I began.

      As I sang, I walked through the crowd, stopping to straighten the ties on men’s shirts or tussle the braid of a lady. The song was playful and merry. The assembly tapped their feet or ale horns in time. When I reached the end table, a gentleman gave me a hand to help me up. Standing there, I finished the final notes of my tune.

      I was greeted by a raucous cheer, my father laughing loudly and clapping for me.

      “‘Midsummer Love.’ Do you know that one, Lady Svafa?” an aged warrior called from his spot by the fire.

      His request was met with murmurs of agreement.

      “I do. Shall we have one more song?” I asked. The crowd cheered. I looked to Father, who nodded for me to continue.

      I nodded to Eyvinder, who played his pipe.

      I vocalized notes, matching Eyvinder’s pitch, then began, “In the high meadows, under the Strawberry Moon, a lady caught a fright. She found a hunter in the nude sleeping in the field that night. His ass was big and white and round as that midsummer moon. And the moment when she saw him, she fell in love too soon,” I sang with a laugh in my voice, the others clapping and cheering.

      Working my way down the table, I related the tale of the lady and the hunter who met, married, and had many children, most of whom were animals. The crowd stomped their feet and laughed. As I reached the other end of the table, I finished the reel, revealing that, unbeknownst to her, the lady had fallen in love with Loki, the god of mischief.

      The crowd cheered.

      I bowed to Father, who inclined his head to me, then climbed back down.

      One of the thralls brought me a horn of ale. Taking it, I turned to the crowd.

      “Skol,” I called to the assembly.

      “Skol,” they echoed in reply.

      Feeling both thrilled and exhausted, I worked my way around the room, nibbling on bread and cheese and avoiding Asta and Mother. Once I had finally found my way to the back of the hall, I quickly darted to the room I shared with Asta. Thora was there. She had just finished packing up my things.

      “Thank you, Thora,” I told her.

      “You will find everything you need inside,” she said. “I wish you great fortune, Lady Svafa. May you find a good man.”

      “Thank you, Thora,” I said, then flopped down on my bed. Sighing, I crossed my hands on my chest and closed my eyes. My heart beat with excitement. My whole life was about to change. I could feel it. And I could hardly wait.
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        * * *

      

      I woke after dark to the sound of Asta’s snoring. Glad, for once, for her rude intrusion to my sleep, I grabbed my cloak from a peg and pulled on my boots. There were still cheers coming from the hall, but no doubt, most of the house was sleeping. Working as silently as I could, I lifted the hood on my cape and made my way down the hall. Rather than going into the main room, I went instead to the servants’ area. There, I found the thralls sleeping on their cots. Only Oda was awake, busy baking bread for the journey. When she saw me, she grinned then motioned to the heap of freshly baked loaves of bread sitting on the table.

      I grabbed three small loaves, put them in my pocket, and then slipped out the back.

      Working my way through the village, staying in the shadows as much as possible, I returned once more to the field at the edge of town. The moon was bright, casting its silver hue on the waving grass, making it shimmer in the moonlight. I rushed across the field and into the dark grove. By now, I knew the path without question, so I had no fear of getting lost in the woods. Turning right, away from the great tree, I headed deep into the forest.

      The place was still and silent. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called. Animals rustled in the brush, but I saw nothing. I worked my way through the woods until I heard the sounds of the stream. And along with it, I heard whispers.

      Grinning, I slowed my steps and walked as silently as possible, sneaking up on the waiting pair.

      Yrsa and Freja were sitting on a rock, talking in a low tone while Yrsa tossed stones into the water.

      Moving on my tiptoes, I approached them.

      I was just about to make my move when Yrsa said, “You walk like a giant stomping on eggshells, and I can smell the bread you’re carrying.”

      At that, I laughed. “But I got close this time.”

      “Hardly,” Yrsa said.

      Grinning, I joined them. The wide rock on which they were sitting jutted out into the stream, forcing the water to bend around it. Long ago, someone had carved runes into the stone. While I could not read them, Freja could. She once told us the spot had been used for ceremonies, but not anymore.

      I wiggled between them, forcing them both to give me room.

      “And Yrsa thought you forgot,” Freja said.

      “I did not,” Yrsa protested.

      “I was asleep,” I admitted.

      “Too much swimming,” Yrsa said with a wink.

      I rolled my eyes at her.

      Freja shook her head. “Enough. Both of you. The gods have shown me strange things today. We must read the runes for Svafa.”

      “What strange things?” I asked, a sense of alarm washing over me.

      “I saw…”

      Yrsa and I both looked at Freja. The gythia stared at the water, a pained look on her face.

      “She looks like she has gas,” Yrsa said.

      I elbowed Yrsa in the ribs.

      Freja frowned at Yrsa. “This voyage will change you, Svafa,” she said, her voice sounding dreamy. She looked back at me. “I have seen it.”

      “My father wishes to find me a husband.”

      Freja nodded thoughtfully, but there was a frown on her face.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. It makes no sense. When I seek an answer from the gods, they show me dwarves.”

      “Dwarves?” Yrsa asked, her voice full of confused alarm.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you planning to marry a dwarf?” Yrsa asked me.

      “Depends on how rich he is.”

      Yrsa shook her head. “Read her runes,” Yrsa told Freja.

      Freja nodded then pulled a small bag from her pouch. I could hear the clatter of bones and stones within. Freja moved in front of us. She touched the runes carved into the stone on which we sat.

      “All-Father,” she whispered. “We come to you with many questions. Svafa will travel far from this place. In my visions, I see many faces I do not know. I see dwarves, wolves, men with faces like masks, and suffering beauties. Please, guide my hands. Guide Svafa so she might find her fate,” Freja said then emptied the pouch on the rock before us.

      Yrsa and I leaned forward to see. The runes, carved into special stones and hunks of bone, made my head hurt when I looked at them. I saw the symbols, the language learned by Odin as he hung from Yggdrasil, but did not have the skill or sight to read them.

      Svafa.

      Svafa.

      “I see…” Freja said, her voice sounding far away, “the dwarves. All-Father, show me more. Shining Balder and lovely Sif, you who bless Svafa, show me so I may guide her.”

      Freja stared at the stones.

      It was silent in the forest except for the sound of the babbling brook.

      Yrsa and I waited.

      “I see…men. No. Brothers. Twelve brothers. But they…”

      Yrsa and I waited.

      Freja shook her head in confusion. “They wear nothing save the skins of wolves, their bodies smeared with blood. They bite their shields and rage,” Freja said, her voice sounding far away.

      “Berserkers,” Yrsa whispered.

      I nodded and tried to hide my fear. Perhaps my trip to Uppsala would not end in anything other than tragedy. Where I dreamed of meeting a great man, a husband of renown, perhaps I would find only my death.

      Svafa.

      “His sword shimmers like sunlight. His body is inked. Eyes like amber. Red hair. Red surrounds him. Svafa…seek this amber-colored man. He is covered in blood, but he is for you,” Freja whispered.

      At that, she swayed.

      Yrsa reached out to Freja, steadying her.

      I sat perfectly still, reflecting on her words, but then I asked, “Will I come home? Will I return to Dalr?”

      Freja inhaled deeply then looked once more.

      She sat for a long time, a perplexed expression on her face. The longer she looked, the more she frowned.

      Impatient, Yrsa finally asked, “Well?”

      “I see you returning to Dalr. But I…I don’t understand. It’s you, but you are like a shadow. It makes no sense. And I see you, Yrsa. And alongside you is a small girl with golden hair and eyes with flames.”

      Sitting back, Freja shook her head, then held her fingers to her temples. “I cannot make sense of it, and my head aches.”

      “Here,” Yrsa said, handing her water pouch to Freja. Turning to me, she said, “Give her some bread. She will be weak now.”

      I pulled the small rounds from my pocket, giving one to Freja, the other to Yrsa, and nibbling on the last one myself as I stared off in the distance.

      Dwarves. A man covered in blood and skins. And a shadow of myself.

      “This trip is not good omened,” Yrsa said finally.

      “No,” Freja agreed.

      “But the warrior,” I said, looking at Freja. “That part seemed all right, didn’t it?”

      Freja frowned.

      “Freja,” I said, feeling annoyed.

      “I am unsure, Svafa. I’m sorry. I see you in his embrace. But there is something hidden from me.”

      “The gods have found someone for me. I am content in that.” But even as I spoke, I knew the truth. The gods did not always give us gifts to please us. They moved to please themselves. No matter the price to those who loved and honored them best.

      

      After a time, Yrsa and I left Freja, returning to Dalr.

      “A golden-haired girl with fire in her eyes,” Yrsa said finally as we were crossing the field at the edge of the village.

      “Maybe you will have a daughter.”

      Yrsa raised an eyebrow at me.

      “It is possible.”

      She huffed.

      But as we walked, I mulled it over as well. Somehow, that part of Freja’s vision was tied to me, but how?

      “Remember, you do not have to agree to anything you do not want,” Yrsa said finally. “Daughter of a jarl or not, you are a free woman.”

      I nodded.

      “You could just stay here, marry Calder so your sister doesn’t have to.”

      At that, I laughed. “I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone, not even Asta.”

      “Then go, but keep your head. You are more beautiful than you know. Use what’s between your ears, not what’s between your legs, to choose.”

      “Sage wisdom. Maybe you should join Freja.”

      We stopped when we reached the edge of town.

      “I will see you again soon,” I told her. “Be safe while I am gone. And your father… May Odin guide his path.”

      At that, Yrsa nodded. She took my hand then stepped close to me, setting her brow against mine. “May Balder and Sif protect you,” she whispered.

      “And you.”

      At that, Yrsa let me go. Without another word, she turned and headed home. With a sigh, I returned to the longhouse. Tomorrow was an important day. Now I had to pray, not only that I be spared seasickness, but that the gods would show me their favor one more time.
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      The excitement began even before the sun rose, Thora shaking me awake in that pale grey hour before sunrise.

      “Come, I will plait your hair so the wind doesn’t blow it wild.”

      Nodding sleepily, I rose and went to the fireplace and sat down on the stoop. Thora rubbed oil through my hair, working out the knots, then began combing it through. Once the hair was loose, she began braiding my hair from the temples, pulling it back in tight loops at the base of my neck. When she was done, she set out a dress I didn’t recognize.

      “What’s that?”

      “Your Father saw to it,” she said, her eyes flicking toward Asta, who lay sleeping in her bed, her mouth open wide as she snored.

      I touched the deep purple fabric. The halter had been embroidered on the edges to look like roses, and pendants made of silver with similar rose designs trimmed the dress. Thora helped me slip it on, then latched a new band of beads across my chest. When she was done, she stepped back and looked me over.

      “Good. That will do. There are other new things in the bag as well,” she said, then lifted the satchel. “Come. They are already at the dock.”

      I turned and looked at Asta. “Should I wake her?”

      “Only if you want to hear her tongue wag about your dress.”

      I looked at my sister. Thora was right. I would return soon enough and hopefully with good news to share—for both of us.

      I followed Thora through the hall. It was surprisingly silent. Only the thralls raced past, carrying loads of goods from the house to the dock. Thora and I headed down the path to the water. There, crowds had already gathered. Wives were saying their farewells to their husbands, men kissed their children, and Father commanded them all, barking orders. Eyvinder and Torsten were on the dock, but neither dressed for travel. I met Eyvinder’s gaze.

      “Ah, the sun has risen,” he said.

      “Aren’t you coming?”

      He shook his head. “I will go to Jarl Njal on your father’s behalf and that of your sister’s.”

      I frowned. “Can’t it wait until we return? Asta doesn’t want the match.”

      “So your father told me.”

      “And?”

      He laughed. “And, Lady Svafa, so your father told me. I am going to Jarl Njal to secure the agreement.”

      I shook my head. “Just don’t marry them off before we get back. I will change his mind.”

      “If you say so. Fair journeys,” he said, inclining his head to me.

      I turned to Torsten. “And you?”

      “I shall watch over things while the jarl is gone.”

      “We will miss you,” I said. “But I’m glad you’re staying.”

      “Lady,” he said, giving me a short bow.

      I passed the others who were preparing themselves for the journey, washing their hands and faces with water from the same bowl, as was the tradition. Father stalked up and down the dock, looking over each boat. If I had not known we were destined for a journey to Uppsala, I would have thought we were about to go to war.

      “Father,” I called, waving to him. I scanned the dock for Mother, seeing her at the end of the jetty.

      “Svafa. Come,” Father said, motioning to me.

      Thora and I headed down the dock to join Father.

      “Do you have everything?” Father asked me.

      “She is ready,” Thora said.

      I turned to my mother who was glaring at me. “Where did that come from?” she asked, eyeing my dress.

      “From me, since you would not see your daughter well-dressed and sought to shame her and me in the process. Do you think me blind, Neda?”

      At that, Mother crossed her arms but said nothing.

      Taking my hand, Father helped me into the boat.

      “There, at the prow,” he said, pointing to a spot at the front.

      Nearby, someone sounded a horn. The long, lonesome call echoed across the dale. At that, the men began boarding the ships. I searched the shoreline, my eyes looking for Yrsa. She was there, just outside her small house. Her father, leaning on a tall staff, stood beside her.

      I waved to her.

      She lifted her hand in reply.

      The men settled into the ship, each readying to row.

      The sun rose above the horizon, casting golden light on the waves. The dark blue water shimmered. I closed my eyes, feeling the sun on my skin. “Great Balder, protect us on this midsummer voyage,” I whispered.

      Again, a horn sounded.

      Father bounded into the ship and began shouting commands.

      I glanced back at my mother. She was surveying the boats, but she must have felt my eyes on her.

      When she finally met my gaze, she gave me a soft smile. I waved to her. In my heart, I prayed she saw me as she had before, as the little girl she had loved. I was going to a foreign court to be introduced to suitors. Wouldn’t it be right for my mother to show some small kindness? I swallowed hard, my throat dry.

      My mother held my gaze for a long moment, then turned and walked away.

      I felt my chin quiver as tears threatened. I turned away, wiping the hot liquid hanging on my lids.

      “Will you pray to the gods for a good voyage for us, Svafa,” one of the young warriors called.

      Painting on a smile, I nodded.

      The longboat rocked as it was unmoored from the dock. We pushed out into the water. I looked behind me. There were four boats in our party. My father took a spot at the mast and guided the men.

      I turned and faced the water, feeling the breeze on my cheeks once more.

      Closing my eyes, I prayed.

      Odin. All-Father. Guide me where you will.

      But even as I thought the prayer, Freja’s words haunted me. I would return to Dalr, but as a shadow. What did that mean? What did the gods have in store for me?
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      The journey from Dalr to Uppsala lasted two days and a night. While the men around me were in good cheer and enjoyed the voyage, I never wanted to travel such a long distance again. It wasn’t the rocking waves that bothered me as much as it was the idea that the depths below me were so endless. One rogue wave, and the water would pull us all under to the fathomless deep. That thought left me clutching the rail of the boat like my life depended on it.

      In the afternoon on the second day, the boats turned inland, passing through lakes and marshes and upriver through the lands of King Yngvi. The land that passed us by was lush and green. Willow and apple trees grew along the water’s edge.

      We passed several farmsteads, the villagers coming to the shoreline to watch us. The men were armed, but Father called out to them. No doubt, many had already come this way on the journey to Uppsala.

      Gaggles of children crowded to watch.

      I waved to them.

      Giggling, they waved back to me.

      The journey inland took the second day. But just before dusk, the tall peak of the temple of Uppsala appeared on the horizon. Having never been anywhere other than Dalr, I was struck dumb with amazement when we neared the great city. The village that surrounded the great temple of Uppsala was five times the size of my home. In the distance, I could see fires burning atop the mound near which the temple sat.

      Father worked his way to me.

      “Look, my Svafa,” he said, pointing, “there is the great hall of King Yngvi and the peak of the temple of Uppsala. Beyond, do you see the fires burning on the mounds of kings?”

      I nodded.

      “It is Freyr who brings wealth and fertility to this land. People make sacrifices and burn fires in his name.”

      “It’s so…” I said, lost for words. I waved my hand at the endless sea of boats.

      “Impressive. Yes. Moderate your reaction, or they will think us accustomed to meagerness. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      A horn on one of our vessels sounded, noting our arrival. I got the distinct impression that our small party would go unmarked in the sea of visitors already in attendance, but I saw a flurry of action and a runner sped off in the direction of the great hall.

      I waited patiently as we maneuvered our ships to port. By the time we were settled, a delegation had arrived to greet us.

      “Hail, sirs. Who has come to Uppsala?” a man in fine clothes asked.

      “I am Jarl Bjartmar of Dalr,” Father answered, motioning for me to come with him. “I am here with my daughter, Svafa, and these fine warriors to meet the king and for the midsummer blót.”

      The man inclined his head to my father then motioned for us to follow.

      We were led from the port through the village. As we went, I tried not to gape. Vendors hawked a staggering variety of wares. Drinking houses were full of men, blacksmiths’ hammers rang out, and the scents of bread, meat, and smoking fish filled the air. We crossed a square where everyone was trading or drinking before a great fire burning at the central hub. As I went, I felt many eyes on me. I scanned the crowd, looking for a man with red hair, but saw no one who met the description. I was, however, met with many smiles from handsome young warriors, which I ignored in a show of modesty.

      The king’s man led us to the massive hall.

      I turned and looked behind me at the men of Dalr. Like me, they were impressed by what they saw—I could see it in their eyes—but they did their best not to show it. The towering doors of the great hall were carved with swirling snake designs. Amongst the images, I also saw Odin’s twin ravens named Huginn and Muninn. There were carvings of Thor’s hammer, Mjolnir. As well, Freyr’s golden boar, Gullinbursti, was etched thereon. The doors were pushed aside to reveal a massive feasting hall. The pointed roof was twice as tall as our hall in Dalr. A fire pit ran the length of the hall. At the end, on the dais, I saw the king. He was a massive man with long, blond hair and a blond beard, which he’d braided. On his brow, he wore a simple silver ringlet. At the very front of the piece was a graven image of the All-Father. The attendant led Father and me to the ruler. As we passed through the room, I saw many well-dressed men and ladies. A group of strong warriors, including the tallest and strongest man I had ever seen, eyed us over. Unable to stop myself, I eyed the massive man who had long brown hair, a short, neat beard, and a mischievous smile. He lifted his horn in a toast to me.

      My cheeks reddened, and I turned away.

      “King Yngvi,” the king’s man said, “may I present Jarl Bjartmar and his daughter, Svafa.”

      The king turned. “Well, very well. What a fair sight. We have not had the Jarl of Dalr in Uppsala since the time of your father, Jarl Bjartmar,” the king told Father.

      My father inclined his head to the king. “I made the last voyage here with my father, but I was a boy at the time, too young to be noticed,” my father said with a laugh.

      “It is good to have you. Please, tell your men to drink and be merry. Skol,” the king said, lifting his horn to toast our party.

      At that, the men bowed to the king then headed back into the hall for refreshment.

      “And this is your daughter, Svafa?” the king asked, reaching for my hand.

      “I am pleased to meet you, King,” I replied.

