
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Shield-Maiden: Under the Hunter’s Moon

      



    




The Road to Valhalla, Book 2

    

    




      
        Melanie Karsak

      

    

    




      Clockpunk Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Shield-Maiden: Under the Hunter’s Moon

        Copyright © Clockpunk Press 2020

        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced without permission from the author.

        This is a work of fiction. References to historical people, organizations, events, places, and establishments are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

        Editing by Becky Stephens Editing

        Proofreading by Contagious Edits

        Cover art by Deranged Doctor Design

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Novel Description

      

      
        Join Melanie’s Newsletter

      

      
        Glossary

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

    

    
      
        Don’t Forget Your FREE Book!

      

      
        Thank You

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Melanie Karsak

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Novel Description

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        When the gods play in mortals’ lives, the only certain outcome is uncertainty. Especially when that god is Loki.

      

      

      
        
        In the course of a night, I found out my entire life was a lie. Now, Yrsa, Eydis, and I will set off to recover Tyrfing. I must leave Dalr—and the dream I’d shared with Hofund—behind. Eydis is sure the gods have plans for me. I hope she’s right. For on the distant island of Bolmsö, the last of my father’s line is besieged by enemies, and only the blood of a berserker can make things right again.
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      People and Places

      
        
        Blomfjall, ruled by Jarl Solva

        Bolmsö, island in Lake Bolmen, ruled by Jarl Arngrim

        Dalr, ruled by Jarl Bjartmar

        Halmstad, ruled by Jarl Asmund

        Munarvagar, village on Samso

        Samso, island that houses burial mounds

      

      

      

      Heroes of Dalr

      
        
        Jarl Bjartmar, jarl of Dalr, Hervor’s grandfather

        Gudrun, fourth wife of Jarl Bjartmar

        Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar, Hervor’s mother

        Hervor, daughter of Svafa

        Asta, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar

        Calder, son of Jarl Njal, married to Asta

        Leif, son of Asta and Calder

        Hakon and Halger, twins of Asta and Calder

        Jarl Njal, father of Calder, Eilif, and Egil

        Helga, wife of Eilif

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

        Eric, son of Jarl Tove

        King Gudmund, king of Grund and father of Hofund

        Hofund, son of King Gudmund

        Eyvinder, skald of Dalr

        Torsten, housecarl of Jarl Bjartmar

        Yrsa, shield-maiden of Dalr

        Freja, gythia of Dalr

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

        Dag, the boatmaker of Dalr

        Gorm, a dissident in Dalr

        Hillie, daughter of Gorm

        Harald Four-Fingers, elder warrior and ship navigator from Dalr

        Erik, youth of Dalr

        Sigfrid, elder on Samso

        Snorri, son of Sigfrid

      

      

      

      Heroes of Bolmsö

      
        
        Arngrim, jarl of Bolmsö

        Eyfura, deceased wife of Arngrim

        Rök and Runa, wolves of Arngrim

        Arne, Dagny, and Næfi, gothar of Bolmsö

        Ingrid, thrall in the temple of Bolmsö

        Ragal, housecarl of Jarl Arngrim

        Hella, shield-maiden of Bolmsö

        Halvard and Ingvar, sons of Hella

        Utr, vætt of Bolmsö

        Wodan, ferryman of Lake Bolmen

        Svensson, farmer near Lake Bolmen

        Skarde, Trygve Two-Hammer, Cnut, Einar, warriors of Bolmsö

        Siggy, Asa thralls in Arngrim’s hall

        Jarl Asmund, Jarl of Hamstad

        Asger, nephew of Asmund

        Lyngheid, vendor in Halmstad market

        Sigr and Embla, warrior and maiden in Halmstad

        Jarl Solva, Jarl of Blomfjall

        Blomma, daughter of Jarl Solva

        Otkell, son of Jarl Solva

        Jarl Erri, local ruler in area near Lake Bolmen

        Jarl Odkel, old ally of Arngrim

      

      

      

      Sons of Arngrim

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

      

      

      

      Mythological Characters and Gods

      
        
        King Sigrlami, the original owner of the sword Tyrfing

        Dvalin and Dulin, dwarves who created Tyrfing

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

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

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

        Balder, Norse god associated with beauty and the sun

        Thor, Norse god of thunder, wields the hammer Mjöllnir

        Bragi, Norse god associated with skalds and poetry

        Frigga, Norse goddess, wife of Odin

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

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

        Freyr, Vanir god associated with sex and fertility

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

        Hel, daughter of Loki and goddess of Hel

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

        Huginn and Muninn, Odin’s ravens

        Geri and Freki, Odin’s wolves

        Vætt, also referred to as a wight, a nature spirit. Can be associated with certain area of land (such as a farm), body of water, etc.

        Nøkk, male water spirit who draws people to him by playing a stringed instrument

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

        Lyngbakr, whale-like monster with an island on its back

        Jörmungandr (Midgard Serpent), serpent child of Loki whose body encircles the world, biting its own tail

        Fenrir, wolf son of Loki

      

      

      

      Terms

      
        
        Bifrost, a rainbow bridge that connects the worlds

        Blót, a ceremony with sacrifice, a rite

        Ergi, an insult, calling someone unmanly

        Fífl, term used to call someone a fool

        Gothar, plural for priests/priestesses

        Gothi, male priest

        Gythia, female priestess

        Jarl, equivalent to Earl

        Skald, equivalent to a bard or poet

        Seidr, a form of Norse shamanism/magic.

        Úlfhéðnar, another word for berserkers, shape-shifting skin warriors.

        Vámr, an unsavory person

        Völva, a seeress with magical abilities
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Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The dream was the same.

      I walked through a burning village. Around me, warriors battled. I tightened my hands around my weapons. Rather than my axes, I felt the grip on a shield and the pommel of a blade. Glancing down, I discovered I was holding a glimmering sword. It beamed like it was sunlight made whole. Beautifully etched with waves of gold and silver, it was the most beautiful weapon I’d ever laid eyes on. I swished it back and forth. The air shivered as if wounded by the blade. The hair on my arms stood on end as I felt the sword’s raw power.

      A hulking man advanced on me, screaming as he came.

      I lifted my sword, readying myself, but stopped short when a blur of white and grey shot between us, knocking the warrior to the ground.

      A wolf.

      The creature was nearly twice my size.

      The massive beast ripped at the man’s throat, blood splattering all over its fur. The man’s legs thumped the ground as he screamed in agony. But in a few short moments, he fell still. His foe defeated, the wolf turned to me.

      I met the creature’s amber-colored eyes. Although he was both enormous and fierce, I was not afraid.

      The wolf sat at my side, waiting on my command.

      Overhead, a pair of ravens cawed then flew toward the tree on the horizon.

      Even from this far away, I could see a body swinging from the limbs.

      Turning, I headed toward the tree, the wolf trotting beside me. The field surrounding the tree was covered in red poppies. I reached down to touch the blossoms, but when I pulled my hand away, my fingers were covered in blood. A strange skittering sound echoed from beneath the flowers. When I paused to look, I realized the forest bed was completely covered in spiders, all of which were converging on me.

      Panic gripped my heart. Moving quickly, I hurried toward the tree. But as I raced, I realized that it wasn’t spiders after all but crustaceans, creatures of the sea, their claws snapping at me.

      Rushing, I made my way to the tree. I dropped to my knee and closed my eyes in prayer. “Odin. All-Father. Save me.”

      Beside me, the wolf whimpered nervously.

      When I opened my eyes once more, I discovered—not Odin hanging from the tree—but myself.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      Save yourself.
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Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      My muscles jerked, shaking me awake. For a moment, I was disoriented. The moon shimmered on the black waves as our ship sailed across the sea toward Samso. Gripping the rail of the ship, I stared out at the water. My mind thundered with a million thoughts. I tried to shake away the dream. As always, I felt some truth in it. But what it meant, I didn’t know. Louder than my dream, however, was the tug I felt on my heart, my soul, pulling me to him. Finally, I knew who my father was. Finally, I knew why his identity had been kept secret. Jarl Bjartmar had been afraid. He’d been afraid of the curse. He’d been afraid of my father. And he’d been afraid of the wolf’s blood that slept inside me. The great Jarl Bjartmar was, in the end, a coward. And one day, he would pay for his cowardice.

      But not yet.

      First, I would find the sword Tyrfing. And then, we would see.

      I looked back at the others.

      They were a ragtag group. Some boys looked little older than Hakon and Halger. No doubt, they had joined because Leif and the jarl found them too young to go to war. The others, mainly old men, had been friends of Yrsa’s father. She’d used her influence as Halfdan’s daughter to convince them to come. As we sailed, they spoke of Yrsa’s father and the old jarl, my great-grandfather, with reverence. I had never known anything about Yrsa’s family. In fact, until these recent weeks, I had known almost nothing about Yrsa. Now, I saw the truth. She’d come from a respected family. She’d been one of my mother’s dearest friends. And she had nearly died protecting my mother who had all but forgotten her. But how had she ended up in that cave? That was a riddle still left unsolved.

      At the front of the ship, Harald Four-Fingers eyed the stars then called out to the others, navigating the boat toward Samso.

      There was always a reason to doubt Loki, but in this, I trusted the word of the god. Odin had promised the truth would find me. He hadn’t lied. I just hadn’t expected it to come from such a source.

      “What do you suppose you will find on Samso?” Eydis asked, joining me.

      She swayed as the ship jogged over the waves. She held onto the ropes with one hand and to me with the other, steadying herself.

      “A dozen dead men,” I said, remembering the prophecy Freja had spoken in my vision. But then, if it had been a vision, had it really been Freja who had spoken, or the gods?

      “Oh, good. I hear the dead are very talkative.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Mother told me Orvar-Odd buried the sons of Arngrim on Samso. I will find them there.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then, I will take my birthright, claim my name.”

      Eydis nodded then stared up at the sky. “The sword is cursed. You remember that part of the story, don’t you? Every time that sword is drawn, someone will die. And only two of its great tragedies are spent. A third remains.”

      “The sword will harm the man who wields it. I am no man.”

      “No, you are not, but do you plan on putting Tyrfing back when you’re dead? Even if the curse does not fall on you, what will it bring to your house?”

      “Eydis, without the sword, I cannot claim to be the daughter of Angantyr. Don’t you see? I must wield Tyrfing. When I do, no one can deny me. When I do, no one can stop me.”

      “From what?”

      “From being a person. From having a life. If I am some important man’s daughter, not a girl with a blank mark, then I can be worthy of…just, worthy.”

      “Of Hofund. That’s what you were going to say. Does a person need to be a hero’s daughter to earn the love of a good man?” Eydis asked, and this time, I heard the pinch of pain in her voice.

      I turned and looked at her. “Of course not. Our worth comes from within us.”

      “Then why are we going to Samso again? Why not let the dead sleep?”

      “I must have that sword.”

      Eydis shook her head. “And then what, daughter of Angantyr? Then what does the All-Father wish you to do?”

      She was right to ask. With the truth of my paternity revealed, I could now make my own way in this world. No longer would I be some fatherless bastard. I was the daughter of a great warrior. Maybe I would go to Grund, King Gudmund’s city, and see if I could make amends with Hofund. Or perhaps I would return to Dalr to help Leif. I didn’t know. I hadn’t really considered it any further than getting to Samso.

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Then you better ask the All-Father, because it’s winter, I’m cold, and this boat and crew are only going to get us so far.”

      “Are you trying to deflate my joy?” I asked, raising a playful eyebrow at her. “Aren’t you usually the one to rely on the gods to guide you?”

      Eydis grinned. “It’s very easy to riddle prophecies from beside the fire with a full belly and a warm bedfellow to keep me company at night.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t secretly a princess?”

      “I’m very sure I’m Hervor’s thrall. As for the rest…” she said, then shrugged her shoulders, raising her hands in tandem. But when she did so, the boat bobbed on a wave. Eydis wobbled, nearly falling.

      “By the gods, sit down before you go over,” Yrsa chided her. “You have no sea legs at all.”

      “If I go in, I’ll simply sprout a tail and swim along.”

      At that, the crew laughed.

      “Eydis the wave maiden,” one of the sailors called.

      Eydis chuckled.

      “All the same,” I said in a low voice.

      Eydis nodded then took a seat beside one of the boys in the crew. “They have no faith in me at all. So, what is your name?”

      “Erik,” he replied shyly.

      With that, Eydis lured Erik into a conversation about sea monsters, a topic that might have been considered unlucky if it came out of anyone else’s mouth. Still, the crew laughed along with Eydis as she tested Erik’s bravery, giving him a little scare.

      I went to the front of the ship, joining Harald Four-Fingers.

      “How are we doing?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Very good. We are on course. We’ll be there by nightfall tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Harald. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “I’m glad to do it. Everyone in Dalr loves Svafa, and we all watched how you were treated by the jarl with disgust. Yrsa told us about the stranger, about your father. Given your mother’s beauty, I guessed you were some god’s child, but a berserker is close enough. I’m proud to help you.”

      “Even though I once borrowed your pony to chase after Leif.”

      He laughed. “You remember that? By the All-Father, you were no more than eight or nine. And I think you mean stole, not borrowed.”

      “Oh no, I fully intended to return your horse. After I caught Leif.”

      Harald patted my back. “Yes, I’m glad to help you, even after that.”

      I set my hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, Harald.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      I looked out at the silver-capped waves once more. I closed my eyes and felt the spray of water on my cheeks. Finally, I had left Dalr. Finally, I was on my destined path.

      Father, I’m coming.
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Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      While the others dozed in shifts, I stayed awake. I didn’t want to dream again. Staring out at the sea, I couldn’t quiet my mind. Eydis was right to ask me about what was next. The truth was, I didn’t know. I stared up at the sky. It was black as pitch, the silver stars twinkling. I didn’t remember them looking like that in Dalr. The wind was cold. I breathed in deeply, then exhaled slowly, my breath making a cloud.

      I glanced back at Yrsa. She had huddled against the rail of the ship, her arms folded across her chest. I was lucky to have her. She didn’t have to watch over me. I knew she’d done it out of loyalty to Svafa, at least at first. But she was here now. Yrsa probably didn’t realize it, but she was like a mother to me. I appreciated her more than she could ever know. And one day, I would prove that to her.

      “Whoa, look!” young Erik exclaimed, startling some of the old men—and Yrsa—awake. He pointed toward the waves. “There!”

      Everyone looked over the starboard side of the ship. A massive beast, twice the size of our vessel, glided past. It rose toward the surface, sending a great spray of water jetting upward, casting a mist on all of us.

      Eydis held out her hand to touch the mist. “I told you. Sea monsters.”

      Erik looked at her with wide eyes. “Is it Lyngbakr? Jörmungandr?”

      Harald Four-Fingers laughed. “No, boy. It’s a whale. Not bad to eat when carved up properly. Troublesome when they get too close to boats. If he leaps, we’ll all be under the waves, but he looks calm enough.”

      Leaning against the side of the ship, I stared at the creature. I had never seen so massive a beast in my entire life. Its dark body hovered just under the waves; its enormous fin was almost the size of the ship. The creature lifted its head once more, sending up another geyser, then moving deftly, plunged back under, its tail rising out of the water for just a moment before it sank back into the deep.

      When the tail went under, it rocked the boat.

      “It’s a good omen,” Eydis said. “The gods are watching you, Hervor. They send their creatures to look out for you.”

      At that, Yrsa exhaled noisily but said nothing.

      I glanced at her.

      Shaking her head, Yrsa winked at me.

      “Good omen or not, I’m glad he’s gone. One leap out of the water, then we’d truly see if Eydis could grow that tail or not,” Harald said.

      The old men laughed, but Erik stared in the whale’s wake, his expression full of awe.

      

      That morning, the sunrise painted the sky pink and orange, giving the waves a colorful hue that reminded me of the opalescent colors inside a clamshell. The older men talked, sharing tales of the sea and of the voyages they’d made with the old jarl, my great-grandfather, who had died before I’d been born. They spoke of him with fondness that did not extend to my grandfather.

      As we sailed, the elders taught the younger boys—and me—what they knew. I saw sparks of ambition in the eyes of the young men. Like me, they dreamed of a different life. One day soon, if the gods willed it, Leif would become jarl, and these boys would serve under him.

      Thinking of Dalr made my worries for Mother bubble up, but I tried to let them go. She was not the simpleton I knew anymore. The Svafa that had emerged from under that spell was forthright and strong. She would be fine. And so would Leif. For now, I had to finish what the gods had set in motion.

      We ate on the boat, chewing oat biscuits and salted fish. Eydis did her best to entertain the crew with her whimsical and bawdy stories. Yrsa was quiet, looking more distracted than usual, but there was also determination in her features. It was a feeling I shared.

      The sun was setting when a shape appeared on the flat, watery landscape. Like a dark hump rising out of the ocean, I spotted the island.

      “Samso,” Harald called, pointing.

      The crew guided the ship to land. When we grew closer to land, Harald called for oars.

      The snow-swept island reminded me of the black hump of the whale. But in the distance, I spotted the dim lights of a village.

      “Munarvagar,” Harald said. “It is the main village on the island. We can find the information you seek there.”

      As we neared the island, the sky grew dark, the moon rising once more.

      But then, there was a flash of light in the sky. Suddenly, blue, purple, gold, and green colors streaked across the skyline above the island. Like ribbons of light, the aurora wavered over Samso.

      “The Bifrost,” Erik whispered.

      Was he right? It did look like the rainbow bridge was awake over Samso. Had someone come from Asgard?

      Everyone on the boat turned to look at me.

      I stared at the colors dancing over the island. The rainbow of hues swayed. Turning, I looked back at Eydis.

      “Your father is welcoming you,” she said.

      “May the All-Father be praised,” Harald said. “The gods have surely brought you here, Hervor.”

      I stared at the Bifrost. “Father, I’m here.”

      

      The ship slid into port at the sleepy fishing village of Munarvagar. There were half a dozen boats docked there, all of which were fishing vessels. As we were tying the boat up, a young boy raced from the longhouse to meet us.

      “Who has come to Munarvagar?” he asked, eyeing us suspiciously.

      “Who wants to know?” Eydis retorted, but Yrsa gave her a sharp look.

      “We are travelers. This is Hervor, daughter of Angantyr. Who is the master of this place?” Yrsa said, stepping in front of Eydis.

      The boy turned and stared at me, his eyes wide.

      “That’s why,” he whispered.

      “Why what?” I asked.

      “Why the barrow is awake,” he said, then turned back to Yrsa. “You must come to see Sigfrid; she is our elder here.”

      “Very well,” Yrsa replied. Inclining her head, she motioned for us all to follow.

      I looked back at the others. The elder warriors in my crew walked with pride, their weapons at their side. The limps, white hair, missing fingers, and crooked noses were badges of honor of the lives they’d lived. The boys, on the other hand, strode with a look of excitement in their gazes. I was proud that these men had come with me.

      We made our way to the small longhouse sitting on the rise. The boy rushed forward and opened the door, motioning for us to enter.

      Orange light spilled out into the snowy darkness. Yrsa entered first, the others following along behind her. I paused a moment to look once more at the night’s sky. Still, the green, yellow, and blue ribbons hung on the horizon. They moved like they were calling to me.

      “Hervor,” Eydis said, setting her hand on my arm. “Come on.”

      We entered the small house to find a dozen villagers gathered around the fire. Nearest to the flames at the other end of the house sat an ancient woman with long, white hair and white eyes to match. She was holding a sleeping chicken in her lap.

      “Ahh,” she said, nodding at me when I entered. “So, you have finally come, daughter of Angantyr. Sit, warm yourself. Drink. My son will take you.”

      “Take me where?”

      “To the barrows where you will wake sleeping Angantyr and take that cursed sword from this place.”
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Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      The small longhouse, crowded with people and animals, was congested but warm and welcoming. The farmers poured us ale and gave us bowls of fish and vegetable stew. The offering was meager, but appreciated after the long hours at sea in the cold, winter wind. We settled in around the fire.

      “How long have you been on Samso?” Eydis asked Sigfrid, the elder.

      “Since I could see,” she said with a laugh. “The gods called me here. I have lived my life here, and soon, I will die here.”

      “Don’t say so, Grandmother,” a sweet-faced girl with blonde braids told the woman, kissing her on the head.

      “What is there to fear? Who wants to live forever? I have been here all my life, seen jarls and kings pass through. Yet, I remain. Of course, this is Samso. It is a special place. Do you know how I know?”

      “No. How?” Eydis asked inquisitively.

      “Because even though I am blind, I can still see you all,” she said with a laugh. “I see the spirit inside each of you,” she said, bobbing her crooked finger at each one of us. She stopped when she reached Yrsa. “That bear inside you is tired of sleeping,” she told Yrsa matter-of-factly.

      Yrsa huffed.

      “You see. Even now, it grumbles to get out. And you,” Sigfrid said, turning to Eydis. “Oh, what colors and light. You should stay here in Samso. Odin came here in his disguise as Jalk to learn seidhr. Even now, you have six eyes. Stay here, and let the gods speak to you as they spoke to me. You will learn to see more, as I do.”

      I looked at Eydis. The practice of seidhr, a form of magic known only by few, was a secret and much-coveted magical learning. While Eydis had her visions, she had never spoken of searching for more, becoming a gythia or learning deeper magic.

      “What is good for Odin is not necessarily good for Eydis,” Eydis replied.

      At that, the old woman laughed. “I hear Loki in your voice.”

      “Do you? I’m not surprised. He had his tongue in my mouth quite recently.”

      At that, Harald Four-Fingers laughed so hard ale shot from his mouth. Even the old woman laughed, waking her chicken, which bounced off her lap and wandered off in a perturbed huff.

      “I don’t doubt it,” the old woman said with a laugh, shaking her head. She studied Eydis carefully. “Six eyes. Two that see the world beyond, two that belong to Asgard, and two that see the world as it should be,” she added cryptically.

      “And which see the best?” Eydis asked her.

      “All of them,” the old woman answered with a chuckle.

      Eydis grinned but asked nothing more.

      We sat together, warming ourselves by the fire. Despite the ache in my bones, I was anxious to continue on.

      “Snorri,” the old woman called, motioning to a quiet man who had been eyeing us all suspiciously since we’d arrived. “Get the horses ready. You will take them to the barrow.”

      “At night? Mother, don’t you think it unwise—”

      “My son is not a coward,” the old woman answered stiffly.

      “It’s only…the fires.”

      “Yes, yes. The fires. Those are not your concern. They are hers. Ready the horses. Who amongst your party will go?” Sigfrid asked.

      “The two of us,” Yrsa said.

      “Three. Three of us,” Eydis corrected her.

      “Hervor?” Harald Four-Fingers asked, gesturing in offer to come.

      “Stay and rest with these good people. We will be back by morning.”

      Snorri, the old woman’s son, headed toward the door.

      Yrsa, Eydis, and I rose to join him.

      “I wish you well, Hervor, daughter of Angantyr,” Sigfrid called. “May you bend your father to your will.”

      I nodded to Harald, then we headed out into the night to discover what had so frightened the farmer. As for me, I would walk to Hel, fight Jörmungandr, or let Fenrir have my hand to claim what was mine. Because in so doing, I was claiming—for the first time—myself. And no one, not Jarl Bjartmar or the gods, could ever take that away from me again.
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Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Yrsa, Eydis, and I rode behind the nervous farmer. Overhead, the sky spiraled with color. The colors reflected on Eydis’s face as she stared into the heavens. I had seen the aurora before, but it had never looked so radiant. The blue and green colors, dotted with gold and purple, wavered. I reined my horse in beside Yrsa’s.

      “Have you ever seen it like this?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “The Æsir are awake.”

      “What did Sigfrid mean by the bear inside you?”

      Yrsa shrugged. “I am a shield-maiden, like you. The bear wants to fight. But it has been a long time since I have gone to war.”

      “Why did you stop raiding with the jarl and move to the cave?”

      “Once, the jarl and I quarreled badly. I was not permitted to raid with him anymore, but I would not leave Dalr—and you and Svafa. So, I made a different life for myself.”

      “Why did you quarrel?”

      Yrsa sighed heavily. “After the incident with the bear,” she said, motioning to the scar on her face, “I finally spoke my mind. I told Bjartmar how I felt about the way he treated his daughter and granddaughter. It did not go well. The jarl nearly had me killed. Asta spoke up for me, if you can believe it. It was enough to help me keep my life. But I knew I was done with the jarl and he with me. I sold my home to another family and went my own way.”

      “I owe a debt to you deeper than I knew.”

      Yrsa shook her head. “No. I always told Svafa I would protect her—and what is hers. I have not always succeeded, but I have tried. And I am still trying.” She looked up at the sky. “Have you considered if this is the right step?”

      “Without the sword, I only have words to prove who I am. I will have that sword and win myself.”

      Yrsa nodded but said nothing more.

      She didn’t have to. Both she and Eydis were right to question me. But until I had that sword, I couldn’t even consider what would come next.

      

      We rode along the shoreline for some time before Snorri turned his horse, leading us toward a rise above a sloping valley. The light played tricks on my eyes. The aurora overhead reflected on the snow, making the land sparkle like the sky.

      As we neared the hill, the ground glimmered blue.

      The horses whinnied and snorted.

      Eydis reined in beside us. “Do you see that?”

      “The aurora’s shadow on the snow?”

      The farmer looked over his shoulder at us. “That is not the aurora.”

      Confused, I rode toward a mound situated on the top of the mountain.

      And then, I saw.

      At the entrance to the burial mound was a stone entryway. Two tall monoliths with a stone cap made a gateway into the mound. And the light, which I had thought was a reflection of the sky above, was nothing of the sort. The entrance to the mound was blocked by blue flames.

      “Unnatural,” Yrsa whispered.

      Snorri stopped his horse. The beast danced nervously, snorting and pawing the earth.

      “The mound is cursed. That is known to all on Samso, but only on special nights do the flames come to life. They started burning again last night.”

      “This is the place, the burial mound of the sons of Arngrim? You are certain?” I asked.

      He nodded. “This haunted place is known to all. And none dare enter the tomb.”

      Yrsa slipped off her horse and held the reins of my mount. I dismounted. The flames burned brightly, blocking the entrance into the tomb. Inside the mound, shadows danced. The place was filled with so much magic that the hair on my arms rose.

      “Not at all foreboding,” Eydis said. “What now?”

      “I’ll go inside.”

      “Hervor,” Yrsa cautioned.

      “Do you want me to come?” Eydis offered.

      I shook my head.

      I should have been frightened, but I wasn’t. Everything in my life had led to this moment. My father was dead. I would never know the sound of his voice, his smell, the comfort of his touch. If things had gone differently, I would have been raised by two loving parents who cherished me. Instead, I’d been given to a man—my grandfather—who hated me. Now, I had a chance to reclaim some part of the life I should have lived.

      Lightly touching my axe handles for comfort, I approached the barrow.

      Two ravens passed overhead. They cawed loudly then flew through the blue blames, disappearing into the barrow.

      “The gods are at work here,” Snorri whispered.

      I approached the blue flame. There was no heat. Instead, I felt magic. My skin rose in gooseflesh. There was a charged feeling in the air, similar to what might be felt after a lightning storm. I swallowed hard.

      I was my father’s daughter.

      I would not be afraid.

      “Awaken, Angantyr, and hear me. I am Hervor, your only daughter by Svafa. Open this barrow and allow me to enter. I am here for the sword Tyrfing. I am here to claim you as my father, for the world to know that I am your daughter. Father, uncles, give me entrance to this barrow. Where you lay in the dust also lies my destiny. What good does Tyrfing do anyone lying under the crumbling earth? Extinguish your fires and permit me entrance. I am not afraid. What fear could possibly live in the daughter of Angantyr’s heart? Extinguish your fires. And if you do not, I will come anyway. May the flames be damned. I will not be denied.”

      My voice echoed across the field.

      A moment later, the blue flames blocking the entrance to the mound died.

      I swallowed hard then strode toward the entrance. My heart thundered in my chest. I would not allow myself to be afraid. I would not entertain the idea that the earth would swallow me whole and that I would never return to the realm of the living. No. I would not. I was my father’s daughter.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      I pulled Muninn and Huginn and entered the mound. A blueish glow lit the space with unnatural light. When I passed the stone gateway, entering the mound, the flames leaped up behind me once more. I followed the narrow passage into the barrow that led down into the earth. I followed its twisting path until I reached a vast chamber at the end. There, I found thirteen altars: one for my father, eleven for my uncles, and one for Hjalmar of Uppsala who had killed my father.

      I inhaled slowly as I eyed the room.

      It was silent here.

      All I could hear was the flickering of the flames.

      A stiff breeze blew through the room, pushing back my hair. Then, before me, the wind began to swirl. As it did so, a spectral form gathered before me.

      I knew him.

      I had seen him in my dreams and amongst the Wild Hunt.

      A strong warrior with tattooed skin and a long, red braid, he folded his arms across on his chest and looked at me, a bemused expression on his face. “Who calls me?” he asked.

      My father. This was my father. “Angantyr, I am your daughter, Hervor.” My heart slammed in my chest, but I willed myself to be calm.

      Moving slowly, Angantyr circled me. “My daughter,” he mused. “With hair as golden as Sif’s and eyes the color of pine sap. Yes, you are my daughter. Why have you come here, Hervor?”

      “I am your blood, but no one knows me as such. Jarl Bjartmar hid my identity. He wiped away your daughter’s true name. And my blessed mother… The gods, in their mercy, removed all memory of you from Svafa’s mind. Only now does she recall the great love she had for you. Through me and me alone, the line of Arngrim lives on. But I must claim it, claim you. And as such, I must have Tyrfing.”

      “Must you?” Angantyr asked, raising an eyebrow. His manner was more playful than defiant. I had never imagined my father to be mirthful. How very strange.

      “Of course. How else will they know I am your child?”

      “Some might think you’re a grave robber.”

      “Has anyone else been brave enough to pass through those blue flames?”

      “Tyrfing is a cursed blade. With that sword comes three tragedies. That is what the dwarves decreed. The first claimed King Sigrlami’s life. The second took my life. A third remains. Will you curse yourself by wielding the dwarven sword? Tyrfing stole you and Svafa from me. What will it take from you?”

      “You are right, father. The blade curses any man who wields it. But I am no man.”

      At that, my father laughed. “You’re right, but don’t you wish for sons? If you take this blade, you will prove to the world that you are my daughter. But if you take this blade, you take the curse with it. While that curse will not bring harm to Hervor, what about those who come after you?”

      “When Arngrim offered Tyrfing to you, did you decline? Why did you take the sword, but I may not?”

      “I was rash. I thought Tyrfing would protect me. Yet,” he said, then motioned to another corpse lying on an altar, “I forgot that I was not the only blessed man in Midgard. Hjalmar disarmed me and killed me with my own blade.”

      I glared at the bones of the man who’d taken my father from me.

      Angantyr followed my gaze. “Do not begrudge Hjalmar. It is more my brother’s fault than his that I am dead, and now we drink together in Valhalla. But in the end, you were left without a father because of Tyrfing. Leave the sword here.”

      I turned back to my father. “No. I will not. I know about the curse. If I refuse to let the blade pass on to any males of our line, I will prevent the third tragedy. Or, perhaps, I will have the wisdom to only pass it to my daughter. It is not only men who can swing a sword, Father.”

      “Indeed. The sword will bring you fame, but I have also foreseen that it will bring you sorrow.”

      What he could see beyond the grave, I didn’t know. All I did know was that I was not leaving without Tyrfing. “Only if I let it.”

      Angantyr sighed. “Don’t take the curse from this place. You are Hervor. You are honest, loyal, forthright, just, and strong. Is that not enough? What is my name to you?”

      I stared at him. “It is everything,” I whispered. “It is half of me. My missing self. You are the part of me I did not know. Only now do I see myself as whole. Father, I entreat you, for love of me, give me the sword so I may be acknowledged as yours.”

      “Out of love for you, I warn you again.”

      “I hear you, and I shall make you a promise. No son of mine will ever wield Tyrfing. The curse will end with me.”

      “You truly are my daughter, Hervor. I flow like water to your will. Go, take the blade,” he said, motioning to his corpse lying on a slab. “With it, I prophesize that Angantyr shall die twice. But until that time, I leave it in your capable hands, my daughter.”

      I moved toward my father’s altar. There, lying on his chest, was Tyrfing. While it was still wrapped in its bindings, the handle shimmered like the sun was shining on it.

      “Remember, after the sword is drawn, it will not sleep until it has tasted blood. And a single cut is poison. It will be the death of any man,” my father warned.

      I lifted the sword but didn’t remove it from its sheath, the leather of which had been embossed with golden runes that shimmered in the blue firelight. “Thank you, Father.” I gazed at the sword then turned to him. Even though I held the dwarven sword in my hands, what appeared before me was more precious. I searched my father’s face, seeing myself in the arch of his brows and shape of his eyes.

      My father.

      He stepped toward me. “Now, I must make a request of you.”

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “On the isle of Bolmsö, my ancient father is besieged by rivals. Without your help, he will lose everything. Go to my father. Save his honor.”

      Angantyr paused.

      A wind blew through the room once more.  Behind Angantyr, my uncles appeared. In ghostly forms, they looked at me. I recognized their faces as the warriors from the Wild Hunt. My uncles. My family. They smiled at me.

      “We gift all we have left in this world to you,” Angantyr said, motioning to the altars. “Take our wealth from this barrow and outfit yourself with what you need. Start with Hjorvard. He had the most money,” Angantyr said, smiling at one of his brothers, a tall, brutish figure with a heavy brow.

      My uncle huffed. “Of course, you would have her take mine first.”

      “Well, we are all dead, thanks to you. It seems only fitting,” Angantyr replied then turned back to me.

      I smiled at him.

      Finally, I belonged to someone.

      A dozen dead men.

      “Hervor, the All-Father has permitted you to awaken us, but we must return now to Valhalla,” Angantyr told me. “I will watch over you as Odin permits. Please, take my love to your mother. Tell her… Tell her to sing for me.”

      And then, in that rugged warrior’s features, I saw an unexpected softness. The lines around the corner of his mouth quivered, and even in his ghostly guise, I saw the sheen of unshed tears in his eyes.

      “Yes, Father,” I said, swallowing hard.

      He reached out as if to touch me, but his hand faltered. “One day, I will touch your golden hair and embrace my little warrior maid. Until then, go with my love…” he said, then slowly disappeared, his brothers along with him.

      Suddenly, everything went dark, save a single torch flickering with orange flames against the wall.

      “Father…” I whispered into the darkness. “Father, I love you. I will make you proud.”

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      You already have.
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Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      With Tyrfing slipped into my belt, my uncle’s wealth packed into my bags, I exited the cave. While the bags were heavy, the feeling in my heart was light. Svafa loved me, I knew this, but she had rarely been there for me. Aside from Yrsa, who cared for me in her own way, I’d grown up with no one. Now, here I was, with my father’s legendary sword in my hands, and the wealth and blessings of my uncles. Even if it was for one night only, I finally felt what it must be like to have a real family.

      When I emerged from the mound, I was surprised to find it was daylight outside. How was that even possible?

      Yrsa, Eydis, and Snorri were all sitting by a small fire not far away from the entrance to the barrow.

      “Hervor,” Eydis said. Leaping to her feet, she rushed to me.

      Yrsa rose as well and crossed the field to meet me.

      “May Odin be praised. All-Father, in your wisdom, I offer you thanks that we have all survived this night,” Snorri called, lifting his hands to the heavens.

      “Look at you, pale as snow. What is this?” Eydis said, touching the hilt of the sword on my belt. The second she did so, her hand snapped back. “Cursed thing. Twice it shall kill Angantyr.”

      I stared at her. Her words were an echo of Father’s. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I… I don’t know. Can we look at it?”

      I shook my head. “Only when the time is right. When the blade is drawn, it must have blood.”

      Yrsa joined us. “What’s all this?” she asked, motioning to my over-full bags.

      I waved my hand, gesturing for Eydis and Yrsa to come closer. I set the bags down then opened them to reveal the bounty of silver coins, ingots, and other treasures inside. The hero Orvar-Odd had honored the sons of Arngrim, burying them with their goods. Together, they carried almost as much money as a jarl. My uncles had died rich men.

      “Such wealth,” Eydis said, lifting and dropping the silver.

      “And I know what I must do now. On Bolmsö, my grandfather Arngrim is set upon by rivals. I must go there, use this to my advantage,” I said, touching both the wealth and the sword. “I must help my grandfather.”

      “What about Dalr?” Yrsa asked.

      “I will return. Afterward. I must first sail to Halmstad to make port. I’ll then send the ship back to Dalr. Yrsa, if you fear for Mother, you can return with the others.”

      She tilted her head to the side in consideration but said nothing more. I turned and looked at Eydis.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t miss what’s next for all the world.”

      We packed up the goods and returned to Munarvagar. Snorri eyed the sword on my hip but said nothing.

      We rode along the shore. The water lapped onto the rocky shoreline. When I looked out at the sea, I felt its call once more. But now, I was not escaping. Now, I was Hervor, daughter of Svafa and Angantyr, and I was going to a home I had never seen: Bolmsö, an island in the middle of Lake Bolmen. There, on that island, was Arngrim, my grandfather. His wife and children were all dead. He was all alone.

      For now.

      When we returned to the small fishing village, I found the small crew from Dalr, and Sigfrid, waiting.

      “Hervor, thank the gods,” Harald Four-Fingers called. “The sky turned to fire not long after you left. The house shook. An odd blue flame fell from the Bifrost to the earth. It was… We feared for you.”

      “I am here. And I am well. But now, it is time for us to depart.”

      He nodded. “Very good. We’ll see to the ship.”

      Sigfrid, who was holding a bag, handed it to me. “Take this,” she said.

      I took the bag from her.

      Quickly reaching to her belt, Sigfrid pulled out a knife. Working with purpose, she seized my long braid, and with a flick of her blade, cut off the inches of my hair at the nape.

      “Ahh,” Eydis cried out. “What have you done?”

      Confused, I stared at Sigfrid, who was holding my long braid in her hand.

      “When in Bolmsö, be Hervarth, a soft-cheeked boy. As Hervarth, your eyes will see far better,” she said, then patted the bag I held in my hands, motioning for me to look inside.

      Confused, I opened the satchel. Inside, I found a man’s clothes and a cap.

      “But…” I began, but just then, two ravens passed overhead. They cawed loudly.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Heed her words.

      Sigfrid pointed toward the ravens then nodded. “You see. Listen to Jalk,” she said, referring to Odin.

      I inclined my head to the ancient woman. “Thank you.”

      “Go and find your destiny.”

      I bowed to her, then we turned and headed toward the ship.

      Eydis reached out and touched the short hair at the nape of my neck. “Hervor, you look—”

      “Don’t even say it.”

      She laughed. “All right. I won’t. Though you make a very unconvincing man. Let’s only hope Hofund doesn’t mind a sweet-faced boy.”

      “If he doesn’t mind a sweet-faced boy, then he is not the man for me.”

      Eydis chuckled.

      I reached back and touched my hair—well, what was left of it. I turned and looked at Sigfrid. She waved to me, my long braid still in her hands. I sighed. “Who can question the gods?”

      “Not me. But something tells me Sif is having a tough conversation with someone right now. Because if there is one thing she is sensitive about, it’s someone stealing hair!”

      I grinned. Of course, Eydis would know the story of how Loki once cut off all of Sif’s hair while she was sleeping. But she got a replacement wig made of gold. I wasn’t going to be so lucky. “Well, if Sif is listening, perhaps she will do me a kindness and help me grow it back quickly when the deed is done.”

      “Speaking of which, what do you plan to do when we get to Bolmsö?”

      “Hervor had a plan. Hervarth, however, is supposed to go see. But I will do as I always do.  I will go, and I will listen.”

      “As good a plan as any,” Eydis said. “But just so you know, I have no intention of cutting off my locks and calling myself Eli, so don’t ask.”

      I took a handful of Eydis’s raven-colored tresses in my hair. “I would never tempt Loki’s ire. Nor would Leif forgive me.”

      “Forget them! It’s my hair. I would never forgive you.”

      I chuckled. “Of course not. Now, let’s go. Apparently, we have an island to save.”
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Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      We headed back out to sea. The crew eyed my hair and the sword at my side with interest, but no one dared ask. It was only when I instructed Harald Four-Fingers to sail across the Kattegat to make port in Halmstad did I finally get questions.

      “Aren’t you returning to Dalr?” Harald asked, the others looking at me with perplexed expressions on their faces.

      “No. After you leave me in Halmstad, you can return to Dalr.”

      “Wherever you are going, Hervor, we should come with you,” Harald replied.

      “Thank you for your kind offer, but I will not keep you from your homes any longer. Already, I have asked too much.”

      “But you can’t go alone.”

      “I have Eydis.”

      “And me,” Yrsa said absently as she dug through her satchel, pulling out some salted beef which she chewed absently.

      I looked at her. “Yrsa?”

      “I told Svafa I would look after you,” she said between bites. “That is what I will do. Even if you do look like a boy.”

      At that, the others laughed.

      “Yrsa made a joke. The gods must be at work,” Eydis said.

      Yrsa winked at her.

      We spent the rest of the day sailing from Samso to the mainland. As we went, a pod of dolphins drew near the boat. Eydis, giddy with delight to see such creatures, practically fell out trying to touch one.

      “Look. Look at how they watch us. Such laughing wisdom in their eyes,” she said, her fingers just grazing the fin of one of the beasts before it rolled away. The creature seemed to smile before it dove under the surf.

      The dolphins trailed us as we made our way toward land, as if escorting us to shore. Harald guided the boat to Halmstad, home of Jarl Asmund. I didn’t know much about the jarl or Halmstad, only what I’d overheard. Halmstad was a growing port city. Its jarl did not have the reputation that follows a good man. Soon, we would see.

      Our boat docked at the port with no fanfare. Black pennants with a white boar figure fluttered in the breeze along the dock. Given the ship was little more than a fishing craft with old men, women, and boys barely older than children aboard, the guards paid us little attention. Yrsa spoke to the dockmaster, letting him know we had come only to drop off passengers.

      Eydis and I exited the ship, hauling our supplies with us. I dipped into my uncles’ wealth to give some silver to Harald Four-Fingers.

      “See to the crew,” I told him, passing him the coin.

      “Hervor, Yrsa already paid us to come along.”

      “Indeed, she did. And now I have paid you for a safe journey home.”

      “Thank you, Hervor. We all wish you good fortune in whatever comes next.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I waved to the others, then watched as they maneuvered the boat to depart for Dalr once more.

      Once the ship was on its way back out to sea, I sighed then dug into the bag Sigrid had given me. I pulled on the rough, woolen shift and slipped it on, letting it hang over the hilt of Tyrfing. As well, I grabbed the hideous cap she’d given me, slipping it on my freshly cropped hair.

      “My god, you make an ugly boy,” Eydis said.

      “Say that again, and I’ll cut your hair off.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      I winked at her.

      “All right,” Yrsa said. “Before someone decides to get interested in us, let’s go see about some horses,” she said. Then waving for us to follow her, Yrsa led us into town. While I didn’t understand why Sigfrid had told me to hide, I did as she asked. Funny, I was finally Hervor, daughter of Angantyr. I was finally whole. But instead of relishing the feeling, I was hiding my identity…as Hervarth.
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      We made our way through the bustling port town of Halmstad. Merchants were hawking wares, traders were busy negotiating deals, and an auction was taking place for a handful of thralls who’d been brought in from unknown reaches.

      But more than that, strong warriors were everywhere. The crowd teemed like they were preparing for war. The blacksmith and fletcher were hard at work, the sound of hammers ringing across the marketplace. Two hulking men pushed past us, intent on their business aside from the eye they turned to look at Eydis.

      “There,” Yrsa said, pointing to a tavern. “You and Eydis go drink an ale. I’ll be back with the horses.”

      “Yrsa,” I whispered, eyeing the crowd. While Dalr’s jarl was trying on the best of days, Dalr was a peaceful village. Halmstad, however, looked like it was on the verge of war.

      “Just stay put,” she said, then turned and headed into the town.

      Eydis and I entered the alehouse. The place was full of rough-looking men, half-dressed thralls, and a pair of shield-maidens who were competing in a strong-arm competition. A man sat in the corner playing a stringed instrument and singing loudly—and off-key. At that moment, I felt very far from Dalr.

      Eydis motioned for me to take a seat with her at a corner in the back. I also noticed that Eydis had pulled up her hood, hiding her pretty features.

      A haggard-looking woman set two dirty cups on our table, sloshing ale into them. “Want anything to eat?”

      “Have anything good?” Eydis asked brightly.

      The woman rolled her eyes and walked away.

      “I strongly suspect it would be wise to close that mouth of yours,” I told Eydis.

      “But Hervarth, you’re such a shy boy. I need to speak up for you.”

      I rolled my eyes at her, then scanned the room. Four ruffians at a table nearby were eyeing us over. They paid me little mind, but they elbowed one another and motioned to Eydis.

      I frowned. The place was full of drunks and thugs. Some of the men had already fallen into a drunken stupor. Some were whispering secretly amongst themselves. Others were drinking like it was a Sumble. Those who were not up to mischief were busy gossiping about the jarl who, it seemed, was preparing to launch an attack. On whom, I could not hear. But from the nagging feeling I had in my gut, I had a guess.

      The harried woman returned a short time later, setting platters of fish and cheese down in front of Eydis and me. Without another word, she left.

      Eydis dove in.

      Under the table, I loosened Huginn and Muninn.

      “Why aren’t you eating?” Eydis asked between bites.

      “I’m waiting.”

      “For what?”

      A moment later, the four men rose and took two steps toward Eydis and me. I sized them up. They may have been rough-looking characters, and they had seen their share of battles, but their age and the size of their bellies told me it had been a long time since they’d gone looking for more than an ale-house brawl.

      I pulled Muninn out and slammed the axe into the table. The wood cracked.

      Eydis jumped.

      The men paused.

      My eyes on them, I pulled out the second axe and spun it in my hand.

      “The meat here is too tough,” I told Eydis loudly, deepening my voice as much as I could. “I’m glad my axes are very sharp…sharp enough to split a man in two.” As I spoke, I kept my eyes on the would-be troublemakers.

      They stopped as they considered.

      “Look at this ergi,” one of them whispered disdainfully, motioning to me.

      I rose, pulling Muninn from the table. I set the axe on my shoulder as I eyed the men. Something mean awoke in me. My heart began to beat hard. I could feel it pounding in my temples. I stared down the men, tempting them to come. On my hip, I felt the metal of Tyrfing’s hilt grow warm. It called to me.

      “That axe is mighty big for an ergi like you,” one of the men said.

      “Not at all. It’s exactly the right size to bury into your skull. So, why don’t you go sit down and have another drink.”

      “We want a closer look at your pretty sister,” one of the men said.

      “This is Muninn and his sister, Huginn,” I said, motioning to the axes. “You can see them if you come a little nearer.”

      The men gazed at one another. Two of them had already decided we weren’t worth the trouble; they turned to go back to their seats.

      The other two, however, grew bold.

      “What, ergi, are you looking to make your way to Valhalla? We can help you with that,” he said then moved his coat aside to reveal a knife. He pulled it sloppily then rushed toward me.

      I pushed a stool into his path. The drunk stumbled over the furniture, falling to the floor. His rusty knife bounced across the room to my feet.

      Keeping on eye on the man’s friend, I grabbed the knife and set it on the table. The man scrambled to his feet, an angry look on his face.

      I lifted my axe and brought it down hard onto the blade of the knife. The old weapon broke in two.

      “Vámr,” he swore at me.

      I sneered at him. “Next time, it will be your skull, fífl.”

      The man grunted. “They’re not worth the trouble. The girl isn’t that pretty anyway.”

      “Hey,” Eydis protested, but I raised a finger to silence her.

      “Come on,” he added, then pulled the drunk I’d humiliated toward the door. They headed outside, the door banging closed behind them.

      I turned and eyed the other two men who’d returned to their spot by the fire. The pair acted as if I did not exist.

      I slipped back into my seat.

      “Did you… Did you just defend my honor?” Eydis asked with a grin.

      “So it seems.”

      “Oh, then you have earned this,” she said, plopping what was left of her cheese on my plate.

      I look a bite. “By the gods, that’s awful.”

      “Yes,” she said with a grin. “But the fish is worse. Eat up. Hervarth. A growing boy needs his strength.”

      “Eydis, I swear…”

      But Eydis simply laughed and refilled my cup. “Shut up and drink some of this horrible ale, ergi,” she said, then lifted her cup. “Skol.”
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Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      A short time later, Yrsa appeared. “Let’s go,” she said. Taking my cup, she drained what was left of the ale. “By the gods, that’s awful.”

      I chuckled. “The company was worse. Believe me.”

      We headed outside and around the corner of the ale hall. There, a boy waited with three horses. Yrsa took the mounts, and the child ran off.

      We were just finishing tying up the saddles when I heard a voice I recognized.

      “Wasn’t just that pretty girl we were after, ergi. We liked that fat bag on your hip too.”

      Frowning, I looked over my shoulder. The two men from the ale hall—the man whose knife I broke and his friend—were there.

      Grinning madly, the man whose knife I broke reached out and grabbed Eydis’s arm, yanking her toward him. He set a blade on her throat.

      Eydis gasped, her eyes wide.

      The man grinned, revealing row upon row of broken teeth. “Now, about that bag,” he said, motioning to my belt. “Hand it over, or I’ll rearrange her pretty face.”

      “Let her go. Now,” I snarled.

      “Oh, ergi has some big balls, do you? Hand me that bag and those fine axes, and I might think about letting her go. Pretty, though. Hate to lose her,” he said with a laugh, then stuck out his tongue and licked Eydis’s cheek.

      Eydis flinched.

      I smiled at the man then took a step toward him.

      “Get back, or I’ll cut her, and he’ll finish you,” he said, motioning to the man behind him.

      I smirked. “That will be a little hard for him to manage, all things considered.”

      Confused, the man turned to look at his companion.

      The man stood there, eyes wide. He grunted, and blood blossomed across the front of his shirt. A moment later, his body slackened, and he fell, revealing Yrsa standing behind him, her blade wet.

      “What?” the drunk hissed, distracted by the unexpected turn of events.

      Hervor.

      I am awake.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Wield me!

      I slipped my hand to my side and pulled Tyrfing from its scabbard.

      The metal sang as it slid from its sheath, a ringing sound rocking the world around us.  The air shuddered. The blade shimmered like it was made of pure light. The metal grip of the pommel throbbed like a beating heart under my hand. Moving quickly, I gave the sword a twirl then plunged the blade into the man’s chest.

      His eyes went wide as he stared at Tyrfing protruding from his chest. Blood dripped from his mouth. His hands trembling, he touched the blade. “Like sunlight,” he whispered. He dropped the knife he’d been holding to Eydis’s throat as his eyes rolled back into his head.

      I yanked the sword back, shaking blood from the blade. It splattered on my boots and across the skirt of Eydis’s dress.

      The man tumbled to the ground.

      Eydis sobbed then reached for me.

      I grabbed her. “Are you all right?”

      Shaken, she nodded. “Yes.”

      Then, Eydis’s eyes turned to Tyrfing. Yrsa also drew close. The three of us stood staring at the sword.

      The long blade looked as though it had been freshly sharpened. It shimmered rose gold under the sunlight. Runes were etched all along the length of the blade. The sun’s rays cast a gold color on them, making them look like they were alive with flame, or magic, I didn’t know which. The handle and pommel of the sword were woven with fine silver and other metals, the likes of which I had never seen before. Under the sun, it shone like liquid light.

      “I have never seen a blade like this before,” Yrsa said, reaching out to touch it.

      I moved it away. “Even the smallest cut is lethal. Don’t tempt a cursed blade.”

      Yrsa nodded. “It’s truly dwarven made. There is no other like it in Midgard. May the hands of the smiths be blessed. It might be cursed, but it is still a fine piece of metal.”

      Eydis nodded. “It has had its blood. It may sleep once more,” Eydis said, then turned and looked at the dead men. “As for them… You suppose we should be concerned? Things in Halmstad are very unsettled.”

      “Let’s not wait around to find out,” Yrsa said, slipping her sword back into its sheath.

      We turned to the horses.

      Before I mounted, I lifted my father’s sword once more. “Tyrfing. I am Hervor, daughter of Angantyr. I shall be your last owner. Thank you for keeping me safe.”

      I slipped the blade back into its sheath then mounted.

      But when I did so, a soft voice called to me…the voice of Tyrfing.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      No one escapes what the Norns have woven.
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Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      As it turned out, Yrsa had hired a guide to take us from Halmstad to Lake Bolmen. The person she selected, however, piqued my interest.

      “Why a farmer’s son?” I asked Yrsa, eyeing the boy who was about my age. While he was of fighting age, the young man was no warrior. From his dress, I could see he spent more time with hoe and pitchfork than sword and shield.

      “Anyone at the tavern might try to murder us on the road. Anyone offering their services as a guide might lie to us or try to swindle us. I went to the animal pens. The farmers whose animals graze these fields know how to get from place to place, will ask honest prices, and are slightly less likely to sell the news of our travels. Or has Hervarth forgotten what can happen on the paths between towns and farms?” she asked with a smirk, referring to our first encounter.

      “No, Hervarth has not forgotten.”

      Yrsa motioned to Eydis, who was chatting with the boy as they rode ahead of us. “She draws attention.”

      Yrsa was right. Eydis was strikingly beautiful. She drew eyes everywhere she went. At least in Dalr, her closeness to Mother and me—and Leif—offered her some protection. “If I’d sent her back to Dalr with the others, it may have cost her life.”

      “Assuming the jarl is still alive.”

      I nodded. Yrsa wasn’t wrong. If Grandfather died, everything would be different. But at whose hand? If Leif lived, then all our futures would breathe with new life. But if Leif and Grandfather died in the fighting, leaving Eilif and Egil to rule, then I had no more place in Dalr than I had when Grandfather ruled. In the end, the path before me was the only logical choice. But truth be told, I knew nothing of Arngrim other than he was once a great berserker who had killed a king and taken his sword. A great warrior, yes. A great man? I didn’t know. From the tale Loki told, it was my uncle Hjorvard’s fault that my father and his brothers had died. He’d demanded the hand of a woman who had not wanted him. And it had cost all their lives. Were Hjorvard’s ways a reflection of Arngrim’s? Or was he more like Angantyr, who Mother had loved? Perhaps I was rushing from one tyrant to another.

      I reined in my horse beside the shepherd. “They are preparing for war in Halmstad?” I asked.

      The young man nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Sir. “With whom?”

      He shifted nervously then said, “Arngrim of Bolmsö.”

      I raised an eyebrow, giving Yrsa a quick glance.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Why?” he repeated, confused.

      “Is Arngrim such a fierce enemy? Why is Halmstad preparing for war?”

      “Jarl Asmund wants control of the lake and the island. Jarl Arngrim is old,” he said, then shrugged.

      “Was some insult made?” Yrsa asked the boy.

      He shook his head. “No. Jarl Asmund is…ambitious. Bolmsö is very rich. The old jarl’s sons brought much treasure there. But the jarl is all alone now. His line dies with him. Asmund wants Bolmsö for himself.”

      I frowned. My heart twisted at the idea that the whole world thought Arngrim the last of his line, the last of his blood. He was alone…much like me. But he wouldn’t be anymore. “What of the people of Halmstad? Do they want to make war on their neighbor?” I asked.

      The boy shrugged. “Who does not want to die in battle and go to Valhalla?”

      “Those who value their lives,” Eydis replied.

      The shepherd chuckled. “You sound like my father.”

      “Then your father is very wise,” Yrsa replied.

      “Will you fight with the others?” Eydis asked the boy.

      He shook his head. “No, we will return to our farm when I get back. Soon, they will march on Lake Bolmen. My father will not fight. My uncle says he is a coward.”

      “Odin valued wisdom above all. He gave his eye for it. Knowing when to fight is more important than knowing how,” I replied. “Not all battles are worthy.”

      At that, he nodded.

      “You shouldn’t fight anyway,” Eydis said, setting her hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Asny wants to give her heart to you. Go home and ask her to marry you.”

      He turned and stared at Eydis. “How…how did you know about—”

      “Loki told me,” Eydis said, tapping the side of her head.

      He looked at Eydis for a long time then asked, “Does she love me?”

      Eydis nodded. “Very much.”

      At that, the young man smiled and said nothing more.

      

      We rode throughout the morning and into the afternoon when Lake Bolmen appeared. As I stared out at the waters, I could see the lake was dotted with many small islands. But in the distance, I saw the shadow of a large island. Dark blue waves lapped along the rocky shoreline.

      “You must cross with the ferryman,” the boy told us, motioning to the left side of the lake. “He will take you over.”

      “Is there no way to sail in from the sea?” Yrsa asked.

      The boy nodded. “Yes, there is a river, but one must use light boats, and the way is long from the eastern shore, far from Halmstad.”

      “What do you know of Jarl Arngrim?” Eydis asked. “Will he accept outsiders?”

      The young man shrugged. “He may. With all his enemies at his shores, however, he may be wary.”

      “What other enemies does he have?” I asked.

      “Jarl Solva of Blomfjall. She, too, has her eyes on Bolmsö.”

      “Solva? A woman jarl?” Eydis asked.

      He nodded.

      “And Arngrim, does he have men enough to fight?”

      The boy shrugged. “The warriors of Bolmsö are renowned. Some say they are all skinwalkers, wolves in disguise, and that the island will protect herself from enemies. I don’t know. As Jarl Asmund tells it, Bolmsö is ripe for the picking.”

      “Soon, we shall see,” I said.

      The boy shrugged. “Wolves or not, it is winter. Only a fool makes war in the winter.”

      Yrsa laughed. “You are right about that.”

      “Speaking of fools, I shall ride no farther. This is close enough. Ride the eastern shore of the lake. You will reach the ferry.”

      “Thank you,” Yrsa told him, dipping into her pocket and handing him some silver.

      He inclined his head to her in thanks. Giving me the briefest of nods and Eydis a grateful smile, he turned his horse and headed back to Halmstad.

      “You must stop paying for everything,” I chided Yrsa.

      “I didn’t pay for it, you did,” she said, tapping a saddlebag in which we had stored my uncles’ coin.

      At that, I laughed. “Very well. Come on. Let’s see about the wolves of Bolmsö.”

      

      We rode along the shore for the next hour. Given it was winter, the edge of the lake was frozen. There were some boats in the water, moving between the small islands in Lake Bolmen, but everything was hushed. Soon, we arrived at a dock where a ferryman was busy talking to a group of farmers who’d come with crates full of chickens.

      The ferryman huffed at them, grumbling about the difficulty of taking their animals across.

      “It is always the same with you, Wodan,” one of the men said. “What we are hauling weighs no more than feathers, but still, you complain to ask for more money to go across.”

      The ferryman, who was a slim man with a wrinkled face and a mischievous grin, looked offended—though his expression was not very convincing. “What? How can you say that, Svensson? I’ve broken my back rowing you all across all these years. And this is the thanks I get? Little reward for us who guard the passageways. No one ever honors Heimdal like he should—nor me. That’s the way of things, I suppose.”

      Eydis was grinning at the man, amused by his complaints.

      I looked at Yrsa, who raised and lowered her brows.

      

      “You take advantage of us in this hard time, Wodan,” a plump woman with silver braids told the ferryman. “We all know what Jarl Asmund is planning. We need to get on the island.”

      “Then get on the island, you shall, my dear. Right after you pay. Come on, then,” the ferryman said, holding out his hand. Sighing heavily, the farmer paid up, and he and his family boarded the ferry.

      The ferryman then turned to us. He looked us over. “No,” he said, then turned back, unlashing the boat from the pier.

      “No? No what?” Yrsa retorted sharply.

      “I don’t know you. No outsiders. Jarl’s orders.”

      “But we’ve come to help the jarl,” I protested.

      The man turned and looked at me. “Who are you? I don’t know you.”

      “I knew the jarl’s sons back when they were fighting in the north. When I heard of the jarl’s troubles, I brought my son…and his…wife. Take us across. I’ll go to the jarl, and he may decide.”

      Wife. Yrsa had nearly choked on the word. I kept my face flat, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Eydis couldn’t contain her grin.

      The man eyed Yrsa, looking over the scar on her face. Yrsa looked like a fighter, so her story was easy to swallow. He then gave Eydis and me a passing glance.

      I did everything in my power not to look at Eydis, who was, no doubt, primed to make a bawdy joke at my expense. I’d have to thank Yrsa for marrying me off later.

      “You’ll go directly to the jarl,” the ferryman said. “Or I’ll see you blood-eagled as liars and spies.”

      Yrsa frowned at him. “Your threats mean nothing to me, old man. I am no liar.”

      The ferryman grinned. “Good. Good. Now, got money? Can’t get across for nothing.”

      Yrsa handed the man a coin.