      “By the gods, what a beauty. She has hair as golden as Sif’s.”

      “Thank you,” I said, inclining my head to him.

      “You will meet my own child. Ingeborg,” the king called, waving to a group of girls. At the center of the women was a pretty girl my age with reddish-brown hair that fell to her waist. She was dressed in a blue gown, which complemented her looks. She said her farewells to the others then joined us.

      “Father?”

      “This is Jarl Bjartmar of Dalr, and his daughter, Svafa. I will have the attendants provide lodgings for the jarl. You will see to his daughter.”

      “Yes, Father. Svafa. What a lovely name. Come, let me pour you some mead,” Ingeborg said, motioning for me to follow her.

      I glanced at my father, who motioned for me to go ahead.

      “Thank you, Princess,” I told her.

      “How many days did you journey?” she asked as she took a jar from a servant and poured me a glass of honey-colored drink.

      “We left as the sun rose yesterday.”

      “So you slept in the boat last night? How very brave of you,” she said, then handed me the cup.

      I laughed lightly. “Brave? I’m not sure about that. I am certainly no battle maiden and am much more at ease with the land under me. Now, if I can just figure out how to navigate this battle, all will be well,” I said, motioning with my eyes to the crowd who was gawking unabashedly at the princess and me.

      At that, Ingeborg laughed. “With your party here, that makes ten jarls and eight daughters. I would say that would make the hunting difficult. But given you are the most beautiful daughter in the hall, I suspect the battle is already in your favor.”

      I laughed. “It seems I must return to the marketplace at once.”

      Ingeborg raised an eyebrow. “And why is that?”

      “To buy you a polished metal so you can see the most beautiful daughter in the hall,” I said, tapping my cup against hers.

      At that, Ingeborg laughed. “Not only beautiful but shrewd as well. Nicely done, Svafa of Dalr. Come, sit beside me, and I will fill your ears with gossip,” she said, then motioned for me to follow her to a bench not far from her father.

      Ingeborg was true to her word. For the next hour, she pointed out all the other daughters in the room, the sons of jarls, and the important warriors. She noted who was in love with whom, who hated whom, who was secretly bedding whom, and who to avoid. She rattled off the names and relationships while she drank a remarkable amount of mead. Given my mind was half-loose from the single cup I’d partaken, I wondered how the princess stayed upright.

      “Has anyone actually come to worship the gods?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “All of them, but why not attend to more than one task at a time?”

      I laughed. While the princess had noted many notable men in the room, she had not named the handsome, dark-haired man who’d met my eye when I entered the hall.

      “And who is he?” I asked, motioning with my chin to the warrior.

      “That is Hjalmar, our housecarl, and one of my father’s greatest champions. Beside him is Orvar-Odd. The two are blood brothers. Come. You must meet them,” she said, then rose and motioned for me to follow her.

      As we crossed the room, I noticed the grace with which the princess carried herself. Half the time, I ran barefoot with my hair unbrushed. As I compared myself to the princess, I realized I had not behaved in a manner appropriate to a jarl’s daughter. No wonder Mother was perpetually disgusted with me. I smoothed down my skirt and wished I’d thought to ask to change my gown before attending the hall. But it was no matter now. I smelled like the sea, but the dress was still fetching.

      “What rose have you found washed up on our shore?” the man Ingeborg had called Orvar-Odd asked, smiling at me. I eyed the man over. His arms bore swirling tattoos, as did the sides of his head. He had shaved what hair he may have had, but he was not an old man by any means. Strongly built, he was a very fine warrior.

      “This is Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar. Svafa, may I present Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar.”

      “I am pleased to meet you both.”

      The handsome warrior, Hjalmar, smiled at me then turned to Ingeborg. “You must be feeling jealous, Princess, to have another great beauty in the hall.”

      “I did when I first saw her, but this one has some wit, so I thanked the gods for sending me someone to talk to.”

      “Aren’t you afraid she will steal your love away from you?” Hjalmar asked, smirking at the princess.

      “My love tells me his heart belongs to me and me alone. So unless he’s a liar, what do I have I to fear from a pretty face?” she asked.

      “But what if he betrays you?”

      Her eyes flashed toward the king, who was deeply engrossed in conversation with Father and other important men surrounding him. Seeing the king preoccupied, Ingeborg stepped very close to the hero. She handed Orvar-Odd her cup, then reached down and grabbed Hjalmar’s cock. “Then I’ll take off his balls and wear them for earrings.”

      At that, Hjalmar laughed. “It would be better if the princess left those where they are…should she hope to enjoy their company again.”

      “Indeed,” she said then stepped back. She took her cup once more, then waved to a servant to refill her drink.

      “Why, Svafa, your cheeks are red,” Orvar-Odd said. “Has Ingeborg scandalized you?”

      “No. No, of course not. I…it must be the drink.”

      Orvar-Odd laughed. “Then we should cheer the mead for producing such fine blossoms. Skol,” Orvar-Odd said, lifting his cup in a toast to me.

      “Skol,” I answered.

      That night, we drank and feasted. And despite his smiling eyes and smirking lips, it became very clear to me that Hjalmar and the princess were very much in love.

      “Do you want to hear the story of how I met Hjalmar?” Orvar-Odd asked me.

      I nodded.

      “I hail from the far, frozen lands of Norway where we see Bifröst in the winter sky, and reindeer run the tundra. But even there, I heard of the hero Hjalmar. Now, I knew that the stories of this strong man could not be true, for there was no one as strong as me! So I came with my men south to do battle with this great bull. I brought five ships, full of my best warriors, in case this Hjalmar was a cutthroat as well as a liar.”

      “And what fine ships they were. Almost as fine as the fifteen I had with me when we met.”

      Orvar-Odd rolled his eyes. “Indeed, you see, Hjalmar was so afraid of me, he took every warrior, pig farmer, and fisherman he could find to come and battle me. They brought their rods and pitchforks. A fearsome sight they were,” he said then laughed. “Hjalmar was so ashamed when he saw my men, he sent his ten ships full of farmers and children home.”

      “Or, perhaps, I sent home ten ships to make the fight fair and not completely destroy the reputation of such a fine warrior.”

      “Come now, only an honorable man would do such a thing, and you are no honorable man. Now, when we came to the battle, Hjalmar and I met and fought for seven days and nights. Wrestling, kicking, punching,” he said, rising from his seat to show me all the moves.

      I looked at Hjalmar who sat, his arms folded across his chest, laughing.

      “In the end, Hjalmar realized I was his better—”

      “Equal,” Hjalmar interjected. “I realized we were equal.”

      “Some equal is better than others,” Orvar-Odd said. “Everyone knows that. So, we departed as brothers, and so we have remained together in Uppsala while one of us waits patiently for the other to win the hand of Ingeborg from her father.”

      “Is that such a difficult feat for a hero of such renown?” I asked, looking from Ingeborg to Hjalmar.

      On both of their faces, for the first time, I saw great sadness.

      Ingeborg took Hjalmar’s hand. “My father is not yet convinced.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I am the son of a farmer, Lady Svafa, not the child of a great man,” Hjalmar answered.

      “But you are blessed by the gods. Of that, there is no doubt.”

      “It makes no difference to my father,” Ingeborg said, then finished her drink, waving for a servant to refill her cup.

      Moving subtly, Hjalmar set his hand over the top of her drink, but she pushed it away.

      My heart felt sick for them. While Hjalmar was certainly flirtatious and playful, the way he looked at Ingeborg was anything but. There was nothing but love in his eyes.

      “I wish there was something I could do,” I told them.

      Ingeborg smiled gently at me.

      “Perhaps if a jarl’s daughter would consent her hand in marriage to me, it could help their case. If the king sees that an important man will marry his beautiful daughter to another’s farmer’s son, based on repute alone…” Orvar-Odd said, raising and lowering his eyebrows to me.

      I giggled. “I am sorry, sir. I am destined for another man.”

      “Really? Whom?” Ingeborg asked. “I thought you’d come here hunting.”

      “I don’t know his name, but I will know him when I see him.”

      “Are you a völva?” Hjalmar asked.

      I shook my head. “No. But the gods have spoken through a gythia to me. I am content to wait on their will. Unless, of course, your hair grows red,” I said, giving Orvar-Odd a playful rub on his bald head. “Maybe Loki is playing tricks on me.”

      At that, Orvar-Odd laughed. “Once upon a time, it was black as night. But I suppose I could lie. Loki would not mind.”

      “But Thor might strike you down,” Hjalmar said. “Let’s drink to your amber-haired mystery man, Lady Svafa. May he find his way here soon. Skol.”

      “Skol,” we all called in reply.
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      Later that night, Father and I were led to a section of the great hall where the other jarls and their families were housed.

      “We are short on space, Jarl Bjartmar,” the king told my father. “If it pleases you, I have placed you with Jarl Eskil. My daughter has agreed to share her room with Svafa.”

      “The princess honors my daughter,” Father said, smiling at me with pride.

      “Thank you, King,” I told King Yngvi, who inclined his head to me.

      “This way, Lady Svafa,” a servant said, leading me down the hall. “I am Aud. If you need anything, simply ask me.” Aud was a young woman about the same age as myself. She had a face full of freckles and strawberry blonde hair. I followed her as we moved deeper into the great house. The great hall was a maze. The walls were adorned with shields, carvings, tusks, furs, and weapons. Everywhere I looked, I saw wealth like I had never known before. When I arrived at the princess’s room, a thrall was making up a bed for me. Another was laying out my clothes.

      “How pretty,” Ingeborg said, lifting a blue dress from my belongings. I didn’t recognize the gown. It must have been one of Father’s purchases. “Simy, undo Svafa’s hair. Let’s see how she really looks,” she said then waved for me to sit by the fire. A thrall, a young girl no older than thirteen, came to attend me.

      “I’ve set out your nightshift, my lady,” the girl told me.

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded then began undoing the braids Thora had so meticulously woven. In truth, once my locks were free from their bonds, my head felt better.

      “By the gods, look at that,” Ingeborg said, moving to join us. She stumbled a little, bumping into a bench, causing the liquid in the cup she was carrying to slosh on the floor.

      “Oops. Pity,” she said with a giggle.

      “It’s nearly time to sleep. Perhaps you should put the cup aside,” Aud suggested.

      Ingeborg sighed then drained the rest of the liquid. “Yes, I suppose,” she said, then set the cup on a nearby table. Her aim, however, was off. The cup clattered as it fell to the floor. Paying it no mind, Ingeborg took a seat across from me as Simy brushed out my long locks.

      “I don’t know what red-haired man you are here to find, Lady Svafa, but he will be pleased with you. Sif herself has blessed your looks. May you find what you are after and have better luck keeping it than I have.”

      I gave her a soft look then reached out for her hand. “May the gods shed reason on your father’s heart.”

      “From your lips to the All-Father’s ears, Svafa,” Ingeborg said, squeezing my hand.

      After I changed, I lay down in bed. Ingeborg had a large bed in the center of the room. The small pallet on which I slept had, no doubt, been for Aud, but it was as fine as the bed I’d slept on at home.

      I tossed and turned, listening to the unfamiliar sounds coming from the hall.

      “Svafa,” Ingeborg whispered. “Are you awake?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think the gods can change my father’s mind?”

      “If they inspired your father to block the marriage, perhaps not. But if it is only your father’s will, then pray to Freyr to move your father’s heart.”

      She sighed, then said, “I’m glad you’ve come. I think you’ll bring me good luck.”

      “May the gods let it be so.”

      

      I tossed and turned much of the night, unable to get used to the noise. People were coming and going in the hallways beyond the princess’s room. The great hall was still full of visitors whose rowdy cheers reverberated. It was late in the night when I finally slept only to be awoken once more, this time to the sound of Ingeborg crying.

      I sat up in bed and tried to focus my tired eyes.

      “Ingeb—“ I began, but then I realized the princess wasn’t crying at all.

      Lying naked in her bed, Hjalmar between her legs, the princess and her hero were loving one another as married people did. Lost to her passion, Ingeborg didn’t see me stir, but Hjalmar had. He turned and looked at me as he gave his love pleasure. A smile played on his lips.

      My cheeks burning red, I lay back down and turned away. Soon, I would find a love of my own. Soon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aud woke me the next morning. “I am here to help you dress,” the girl said. I rose to find Ingeborg was already gone.

      “The princess?”

      “Oh, she wakes before the sun every day. First in the house to rise. She’s already out. Come, let me help you. Many jarls have arrived this morning. There are games taking place near the temple today. Tonight, we will have the rite. Is this red okay?” she asked, shaking out a startlingly beautiful red gown I had never seen before.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “Ingeborg said to give it to you. The material came to us from a trader who visited Uppsala.”

      “I cannot accept—”

      “She said you would protest, and I was supposed to tell you to stop. You’re her good luck charm, she said. Take it.”

      I stared at the gown. I’d had no luck at all convincing Father to allow Asta to marry her true love. Why did Ingeborg expect me to do any better for her?

      Regardless, I let the girl help me get ready for the day. The gown she had chosen was unlike any material I’d ever worn before. It was soft and smooth on my skin. Aud combed out my long hair then applied a sweet-smelling oil to it.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “A rose oil the princess uses. Look,” she said, curling my hair around her finger. The move left my long, golden locks lying in ringlets. “Like strands of gold.” Once she had my hair curled, she set a small band of silver flowers on my head. Satisfied, she nodded. “Come. Look,” she told me, leading me to a round of polished metal.

      I stared at myself. I had never been so finely adorned in all my life. “I don’t know what to say. May Frigga bless your hands.”

      Aud laughed. “When you are given something beautiful to work with, all you have to do is tidy up the edges. Come. We shall go to the hall. You will find your father there.”

      I nodded, then followed along behind her.

      I was glad Yrsa was not there to see me dressed as I was. If she thought me pampered before, who knew what she would say now. The hall was a flurry of excitement. Everywhere I went, I saw thralls running, jarls and their ladies passing by, and strong warriors making their way. The entire village of Dalr could fit within the feasting hall.

      “There,” Aud said, pointing to my father, who was attending the king.

      I took the girl’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you.”

      I worked my way through the space toward my father. As I went, I heard whispers in the crowd.

      “Who is that girl?”

      “Whose daughter is she?”

      “Is she a princess?”

      “Who is this maid?”

      I swallowed hard, forcing my cheeks not to burn red. I was very, very far from Dalr.

      I approached the group of men, waiting for an opportune moment to join Father. When the king turned to his attendant, I quickly went to Father’s side.

      “Father,” I whispered, touching his shoulder.

      He looked up at me. I saw the surprised expression on his face. “Svafa,” he said, rising. “Where did you—“

      “The princess,” I whispered.

      Father nodded. He took me by the arm and pulled me close. “You have done well to win her favor.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      Father turned back to the table. The king was still engaged, the other men falling into conversation with one another. But those nearest my father were staring. “Gentlemen, may I introduce my daughter, Svafa,” he said.

      King Yngvi glanced up at me, smiled nicely, then turned back to his men.

      One by one, Father introduced me to all the jarls gathered there. Many were very old men, but there was one young man in the crowd who was easy to look at. With sparkling blue eyes, a neck ring made of solid gold, and shortly cropped brown hair, he was the most intriguing man at the table. I let my eyes linger on him an extra moment when Father introduced him as Prince Alf, the younger brother of King Yngvi.

      “Sir,” I said, inclining my head to him.

      He smiled at me. “Lady Svafa, welcome to Uppsala.”

      This time, I failed to keep my cheeks from reddening.

      “Ah, here you are,” a voice called from behind me. I turned to find Ingeborg there.

      “Princess,” my father said in greeting.

      “May I take your daughter on a tour? I promise to return her by sundown,” Ingeborg told father.

      “That is very kind of you, Princess.”

      Ingeborg gave my father a smile then scampered to the end of the table where she kissed her father briefly on the cheek. He paused to smile at her then waved his hand for her to be on her way.

      “Gentlemen,” she said, greeting the table. “Uncle,” she added more stiffly then returned to me. “Come, Svafa. Let’s try our hand at the games.”

      “Ingeborg, take my men with you,” the king said absently.

      “I have Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd, Father. With Hjalmar at my side, I fear nothing,” she told her father, a challenging look in her eye.

      At that, the king said nothing more, but simply nodded and turned his attention to the table once more.

      “Come,” Ingeborg said, wrapping her arm with mine. I was surprised, given the hour of the day, how the scent of honey mead perfumed the princess’s breath. She was, once more, with a cup in her hand. “Let’s make a visit to the town. I see you discovered the gown. It looks beautiful on you. “

      “You’re too generous.”

      Ingeborg rolled her eyes. “Do you have any idea how many jarls’ daughters I’ve had to suffer through until you got here? It’s the least I can do. Now, there are Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd. Let’s go.”

      We worked through the massive hall to meet the warriors waiting by the door. But before we got there, Ingeborg was waylaid by a young woman with hair so black it shimmered blue in the sunlight.

      “Princess,” the woman called. She was older than Ingeborg and me, but not nearly the age of my mother. She approached Ingeborg with purpose.

      Ingeborg groaned audibly. “Bera,” she said, forcing a lightness into her voice. “Come, meet Jarl Bjartmar’s daughter, Svafa.”

      “Ah, so this is the girl everyone is talking about,” Bera said, eyeing me closely. I was surprised to see something that resembled hatred in her eyes.

      “Svafa, this is Bera, daughter of our closest neighbor, Jarl Alreker.”

      “I’m pleased to meet you.” The girl gave me half a glance then turned to Ingeborg once more. “You said you would help me last night, but I found you nowhere.”

      “I forgot,” Ingeborg said dismissively. “Tonight, at the feast after the rites, come to me. I will see to it.”

      “Thank you,” the girl said with a nod then left.

      Ingeborg took my arm. “She’s trying to bed my uncle,” she whispered in my ear.

      “Oh, I…well…”

      Ingeborg laughed. “She believes if she beds him, he will want her for a wife. They are both difficult people. They’ll suit one another very well.”

      “I’m surprised your uncle is unwed,” I replied. The brother of the king had a roughness to his looks that I liked. When we’d met, his eyes had held a spark that had caught my notice. Perhaps it was good that I hadn’t discovered a red-haired man as of yet if the prince was available.

      “His wife died last spring,” Ingeborg said with a shrug.

      “In what way is he difficult?” I asked.

      Ingeborg raised an eyebrow at me. “He’s a hard man to please. But, perhaps, the right heart might tame him. Bera is far too pushy. Maybe he needs someone a little softer,” she said, then winked at me.

      When we reached the pair waiting by the door, Ingeborg left me, going to Hjalmar.

      “Inge,” he said happily, smiling as he took her arm. I watched as he took the cup from her hand and tossed it aside. Hjalmar turned to me. “Good morning, Svafa. Sleep well?”

      “Better than some. Certainly, more restful than many.”

      At that, he laughed. “Then you’ve failed to discover what’s restful. Maybe Orvar-Odd can teach you.”

      Ingeborg laughed. “Svafa wants a man with red hair—or a king’s brother. Perhaps either will do. Leave her alone. Come, buy me something at the market,” she told Hjalmar, and we all headed outside.