      “Not much. Not nearly enough for bringing in an outsider. Ragal will have my neck if you’re lying. But I guess that will be enough. Go on, then, lead the horses. Damned heavy load. Get up, Oddi; Gildy and Eilr, come on. We’ve got work here,” the ferryman added, giving a boy sleeping on the pier a kick.

      We dismounted and led our animals onto the ferry behind us.

      At that, the ferryman and his workers untied the barge that would carry us across the lake to the island.

      Once we were aboard, I frowned heavily at Yrsa.

      “Sorry,” she said lightly, but I saw a laugh play on her lips. She tried to hide it.

      I turned to Eydis, who was grinning at me. She had just opened her mouth to speak when I raised my hand.

      “Not a word,” I told her then set my gaze on the island. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, feeling the wind on my cheeks and smelling the lake waters.

      Father.

      Father.

      I have come home.
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Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      The ferry carried us across to the island. There, a path led to the village. At the dock, two wooden idols stood sentinel. Wolves, twice the size of a man, had been carved from tree trunks. The creatures stood, shields before them, watching. Black and red pennants hung on poles along the road from the water to the village. We rode to the central square. There, I discovered a massive longhouse, no doubt the home of Arngrim. On the crossbeams on the peaked roof, the heads of wolves have been carved. There was a stable for horses not far from the hall. All around the square, vendors sold their wares and people traded. Roads trailed off to the north and south. Alongside the way, I saw homes, alehouses, and other small establishments. Warriors carrying shields with the red and black of Arngrim’s house hurried into the great hall. Two guards stood outside. At the blacksmith’s shop, just off the square, I saw a flurry of activity. The round of hammers ringing echoed through the air. A fire at the center of the square burned brightly.

      “Let’s go,” Yrsa said, motioning to the hall where the others were congregating.

      I turned to Eydis, who was staring down the path that led to the south. I followed her gaze to a peaked building outside which stood yet another pair of wolf totems. Pieces of cloth, feathers, and talismans made of bone hung from the branches of a tree just outside.

      “Eydis?”

      “Go on,” she said with a swish of her hand. “I’m going there.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I want to go see why the gods are whispering in there,” she said then walked away.

      “Wait,” Yrsa called to her. Yrsa removed the long knife she kept in her boot and handed it to Eydis. “Put it on your belt.”

      “Loki keeps me—”

      “Loki doesn’t have time to always watch out for Eydis. Sometimes, you must look after yourself. Put it on your belt. When you are done whispering to the gods, look for us in the hall.”

      Eydis sighed. “Very well.”

      I frowned. I really didn’t like that Eydis was heading off on her own, but who was I to step in the way when the gods called?

      “Come on,” Yrsa said, and we headed toward the hall.

      As we neared the door, the guards stepped in front of us, blocking our path.

      “Who are you?” one of the guards asked.

      “Yrsa, shield-maiden of Grund. This is my son, Hervarth. We’ve come to serve Arngrim.”

      “I don’t know you,” the man said with a sneer.

      “Of course not, you fool. As I just said, I’ve come from Grund. I will see the jarl. He will decide if I can stay here, not you,” Yrsa retorted.

      The man eyed Yrsa then me. He looked to his comrade, who nodded then opened the door to let us inside.

      Yrsa inclined her head to the man, and then we entered.

      “Yrsa,” I whispered. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you lie before.”

      She shrugged. “They are right to be wary. Spies from the other jarls could try to come and see what he is planning. If you ask me, they were too easily convinced.”

      I looked over my shoulder at the guards as the door to the massive hall swung closed. She was right. If the jarls whose lands surrounded Arngrim were planning war, then it would only make sense that there would already be spies trying to make their way onto Bolmsö. Arngrim would be better off closing the island altogether. As it was, either of the two contending jarls would need to get across the lake to make an attack.

      Turning my attention back, I surveyed the hall. It was grander than my home in Dalr. The pillars were carved with swirling wolf designs. Red-and-black banners hung from the ceilings. Two round fire pits sat in the at the center of the room. On the left and right sides of the hall were long tables for feasting. At the very end of the room, on a dais, sat a high throne made of wood and deer horns. Luxurious furs covered the seat. Overhead, metal chandeliers lit the room with glowing candlelight. On the wall behind the dais hung twelve red-and-black shields—one for each of Arngrim’s sons. I could see why Jarl Asmund was interested in Bolmsö’s wealth. Arngrim lived in opulence. Jarl Bjartmar’s hall dimmed in comparison to this beautiful place. My father and uncles had brought wealth to Bolmsö.

      While the hall was teeming, the jarl had not yet appeared. Eyeing the place carefully, I saw a narrow hallway that led away from the hall to the family quarters hidden behind the throne.

      Yrsa motioned for me to follow her, and we made our way to a spot at the side of the room behind a group of well-armed men.

      “Jarl Solva’s been calling in her men. I thought she’d wait until spring,” one of the men in front of us was saying.

      “She doesn’t have the men to fight…nor the courage.”

      “No, but she has the brains. More than Asmund.”

      “Why does everyone want to go to war now? It’s too bloody cold.”

      “That’s why I don’t expect to see Solva here anytime soon.”

      A moment later, the housecarl standing near the throne sounded a horn, silencing the murmuring voices.

      A shield-maiden with long, brown hair appeared from the back. Beside her, a lanky man whose eyes were decorated with kohl sauntered into the room. He was smiling as he looked over the crowd. But then, he tipped his head as if listening—a move I’d seen Eydis make a thousand times. When he was done, his gaze turned to Yrsa and me.

      I stepped toward the shadows, looking away from the man.

      Yrsa gave me a knowing glance then crossed her arms on her chest.

      A moment later, a pair of wolves padded out of the back. One was very old. The furry beast, walking on stiff legs, lay down by the throne with an exhausted huff. The other sat at alert, sniffing the breeze as it eyed the people in attendance. Both were immense creatures, their backs tall enough to reach my waist.

      Behind them, an old man with white hair leaning on a tall staff appeared. He had a long beard that he’d braided and adorned with silver pins. His snowy hair, which was neatly combed, fell down his back. He was dressed in fine boots and a black leather jerkin with silver buckles and amber ornaments. He wore a thick silver neck ring that glimmered in the firelight. He was an impressive figure. But the truth was, while he had a tall, lean frame that bespoke the warrior he’d once been, he was an ancient man. He towered over most of the men in the room. But his staff, carved with a wolf head at the top, was helping him stay steady. He patted the younger wolf then sat.

      The man who had sounded the horn came and stood on one side of him, the shield-maiden on the other. The lean man sat down beside the wolves, playfully patting the creatures.

      Arngrim looked over the assembly. As he did so, he met every eye there. His gaze passed Yrsa and me. While he didn’t pause, I noticed a flicker cross his face when he realized he didn’t know us. But still, his glance moved on.

      At last, he spoke, “My wolves of Bolmsö, you have gathered at my call. I have heard a rumor. They say ancient Arngrim is fading. They say Bolmsö is ripe for the picking. That is what Solva and Asmund believe. But as you see, I recovered from my ailment and am seated before you here, evermore the man who defeated the great King Sigrlami. And while this wolf is old, I still have teeth, and my island is not theirs to harvest. Now, Ragal, let us have the news,” he said, then motioned to his housecarl.

      The man, Ragal, was thicker than a tree-trunk. His muscular arms were heavily tattooed. He had long, wavy red hair, a barrel of a chest, and a long red beard. He was an imposing figure.

      “Arne and Skarde have just returned from Blomfjall. Negotiations came to nothing. Jarl Solva would reach no accord. But, while she is gathering men, there were no signs that she plans to raid soon.”

      “As I expected. And to the south?” Arngrim—my grandfather—asked.

      The shield-maiden beside him stepped forward. “Halmstad is in a flurry of activity. Asmund is raging. The people say he will strike soon, winter or not.”

      Arngrim nodded slowly. “Of course he will. Thank you, Hella,” he told the shield-maiden.

      “Let them come,” the lanky man sitting beside the wolves said with a wave of his arm, his voice sounding agitated. “They will not land on my island.”

      Arngrim gave him a light smile. “If only it were that easy, Utr.”

      “I shall make waves to smash their boats. I will awaken the wolves. You will see. Even the pups will come to fight,” he added, wrapping his arm around the neck of one of the wolves, but his gaze turned and fell squarely on me.

      “What shall we do, jarl? Shall we strike Asmund before he comes to Bolmsö?” someone from the crowd called.

      “Let us fight for you, jarl,” another yelled, earning cheers from the crowd.

      “We should go south. Let us show him the wolves are ready for war,” added another, causing the warriors to bang on their shields.

      Arngrim smiled. “My sons are gone, but my pack is still ready. I hear you all. I hear you. But, no. We will not leave Bolmsö to fight Asmund. In our wake, Solva will come. We will stay on our island and make ready. In a week, I will close the ferry. If they want Bolmsö, they will have to learn to swim.”

      At that, the crowd laughed, but Ragal and the shield-maiden, Hella, passed a less-than-certain glance.

      “Let them come. Utr can drown them,” someone from the crowd called, earning them a round of cheers and laughter.

      Confused, I scrunched up my brow. The way the others—and he, himself—spoke of the Utr was perplexing.

      “Loyal men and women of Bolmsö, be ready. We don’t know when, but Asmund’s men are coming. Soon, I will call on you. Sharpen your axes. Fletch your arrows. And listen for my call,” Arngrim called.

      At that, the crowd cheered.

      “And drink! What do we have to fear when the gods smile upon us? Dagny assures me the runes are turning in our favor, and the wolf moon has risen. Skoll and Hati protect our very shores.”

      At that, the assembly cheered again.

      Ragal motioned for the thralls to begin serving ale and mead. The assembly broke up, the men talking amongst themselves. Arngrim sat on his throne, listening to the shield-maiden, Hella. The man who’d been sitting with the wolves had already disappeared into the crowd.

      “I’ll get us some ale,” Yrsa said, heading toward one of the thralls distributing drinks.

      I nodded then began working around the room. Keeping to the shadows, I listened as the men talked. For the most part, they were discussing the dark matters at hand: when the two jarls would strike, if Arngrim had enough men, lamenting that my uncles and father were dead, how Bolmsö would protect itself, and if Asmund would strike in the winter. The conversations were the same everywhere. I watched the men’s expressions as they looked at my grandfather, hunting for any sign of dislike or distrust. But there was none. Everywhere I went, I heard only reverence for the jarl. I leaned against a pillar, watching and listening.

      A short time later, Yrsa appeared, ale horns in her hands. She gave one to me.

      “Well?” she asked, then sipped her brew.

      “This is not Dalr. I do not sense animosity here. At least, none that men are brave enough to speak aloud.”

      “The same.”

      A moment later, the man who had been playing with the wolves—Utr—appeared beside me.

      “Who are you?” he asked, looking closely into my face. He lifted his fingers and waved them in front of me. “Those eyes.”

      “I’m Hervarth,” I replied simply.

      He cocked his head as if listening to something, then looked deeply at me. “Lie,” he retorted then turned to Yrsa. He pointed at her. “This island is for wolves.”

      “And?”

      “And you are a bear.”

      She shrugged.

      “Pretty bear, though,” he said, eyeing her up and down. He grinned. “Nice to cuddle up with a bear in the winter.”

      Yrsa frowned hard at him.

      “What do you want on my island?” the man asked us both.

      Frowning, I turned from Utr to Arngrim, who was, much to my surprise, watching the exchange. The younger wolf bounded off the dais and moved toward us. The crowd parted, falling silent as they watched where the wolf was headed.

      “Shite,” Yrsa swore under her breath.

      Utr giggled. “He sees you, liar. Now you will tell why you are here,” he told me.

      “Shield-maiden,” the jarl called to Yrsa. “And the boy. Come,” Arngrim said, waving his hand, motioning us to come forward.

      The wild man gave the wolf a scratch on the head then scampered back to the jarl.

      We set aside our drinks and went to the dais. I kept my eyes low, stealing only glances of Arngrim, but his attention was set on Yrsa. In my guise as a young man, I could hardly blame him. Yrsa was obviously more the warrior than me.

      Utr, however, had not taken his gaze off me. And neither had the wolf. The beast padded along beside me, sniffing my hand.

      “I do not know you, shield-maiden,” Arngrim told Yrsa.

      “I am Yrsa, and this is my son, Hervarth. We’ve come from Grund. We heard there is trouble here. Long ago, your son, Angantyr, saved my life. I’ve come to repay that debt to his father. My shield and sword are yours, as are those of my son.”

      “Angantyr,” Arngrim said, his voice taking on a dreamy quality. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Arngrim look off in the distance. When he did so, I looked at him, searching his face.

      His eyes.

      His eyes were the same shade of amber as mine.

      The old jarl sighed then turned to the wild man. “What do you say, Utr? Are they to be trusted?”

      “One can trust the water, but it will crack a rock apart when it freezes. Ivy will pry apart a building. Who is to say anyone can be trusted? Even a gentle breeze can turn to a storm.”

      Arngrim sighed. “More matter, less poetry.”

      “This one is a liar,” Utr said, pointing at me. “But I see a wolf sleeping within him. This beauty is a bear. Angry, growling. I can hear it rumbling inside her. Perhaps if she lets me put my head on that gentle breast of hers,” he said, then moved as if to set his head on Yrsa’s chest.

      Moving quickly, Yrsa swiped out her leg and knocked him to the ground.

      Beside Arngrim, both the shield-maiden and Ragal, the housecarl, had pulled their weapons.

      “Peace. Please. My mother doesn’t like anyone getting too amorous uninvited, that’s all,” I said, lifting my hands.

      Ragal and the shield-maiden looked at one another.

      Arngrim motioned for them to be calm then laughed. “You will never win her heart that way, Utr,” he told the wild man.

      Sitting on his ass, Utr grinned at Yrsa, a look of admiration on his face. “Perhaps not, but she will kiss me once before it’s through.”

      Yrsa rolled her eyes at him.

      What a strange creature.

      Beside me, the wolf licked my hand. I gave him a gentle pat.

      Arngrim watched the exchange, his eyes narrowing. “Rök seems to like you, boy,” Arngrim told me. “And while I trust you, Utr, Rök is a better judge of character than a vætt.” Arngrim turned to Yrsa once more. “So, you fought with my sons?”

      “Yes, jarl.”

      His gaze went from Yrsa to me. He stared at me for a long time. “Very well. You are welcome on Bolmsö, and I accept your service as repayment of your debt. The gods know we can use all the warriors they see fit to bring us,” he said, looking up at Ragal, who nodded.

      Yrsa bowed to Arngrim, motioning for me to do the same. “Jarl,” she said respectfully.

      “Jarl,” I added. But when I bent over, I found my gaze level with that of the wolf. The creature locked eyes with me. It was only then that I realized that the wolf, too, had eyes the colors of amber. The creature’s nose twitched.

      He knew. He knew I was of Arngrim’s blood. “Shh,” I whispered, praying to Odin to keep my secret just a little longer.

      The wolf sneezed, blasting my face with mucus, then turned away.

      Both Utr and the jarl laughed.

      Sighing, I wiped the wetness from my cheeks.

      “Drink, Yrsa and Hervarth, and be welcomed,” Arngrim said.

      With a nod, Yrsa and I turned and headed back into the crowd. As I went, I looked over my shoulder at Utr. He tapped his cheeks with two fingers just below his eyes then pointed at me, a wicked grin on his face.

      “Seems the gods are on our side,” Yrsa said simply.

      “So far, but I don’t know about that wild man…Utr.”

      Yrsa huffed. “He’s mad. Pay him no mind.”

      “What is a vætt?”

      Yrsa motioned to one of the thralls who handed us both mugs of ale.

      “A vætt is a nature spirit, a creature that haunts special places like springs or farms or forests.”

      I turned, staring at the wild man who was now rolling about the dais, playing with the wolf.

      “Then, Arngrim is saying that that man is…”

      “He’s a madman. A creature of Loki. Pay him no heed.”

      I nodded, then turned and looked about the room. When I did, I spotted a familiar figure. “Speaking of Loki.”

      A mischievous look on her face, Eydis made her way toward us. Something told me she and her god were hard at work once more.

      Loki. Do not lead us into mischief.

      In reply, a laughing voice echoed through my mind.
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Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      “Well,” Eydis said. “Part of the family now?”

      I frowned at her. “Do you think I can win the respect of a man like that simply by carrying his sword?”

      “Of course not. Lucky for you, war is brewing. Hervarth can make his name.”

      “Is that prophecy or prank?” I asked.

      Eydis shrugged. “Who knows?”

      I shook my head.

      “Where have you been?” Yrsa asked her.

      “Securing our lodging while the two of you were drinking ale and sitting by the fire.”

      “Lodging where?” I asked.

      “Come,” Eydis said, motioning for us to follow her.

      We turned to leave the hall. When I did so, I looked back at my grandfather. He listened intently to the words of his men, nodding as he considered. He held a dignified air about him. Simply because he was old and had no sons, his rivals thought to unseat him?

      No. I would not allow it.

      Maybe they had come for his blood, his lands, but soon, they would find someone guarding the gate.

      Feeling my gaze on him, Arngrim looked up.

      I turned quickly and followed Yrsa and Eydis from the hall.

      Don’t worry, Grandfather. I am here for you.

      

      Eydis led us to the building she’d spotted when we’d entered the village. When we arrived, I eyed the idols sitting outside the building. Wolves. One was carved with a sun on his brow, the other with a moon.

      “Skoll and Hati,” Eydis said, touching the beasts. “They chase the sun and the moon, sons of Fenrir. Wolves are the sigils of your house,” she told me. “This is their temple.”

      I reached up and touched the nose of one of the wolf carvings. My father had been here. He had seen these carvings. He had come to this temple. If he had lived, I would have grown up here. This would have been my home. My mother would have been loved. I would have been loved. Why had the gods taken my father from me?

      Chimes made of bone hanging from the barren tree outside the temple clicked in the breeze. I looked back toward the village. Light snow had begun to fall. Fat snowflakes drifted slowly down, covering the ground with a blanket of white.

      Eydis tugged open the massive, carved wooden doors of the temple. Heat wafted from the place. We entered the dim room where the air was thick with incense. There was another carving at the front of the room. This time, it was of Odin. The All-Father stood with his ravens on his shoulders, his pet wolves, Geri and Freki, at his feet.

      A moment later, a priestess appeared. She wore black robes, her eyes smudged with kohl. She had long, dark brown hair. She looked us over then smiled softly. “You are all welcome here. And you,” she said, coming close to me. “The gods have whispered your name to me.”

      I did not reply.

      The woman took my hand. “In my dreams, I see you walking through a burning village. In your hands, you carry twin axes. You approach Yggdrasil sitting on a rise. Odin whispers. He tells me, ‘She is Hervor, the last blood of Arngrim.’ But you do not look like Hervor today.”

      Stunned, I paused a moment before I said, “I am Hervarth today. As such, I will win the respect of Arngrim. I will not ask for it by name alone.”

      At that, the gythia smiled. “As the gods will, for even they walk amongst mankind, giving false names so their will may be done. I am Dagny. Come,” she said, motioning for us to follow her.

      Eydis moved to go ahead.

      I looked at Yrsa, seeing the same hesitation in her eyes that I felt.

      “You are safe here, Hervarth, daughter of Angantyr. You and your secrets,” Dagny called.

      I gently grabbed Eydis’s arm. “What did you tell her? Anything?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing at all. She knew it all already. The gods…”

      We followed Dagny to the back of the temple. There, we found another gothi working, as well as a thrall making flatbread over a small fire.

      “These are our living quarters. They are small, but you will be comfortable enough here. In Bolmsö, we serve the gods and protect what is Arngrim’s, even when he does not know it is his.” She motioned to a small room. Therein, I spotted a bed large enough for two and a cot along the wall. A small fire burned in the corner. The room was dark and congested, but it was somewhere to sleep. “You have had a long journey. Ingrid is making you something to eat. Rest, and then we will talk.”

      “About what?” Yrsa asked.

      The gythia smiled lightly. “Everything.”
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      Later that day, Eydis, Yrsa, and I joined the gothar in the temple. The fires in the braziers and central fire pit crackled and sparked. We pulled up benches before the central fire.

      “This is Arne,” Dagny told us, motioning to one of the priests. He had long, silver hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and wore kohl around his eyes. Runes were tattooed on his brow. He inclined his head to us.

      “And Næfi,” she added, motioning to the thin priest with short, curly red hair. “Arne and I were born on Bolmsö. Næfi has come to us within the last year.”

      “We thank you for your hospitality,” Yrsa told Dagny.

      “Of course,” she said, inclining her head to us.

      While Dagny’s expression was open and honest, neither Arne nor Næfi were warm. Didn’t they believe Dagny’s visions, or were they simply wary? I didn’t blame them if they were. It was only prudent. I felt the same resistance to them. I did not like that someone I did not know knew my secret. Even if the gods had chosen to share a vision with Dagny, did that mean she was trustworthy?

      “You must have questions,” the gythia said to me.

      I looked her over. She was earnest. There was an openness to her that seemed reliable enough, but I would be cautious about letting her get too close until I knew for certain. To that end, I kept my focus on the matter at hand. “What is happening here? Why are Arngrim’s neighbors ready to wage war?”

      “Some months ago, the jarl fell ill. We all believed he would perish. Asmund took Arngrim’s ailment as an opportunity. He began rallying his forces. The two men have always opposed one another. But when Arngrim’s sons were alive, no one would cross Bolmsö. Now… Asmund launched a first, weak attempt against us a few weeks ago, but he was repelled. Although Arngrim has recovered his health, Asmund is set on finishing what he started.”

      “And Solva?”

      “Solva…” Dagny mused. “She is crafty. She has her agenda for Bolmsö, but more, she will not have Asmund rise in power. She’d rather take it for herself.”

      “If they wish to defeat Arngrim, surely it would make more sense for them to stand together,” I said.

      “Let’s be glad they have not agreed to it,” Dagny replied.

      “And why haven’t they?” Yrsa asked.

      “Pride,” the priest, Arne, answered. “Solva is a feared shield-maiden. Asmund offered her an alliance. In fact, he offered her his hand in marriage, but she refused. She will take what she wants—or at least, she will try—of her own accord.”

      In the least, I could respect her for that.

      “Who is the greater threat?” Yrsa asked.

      “They are both threats. Asmund will fight, and we will defend ourselves. We will deal with him in the most straightforward of manners. But Solva...well, many say she has jotun blood. She is fierce, as is her son, but she is also smart. Asmund will throw himself on our shore. Solva will find a better way,” Dagny answered.

      Eydis perked up. “Jotun? Why do they believe that?”

      “She is fierce in battle, and she has a way about her that is…unnatural. Her father is unknown. There are whispers about a stranger who visited Solva’s mother in Blomfjall, but no one knows for sure. And she has a son, Otkell, who is twice as tall as any man and twice as strong.”

      “Who is the boy’s father?” Eydis asked.

      “Unknown,” Arne said. “They whisper that the jotuns visited Solva, and the child is a product of that union. But no one is certain. Solva never married. There was only one man she ever wanted, and he would not have her.” He turned and looked at me, his expression rich with meaning.

      “Angantyr?”

      Arne nodded.

      Dagny smiled softly. “I believe that is, in part, why she detests us. Angantyr was not cruel in his rejection of Solva. It was more that she insisted that he marry her that put him off. She decreed it was the will of the gods. I was about your age when she came here for the blót, demanding Angantyr marry her. She said she had a vision of two girls, daughters—his and hers—side-by-side. Angantyr would not hear it. It did not end well.”

      “I wouldn’t marry a jotun either,” Eydis said with a laugh. “They might eat you in your sleep.”

      Arne chuckled. “Well, it was clear Angantyr had no interest in her. That was not his way. Angantyr was my favorite of all of the brothers,” Arne told me. “He was curious, intelligent, unlike his brothers. He spent a lot of time here. He wanted to understand their way,” Arne said, motioning to the wolves sitting at Odin’s feet.

      “And did he? They say the Úlfhéðnar—berserkers—can really change physical form. Is that true?” Eydis asked.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I looked at Yrsa.

      She kept her face still, revealing nothing.

      Arne smiled softly. “That is the same question Angantyr asked.”

      “Did he find an answer?” I replied.

      “Angantyr wore that,” he said, pointing to Tyrfing. “And because of that, he never learned.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He relied on the sword to fight his battles. Angantyr could feel the red rage, but he allowed the cursed sword to be his teeth. Perhaps his daughter will find a different path.”

      I set my hand on the hilt of the sword. While the sword gave me a name, it did not define me.

      “Long before Tyrfing, the Úlfhéðnar ruled Bolmsö. Arngrim’s father and before him all the way back,” Arne said. “They did not need the cursed sword to be warriors of legend.”

      I nodded. The importance of what he was saying was not lost on me.

      “Perhaps today, however, we’ll be of more use swinging a hammer,” Yrsa said, motioning to the door. “If Asmund is coming, we must help the others prepare.”

      “Yes,” Næfi added. “You should make yourselves useful.” There was a tone in his voice that told me he had no use for a name alone.

      Dagny shot him a hard look. “I am sure any skilled hand will be welcome.”

      Eydis sighed. “That’s well enough for the two of you, but I will stay with Skoll and Hati beside the fire. What good am I with a hammer? I can help Ingrid if there is anything that needs doing. I have some skill in herbcraft, and have picked up a few other skills, following Hervarth around.”

      Dagny smiled. “A völva is always welcome here.”

      Yrsa rose.

      I paused, looking at the gothar. “It is the will of the gods that I have come. I am here to help. I hope…I hope I can entrust my secret to you.”

      “We serve Bolmsö and the house of Arngrim,” Dagny said. “If Odin saw fit to whisper of your coming, we will not betray the All-Father.”

      While Dagny looked earnest, and Arne stoic but wary, something about Næfi didn’t sit well with me. I did not like him knowing who I was.

      “Very well.”

      At that, Yrsa and I bundled up and headed back outside, leaving Eydis to amuse herself by the warmth of the fire. But if I knew Eydis, in no time, she’d have them all talking. Whatever gaps there were to the story, we would find out the truth soon enough. Loki wasn’t the only one who was silver-tongued.

      As Yrsa and I headed out into the cold, I thought over the priest’s words. My father had been different from his brothers, a curious man led by the gods. But more, I heard the priest’s warning. There was already a ferocity lying sleeping in my blood. Tyrfing was a prize, but it was not part of me. I needed to remember that.

      “Well, Hervarth, ready to go build some gates?”

      I laughed. “Yes, Mother.”

      Yrsa chuckled, the rubbed the top of my head playfully. “Ugly boy. Come on.”
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Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      For the next week, Yrsa and I worked with the other warriors and villagers in Bolmsö to fortify the town. We were met with some skepticism at first, but we kept to ourselves, answered questions about who we were and why we’d come at least a hundred times, and worked diligently. Eventually, they stopped asking.

      More than once, Arngrim came out to check the progress. He moved slowly, leaning on his tall staff as he surveyed the work. As always, his wolves accompanied him. Since the first day in the hall, I had only ever seen him from afar. But one afternoon, as Yrsa and I were working, I spotted him out of the corner of my eye. He, along with the vætt Utr, approached us.

      The wolf who had noticed me in the hall sniffed the wind as he neared us. Catching my scent, he rushed over to me. To my surprise, the creature nuzzled my hand with his snout and wiggled around me, his tail wagging. I knelt to pet him.

      “Rök,” the jarl called. “Have you found a playmate?”

      Paying me no attention, Utr went to Yrsa. He leaned against a fence post, his hand on his chin, and stared at her, a smile on his face. “All that hard work has put red roses in your cheeks, shield-maiden.”

      She rolled her eyes at him, sighing under her breath in exasperation, then turned to the jarl.

      “Jarl Arngrim,” she said, nodding to him.

      Knees shaking, I rose. “I’m sorry, jarl. He came to me.”

      “Do not apologize, boy,” Arngrim said. “The wolf goes where he wills, but usually, that’s not far from me,” he added with a light laugh.

      I kept my gaze low.

      “My son has a way with animals,” Yrsa explained.

      “Does he?” Arngrim asked.

      The wolf looked up at me, his eyes meeting mine. If I had not known better, I would have sworn the creature was smiling at me. There was a mischievous glimmer in his eyes. I gave him a pat, scratched his ears. After circling me once more, the wolf returned to his master. The other wolf, who was very old, sat beside Arngrim.

      “Rök is this old dam’s pup,” Arngrim explained, patting the old wolf’s head. “Runa’s years are nearly done, much like mine, but her son will soon find a mate of his own, and we’ll have a new litter. Wolves roam this island. Have you seen them yet?”

      Yrsa shook her head. “No, jarl.”

      “From the looks of it, shield-maiden, you already had an encounter with such a creature,” he said, motioning to her face.

      “It was a bear. Unfortunately.”

      He laughed. “And yet, you’re still standing. I hope the beast made a nice coat.”

      Yrsa chuckled. “It was put to good use.”

      I remembered, then, the beautiful bear fur that Mother kept on her bed. Had Yrsa given the pelt to Svafa?

      “Very well,” the jarl said, patting the fence we’d been working on. “It’s coming along nicely.”

      “Thank you, jarl.”

      Arngrim nodded, then moved on. Utr, however, lingered behind.

      “You should come to my house,” Utr told Yrsa.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because I will cook for you.”

      “I didn’t know a vætt could cook,” Yrsa replied, smirking.

      At that, Utr laughed. He leaned toward Yrsa. “I might be Bolmsö, but I still hunger for things of the flesh.” He eyed her up and down. “And I have never seen anything on Bolmsö I like as much as you. All grumbly inside. And, they,” he said, pointing to the air around him, “tell me to watch over you. What better way to watch you, shield-maiden, than from my bed? After all, one day, I will sink into the earth and become the island again. It would be a pity not to taste some earthly delights before I go.”

      “Loki has your tongue,” Yrsa told him.

      Utr giggled. “I’d gladly give it to you.”

      Yrsa sighed heavily, then turned away from him and began working once more.

      “One day, before it is through, you will kiss me,” Utr told Yrsa then turned to me. “What about you, liar? Can you convince your mother-not-your-mother to come and eat with me?”

      “I doubt it. Perhaps you need to rethink your tactics.”

      He sighed. “It is not that. She’s already given her heart to another. I’m too late. But I can dream. After all, what else does an island do but lay sleeping, dreaming, until called up to be flesh once more? You see, I rose amongst the runestones naked as a babe. I was born a man. They called me. They whispered to me. They said, ‘one day, a liar will come to Bolmsö’—which was a funny way to say it since I am Bolmsö. They told me, ‘when he comes, you will know what to do.’ I’m still working out that second part,” he said with a wink, then turned and headed off behind the jarl.

      I turned and looked at Yrsa. She shook her head but said nothing.

      My gaze went to Arngrim once more. Runa, the jarl’s ancient wolf, dawdled alongside him. But Rök ran in circles, nose to the ground. His ears and tail perked up when he saw me watching. Leaving the jarl, he ran back to me, quickly jumping up to lick my face before he turned and raced off to rejoin the jarl once more.

      “When you are done, come to the hall for mead and to warm your frozen asses,” the jarl called to all of us, evoking a cheer from the crowd.

      “Now, that’s an offer I will accept,” Yrsa said with a laugh.

      I chuckled. “What, not going to visit Utr?”

      “He’s mad.”

      “Why, because he likes you?” I said with a sly grin.

      Yrsa laughed. “Because he thinks he’s the island.”

      “What if he is the island? Don’t you believe the vætt exist?”

      “I live in a cave. Of course, I believe.”

      “Then why not believe Utr?”

      Yrsa sighed. “You’re starting to sound like Eydis. Stop talking so much.”

      “Grumbling, Yrsa? What, you miss your cave?”

      “A lot warmer than standing outside building battlements in the snow.”

      “True. Ready to go back to Dalr?”

      “No, thanks.”

      “Bolmsö is a good place,” I said, looking back over my shoulder at the villagers. Everyone was united in a single purpose: to protect the island. In Dalr, when the jarl called his men, there were many like Gorm who came reluctantly.

      “So it is. And soon, we’ll either die here, or you will win your name. Either way, our fortune is bound to change.”

      “If we die here, at least we will die well.”

      “Yes. What a comfort,” Yrsa said sarcastically.

      I laughed at her. “You just miss your bears.”

      “I miss something.”

      I nodded. Mother. “Svafa will be all right,” I reassured Yrsa. “Asta may not see eye-to-eye with Mother, but she would never let Egil harm Svafa.”

      “It’s not Egil I’m worried about.”

      She was right. How would Grandfather react when he discovered Svafa had recovered her memories? Or when he learned I was gone? What would he do then?

      “Yes,” I said simply, then turned to mend my fence once more, hammering the posts in line. And with every thought of Jarl Bjartmar, I hit harder and harder.

      

      Once the battlement was finished, we all headed back to the hall where the jarl made good on his promise. A pig was roasting on the hearth, bread, salted fish, and cheese were plentiful. Thralls served mugs of warm mead.

      Yrsa fixed herself a heaping plate and sat down with the other warriors. I grabbed a mug and a round of bread and began circling the room.

      As I went, I listened. Asmund’s forces had been seen gathering in the south. Soon, the jarl would come. And then what? Would Arngrim stay on his island and wait, or would he send us to meet the enemy?

      As I worked the room, I crossed paths with Ragal, Arngrim’s housecarl. When he rose to refill his mug of mead, I approached him.

      “Ragal, isn’t it?” I asked.

      He gave me a cursory glance. “What is it, lad?”

      “I was wondering… I’m sure you have scouts in the lands nearby and throughout the island, but once they spy something, it takes time for the news to travel. Wouldn’t it make sense to have watchtowers at the head and foot of the island? If the enemy approaches in either direction, you could alert the whole island with signal fires spaced strategically from one end to the other. Even some of the smaller islands in the lake could use such fires to send an alert. Once the enemy was sighted by the watchtowers, an alarm could quickly span the island.”

      The man stopped and turned to look at me. “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Hervarth. Yrsa is my mother,” I said, motioning to her. I had not grown used to the lie just yet, but it was easy to imagine Yrsa as my mother. That part had felt like a half-truth.

      The man sipped his mead and looked at me. “Where did you get the idea?”

      “When we came across the lake on the ferry, I wondered why there were no towers. That’s all.”

      Ragal clicked his cup against mine. “Well thought, Hervarth. It’s a good idea. I will share it with the jarl.”

      I inclined my head to him, then turned and headed back into the crowd. I circled the room once more, listening to the men talk, then finally joined Yrsa, who was finishing her second plate. I stole a hunk of cheese from her platter, earning me a reproachful glance.

      “What, you won’t share with your son?”

      She frowned at me then slid her platter in my direction so I could take what I wanted.

      We’d been there a while when the jarl finally appeared from the back, his wolves along with him. He settled in at a seat at the end of the table, his she-wolf flopping down beside him. The younger wolf, however, circled the room in search of scraps.

      Ragal took a seat beside the jarl. The shield-maiden, Hella, sat with them. Ragal poured Arngrim a cup of mead, and the thralls brought the old man a plate. Ragal spoke while the jarl ate; the jarl nodded as he listened.

      A few moments later, I felt a nose in my armpit.

      I turned to find Rök looking at me.

      I patted him on the head then slipped him a bit of meat.

      “Hey,” Yrsa complained. “Now, you’ll never be rid of him.”

      “Who says I want to be?” I said, scratching the wolf’s ears.

      “Where is Hervarth?” the jarl asked, his voice loud. Immediately, the room fell silent.

      “What did you do?” Yrsa whispered under her breath.

      “I don’t know.”

      Feeling nervous, I rose. “Here, jarl.”

      Arngrim looked at me, then his eyes went to the wolf beside me. The old man leaned back, a bemused expression on his face. “Rök,” he called to the wolf.

      The wolf’s ears pricked at the call of his master. His tail wagging happily, the wolf replied with a muffled half-bark.

      “Hervarth has suggested we erect watchtowers at the head and foot of the island and arrange for signal fires across the island,” the jarl called. “Is that right, boy?”

      I could feel Yra’s eyes on me.

      “Yes, jarl.”

      There was a murmur in the crowd.

      “Seems my wolf likes you for a reason, Hervarth. You’ve thought of something we’ve so plainly overlooked. Ragal and young Hervarth will oversee the effort. Well done, boy. Skol.” Arngrim lifted his cup, toasting me.

      Taking the cue from their jarl, the others lifted their drinks. “Skol,” they called.

      Smiling, I raised my cup, then sat back down.

      The man sitting at my side clapped my back. His gesture was so rough that it made me spill my drink.

      Yrsa laughed then refilled my cup. “My son,” she said with a wink. “You make your mother proud.”

      “Shush,” I replied with a chuckle.

      Once more, I felt a nose at my side.

      “Here,” I whispered, giving the wolf another bite. “Now, off with you,” I said, waving the wolf away.

      At that, the wolf padded back across the room to his master. When he rejoined the jarl, Arngrim gave him a pat, then turned and looked at me. He lifted his cup, toasting me.

      I inclined my head then turned back.

      “Well done,” Yrsa whispered. “Well done.”
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Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      That night, I lay in bed beside Eydis, who tossed and turned fitfully as she dreamed. Finally, her turning about got so bad that I shook her shoulder, waking her.

      “Eydis,” I whispered. “Wake up. What’s wrong?”

      “I was dreaming,” she said groggily.

      I couldn’t see her face in the dim light of the hearth, but I could sense that she was upset. “What did you dream?”

      “Of Leif,” she whispered.

      My heart seized. “Is he in trouble?”

      Eydis breathed deeply. “Yes. Yes, I think so. He’ll be all right, but I’m not so sure about Eilif.”

      “My mother. Did you see my mother?”

      “No. I did not see Dalr,” she said, then slipped out of bed.

      “Eydis?”

      A moment later, I heard her retching.

      I rose and went to the fire, where I found Eydis hovered over a chamber pot vomiting.

      “Eydis? What is it? Are you ill?”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s just…it must have been the dream. It upset me.”

      I looked back at Yrsa, who lay sleeping on her small cot. She snored loudly, then rolled over.

      Eydis laughed, but her joking was interrupted when she vomited once more.

      I rose and poured her a cup of water. I sat beside her, waiting for her illness to abate. A moment later, I heard someone at the door. Ingrid, the temple thrall, cleared her throat. “Are you… Eydis, are you all right?”

      “Eydis is just feeling a bit ill,” I said, handing Eydis the water.

      She sipped slowly.

      Ingrid entered quietly. She dug through the small chest sitting there, then went to the fire where she wet the cloth with some warm water and gave it to Eydis.

      “Thank you,” Eydis said, wiping her face.

      The girl nodded. “Please, let me know if I can do anything,” she said, then left.

      Eydis smiled abashedly at me. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I said, then set my hand on her brow. She wasn’t warm. “Was the vision so bad to cause all this?”

      “I was just…afraid. But he’ll be all right. The gods have shown me. There…there was so much blood on the snow.”

      I stared at her. “I need to return to Dalr. I cannot leave everything unsettled.”

      “No,” Eydis said. “You must go to Grund.”

      “To Grund?”

      “To Hofund.”

      “I… You and Yrsa are my priorities. And Mother.”

      “He aches for you. I can feel him at the edge of my senses. He seeks you,” Eydis said.

      I turned and stared into the fire. “His mother was a völva.”

      “He, too, sees the shadowlands. I have felt him there.”

      “Can we reach him?” I whispered.

      Wiping her mouth once more, Eydis rose. Taking my hand, we padded softly past the other bedchambers then went to the heart of the temple to the statue of Odin. There, a brazier burned brightly.

      “Ask the All-Father,” Eydis said, looking up at the statue. “He listens to you. Ask the All-Father’s help. But you must show him you mean it.”

      Understanding, I pulled out the small dagger I wore on my belt. I looked up at the effigy.

      “Odin,” I whispered. “All-Father. If it is your will, speak to Hofund. Show him I have not forgotten him. And please, protect Leif,” I whispered then made a quick cut on my hand. Holding my hand above the brazier, I let the blood drip onto the coals. It sizzled as it hit the flames.

      I closed my eyes, willing Hofund to see what I saw: Bolmsö with its red-and-black wolf pennants, massive longhouse, and carved effigies.

      Hofund.

      Hofund.

      I have not forgotten you.

      I willed an image to form in my mind. I stood in the central square. The wind whipped around me, making the black-and-red pennants of Bolmsö flutter. Fat snowflakes fell. As I molded the vision, I envisioned Rök standing at my side and Tyrfing in my hand. Behind me, the center fire burned brightly. The image felt so real.

      And then, in my mind’s eye, I lifted above it all. Like Muninn and Huginn, I flew away from the scene. I soared over Bolmsö, revealing the island and the lake from a bird’s eye view.

      Hofund.

      Hofund.

      I am well. I am making myself stronger. For us. I have not forgotten you.

      I exhaled deeply, letting the image fade and willing the vision to leave me and to find Hofund, to comfort him. With my good hand, I reached out for Eydis. “Pray for Leif,” I told her. “Pray he is safe. Pray to Thor to watch over him and give him strength in battle. Pray to Loki.”

      Eydis was silent, but I felt her there beside me.

      My eyes closed, I sent my fervent prayers to Odin.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      All will be as I have willed.
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        * * *

      

      After we made our prayers, Eydis and I returned to bed. Thankfully, Eydis fell asleep quickly. I, on the other hand, tossed and turned. I hated that everything was so unsettled. If Eydis felt that Leif was in danger, maybe I should go home. Jarl Bjartmar be damned. If my cousin needed me, shouldn’t I be with him? But…I was needed here too. Arngrim was old, and as Angantyr had said, he was beset by enemies. I did not know the man well, but I could see the people of Bolmsö treated him with respect. I was the last of his blood. I had a place here. And if I could find acceptance here, perhaps King Gudmund would feel differently about his son marrying me.

      Sighing, I decided to get up. I could smell the sunrise in the air. It was not yet dawn, but the sky was that soft gray color before first light. Dressing warmly, I left Eydis and Yrsa behind and headed out of the temple.

      It was quiet in Bolmsö; everyone was still sleeping. Pulling my stupid hat down around my ears, I headed toward the shore.

      It was bitterly cold. Ice had formed all around the dock, freezing the ferry and many boats in place. Would the lake freeze over if the cold continued? Waves lapped against the ice that trimmed the shoreline. Curious, I walked the shore. The dark waves of the lake rolled in the breeze. Bolmsö was covered in forest, but most of the trees were bare in the dead of winter. I wandered along the shore. As I walked, I noticed a strange sight on the rise. Turning inland, I hiked up the small hill to find myself at a circle of stones. The monoliths, tall as a man, sat like a crown on the top of the mound. I had heard of such places in the past but had never seen one. Each of the stones was elaborately carved with runes. A pigment had been rubbed into the runes themselves, making them appear red. At the center of the circle of stones was an altar.

      What had Utr said? That he had been born in the circle of stones? Was this where he meant? Yrsa called him a madman. Was he really a vætt? Was such a thing even possible? Surely, such creatures didn’t really walk amongst us so freely. But still, I could feel the magic in this place.

      I pulled off my glove and gently touched one of the stones.

      When I did, flashes appeared before my eyes. I saw lightning in the sky. I saw fire on the lake. Flaming arrows shot across the skyline, casting streams of fire in their wake. They fell like stars. I heard men screaming. There was smoke and flames. Thunder boomed. When the lightning rocked the sky once more, I saw the mountains to the south of Bolmsö, and the water full of boats boasting black sails with the symbol of a boar gliding under cover of darkness toward Bolmsö.

      Gasping, I pulled my hand away.

      Asmund. Asmund was coming. How soon, I didn’t know. But the gods had given me the vision. I need to tell the jarl.

      I moved to go but then stopped cold.

      Standing across from me on the other side of the standing stones was not just one wolf, but a whole pack. I counted twelve wolves in all. I stood frozen, staring at the creatures whose amber-colored eyes bored into my soul.

      One of the wolves stepped forward.

      I set my fingers on the handle of my axe.

      The wolf stopped, whimpered lightly, and then lay down. The others behind him did the same.

      My skin rose in gooseflesh, the hair on my head standing on edge. These were no ordinary creatures. The fact that they were inside the stones was not lost on me. Such places were known to be bridges between Midgard and the other realms.

      “I have seen the vision. I know what to do,” I told the wolf at the front.

      The beast kept its eyes on me but did not move.

      Backing away slowly, I moved out of the circle of standing stones. As I went, I gave the briefest of glances over my shoulder to ensure I wasn’t going to tumble to my death.

      But when I looked back, the wolves were gone.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.

      Jarl Asmund was coming with boats and rafts. He would come at night. War was coming to Bolmsö. The wolves had come in warning. It was time to make ready.
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Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      I rushed back to the shore. When I did so, a pair of ravens flew overhead, calling to me as they went. I hurried back to the village. The fires in the smithy were stoked, puffs of smoke billowing on the breeze. People were moving about the village getting ready for the day.

      I headed to the hall.

      Inside, I found several of the jarl’s chief warriors meeting, including Ragal, Utr, and the shield-maiden, Hella. They were looking over a map laid out on the table.

      Ragal looked up at me. “Ah, here is Hervarth. I was about to send someone to fetch you. Come, boy,” he said, motioning for me to join them.

      From behind the throne, Rök appeared. The wolf raced to me, then licked my hand. I gave the wolf a scratch on the head then joined the others.

      “You certainly have a way with the jarl’s wolf,” the shield-maiden Hella said. “That beast pays no mind to anyone except the jarl himself.”

      “That’s because Hervarth is a wolf too, aren’t you, liar? I hear you howling on the inside,” Utr told me.

      I shook my head dismissively, acting as if they should pay him no heed. But the truth was he was right—at least in part. “I like animals,” I replied simply.

      “You always think someone is something they are not,” Hella told Utr.

      He clicked at her, an offended tone in his voice. “You still do not believe I am Bolmsö.”

      “No. I do not.”

      “I was born in the runestones, made flesh by the gods. Don’t believe me now, Hella. But one day, you will see.”

      “Anyway,” Ragal said, redirecting the conversation. He turned and studied me for a long moment. “We wanted to talk to you about your idea. The jarl finds you wise for one so young. How old are you, boy?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “And not a shadow of a beard on you,” Skarde, one of the jarl’s other men, said with a laugh. He clapped me hard on the back.

      “Looks aren’t everything. Seen his wife? Pretty thing,” another man, the one they’d called Trygve Two-Hammer, said. I eyed the man over, noting the pair of hammers he wore on his belt. From the size of them, they were not for cobbling.

      “So she is,” Skarde answered. “Well, no accounting for taste.”

      I grinned, amused at the idea that they thought Eydis was my bride.

      Ragal sighed. “Beard or not, it’s his mind the jarl was interested in. You’ve got good ideas, Hervarth. We were just deciding where to station the watch.”

      I nodded. “Here and here,” I said, motioning to locations on the head and foot of the island. “That is where you should set the watchtowers. And within visual distance along the way. I do not know your lake well. If there are other large islands between Asmund and us, someone could see to them as well. Erect tall battlements with the tower where you could man archers. Like this,” I said. I turned over the map, then snatched a piece of charcoal from the table and quickly drew the design I had in mind: a tall central tower sided by battlements in a v-shape, stairs leading up from both ends.

      They all watched as I drew, leaning over to see the design.

      “Where did you get this idea?” Hella asked, an impressed sound in her voice.

      “I… I don’t know. It just came to me.”

      Utr giggled. “The gods like you, liar. Hervarth has designed me a shield. Look, a shield for Bolmsö.” He tapped on the drawing, giving Hella a look.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Very good,” Ragal said with a nod, folding his arms across his chest. “Very good indeed. We will need to fell some timbers and begin the construction. We’ll need three crews,” he told Hella. “One for each end, and another to go here,” he said, turning the map over once more then motioning to a small island offshore. “The village fortifications are nearly done. We can begin today.”

      “I think… I think you should hurry,” I told Ragal.

      His face stiffened. “Why?”

      “My wife is a völva. She has seen a vision of ships and rafts coming at night from this direction,” I said, motioning to the map. “Black sails with a white boar.”

      “Asmund,” Hella said.

      I nodded. “In her vision, she saw fire on the water. We must man the watchtowers with archers. If an attack comes at night, the archers can fire flaming arrows.”

      Utr narrowed his gaze and looked at me. “Your wife had a vision.”

      “My wife is a völva.”

      “Oh, so she is. I have no doubt. Has your wife found the runestones yet? They are a perfect place to conjure visions. Odin speaks to those he loves there,” Utr replied, a knowing but bemused expression on his face.

      “Focus,” Ragal told Utr. “Your wife’s visions… Do they hold?”

      As for Eydis’s visions, I knew them to be true. But aside from my dreams, the gods did not usually speak to me in such a way. Yet in my heart, I knew I had caught a glimpse of the future. “They are to be trusted.”

      Ragal pursed his lips and hummed. “Even with flaming arrows, it will still be hard to see if they launch at night.”

      “Whale oil. Pitch. Anchor barrels in the water. An archer with a flaming arrow could ignite them. The burning liquids would illuminate the water, revealing the enemy.”

      The others stared at me.

      Utr giggled. “Hervarth would set the water on fire. What kind of madman does that?”

      “Beard or no, that’s an excellent idea,” Skarde said.

      Ragal nodded. “Good. Hella, you take some men to the north. I will take some men south to begin the work on the watchtowers there. Skarde can take the men to the outer island.”

      Hella turned to me. “Did your wife see when? In the spring? The winter?”

      “There was still ice on the shoreline,” I told her.

      She frowned, then nodded.

      “Let Asmund come. Boars cannot swim well. He has no place on my island,” Utr said.

      “Well, if he makes it here, Hervarth plans to roast him,” Hella said with a laugh.

      The others chuckled.

      “Then let’s get the spit ready,” Ragal said. “Hervarth, you come with me.”
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Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      I spent the rest of the day working with Ragal and the others. We took a team of horses to the head of the island. There, we began felling logs to clear a space and start building the fortifications for the watch. It was mid-morning when Yrsa arrived.

      “Thought I’d find you here,” she said, surveying the work underway.

      “I woke up early. It’s been a strange morning.”

      “Must be. Even Eydis was already awake.”

      “Was she all right?”

      “Looked a little white, said she wasn’t feeling well. Ingrid was looking after her.”

      I frowned. We had journeyed far in the cold weather, and though I teased her for complaining, Eydis didn’t care for spending time outdoors. The cold bothered her. I hoped it was merely something she’d eaten, not worse.

      “Well, Hervarth, what now?” Yrsa asked.

      I pointed to a stack of limbs that needed to be cleared. “Lift and carry,” I told her. “And remind me later to tell you about the wolves.”

      “Wolves?”

      “And the runestones.”

      “Strange morning indeed.”

      “You have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      The next several weeks passed in the same manner. The deep winter freeze started to slacken, but it was still very cold. Each day, Yrsa and I worked on the watchtower at the head of the island. Each night, we would return to the hall where the jarl would feed us, songs would be sung, and I did my best to listen and learn. While Arngrim had considered Jarl Asmund a lost cause, he had been sending messengers to Jarl Solva to broker peace. Thus far, not much had come of it. I could see Arngrim’s frustration over the situation, but still, he continued to try diplomacy. The last messenger he sent had invited Solva to come to Bolmsö. Now, we would see.

      Work was completed on the towers just before Goi blót, the late winter festival in which men honored their women and invited the spring. Arngrim decided to use this holy day to dedicate the newly constructed towers and perform the sacred rite.

      The entire population of Bolmsö, some several hundred people, made the trek to the head of the island to offer their sacrifices and make their prayers. Arne, Dagny, and Næfi joined Arngrim to lead the procession there. It was still cold, but it had not snowed in days. The ice along the edge of the lake had begun to recede. Much of the snow on the path between the north and south of the island was muddy from the frequent passage. Spring would be upon us very soon. But before then Asmund would come—if my dream had been true. If not, the gods would make a liar out of me, and Bolmsö would suffer.

      “Why does everything have to take place outside in the bloody cold?” Eydis grumbled as she walked along between Yrsa and me.

      Her mood had grown increasingly sour in the months we’d been on Bolmsö. But I could hardly blame her. The ailment that afflicted her had not receded. Most of the time, she felt fatigued and ill. More than once, I had suggested that Yrsa take her back to Dalr, but Eydis would not agree. Instead, she just complained. A lot. Not only was she not feeling well, but she also was barely sleeping. Bad dreams plagued her. I didn’t know what was happening to my friend, but I hated to see her in such a state.

      “There will be warm mead and hot food in the hall when it’s over,” I reassured her.

      “Once we hike all the way back. Besides, I’m not hungry.”

      “When are you not hungry?”

      “Today. Yesterday. The day before that. Unless you have some goat cheese…and apples. I’d take that fancy blade of yours and murder an entire village for some goat cheese and apples. Spread the cheese right on a slice. I’d kill anyone for a bite like that.”

      “I don’t think it will have to come to that. Goat cheese, we can probably find. As for apples… We’ll have to see.”

      “Too late for apples now. They’ll have gone bad,” Yrsa said.

      “Don’t ruin my dreams,” Eydis complained.

      As we made our way to the tower, I felt a familiar warm nose press into my hand. I looked to find Rök there. His dam, no doubt, was still by the fire in the hall. Perhaps I should have left Eydis there as well.

      “Hey, you,” I said, ruffling the wolf’s ears.

      He returned my friendly gesture by licking my hand, then trotted alongside the three of us.

      “He’s not doing a very good job of hiding what he knows about you,” Yrsa said.

      “He’s too smart. Aren’t you? Too smart for everyone’s good,” I said, mostly to the wolf, who returned the affection by licking me once more before he ran off.

      Yrsa rolled her eyes.

      “You suppose Arngrim has a crock of apple butter? Sometimes Asta would have some hidden. Suppose the jarl has any anywhere? Maybe Hervarth could be a good husband and ask,” Eydis said.

      Yrsa and I laughed.

      “I will ask. Anything for my wife.”

      Eydis nodded.

      We continued on our way. From her distracted manner, I could tell that Eydis was still thinking about apples even when we arrived at the watchtower.

      The newly constructed edifice was trimmed with evergreen garlands for the blót.  The jarl’s red-and-black pennants lined the path leading to the site. As we neared, drummers began to play their instruments. Someone blew a horn, the long, low sound echoing across the lake. Dagny, Arne, and Arngrim climbed the rampart of the watchtower. The jarl moved slowly, leaning on his staff as he went. When he got to the top, he looked out at the lake. The drummers played on, their beat gaining speed. Arngrim looked out for a long time, gazing at the water. He then turned and raised his arms, silencing the drummers.

      At once, everything fell silent. Wind whipped across the island. Shivering, Eydis stepped closer to me, holding onto my arm for warmth. It was so still that nothing could be heard but the wind and the waves.

      After a long moment, Arngrim spoke. “People of Bolmsö,” he called. “Today, we turn our faces toward the sun and welcome Goi. May the spring be fast upon us. We welcome her, call her to us. Lovely Goi, lady of spring, reminds us to care for our women. What better way to look after those we love than keeping them safe?” he said, motioning to the edifice. “Our island fortified, we will honor Goi’s bountiful spirit and make offerings to her, dedicating these structures in her name and in defense of Bolmsö’s maidens. Men, this blót, remember to honor your women and this island, your home.”

      Dagny stepped forward and handed Arngrim a jar of mead. He and Dagny then walked the length of the battlement, Arngrim pouring the mead as he went. Arne and Næfi lifted their arms to the sky and chanted. Arngrim returned to the central watchtower. He then poured bowls of milk and honey onto the walls. These offerings, rather than blood, were intended to appease the gods and to win the favor of Goi, a dís—a spirit—of spring.

      Dagny stepped forward. “Goi, may these offerings please you,” she called out. “May Bolmsö be a place of life, a place of abundance, and not a seat for death. But even in spring, there is violence in nature. Thor, strike your hammer. Bring the thunder. Let the spring rains feed the land, help Goi nurse the earth back to life. But with it, beat the thunder of war into the hearts of Bolmsö’s warriors. Make them brave and strong, so we may beat back any who would oppose the house of Arngrim.”

      Arngirm nodded. “I may be a lone wolf, but I still have teeth, and so do my warriors. Let the boar come. We shall feast on his carcass,” Arngrim called, rousing cheers from the warriors in the crowd.

      The drums beat, and Arne and Næfi chanted. Ragal handed Arngrim a torch. The jarl went to the two braziers stationed on the wall. From the braziers, the archers could easily light their arrows and repel any attack by water. But would it be enough?

      “Fire will light up the sky,” Eydis murmured. “But under a blanket of snow, flowers bloom unwatched.”

      I turned and looked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I see… I see flowers. So many of them. Unseen under the snow, growing and twisting, blooming.”

      I turned and looked behind me. “Jarl Solva.”

      Eydis sighed then shook her head as if clearing the vision. She frowned at the watchtower. “What a terrible waste of honey.”

      “Eydis,” Yrsa chided her. “It is for the gods.”

      “Yes, but Odin only drinks wine. It’s a pity.”

      Yrsa laughed lightly.

      My eyes turned back toward the other end of the island, I thought about Eydis’s words. A danger unseen. Well, we would have to wait to discover it for ourselves.
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Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      We returned to the great hall after the dedication. In the central square, meat was roasting on spits, barrels of ale sat waiting, and musicians played. Yrsa, Eydis, and I joined the others in the hall.

      Even though Eydis had been unwell that morning, the moment we entered the room, she grabbed a platter and filled her plate.

      At that, Yrsa lifted an eyebrow.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Yrsa shook her head but said nothing.

      “Hervarth,” Ragal called, motioning for me to join him.

      “Go. I’ll see if Eydis has left anything,” Yrsa told me.

      Ragal had seated himself at the end of the table near Arngrim.

      “Come, Hervarth. Sit. The towers are done, and with your help, we are ready. Sit here with your jarl. Feast,” Arngrim told me, motioning for me to take a place near him. “And your wife and mother. Come,” Arngrim called, motioning for Yrsa and Eydis to join us.

      Yrsa and Eydis looked at one another, then grabbed their plates.

      I slipped into the seat beside Ragal. When I did so, I felt a furry body at my side once more.

      “Hello, nosey,” I said, giving Rök a scratch.

      “My wolf has taken a liking to you,” Arngrim said.

      “Animals always seem to come to me,” I said, not meeting the man’s eye. “Let’s hope in the days to come, I am as successful taming boars.”

      At that, those gathered around me laughed.

      “Hervarth, these are my boys, Halvard and Ingvar,” Hella told me, putting her hands on the heads of the boys seated beside her. The young men were close in age, perhaps no older than thirteen.

      “I am pleased to meet you,” I told them.

      “Hella said it was your idea to build the towers,” Ingvar told me.

      “Yes.”

      “I am training with my bow. I’m very good. I will man your tower, jarl,” the boy told Arngrim.

      He smiled at Ingvar, then tapped his chest with his fist. “A warrior. Like your mother.”

      “And my father,” the boy said proudly.

      “Yes. And your father. I am sure he is looking down on you from Valhalla, smiling on both of you with pride,” Arngrim told the boys.

      I cast a glance at Hella. For a split second, a look of sadness swept her face, but she said nothing, simply kissed each of the boys on their heads.

      “What about you, Halvard?” I asked Hella’s older boy who had very fair hair, unlike his mother and brother, who were dark-haired. “Do you shoot a bow too?”

      He shook his head. “No. I have my axe, and one day, I will use it.”

      “And,” Ragal said, “you have a way with horses, just like Hervarth has a way with Rök.”

      I chuckled. “Rök only likes me because I feed him,” I told Ragal then turned back to Halvard. “It is a fine thing to be a good horseman. Odin rides eight-legged Sleipnir and honors such creatures. Those who are good with horses please the gods.”

      His confidence bolstered, the boy smiled at me.

      “Indeed, he is a good rider. Faster than anyone else on the island,” Ragal said, smiling from the boy—who beamed at him—to Hella, who met Ragal’s gaze and gave him a soft smile.

      Interesting.

      A moment later, Yrsa and Eydis slipped in beside me.

      “Welcome. Welcome both,” Arngrim said. “You have a find son, shield-maiden. Does he fight as well as he reasons?” Arngrim asked Yrsa.

      “I’ve knocked him on his ass enough to teach him to get back up,” Yrsa replied.

      Arngrim laughed. “Then you have done well. Ragal tells me the gothar have sheltered you here on Bolmsö, and that Eydis—is that your name—is a völva?”

      Eydis paused mid-bite, her mouth so stuffed full of food that she looked like a chipmunk hoarding seeds. “Yes, jarl,” she told him.

      Arngrim smiled at her, nodding as he did so. With his attention on Eydis, I eyed him over. His wrinkled skin was covered in faded wolf tattoos. All over his arms were pale blue marks. And at the ends of his silver neck-ring were wolves.