      Orvar-Odd joined me. “Ingeborg is always concerned with which man and woman should be matched, but she never looks for one for me,” he lamented.

      “Perhaps she thinks you’d prefer to find a woman on your own.”

      He laughed. “Or she has no love for me.”

      “Or she does not interfere because she loves you.”

      Orvar-Odd chuckled. “Maybe she’s right. I’ve no use for a wife. But a bedfellow…”

      I shook my head. Ingeborg, Hjalmar, and Orvar-Odd had very free tongues. After spending time with Yrsa, Freja, and Asta, I didn’t know one could chatter about love so freely.

      “But I will offer some advice,” Orvar-Odd said, taking my arm and leaning toward my ear. “The king’s brother does not have the temperament to be a good husband. There is no gentleness in that spirit. He’s excellent in the shield wall but too rough for a lady.”

      “I thank you for your counsel.”

      The bald-headed warrior nodded to me.

      We worked our way through the crowded marketplace. Everyone from Uppsala and beyond had brought their goods to sell. I saw pelts, clay pots, metalworking, jewels, fabrics, and foods. I had brought a small purse of coins with me. I stopped alongside Ingeborg to inspect some metalworking and beads. Among the items, I noted a necklace strung with black and blue beads and a medallion of a cat. The creature reminded me of Asta’s cat, Gibby. I leaned in to have a closer look.

      “That piece I made in honor of Freyja,” the smith said. “It brings Freyja’s blessings to the wearer.”

      “I shall have it for my sister,” I said, taking out some coin and passing it to the woman.

      “Very good,” the woman said.

      “Why isn’t your sister here?” Ingeborg asked.

      “I…” I began, then paused. “She already has an intended. My father saw no need to bring her.” Also, my father detested Asta. But I wouldn’t have the princess know that.

      “You are kind to think of her. Only one sister?”

      I nodded.

      “Is your mother still living?”

      “Yes.”

      “Didn’t she want to come?”

      I gave Ingeborg a knowing look.

      “Ah,” she said simply. “My mother died five years ago,” Ingeborg said as she fingered through the jewels. “No love lost with her passing, to be honest,” she added with a nonchalant shrug. “So, I understand that look very well.”

      The merchant handed the necklace to me. I slipped it into my pocket, and we moved on.

      The marketplace was thronging with people, but Hjalmar towered over them all, clearing a path for us everywhere we went.

      “I have never seen so many goods for sale in one place,” I commented to Orvar-Odd.

      “You should come for the Thing. The disting market stretches from the river to the temple. You will see men and women from every place in the known world with spices, foods, goods, and thralls like you have never seen.”

      We spent the morning working our way through the crowded market. I had always felt a certain pride being the daughter of the jarl—even though Yrsa teased me about it. I liked living in the big house and garnering the attention of the people. It felt good to feel loved by my community. But here, I felt small, even if I was dressed in the most beautiful gown I’d ever seen and accompanied by the princess. As I watched Ingeborg work through the crow, I saw the same glow on her face I often relished. But moreover, the cheer that she felt came from the obvious love between her and Hjalmar. I had never seen two people more in love in all my life.

      “Why won’t her father relent?” I asked Orvar-Odd. “It is clear she will never be happy with anyone else, and keeping them apart only seems to hurt her. Why bother?”

      “The king has always been prideful on the matter, but Hjalmar has nearly won him over. All of the king’s enemies quake at Hjalmar’s name, and many have died at my friend’s hands on behalf of King Yngvi. He may be born common, but he has made his name. He will ask again for the princess this blót, and this time, we believe the king has been persuaded.”

      “May Odin bless them,” I said.

      Orvar-Odd nodded, but his expression was sad. “I fear what will happen to them if they are denied again.”

      A love like that. That was what I wanted. A love filled with so much passion one might die without the other. How can a person find a love like that?

      We passed the time merrily. After midday, the vendors began closing their shops and packing up their wares. The throng of people began to surge toward the temple.

      “Come,” Ingeborg told me. “We should find your father, and I should find mine. It is almost time. Now let us see what Freyr, Odin, and Thor wish for us,” she said, then cast a loving glance at Hjalmar who leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.

      Shining Balder, bring me a love like that.
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      When we returned to the hall, Ingeborg left me and went to the king. I returned to my father who was smiling happily.

      “We will raid when the midsummer blót has passed,” he told me. “My men will travel with those of some other jarls. I will go with them.”

      “That’s good,” I told father.

      “There is more, Svafa. Alf, the king’s brother, asked about you.”

      Orvar-Odd’s words rang in my head. “Perhaps it would be wise to inquire more of him, Father. Some suggest he is not an easy man.”

      Father’s smile faded. “He is the king’s brother,” he told me, using the stiff voice he usually reserved for Mother or Asta.

      I inclined my head, reminding myself that despite Orvar-Odd’s warning, I had seen something in Alf’s eyes that had caught my attention as well. I never liked a soft man. But there was a difference between strong and cruel. I needed to learn which side Alf fell upon.

      Saying nothing more, I walked alongside Father as we journeyed for the first time to the great temple. As we walked, the sun shined on the peaks of the temple, which appeared to be made of gold. There was a green space around the temple, walled off by a thick chain made of shimmering metal. The common people waited outside the temple as the king, his men, and the jarls and their families approached. I spotted Hjalmar at the front of the crowd, not far behind Ingeborg, Orvar-Odd at his side. Not far from the princess was the king’s brother.

      When we neared the temple, I heard the braying of sheep. Animals had been enclosed in pens not far from the temple. They would be sacrificed to Odin, Thor, and Freyr in exchange for a good summer season of raids and wars. As we drew close to the doors of the temple, I marveled in its magnitude. The wood all around the great doors had been handsomely carved. When we entered the temple, I was struck by the heavy smell of the herbs the gothar always burned. The sharp tang filled my nose and made my eyes water. At the front of the temple, bathed in sunlight simmering down from above, were effigies of Odin, Thor, and Freyr. Thor stood at the center, Mjolnir in his hand. To his left was Odin, dressed in full armor, a black crevice carved where his eye had once been. On the other side was Freyr, whose immense erect penis was a reminder that this was a god who granted fertility and luck in love. Beside each of the gods were holy men and women to attend them. In the shadows, people sang in low tones, their voices calling out in prayer. The sound of their chanting cadence reached the high timbers overhead.

      The king went forth and spoke to the holy men and women; then, he led his daughter to the effigy of Thor. Setting their hands on the idol, they offered their silent prayers to him, then to Odin, and in the last, to Freyr. The king stepped back while Ingeborg prayed to Freyr, her hand grazing the shaft of the effigy’s manhood. When they were done, they stepped aside to allow others to come forward.

      Svafa.

      Svafa.

      My vision doubled as I approached the statues, seeing the wooden idols replaced for a moment by living men.

      Together, Father and I said our prayers to the gods. Freyr was a god whose presence I didn’t know, but here in Uppsala, I felt his energy keenly. The magic seemed to pulse from his effigy. My body felt hot when I neared the statue. Sweat trickled down my back.

      Freyr, please, bring me my love. Bring me my fate. I prayed as I set my hand on the shoulder of the effigy, too shy to touch the likeness of his manhood.

      “Sing, Svafa. Sing,” a deep voice whispered.

      My hands shaking, I moved them away. As you will. May it be done.

      Those assembled made their way to the front of the temple, approaching the gods, then were processed outside. The gothar leading the way, we journeyed from the temple to the massive tree not far from the mounds outside. The animals were brought from the pens as the gothar and the king took their places at the front of the crowd. As the midsummer sun began to sink low, the king called.

      “Mighty Odin, Thor, and Freyr, hear my call. We offer you these midsummer sacrifices. Bless our raids. Bless our lands. Strike terror into the hearts of our enemies. Let our battle cries and prayers reach your ears. May both our triumphs and our deaths please you. Let us be the heroes of our times, our spirits bound for Valhalla in honor of you. Bless our unions, our battles, and our raids. Accept these offerings in your name.”

      At that, a wide-eyed calf whose pelt was white as snow was led forward. Its cry was so heartbreaking, I looked away.

      “No, you must watch,” Father whispered to me, “or you will offend the gods.”

      I swallowed hard and watched as the king sliced the animal’s throat. The creature grunted loudly then was silent. A gothi collected the blood in a bowl. Taking a branch, he wet the leaves in blood, which he then handed to the king. He then placed the bowl of blood in Ingeborg’s hands. Together, the king and his daughter made their way through the crowd, splattering us with droplets flung from the blood-soaked leaves.

      My head felt dizzy.

      The sound of the drumming, the long calls of the horns, and the sound of chanting filled this night’s sky.

      One after another, the animals were sacrificed to the gods, and the massive throng was splattered with the sacred blood. When the rite was done, the holy ones sang and chanted, beating their drums and sounding their horns.

      Then all at once, they fell into silence.

      I heard their voices echoing on the wind.

      The deafening silence was finally broken by the king’s voice. “May the gods be praised. Tonight, we shall dance, feast, and celebrate midsummer!”

      At that, the crowd cheered.

      From the king’s hall to the temple, fires were lit. Animals were roasted, mead was poured, and people were dancing and cheering. I’d never seen anything like it. Ale was consumed in vast quantities as people roared with glee.

      Father and I returned once more to the king’s hall. Musicians played and people danced. Ingeborg and Hjalmar, their hands pressed together, circled one another as they swayed. The king watched his daughter, smiling at the pair.

      “I will return in a moment,” Father told me, leaving me to go to the king’s side.

      I was not alone long. A moment after he left, Alf, the king’s brother, appeared at my side.

      “To which god do you pray, Lady Svafa?” he asked me.

      “To them all, but it is shining Balder who speaks to my heart. And people tell me that Sif shines her favor on me.”

      “So she does. She has woven her magic into your hair,” he said, reaching out to touch a golden curl. “I’ve never seen its like before.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “How do you find Uppsala?”

      “Grander than my imagination permitted.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I highly doubt that. Your eyes tell me there’s quite a depth to your imagination.”

      “Is that so?” I asked, lifting an eyebrow flirtatiously. “And what else do my eyes tell you?”

      He grinned at me. “There’s not a hint of machinations in your eyes, Lady Svafa. No matter your father’s motives,” he said with a roll of the eyes. “Only mirth, mischievousness…and mystery.”

      “Hmm, mischievousness. You must be careful then.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Perhaps Loki has set me in your path.”

      “Indeed, then I will watch you closely to make sure you’ve no hidden motives.”

      “Very well. Watch me closely then. And I shall keep my eye on you as well,” I said, clicking my cup against his.

      At that, Alf laughed.

      Smiling brightly, Father returned once more. “Is my daughter keeping you good company, Prince Alf?”

      Alf nodded. “She’s set a mystery before me. One I am keen to answer.”

      “I don’t know about mysteries, but my daughter is quite skilled. In Dalr, she silences the hall with her voice.”

      “Is that right?” Alf asked. “Has Sif blessed your voice, Lady Svafa?”

      “Some say so.”

      “Let me hear.”

      “Oh no, in such a grand hall, it’s too much.”

      “What’s too much?” a pert voice asked from behind me.

      I looked behind me to find Ingeborg and Hjalmar there.

      “Lady Svafa is a gifted singer, or so I am told,” Alf said, grinning at me.

      Behind him, I noticed Orvar-Odd, who was eyeing Alf suspiciously.

      “Then we shall hear her sing,” Ingeborg said, then clapped her hands and turned to the room.

      I was shocked when the entire hall, filled with hundreds of people, grew silent to listen to her.

      “Uppsala, we shall have a song,” she said, then motioned to the musicians to come close. Carrying lyres, drums, flutes, and horns, the musicians came to attention. “Now, what song will you treat us with, Lady Svafa?”

      Nerves made my stomach quake. “What song would you like to hear?” I asked Ingeborg, willing myself to stay calm.

      She shrugged then turned to the king who was watching. “A song, Father?”

      He inclined his head. “Let us honor this midsummer with ‘Völuspá.’ If it pleases you, Lady Svafa?”

      My legs shaking with nerves, I nodded. Ingeborg took my hand and led me to the front of the hall. The musicians nodded to me, and then the piper began to play, the drummer sounding out the notes. The hall full of hundreds grew silent as I warbled out the first lines of the ancient song of the völva who once told Odin about the beginning of the world:

      “For silence I ask all children, great and small. Sons of Heimdal, you whom I call, recount the ancient history of men. I shall begin with that I remember,” I began and then continued on.

      My notes echoed through the magnificent palace, reverberating to the very ceilings. My body shook, and it seemed like the whole room took a breath as my voice sounded. I had never heard my song come out more clearly. My voice was so bold and sweet. Sensing the presence of the gods, my confidence was bolstered. I continued on with my song, telling of the Aesir, the birth of the sun, moon, and stars, the birth of man and woman and of the Yggdrasil, the great world tree. As I sang, the drumbeat and my voice gained power. I lifted my hands above me and moved through the great hall as I sang. Stamping their feet, their weapons against their shields, and their staves on the floor, the audience joined in, lending power to my song, which lifted to the heavens. I sensed then that the gods themselves were watching, listening to me as I recanted the words of the völva who had once told of the beginning of the world. Dancing as I sang, I moved to the front of the room. The king offered me his hand and led me to the dais at the front as I reached the crescendo at the very end of the song as I spoke of the rebirth of Balder and Hoor in the new world after Ragnarok.

      I was nearing the end of the long ballad when the great doors of the hall opened. The crowd stirred, parting to let the newcomers inside. Into the great hall of Uppsala strode twelve warriors unlike anything I had ever seen. They glimmered like gods. Wearing wolf furs, their shields painted red and black with wolf heads thereon, each of them carrying massive swords or axes, they looked like they had entered our world from Asgard.

      The assembly stared from the twelve strong men to me and back again.

      As I sang of the emergence of the great dragon Nidhogg in the new world, one man strode from the back of the pack to the front. He was a massive warrior with swirling tattoos all over his body, his eyes lined with kohl. His head was shaved save the long coil of bright red hair that he had braided, the long plait resting on his chest. At his side, he wore a sword that shimmered with golden light.

      Drawn to him, I sang as I walked the length of the hall. Not missing a beat, I worked my way toward the newcomer as if he had roped me with a cord and drew me to him. My heart slammed in my chest.

      The men gathered behind him stared at me as I sang.

      I approached the warrior. My hands trembling, I took his long braid into my hand and let the red rope slip between my fingers. My eyes met his. They were the color of amber, like the beads my mother wore. Rich and deep with flecks of brown and honey gold, I fell into that vast well. As I reached the end of the song, I set my hand on the hilt of his blade. The glow of the sword drew me, beaming like sunlight and begging for me to touch it.

      The warrior put his hand on top of mine, preventing me from pulling the sword from the scabbard.

      The last note left my lips, and my voice echoed through the hall.

      I stood there, shaking, my eyes locked with the red-haired man. My heart thundered in my chest as I stared at the man I had dreamed of, the man the gods had promised. My amber-colored man, a warrior who would give me children to rival the gods, the one who would win my heart, stood before me.

      As I fell into those eyes, Freja’s warnings were long forgotten.
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      The king was the first to speak. “Men, you are welcome in this hall, but we would know your names and why you have come.”

      As if the king’s voice had broken me from my spell, I let go of the man’s red hair then stepped back toward my father. My whole body was shaking.

      “I am Angantyr, eldest son of Arngrim of Bolmsö. And these are my brothers.”

      There was an audible gasp in the hall. There was no one in our land who had not heard of the famous band of brothers, berserkers who were feared throughout the north. It was said that they could sack an entire village. There was none who could stand against such warriors. Angantyr was rumored to wield the unbeatable dwarven sword named Tyrfing, which his father Arngrim had won by killing King Svafrlami.

      “I am honored to have such fine warriors come to my court,” King Yngvi said. His expression held the practiced detachment of someone who had earned the name of the king. But behind his eyes, I saw the flash of fear.

      “We have come to celebrate midsummer, to enjoy good company,” Angantyr said, glancing my way, “and to raid with Your Majesty’s men when the blót is done.”

      “This is all very well,” King Yngvi said happily. “We are pleased to have such renowned warriors in our hall. You are welcome here.”

      Just when the entire hall seemed to sigh a collective breath, the berserker continued.

      “But my brother, Hjorvard, has come for more,” Angantyr said, stepping aside.

      Another strapping warrior, similarly tattooed but with long, black hair and a black beard, stepped forward. He wore a massive sword on his side, an ax on the other. Even taller than his brother, he was an imposing figure.

      “Your Majesty, I am Hjorvard, second son of Arngrim. I have come here to see Princess Ingeborg,” the man said, turning to me, “whose beauty is famed throughout these lands.”

      I smiled at the man but shook my head. I motioned to the princess. But when I looked her way, I saw she was as pale as snow. She clung to Hjalmar’s arm. Hjalmar, on the other hand, had turned red. His jaw was clenched so noticeably that his bones jutted from his cheeks. His hand was on the hilt of his sword.

      The king tittered nervously then turned to his daughter, motioning for her to step forward. She did as her father commanded.

      “I am Ingeborg,” she said stiffly. “And now you have seen me,” she added, forcing a smile.

      Hjorvard nodded affirmatively. “The rumors of the princess’s beauty are no lie. King Yngvi, I will have your daughter as my wife.”

      Hjalmar stepped forward. “You will not—”

      The king interrupted the hero. “Come, friend, you have just arrived. There is plenty of time for discussion of such matters. The calf is cut and roasting. We have mead, ale, and strawberry wine. Let us honor the gods then speak of such matters in the morning.”

      Hjorvard looked annoyed.

      Angantyr leaned toward his brother and whispered in his ear.

      Hjorvard nodded. “Very well. I will have your answer in the morning,” he said stiffly.

      “Good, good,” King Yngvi said then chuckled again. “Let us have music and cheer to welcome such heroes to the halls of Uppsala,” the king said, motioning for his musicians to play once more. Smiling, the king crossed the room to greet the strangers, motioning for some of the jarls nearby to join him.

      When I moved to go, Father held my arm. “No, Svafa,” he whispered.

      “But Father,” I whispered, almost breathless.

      “They bring death and destruction everywhere they go. They are lawless wild men. You have done wrong to catch the eye of that man. Come, we will sit with Prince Alf.”

      I pulled my arm away from my father, a move that caught him so off guard that he nearly stumbled.

      “Svafa,” he hissed.

      “I will go, Father,” I said sternly. “Come and greet them or not. It’s your choice.” Without another word, I turned and crossed the room to meet the warrior—no, berserker—who had introduced himself as Angantyr.

      The brothers spoke with the king who, despite his pretty words, looked decidedly uncertain about the whole affair. If the rumors of these men’s prowess were true, they would be great allies. But they could also be terrible enemies. Asking for Ingeborg in such a manner upset the whole assembly. The king had all but assented to marry her to Hjalmar. Ingeborg stood beside her father, an expression of rage smothered poorly on her pretty features. While the brothers talked, Angantyr stood back, watching the entire affair with an inquisitive expression on his face. On his side hung his golden sword. All the light in the room seemed to be attracted to the weapon. It glimmered like it was under the sun. He turned to look at me. A smile crossed his face.