      “Ragal related to me your vision of the war to come,” Arngrim told Eydis.

      Eydis paused.

      “Indeed, my wife has seen the ships coming by nightfall,” I said.

      Arngrim looked from Eydis to me.

      Eydis nodded. “Oh. Yes. That is as I have foreseen.”

      “And your visions often prove true?”

      “Thus far. But the gods riddle,” she said, pointing toward the heavens.

      A moment later, Utr appeared. He slid in beside Eydis. He studied her carefully.

      “Utr, this is Eydis,” I told him.

      “Your wife, eh, boy? I know her name. I heard it whispered in the reeds. You have six eyes,” he told her.

      Eydis smirked at him, her mouth still partially full. She then leaned in and whispered something into his ear.

      After a moment, Utr cackled loudly. “No, I do not. Well… not always,” he replied with a wink then turned from Eydis to Yrsa. Grinning at her, he stole a morsel from her plate as he stared adoringly at her.

      Yrsa tried—but mostly failed—to ignore him.

      “You must forgive Utr,” Arngrim said.

      Eydis shrugged. “One shouldn’t expect an island to have proper manners.”

      Utr winked at her.

      “Have the gods shown you anything else, Eydis? Any other visions?” Arngrim asked.

      She nodded then pointed to the other end of the island. “Under the snow, flowers grow. I see fields of them.”

      Arngrim considered her words for a long moment then frowned. “My enemies think me too old to fight. And without my boys and my sword, too weak. But this old wolf is not ready for Valhalla just yet. I will fight until my dying days, like my father. What of you, Hervarth? Who is your father?” Arngrim asked, looking me straight in the eyes.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ragal look from Arngrim to me.

      I stilled, frozen by his question, and by the realization that the pair of eyes staring into mine was a mirror of my own. Did they suspect something?

      “Don’t know,” Yrsa interjected, saving me. “Met a randy lad during a spring blót. Stayed with him one night and left with Hervarth,” she said with a chuckle.

      At that, those around us laughed.

      Utr grinned madly at Yrsa. “Did you now? Perhaps you’d like to repeat—”

      “And my sons? You knew them?” Arngrim asked, interrupting Utr at whom he scowled—albeit with a grin—reproachfully.

      He suspected. He suspected something. What, he could not quite put his finger on.

      “Saw them, more like. Was in a battle with them. Angantyr saved my life. If not for him, I wouldn’t be alive.”

      “It’s been nearly nineteen years since my sons were buried on Samso. And still, it warms my heart to hear of the good they have done in this world. If not for them, Yrsa would not have survived to come to Bolmsö with her son.”

      At that, Yrsa tipped her head to the jarl and lifted her drink.

      “And did Hervarth come along before or after one of my sons saved your life, shield-maiden?” Arngrim asked.

      Utr giggled. Rising, he pointed his finger at me, gave it a shake, then wandered off.

      Yrsa halted. After a moment, she said, “After.”

      Why didn’t she lie?

      Arngrim nodded thoughtfully, but he asked nothing more.

      “I have had another vision,” Eydis said, and this time, I heard the mirth in her voice.

      I turned and looked at her, watching as she lifted a bit of bread.

      “Oh?” the jarl asked.

      “I had a vision that somewhere in the stores of Arngrim, there is a glowing crock of apple butter that will perish unless it is eaten very soon. It would be such a pity to lose such a treat as that during the long winter when apples cannot be found anywhere, no matter the wanting.”

      “Eydis,” I said, nudging her gently with my arm.

      Arngrim laughed. “Do not chide your wife, Hervarth. It is Goi blót. We must honor our women. And from the looks of her plate, your wife is with child,” he said, then motioned to one of the thralls. “Please, bring some apple butter for the wife of Hervarth.”

      I stared at my friend.

      “And goat cheese,” she called.

      “And goat cheese,” Arngrim added with a laugh.

      Eydis grinned at him. “Thank you, jarl. You see, my visions never falter. But you are very kind.”

      “Tell no one. I would not have my reputation as a fierce berserker marred.”

      Eydis smiled at him.

      Arngrim turned then and began speaking to Skarde.

      I, on the other hand, met Eydis’s gaze. In my head, I began counting the weeks that had passed since the stranger had come to Dalr…and since we’d last seen Leif.

      “Eydis,” I whispered.

      The look on her face told me she was doing the same calculations.

      Eydis leaned into my ear. “My courses have not come on me since we left Dalr,” she whispered.

      “When was the last time you bled?”

      “I… I don’t remember.”

      I flicked my eyes to Yrsa. She shrugged, her eyebrows rising, lifting her hands as if she was unsurprised. “You can’t swim without expecting to get wet.”

      I shook my head. “What now? Do you want me to send you home to—”

      “No. I will stay here. Leif…the danger has not passed for him. I am safer on Bolmsö.”

      “Are you certain? There is danger on every side here.”

      “What danger? I have Hervarth and the shield-maiden Yrsa to protect me.”

      “Here you are, my lady,” a girl said, setting a crock of apple butter and a bit of goat cheese before Eydis.

      “May the Æsir bless you,” she told the girl then turned to Arngrim. “Thank you, jarl.”

      He inclined his head to her.

      Eydis dug in at once.

      Laughing, I shook my head then turned to find Arngrim staring at me. I gave him a soft smile, which he returned, then I set my eyes back on my plate. When I did so, I felt a nose poke me in the armpit once more.

      Pulling a scrap of meat off the table, I slipped it to the wolf.

      “We’re all terrible liars,” I whispered to the wolf, who thumped his tail happily.
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Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      We had been so busy working on battlements and getting ready for what was to come that when the horn sounded from the ferry, everyone in the hall stilled. The horn sounded three times. I couldn’t remember ever hearing Wodan sound a horn before.

      Ragal frowned then motioned to Skarde and Trygve Two-Hammer to go.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Wodan only sounds the horn three times when he’s ferrying across an enemy.”

      “Asmund? Solva?”

      Ragal shook his head. “I don’t know. I need to get Arngr—“ he started to say, but then Arngrim appeared from the back. He and Ragal exchanged a glance.

      “I will see to it, jarl,” Ragal told him then turned to me. “Stay here with the jarl. The others will come.”

      Arngrim took his place on his throne.

      For a brief moment, only the two of us were in the hall. Setting my hand on my axe handles, I went and stood near Arngrim.

      “Well, now we shall see what has slithered out in the thaw.”

      Beside Arngrim, both Runa and Rök sat alert.

      Arngrim patted Runa on the head. “Still have one last fight in you, my old battle maid?” he asked her then turned to me. “When she was young, like Rök, she used to come with me onto the field, and her sire before her, and his before that. All the way back. And one day, Rök will fight with the heir of Bolmsö. Whomever that may be…” he said, but he kept his eyes fully forward.

      I swallowed hard but said nothing.

      He suspected. Did he think one of his sons had been the man Yrsa had mentioned? Why hadn’t she lied?

      We waited for some time. The hall doors opened, and Hella led a group of strong warriors inside. Motioning to them, they lined the hall on the left and right. Hella then came and took her place on the other side of Arngrim.

      “Well?” he asked her.

      “The iron blossom, her bastard, and four others.”

      Arngrim nodded then frowned. “Very well. Now, let’s see if I can talk some sense into that girl.”

      “I wouldn’t be optimistic,” Hella warned.

      “Ever the fatalist, Hella. Have you no hope for mankind?”

      “For man, yes. But she is a woman.”

      At that, Arngrim laughed.

      A horn sounded from the square outside.

      A moment later, Ragal appeared, leading the enemy party into the hall. Behind him was a giant of a man who towered over Ragal, who was already tall and broad. This wide creature had dark hair, a short beard, and a hard frown. He was about my age, perhaps a bit older. Was this the son of Solva that Hella had mentioned?

      Beside him, I finally caught sight of the jarl herself. She wore a dark leather jerkin, a grey-colored tunic, and black pants and boots. A sword and dagger hung from her belt. She had pulled her silver-and-black hair back into a long ponytail. She had wide blue eyes, which took in the entire room. As she cast a quick glance around, the firelight of the torches in the hall made her eyes flicker with an unearthly light.

      I cast a glance at Eydis, who had come in with Dagny and the other gothar.

      She returned the gaze. I could tell from the expression on her face that she had seen it too.

      “Look, liar,” Utr whispered in my ear. Where had he come from? “The jotun and her ilk. The gods and giants cannot abide together. Sooner or later, someone must make a sacrifice out of her.”

      “Be my guest,” I whispered in reply.

      Utr chuckled. “Oh, I will. I will.”

      Ragal joined Hella and me alongside Arngrim, both of them with their hands on the hilts of their weapons. Other warriors stood behind Solva’s party.

      Both Rök and Runa were growling low. Rök’s teeth were bared.

      Solva’s flashing eyes went to the wolves.

      “Easy,” Arngrim said, motioning for them to be still.

      The wolves grew silent, but still stayed on guard, their hackles raised, their bodies tense.

      “By the All-Father, you are welcome here, Solva…your son, Otkell. Your men.”

      Solva grinned at him. In a way, she was pretty with her wide blue eyes, but there was a streak of malice in her grin that you could not mistake.

      “Ancient Arngrim,” she said, then bowed. “I am honored to be in your hall once more.”

      “Will you drink and dine with us?” Arngrim asked, as was customary. Enemy or not, the gods would have us follow the rules of hospitality.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Solva replied, then sighed dreamily and looked about the hall. “I remember when I was here once, long ago, for Frigga blót. Every beam was covered in flower garlands, the whole village square adorned in spring finery. And your sons…glowing like Baldur. I was much dazzled.”

      “And I remember you as well. A prettier maiden I had never seen. And your mother, a strong ally to Bolmsö.”

      Still smiling widely, she turned back to Arngrim. “My mother was always foolish. Now, ancient one, I see you are preparing for war. Flowers and finery gone, it’s all steel and fire on Bolmsö. Does Asmund have you so afraid?”

      Hella scowled at her, but Arngrim simply smiled at Solva’s baiting. “One needs fire if they want to roast a pig on a spit.”

      Solva laughed. “You are too old for war, Arngrim. Why not let me take Bolmsö? I could defend you against your enemies.”

      “You should slit her throat for that,” Utr, who was sitting by Rök, said. How had he gotten there?

      Solva looked at him, the expression on her face showing the same confusion I felt. Her nostrils flared with anger.

      “Peace, Utr. We’ll have no throat slitting…today. I have asked you to come, Solva, to end this tension between us and become the allies we once were.”

      She laughed. “Why would I do that?” She stepped closer, bending as she spoke. “You old wolf, do you show your belly so easily?”

      “To seek peace is not weakness. That is a lesson that comes with the wisdom of time.”

      “Oh, I am wise enough. Wise enough to say no. Why should I leave all the fun to Asmund? I will let you roast your boar, Arngrim. And when you are tired off the fat, I will be ready for you.”

      “There is no need for this animosity between us. Instead, we could ally. Defend ourselves from Asmund, who will surely turn on you when this is all done.”

      Solva laughed. “Funny, Asmund said the same. I want nothing from Halmstad. I want…” she said then looked around the room. “I want what your arrogant sons thought themselves too good to share with me. The great sons of Arngrim. So bold. So important. Too special for the likes of me. They would see the world and marry queens and princesses and win their fame. Well, in the end, at least they did that—in their deaths.”

      Arngrim rose. “I will not have you disparage my sons in this hall,” he shouted angrily.

      Unsheathe me.

      Use me now.

      Strike her down.

      The blade that hung covered on my hip called to me. I moved toward Arngrim. Rök rose.

      “So testy,” she said then stepped back. “We could have been allies, once. But that opportunity is long passed. No. I came here to see if you had anything new to say, anything worth listening to. I see you still have the same old offers.”

      Arngrim’s face was hard with anger. “There is no shame in trying to prevent the death of your people or mine. The only shame comes in not listening.”

      “Oh, I’m listening. I just don’t care for what I hear. Of course, if you were to offer me Bolmsö…doesn’t have to be now, maybe in your imminent passing…that would be something I might consider. After all, you have no heirs. What, will you leave the jarldom to Ragal? And what are you, a fisherman’s son?” she said, sneering at Ragal, who kept his face still and steady. But I could see the knuckles clenched around the hilt of his sword turning white.

      “Bolmsö will not have you, you weed. Stink blossom. Canker in this garden,” Utr hissed at her. This time, he was standing just behind her.

      Solva turned to look at him. “Oh, I will. Otkell will sit in that high seat. And I will make boots from your skin and step on you every day of my life.”

      “Enough,” Arngrim said. “Leave this place. There is nothing more to be said between us. See them to the ferry.”

      At the back of the room, the warriors opened the doors.

      Solva grinned manically at Arngrim. “I will be the last face you see, old man,” she said, “when I send you to those arrogant sons of yours—with my regards.” She turned and headed back out of the hall.

      Ragal motioned for Yrsa and me to stay put while he and Hella made their way out of the hall behind Solva and her men.

      The others filtered out, leaving the gothar alone with Arngrim, Yrsa, Eydis, Utr, and me. Two men stayed at the door.

      Arngrim sighed heavily, the color washing from his cheeks.

      I hurried to him. “Come, let me help you,” I said, easing him back to his seat.

      I expected him to wave me away, but he didn’t. When I took his arm, gently guiding him, I felt how frail he was under his heavy robes. His skin was as soft as a baby’s, and under that, tired muscle and bone.

      Arngrim sighed heavily. “Solva’s mother, Sofie, who was also jarl, was an ally and a friend to Bolmsö. We thought Solva would marry one of my boys and unite our jarldoms. Solva… She loved Angantyr. My son would not have her. Pretty though she may be, she has never been steady. Angantyr would not wed a madwoman, nor would any of my boys. I believe she felt the rejection most stingingly.”

      “But she has a son now…” Eydis said.

      “And a daughter,” Dagny added.

      “Jotuns,” Utr said. “Children of giants who came from Jotenheim to father her children then back again. Jotuns, all of them.”

      “Utr,” Arngrim said tiredly, disbelief in his voice.

      “You would argue with Bolmsö? I know a jotun when I see one. They are not like you.”

      “Doesn’t matter. She did not come here to negotiate,” Yrsa said, surprising all of us.

      “No?” Arngrim asked.

      Yrsa shook her head. “She came here to see.”

      I felt like someone had poured cold water over me. Yrsa was right. Solva had gotten a good look at the fortifications on Bolmsö. Now, she knew what she faced.

      “Will she share what she’s seen with Asmund?” Dagny asked Arngrim.

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

      “Let me go and sink her,” Utr said, rising. “I will call the waves.”

      Arngrim raised his hand, stopping Utr from leaving. “No. Ragal and Hella will be on the ferry. At least, now we know. There will be no peace between us. We shall think about it no more. Now, there is only one course for Bolmsö: war.”
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Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      The month passed quietly, but as the temperatures began to warm and the ice began to shift, news finally came. Jarl Asmund’s forces were on the move. A warband was seen marching north. And along with them, they had brought supplies to build rafts, carts with boats, and other means to get across the lake.

      “We will sink them in the lake, burn them as they try to come ashore,” Ragal reassured the jarl who nodded slowly, thoughtfully.

      “Why not burn them before they get to the lake?” I suggested. “Send a small band to their camp under cover of night. Set fire to the boats and rafts.”

      “Hervarth has spoken well,” Arngrim said. “When nightfall comes, send Skarde with a small band of men.”

      “Yes, jarl,” Ragal said with a nod. “We will go now to the head of the island to prepare.”

      “I hope your wife’s vision is true, Hervarth,” Arngrim told me.

      While Eydis’s visions were always true, I was not so sure what to think about what I had seen amongst the rune-covered monoliths. But I would not doubt the gods. “She has not failed me yet, jarl.”

      “Then she is a good wife. Eyfura did not wish to marry me after I defeated her father. But I loved her fiercely. I was reckless then, and not the man I should have been, but she grew to love me and gave me twelve strong boys. She was a good wife,” he said, then shook his head. “Bah. Forgive me. I grow sentimental. Perhaps my enemies are right to poke this old wolf.”

      “It is not a sign of weakness to remember those you love.”

      At that, he smiled. “Yes. Yes, you are right. Now, go on.”

      We turned and headed out of the hall. I was almost to the door when Arngrim called to me.

      “Hervarth?”

      “Jarl?”

      “Take Rök. He’s dying to go with you.”

      I looked back to see the wolf prancing nervously at Arngrim’s side.

      Tapping against my leg, I motioned for him to come.

      In a blur of white and grey, the wolf raced across the room to join me.

      I met the jarl’s gaze.

      He inclined his head to me.

      Soon. Soon, you will learn you are not alone. And because of you, neither am I.

      

      I stopped at the temple on my way to the watchtower. There, I found Eydis seated before the effigy of Odin. As time had passed, she had been spending more time in the temple with the gothar. In a way, I was glad. Eydis’s skills as a völva had grown without the care and the attention of our holy people. Now, she was receiving guidance from Dagny, who was helping her mold her skills. And, given she was with child, I was glad she was staying somewhere safe and warm. In Dalr, the news of her pregnancy would have caused repercussions. I didn’t know if she carried Leif’s child or that of the wanderer. But the news that she was pregnant, and likely with Leif’s child, was sure to cause conflict. I knew Leif. When he learned, he would want to marry Eydis. But Jarl Bjartmar would never allow it. He’d probably kill Eydis before allowing his grandson to marry a thrall.

      “Eydis,” I called, joining her.

      “One-Eye never speaks to me,” she said, looking up at Odin. “Why is that, Hervor?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, eyeing the All-Father. “Perhaps he knows how much attention Loki pays you, as is growing increasingly obvious.”

      Eydis set her hand on her stomach. “I…I don’t know. Hervor, I love Leif, I truly do. But if Loki…”

      “What is it Loki always whispered to you?”

      “One day, I will put a baby in your belly,” Eydis said.

      I nodded.

      “But Leif,” Eydis whispered, her voice sounding soft and fragile.

      “We will see him again, and you will tell him everything. He is strong enough to face the truth.”

      Eydis looked up at me. “You’re going now?”

      I nodded.

      Eydis rose. She set her fingers on the side of the brazier that burned before the effigy of Odin, marring them with soot. She reached up and drew on my brow. I could feel her drawing the helm of awe, a ward that would protect me in battle. “May the All-Father watch over you.”

      “And you. But stay here. Stay safe. If something goes wrong…even the worst of us will not touch the gothar.”

      Eydis nodded.

      “Where is Yrsa?” I asked.

      “She and Arne left already.”

      I reached out and touched Eydis’s cheek. She had grown plumper with the oncoming of her child. “You’re getting round,” I told her with a good-natured chuckle then embraced her lightly, kissing her on her chubby cheek.

      “Shut up,” she whispered into my ear.

      Laughing, I turned to leave.

      “Hervor?” Eydis called.

      I paused.

      “Not this battle. Do not show the thirsty one yet.”

      “Very well,” I said, then turned and headed out, finding Rök waiting for me at the door. “Well, you ready?”

      He rose, his tail wagging.

      “Let’s see about a feast of boar.”
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Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      From far across the lake, I spied Asmund’s men at the water’s edge. They had made camp and were preparing to launch. All of Bolmsö was busy preparing for the attack that would come.

      “What manner of man is Asmund?” I asked Ragal. “Will he try to outwit us?”

      Ragal shook his head. “His father was the smart one, built the wealth of Halmstad. His brother was reckless, which is why he’s dead. His nephew is the brave one, which is why he’s out to sea. Asmund is ambitious but like a blunt weapon.”

      “Then it will be his undoing,” I said.

      Ragal laughed. “By the gods, not a scrap of beard on your chin but the bravery of Thor. The gods carved a special creature in you, Hervarth.”

      “Let’s hope it’s enough.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      Working through the crowd, I spotted Yrsa toting her shield, the blue and green paint sticking out like a forget-me-not in a field of red poppies. I joined her.

      “Now, we wait,” she told me, eyeing the other side of the lake.

      I nodded.

      And wait we did. The night passed. And while we could see the fires burning on the lakeshore, Asmund did not attack.

      But we did.

      Yrsa and I were on the wall of the watchtower in the dead of night, our eyes and ears listening for any sound, when we spotted a massive blaze of fire across the lake. And then another. And then another.

      “Ragal,” I called to the man who was waiting below with the others, drinking ale.

      He rushed up the steps and watched with us.

      “The boats,” he said.

      We could see the men’s silhouettes against the orange backdrop of flames as they rushed around quickly in an effort to put out the fire. But the blaze quickly engulfed the boats and rafts. As I watched, I realized they had not managed to set all the vessels ablaze. But enough were on fire to become a severe detriment to Jarl Asmund. That said, if Skarde and his men had not fully succeeded in the ruse, what had happened to them? Had some of them been captured? Killed?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect them or bring them to feast with you in Valhalla.

      A breeze blew across the lake, ruffling my hair, which had regrown to my shoulders once more.

      Hervor.

      One day, you will guide the dead.

      Hervor.

      One day, you will ride a steed made of starlight and be my Valkyrie.

      

      The night passed. The sun had just risen when Skarde returned.

      “We did as much as we could,” Skarde told Ragal. “They are down by half. We lost two men in the confusion,” he said, then shook his head, a sad expression on his face.

      “We will honor them. Take some rest,” Ragal told Skarde, who inclined his head then headed off.

      I hated the idea that men had died because of my idea, my plan. My only comfort came in the knowing that it was Odin who decided when we would die. The Norns had woven all our lives. Our deaths were fated, for better or worse.

      No attack came that day, but we began to see signs of movement. Horns sounded, and drums pounded. They were appealing to the gods to honor them in battle.

      But still, they did not launch.

      Not yet.

      If my vision was right, they would come after nightfall.

      It was early evening when Utr appeared out of nowhere. He joined us on the watchtower. With his hand cupping his chin, he rested against the battlement and eyed the movement across the lake. “May the gods be thanked for Hervarth’s wife’s vision,” he said, staring across the waves. “We shall see fire on the water tonight.”

      “Let us hope the gods do not mislead us,” Hella said.

      “Do you doubt the gods, Hella?”

      “No.”

      “Though you doubt me?”

      Hella wrapped her arm around Utr’s shoulders. “I do not doubt your loyalty…to Bolmsö.”

      “I am Bolmsö.”

      “So you say.”

      Utr sighed then turned to me. “Where is your pretty mother?”

      I motioned over my shoulder to the camp below. “Sharpening her sword.”

      “Let me go see if she will make love with me.”

      I laughed. “Keep in mind that sword is sharp.”

      Utr raised and lowered his eyebrows, then headed off.

      “Hella,” a voice called from below.

      We turned to find Ingvar there, a bow in his hand.

      “Go home, boy,” she called to him.

      Frowning, he rushed up the stairs to join us. Breathless, he said, “But I want to fight. And I am as good an archer as any here.”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “Hervarth is here, and he must be no more than five years older than me. And he has no beard at all. I, at least, have some,” he said, stroking the fair hairs above his lip.

      Hella kissed her son on the top of his head. “Where is your brother?”

      “At the stables.”

      “Go there, and guard the village. The jarl is in the hall. Stay back, and keep the jarl safe.”

      “You want me to guard the jarl?”

      Hella nodded.

      “All right,” he said with a glimmer of excitement in his eyes. Without another question, he turned and rushed back down the steps.

      We turned to watch him go.

      Below, I spotted Utr and Yrsa. Utr was speaking in an animated way. Yrsa was watching him with one brow raised.

      “What do you really think?” I asked Hella, motioning to Utr. “Is he what he says he is?”

      Hella pursed her lips together. “He appeared one day in the middle of town completely naked. Arne and the other gothar took him in, fed and dressed him. When he came to the jarl, he told us he was a vætt, that he was Bolmsö, and then gave us the whole history of the island. He knew things no one but Arngrim knew. The jarl trusts him, and I believe he has our best interests in his heart, but I do not know about the rest.”

      “He may know a lot, but there is one topic where he sorely lacks wisdom,” I said, motioning to Yrsa.

      Hella laughed. “That’s obvious.”

      “Not to Utr.”

      “Perhaps,” Hella said. “But he does make her smile.”

      As I watched the pair, I saw that Hella was right. Yrsa was so closed. It was good that someone was trying to penetrate the wall around her, even if Utr was just trying to evoke that grumbling bear inside her. Because I had a feeling we would need to see that side of her very soon.

      

      That night, the archers took to the wall. Under the light of the moon, they watched and waited, listening for any sound of movement in the darkness. The rest of us, banking on what I’d shared as Eydis’s prediction, waited. If I was wrong, things could go terribly. If I was wrong, I would have failed Arngrim and everyone else on Bolmsö. But the All-Father had spoken to me, given me a vision. Who was I to question him?

      Yrsa and I waited with the other warriors. If the ships made it to shore, we were ready.

      It was deep in the night when the sound of oars became audible above the sound of the wind and waves. The entire band grew silent, listening. We could hear muffled voices in the darkness.

      “Archers,” Ragal called. “Ignite.”

      On the watchtower, one by one, the archers lit their flaming arrows.

      “Loose,” Ragal called.

      Like a rainbow made of fire, the arrows bowed above the water, casting enough light so we could see the boats moving in the direction of Bolmsö. Several of the arrows managed to hit a vessel by luck. Their flickering flames provided a target—at least until Asmund’s men got the flames put out. While Skarde had managed to take out some of their ships, a sizable force was still coming ashore.

      “The barrels. Ignite and loose,” Ragal called. The archers shot once more, this time at the barrels of oil floating offshore. One after the other, they pounded the barrels which had been drenched in oil. The barrels ignited, and with a pop, broke open, sending burning oil across the surface of the lake. The dark waters lit up with orange flames. Asmund’s men shouted to one another, shocked by the sudden turn of events. The water alight, the archers turned their attention once more to the boats, sending flaming arrows at the ships.

      There were at least a dozen vessels in the water. But very soon, two of the ships were ablaze, several men on board on fire. I could hear their screams and the calls of the men as they fought against the fire, the waves, and the arrows. They called for shields and tried to navigate around the slick of burning oil on the water, seeking to land on the island. Veering the boats to the eastern side of the island, they tried to come ashore.

      “There,” I called, pointing.

      “This way,” Trygve called, pulling his twin hammers. He motioned for a group of us to follow him.

      “Let’s go,” Yrsa said, and we took off.

      We pushed through the woods to the shore just in time to see two dozen men climbing out of a ship. Their shields in front of them, the warband attacked.

      I lifted my shield and pulled Muninn. Beside me, Rök growled.

      And then, the fray began.

      A man rushed me, his sword glimmering in the moonlight.

      Rök grabbed the man by the leg, sinking his teeth into the warrior. The man let out a yell. Fighting through the pain, he tried to attack me. Twirling Muninn, I chopped the man in the side. I felt my axe head glide into the man’s stomach, cutting through his armor. He groaned and fell. Growling, Rök tore at his neck, finishing him.

      Beside me, Yrsa was holding her own as she fought off another shield-maiden whose face was painted with runes. The woman had jumped, lifting her axe to cleave Yrsa in two, when Yrsa lifted her shield to defend the blow and stuck her blade into the belly of the attacker. The sword lifted the girl in the air. Yrsa shoved her off, then turned and joined me. We headed onto the beach and began working our way through the invaders. At the watchtower not far away, we heard the sound of raised voices. The other men must have been beaching.

      Swinging my axe, I fought through the crowd. When the party was defeated, Trygve waved for us to follow, and we rushed back toward the head of the island as the real battle began.

      On the water of the lake, I saw one flaming vessel go under. The men were now swimming…some toward Bolmsö. But under cover of night, I also saw men swimming back toward shore. It was in the gods’ hands if they would drown or survive. Either way, it was none of my business. Most of them drenched, some of them with their clothes on fire, Jarl Asmund’s men came ashore.

      I spotted Ragal amongst the others. He led the charge, shouting to the warriors. On the wall of the watchtower, Hella called out to the archers. A moment later, Utr appeared beside us, a long spear in his hand.

      “Gungnir,” Utr told me, twirling the spear, which was sharp on both ends and glimmered golden in the moonlight. “The All-Father left it for me in the runestones. You don’t think you’re the only one worthy of wearing dwarven metal, do you? Come on, liar. Let’s go slay some pigs.”

      Everything was happening so fast that I didn’t even have a moment to respond. He knew? How did he know?

      But I had scarcely a moment to think before another warrior came upon me. Screaming, the man attacked. I heaved my shield against him, pushing him back, then swung with my axe. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Utr twirl his spear. The weapon shimmered in the moonlight. Yrsa grunted as she fought a man nearby. As I battled, my heart started to thunder. The sound rang in my ears. Blood pounded in my veins as I thought about how Asmund had come here to take Arngrim away from me, to take Bolmsö away from me before I had even won her love and her trust. I scanned the warband, spotting a man dressed in fine clothes and wielding an expensive-looking sword. The other warriors protected him, shielding him as best they could from assailants. Jarl Asmund. If I ended him, I ended all of this. A terrible roar rumbled inside of me. I would kill Jarl Asmund, or I would die trying.

      When the next man turned to attack me, I tossed away my shield and pulled Huginn. With Muninn and Huginn in my hands, I twirled my axes, then screeched wildly and attacked the man. My axes swirling, I was lost to the fray.

      One by one, they fell.

      Warriors, shield-maidens, young and old, fell before me. I let the wolf inside me rage. With every step, Rök was near me. All I could feel was anger. I wanted to murder every living thing that opposed me. I wanted to lay waste to them all. No one would survive. No one would be left to fight Arngrim, to threaten what was his, to take advantage of an old man with no sons. My father and uncles were gone, but I could still be the shield between Arngrim and his enemies.

      Yrsa, Utr, and I worked toward Jarl Asmund. Like most cowards, the jarl kept his strongest men near him. But those men were nothing compared to the fierce storm thundering inside me. With a handful of strong warriors joining us, we attacked.

      Muninn and Huginn sang. In the firelight, the metallic sheen on my twin axes glimmered. I heaved and chopped my way through the men. Blood, mud, water, and fire splashed around me. But it wasn’t until I saw the whites of Jarl Asmund’s blue eyes bulging from his face as I chopped the body lying under me that I finally began to wake from the rage that had taken me.

      “Hervarth,” Yrsa called.

      A wolf nose poked me in the cheek and licked my face, yanking me from the fervor.

      “Hervarth,” Yrsa called one more time, shaking my shoulder hard. “I think he’s dead enough.”

      I stopped.

      My wild heartbeat began to calm.