      When I seek an answer from the gods, they show me dwarves and twelve brothers.

      I stepped toward the amber-haired man, feeling like a butterfly about to alight on a thorny rose.

      “You are welcome to Uppsala, Angantyr, son of Arngrim,” I said.

      “What a kind welcome. Your voice lulled us in from the river. Have the gods carved runes on your tongue, maiden?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. Of course, there are parts of my tongue I cannot see, so who is to say for sure.”

      At that, he chuckled lightly.

      “I am Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar,” I said, inclining my head.

      “I am pleased to meet you, Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar. Will you sit beside me and share my plate?”

      “Only if you promise to leave me something to eat.”

      He grinned. “Someone should make a closer study of that mouth of yours.”

      “Why do you think my father brought me here?”

      Smirking, he inclined his head, gesturing for me to join him at the feasting table. I dared not look at Father or anyone else for that matter. I knew the terror that lurked in Ingeborg’s heart, but surely, the king would do right by her. What did she have to fear? As for Alf…well, as flattering as it was to catch the attention of a king’s brother, he was no berserker. Such a man as Angantyr was blessed by the gods.

      The king ushered the brothers to the head of the table. Hjorvard was seated across from Ingeborg, Prince Alf at the king’s side. Angantyr took a seat beside his brother. With a wave of his hand, he motioned for his other brothers to move aside, giving me space to sit beside Angantyr. After all the brothers were settled, some jarls joined us, as did Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd, both of whom watched Hjorvard carefully.

      “Will you introduce your other brothers?” Ingeborg asked Hjorvard politely, looking down the table. She caught my glance when she did so. As I suspected, I saw fear in her eyes, but she kept her expression cheerful. I held her gaze a moment, urging her to have strength.

      “They are Hervard, Seaming, Rani, Brami, Barri, Reifnir, Tind, Bui, and the twins, Hadding,” Hjorvard said.

      Ingeborg scrunched up her eyebrows in confusion. “Which is named Hadding?”

      “We are both named Hadding, Princess,” one of the twins explained. “Our mother could not tell us apart. She didn’t want to call us by the wrong names, so she gave us the same name.”

      They did look the same, but the tattoos on their skin clearly marked them apart. Whereas one brother’s forehead was covered in runes and animal designs, the one who spoke had no marks and wore a beard.

      “But between us brothers, my twin is called Cake,” the bearded one added.

      At that, Ingeborg laughed, breaking the tension that filled the space. “And why is he called Cake?” she asked as she waved for a thrall to refill her cup.

      “Because I would eat nothing but cakes as a boy, no matter what meat, cheese, or food was put before me otherwise,” the tattooed twin said. “And I still prefer something sweet to anything else.”

      Ingeborg turned to the thrall pouring her mead. “Please see that Cake Hadding is provided with a platter of all our best sweets,” she told the servant who nodded then disappeared once more.

      At that, the table seemed to relax.

      Prince Alf turned to Hjorvard. “Do you come from Bolmsö directly?”

      “No,” the brother said simply. “We have been raiding. We decided we would come for the princess and to see the great temple.”

      “The rite has concluded for the night,” the king said, “but you may make your prayers in the temple if you wish. The gothar will attend the gods throughout the night.”

      Hjorvard shrugged. “Where will you raid after the blót is done?”

      The king nodded happily, pleased with the turn of conversation. No matter his hesitations about giving his daughter to this man, having warriors of such prowess in his ranks gave him a weapon none other had. So with that, the king turned the conversation to the raids. As I scanned the table, I noticed that Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd were scowling at the entire scene. My eyes danced briefly down the table to my father who was decidedly not looking in my direction.

      “I understand there are three great statues in the temple,” Angantyr told me as he took a bite of meat. “Have you seen them?”

      I nodded then reached out to lift a decanter, pouring ale into the warrior’s cup. “They are as tall as three men. Thor, Odin, and Freyr.”

      “To which god do you whisper?”

      I laughed. “To them all, of course.”

      “You should pray to Sif,” Angantyr said, lifting a ringlet of my golden hair. “For she has given you these golden locks. And to Bragi, for those secret runes.”

      “I do offer prayers to Sif. It is true that I thank the gods for what I have already been given, but don’t most people ask for what they still desire? Is that not the way of men?”

      “Some ask. Some take. It depends on the man…or woman.”

      “And which kind of man are you?”

      At that, he smiled, a twinkle in his eye. He leaned toward me, whispering in my ear. “The things I want have a way of coming to me of their own accord.”

      “Is that right?”

      “So far, yes,” he said then turned to his food once more. “You see, I wanted ale, not mead, and my cup is full.”

      “But that is only coincidence.”

      “Is it? You could have poured me mead, but you did not. I got the ale.”

      “Ah, but that is only because the decanter of mead is too far away,” I said, motioning down the table. “It is only by chance that I could reach this one. Therefore, ale and not mead,” I said, motioning to his cup.

      “Perhaps. But why was the ale close and the mead not? Couldn’t it have been in reverse? As I said, those things I want always find their way to me,” he said, then looked to his plate. “Here, I have saved you the best bite.” He motioned to the meat on his platter.

      “Take it. I’m not hungry.”

      He moved to lift the morsel then smiled. “As I said…”

      At that, I laughed. My voice rang throughout the hall. Angantyr ate, then lifted his cup. When he did so, he scanned the room to find Father staring at him. Angantyr lifted his cup, toasting Father.

      Father stilled, taken aback by the gesture, then he inclined his head to the berserker.

      “Not all things come easily at first. Some men are like stone. But water has a way of parting stones in two. In the end, everything flows like water to me,” Angantyr said, his eyes fixed on Father. “And when they don’t move as quickly as I wish, Tyrfing has a way of changing people’s minds.”
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      Despite their fearsome appearance and reputation, the berserkers were a friendly bunch. The twins joked and told funny stories. The others laughed and told tales of their exploits. Everyone at the table seemed relaxed and merry, with the exception of Ingeborg, Hjalmar, and Orvar-Odd—by extension. I couldn’t help but feel Ingeborg’s distress. More than once, Hjorvard declared his intentions toward the princess. And more than once, the king fended off the request.

      While the ale was flowing and everyone was cheerful, I knew the question of Ingeborg would eventually bring the party to despair. Despite the happiness in the room, that dangerous point lay just below the surface.

      “I will see the great temple,” Angantyr told me. “Will you take me?”

      At first, I hesitated. Not on my own or my father’s behalf, but on that of Ingeborg. I wasn’t sure leaving her alone was a good idea. It seemed to me Angantyr had some influence over his brother. As I considered, I realized that getting Angantyr alone might give me the opportunity to persuade him to change his brother’s mind. After all, there were many fetching girls in the hall whose hearts didn’t belong to someone else.

      “Will your brothers accompany us?” I asked Angantyr.

      “My brothers are more interested in what this hall has to offer. But I wish to see what the gods have to say to me tonight,” Angantyr said then rose.

      “I shall inform my father.”

      “And when he says no?”

      “You are not the only one who can persuade water to flow,” I said, acting far more certain that I felt.

      Taking a deep breath, I steeled my nerve and crossed the hall to my father, who was talking with some other men. When he saw me approach, he stepped away to speak with me.

      “Svafa,” he began, a chiding tone in his voice.

      “Angantyr has not seen the temple. I will accompany him there,” I said.

      “Svafa,” Father said, his voice rough. “You know nothing of these violent men. I have heard many tales. These men bring disaster wherever they go,” he said then hissed. “These brothers are cursed by dwarves, and this Angantyr is the worst of them. The sword he carries is bespelled. It brings death whenever it is drawn and does not sleep until it is wet with blood. You will not go.”

      “I will go, Father.”

      “Rash girl, will you defy me now? Me, who has loved you like no other.”

      “You will not stand between me and a future foretold by the gods. I will go with Angantyr now.”

      My father stared at me. “Loki has put a foul spirit in you. You were drawn to that man through sorcery.”

      “No, Father. He is bright and wise. Speak to him. Do not be ruled by rumor and tall tales.”

      “Svafa,” Father said, but this time his voice was softer.

      “Please, Father. Speak to him. A warrior of such great renown. Imagine how others would fear to strike Dalr with me attached to such a crew. Jarl Njal will piss in his boots,” I said with a grin.

      At that, Father softened. “Very well,” he said, then crossed the hall with me then to meet with Angantyr.

      “Angantyr, may I present my father, Jarl Bjartmar.”

      “Jarl Bjartmar,” Angantyr said, considering. “Dalr, isn’t it?”

      My father inclined his head.

      “I hear that you have a sacred forest in Dalr, a place blessed by the gods.”

      “So I do.”

      “One day, I will see it. Your daughter has offered to escort me to the temple…if it pleases you. And if it does not, she will show me anyway.”

      At that, Father stiffened. “Word of your prowess in battle precedes you, Angantyr, son of Angrim, but not the manner of man you are with a man’s daughter.”

      “That’s no surprise. I have never seen a man’s daughter I liked before. Nor a man’s son either, but that goes without saying,” he added with a playful wink. “But even before I opened the door to this hall, I knew I would have the owner of that voice as my wife and would slice any man in half who denied me otherwise. So now, I will go with your daughter to the great temple of Uppsala, and we will leave that temple as husband and wife. And tonight, she will return with me as my bride,” he said then bowed to my father.

      My father stood so still it was as if he were made of stone.

      “Svafa,” Angantyr said, motioning for me to follow.

      Like water.

      I stared at Angantyr. His amber-colored eyes spoke to me. Reflected in them, I saw the eyes of a child, my child, fathered by this man. I stepped toward him.

      Fury flashed over Father’s face. “Svafa,” he whispered harshly.

      Angantyr set his hand on his blade then looked over his shoulder at his brothers. All of them had turned and were watching the exchange.

      Angantyr motioned for my father to come closer.

      Red-faced and angry, Father moved toward the warrior. He opened his mouth to speak, but Angantyr lifted a finger to silence him. Smirking, he said, “You can stand between your daughter and me, or I can beat you, shame you, or maybe kill you. It doesn’t matter much to me. When I am done, I will wed your daughter anyway. So, if you resist, I take my brothers and my bride and return to Dalr, kill whom I must, and make myself jarl there. What happens next is up to you. Svafa and I will go to the temple. I do not need your blessing. I only need you to stand there like a stone and not interfere,” he said, then clapped my father on the shoulder. The gesture was meant as friendly, but the heaviness of his hand was obvious. “The sons I will get from your daughter will carry the blood of a berserker and will wield the dwarven sword Tyrfing, a weapon unmatched in the realms of men. So say nothing, Jarl Bjartmar. In fact, rejoice,” he said with a grin. “Many jarls have tried to give me a daughter. I never liked any of them for more than a night.”

      My father stared at him. “The rights. The laws,” Father hissed. “This is not the way.”

      Stunned by the turn of events, I stared from Father to Angantyr. Father was not wrong. One didn’t just take a woman and run off in such a manner, especially among people of our station. Rules of inheritance and dowry had to be settled. That was why Eyvinder had gone to talk to Jarl Njal on Asta’s behalf, to settle the inheritance within the law.

      “King Yngvi,” Angantyr called loudly, his eyes still on Father.

      I turned and looked at the king.

      “What is it?” King Yngvi called.

      “Jarl Bjartmar has consented to give me his daughter, Svafa, in marriage. With your blessing, I will take her to the temple now.”

      The room grew silent.

      The king looked perplexed. He looked from me to Father.

      “Jarl Bjartmar?”

      Father stared at Angantyr, a furious expression on his face. But behind his eyes, I saw fear and shame.

      “Perhaps I am wrong in my haste. I will leave that to Odin to decide,” Angantyr whispered to father. “Now, answer the king.”

      After a long moment, my father said, “I have consented.”

      A confused and questioning look on her face, Ingeborg stared at me.

      I smiled at her, then shrugged.

      Shaking her head, she laughed lightly. “If the Jarl has consented, we wish Angantyr and Svafa good fortune. The gods themselves must inspire them this midsummer. May we all be happily wed!” Ingeborg called. I couldn’t help but notice that her words were slurring.

      King Yngvi nodded to his daughter. “As you would have it then. Skol,” the king called, lifted his horn in a toast.

      “Skol,” the entire room cheered, toasting us.

      My eyes flicked for a moment to Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd, neither of which had cheered. In fact, Orvar-Odd had stepped forward, his hand on the hilt of his weapon. For the briefest of moments, I felt a little embarrassed, but I pushed the feeling away.

      Angantyr took my hand. Giving me the gentlest of tugs, he pulled me to go with him. I gave my father one last look then followed the berserker out of King Yngvi’s great hall. My feet moved like they were floating. And while something in the back of my mind protested, coughed up hesitations about Angantyr’s nature, about having literally just met him, about the wisdom of turning aside Prince Alf, about our customs, and so much more, when I looked at the berserker, I had lost all reason. Everything in me wanted him, wanted him more than anything else I had ever wanted in my life.

      Everyone cheered for us, clapping Angantyr on the shoulder and patting me gently on the back as we made our way out of the great hall. The massive doors of the hall clapped closed behind us as we stepped out into the night.

      When I looked back, I saw that four of the brothers were following along.

      Angantyr followed my gaze. “Are you frightened, Svafa?”

      I was excited, confused, and felt slightly like my spirit was lingering outside my body, but I was not frightened. “No.”

      “Good,” he said, then we headed toward the great temple.
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      Fires burned on the mounds surrounding the temple. Everywhere I looked, people were drinking and dancing. In one space between two massive mounds, men had stripped down to their breeches and were spinning staves that had been set on fire. The quick movements of the flame left trails in the darkness. The fire spinners drew runes and other sacred symbols. Drums beat and horns sounded long and lonesome into the night. It had grown humid. Sweat beaded down my back. My hands trembled as Angantyr and I made our way to the temple.

      How had this happened? What was even happening? Was Father right? Had I been bewitched? No. It felt like nothing of the sort. Everything about this moment felt of one thing: destiny.

      When we entered the great temple, I was surprised to find it was empty save the gothar. The place was filled with heady smoke that made my eyes burn. In the shadows, the gothar chanted low, drumming softly.

      “Who has come to the temple of Uppsala?” a black-robed gothi at the front asked.

      “We are the sons of Arngrim,” Rani, one of Angantyr’s brothers, answered.

      “What sacrifices will you make?”

      The brothers nodded to one another then dug into their bags. From within, they brought out coins, small trinkets, silverwork, and other offerings that they left at the feet of the effigies of the gods.

      The gothi nodded then looked to Angantyr. “The gods have spoken to me, eldest son of Arngrim. You, wielder of the dwarven sword, have come here for more.”

      “I will have this woman as my bride.”

      “And will this marriage please the gods?” the gothi asked.

      “It pleases me,” Angantyr said then smiled. “And, I hope, it pleases the gods. Bragi led me to the hall where I heard the silver voice of the woman I knew I would marry. It was foretold in my runes by the völva in Bolmsö.”

      At that, the gothi nodded. I stared at Angantyr. The gods had spoken to him in riddles just as they had whispered through Freja to me. My amber-colored man. The part of my mind that knew every step I was taking was outside the bounds of reason protested my choices. But I moved as pulled by my very spirit, unable to resist. This was the call of the gods.

      The gothi turned to me. “But will this woman have you?”

      I nodded. “As the gods have willed.”

      “The gods have their own ways. Man should pause and consider the path. This is not the usual way of doing things,” the holy man told Angantyr. “And, perhaps, there will be a price to pay because of it.”

      “I like to do things my way,” Angantyr answered. “We have the blessing of the king, and I trust that the visions told to me are guiding me on my path. My brothers and I were told to come to Uppsala. We have come. If there is anyone who needs caution, it is my brother Hjorvard. As for me,” he said, then shrugged, “the gods have brought me what they promised. This is the songstress who will bear me a hero, a child of such prowess that his name will be remembered in the stories of our people for all time. A warrior who will one day sit beside me in Valhalla.”

      My heart thundered in my chest as I stared at the berserker.

      “Very well. It is Friday. Frigg has already given you her blessings. We shall make ready.”

      “For the sacrifice,” one of Angantyr’s brothers said, stepping forward. He handed the gothi a coin pouch.

      The holy man turned to two priestesses who stood nearby. He nodded at them. The first went to the back, the second out the front of the hall. We waited for a short time. The woman who’d gone to the back returned with a tray on which sat a two-handled loving cup and a decanter of mead. After a time, the second priestess returned with a white kid. As she led the creature forward, it bleated loudly.

      Angantyr looked at me. There was great care in his eyes.

      I squeezed his hand.

      The priest before us turned to the effigies of Thor, Odin, and Freyr. He raised his hands and began calling to the gods in a low song. The nervous animal called out. The gythia poured mead into the loving cup.

      “Who consents by the law and the gods to be wed here?” she asked.

      “Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar.”

      “And who consents by the law and the gods to be her husband?”

      “Angantyr, son of Arngrim.”

      “Angantyr, what would you do to prove your love to Lady Svafa?”

      I looked at Angantyr, a playful expression on my face. “Would you slay dragons for me?” I asked.

      “I would slay the world for you.”

      “If you approve of his answer and consent to live under the law and in the eyes of the gods as man and wife, drink from this cup together,” she said, motioning to the loving cup.

      I lifted the cup. Angantyr placed his hands over mine. Moving carefully, I set the cup on his lips. He drank then moved the cup to me, allowing me to drink.

      The gythia nodded then I returned the cup to the tray.

      The kid was brought forward. The animal pranced nervously. Again, I reminded myself that the creature’s death pleased the gods. But I always hated to see such innocent creatures harmed on the gods’ behalf. Holding the animal still, the gothi sliced its neck. I watched as the light in the creature’s eyes flickered out. The sight of it saddened me. The gythia held the animal still, the second priestess catching the animal’s blood in a bowl. After a time, she brought the bowl to us. The gythia motioned to me.

      I stuck my fingertips in the warm blood then turned to Angantyr.

      “By Odin, Thor, and Freyr, with Frigg’s blessings and that of Balder, I take you as my husband,” I said, then wiped blood across his forehead and on his cheeks.

      Angantyr wet his fingers in the same fashion. “May mighty Thor bless our union, and may all the gods be honored. May Bragi be praised for leading me to you,” he said, then marked my face in blood.

      The gothi dipped a branch in the blood then splattered droplets on Angantyr and me. As he did so, he said, “May the gods see you as one, husband and wife. May you walk from this place united under the law. As witnessed by these men, you are now united. None can challenge this union which the gods have overseen and which the runes foretold. Svafa and Angantyr, you are now wed, your houses one, your fates joined.”

      At that, Angantyr’s brothers cheered. Angantyr pulled me close and placed a kiss on my lips.

      My entire body felt like it was on fire.

      Svafa.

      Svafa.

      I fell into the kiss, wanting more. A terrible sense of urgency washed over me. I needed this man. Now. More than anything, I needed to be with him. There was nothing more important to me. It was a strange kind of hysteria. This sudden desperation to love, and wed, and bed this man was like a fever brought on by forces I did not understand.