      I looked down at my hands. They were covered in blood. Lying under me was what was left of Jarl Asmund. The sun had risen. The jarl’s head lay in a puddle of water clouded with blood. On its surface, I caught my reflection. I was a bloody mess. I rose, climbing off the man. Turning, I looked back. Everywhere I looked, I saw dead men. The water washing onto the shore of Bolmsö was tinged red. The waves lapped into the last of the ice and snow that trimmed the shore, turning it pink.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa whispered, her voice low.

      She, too, was covered in splatters of blood, and there was a cut on her cheek.

      “Yrsa? Are you all right?”

      She nodded.

      I felt a foot paw on my leg. I looked down to find Rök there. His maw was covered in blood, but otherwise, he was fine.

      “Well done,” I told him, scratching his head.

      Standing not far away was Utr, who was leaning against what looked like a very ordinary spear. I looked from him to the weapon and back again. He winked at me.

      “Bolmsö,” Ragal called. “Bolmsö,” he screamed. “May the gods be praised!”

      At that, the warriors of Bolmsö cheered loudly. A horn sounded, its voice echoing across the lake, to the hall of Arngrim, and in my mind, to Valhalla, where I imagined my father looked down upon me and smiled.
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Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      The scene in the great hall was raucous. Everywhere I looked, people were eating, drinking, and cheering. Yrsa and I were no exception. Eydis had come from the temple to join us. We sat beside the fire, drinking ale. Yrsa had fallen into conversation with younger shield-maiden, Sigrun, about the battle. I watched as Arngrim circled the room, talking with and cheering his warriors. Runa tagged alongside him.

      “He’s coming,” Eydis whispered.

      I rose when Arngrim approached us. As he did so, Arngrim motioned for Ragal to join him.

      Sitting beside me, Rök thumped his tail, but he didn’t leave my side.

      “Hervarth,” Arngrim said.

      “Jarl.” I inclined my head to him.

      “Ragal tells me you fought bravely.”

      “Thank you, jarl…Ragal.”

      Ragal nodded.

      “In fact, Ragal tells me you fought fiercely, Hervarth. And that it was you who finished Asmund.”

      “I haven’t seen anyone fight like that since you were on the battlefield, jarl,” Ragal told Arngrim with a good-natured chuckle.

      “Is that right?” Arngrim answered Ragal, but he kept his eyes on me.

      The wolf beside me gave a soft bark.

      “I did not forget you, Rök,” the jarl said with a soft laugh, turning his attention to the wolf. “I can see from the red on your maw that you have done your best to be called to Odin’s Wild Hunt when your time comes to cross the rainbow bridge,” he told the wolf who wagged his tail happily.

      Yrsa joined us.

      Arngrim turned to her. “You have a fine son.”

      Yrsa gave him a brief bow.

      The jarl looked at me once more, studying my face. He turned back to Eydis. “You, too, must be thanked. Your vision saved many lives.”

      Eydis smiled. “When the gods speak to us, what can we do but listen? I will tell you, it is mainly Loki who whispers to me. He tells me of all the tricks people play. But not all men play for bad reasons. Some play out of duty and honor.”

      “Is that so? Well, with Asmund finished, it is not a man I’m worried about anymore. It is a woman,” he said, referring to Jarl Solva. “So, be sure to tell me if Loki has anything to say on that matter.”

      “Of course.”

      Arngrim nodded to us then moved on, speaking to every warrior in the hall in turn, thanking them all.

      No, we most certainly were not in Dalr anymore. Jarl Bjartmar would never lower himself to acknowledge the contributions of others. Torsten had served Grandfather his whole life, and I have never heard Jarl Bjartmar thank him.

      Yrsa leaned closed to me. “Why don’t you tell him?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Then, when? He already suspects something, imagining me in bed with one of his sons. He is old, Hervor. You must not wait too long.”

      “I have not won my place here yet.”

      Yrsa sighed. “You are stubborn.”

      “I wonder where I picked up that trait?”

      “Svafa,” Yrsa said, knowing full well Mother was anything but stubborn.

      But even as we chuckled, I noticed that the jarl had paused. He looked over his shoulder at us. Had he heard Yrsa speak my mother’s name? Did he know about her, maybe heard some rumor? After his sons had died, had the story of Angantyr’s marriage to my mother reached his ears? If so, why hadn’t he sent to Dalr? Yet Yrsa was right about one thing. It was clear the jarl suspected something about me. Yrsa’s guess that the jarl had an inkling that Yrsa had bedded one of her sons was likely his best guess. But if he knew Svafa’s name…

      “Don’t worry,” Eydis said, leaning toward me. “The time will come soon.”

      “Flowers under the snow?”

      She nodded. “Flowers under the snow. When the final thaw comes, they will all be revealed.”

      I nodded, then watched the jarl who had turned back to his task.

      Soon, neither of us will be alone in the world anymore.
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Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      After Asmund’s defeat on the shores of Bolmsö, there was a discussion between the jarl and Ragal on whether or not to pursue Asmund’s forces south. In the end, the jarl decided not to extend his forces. With Jarl Solva still waiting to strike, it was unwise to leave Bolmsö under-defended.

      For a time, we did not know what had become of Halmstad. But nearly a month after Asmund’s defeat, Wodan sounded the horn once more. I had been making my way from the temple to the hall. I watched as a small party carrying a blue banner with a crab thereon was led to Arngrim’s hall. At the front, I spotted a young man about my age. He was finely dressed, wearing a blue tunic. He had sandy brown hair and light eyes. His manner was very open. He smiled at Ragal—who did not return the gesture—when the warrior opened the door, leading him inside.

      Spotting Hella, I joined her.

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      “Asger, nephew of Asmund,” she replied, then motioned for me to follow her to the hall. We joined the others there. Hella joined Ragal at the front of the room, but I stayed back, finding a spot in the shadows from which I could watch.

      “Be seated. Bring them drink,” Arngrim called, waving to his thralls.

      The party took their seats near the fire. Ragal, Hella, and the other warriors stayed close by.

      “Thank you, Jarl Arngrim,” the leader of their group said. “I wonder if you will remember me? I am Asger, nephew of Jarl Asmund. I was barely more than a boy when I was last in your great hall.”

      “I remember you well. When you were here, all you talked of was the sea, to your father’s and uncle’s distress.”

      Asger laughed. “Yes. I am sure. Neither my uncle nor father understood the call of the waves. But there was much my uncle and father misunderstood, including the benefit of making allies of your neighbors. I was far from Halmstad when word reached me of Asmund’s shameful attack on his neighbor and ally…and of his defeat. I have come to broker peace between us.”

      I stiffened as I felt someone come up behind me. I set my hand on my axe.

      “What do you think, liar? Is he telling the truth?”

      Utr.

      “Hard to say.”

      “Crabs have claws,” Utr said, clapping his fingers like pincers. “They must be watched carefully.”

      “They also taste very good roasted in a bucket of boiling water.”

      Utr chuckled.

      Arngrim nodded stoically. “This is a good start, Asger. I am pleased you have come.”

      Asger inclined his head to the jarl. “Ever since I can remember, I have marveled at the tales of your prowess, yours and your sons. I am ashamed my uncle would attack such a hero. No one in this land doesn’t know of the berserker Arngrim. I am anxious to make an accord between us. As such, I feel it important to share that Jarl Solva has sent an emissary to me. Despite Asmund’s losses, she is confident that your reckoning is at hand. She has asked me to form an alliance against you.”

      “How pretty he talks, don’t you think?” Utr whispered.

      “Pretty or earnest?” I replied.

      Rather than replying, Utr snapped his pincer fingers in my ear once more.

      Arngrim leaned back and stared into the fire. “Has she?” he asked after a time. “Yet, you are here.”

      “Yet, I am here. I have no wish to engage in such treachery and bloodshed. My eyes are beyond Halmstad, toward the sea. I wish to build Halmstad up, make it the greatest trading city in all of Scandinavia. I have no wish to be embroiled in land disputes with my neighbors when the whole world is waiting for me.”

      “And what does that mean for Bolmsö?”

      “My uncle was a fool. Solva has made it very clear she will make war. She used Asmund and the people of Halmstad as a shield before her, to weaken you and test your fortifications. I have no use for war. But I am also wise enough to know that if Solva is victorious in Bolmsö, it won’t be long before she tries to take what is mine. For now, my main hope is to cool the blood between Halmstad and Bolmsö and form an alliance.”

      Arngrim nodded then stroked his long beard. “I, too, wish for peace between us. But you must know, you have nothing to offer me that I cannot take for myself.”

      “Indeed. You are right. We know well that you could have finished Halmstad, but you did not. Jarl,” Asger said, then smiled widely, “as strong as you are, you cannot leave Bolmsö undefended to fight me. Solva will try to cut your throat the moment you do. But we do not have to quibble over the whys. Instead, we should work together. And together, we can be stronger.”

      “And Solva?”

      “I have no interest in that madwoman and her plans. I want to grow a fleet of ships, sail beyond our known world, trade, and prosper. And I will not disparage my neighbor, a hero of great renown. We will not help Solva, and we will come to Bolmsö’s defense if you call. In this, we can make amends before the gods and restore our lands to peace.”

      Arngrim leaned back in his seat. The fire made his silver neck-ring sparkle. He stared at the flames and was silent for a very long time before he finally said, “I will consider your offer.” He rose. “See that these men are fed before they return to Halmstad.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Arngrim,” Asger said.

      Arngrim nodded, then turned and left the hall.

      The thralls worked quickly, preparing food and bringing platters loaded with meat, bread, and cheese to the table. Ragal and Hella joined them, as was customary, but the pair watched the party warily.

      Asger did his best to keep the conversation light, speaking of the lands he had seen and places where he had been trading before he had been called home.

      Ragal mostly nodded, but Hella asked a few questions and kept the conversation going.

      I looked around for Utr, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      When they were done, Ragal escorted Asger and his men from the hall. I followed the others outside, Rök trotting alongside me.

      “What do you think?” I asked the wolf.

      The wolf looked up at me, an inquisitive expression on his face.

      “I’m not sure either.”

      I followed the party to the ferry, watching as they sailed across the waters of the lake once more. Only when they were gone did I join Ragal and Hella.

      “Do you trust them?” I asked Ragal.

      “I don’t trust anyone. That’s why I’m still alive.”

      I chuckled then turned to Hella.

      “What did you think?”

      “He talks too much. People only do that when they’re lying.”

      “Or when they talk a lot by nature.”

      She bobbed her head from side to side, considering.

      “Do we have any scouts in Halmstad? Anyone who might be able to determine which he is, a liar or a potential ally?” I asked Ragal.

      “No. Are you offering?”

      “Should I?”

      Ragal considered for a long time. “You slip around a hall like a wraith. Those eyes of yours see everything. Go to Halmstad. Tell us what you see there.”

      I inclined my head to him. “Very well.”

      Ragal looked down at me. This time, he studied my face carefully. “If Arngrim’s sons had lived, or if he had any rightful heir, no one would ever dream of touching Bolmsö.”

      “Then it is up to us to defend him.”

      Ragal nodded. “The gods work in mysterious ways.”

      “Indeed, they do.”

      “Safe travels, Hervarth.”

      I inclined my head to him then turned to go, Rök trotting along beside me. “You, my furry friend, need to stay here. Nothing says, ‘Look at me. I’m from the house of Arngrim’ like a wolf at my side. Got that?”

      But despite my insisting, the wolf kept up with me on my way back to the temple. Something told me I was going to have an equally tricky time shaking Yrsa and Eydis.
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Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      I sighed heavily. “Eydis, you are with child. You will stay here where you are safe,” I said, for what felt like the hundredth time.

      Eydis huffed at me.

      “You sound like Yrsa. Leif will never forgive me if anything happens to you. And I will not tempt Loki’s ire either.”

      “Fine, fine,” Eydis finally relented. “But when you’re there, buy me something sweet. Anything. Please.”

      “I will do my best,” I said then turned to Yrsa, “You should stay as well.”

      Yrsa frowned at me.

      I lifted my hand to stop her ready protests. “I will go to Halmstad. I will leave Bolmsö as Hervarth, but I will arrive in Halmstad as Hervor. I will change myself to blend in there, be unremarkable, another woman at the market, or otherwise. No one will know I have come from Bolmsö.”

      “Do you remember the last time we were in Halmstad?”

      “I do, but so does Tyrfing.”

      Yrsa shook her head.

      “Stay here and watch over Eydis.”

      “I don’t like it,” Yrsa said.

      “You don’t like anything. But it’s better if you’re here if Jarl Solva attacks. That way, I know Eydis is safe.”

      With a heavy sigh, Yrsa relented.

      “Now, did we remember to pack any dresses?” I asked Eydis.

      She laughed.

      “Of course. I’ll find just the right thing. You can count on me,” she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

      “No blue dresses.”

      “Oh, Hervarth. Never,” she replied, then headed toward the back.

      I shook my head. The gods only knew what she was up to now.

      

      I saddled my horse and took the ferry across the lake. While I was able to shake Yrsa and Eydis, albeit reluctantly, Rök was an entirely different matter.

      “You can ride with me to Halmstad but not into the village itself. You understand?” I asked the wolf, who continued to ignore me. Why was it everyone in my life was so stubborn? But as I rode, I realized something new. I was on my own, pursuing my own destiny, a free woman. There was no Jarl Bjartmar here to chide me or slap me when I did not do as he commanded. I was free to simply follow my own path. And while Mother and Leif were of utmost importance to me, and I would have to return to Dalr some day soon, today I was a free woman.

      Being away from Bolmsö also brought another thought to mind: Hofund. I had been so set upon my mission to help Arngrim that I’d been able to stuff away the pain that lingered in my heart. It was like a rock tied to my heart, pulling it down, an ache that never left. Had Hofund forgotten me? Had he really believed Jarl Bjartmar? Had he given me up so quickly? Maybe I’d been foolish to think someone would love me—at least, like that. I was a foolish girl, swayed by the first man who’d ever shown me any real interest. I’d thought Hofund respected me, felt for me. The truth was, aside from what Leif said on his behalf, I didn’t know Hofund at all. Perhaps he whispered love to all the girls. His earnest ways made him easy to believe. It was a trap someone like me would easily stumble into, thinking honest-sounding words meant an honest heart. My mind knew very well; those things were not the same. But still…my heart ached when I thought of him. Which was why I did my best to push him from my mind once more.

      Following the path the farmer’s boy had taken, I rode through the forest and down the mountains back toward the village by the sea. It was quiet. There was no sound in the woods, save the squeak of trees rubbing against one another and the soft call of doves. Snow hung on the branches of the evergreens, but I could smell the land awakening underneath the slowly melting blanket of snow and ice.

      When I finally grew close to the village, I dismounted my horse near a thicket and grabbed my bag. Digging inside, I discovered Eydis had packed me a blue gown.

      “Eydis!” I cursed, hoping the völva could hear me. I should have known better.

      Shivering in the cold, I quickly redressed.

      “You keep the watch. The last thing I need to do is fight a battle half-naked,” I told Rök, who gave me a muffled bark in reply.

      I redressed in the gown, then ran a comb through my hair. In the months that had passed since our arrival, my locks had regrown somewhat. I pulled my hair back with a pin and hoped that I looked like Hervor once more.

      Once I was redressed, I slipped back onto the horse. I strapped Tyrfing across my back, the blade still disguised by a tattered scabbard and rags tied to the hilt, but I wore my twin axes at my side.

      “Stay here. I will return by nightfall,” I told Rök, who cocked his head. “Go do wolf things.”

      Rök turned and rushed off, his nose to the ground.

      I laughed. It was almost like the beast understood me. Impossible. Except, the gods often worked in mysterious ways. Who was I to question?

      I reined in the horse and rode into Halmstad. The village was still bustling, but the flavor of that business felt different. Asger’s men had returned from the sea, and along with him, he had brought his own fleet of warriors. But the ruffians Yrsa, Eydis, and I had encountered on our first trip here were nowhere in sight. At the center square, the market was bustling. Blue banners with the crab insignia hung everywhere. There was no boar to be seen; it had died on the shores of Bolmsö. The sound of metal being pounded rang from the blacksmith’s shop, vendors sold salted fish or baked goods, and the tanner was skinning an elk.

      People worked their way in and out of the great hall.

      Thus far, I did not notice the party that had come to Bolmsö. Keeping my head down, I joined a party headed to the hall.

      “Jarl Asger will give her what she wants. He’s reasonable,” the woman told her husband.

      “Unless she’s lying,” the man retorted.

      “Now, why would she lie about something like that?”

      Curious, I entered the hall. There, at the front, I spotted Asger on his throne. The crowd was watching as the new, young jarl listened to complaints from his people. He sat casually, as if undisturbed by the gravity of the decisions he should make—or was he merely easygoing? I wasn’t sure. The men who had accompanied him stood not far from him, keeping guard. Asger leaned forward, his fingers laced together, as he listened to a half-weeping woman.

      “You see, jarl, we all lost our menfolk when Jarl Asmund took them to Bolmsö,” she said, motioning to the women standing behind her. Now, with the spring coming, what are we to do?”

      Jarl Asger nodded thoughtfully then shrugged. “You will work, that is what you will do. You have arms, legs, and hands. Do your own labor.”

      The woman’s mouth opened to protest, but the jarl raised his hand.

      “I am not blind to your plight, but you must work together. The labor will be hard, but not impossible. The more you work, the stronger you will become. But, if a task proves too hard, appeal to me then. I will send you help. As needed only.”

      The woman looked stunned. She turned back to the others. The elders of the group nodded, but I could see they were not entirely pleased by Asger’s answer.

      “Very well, jarl. Thank you.”

      Asger smiled at the woman then motioned to the girls behind her. “Such a pretty lot,” he added. “I feel very certain you will not want for husbands for long.”

      The woman gave him a half-smile, then they turned and left.

      I felt torn about his answer. Honestly, there was nothing a man could do that a woman could not. But farm labor was physically demanding. If the women were unused to such work, couldn’t Asger at least send a couple of his thralls to help? I frowned, unclear on my feelings.

      Asger sat back on his throne. “My uncle was an ambitious fool, and Halmstad has suffered in her care. But I am here now,” Jarl Asger told the crowd. “I will make us stronger.”

      I raised an eyebrow. While he was rather full of himself, at least he knew his uncle had been unwise.

      Asger motioned for the next case to come forward.

      This time, it was a man and a woman.

      “Now you will see,” the woman I’d followed into the hall told her husband.

      “You’ll buy me an ale if you’re wrong,” he retorted.

      She chuckled. “And you’ll do the same.”

      “What is it?” Jarl Asger asked the pair.

      “My wife wants to divorce me, but she told me to leave the farm. She can’t do that. I am master there.”

      “Why do you want to divorce him?” the jarl asked the woman.

      “He drinks and does no work. Everything comes to the children and me. I can find a better husband. Why be saddled with this drunkard?” the woman replied tartly.

      “She lies,” the man protested.

      The jarl turned to the crowd. “Does she lie? Is this man a drunkard?”

      “He is, jarl. He spends most of his nights asleep in the mud in Halmstad,” someone called.

      “Who said that?” the husband retorted.

      The jarl hushed him.

      “I’ve seen him too,” another woman called.

      “Me too,” added a third.

      “And I,” the woman beside me said.

      I turned and looked at her. “It’s true. And whoring to go along with it,” she added in a whisper.

      “You’re just throwing your weight to the bet,” her husband whispered to her.

      “Am not. He’s indeed a drunk and letch, and you know it.”

      The man grunted but didn’t protest.

      “Your farm. How did you come about it?” the jarl asked.

      “My grandfather,” the woman said indignantly. “He was the one who built it.”

      The jarl nodded once more. “Very well. She is right to divorce you. What man neglects his duties to get lost to drink? Even the gods frown on that. A husband must honor his wife, support her, and work hard for his family. Given the farm was built by her grandfather, you have no claim to it. Leave. Find somewhere to be useful. If I see you drunk in the mud, I will put you on one of my ships myself and teach you how to be a man.”

      There was a smattering of laughter in the room.

      “Thank you, jarl,” the woman said, bowing. She turned and glared at her former husband, who stood looking red-faced and angry.

      “Do you accept my words?” Jarl Asger asked, but this time, I heard a dark tone in his voice. I knew it well. He was daring the man to say anything.

      I hoped the man had reason enough to see that the new jarl would be very happy to make an example of him.

      “Yes, jarl,” the man said quietly, inclining his head.

      “Very well,” Jarl Asger said, waving the pair away.

      Jarl Asger then listened to several other cases. A thief was brought forward. One of the merchants accusing the wiry lad of lifting some metalwork. As the jarl considered, I began working the room. As I went, I listened to the snippets of whispered conversation. Everyone was talking about the jarl, but not entirely unkindly. I did not sense the adoration I saw for Arngrim, nor the feeling that the people in Halmstad were united almost like a family—as they were in Bolmsö. From what I could tell, they were still deciding about Asger.

      “He’s setting Halmstad to right,” one old man told his companion. “You see,” he added, gesturing to the thief, having been found guilty, being dragged out of the room to have two of his fingers lopped off.

      “Old Arngrim still needs to pay for what he did,” the other man seethed.

      “What did he do but sit on his island?” the first man retorted. “Not like he asked us to come there—that was Asmund’s doing. And now, half our young men are dead. Neither did Arngrim come south to crush us afterward, which he had every right to do. We’re lucky to be alive. The wolves could have swarmed this place, but the berserker is a hundred times wiser than Asmund ever was.”

      The man blew air through his lips but did not disagree.

      The jarl heard several other cases, one involving a quarrel over some sheep, then the meeting for the day was adjourned. When he was done, he motioned for his men to remove with him to a room at the back.

      The thralls came forward to offer ale to those who wished to stay. It didn’t escape my notice that the recently divorced man who decried the accusation he was a drunkard stayed to partake. I took a horn and blended into the shadows, listening as I edged my way toward the jarl’s meeting area. A few of the men in the room seemed to notice the blue dress that had also sparked Hofund’s attention. But I paid them no mind. Keeping my distance, I finally found a spot near the back. I could just make out the conversation happening there.

      “He has troubles enough with Solva amassing. He will not bother with us,” one of Asger’s men was saying. “Besides, he barely has a year left in him. Why bother fighting when Odin will call him home once more very soon?”

      I clenched my jaw, trying to separate the sting of anger with the sense of truth. They were right. While I prayed Arngrim had more time, even if he did, it would not be much more than a year or two.

      Another of Asger’s men asked, “And after him? Who is there?”

      “Of his line? None. But Ragal has been with him from the start. No doubt, he will become jarl afterward,” another of the men answered.

      “I will leave old Arngrim to fade into legend. Let Solva die alone on the shores of Bolmsö. What other news?”

      I frowned. In the very least, Asger would not advance against Arngrim, nor would he ally with Solva. The truth that Arngrim’s days were coming to an end was hard to hear. But it was true.

      “…and there was a ship that had some ivory and gems. Afrid is there looking over it now. Two ships arrived from Grund this morning. They’ve done a bit of trade and are headed back out to sea today.”

      “Very well. Now, let me see the expansions to the jetty you’ve been planning.”

      One of the men pulled out a scroll and handed it to Asger.

      Grund.

      There was a ship from King Gudmund’s city.

      Setting aside my ale horn, I crossed the hall.

      “Are you in a hurry?” one of the warriors asked, extending his arm to stop me. “And I haven’t even had a chance to meet you yet.”

      My temper flared. I flicked an eye up at the grizzled warrior and his leering friend.

      “Remove your arm.”

      “Oh, now, no reason to get upset. Where’s your husband, woman? Or have you come looking?”

      “I have two husbands,” I said, setting my hands on my axe handles. “And neither appreciate you stepping in my way. Remove your arm,” I said darkly.

      “She’s the serious type,” the letch’s friend said.

      I held the man’s eyes. That mean thing that lived inside of me flashed to life once more.

      “What’s the matter here?” a voice called.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Asger approach, a scroll under his arm. His men followed him.

      “I was just leaving,” I replied, still holding the man’s gaze.

      The man looked from me to the jarl.

      Asger took in the scene. “She said she’s leaving,” he told the man, pushing his arm down. “This is not Asmund’s hall anymore, Torkell. You will not behave like this under my watch.”

      The man sneered at Asger, then turned and walked away.

      Exhaling, I removed my hands from my axes.

      “I’m sorry,” Asger said, reaching out to set his hand on my arm.

      “What do you have to apologize for? His actions were not yours.”

      “This is my hall. I will not see a lady treated so here.”

      I inclined my head to him.

      “I don’t remember seeing you here before.”

      “I moved here while you were out to sea.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Hervor.”

      “Where have you come from, Hervor?”

      “Dalr.”

      He nodded. “I understand there is a great tree there, such as they have in Uppsala.”

      “Yes, Grímnir’s Eye.”

      “I had hoped to sail there one day and see it for myself. Now…” he said, then motioned to the room. “I’m busy with other things. It’s good that some piece of Dalr has come here.”

      I smiled lightly. I knew that the longer the conversation continued, the more likely I was to say something I should not. Already I wondered what in the hell I was thinking to give him my real name. Not to mention, up close, Asger was entirely too handsome, with blue eyes the color of the sky reflected in water. No. I needed to go. I had to get to the docks to look for Hofund. I had no business dallying further.

      “Then let us pray the All-Father aids all of your plans, so you are back on the shining sea in no time,” I said politely.

      Asger smiled at me. “Let’s hope.”

      “I’m sorry…I need to—“ I said, then motioned toward the door.

      “Oh. Yes,” he said, motioning that my way was clear. “Seems no one will let you out of this hall, good or ill-intended.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you,” I said, then turned and headed out of the hall. Moving quickly, I rushed toward the dock.

      Hofund, are you here?

      Hofund, have you come?

      Hofund.
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Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      I headed quickly to the docks. When I spotted the red-and-white sails of King Gudmund, the shape of Mjolnir thereon, my heart started thundering in my chest. Was he here? Had he come looking for me?

      That was too much to ask. To envision Hofund sailing the seas in search of me was ludicrous. I was not the type of woman to evoke that kind of passion. At best, the gods were playing some small hand here. What they were hoping to achieve, I didn’t know.

      I hurried down the pier to discover the men were loading their ships. From what I could see, they were preparing to debark. I eyed over the crew, my heart sinking when I realized Hofund was not there. He had not come.

      What had I expected, that Odin would simply sail Hofund to me?

      After all, I had no reason to believe he wanted anything further to do with me. Grandfather had told him I had refused him. What if he genuinely believed that?

      But what if he didn’t?

      Mother had said she would send word. I knew I could trust her…as long as the gods did not intervene. I had no way of knowing which Svafa I would return to. For all I knew, the gods had already taken my mother from me once more.

      “You there,” I said, calling to one of the men. “Are these ships from Grund?”

      Puzzled, the man stopped and looked at me. “They are.”

      “Will you take something to Prince Hofund from me?”

      The man chuckled. “I’m not sure the prince is collecting favors from ladies far and wide.”

      I shook my head. “The prince knows me. You will have let down your master if you do not deliver my message.”

      At that, the man cocked his head. “All right. What do you want to send?”

      And then, I paused. What could I send? My word alone might not be enough. I bent and pulled a knife from my boot. And then, I cut a swatch of blue fabric from the bottom of my gown. I went to the side of the ship and handed it to the man.

      “Tell Hofund he’ll find me on Bolmsö.”

      The man looked from the blue fabric to me and back again. Without another word, he took the swatch and put it into a pocket.

      “Very well. Who do I say it came from?”

      At that, I grinned. “You don’t need to say anything.”

      At that, the man shrugged then set about his work once more.

      Hofund.

      Hofund.

      I have not forgotten you. And soon, I will be worthy of you.

      

      After I left the dock, I headed back into the village. I wandered the place, my eyes open, taking in what there was to see. My initial assessment had been correct. Jarl Asger was getting things under control. Evidence of that, including three men who sat chained waiting for execution, was abundantly clear. The alehouse where Yrsa, Eydis, and I had run into trouble was surprisingly quiet. And there were no signs of Jarl Solva’s involvement anywhere. Asger was playing it smart. It made more sense to wait and see what happened after Arngrim passed. Without the legendary berserker at the helm, Bolmsö would be weak. What would they do when they learned Arngrim had a granddaughter?

      Of course, that meant that I eventually told Arngrim the truth. While I hoped my grandfather would accept me, hoped that Tyfring and the story of Samso would redeem me, I didn’t really know what Arngrim would say. Perhaps when he realized I was Hervor, not Hervarth, he would be disappointed. Why had the ancient woman on Samso insisted I hide? What did my gender matter?

      Agitated by the thought of it—I’d spent my whole life being made to feel sorry for my sex—I left off thinking of it and headed to the market. There was a pregnant woman in Bolmsö who was counting on me to come back with something sweet. Returning to the central square, I perused the vendors looking for anything. Eydis’s constant cravings for berries and apples broke my heart. I looked for anything that might suffice. But at the end of the long winter, there was little to be had. Finally, I reached the stall of an ancient woman who had a parcel of dried blueberries.

      “It is the last of them, my dear. We’ll have no fruits for another three months. Enough here to stretch a bit.”

      “My sister is with child,” I said then handed her some coin. “Thank you,” I told her with a smile.

      She returned the gesture, but then her expression darkened as she looked over my shoulder.

      “Find something tasty, Hervor?” a voice asked.

      I turned to find Asger there. “Oh. Yes. For my sister…she’s expecting. I was sent with explicit instructions not to return without something.”

      He smiled, evoking dimples on both sides of his square jaws. “Then you have come to the right person. I used to steal raspberries from Lyngheid’s farm every summer.”

      Lyngheid frowned at him. “So you did. And earned the thin edge of my goose switch more than once as a reward.”

      “I still have a scar on my arm from the last time I visited your farm.”

      “Well, you were after more than just raspberries that time, weren’t you?” the old woman said with a hard frown.

      Asger chuckled nervously. He inclined his head to the old woman, genteelly took my arm, then led me away. I thought about resisting, but instead, gave the old woman a grateful look once more then went with the jarl.

      “Grumbling old crone,” he said, glowering over his shoulder at the woman. He pulled up his sleeve to reveal a small white stripe on his forearm. While it blended in with the swirling tattoos there, it was still evident. “My brother got it worse. She caught Garth on the cheek.”

      “You have a brother?”

      “Had. He was murdered here in Halmstad a few years ago. A rough bunch of men came ashore, robbed and killed him. Asmund blood-eagled them in punishment. It wasn’t enough. No one understands you quite like your sibling.”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      He nodded, then gestured to the goods I was holding. “A pregnant sister… you do well to care for her. Are you leaving for your farm this day?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I should be going now if I want to return before dark.”