      When we were done, we joined hands, turned and left.

      “The first of our brothers to be married,” one of the twins Hadding—not Cake—said, clapping Angantyr on the shoulder.

      “And so prettily wed too,” Cake—the other twin—added. “Sister,” he said, taking my hand and giving it a kiss.

      “And tomorrow we shall see Hjorvard wed,” Rani said.

      “The princess is all but promised and very much in love with another man. Your brother would be wise to look elsewhere. There are very many beautiful women in the hall,” I cautioned, trying to find a way to dissuade the berserkers without provoking them.

      “But no others are called princess,” Angantyr said. “And Hjorvard has come for a princess.”

      “He may find it difficult to win the heart of a woman that already belongs to another man.”

      “Then he will pluck that heart from wherever needed,” Angantyr said. “But no more of this. Go, my brothers, back to the hall. Feast, rejoice, and share our good news. Let the assembly know the brothers of Arngrim take what they desire. As for me, I will take my bride to the fires where we will…offer our prayers.”

      At that, the brothers laughed then departed.

      We headed to the mounds. I felt strange. There was an odd lightness inside me. As we went, people noted the blood on our faces and cheered us. Someone handed me a bottle of mead, and we made our way to the tallest burial mound on which a great fire had been lit. We wound up the mound, reaching the tall pyre at the top. The fire was intense. It cast orange and black patterns on Angantyr’s face. Angantyr pulled a dagger from his belt and made a small cut on his hand. He then reached for my own hand.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, then cut me just a little.

      We joined our hands together. When the blood began to drip, we gave our intermixed blood to the flames.

      “For your blessings, Freyr. May any children born between us burn with midsummer fire,” I said.

      “And blessings for the happiness of our union,” Angantyr added.

      We stood together for a long moment, listening to the sizzle of our blood and the crackling of the fire. I turned then and looked at Angantyr.

      “They will say I have lost all reason,” I said.

      “Maybe you have.”

      “And you?”

      “I only act reasonably.”

      “I…” I looked back at the great hall. The image of my father’s face, the look of shame and fear fixed there, struck me. “I don’t know what to do now.”

      Angantyr stepped close to me. He stroked his hand down my cheek. The feeling sent waves of pleasure through me. I reached out and took his red braid into my hand. The strands of his hair looked like spun amber. He pulled me close and kissed me hard. Intense desire washed over me. That odd yearning I felt when I lay under the sun, under Balder’s watchful eyes, struck me. I wanted this man. No, not man. My husband. We were bound before the gods now.

      Taking my hand, Angantyr led me away from the fire and to the forest not far away. We could hear the drumming and chanting, see the revelers, watch the fire spinners, and the midsummer fires burned brightly. My back against a tree, Angantyr played with the laces of my dress.

      “I have a fine hall in Bolmsö. My mother is dead. My father reigns, but I am the eldest son. We will raid with the king and your father and return to Bolmsö afterward. There, we will sleep on a soft bed under rich furs. My brothers and I have brought great wealth to my father. You will be comfortable there. But tonight, I can only offer you a soft bed of ferns, a canopy of leaves, and the light of the moon and the midsummer fires.”

      “These are the jewels of the earth. What more can a woman ask for?”

      At that, Angantyr smiled and pulled me close, kissing me hard. We were alone in the woods, unwatched save by the gods. In the shadows of the trees, Angantyr unlaced the beautiful red gown that Ingeborg had given me and lay it on the ground. He lay me down on the soft earth, untying the chemise I wore underneath, pulling off all my clothes until I lay naked. Removing his jerkin and shirt, he revealed a body covered in markings. Wards and runes covered his skin. Reaching up, I unbound the long braid that held his hair, letting those red locks fall free.

      He kissed me then, covering my body with tender caresses. I had not known the love of a man but had imagined the feel of a man’s body on mine. How many times had I lain under the sun imagining Balder as my lover? Angantyr covered me with kisses and caresses, his hands roving gently until I could take no more. I quickly undid the fasteners on his pants, freeing him.

      He came to me, and we truly became man and woman. I the land, he the sky. With the midsummer song filling the air, and the light of the fires of the blót, our faces painted with blood, we loved one another. He brought me pleasure like I had never imagined. And when he planted his seed into my fertile soil, I felt a strange sensation wash over me. As extraordinary as the night had been, nothing had prepared me for that single moment when I knew the gods had truly blessed our love and had given me the berserker’s child.

      When it was done, I lay in his arms, looking up at the moon. He kissed my brow then covered me with his shirt. But I had no need for the clothes, for the spark of love and light inside me filled me with such flame, I never thought I would know cold again.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We woke in the early morning to the call of the doves roosting in the limbs of the trees. The midsummer fires still burned brightly. Angantyr and I redressed and made our way back to the hall. When we arrived, we found people sleeping everywhere. I spotted Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd passed out at one table.

      “Where are the sons of Arngrim lodged?” I asked one of the thralls.

      “I can take you,” the man offered Angantyr.

      “I will see the princess and get cleaned up,” I told Angantyr.

      “Then I shall see you soon, my wife,” Angantyr said, giving me a kiss before we parted ways.

      I hurried down the hall to the princess’s room. I could hear her voice even before I entered. She was talking to Aud.

      “Ingeborg?” I called lightly, entering.

      “Oh, Svafa. Thank Frigg, you are here. Please, tell me you can convince the brothers of Arngrim to leave me be. Please, tell me you will persuade Hjorvard to not ask for my hand. You have some power over these men. Svafa, for me, please.”

      “Princess, Lady Svafa is covered with her marriage marks and in want of a clean dress,” Aud interjected.

      “Yes, yes. You’re right,” Ingeborg said, wringing her hands. “I’m sorry. I just…I’ve barely slept and—did you see Hjalmar anywhere?”

      “He is asleep in the hall.”

      Ingeborg paced the room. Snapping up a jar, she poured herself some mead. Her hand on her hip, she tapped her fingers as she drank. Her eyes were red, her hair wild. She was still dressed in the gown she’d worn the night before.

      “Come, Lady Svafa,” Aud said, leading me to the fire. “I’ll prepare a fresh dress and a washing tub. Sit here and rest,” she added, giving Ingeborg a worried glance. “She’s been like this all night,” she added in a whisper then left.

      “Svafa,” Ingeborg said, hurrying to sit on the stool across from me. “Whatever provoked you to wed the berserker?”

      “I…I could not help myself. Even before I came here, I saw a man like him in my visions. And a völva told me I would find my amber-colored man here. It was the will of the gods.”

      Ingeborg worked her hands nervously. “They all fear these brothers, even my father, though he will not say it. These men could kill my father and take whatever they want. We all know it. There is no one here with the courage to change their mind. It must be you. You must try to convince Hjorvard.”

      “I have won the love of Angantyr. I don’t know what I can do to—”

      “Anything. Do anything. If not you, there is no one. Father will give them what they want to protect his crown. No matter the cost. Don’t you see? There is no one but you, and Hjalmar will die fighting these men to prevent it. I will lose everything. Please. For me. You must try.”

      “I have already spoken against it, but I will try again.”

      “Bera, the black-haired girl. Her father’s lands are very rich and full of silver mines. Point him in her direction.”

      “Princess, I will do what I can.”

      “You must,” Ingeborg said then rose to refill her cup once more. “I…I need to see Hjalmar,” she said, tossing her cup to the floor. She headed out of her chamber.

      A moment later, Aud returned. She stoked the fire and poured a warm bowl of water. She then helped me undress, but she paused after she removed my shift.

      “Your gown,” she said, looking at the white linen. On it was a streak of my maiden blood. “Shall I set it aside for your father?”

      My stomach felt ill at the thought. I closed my eyes. “Yes. In that, at least, let him be satisfied.”

      Satisfied. Or jealous?

      The girl said nothing more but simply got to work, helping me clean up and redress once more. I closed my eyes.

      Frigg, please, hear my prayer. Do not force Ingeborg to marry Hjorvard. Help me find a way.

      Svafa.

      Svafa.

      No one can escape their destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The midsummer rite done, the house was now busy loading the ships and readying for the raids. The men were preparing as the king kept council with his own officials and other jarls, including my father. Father stood at the king’s meeting table, his arms crossed on his body. Beside him was Angantyr and his brother, Hjorvard, both of whom were a head taller than all the rest.

      I stood looking at the pair. Knowing Father, I could see the anger in his stance. In sharp contrast, Angantyr exuded unshakeable confidence. Angantyr was the first to notice me. Excusing himself from the table, he left the others to greet me.

      Father turned, looking from the berserker to me, murderous fury in his eyes.

      “Svafa,” Angantyr said, taking my hand in his. “We will leave tomorrow with the king’s men and the men of Dalr.”

      “So soon?”

      “It is always this way. But you are comfortable here, yes? Will you wait here for me, or do you wish to go home?”

      “I will stay here with the princess.”

      Angantyr nodded. “Very well,” he said, then looked me over. “My bride’s cheeks are red this morning. Why is that, Svafa?”

      “Perhaps you rolled me in the poison oak.”

      Angantyr laughed. “No. You are with child. I can see it.”

      “After only one night? Now, that is too optimistic,” I said, but even I had already been struck with the same hope.

      “No. I know my child. He will be in a rage to be born.”

      “He? What if it is a she?”

      “Then she will rage to be born.”

      I laughed. “It’s only the heat in the hall.”

      “If you say so. Come, see my boats,” he said, then took my arm and led me from the hall. As we went, I looked over my shoulder at my father who was glaring at me.

      “I’m told you were supposed to wed the king’s brother,” Angantyr said as we headed out into the morning sunshine.

      “But I haven’t, so it doesn’t matter now.”

      Angantyr grinned. “He is too stiff a man for you. And not in a good way.”

      I chuckled.

      “What do you do in Dalr? Tell me how you occupy your time.”

      “I spend most of my days outside.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I…well, nothing, really. Walking under the sun. Swimming. Picking blackberries. Talking to the people in the town.”

      Angantyr laughed. “It is good that you spend time with the people of Dalr. And what else?”

      “Yrsa and Freja, my friends, I spend time with them. Yrsa is a great shield-maiden. One day you must meet her. She should join us in Bolmsö. She is a good fighter.”

      “Perhaps she would like one of my brothers.”

      I smirked. “I’m not certain about that. And then there is Freja. She is a völva and gythia. She saw you in my runes.”

      “Then I am grateful for her eyes,” Angantyr said, then motioned for me to follow him to a ship with red-and-black sails, a wolf painted thereon. On the masthead of the ship had been carved a wolf’s head as well.

      “And your wolves?” I asked, pointing to the ship.

      “Fenrir leads us,” Angantyr said, motioning to the wolf on the masthead. Giving me his hand, Angantyr helped me onto the ship. I ran my hand along the timbers, which had been warmed by the sunlight.

      “Lady of Bolmsö,” Angantyr said, watching me as I made my way. “I will like to see you in my father’s hall.”

      “I will like to be seen there.”

      “The princess…it is good you are friends. You will keep one another company while I am gone.”

      “Angantyr, do not let your brother pursue the princess. Look,” I said, pointing to a vessel with an orange-and-blue sail. There, Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar were making ready. “There is her love. He is the hero of this place. No matter the king’s consent or not, that man will come for blood if he is deprived of his love.”

      Angantyr motioned to speak, but I raised my hand.

      “Forgive me, but please listen. I know what you are. I know you can fight like Thor himself. But so can he. He is known throughout the land. In fact, both of these men are fighters of great renown. If you fight them, some of your brothers may die. It is not a false warning but a fact. If Hjalmar is killed, Hjorvard will win the heart of a woman who hates him. There is another maid in the hall, Bera, with hair like jet, smoky eyes, and a father who has silver mines. That is the maiden your brother should win, not one whose lack of love will bring nothing but death and unhappiness. Not all maids come as easily as Svafa.”

      At that, Angantyr laughed. “Only a fool fails to listen to his wife’s counsel.”

      “You speak like a man who has been married many years, not mere hours.”

      “Well, I am a father now. I must be wise,” Angantyr said, touching my belly with the tips of his fingers. When he did so, black dots appeared before my eyes, and I swooned.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Freyr’s fire lit our wedding night. Who can expect less of the gods?”

      I spent the rest of the day watching as Angantyr and his brothers prepared the ship. The brothers stopped only to eat and drink. I loved listening to them. Unlike Asta and myself, they seemed to truly care for one another. I also had the opportunity to overhear Angantyr try to dissuade Hjorvard from pursuing Ingeborg. He was met with partial success. Hjorvard only grunted and shrugged at the suggestion of Bera and the warnings about Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar. Angantyr passed me a wink. In the least, we had tried. The brothers worked throughout the day, and when the sun dipped low on the horizon once more, we all returned to the hall together.

      “Hjorvard is stubborn,” Angantyr whispered to me. “He will not change his mind easily.”

      “Then, I pray that the gods intervene.”

      The hall was full of cheer once more. When we entered, I stopped to introduce Angantyr to the men of Dalr, who gave us many blessings on our union. My father avoided us, not even looking at us. I felt relieved.

      The brothers ate and drank, enjoying the king’s company. Ingeborg avoided them at all costs, staying by Hjalmar’s side the entire night. The warrior watched over his love protectively. After the meal, the music started. Determined to put an end to the tragedy I could see in the making, I made my way to Bera.

      “Svafa,” she said upon seeing me approach. “May Odin and Freyr bless your unexpected nuptials.”

      “Thank you,” I told her.

      Leaving the group of women with whom she was speaking, she joined me. “There are many rumors. Tell me, have you wed the berserker out of love, or have you been pressed to it? Tell me the truth.”

      “If I had been pressed, surely I would lie. But in truth, I loved the man before I met him. The brothers are really quite merry, and they are great warriors who will produce fine sons. And of them, only Angantyr is now married.”

      “The second brother would have Ingeborg,” Bera said, eyeing Hjolvard. “He is a brute.”

      “His heart is not truly set, I don’t think. These brothers are fine men, true heroes, and blessed by the gods. Hjolvard has simply not found a prettier face. He needs to find a worthy woman less devoted to another man. Come, we shall shine sunlight on an alternative,” I said. Linking my arm in hers, I led Bera toward Hjolvard.

      “Svafa,” she whispered. There was a nervous tone in her voice, but also a flash of excitement.

      “Brothers,” I called to the group of them as I approached. “May I introduce the Lady Bera, daughter of Jarl Cnut. Bera, this is Hjolvard.”

      Hjolvard looked at me in surprise. He then turned to Bera. He inclined his head to her. “Lady.”

      “You’re even taller up close,” Bera stammered nervously.

      “When he was born, my mother gave milk made from acorns so he’d grow as tall as the greatest oak,” Angantyr said.

      Hjolvard rolled his eyes as Angantyr then turned to Bera. “Where are your father’s lands?”

      “I… In the north.”

      “And how big is his jarldom? How many men raid with him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Their lands are equivalent in size to Bolmsö,” I told Hjolvard. I turned to Bera. “I understand your father’s land has silver mines.”

      “That it does,” she said, but I noticed she was stepping back. “It’s very nice to meet you all,” she added, then turned and nearly ran away.

      Cake laughed. “Brother, have you learned nothing of women in all these years?”

      “What?” Hjolvard asked, then shrugged.

      Angantyr tapped on Hjolvard’s chest. “Hollow. Like a rotting tree stump.”

      “Tap here. That’s what I am interested in,” Hjolvard said, gesturing to the money bag tied to his belt.

      “Also hollow,” Angantyr said.

      At that, the brothers laughed.

      “I hear silver is very weighty,” I said.

      Hadding grinned at me. “You’ve married a smart bride, Angantyr.”

      He shrugged. “I told you I would find the best one.”

      The night wore on, and soon, everyone had crowded near the king. My father stayed on the other side of the hall from me. No matter where I went, there was a mass of crowd between us. Despite the rift between my father and me, everyone else seemed content. In fact, there was an ease in the room…until Hjolvard spoke up once more.

      “King Yngvi, you told me I would have your answer about the princess today. What is your answer?” Hjolvard asked.

      Beside me, Angantyr sighed.

      King Yngvi, who had been laughing, instantly lost his mirth. His expression turned serious. “I have considered your proposal, Hjolvard, son of Arngrim, but I have also considered my daughter’s tender heart. I will not make this decision for her. Ingeborg will decide.”

      The entire crowd turned to Ingeborg.

      She stared at her father. This was a gambit. Perhaps if Hjolvard heard from the princess herself, he would relent. Especially now that we had distracted him with the notion that there were other choices, even if he didn’t care for Bera and her silver mines.

      “I am honored by your offer, Hjolvard,” Ingeborg began carefully. “Tales of your strength are known by all our people. But Frigg has already touched my heart. I love Hjalmar, and he loves me,” she said, her voice wavering. She steadied herself and stepped closer to her love. “And our love is already known to the gods,” she added.

      The meaning of her words was not lost on the crowd. In such wide company, she was admitting the truth that they were already lovers.

      “I would not be acceptable to the gods as your bride. And I will die without Hjalmar. Thank you for your kind offer, but I cannot accept.”

      Hjolvard nodded as he thought. “Your past is no matter. I will have you for my wife, Princess. When the raids are done, Hjalmar and I will meet in battle. Whoever wins shall claim your hand,” he said, then looked at Hjalmar. “Will you fight, or will you give her to me now?”

      Ingeborg gasped. She turned to Hjalmar.

      “I will fight,” Hjalmar said, a stern look on his face.

      “Good,” Hjolvard replied.

      I turned to Angantyr. He shook his head then squinted, motioning for me not to worry.

      Ingeborg looked decidedly nonplussed. “But I don’t want—” she began, but then Hjalmar leaned down and whispered in her ear. Ingeborg nodded and said nothing more, though she looked paler than ever.

      The turn of events soured the gathering, and soon, everyone departed.

      “Come,” Angantyr said, leading me by the hand from the hall. As we went, I looked back to catch a glimpse of my father. As before, he was on the other side of the hall looking decidedly away from us. Angantyr and I left the hall and returned to the dock. There, I discovered that Angantyr had made up a place for us to rest that night, alone, on his ship. We boarded the vessel and settled in under the fat moon, both of us gazing up at the silvery orb.

      “The strawberry moon,” I whispered, my hand floating through the air.

      Angantyr reached out and took my hand. He pulled it to his mouth and kissed it. “Sing for me, Svafa. When I am away from you, I will remember your voice.”

      I curled up beside him, entwined my fingers in his, and sang the sweetest song about love that I knew. The melody echoed into the night and across the water, seeming to float overhead to the full moon and starry sky. I watched as shooting stars streaked across the skyline as I sang.

      When I was done, Angantyr kissed me. “Even the stars fall to hear you,” he whispered then set his hand on my stomach. Then he kissed me again and again and again. My hands worked greedily across his body. And soon, under the light of the full moon, we made love once more. I loved every moment with him, every touch. The idea that he was leaving in the morning filled me with such terrible sorrow I could hardly bear it, so I held onto the moment with everything inside me.
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      We woke the next morning to the sound of sea birds and the chattering men preparing for departure. The morning dew made my hair and skin wet. After sharing a few morning kisses, Angantyr and I returned to the great hall. There, his brothers were taking their morning meal. I left Angantyr to find my father and say goodbye. I didn’t like that things had gone badly between us. I knew I had caused the rift due to my own stubbornness. Now, there was little to be done but try to make amends.

      Father was just rising from his meal when I met him.

      “Father,” I said, approaching him carefully.

      He looked at me but then dropped his eyes. Moving like he had not seen me, he stepped around me toward the door of the great hall. Without stopping or looking back, he exited the building.

      I stood there a moment, trying to decide what to do. Part of me felt indignant, but I knew that if he was killed in the raids or something else horrible happened, I would never forgive myself for not saying goodbye.

      I hurried behind him, catching up to him on the path to the docks.

      “Father,” I said again, taking hold of his arm.

      “Willful, defiant girl. I should beat you here in the street,” he hissed at me in a tone he’d only ever used with Asta or Mother.

      “Father,” I gasped. “Please. I know you did not agree to the marriage, but surely, you must see it was a good choice. These brothers—”

      “Are killers. Wild men. Hjolvard will bring ruin to King Yngvi. And now you have fouled your body, polluted it with the seed of that berserker,” he said as he eyed me over. “You let him touch and paw you like some whore. His hands all over you—”

      “We were wed in the temple, in the eyes of the gods.”

      But Father had not heard me. In his anger, he was still raving. “—opening your legs to that man, your maidenhead wasted on him,” he whispered angrily, his eyes bulging.

      Something inside my mind snapped. “What, are you jealous? Angry that you were not the man to have it? Are you envious that he took what you dared not take yourself? I know your mind, Father. I am not stupid. I know you desire me in a way a father should not desire his daughter.”

      My father slapped me.

      I felt the sting of his hand on my cheek, but I didn’t move. I held my place. His anger proved what I had suspected. I was not wrong.

      “Mark my words, he will die on these raids. You will be in my hands again, and you will pay for what you have done,” Father said, his words dark and ominous. He turned and walked away.

      I stood there for a long time. My legs shook. In awe that I’d had the courage to speak the unspoken, and that Father’s rage and lack of denial had proven I was right, I mulled what to do now.

      Overhead, a pair of ravens cawed as they flew toward the dock.

      Svafa.

      Svafa.

      I took a deep breath, then turned and went back to the hall. Angantyr and his brothers were laughing merrily, drinking, and eating. I sought out Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar. Ingeborg sat with them. She sipped her ale and nodded her head sadly, her face pale as snow.

      “May I join you?” I asked as I approached. While the heroes had welcomed me at the start, I didn’t know how they would accept me now.

      “Please, Lady Svafa,” Orvar-Odd said, motioning for me to sit. “Your face is very welcome here.”

      I sat beside them, unsure of what to say. “Hjalmar,” I began but then paused.

      “It is not your doing, Svafa. We know this. In fact, Ingeborg has told me you are doing what you can to turn the attention of Hjorvard elsewhere.”

      “I am. As much as I can.”

      Hjalmar nodded.

      “Perhaps I am with child,” Ingeborg mused. “That would dissuade him.”

      “I would not have my child born just to spite an interloper,” Hjalmar said.

      “Go to the temple,” I whispered. “Wed before you leave.”

      Ingeborg shook her head. “I cannot. We cannot. I am the king’s daughter.”

      A flash of shame crossed my face. “Yes, you’re right.”

      “Oh,” Ingeborg exclaimed. “I mean nothing in offense to you, Svafa. Please, forgive me,” she said, then took my hand.

      “Your station is well above mine, Princess. I understand. There is nothing to forgive.”

      From the dock, a horn sounded. The long, lonesome call echoed across Uppsala. In the hall, the men cheered. Most of the assembly had already gone, but those who were left took their last bites and drinks and readied themselves to go.

      “I wish you both safe voyages on the sea, successful raids, and will see you both safely returned to these halls,” I told Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar.

      “And you, Lady Svafa. May the gods, who seem to be playing with us all, keep you safe,” Orvar-Odd said.

      “May Odin’s blessings be on you, Lady,” Hjalmar told me. He turned then to Ingeborg, helping her up. She looked like she may faint.

      I took her other arm. “Come, Ingeborg. We will send the men off with our smiles and blessings,” I told her.

      At that, Ingeborg and I followed the others out of the hall. Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd walked before us as we exited the hall and made our way to the water.

      Angantyr soon fell into step beside me. “Princess,” he told her politely.

      “I wish you a safe journey,” she told him, but I could see her expression was strained.

      He inclined his head to her.

      When we reached the water, Ingeborg stopped to give Hjalmar her private goodbyes. I scanned the boats for my father. He was already onboard with the men of Dalr. I would not speak to him again.

      Angantyr took me gently by the arm. “Wish me a safe voyage.”

      “Of course, husband. May all the gods watch over you. And in the night, when you are lonely, look to the moon. I shall sing every night, filling the heavens with my song. My words will find their way to you.”

      Angantyr grinned then looked closely at my mouth.

      I laughed. “What is it?”

      “You speak with the poetry of a skald. I know there are runes somewhere in there. When I return, I will have to kiss you many times to find them all.”

      “I shall look forward to that.”

      Angantyr set his hand on my stomach once more. “My fiery one,” he said in a low voice. “It will be months before I return. Perhaps I shall see a new face when I arrive.”

      “Let’s hope it is not so long.”

      Angantyr nodded.

      “Please do what you can about your brother. I fear for you all if you cannot persuade him.”

      “I shall try.” Angantyr stroked my cheek. “Beautiful Svafa. My heart is yours.”

      “And mine is yours. Come back to me safely.”

      He grinned. “Is there any doubt? Don’t forget me.”

      I laughed. “How could I ever forget you, my amber-eyed man? My love,” I whispered then kissed him once more.

      Again, the horn sounded.

      We looked back at the boat. Angantyr’s brothers waved for him to come.

      He squeezed my hand. With regret in his eyes, he let me go.

      I turned to see Hjalmar leave Ingeborg as well. I went to her and held her arm.

      “They will return. They are strong men. The strongest here. Do not fear,” I told her.

      The princess said nothing.

      One by one, the boats navigated away from the docks and began the long ride back toward the sea. Ingeborg and I waved farewell. When the last ship was out of sight, I felt the princess’s knees go weak.

      “Take me back to the hall,” she whispered.

      Together, we walked in silence. In the great hall, the king was still chatting cheerfully with those who had remained behind. But Ingeborg was as quiet as the grave. I led her to her room where I found Aud. Together, we lowered her onto her bed where the princess dissolved into tears like the one she loved the most in the world had died. The depth of her sorrow perplexed me. Why did she despair? Hjalmar would return soon enough, and surely Hjorvard would relent his claim with a little persuasion. What was there to grieve? Why was she acting like she’d just sent Hjalmar off to his death? But as I mulled over the questions, my own heart twisted with a sharp pang as shadows began to creep in all around the edges.
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      The months drifted away. I was unsurprised to confirm that Angantyr and I were expecting a child. The gods had truly blessed our union. My stomach grew round. The enormity of the blessing brought me great joy. I visited the great temple of Uppsala each day to offer prayers to Odin, Thor, and Freyr in thanks for bringing me my love and a child all in one.

      Ingeborg’s experience was quite the opposite. Where I grew rounder and rosier with each passing day, the princess grew pale and gaunt. She ate little, drank constantly, and was often of unsound mind. She was often belligerent with her father as her anger over her father’s decision weighed on her mind.

      “Look at you,” she told me one day as we sat by the fire in her bedchamber. “You look like a ripe apple. I, too, could enjoy such bliss if it hadn’t been for my father. I am like a tree losing its leaves for want of Hjalmar. You…you are like the sleeping crocus waiting to bloom in the hands of your love once more, bursting with life hidden below the surface.” There was seething jealousy and anger in her voice. But I knew the anger was not directed at me.

      “Ingeborg, you must hold tight to your faith. Pray to the gods. Come with me to the temple today. We will pray for Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd together. Let the gods know your will, offer them your prayers.”

      Ingeborg huffed. “The gods have forgotten me.”

      “Why would they? What have you ever done to displease them?”

      “I live. Perhaps that is enough. They took my only sister when she was just a girl. They took my mother. Now they have taken my love from me. The gods never loved me as they have loved you, Svafa.”

      “Perhaps if you give them a great offering, it will please them. A horse or cow might win their favor. It is autumn now, and the harvest will come soon. The men will begin to return. Let’s go to the temple together. If you appeal to Odin—”

      “Odin sees me only with his blind eye,” she said then went to the table to refill her cup. “I will not wed Hjorvard. I would rather die. Do you understand me, Svafa? Maybe he is a hero, a strong man, a warrior. But he is not Hjalmar. I will not accept anyone but the man I love. I’d rather die otherwise. The gods be damned,” she said, then drank.

      Her words sent a chill down my spine. “Ingeborg…you should not speak such of the gods.”

      She grunted unhappily, picked up the decanter, then headed out of her room.

      Sighing, I rose. Since the company had departed, the king had seen fit to give me my own bedchamber not far from that of the princess. Aud now attended me. She was busily weaving when I entered my chamber. She eyed me over, looking closely at my belly.

      “It’s a girl,” she said, her gaze narrowing.

      “Are you now a völva, Aud?” I asked with a chuckle.

      She shook her head. “No. You are carrying high. It’s a girl.”

      “A girl,” I said, tapping my fingers on my stomach. “I have thought only of a son.”

      “Then you best start thinking of a name for your daughter. The men will return now that the cold winds have begun blowing. Soon, your husband will be here.”

      “And his brother along with him,” I said under my breath.

      In the months that had passed, the situation had become more complicated when it was announced that Prince Alf and Bera would wed at the harvest blót at the end of the month. Now my only hope fell on Angantyr to convince his brother the princess was not worth the battle with Hjalmar. The real trouble was that Hjorvard had no interest in Ingeborg as a person. He wanted what most men were not bold enough to try to claim. He wanted to marry the princess as a reach for the throne. Married to Ingeborg, he was very well-situated to claim the prize. Hjalmar saw only Ingeborg. Hjorvard saw the throne. It seemed to me, despite my best hopes, that neither man would give up what they desired very easily.

      

      The harvest blót came and went, the marriage of Bera and Prince Alf along with it. Nearly half the men returned, but there was no word or Angantyr, Hjalmar, or my father. Not long after the festival, I was in the great temple where I had come to leave a wheat doll I had made when a horn at the docks sounded. Quickly leaving the offering, I hurried toward the temple door. But a gythia dressed in a long black robe, her face painted with runes, called to me.

      “It is not who you seek, Svafa. But still, you are needed. Go,” she said.

      Puzzled by her words, I hurried to the dock. There, I spotted two boats. I didn’t know the colors of either. Many of the men on the ships were wounded. Some were being lifted off on pallets. Fearing for Angantyr, I looked over the men only to realize Father was amongst the injured.

      I rushed to join them, holding my heavy belly as I walked quickly.

      King Yngvi was already there. I caught the conversation as I approached.

      “Six ships lost and many of the men wounded. The jarl…we fished him from the sea, but could save no others.”

      I gasped. Forgetting myself, I approached the men, interrupting the king’s conversation. “Are all the men of Dalr…”

      “Drowned, Lady Svafa. We were ambushed. Injured, we fled. Much of our treasure was lost. The sea took the men and most of the loot.”

      “We are thankful you have returned with your lives. Take the wounded to the hall,” the king said. He motioned for us all to go. I joined the men carrying my father, who was laid out on a stretcher. His face was pale, his lips blue. There was a terrible wound on his shoulder. Someone had bound it, but I could see the injury had been hastily treated.

      Behind me, the king carried on his discussion.

      “There is more, King Yngvi,” the man told him. “The sons of Arngrim have made for Bolmsö, and Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar returned to Orvar-Odd’s father’s holdings. They will meet on Samso to settle the matter of Ingeborg. The victor will return to claim the princess.”

      “I don’t understand. They had intended one-on-one combat,” King Yngvi said.

      “Word came of Prince Alf’s marriage to Bera. Apparently, Hjorvord had decided she was a suitable bride and had intended to ask for her rather than the princess upon his return. When he learned Bera was already wed, there was a quarrel between the parties. The brothers will fight whatever men Orvar-Odd and Hjalmar bring.”

      “Dammit,” King Yngvi said angrily.

      I stopped and looked back at the man. “All of the brothers?”

      The man stopped short, his eyes briefly meeting mine before he gazed at my round belly. “Yes, Lady Svafa.”

      My hands began to tremble as I envisioned Hjalmar and Angantyr fighting. It could not be. This was not right. How had this happened?

      “Svafa, say nothing to Ingeborg,” King Yngvi told me.

      I inclined my head to him, then turned and quickly rejoined the men carrying Father.

      Odin. Thor. Balder. Watch over Angantyr. Please. Watch over my love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Weeks passed. I grew larger but more filled with worry with the turn of every moon. But I kept my promise to Angantyr. Each night, no matter the chill, I bundled up warmly and stepped outside to sing a melody into the night’s sky. There was little news. A traveler came speaking of Orvar-Odd. Legend had it that the hero had received gifts from the gods in preparation for battle: a shirt made of fabric that could withstand any weapon and an enchanted quiver. It was a story, nothing more. No one really knew what was happening. We were all left waiting.

      The shell of the person who had once been Ingeborg said almost nothing. Living in a drunken stupor, the girl merely stared into the fire and waited. I realized, at some point, she was so far gone that she didn’t even seem to remember what she was waiting for. The princess stopped brushing her hair or changing her clothes. She simply sat by the fire and drank.

      The wound Father sustained had rendered him unconscious for weeks. It was nearly Yule when there was finally a change.

      “Lady Svafa,” a servant, who was breathless from running, called. “Come quickly. The jarl.”

      I rose slowly. My child had grown large over the months that had passed. I had hoped that Angantyr would return to Uppsala after the raids, but the animosity between Hjalmar and Hjorvard had ruined everything. Angantyr was right. When he saw me again, I would be holding his child.

      I worked my way to the chamber in which they’d housed Father. The gothar had sent those learned in healing to attend to him, but few could say if he would live or die. As I made my way to his chamber, part of me hoped he was gone. I loved my father and hated him. If he was dead, Angantyr could return with me to Dalr and become jarl. Asta could reject Calder and marry Egil. Everything would be fine.

      But I was not so lucky. I walked into the chamber to find Father sitting upright on his cot.

      I swallowed my disappointment and let the love for my father swell inside me once more. “Father,” I said, going to him.

      He looked up at me, pausing when he saw my huge belly.

      “I am so glad to see you awake. How are you? Do you have any pain?” I asked, reaching out for him.

      He slapped my hand away. “Go from my sight,” he hissed.

      The servant gasped then turned away.

      I stood as still as stone. After a moment, I composed myself once more. “Please call for someone from the temple to see to my father and ensure he is well,” I told the servant, then turned and left.

      Angantyr. Angantyr. Come back to me.

      

      My father did not speak to me again. From that day on, he acted as if I did not exist, and I began to wonder what to do next. When my father began making preparations to return to Dalr, I balked. Unsure of what to do, I went to the king.

      “King Yngvi, may I have a word?”

      “Svafa? By Freya, you have grown so large. You will come to it soon.”

      “Yes. I think so. Your Majesty, my father will return to Dalr. I… I cannot go. I was wondering if I might stay in Uppsala until there is word of Angantyr.”

      “Of course. Of course. I am sorry to see the rift between you and your father. It is a mirror to my own pain,” he said, glancing back into the hall where Ingeborg sat by the fire.

      “There is still no word?” I whispered.

      The king shook his head. “I have done wrong by my daughter, Svafa. If I had it to do over, I would have thought of her heart. Even now, she could look as you do, whereas my daughter is now nothing more than a ghost,” he said, then sighed. “Svafa…have you thought of what you might do if…if the news is not in your favor?”

      “No. Perhaps…perhaps I could go to Bolmsö, to my father-in-law.”

      “I do not know Arngrim. But you are always welcome here. In you, perhaps, I can make some amends to the gods for my own mistakes.”

      “Thank you, King Yngvi. May the gods find a way to resolve this nightmare without bloodshed,” I said, but even as I spoke, I knew that was not our way. The gods wouldn’t resolve this without blood. And while I had liked Hjalmar and Orvar-Odd very much, and I’d grown to love Ingeborg, I was relieved when I remembered that Angantyr wielded the sword Tyrfing, a blade that brought death whenever it was drawn.

      

      On the third day after Father had awoken, he began his final preparations and had a ship readied to brave the winter seas and return home to Dalr—without me. I was still deciding what to do when a horn sounded from the dock. The long call stirred Ingeborg from her stupor. Her eyes seemed to clear. She looked at me.

      Both of us knew in that single moment that word had finally come.

      Ingeborg stood up slowly.

      “Daughter,” the king called, hurrying to her.

      Moving slowly, I rose. The three of us headed out together.

      Aud met me midway to the door and helped me pull on my cloak. “It’s icy and slick. The news will be the same if you go slow or fast. For the sake of that belly, go carefully,” she cautioned me. But the same urgency that had struck Ingeborg pulled at me.

      Angantyr.

      Angantyr.

      We hurried outside. Everyone in Uppsala had come out to see. As we made our way toward the dock, I eyed the ships.

      “Father, Father look,” Ingeborg said, almost breathless.

      There, amongst the vessels, was a ship with an orange-and-blue sail.

      Ingeborg left us, racing to the dock.

      I hurried my steps. Aud held fast to me as we rushed to catch up with the princess. I eyed the people gathered there, looking for any familiar shape.

      At last, I spotted Orvar-Odd.

      My hands shook.

      The warrior’s arm was in a sling, his eye blackened, and there was a terrible gash down the side of his face.

      “Orvar-Odd. Orvar-Odd! Where is he? Tell me what happened? Where is Hjalmar?” Ingeborg practically screamed, clutching desperately to Orvar-Odd.

      “Orvar-Odd,” King Yngvi said, pulling his daughter back. “We are very glad to see you alive. Come to the hall. You will not give your news cold and wounded outside in the snow. Come inside.”

      “Father,” Ingeborg protested.

      “Come,” King Yngvi said again, walking with Orvar-Odd.

      Saying nothing, and barely looking any of us in the eyes, the hero followed the king back to the hall.

      I stopped and looked back at the crew. I didn’t recognize the men. None of them were injured. In truth, they did not look like warriors at all but merely men of the sea. The vessel they sailed was a sturdy fishing ship, good for sailing along the shore, but not across open water.

      Something wasn’t right here.

      As I looked, I realized that Father was standing there. The ship he had planned to sail back to Dalr—regardless of the frozen weather—was all but ready. I caught his eye. We held one another’s gaze for a long moment, then I turned and followed the others to the hall.

      Once inside, the king led Orvar-Odd to the fire and called for food and drink. The man took a mug of hot mead, sipping it lightly, but waved away the food when it arrived.

      “You must tell us, Orvar-Odd. We are ready,” King Yngvi said.