      “I hope to see you back in Halmstad again soon, Hervor.”

      “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head to me then let me go.

      Turning, I headed away from the market to the hitching post where I’d left my horse. As I went, I questioned myself and the stupid smile that had spread across my face.

      Hervor. What are you doing? Are you stupid enough to be flattered by his flirting?

      That wasn’t it.

      Instead, I was relishing the feeling of being alive. Being a woman. Being…a person. In Dalr, it was a sense of self I never really felt. With the blank spaces of my life gaping, I had never felt whole. Now, I did. Now, I knew who I was. And, while Asger was handsome enough that his flirting did make me feel good, it wasn’t really him that was lighting me up from inside—was it?—but rather the realization meeting him had given me.

      I was finally free.
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Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      I saddled up and rode away from Halmstad. If I timed things right, I would return to Bolmsö just after nightfall. As long as I got to the lake before the sun set, I felt confident I could find my way home.

      Home.

      What a strange thought.

      Retracing my steps, I rode back to the pine trees that sheltered the thicket where I had changed. I slipped off my horse and set my gear aside. While there were wolf prints in the melting snow, there was no sign of Rök. I rested a bit, chewing on a bit of dried meat, cheese, and getting a drink before I redressed once more. I grabbed my clothes then went under the cover of the brush. Leaving Tyrfing resting against the tree, I stripped off my blue dress. I paused to look at the torn fabric.

      Hofund.

      Hofund, if you really love me, come.

      Hofund.

      “There’s her horse. Where’d she go?”

      I froze.

      Shivering in the cold with just my trousers and a loose blouse on, I ducked low. But I was too late. They had seen me.

      The man from the jarl’s hall and his companion appeared.

      Odin. All-Father. What do I do now?

      I had left my axes on the horse’s saddle. Aside from the knife in my boot, I was unarmed.

      “Well, well, well, look what we have here. Almost like she knew we were coming for her. Got herself ready. Isn’t that a surprise?” the man Asger called Torkell said.

      “Off with the dress already? Well done,” a second, bald-headed man said as he slid off his horse.

      “Stay back,” I said, a warning tone in my voice. I reached into my boot and pulled out the knife.

      “She really thinks she’s something, doesn’t she? Left her sword here. Look at this craggy old blade. What, made out of wood?” Torkell said, grabbing Tyrfing.

      “No, don’t,” I called, gesturing for him to stop.

      But it was too late.

      The blade sang as it was pulled from its sheath. The metallic sound rang throughout the valley. Sunlight shimmered on the blade.

      “By Thor, what’s this? You see this, Halvdan?” Torkell said, awe in his voice.

      “Only seen a blade like that once before. In fact, there’s only one blade like that. That’s old Arngrim’s blade. That’s Tyrfing,” Halvdan replied. “Who are you, girl?”

      I sneered. “I am the Valkyrie, here to guide you to your death,” I said then sent my knife flying. The blade landed squarely in Halvdan’s chest. The man’s eyes went wide, then he fell over.

      I rushed Torkell. Wielding Tyrfing, he came at me.

      I heard the growl before I saw the wolf. With a blur of white and silver, Rök ran past me and knocked the man to the ground, biting his hand until the man let go of Tyrfing.

      Snatching up the weapon, I held the blade, leveling it on the man.

      “You’re Arngrim’s blood, aren’t you? And that…that…” he said, pointing toward Tyrfing.

      “You know this blade?”

      Wide-eyed, he nodded.

      “Then you know the curse. Once drawn, Tyrfing does not sleep until it has tasted blood.”

      “We didn’t know. We had no idea. We thought… Who are you? All of Arngrim’s boys are dead.”

      “I am Hervor, daughter of Angantyr. And I am your death,” I said, then drove the blade into his chest.

      The man screamed once then fell silent.

      Though my hands were steady, my heart beat hard in my chest. I felt powerful. I felt strong. I felt capable of protecting myself. No one would ever take that feeling away from me again.

      “I am Hervor, daughter of Angantyr. And one day, I will be Odin’s Valkyrie.”

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      The gods smile upon you.
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Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      It was just after nightfall when I arrived at the ferry to Bolmsö once more. I was pleased to see that while the threat to the south had passed, the fires on the watchtowers were still lit, the walls still manned. I had not forgotten Eydis’s warning. We had dealt with the boar, but flowers still grew.

      Back on the island, I left my horse at the stable then headed to the great hall. It was quiet tonight. I was surprised to discover that only Arngrim, Ragal, and a handful of guards were there. Arngrim was sitting by the fire, staring into the flames when I entered. Rök raced across the room to join his true master.

      “Well, here you are,” Arngrim said, giving him a pat. “Fur as cold as ice. Come, Hervarth, talk to me.”

      I joined the jarl. A thrall brought me a horn of ale. The encounter in the woods had shaken something wild loose inside me, and I had yet to quiet that voice.

      “Jarl,” I said, slipping onto the bench across from Arngrim. He looked tired tonight, his face lined more deeply, his pallor a little paler. He leaned, two hands on his staff.

      “Ragal tells me you went to Halmstad. I have seen those watchful eyes of yours. You miss nothing, Hervarth. Tell me, what did those eyes see in Halmstad?”

      King Gudmund’s ships.

      “When I first sailed into Halmstad with my family, the place was chaos. Brawling in the streets, drinking, whoring, warriors everywhere. Today, I found the marketplace calm. There were more chickens in the streets than warriors.”

      “And the port?”

      “Busy with traders, travelers, but no sign of an amassing force. Jarl Asger heard cases when I arrived. I stayed a time, listened to his word. He dealt fairly with those who deserved it and brought swift justice to those who did not.”

      “It is good to know the manner of the man. I only remember Asger as a boy, and his heart was always at sea.”

      I nodded. “I listened to the people, his men. They spoke of what happened here. Many found it wasteful and foolish. But more, I overheard the jarl himself. He will make no moves on Bolmsö at this time. But he sees weakness here. He will wait to see what Solva does.”

      “Ah, yes,” Arngrim said. “Wait and see what Solva does. He wants her to do the hard job. But there he has made a mistake. If Solva can unfix us here, he is next. Solva is both ruthless and ambitious. Why am I the only one who seems to remember that?”

      “Probably because you remember when she tried to wed Angantyr and how that went,” Ragal said with a laugh.

      “Yes, yes,” Arngrim said with a nod. “Willful, prideful, and stubborn girl. She would only have my eldest son. None of the other boys. But Angantyr…no. That was not the kind of woman he wished to wed. My second son, Hjorvard, didn’t find her rich or pretty enough. Rani adored her, but what was a middle son to Solva?”

      “I know what Utr said about her jotun lover, but has she had no other suitors?”

      Ragal chuckled. “Briefly, a neighboring jarl’s son. He borrowed her horse without asking and managed to break the animal’s leg. She burned them on the pyre together.”

      “Must have been a very fine horse.”

      Arngrim laughed. “Indeed, Hervarth, indeed. You have done well in Halmstad and have become a great asset to us here on Bolmsö. I am very glad one of my sons saved your mother’s life.”

      “Jarl,” I said, inclining my head.

      “Which son was it again?” the jarl asked, looking me over once more.

      Dammit. He knew. Or, at least, he suspected. “Angantyr, jarl.”

      The jarl nodded slowly. “Sometimes, I realize how old I am. I become nostalgic for the past and imagine my sons everywhere. I hear their voices in the wind. They whisper things that cannot be,” he said, then tapped his staff. Slowly, he rose. “I must rest. Thank you, Hervarth.”

      “I’m pleased to help.”

      “Good. See Ragal in the morning. We must prepare for spring. Solva is coming. So unless we want to end up like that horse, we’d best be ready.”

      “Yes, jarl. Of course,” I said with a light chuckle.

      I watched the jarl go, noting how slowly he was moving tonight.

      Ragal sighed heavily. “Without Arngrim…Bolmsö’s future is uncertain.”

      “Have you no wish to be jarl after him?”

      Ragal laughed. “By the gods, no. If only one of Arngrim’s boys had fathered a child…” He was staring at me, but I would not meet his gaze.

      “Indeed,” I said simply. I finished off my ale horn then set it aside. “I will see my family now.”

      “Goodnight, Hervarth.”

      “Goodnight.”

      Without another word, I turned and left the hall. My heart felt conflicted. Had I done enough? Had I earned my place yet? It was evident that Arngrim and Ragal suspected something. No. Not yet. I could not say anything yet.

      But I would need to say something soon. Because tonight, I saw shadows gathering around Arngrim. And if his sons were speaking to him from the other side, it would not be long before the old man entered Odin’s shining hall.
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Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      When I returned to the temple, I found Dagny lighting the lanterns than hung from the timbers.

      “Hervor,” she said, inclining her head to me. “So, you discovered the runestones.”

      “I… how did you know?”

      She shrugged. “The All-Father shows me things at times. I saw you there.”

      “What is that place, exactly?” I asked.

      “Bolmsö has long been a place that is special to the gods. Once, only wolves roamed here. Men came to this island to hunt them, destroy them. Odin turned the wolves into men and women, and so the house of Arngrim was born. They were the ones who erected the stones. Your ancient ancestors. Of course, the stones spoke to you, Hervor.”

      “When I was there, I saw wolves.”

      “I am sure you did. Your father and uncle are never far from you. Nor are the All-Father’s ravens.”

      I touched the axes on my belt.

      “Not those ravens,” she said with a grin. “The All-Father favors you. I know your life has not been easy, but Odin fashions things as he sees fit. The strongest blades are forged in fire. But in Bolmsö, you are reborn.”

      I inclined my head to her. “Thank you.”

      She laughed lightly. “There is nothing to thank me for. I am only speaking what I know to be true. What I also know to be true is that Eydis was pining for berries all day. I hope you were successful.”

      I laughed. “I was.”

      “Good. She’s resting in the back. She irritated Yrsa with her constant talk of puddings, so the shield-maiden went to check on the northern watchtower. She said to tell you she would be back later.”

      Shaking my head, I took my leave of the priestess and went to find Eydis who was sleeping. I smiled when I saw her. Already, her belly was round. Her complexion was rosy, and she looked more rested than she had in Dalr. I knew she was anxious for news of Leif—as was I—but I was beginning to think that staying on Bolmsö was a better solution for Eydis and me. As for Yrsa, something told me she wouldn’t want Mother out of her sight for too long. And neither did I. Would Mother be willing to come to Bolmsö? If Angantyr had lived, she would already be the lady of this place. Was it not fitting that she take the position she deserved rather than rattling around Jarl Bjartmar’s hall, dealing with his moods and temper? When the matter was settled with Arngrim, I would discuss it with Yrsa.

      “Hervarth,” a voice called from the door.

      I turned to find Ingrid there. “Ingrid. I was about to come looking for you.”

      “Dagny said you had returned. Do you need anything?”

      I nodded. “Help with these,” I said, pulling out the bag of dried blueberries, which I handed to the girl.

      She gasped when she opened the bag. “These must have cost you a fortune.”

      “A sum I would gladly pay to not have to listen to Eydis complain. What can we do with them? I confess I have no skill in the kitchen.”

      “I will see to them for you.”

      “Is there enough for the gothar—and you—as well? And for the jarl?”

      The girl weighed the sack. “Yes, there should be.”

      “Very well. I leave them in your capable hands.”

      “But Hervarth…the expense. Surely, the gothar—and certainly not I—need such a thing. However, I will do the best I can for Arngrim.”

      “For everyone. No more objections.”

      Ingrid smiled softly at me. “All right.” She nodded then turned and headed toward the cooking area.

      I sat down beside the fire and warmed my hands. I cast a glance back at Eydis. “Well, you spoiled girl, get your rest. When you wake up, we have blueberries for you. Loki, I hope you see how well I’m taking care of your girl.”

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Who else in Midgard would I trust to protect what is mine?
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Chapter 27

        

      

    

    
      I was still sleeping when I felt someone flounce down on the bed beside me. The scent of blueberries, more than the commotion, woke me from my sleep.

      “Here, taste this,” Eydis said, shoving a bite of something very hot into my mouth.

      “Eydis,” I complained, but the rest of my chiding died in my mouth. It had been months since I’d tasted a blueberry. Who could complain? Ingrid had reawakened the berries, folding them into a sweet oatcake. “I hope you left me more than just that.”

      Eydis laughed. “I did. But you better get up. Yrsa was already on her second piece.”

      I slipped out of bed, pulled on my boots, and headed to the small dining space the gothar shared at the back of the temple. Arne, Næfi, Dagny, Yrsa, and Ingrid were eating. A massive pot with a thick loaf of blueberry bread sat—half of it already eaten—on the table.

      Ingrid smiled at me when I entered. “Pudding is setting. I delivered the other cake to the jarl this morning. He told me to send you his thanks. He was very pleased.”

      My heart felt glad. “Thank you, Ingrid.”

      “How was it?” Yrsa asked me when I slipped into the seat beside her.

      “Halmstad was not as we saw it. It was quiet enough.” Except for the two men who tried to rape me. “Bolmsö is not under threat from them right now.”

      “No one left to fight,” Yrsa said with a laugh, then served herself another portion of the cake.

      “Hey,” Eydis complained.

      Yrsa stopped, slid the piece onto Eydis’s plate, then cut another—smaller—piece for herself.

      “Now it is only Solva who remains,” Arne said. “But until then, a cheer for Hervarth and Ingrid and this blueberry cake. Skol,” he said, lifting his cup.

      “Skol,” we all called in reply.

      

      Later that day, Yrsa and I were busy assisting the swineherd mend a pen when Ragal appeared.

      “Hervarth,” he called. “The jarl wants to see you…and your mother. Come.”

      I flicked an eye at Yrsa.

      She raised and lowered her eyebrows but said nothing.

      I motioned to the farmer, who nodded for us to go on. We set aside our work and joined Ragal.

      “Warm today,” Ragal said as we headed toward the great hall.

      “Yes, it is,” Yrsa agreed.

      Was Ragal really talking about the weather?

      As we went, we passed Hella and her boys.

      “Where are you off to?” Ragal asked her.

      “They want to fish. Want to join us?”

      Ragal gave her a strange, goofy grin. “I need to see the jarl. I will if I can.”

      Hella smiled lightly. “North end.”

      He inclined his head to her.

      Yrsa and I exchanged a glance but said nothing more. For months now, I had noticed something between the shield-maiden and Ragal. Apparently, Ragal and Hella’s late husband had been very close friends. After his passing, Ragal had looked after Hella and her boys. While it was clear they mutually respected one another, something else seemed to be blooming between them, but it had yet broken the surface.

      We followed Ragal into the hall. There, several of the villagers were talking and drinking. Arngrim was at a table looking over a map. He left the others when he saw Yrsa and me. Rök, who had been sleeping by the fire, woke up. Spotting me, he rushed across the room.

      Happy to see him, I scratched his ears.

      “Hervarth… I am told I have you to thank for my morning meal,” the jarl said happily.

      Had he really called me here over some blueberry cake? “I hope you enjoyed it, jarl.”

      “It’s been months since I ate such nice berries. Ingrid told me your wife is pregnant.”

      I swallowed. I hated lying to him. Yrsa shifted uncomfortably. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one. “Eydis is pregnant.”

      Arngrim nodded. “The temple is fine but not very roomy. You will move into the hall. The three of you.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Oh, jarl, we could not possib—” I began in objection.

      “Jarl, you are kind, but—” Yrsa was saying in tandem.

      Arngrim lifted his hand and chuckled lightly. “Enough. Both of you. You may not protest. I have already asked Asa and Siggy to fetch your things and to inform Eydis to come when she is ready. I would have a völva in my house. Perhaps she can guide us forward. Besides, the hall is quiet. I will have your company. I remember when Eyfura was alive…her and our boys. It was a busy place. You and your mother have served me well. I know you do not mean to stay on Bolmsö forever, only long enough to repay your debt, but there is space enough in the hall. Perhaps it will provide me the chance to convince you to stay.”

      I looked up at Yrsa, motioning to her that it was for her to decide.

      “You honor us, jarl,” she said simply.

      “It is a small thing.”

      It obviously wasn’t, but neither Yrsa nor I wanted to point that out.

      “Now, with that settled, let’s turn to some business. Hervarth and Ragal, I want you to take a small party north. Do not engage, but go have a look. I want to know what Solva is doing.”

      Ragal shifted uncomfortably. Of course, he did. He had planned to go fishing—with Hella—but he would not say no to Arngrim. “Very well, jarl,” he said.

      “Hervarth, take Rök with you. He’s been underfoot all day.”

      I chuckled. “Happy to.”

      At that, Arngrim nodded as if to suggest the matter was closed. “Very good. Be safe,” he told us then went back to his men.

      I turned and looked back at Ragal.

      “Can you… can we leave in an hour or so?” Ragal asked me.

      I knew why he wanted to delay. “Of course. I’ll see you then.”

      Ragal nodded, then headed out.

      Yrsa and I went along behind him. Once we were out of the hall, Yrsa said, “You should tell Arngrim.”

      “Not yet.”

      “He thinks I bedded one of his boys, and you are their son.”

      “Good. Then he’ll be less surprised. The trouble is, I am not someone’s son.”

      “I don’t think Arngrim will care about your gender.”

      “Why did Sigfrid insist on this?” I asked, touching my short locks and the stupid hat I always wore.

      “I don’t know,” Yrsa replied.

      “She is a seer,” I said, shaking my head. “I must have faith in the gods.”

      “That’s all well and good, but if you won’t tell Arngrim now, then when?”

      “Once he is safe from Solva, once I have earned the right to claim him.”

      “You better hope it’s not too late.”

      I didn’t reply. Yrsa was right. Arngrim was old. If I waited too long, he might never learn the truth. He would die thinking he was alone in the world. But in my heart, I knew I had to wait.

      “Have you considered what will happen when he learns? You have done well to earn the respect of the people here. Arngrim will make you heir. You will become jarl.”

      I stopped mid-step. Was she right? I stared at her. “Yrsa…”

      “And if that happens, you will be beholden to lead and protect the people here. The attachment to King Gudmund’s son will complicate things. Your mother, Leif… You will need to forget Dalr.”

      “But surely Ragal will—”

      “Ragal is not Arngrim’s blood. Naturally, Arngrim would choose him if there was no one else. But if Arngrim accepts you, no one will question. Especially not with Tyrfing on your hip. Already Ragal suspects. And now this move to the hall… I know why you came here, Hervor, but you need to start thinking about what happens next.”

      Yrsa was right. I had been so set on reclaiming my name, my birthright, that I had given little thought to what might happen when I did. Eydis would want to return to Leif, especially with a child on the way, and Yrsa would never want to be separated from Mother permanently. And then, there was Hofund. My heart twinged at the thought that maybe I would never see him again. Perhaps that single spark of love was all I would ever know. The idea made me feel ill.

      “I will think about it,” I told Yrsa.

      “Good. I’m going back to the swineherd to finish the pen. Stinky work, such as it is.”

      “No worse smelling than two bears.”

      Yrsa huffed, but a flash of emotion crossed her face. She missed Gobi and Bo. I had taken her from them. Yrsa was wise to make me think. I was asking too much of my friends. I needed to plan for whatever came next, even if that included sending Eydis and Yrsa back to Dalr while I stayed in Bolmsö on my own. Could I do that?

      “I’ll get my things and see Eydis before I go.”

      “Be careful out there. Odin may love you well, Hervor, but he only has one eye. He can’t watch all of us at once.”

      I laughed. “Good thing I have Rök,” I said, then gave the wolf’s ears a scratch. “Now, come on. Let’s see how fast you are,” I told the wolf. I gave Yrsa a wink then turned and set off in a sprint toward the temple. The sudden movement surprised Rök. But it took him only a moment to surpass me, his tongue hanging goofily form the side of his mouth as he zoomed by—once again, reclaiming his place as the alpha in our pack of two.
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      Eydis was humming happily, packing up our things, when I found her in the small room we shared at the back of the temple.

      “Blueberry cake? Should I be concerned whenever you send me for something blue?”

      “Maybe you should change the color on your shield. Blue suits you. And, I believe, that blue dress came in handy in Halmstad, did it not? I’ll have to mend that hem, though.”

      “Did you know I would find ships from Grund in Halmstad?”

      “You found ships from Grund?”

      “Yes. I sent a swatch of the dress to Hofund.”

      “Oh, so that’s how it all happened?”

      “Eydis…”

      She giggled. “I didn’t know, Hervor. Loki told me to pack the blue dress, so I packed it. He said, ‘One snare to catch two woodcocks.’ What does that mean?”

      “I have no idea. You understand Loki far better than I.”

      “He plays even with me,” Eydis said as she shook out one of her gowns, holding it in front of her.

      “That dress won’t fit you soon.”

      “I feel like I’m carrying a litter of Leifs,” she said, then set her hand on her stomach. “Kicking and rolling. Busy one, this one.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me at all,” I replied, smiling at my friend. “So, we will go to the hall.”

      “We will go to the hall,” Eydis replied. “And there, we will enjoy bigger beds.”

      “Are you complaining about the hospitality of the gods?”

      “Never. I’m daydreaming about Arngrim’s secret supply of apple butter and a bed big enough to fit this growing lump.”

      I laughed softly. “Eydis… Should we send word to Leif? We can find someone from Bolmsö to go. What do you want to do?”

      Eydis paused. “I don’t know,” she said, a look of worry crossing her face.

      “Leif will want to—”

      “I know. Not yet. When the time is right.”

      “Eydis,” I whispered.

      I was shocked to see tears well in her eyes. “I don’t know what I will say to say to Leif. What will he do when he learns the truth? If the child is not his…”

      “Leif is pragmatic, and he honors the gods. You will tell him the truth and let him decide.”

      She brushed away her tears with the back of her hand. “I don’t know,” she said with a heavy sigh.

      “When did you start loving Leif so much that you fear to lose him?” I asked with a soft smile.

      Eydis shrugged. “Always.”

      Leif was sensible. If the child could possibly be his, he would take care of Eydis and the babe. And if the child was the wanderer’s, then we all had a duty to watch over it. And the truth was, he loved Eydis. “Well, won’t that come as a surprise to Leif.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That you loved him all along.”

      “Hervor! It’s fine that you figured it out, but I’m not going to tell him that. And neither will you.”

      I chuckled. “Fine. Ragal and I are heading north for a look around. I will meet you in Arngrim’s hall later. Don’t pick the best bed for yourself.”

      “You forget, husband, that whatever bed I pick, you’ll enjoy it too.”

      “Wonderful.” I rolled my eyes then grabbed my shield and other gear. Pausing, I gave Eydis’s arm a tender squeeze then headed out—to hunt poppies.
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Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      An hour later, Ragal and I rode north with Hella and two elder warriors of Bolmsö named Cnut and Einer.

      Hella’s boys met us to say goodbye, their fishing rods—and their fish—still in their hands.

      “Let me see what you caught,” I told them.

      “Mine is bigger,” Ingvar said, showing me his fish.

      “Don’t boast,” his brother chided him. “Yours might be bigger, but I caught three, and you only caught one.”

      “Boys,” Hella said warningly.

      “You have done very well,” I said, eyeing the fish. “Be good boys and clean them for your mother while she is gone. And which of you can cook?”

      They looked at one another.

      I chuckled. “Tonight, you will make your mother a fish stew, so she has something to eat when she returns. Ask old Gyra, who lives near you, for help. And feed her for her efforts.”

      The boys looked from me to Hella.

      “I think you should listen to Hervarth,” she told them with a wink.

      They grinned at me.

      Hella gave each of them a hug, kissing them on the top of their heads, then sent them off.

      After they were gone, we led our horses to the ferry.

      “Where are you off to?” Wodan asked.

      “Picking flowers,” Ragal replied.

      Wodan motioned to his workers, and the ferry set off. “Not a pleasant task. Not a pleasant task at all. But I suppose you can’t let the weeds grow too wild.”

      Ragal nodded but said no more.

      Once we were across the lake, we mounted our horses and headed off north. I had not been to the countryside on the other side of the lake before. It was far more mountainous, the paths narrower than between the lake and Halmstad. As we went, however, I reined in beside Hella.

      “Your boys… They are both very clever lads.”

      Hella smiled lightly. “Ingvar is too much like me. Halvard takes after his father.”

      “His father…”

      “Died of fever some five years ago. My little daughter with him.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It is as the gods willed it. But now, I have two strong-headed boys to manage, neither of whom listen to me very well.”

      “I was the same. Reckless to show how bold I could be, hunting bandits on the road outside of Dalr where I grew up. I had more bravery than sense.”

      Hella laughed. “Perhaps it’s better that way. I would not have my boys be cowards. I am sure your mother did not dissuade you.”

      “No, she did not. In fact, she put a shield in my hand so I could fight better,” I said, my mind drifting to Yrsa. But then, Yrsa was not really my mother. Svafa neither knew nor seemed to care where I was most of my childhood. I could not blame her. It was the gods’ doing. But I needed to remind myself of that—frequently—or else the sting in my chest burned too hot.

      “Sometimes I wonder about my daughter,” Hella said, a light but sad smile on her lips. “She was practically feral. She chased those boys everywhere they went.”

      “Of course. She didn’t want to be left behind.”

      “I was the same with my older sisters,” Hella said.

      “You have sisters?”

      “Had. They have already moved on to Odin’s great hall. They went away with the sons of Arngrim and never returned.”

      I frowned. “There has been much loss in Bolmsö.”

      Hella nodded. “There are some who think Odin punished Arngrim for the death of King Sigrlami from whom he took Tyrfing. There are tales, whispers, that Sigrlami was the son of the All-Father.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Just a story, if you ask me. Winter always comes, whether we like it or not.”

      “Then, I feel fortunate.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my life began in winter. Only now have I begun to feel the spring.”

      At that, Hella laughed. “May the gods let it be so, Hervarth.”

      “Spring always comes again…in all things,” I said, glancing at Ragal.

      Hella followed my gaze then guessed at my meaning.

      “Hervarth,” she said, then rolled her eyes and shook her head. But she said nothing more.

      I grinned and let it go, satisfied I had planted the seed.

      

      Rök raced along with us, nose to the ground as he rushed over the snow-swept fields. The sun was warm. The snow under our horses’ hooves had softened to slush. I could smell the earth coming back to life. We rode most of the day, following a narrow path through the woods and then across a wide field. When we reached the other side, Ragal led us into a thick patch of forest.

      “They’ll be watching the roads from hereon. We’ll need to cut through,” he said, motioning to the dense trees.

      Rök stood at the watch, his ears erect and twitching. It was apparent we had come close to enemy territory. Even the wolf was on edge. He breathed deeply, staring deep into the woods. I watched the wolf closely.

      “What is it?” Ragal asked.

      “Rök.”

      He eyed the wolf. “He’s right to worry. If we’re found here, we’ll all end up dead, and you’ll have to enter Odin’s great hall without a beard on your face. You’ll spend an eternity with Thor making fun of you.”

      The others laughed. I couldn’t help but join them. “If I do ever grow a beard, the joke would certainly be on me. I’m just glad I don’t have a gut full of ale slowing me down,” I said, patting the old warrior on his belly.

      At that, Ragal laughed.

      After tying up our horses, we moved quickly and quietly through the woods. Ragal led us through the dense trees, keeping to the bramble and cover of pine to hide our approach. We worked our way up the side of a mountain. The ground was slippery where ice held onto the rocky ledges. Stepping carefully, I made my way upward. After a time, the trees cleared.

      “Go, sniff around. Make sure we’re alone,” I told Rök, motioning for the wolf to go afield.

      He took off in a flash, his nose to the ground.

      “Beast acts like he understands you,” Hella whispered.

      “I hope so, because if there is anyone here, he will spot them before we do.”

      Ragal motioned for us to stay low as we approached the ledge. Crouching down, we all worked our way toward the cliffside. There, I finally got a glimpse of the holdings of Jarl Solva.

      The jarl’s village sat nestled in a valley. A long wall fortified the town to the south, meeting the mountain on each side. From our vantage point, we could see the bustling village behind the wall. The place, roughly the size of Dalr, consisted of a massive longhouse at the center with small buildings scattered all around.

      “Have a look to the west,” Cnut said.

      On the western edge, villagers were working on pikes, shields, and other weapons. I scanned the compound. Not far from the wall, I saw another kind of construction underway.

      “Are those rafts?” I asked. “There. By the wall?”

      Ragal motioned to us to follow him. We sneaked back into the forest and followed the ridge. Ragal motioned for all of us to get on our bellies. We carefully crawled toward the ledge of the mountain. From there, we had a better look.

      “Hervarth is right,” Ragal said.

      “Are they fools? Don’t they know what happened to Asmund?” Einar asked.

      “If they do, they know what to watch for and what to avoid. But it appears one thing is certain. Like Asmund, they will try to attack the island, hauling their massive ferries south with them. Which will make them slow,” I said.

      “What are you suggesting?” Hella asked.

      “They will not expect us to leave the safety of Bolmsö. They will expect us to sit and wait.”

      “But if we launch an assault first…” Ragal said.

      I nodded.

      “There is the wall to contend with,” Cnut said.

      “If they are not expecting us, then that wall will be no matter,” I replied.

      Ragal cocked an eye at me.

      “We might live in the middle of the water, but we can fight with fire.”

      Ragal leaned over and ruffled the stupid hat I was wearing. “Beard or no, if Thor ever mocks your lack of a beard, Hervarth, he’ll have me to answer for it.”

      I laughed. “I look forward to seeing that.”

      We stayed a bit longer, watching for any other signs of movement before heading back. While I had not caught sight of the jarl herself, her warriors were busy everywhere. Her pennants with a red flower at the center fluttered in the breeze on the walls of Blomfjall.

      After a time, we slipped back through the forest. As we went, I kept an eye out for Rök, but didn’t see him anywhere. It was only when we neared the horses that he turned up, his teeth bared, a low growl in his throat.

      “Ragal,” I whispered harshly.

      But it was too late.

      I heard the zip of an arrow. And then another. And then another.

      Cnut fell with a grunt.

      Einar managed to get his shield out in time, blocking a barrage of arrows.

      I grabbed Hella, pulling her behind a nearby rock. The shield-maiden drew her sword and donned her shield. Hidden behind a tree nearby, Ragal nodded to us. Pulling Muninn and Huginn, I readied myself. I nodded to the old warrior. And then, we attacked.
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Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      Six well-armed men were waiting for us. We did not think. We simply moved into action. Einar and Ragal rushed in while I went after the archer. Moving quickly, Rök racing alongside me, I dodged one arrow after another. We came upon the woman so fast she was forced to abandon her bow and pull her sword.