      He sipped once more then looked from Ingeborg, whose eyes were bugging from her head, to me. His eyes rested on my large belly. After a long time, he blinked hard. I saw then that there were tears in his eyes. He cleared his voice then spoke. “Hjalmar and I met to do battle with the sons of Arngrim. They were twelve strong brothers, and Hjalmar and I were with ten strong men. I fought with my men, side by side. All the sons of Arngrim fell save Angantyr and Hjorvard. But in the end, all my men died as well. When Angantyr fought, the sword Tyrfing shimmered like the sun. It cut through my fighters like they were made of butter. Then, Hjalmar and Hjorvard met and fought. Hjalmar defeated the great Hjorvard in battle,” he said.

      Ingeborg gasped. “Then where is he?”

      Orvar-Odd raised his hand.

      “The rest of the story, I do not know well. In the fighting, I took a blow to the head and woke some hours later. But when I woke, I found Hjalmar…fatally wounded by the dwarven sword Tyrfing, whose cut is lethal to any man. But the sword…Tyrfing came to King Svarflami with three curses. First, it took the life of King Svarflami himself. Now it has taken the life of Angantyr, whom I found killed by his own blade. Hjalmar slew Angantyr with the sword. But the sword also wounded Hjalmar. He followed Angantyr close behind in death. Angantyr was dead when I found him. Hjalmar…I was able to say goodbye. My princess, his last words to me were to tell you how much he loves you,” Orvar-Odd said, then burst into tears.

      Ingeborg swooned then fainted, her father catching her before she fell to the floor.

      “Quickly, help me lie the princess down,” the king said, motioning to the servants.

      I rose, unsure what to do or where to go, my mind completely numb.

      “Svafa,” Orvar-Odd whispered. “Svafa, I am sorry. He…Angantyr was dead when I reached him, his own sword in his chest. There was nothing I could do.”

      My hands were shaking, my knees weak. I asked, “Where is he now? What was done with his body? Where is the sword, Tyrfing?”

      “Buried. I stayed behind and buried them all on Samso. I laid Angantyr down with the sword and buried the damned thing, so it may bring no harm to another living soul. Svafa, I gave them all the best funeral I could. They were great warriors, all of them. Surely Odin will greet them in Valhalla. Oh, Svafa,” he said, looking at my stomach once more. “I am so sorry.”

      As if the child could feel my distress, the babe within me rolled and kicked out as if angry at the terrible news.

      “The sons of Arngrim are dead? All of them?” a voice asked from behind me.

      I turned to see Father there.

      “Yes, Jarl,” Orvar-Odd answered.

      I dared not look at my father.

      “Ingeborg? Ingeborg,” the king cried in panic. He shook the princess who lay on the floor. I could only see her feet, but her legs were thrashing wildly.

      “Someone run to the temple. We need a gothi,” a housecarl called.

      “Ingeborg! Ingeborg,” the king called. “She can’t hear me. Her eyes are rolling back in her head. Ingeborg!”

      I stared in horror as she convulsed on the floor, her feet drumming against the stones. Foam dripped from her mouth. You could see the whites of her eyes. Orvar-Odd stared in terror as the scene.

      A moment later, Ingeborg grew still.

      The whole room fell silent.

      The king pressed his ear to her chest.

      No one moved.

      No one breathed.

      The king rocked back on his heels, a look of devastation on his face. “No. No, no, no. Ingeborg,” he wailed.

      Orvar-Odd stepped back.

      The child within me kicked hard, and I felt a terrible strain in my lower back and groin.

      “She’s dead,” the king cried. “She’s dead. My only child. She’s dead.”

      I covered my mouth with my hands and backed away. The babe within me railed. Not knowing what to do, where to go, I turned and fled the hall.

      “Svafa,” Orvar-Odd called.

      But I didn’t stop. Cradling my stomach in my hand, I rushed away. I saw a group of priests coming from the temple, all of them running quickly.

      It was too late.

      She was dead.

      They were all dead.

      “Svafa,” Orvar-Odd called once more. He was standing at the door to the hall, a distressed look on his face.

      Tears streaming down my cheeks, I raced to the temple. This wasn’t real. This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t right. How had it come to this? How had everything fallen apart? No. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Hjalmar was supposed to return and marry Ingeborg. Angantyr was supposed to return to take me to Bolmsö to live with him and have his child. Now…

      As I hurried away, I felt hot wetness between my legs. Pain rocked my groin.

      “Oh, no. No. Not now, no,” I whispered.

      I pushed open the doors of the temple and hurried across the space, throwing myself onto the floor before the effigies of the gods.

      “Odin, how could you? Why? All-Father, where are you? Why would you curse me? My love? My child? Why have you done this? Mighty Thor? Freyr? You showed us one another in the runes. Why have you taken my love? Why?” I screamed. “Sif, where are you? My shining Balder, why have you abandoned me?”

      Black spots appeared before my eyes.

      Svafa.

      Svafa.

      “Don’t whisper to me. You have betrayed me. You have betrayed everything I love. I have done nothing to displease the gods. Why have you abandoned me?”

      But was it true? Hadn’t I gone against my father to wed Angantyr? And for what? He was dead, my father had abandoned me, and now I had a fatherless child and no place in this world.

      “You gods, why have you done this to me?” I whispered then rose, my legs shaking.

      Birthing pains wracked me.

      “No,” I whispered again. Liquid pooled onto my dress. I felt like someone was stabbing a knife into my lower back. “No. Take me too. Take us both. We will be a family together in Valhalla.”

      My legs shaking, I walked from the temple back outside. It was snowing now, and a brisk winter wind was blowing. I had nowhere to go. I had nothing. My father had forsaken me. I could not return to Dalr. The king’s daughter was dead because of my husband’s actions. Ingeborg had died of a broken heart. I could not stay here. There was no place for my child and me.

      Svafa.

      With shaky legs, I made my way through the town to the water.

      I had no place but with Angantyr.

      Since that was so, my child and I would join him in Valhalla.

      “Odin, All-Father, I will join him now. We will be together in Valhalla,” I whispered. I set my eyes on the frigid waters. The chill of the waves and the weight of the water in the folds of my dress would pull me under and take me quickly.

      Hurrying, I made my way to the edge of the dock.

      Fenrir had swallowed the sun. How could he just be gone? And Hjalmar? And Ingeborg? And all his brothers? No.

      It wasn’t right if I lived.

      It wasn’t fair.

      “Svafa?” a voice called. I turned to see Orvar-Odd hurrying toward me. “Svafa, no!”

      I turned, holding my heavy belly, and sprinted to the end of the pier and threw myself into the water. The thin ice broke when I plunged under. The shock of the cold water hit me hard, but the waves began to pull me under at once. I looked up at the surface of the water at the sky beyond. It was dark, but I could see the full moon distorted by the waves. But under the water, it was black and silent. So silent. The babe within me kicked and squirmed. But I closed my eyes and simply let go, letting the icy deep pull me under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the sound of the wolves that first got my attention. They howled and howled, a chorus of voices calling at the full moon. The wolf moon. That’s what they called the moon at this time of year. The winter moon always riled the animals, the wolves calling to the silvery orb. But it seemed to me that the moon itself howled, outraged at the turn of events.

      “Push, Svafa. You must push, or you will both die,” Aud called to me, but she seemed so far away.

      I opened my eyes a crack.

      “She’s here. Her eyes are open. Svafa, push. For your child’s sake, you must push,” Aud told me.

      “They’re all dead,” I whispered to her.

      “Yes, and you will be too if you don’t push. Now, push,” she told me firmly.

      Somewhere nearby, I heard chanting and drumming. There was a strange smell in the room; someone was burning pungent leaves. All around me, I saw people in shadow. It was as if dozens of people had come to watch me birth the child of a dead man.

      I stared at the silhouettes, trying to make out the figures. My body felt like it was on fire.

      And still, the wolves howled.

      “Push, Svafa. You must push now,” Aud called.

      One of the shadows stepped forward.

      Angantyr.

      “Angantyr,” I whispered. He stared at me, his amber-colored eyes glowing with flames.

      “My songstress, you must bring my child into the world,” he whispered to me.

      “No, I will not. I want to be with you. We will come to you.”

      Outside, the wolves howled.

      “No, Svafa. You must push. For our daughter. For Hervor.”

      “Hervor,” I whispered. “No. I cannot. Please. Let me come with you.”

      “They call to her,” Aud told someone. “Stay with us, Svafa. Push.”

      Angantyr lay a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Forget me. Forget me until it’s time. Push. For her. For my daughter,” he whispered then stepped back.

      Through the darkness, a shimmering figure made of sunlight worked its way toward me. As it passed, its light illuminated Hjalmar and Ingeborg, who stood hand in hand, watching me, worry on their faces.

      The golden light flickered then I saw the face of a beautiful woman with hair made of gold.

      “My beautiful Svafa. My favorite,” she whispered. “Bring your daughter to this world. We will take away your pain and put her father’s fire into her. Now, push.”

      “Sif,” I whispered.

      The wolves howled.

      “Push,” Aud commanded loudly.

      And this time, I obeyed.

      The golden light nearby dimmed, and with it, the shadows of those who watched me.

      My body burned and ached. I pushed and pushed. Then, I heard a loud, angry cry.

      “Good, good,” Aud said. “Svafa. Well done. It’s a girl, Lady Svafa. Someone tell the jarl. His daughter is alive, and he has a beautiful, tiny granddaughter.

      “Hervor,” I whispered.

      Aud laughed. “And that her name is Hervor.”

      There was a commotion in the room, and a moment later, someone set a bundle in my hands.

      Forget, Svafa. Forget it all. No more pain. No more.

      “What’s this?” I asked, staring down at the squirming, angry-faced child in my hands.

      The attendant standing beside me laughed. “Your baby, Lady Svafa. Hervor.”

      “Hervor?”

      “That’s what you told us. Now, take her to breast. Such a loud creature. Full of fury, that one. Try to calm your babe, Lady.”

      “But I can’t have a child. I’m not even married.”

      Confused, I looked around the room and at myself. My legs were propped up, my gown bloody, and there was no denying the terrible pain that made every inch of my body hurt. But where was I? How had I gotten here? What was happening?

      “Where is my mother?” I asked.

      “Your mother?” a woman with a face full of freckles said, a confused look on her face. “In Dalr. Everything’s all right now, Lady Svafa. It’s over. Now you can just rest and calm your little one.”

      Outside, wolves howled, an echo of the tiny baby in my arms.

      Confused, I followed the urging of my body and set the baby to my breast. She latched at once, her mouth clamping on hard and sucking mightily. Pain shot through my body.

      “Just relax as we attend you,” the woman told me. “You were lucky. She’s such a wee one.”

      As I rested, I looked around the unfamiliar room.

      “Where am I?”

      “In your chamber…Lady Svafa, I think you’ve got yourself confused.”

      “Is my sister here?”

      “No. She…no one is here but your father.”

      “Please, please bring him here.”

      The woman cocked an eyebrow at me. “When we have you ready, Lady. This is not a sight for a man to see.”

      “I…I’m sorry. I don’t recognize this place. Where am I?”

      At that, all the women in the room stopped and looked at me.

      “You are in the great hall of King Yngvi in the city of Uppsala,” the woman said.

      I stared at her. “Uppsala?” How was that possible?

      She nodded.

      I looked around the room and at the child sucking hungrily on my breast once more. A huge swell of sadness washed over me. I didn’t know why, but I was full of despair. And yet… I couldn’t remember why. In fact, I couldn’t remember anything except the name they had told me. I gazed down at the small child in my arms, the prettiest and tiniest baby I had ever seen. I stroked her golden hair. “Hello, Hervor.”
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      My father arrived later. He seemed as confused as I was and asked me strange questions about men and women, warriors and princesses, whom I had never heard of and knew nothing about. The next day, a black-robed gythia arrived. Her eyes were lined with kohl, and there were runes on her brow. She sat across from me as I held the child I knew to be my daughter—though I did not know how such a thing was possible—in my hands. The child lay sleeping peacefully.

      “Do you know me?” the gythia asked.

      I looked the priestess over. “I know you serve the gods.”

      “Do you know my face?”

      I shook my head.

      “What do you know?”

      “That I’m Svafa, and she is Hervor. My father is Jarl Bjartmar, and I am from Dalr. Somehow, I have come to Uppsala. And somehow, I have a child.”

      The gythia stared at me. “Anything else?”

      “I remember…” I said, then paused. A pair of shimmering, amber-colored eyes came to mind, and with them, a man with striking red hair. But I didn’t know his name, only his face. “I don’t know. Everything is confused.” I looked down at the baby and back at the priestess. “Whose child is this?”

      “Yours.”

      “But…who is the father?”

      The gythia was silent. “I will not amend what the gods have rearranged. When the storm is calm, you will return to Dalr and forget this place,” she said then left.

      I stayed in the room, tending to my tiny baby as a fleet of strangers came to check on me. I was taken off guard when, after I had laid Hervor down to sleep, there was a knock on the door. I turned to find a bald-headed man there.

      “Sir,” I said politely.

      “Svafa, I will return home soon. I wanted to say…well, I have much to say, if you will hear it.”

      “I…go ahead,” I said, motioning to a seat near the fire.

      I took a seat across from the stranger. There was something so familiar in his looks and in the way he seemed to know me, but everyone here seemed like they knew who I was, yet I remembered nothing.

      “Great loss has come to all of us,” the man was saying. I realized then I had missed the first part of his speech. “I know you are grieving now, but I hate to see you so alone in the world. You have suffered too much. We all have. I will ask your father’s permission, of course, the jarl is owed that in excess after all he has suffered, but I thought you and I might make good companions. We can remember those we loved and lost together. And together, we can build a new life. Your babe is tiny. I will raise her as my own, and she will know me as a father. I think we can be happy together if you will have me, Lady Svafa.”

      “Are you…are you proposing to me?” I asked. Who was this man? Why in the world would I accept a marriage offer from him? He was a stranger to me.

      I turned to the thrall at the door. “Fetch my father.”

      Rising, I went to the fire.

      “Svafa?”

      I said nothing.

      “Svafa, I know you are suffering. As am I.  Come with me. We are well-suited to one another. I promise you, I will let nothing happen to you. I will protect you and your child. We can honor the dead together. Our marriage will heal the rift this tragedy has created.”

      I waited until my father appeared at the door. Feeling frightened and unsure, I hurried to him and took his arm. “Father, this stranger has asked for my hand in marriage.”

      Father looked startled. He gazed from me to the man.

      The stranger rose. “Jarl Bjartmar, given all your daughter has suffered and the condition in which she has found herself, I am proud to offer my hand to her in marriage. Our lands are not close to one another, and my people live far in the north, but I will watch over your daughter and granddaughter. I will protect her and honor her and you. I’d be proud if you would consider me, an honorable suitor, for your daughter. The king, I am sure, will speak well of me, if you were to ask.”

      “Have you answered Orvar-Odd?” Father asked me.

      “Is that your name? Orvar-Odd? I do not know you, sir. No, I have made no answer, Father. This man is a stranger to me.”

      “But Lady Svafa,” the man protested, a confused expression on his face.

      My father nodded thoughtfully. “Sit, Svafa. Watch over Hervor. Orvar-Odd, please, walk with me,” Father told the man, then the two of them disappeared down the hall.

      Once they were gone, the thrall who’d attended Hervor’s birth spoke. “You’ve made a mistake, Lady Svafa. You should say yes.”

      “Why?”

      “You really don’t remember anything, Lady? You are only alive because of him. It is Orvar-Odd who saved your life. He went into the ice after you, a broken arm and all. Do you remember nothing at all?”

      “I…I don’t know what you mean.”

      The woman clicked her tongue. “Loki has worked on you, Lady Svafa. Say yes, and you will be content. Orvar-Odd is a good man. Despite all the tragedy that has befallen, you would be well-suited to a husband like him. If you leave here with your father, I do not know what will become of you.”

      “Say nothing ill of my father,” I retorted sharply. “Leave me.”

      “Yes, my lady,” she said, and then left me alone.

      I went to the cradle where my daughter lay sleeping.

      “Hervor,” I whispered, gently touching her tiny hand. “Hervor, my daughter, I love you.”

      The child sighed contentedly in her sleep.

      But even as I stared at the child, my mind played tricks on me. Who was the father of this babe? The answer felt like it was on the tip of my mind. As I stared at Hervor, memories like shadows danced on the edge of my awareness. I saw visions of people I knew but didn’t know, events I didn’t remember clearly. Everything was a confusing mess. What had happened to me?

      I looked down the hallway.

      Orvar-Odd. The man’s presence had struck a sense of tranquility in my sad heart, a calm that felt good amongst all the confusion and chaos. But…why? How could I trust someone if I didn’t know them? Didn’t remember? If what the thrall said was true, then I could trust him—with my very life. But I didn’t know him. I had only my father to rely upon. But the thrall’s words echoed through my chest, each one carrying the pang of a painful truth I didn’t understand.

      I sat looking at my small child, my mind drifting as if it was being lulled to sleep.

      Sometime later, Father returned. “I have declined Orvar-Odd’s proposal on your behalf,” he told me.

      “Who?”

      “Orvar-Odd, the man who was here earlier.”

      “There was no man here earlier.” I thought back on the morning. I had not seen any man save Father.

      Father stared at me. “Get your rest. We will leave in the morning. The gothar promised the weather will hold until we return.”

      “All right.”

      “Svafa?”

      “Yes, Father?”

      “Do you really not remember?”

      “Remember what?”

      At that, Father turned and left the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke that night to the sound of crying. At first, I was confused. I thought it was wolves howling in the forest, calling to the moon. But as my senses focused, I realized it was a baby. Why was there a baby crying?

      “Asta, what is that? Whose baby is that?”

      A strange woman came to me there, carrying with her the squalling bundle. “Lady Svafa, Hervor is calling for you.”

      “Who?”

      “Hervor, your daughter,” she said, setting the bundle in my hands.

      I looked down at the tiny infant.

      “Hervor,” I whispered. “Yes, my daughter. I’m sorry, little one, I forgot,” I whispered then set her to breast. I looked up at the thrall. “Aud, where is Ingeborg? Has she seen the baby yet?”

      “Lady Svafa…Ingeborg is dead.”

      “Oh,” I said, but even as I tried to process the thought of the princess’s death, I began to forget who I was even talking about. “Where is Asta?”

      “Who?”

      “My sister.”

      “In Dalr, my lady. You will depart for home in the morning.”

      “All right. Are you packed?”

      “All your things are ready, Lady Svafa.”

      “But are you packed?”

      “Me? I am not coming. My place is here in Uppsala.”

      Uppsala? “All right.”

      “May the gods have mercy on you, Lady Svafa.”

      “Why?”

      The thrall shook her head and walked away.

      I nursed the baby then lay her beside me in the bed. She kicked her legs and stared off into the empty space before her as if she did not know what to make of this world.

      That made two of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      When the ship docked in Dalr, a large assembly of strangers came to greet us. I stared at the crowd. Mothers and fathers looked over the crew, their eyes searching. Their faces twisted with anguish when whomever they hunted was not there. Was the father of my child among the missing? I didn’t know. I couldn’t remember. As we made port, I felt massive relief. The winter travel had been difficult. The waves had tossed wildly, and the wind felt like ice. The crew had navigated the frozen reaches to bring us safely here. Despite the difficulty of the voyage, Hervor had slept peacefully most of the way. It was like the rough seas had calmed her. She was a teeny, feisty thing. For the first time, she had found something that thundered with the same wildness that ran in her veins.

      A short, dark-haired girl and a tall woman with a long, silver braid and a severe expression looked at me with disdain as I exited the boat, the tiny bundle in my hands.

      When she finally realized what I was holding, the older woman gasped. “What in the All-Father’s name is that?” she spat.

      “That is Hervor, Svafa’s daughter. Say nothing more about it,” Father told the woman.

      The woman turned her icy blue eyes on me. “A child? You have a child?”

      “Enough,” Father hissed.

      “A daughter? Svafa has a daughter?” the short girl asked with an angry snort. “You let Svafa wed in Uppsala? That is so unfair. You always favor her. Where is her husband?”

      To my shock, Father slapped the girl across the mouth so hard it drew blood. Tears came to the girl’s eyes. She turned and raced away.

      “Come to the hall. Rest yourselves, feast, and prepare for the return. Remember your word,” Father said, glaring knowingly at the men who’d sailed with us here. He motioned to me. “Come, Svafa.”

      Alongside my father, I made my way through the crowd. There was a small longhouse on the hill. It looked familiar to me, but it was much smaller in size than the hall at Uppsala. Father and I were headed in that direction, the stern woman marching behind us. As we walked, I spotted two women in the crowd. The first was dressed in heavy furs, her hair in a long braid. The second wore the robes of a gythia.

      Father motioned for them to come with us inside.

      The doors of the hall swung open, the warmth of the fire billowing out in translucent waves. I was relieved to get out of the bitter cold. The place had the familiar scent of ale and pine. I almost recognized the place.

      “Lady Svafa,” an elderly woman called, rushing across the room to greet me. “By Sif, your cheeks are red with chill. What…what is this?”

      “This is my daughter, Hervor,” I told the woman who I felt in my heart was my mother. “Your granddaughter.”

      “My…my granddaughter?” the woman said then laughed. “Most certainly, I will look after her as such, but don’t let your mother hear you say so,” she said, then cast a glance at the severe woman who had seated herself in a high chair on the dais.

      “You…you’re not my mother?”

      “Svafa. You jest. Have you been away so long you don’t know old Thora? Now, what have you named this beauty?”

      “Hervor.”

      “Hervor. Oh, what a beautiful child. And where is her father?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Thora laughed. “Well then, who is her father?”

      “I don’t know.”

      At that, Hervor began to fuss and let out a cry.

      “My lady?” Thora asked.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you well?”

      “Oh, yes. I’m just cold. Tell Ingeborg I’ll have some mead, if she’s left me any,” I said with a laugh.

      The woman stood very still. She gave me a long, hard look, then turned and left.

      I settled in by the fire, rocking the fussy baby. The two young women I’d seen outside came and sat across from me.

      “Yrsa, the shield-maiden has returned,” the gythia said, gesturing to me. “What do you make of that, Svafa?” she asked the blonde-haired woman beside her.

      “I wouldn’t know. I’m too spoiled to care for anyone but myself.”

      “I…I’m Yrsa?” I asked, my head feeling dizzy with confusion.

      “You’re quite wrong, Svafa,” the blonde-haired woman said to the priestess. “This is Freja here. Don’t you see how the knees of her dress are worn thin from her time in prayer to the gods.”

      “Oh, I see that now,” the girl answered.

      Tears came to my eyes, and I looked at them. “Please. Please stop. My head is aching. Who are you?”

      At that, the woman whose brow was painted with runes stopped. “Yrsa,” she whispered, latching on to the shield-maiden’s arm. “Yrsa, look.”

      “A babe. I see it.”

      “Not the child. Look at Svafa.”

      The two of them stared at me.

      I felt confused and unsure. I didn’t know who the women were, but I wanted to make them comfortable. “I am pleased to see you both here. It was a very long voyage in such winter weather. This is Hervor,” I said, motioning to the baby.

      The tall woman with the braid slipped onto the seat beside me. But rather than looking at Hervor, she held my arm and looked me in the eyes. “Svafa?” she whispered.

      I smiled at her. There was something familiar about her blue eyes, but I couldn’t quite place her. Strange, distant memories of sunshine, and bears, and… “Blackberries,” I whispered.

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. She nodded.

      “I know you?”

      Again, she nodded.

      “And you?” I asked, turning to the priestess. “Do I know you?”

      She nodded. “So, you found your amber-colored man?”

      “Who?”

      “And you returned to us like a shadow,” the woman said cryptically then looked at the shield-maiden. “The gods have been at work here. They have changed her.”

      “Why?” the shield-maiden asked.

      The priestess shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “I will speak to the men on the boat,” the shield-maiden said then rose.

      The gythia joined me. “May I see the girl?”

      I nodded, then handed my baby to her.

      “Hello, Hervor,” the priestess said. There was warmness, familiarity to the woman, but I did not remember her.

      Father approached us.

      “Freja,” he said, calling to the gythia.

      “Jarl Bjartmar. My congratulations on such a beautiful granddaughter.”

      Father huffed dismissively. “Does Svafa know you?”

      The woman shook her head.

      “Can you…can you explain it?” he asked her.

      “Before she left, the runes told me she would return like a shadow. I didn’t understand. I see now.”

      At that, the jarl nodded. “Do not press her. It upsets her.”

      “Yes, Jarl. But, Jarl…the father?”

      He shook his head, then turned and walked away.

      “Svafa,” the priestess said. “I am your friend. I have always been your friend. When you need me, find me. If you are ever afraid, may the gods lead you to me. And your daughter…she is always safe with Yrsa and me. If you remember nothing else, remember that the two of us love you. If you remember nothing else, remember that Yrsa and I will always watch over your girl.”

      To my shock, tears slid down my cheeks. “Thank you,” I said, moved but confused by the women’s closeness.

      After a time, the shield-maiden returned.

      “Well?” the priestess asked.

      “They will not talk,” she said then sat beside me once more. “No matter how much coin I offered.” After a long time, she turned to me and said, “My father is dead.”

      Her words hurt my heart. I didn’t remember her father, but great sorrow swelled in my breast. “I am sorry to hear it.”

      Yrsa nodded.

      We sat in silence. A short time later, Hervor began to cry. “She’s wet,” I said. “Perhaps there is a place for me to change her.”

      The shield-maiden waved to an ancient servant who was hovering nearby. “Take Svafa to her room to change the child. Make sure she rests. Thora, do not leave her. All is not well here.”

      “That is plain enough,” the old woman said. “Come along now, lady.”

      I rose then looked at the two women. “You should come again one day. I would like to know you better. And you should meet Ingeborg. You will love her,” I said, then curtsied nicely and headed to the back with the thrall.

      The woman led me to a chamber in the back of the longhouse. From the looks of it, the room housed two women. Therein, the servants were busy moving things around.

      “What’s happening here?” I asked.

      “Asta will move to her own quarters now that you have a child. I will stay with you, my lady,” the old woman told me.

      “That’s very kind of you. Who is Asta? The shield-maiden? I liked her very much.”

      “Asta is your sister,” the woman said, then motioned behind us. There, I saw a woman standing at the door. She was holding a cat as large as my child.

      I handed the baby to the maid. “Will you change her?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Where are my things from the ship?”

      “There, Lady Svafa,” the woman said, pointing.

      My head swam. Strange, dizzy images tumbled through my mind. I saw the girl standing in the doorway surrounded by a mob of kittens. The image struck me with an odd thought and a desire to check my belongings. I dug into my pack. First, I pulled out a red gown made of exotic cloth. The material was so smooth, I paused to touch it. It couldn’t have been mine. I never owned a dress like that. Setting it aside, I dug deeper until I found a blue gown. I checked the pocket wherein I located a small, wrapped package. I crossed the room to the girl and handed her the parcel. “I think…I think this is for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a bubble of a laugh. And I meant it. I didn’t remember, but somehow, I knew it was for her.

      Dropping the cat, the girl took the package. I bent low to pet the creature. To my surprise, it came willingly to me, rubbing its head on my hand. I watched the girl as she unwrapped the package, pulling out a necklace. On it were blue beads and the silver pendant of a cat that looked like the one she’d held.

      “You got this for me?”

      “I think so. Yes, yes I did.”

      The girl stared at me. “Thank you, Svafa.”

      I smiled at her.

      “Svafa…your daughter. Where is her father?” the girl asked me.

      “Lost at sea, I think. I can’t remember.”

      “Asta, keep in mind what your father said,” the thrall told her.

      “And you mind your tongue. I am doing the asking here,” she retorted then turned to me once more. “What do you mean you don’t remember? How can you not remember?”

      “Asta,” the thrall warned again.

      “Chide me once more, Thora, and I’ll have you thrashed.”

      “Do you like the necklace?”

      “Yes, very much. I’m amazed you thought of me.”

      I shrugged. But even as I stared at the girl, that same strange dizziness began to cloud my memories. The room began to feel foreign. The girl was speaking, but I couldn’t really hear her. Strange memories played through my mind, and I saw a man with amber-colored eyes staring at me, his expression full of love.

      “Svafa, did you hear me?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Did you talk to Father about Calder?”

      “Who is Calder?”

      “Svafa…what…what do you mean? You promised me you would dissuade Father. The marriage to Calder is all but set for the spring blót.”

      “Dissuade him from what? He already told you to choose between Hjalmar and Hjorvard.”

      “What? What are you talking about? Calder. Did you convince him about Calder?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You stupid, spoiled girl. How could you forget me like this? I asked one thing of you!”

      The thrall tutted at her. “Asta, Svafa is not well. She does not remember.”

      I turned and looked at the woman who’d spoken, confused not to find Aud there. “Where is Aud?” I asked.

      “Who is Aud?” the short woman at the door asked me. She was holding a pendant in her hand. On it was the image of a cat. “That pendant looks just like this cat,” I said, motioning to the cat sitting on the floor. “It’s so charming. Where did you get it?”

      The girl stared at me.

      “You see,” Thora grumbled under her breath.

      “You fell through the ice. That’s what Father said,” the girl told me.

      “Who fell through the ice?” I asked.

      The dark-haired girl’s face softened. “Svafa?”

      “Yes?”

      “Where did I get this?” She held out a necklace. It had silver and blue beads and a pendant of a cat.

      “That looks just like this cat! How funny. I don’t know, but it’s very lovely.”

      The girl stared at me for a long moment, then scooped up her cat and turned and walked away.

      I shrugged then went to Thora. “Thank you, Thora,” I said then took the baby from her arms. “Come here, Hervor. Come to your mother.”

      “Svafa?” a voice called from the door.

      I turned to find Father there.

      “Leave us,” he said, motioning to Thora and the others who departed.

      Father motioned for me to come sit on the bed. I did as he asked. He took a seat beside me.

      “Would you like to hold her?” I asked, offering Hervor to him.

      Father huffed. “Cursed child. I’d rather spit on her face than look at her. We should have thrown her into the sea.”

      I clutched Hervor tightly. “What? Why?”

      “Her father… Svafa, do you remember nothing?”

      “I remember…” I said, and then thought hard. There was nothing. Only shadows. I shook my head.

      Father nodded, then reached out and stroked my cheek. “You are my daughter again, then.”

      “Father! I have always been your girl.”

      At that, Father smiled lovingly at me. “I will have it thus. I will let you raise the baby, but we must keep her under our thumb. We will sprinkle her with rose water and make her a maiden whose beauty rivals her mother’s. We will teach her womanly arts, and to be gentle and feminine. If we do this, the fire within her will lie sleeping and will not come back to ruin us all.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t worry, Svafa. I am here for you. I will always be here for you,” Father said then kissed me on my brow. “You who know your father’s desires so well. I will see to you,” he said then kissed my cheek. He paused, then set a kiss on my lips.

      I turned quickly away. “Father,” I said with a nervous laugh, feeling a strange sensation of awkwardness, illness, and fear wash over me.

      At the door, someone cleared their throat.

      I turned to find Mother there. “That dress is very becoming, Mother,” I told her, eyeing the dark purple gown she wore. “You look very pretty.”

      She stared at me, hatred in her eyes.

      “What do you plan to do with the child?” Mother asked Father.

      “What a stupid question. She is Svafa’s daughter. She will live here.”

      “Who is that child’s father?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Mother stilled. Her hands were clenched into fists. “Who is that child’s father?”

      Father looked at her long and hard, and suddenly, I realized the accusation in her words. The gaping pit in my stomach opened and threatened to swallow me whole when I put the same question to myself. Was…was my father the babe’s sire? No. No, it couldn’t be.

      No. Svafa. Not him.

      I closed my eyes. I felt flames and warmth. I remembered the summer sun, saw runes made of fire in the night’s sky.

      “A dead man,” Father told her. “That is all you need to know.”

      At that, Mother turned and left.

      “Rest now, Daughter,” Father told me. “It was a long voyage. After you've had some sleep, you will come to the hall and sing for us.”

      At that, I laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, Father. You know I have the voice of a frog. Let Asta sing. No one wants to hear me,” I said, then fussed with Hervor’s wrappings once more.

      Without another word, Father rose and left. But as he went, I swore I saw tears in his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Five years later

      

      “Come on, Hervor. You’re too slow,” I called back to my daughter as I raced across the field toward the sacred grove.

      “I am not. I am faster than you. I am faster than Leif. I am faster than anyone in Dalr,” Hervor retorted defiantly then rushed past me to the edge of the forest.

      She stood there with her hands on her hips, staring me down as I caught up with her. Her face was so full of fury that I laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” she demanded.

      “You look angry,” I told her. “And adorable at the same time.”

      “I am not adorable,” she snapped, then turned and looked into the woods. “Now, where?”

      “First, we shall go to the tree and whisper. Then, we will climb the hill beyond and go to the fields where the wild strawberries grow.”

      Breathing hard, I held my side, and we made our way into the forest. Here, away from the summer sun, it was cool. The leaves overhead rustled softly, sending dapples of light onto the forest floor. Hervor and I made our way to Grímnir’s Eye. It was another week before the midsummer rites, but already the gothar had begun their preparations. They worked busily preparing the grove for the ceremony to come. As Hervor and I passed, they inclined their heads to us.

      When we arrived at the tall tree, both Hervor and I looked up into the branches.

      “There,” Hervor said. “Look. Do you see them?”

      “See what?”

      “Huginn and Muninn, the All-Father’s ravens?”

      I stared into the leaves, seeing nothing. “No. I don’t see them.”

      “But they’re right there,” Hervor said in frustration. “Honestly, Mother. You really don’t see them?”

      I shook my head.

      “Ahh, there they go,” she added, pointing.

      I looked in the direction she pointed but still saw nothing.

      “Let’s follow them,” Hervor said then moved to go.

      “First, go to the tree. Pray to the gods,” I said.

      Frustrated, Hervor went to the massive old tree. She set her hands on the bark and leaned in, whispering.

      I looked up into the leaves of the tree once more, feeling the sunlight on my face.

      Great Odin. Sunny Balder. Lady Sif. I want to remember. Something. Anything. Just let me remember.

      “I’m done. Let’s go,” Hervor said.

      Sighing, I looked away.

      As always, the gods were silent.

      Leading Hervor, I headed deep into the woods. Taking the child’s hand, we navigated the slippery stones in the stream then worked our way up the mountain on the other side. It was a hard climb—harder than I remembered—but Hervor did not complain. Holding onto roots, rocks, and trees, she pulled herself up. After a long hike, we finally reached the meadow. The beautiful field was covered in wildflowers.

      “Yes,” Hervor cried. “Look, there they are,” she said, pointing to an empty sky. Pulling up her dress, exposing her legs, she fastened her gown with her belt so she could run freely. She took off like a wild thing across the field.

      I watched her as she ran, her arms spread like wings. She swooped and turned, her gold hair shimmering in the summer sunlight.

      I sat down in the tall grass and watched her, happy of her joy. In the hall, she moped like a flower in the dark. Only when she was running wild with the other children in the village or chasing after her cousin, Leif, Asta and Calder’s eldest, was she truly happy. But here, in the wild, she was completely free to be who she wanted, unwatched, uncorrected by Father who seemed to hate everything she did—everything she was, for no reason I could understand.

      “Woohoo,” Hervor called, tumbling through the grass. She re-emerged with a stick, which she brandished before her like a sword. The light struck the bark of the branch, making it shimmer in the sunlight.

      The image of it caught me off guard.

      For a single moment, I remembered something: a man with striking red hair and amber-colored eyes and a sword that glimmered like the sun.

      Svafa.

      Svafa with runes on your tongue. I love you. I am waiting for you.

      Breathless, Hervor raced over to me, her stick before her. “Kneel before me or pray for death,” she called in jest, but then she lowered her stick. “Mother, you’re crying. Why? Did I frighten you?”

      “Oh. No. But you are very fierce, like the giantess Angrboda.”

      Hervor rolled her eyes then threw the stick aside. She sat down beside me and took my hand. “Why are you crying?”

      I gazed into her amber-colored eyes. The shock of their color moved me so that I could barely hold back the moan that wanted to escape my lips.

      “Mother?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Something is making you sad. Did you see something that upset you?”

      I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. “I…I don’t know. No. It’s nothing. As long as I have you, I can never be sad. As long as I have you and those amber eyes, I will be just fine.”

      Hervor kissed me on my head then pulled back. “Don’t worry, Mother. As long as I am here, you will be safe. As long as I have my trusty sword,” she said, picking up the stick once more, “I will protect you from raiders, and giants, and dragons.”

      “You would slay dragons for me?”

      “I would slay the world for you,” she replied, then turned and ran back into the field wielding her sword.

      I sat still, my soul trembling, as her innocent words rocked me to my very core.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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            Shield-Maiden: Under the Howling Moon

          

        

      

    

    
      Ready to continue the Road to Valhalla series? Begin Hervor’s tale in Shield-Maiden: Under the Howling Moon, The Road to Valhalla Book 1. Available now on Amazon.
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      Chosen by Odin. Destined for Valhalla.

      
        
        In my dreams, Odin whispers to me.

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

        He tells me my road will bring me to Valhalla.

      

        

      
        But when I wake, I'm only Hervor. Fatherless. Unloved. Unwanted. Jarl Bjartmar, my grandfather, calls me cursed. My mother, her memories stolen by the gods, has forgotten me. Everyone tells me I should have been left to the wolves, but no one will tell me why.

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

        

      
        Fans of Vikings, The Last Kingdom, and The Mists of Avalon will relish Shield-Maiden: Under the Howling Moon. This sweeping Viking Historical Fantasy retells the Norse Hervarar Saga, depicting the life of the shieldmaiden Hervor, the inspiration for J. R. R. Tolkien's Éowyn.
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        Available now on Amazon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Under the Strawberry Moon, a prequel to The Road to Valhalla series. The series begins with book 1, Under the Howling Moon, which tells the story of the shield-maiden, Hervor. You can find the book on Amazon.com.
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