      But she was slow.

      Rök grabbed her arm while Muninn sliced her belly. She dropped with a grunt.

      I turned to see Hella battling hard against a brute twice her size. Ragal was fighting two men at once. Hadn’t there been six?

      I scanned the forest to see a sixth man rushing toward the horses.

      “Rök,” I called to the wolf, motioning toward the man. We both chased after him. He was about to mount Cnut’s horse when Rök grabbed him by the leg and pulled him off. He tried to stab the wolf with his sword, but Rök avoided the jab and yanked him harder, pulling him to the ground.

      I rushed upon him, lifting my axe, but he rolled just in time and jumped to his feet once more.

      Rök lunged at him, but the grizzled warrior lifted his shield and deflected the wolf, knocking him back. Rök yelped lightly, then shook his head, confused for a moment by the blow.

      Anger boiled up in me, and once more, I felt that terrible rage that lived inside me come to the surface. The sounds in the world around me faded. All I could hear was the beating of my heart. With a scream, I attacked. My axes moving quickly, the man and I danced around each other. He was strong, but I was fast. His shield before him, he sought to pin me against a fallen tree. But he didn’t expect me to use the tight corner against him. Jumping up on the broken log, I used the height to my advantage. I swung. He lifted his shield to protect his head, exposing his belly. Moving quickly, I moved my left arm and swiped his stomach. Huginn met flesh. With a grunt, the man froze then fell.

      Behind me, Ragal and Einar were taking on two of the warriors. One of the men Ragal had been fighting lay dead on the ground. But Hella struggled. Yanking my axe from the man’s belly, I raced across the forest to join her, but not before the man bashed Hella in the face with his shield.

      “Hella!” I called.

      The shield-maiden dropped, a flood of blood coming from her nose.

      Lifting my axe, I threw Huginn. And missed. The man raised his sword to finish Hella.

      All-Father, be with me.

      Taking aim, I threw Muninn.

      The man froze mid-step. The axe sliced his arm clean off.

      Behind me, Einar called out in agony.

      I looked over my shoulder. Einar fell to the ground, a massive wound in his side. Two beastly warriors were beating down Ragal. There was a terrible crack as Ragal’s shield broke in half.

      “No,” I whispered.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Grabbing at my belt, I pulled Tyrfing.

      There was a sharp ring in the air as I pulled the sword from its scabbard. The piercing sound pulled the men’s attention away for long enough that Ragal was able to recover his footing and pull a knife from his belt.

      But he, like the others, had seen. He stared at me for a moment, looking from me to the sword. A smile crossed his face, then he turned and attacked one of the two men. The second man moved to engage me.

      Our swords met one another with a clang. Back and forth, we battled. I listened to the thunder of my blood and the beating of my heart. And then, I heard the strangest sound. It was like the low howl of a wolf. It came from somewhere deep within me. My eyes became focused, seeing only my foe. Hearing only the beating of my heart. Tyrfing became part of me, melding with me as if the blade were part of my body.

      Enraged, I fought the man back. What confidence I’d seen in his eyes faded, as the warrior twice my size retreated. I worked hard against him, tiring the man until he fell on his knees.

      “Wolfskin,” he whispered, staring at me, his eyes wide. “The blood of Arngrim lives.”

      “But you won’t.” Swinging my sword, I lopped off his head.

      Behind me, I heard a bloody gargle. I looked back to see that Ragal had gotten the better of his opponent, slicing open the man’s neck.

      I stood surveying the scene, my hands shaking. I breathed slowly and deeply, trying to calm the rage within me. I closed my eyes.

      Be still.

      Be calm.

      It is done.

      After a time, the thundering beating of my heart slowed. I opened my eyes, then turned and looked at Ragal. He was staring at me.

      “I knew it,” he said.

      I exhaled deeply then shook the blood off the blade.

      Ragal, who wanted to say more, pulled his attention from me and rushed to Hella.

      “Hella,” he whispered, checking her for signs of life.

      I slid Tyrfing back into its scabbard and joined him. Hella’s face was covered in blood, but I could see the movement of her chest.

      “She’s alive,” Ragal said. He pulled a cloth from his pocket and mopped the blood from her face. “Unconscious, but alive.”

      I left Hella and went to Einar. He, too, was still breathing, but he was severely wounded. “He’s still alive too, but we need to bind the wound.”

      Ragal joined me, and pulling our belts and what cloth we had, we worked on stopping the flow of blood. Once Einar was settled, Ragal checked on Cnut.

      “Is he…” I asked.

      Ragal shook his head. “Dead.”

      I frowned. “I’ll get the horses. We need to get out of here.”

      Ragal nodded.

      Once I calmed the horses, Ragal and I worked together to lash Einar and Cnut onto their steeds. Ragal and I then worked together to seat Hella in front of Ragal on his horse. Once they were settled, I also mounted, leading the other horses behind me.

      Ragal joined me. “I have not seen Tyrfing since the day Angantyr rode from Bolmsö. How did you get the sword?”

      “Samso. Angantyr allowed me to take it from the barrow.”

      “Then, you are his son.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      I smiled lightly. “You may keep your jokes about my beard to yourself now. No, I am not Angantyr’s son. I am his daughter, Hervor.”

      “Hervor…I knew you were too pretty. And—forgive me for listening in—but Dalr. You mentioned to Hella that you grew up in Dalr?”

      I nodded.

      Ragal frowned. “Not long after word came of the brothers’ deaths, we also learned that Angantyr had married the daughter of Jarl Bjartmar of Dalr who had given birth to a child.”

      “My mother, Svafa.”

      Ragal nodded. “Yrsa said her name in the hall one day. The jarl mentioned it to me. I thought it might be a coincidence, but now I see. Did you know Arngrim sent me to Dalr to search for you?”

      “What?”

      “Many years ago. After you were born. I spoke to Jarl Bjartmar. The jarl told us Svafa had given birth to a boy, but the child had died. Why did the jarl lie?”

      “Why, indeed?” I hissed. That bastard. Arngrim had sent for us. Why hadn’t Grandfather let me go? He would have had to give up Mother. Given what had happened between Angantyr and Grandfather, it was no wonder he lied. He would not be ruled by the house of Arngrim a second time.

      “We had given up hope for Angantyr’s son. But when you arrived here with Yrsa… I thought—as the jarl does—that you are the bastard of one of Arngrim’s boys. Though Yrsa would not admit the truth, her story and her actions made it clear. That was why the jarl moved you to the hall. He was hoping he could get Yrsa to speak plainly with him. I never considered that Jarl Bjartmar lied. I tried to speak to your real mother, Svafa, while I was in Dalr, but she was senseless. They told me it was an ailment brought on by the gods. I forgot the whole affair. Why haven’t you told the jarl? You see his condition. He will be pleased to have you as his granddaughter.”

      “I can’t tell him. Not yet. And you must swear to me you will not tell him either.”

      “But he already suspects.”

      “I will not ask anything from him I do not deserve. Only when I have earned his honor, his trust, then will I tell him who I am.”

      “He is very old. You realize that.”

      “There is time.”

      “Are you sure? Do not let him leave this world thinking his line is dead. Already, he hopes. Show him Tyrfing. Tell him who you truly are. Angantyr was his favorite child. You don’t know the joy you will bring him. The joy you will bring all of us. In you, Bolmsö is saved.”

      “Until Bolmsö is saved from Jarl Solva and the nightmare brewing behind those walls, I have earned nothing.”

      He sighed. “As stubborn as your father. Angantyr would only ever have things the way he wanted them.”

      I smiled, moved to think I shared something in common with my father. “Ragal, I must have your word that you will keep my secret.”

      He sighed. “I will keep your secret as long as I can, but there will come a time when it is necessary to tell Arngrim. And then, I will do so if you will not. But for now…”

      I inclined my head to him. “Very well.”

      “Of course, the truth presents another question. If you are Hervor—not Hervarth—then who is the father of Eydis’s child?”

      I chuckled. “Perhaps my cousin, Leif. Or, perhaps Loki. Now, enough questions. Let’s get the others home.”
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Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      Ragal and I rode south. Hella awoke with a throbbing pain in her head about halfway there, but despite the fact she was awake, she did not take to her own horse. Instead, she stayed with Ragal, who kept one arm wrapped around her. When we arrived in Bolmsö, it was nearly dark.

      “I will take Einar and Cnut to the temple,” I told Ragal.

      “I will go to Arngrim then see Cnut’s family,” he replied.

      “I’ll come with you,” Hella told Ragal.

      “Hella, you must rest,” I protested.

      “I will rest afterward,” she replied, though she gave me an appreciative glance. The two of them headed to the hall.

      I knelt to look at Rök. The wolf had taken a hard blow to the head, but he seemed all right, just a bit dazed. I stroked his ear. “Go with Ragal,” I told him. “You need rest too.”

      “Come on,” Ragal called to the wolf, who reluctantly followed along behind.

      Leading the horses, I took Einar and Cnut to the temple. Ingrid came outside. “Hervarth?”

      “Call for the others. Cnut has been killed, and Einar is badly wounded.”

      She quickly ran inside. A few moments later, Arne, Dagny, and Næfi appeared.

      “Einar took an axe to the side. We tried to bind the wound, but it was a long ride. He lost a lot of blood.”

      Arne, Næfi, and I helped Einar off the horse.

      “Ingrid, fetch Einar’s wife,” Dagny instructed the thrall who set off in a run.

      I followed along behind the priests. They carried Einar into the room and lay him down on a pallet.

      “Hold the wound,” Dagny told Arne as she began pulling off Einar’s armor. Arne held the binds Ragal and I had put in place, but blood squelched out of the wound. Einar looked pale, his lips a frightening color of blue.

      Working carefully, Dagny listened to Einar’s heart and breathing then inspected the cut.

      “Hervarth, bring fresh water,” she said, motioning to the containers on a table nearby.

      The priestess then sent Næfi for bandages. When we both returned, she worked quickly, washing off the wound. She shook her head as she worked. Leaving us briefly, she went to the back only to return with several jars of pungent-smelling herbs. Mopping up the blood, she filled the wound with the salve. When she pulled out a needle to sew the wound closed, I felt queasy. I rose and went to the statue of the All-Father.

      Odin. Father. Watch over Einar. Heal what can be healed, and if it cannot, accept him into your golden hall.

      “Let’s fetch Cnut’s body,” I heard Arne tell Næfi. They returned a few moments later with the fallen warrior.

      Cnut, may you feast tonight in Odin’s great hall.

      After a while, Dagny sighed. “I have done what I can. Now we must wait.”

      I opened my eyes and looked back. Dagny’s hands were covered in blood. She stood with her hands on her hips, a frustrated expression on her face. She turned and looked at me. “Anyone else hurt?”

      “Hella was knocked out, took a blow to the head, but she’s all right now.”

      Dagny nodded. “What happened?”

      “We were ambushed by Solva’s men.”

      Dagny nodded.

      “What did you see in Blomfjall?” Arne asked.

      “Nothing good. I should go to the jarl now,” I said.

      Arne nodded.

      “Will he live?” I asked Dagny.

      “I have done what I can.”

      “Thank you, Dagny.”

      She inclined her head to me. I turned and left the temple. The moment I was gone, I could hear the three of them whisper in low tones. I couldn’t make out most of their conversation, but one phrase reached my ears: the hunter’s moon.

      Hunter’s moon…that was in autumn. Surely Jarl Solva was planning an attack well before then. Perplexed, I headed back to the hall. Eydis and Yrsa would want to see me safe. On top of that, I was covered in blood.

      Now, I had to hope that Ragal would keep his promise. Very soon, Solva would move, and once she was dealt with, Arngrim and I could finally be a family.
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Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      I arrived at the door of the great hall just as Yrsa appeared.

      “There you are,” she said.

      “Yrsa, you look worried,” I said with a half-grin.

      She frowned at me then shook her head. “Got a lot of blood on you.”

      “None of it’s mine.”

      “The jarl will want to see you,” she said, then motioned for me to come inside.

      When I entered, I found Ragal with the jarl. Ragal was talking in a low voice to Arngrim, who was nodding. My stomach knotted. Would he betray his word? Would he tell Arngrim?

      “Ragal knows,” I whispered to Yrsa.

      She turned and looked at me. “How?”

      “Huginn and Muninn were disarmed. I had to use the sword.”

      “I see.”

      “Did you know Arngrim sent an envoy to Dalr for Mother and me?”

      Yrsa stared at me. “No.”

      “Apparently, Bjartmar lied.”

      Under her breath, Yrsa cursed vehemently.

      “Hervarth,” Arngrim called. “I am glad to see you are well. By the gods, you’re covered in blood. Are you hurt?”

      “No, jarl. Most of this is Einar’s.”

      “How is he?”

      “Dagny has seen to him.”

      “Where is Hella?” I asked.

      “Talked her into going home and resting,” Ragal replied.

      I nodded.

      “I am sorry to learn we lost Cnut,” Arngrim said sadly. “He was a good warrior. Damn Solva,” Arngrim said angrily. “Insolent, ambitious woman,” he said, rising quickly. But his grip on his staff was weak. His quick movement caused him to lose his balance. He nearly stumbled, but I reached him just in time to catch him before he fell. There was this odd moment of sheer panic when I thought he might get hurt. But then, the old man turned and met my eyes.

      He stared at me.

      The amber-colored orbs looking back at me were the same as my own.

      “Hervarth,” he whispered.

      I smiled softly at him. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”

      Yrsa reached out and helped me right him.

      Sighing, Arngrim crossed the room to the table. He poured himself an ale then went and stood before the fire.

      “If my boys were here, we would devour them like sheep. If my boys were here…” he said, then said nothing more.

      Ragal bashed my shoulder with his elbow.

      I turned and frowned at him.

      I cleared my throat. “We are here, jarl. And while we can never match your sons, we will fight like a pack of wolves on your behalf.”

      “Indeed,” Ragal said, nodding approvingly toward me. “Hervarth has an idea. Not a half-bad one at that.”

      Arngrim looked into his cup and smiled. He tapped his rings on the side of his mug. After a moment, he turned and looked at me, a smile on his face. “Of course he does.”
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Chapter 32

        

      

    

    
      Arngrim listened carefully as I laid out the idea of surprising Jarl Solva before she could get her army to Bolmsö.

      “They are behind their walls. That is a problem,” Arngrim said.

      “Blomfjall is not impenetrable,” I said. “It is only their southern border that is well protected. If one were to go around the mountain pass, it is easy to access the village from the north.”

      “If we enter through the north, we could get trapped in the village with no means of escape, pressed against the wall,” Ragal said.

      Eydis, who had been quietly observing the conversation thus far, cleared her throat. “Once, I heard a skald recite a story about a man who made a giant horse out of wood and left it at the gates of his enemies. They wheeled the horse into the city, thinking it an offering from their defeated foes. But at night, warriors creeped out of the horse where they had hidden and opened the gates of the city and defeated this far-off kingdom.”

      “Are you suggesting we build a wooden wolf?” I asked her.

      Arngrim chuckled.

      She rolled her eyes at me. “No, Hervarth. That’s stupid. I am suggesting that you send warriors in through the north at night,” she said, trailing her finger across the map. “They can attack the guards and open the gates. Once that’s done, you can enter the village from the south.”

      Arngrim looked at Eydis, a bemused expression on his face. “What made you think of that?”

      Eydis shrugged then tapped the side of her head. “Loki. Always whispering.”

      Arngrim chuckled. “I do like the idea of a wooden wolf.”

      Eydis grinned at him.

      “There is only one problem,” Ragal said. “We simply do not have the men.”

      “But do you have enough women?” Eydis asked.

      Ragal laughed.

      “We need allies,” I said.

      “Asger?” Yrsa asked.

      “From what I saw, he wants to stay out of it.”

      “Is there nothing Asger wants? Nothing with which to persuade him?” Yrsa asked.

      “Maybe if I had a daughter,” Arngrim said with a soft chuckle, then sighed.

      I stared at the map, but I felt Ragal’s and Yrsa’s eyes on me.

      Arngrim rapped his knuckles on the wooden table. “It is either sit here and prepare or surprise Solva. I will send word to Jarl Odkel and Jarl Erri. Perhaps they will come to our aid. We raided together when we were young. I have wealth enough to make them listen. If they will lend their men, Hervarth’s plan might stand a chance. But until then, begin work on fortifying the beaches,” he told Ragal then set his hand on my shoulder. “It is a good idea. And if it doesn’t work, I’ll have Eydis build that wooden wolf,” he said, then gently touched Eydis’s chin before retreating to the living quarters once more.

      Ragal sighed. “We’ll consider it again in the morning. I’ll go check on Hella before I turn in for the night,” he said then turned to go. But before he did so, he paused and looked at me, his eyes full of meaning, “Hervarth…”

      I raised my hand. “You don’t have to say anything. I will think about it.”

      He inclined his head, then left the hall.

      “So, planning to win Asger with what’s between your legs?” Eydis asked.

      “I’m not planning on anything.”

      “And when Hofund arrives?”

      I frowned at her. “You say that like Hofund will arrive. For all I know, he’s chasing another blue dress already. I’m not planning anything. Besides, to do that means I’d have to tell Arngrim. It’s not yet time.”

      “Are you so certain about that?”

      “Yes,” I retorted sharply, feeling irritated. I turned to Yrsa, who was looking down at the map with a thoughtful expression on her face. “Well?” I demanded of her. “Aren’t you going to say something too?”

      Surprised, Yrsa looked up at me. She laughed. “Yes. I was going to say let’s see what Arngrim’s old allies have to offer.”

      I sighed. “Fine, fine. I need to clean up,” I said, looking at my bloody hands.

      Eydis nodded. “I will go see if I can help Dagny.”

      “I will come with you,” Yrsa told her.

      I nodded, feeling annoyed with myself for getting frustrated with them.

      Eydis and Yrsa headed out.

      “Eydis, Yrsa,” I called, suddenly feeling sorry my tone had been sharp. “I’m sorry. It’s just… Eydis, what do the gods say?”

      Eydis tilted her head as if to listen. She scrunched up her brow then shook her head. “I hear only thunder.”

      “Thor?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Sometimes thunder is just thunder,” she said with a smile, then turned and left.

      I looked down at my bloody hands once more. It was too soon. I had not earned my place here yet. If Jarl Bjartmar had taught me anything, it was that I sorely lacked in so many ways. I wasn’t good enough. I had to do something special to make my mark. I had to show Arngrim I was worthy of him. The bitter irony of the idea that me being female—a point which Jarl Bjatmar detested—might be beneficial for Arngrim’s needs was almost too much to take. However, I wanted to be the granddaughter he deserved. My father had sent me here to protect Arngrim from his enemies.

      And I would do that.

      No matter the price.
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Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Behind the dais of Arngrim’s great hall, a corridor led to the private quarters.

      “This way to your chamber,” Siggy, one of Arngrim’s thralls, told me. Eydis and I had been housed in one chamber, Yrsa in an adjoining room.

      As I made my way down the hall, I touched the beautiful wooden carvings, shields, and other ornaments that hung on the walls. Which of these had my father won? Had he grown up looking at these beautiful things when he was a boy? What had his life been like here? I would never know my father, but through Arngrim and this place, I had a sense of the life I had missed.

      But it was not too late.

      I was here now.

      And more, Arngrim suspected something about me. He suspected it enough to move me into his hall.

      The thrall opened the door to a lovely chamber with a large bed on which fine furs had been piled. A fire burned, and the place smelled of clean straw. Shields, furs, spears, and other fine weapons and ornaments decorated the walls.

      “Do you need anything?” Siggy asked. “Anything I can send for you, or one of the men to help you—”

      I shook my head. “No. Thank you.”

      The girl nodded, then left me alone. I went to the fire. Setting aside my weapons and pulling off my gear, I washed my hands and face. In the water, I caught sight of the reflection staring back at me. I was Hervor but not Hervor. Grabbing a cloth, I wiped the splatters of blood off my cheeks and brow then looked into the fire.

      When I did, I was surprised to see an image dancing there.

      I saw Leif in the fields surrounding Silfrheim. Men and women fought alongside him. I heard the caw of a raven, which pulled my attention away. In the distance, I spotted Eric, son of Jarl Tove. There was a fire on the horizon. Orange flames licked the skyline. Smoke filled the air.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Protect my cousin. Protect Leif.

      My eyes grew watery, and the image faded. My body ached. I had not realized it, but the battle had wearied me. I lay down in front of the fire and closed my eyes. I was half-asleep when I felt a fuzzy body press against me.

      “Rök,” I whispered. “Make yourself useful,” I said, pulling him close to me and setting my head on his warm body.

      I closed my eyes once more and was lost again to the dream.

      

      As always, the dream was the same.

      I walked through a burning village. Around me, men were fighting. I turned to see Leif battling a warrior. My cousin’s moves were quick as lightning. He downed the man then moved on. I followed the path leading away from the village toward the tree on the hill.

      There, seated on a throne made from the roots of the tree, I found Arngrim. He held Tyrfing in his hands.

      I bowed my head and fell onto one knee. “Grandfather, I have brought your sword home. I have brought your blood home. Have I earned a place beside you? Am I worthy of you yet?”

      “You will never be worthy of me. Not of me. Not of anyone,” an angry voice replied.

      Startled, I looked up to see Jarl Bjartmar standing there, a hammer in his hand. Behind him, Arngrim sat on his throne, but he was pale as death. His eyes had gone milk-white, and there was a festering wound in his side. I turned from Arngrim back to Bjartmar, but before I could even think, even speak, Bjartmar bared his teeth and swung his weapon at my face.

      I yelped in fear. Gasping, I sat up.

      Rök whimpered.

      My heart was thundering in my chest, my hands shaking.

      “Hervarth?” a voice called from the door.

      Rök must have pushed the door open when he entered. I turned to find Arngrim there.

      “Jarl,” I said, rising, well aware that without my gear and that stupid hat, there was no missing that I was anything other than a maiden.

      Arngrim stared at me. “I…I heard you call out. Are you all right?”

      “Just a dream. I’m sorry I disturbed you.”

      “No, no. Not at all. I, too, dream. Sometimes of my wife. Sometimes of my sons. Did you know I had a pair of twins? My wife didn’t want to confuse them, so we insisted she name them both Hadding,” he said with a sad smile. “Pleasant boys. Strong, that is certain, but pleasant. One was so fond of sweets that we called him Cake.”

      I chuckled. “He must have gotten his tongue from you. It was a blueberry cake that earned me entry to your hall.”

      “Something brought you to my hall, Hervarth. But it was more likely the gods than some blueberries.”

      “Don’t be so certain. If Eydis has taught me anything, it is that the gods work in mysterious ways.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt. I have no doubt.”

      We both stood there for a long time. I could feel the question hanging between us, but I could not bring myself to answer it. Not yet.

      “Very well. I am sorry to disturb you,” he said, then inclined his head to me and turned to leave the room.

      My heart twinged. “Arngrim,” I called.

      He paused.

      “I’m very glad Yrsa brought me here. I… I am pleased to do whatever I can to serve you. Thank you for letting us stay in your hall.”

      He nodded slowly. “You are where you belong, Hervarth. You are where you belong,” he said, then turned and left.

      Rök whimpered, looking from me to his master. I could tell from his stance that he was eager to follow Arngrim. “Go on,” I said, ruffling his ear. The wolf turned and trotted off.

      Sighing, I rose and lay down on the soft bed. Doubt bubbled up in me. Maybe I was doing the wrong thing. Why shouldn’t I just go and tell him the truth?

      Because…because such a man deserved someone good, someone better than the likes of me. He deserved his sons, not some cast-off shield-maiden. Until I was good enough, I would say nothing. Not until I had proven myself. Undoubtedly, that time would come very soon.
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Chapter 34

        

      

    

    
      Over the next few weeks, we began our preparations. When Arngrim received word that his old ally, Jarl Odkel, had been killed, his lands taken by an unfriendly rival, I began to despair for a solution. And then Jarl Erri declined to get involved.

      “Send word back to Dalr,” Yrsa suggested. “Leif will come. He has more than one reason,” she added, turning to Eydis.

      “The fields around Silfrheim are on fire,” Eydis said dreamily. “He cannot come.”

      Her words echoed my dream. Was it real? Were Leif and Erik really fighting in Silfrheim? Had Asta and Egil really conspired against us so severely? Why hadn’t Leif found a way to make peace?

      “Then King Gudmund,” Yrsa suggested. “Hervor, surely Hofund would come if you—”

      “Would he? Grandfather told him I rejected him. Why would he come?”

      “Svafa said she would send word. Your mother will make amends.”

      “Yet we don’t know how successful she will be, do we? No. We must appeal to Asger. He has every reason to want to keep Jarl Solva at bay. There must be some way to convince him.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there’s a way,” Eydis suggested. “But we better get on with it before all the ice melts. You and your blue dress need to return to Halmstad. One way or another, you need to chase what the Norns are weaving for you, Hervor.”

      “You told me the Norns are weaving a life with Hofund for me. You and that stupid blue dress. Now you’re suggesting I seduce Asger?”

      “I’m suggesting you and your blue dress go to Halmstad.”

      “Then, either you are confused, or the Norns are confused.”

      “Or neither,” Eydis said with a grin.

      “Or both.”

      “If I’m wrong, then why are you already planning to ride south?”

      “Because Arngrim needs allies, and Asger liked me.”

      “Asger liked Hervor, whom Arngrim does not know exists.”

      “Yes, that is a problem. I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t think long.”

      “And why not?

      Eydis’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Because the flower moon has already risen.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “What does what mean?”

      I frowned at her.

      “I don’t know, Hervor. But there is one voice inside my head, and he’s whispering the same thing over and over again: get ready.”
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      As it turned out, the voice inside Eydis’s head was right. Before we could even finish our plans for a sneak attack on Jarl Solva, the signal fires across Bolmsö sparked to life. Under the cover of night, Solva and her warriors had come to the lakeshore. That morning, as the sun rose, I stood on the watchtower, staring out at the army that had amassed in the field beyond. As the rosy sunlight shone over the army amassing on the shore, I remembered something Eydis had once said.

      Jarl Solva’s warriors, carrying shields painted white with red flowers thereon, looked every bit like what Eydis had seen in her vision, a field covered with poppies. In a booming voice that echoed across the waves, Jarl Solva rallied her forces. Her symbol may have been a flower, but that warrior-maiden was made of iron. And she was here to test our mettle.

      

      Arngrim stood beside me as we surveyed the situation. Solva had moved ships and ferries into the water. Overnight, someone had stolen the main ferry to Bolmsö. Wodan had been on the island, but his workers had been on land. They were not answering the call of his horn. No doubt, they were dead. I could just make out the ferry moored along with Solva’s other boats.

      “Rally the men. We cannot let them land,” Arngrim told Ragal, who nodded then bounded off the tower.

      Ragal shouted instructions at the others, then got on horseback and rode back toward the village.

      “I want archers on the floats,” Arngrim called then turned to me. “And what about your pet projects?”

      “They’re no wooden wolves, but they will work just as well here as at Solva’s gates. I’ll see them brought from the village.”

      He nodded. “They have to get across first. If they get across, we’re finished.”

      “Then the solution is easy.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “We don’t let them get across.”

      He huffed a laugh. “May the gods be with us,” he said, then turned and headed away. I watched him as he departed. There was no way I would let Jarl Solva take what this man had left. She could scream and rally all she wanted, but in the end, if she wanted Arngrim, she’d have to go through me.

      Turning, I scanned the warriors amassing on the beach. No sign of Utr. It figured, the moment we needed a vætt to churn the waters and drown the enemy, he was nowhere to be seen. In fact, he hadn’t been seen for weeks. Odd.

      But for now, I headed back to the village. Let Solva come.

      I had a present for her.

      

      Eydis patted the tall timbers of one of my machines. “I’m glad I wasn’t the only one listening when Eyvinder told his tales.”

      I gazed up at the catapult, a pair or which whose construction I had overseen. It had taken some work convincing the skeptical villagers, and some time to work out the kinks in the design, but finally, they were ready. “I was listening. Though, I can’t say I was much invested in the story of two kingdoms bickering over a pretty girl.”

      “Of course not. Such things would bore Hervor,” Eydis said with a smirk.

      “I did like the parts about the war, though.”

      Eydis chuckled then let out a little, “Oh.” She clutched her belly.

      “What is it? Are you all right?”

      “Just a kick. Here. Feel,” she said, then set my hand on her belly. After a moment, I felt the movement.

      I smiled. “Someone is rambunctious today.”

      “A son. He wants to come fight with you.”

      “He is more than welcome.” I eyed Eydis. She had grown very large over the winter months and into the spring. Of course, Arngrim was feeding her very well. Eydis’s appetite was almost insatiable. More than once, I caught her stealing from my plate. Given she was carrying my second cousin—or maybe the son of a god—I said nothing. Eydis and Leif were amongst those I loved most in the world. I would deny her nothing. It was a good thing she didn’t know that.

      “We’re ready, Hervarth,” one of the villagers told me.

      They had harnessed the horses to a cart to pull the catapults to the foot of the island. All day, the village had been in a flurry of activity as we prepared. As it was, Jarl Solva looked like she was about to launch. We had to hurry.

      “Very well. And the barrels and hay bales?” I asked the villager.

      “Already done.”

      “Thank you,” I said, then waved for them to go on.

      “Where is Yrsa?” Eydis asked.

      “Seeing to the fortifications along the shore. Now, I want you to—”

      “Go to the temple. Yes, I know.”

      “Eydis,” I said with a sigh. “I just want you—and this little warrior—to be safe,” I said, patting her stomach once more.

      She nodded, but then her face took on that rare sheen of seriousness. “Be careful. Solva is no Asmund. All roses have thorns.”

      “True. But I never met a rose that could resist fire.”

      She smiled softly at me. “Be safe.”

      “You too.”

      I turned and went to my horse. Rök, who’d been following me around all day, stared up at me. “All right. Let’s go.”

      “Hervarth,” Eydis called.

      I turned to her.

      “If the moment comes, don’t hesitate.”

      I cocked my head.

      She chuckled. “You look like Rök.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I retorted, then turned and spurred my horse back to the front. Solva was here. It was time to end this.
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Chapter 35

        

      

    

    
      Drums beat loudly, horns sounding. Arne and Næfi stood on the wall, vocalizing a deep chant.

      Jarl Solva’s men had launched.

      I breathed in and out, slowly and carefully, watching and waiting. The first of Arngrim’s ships had gone to intercept her. Unbeknownst to Jarl Solva, a skiff of rocks extended from the point of the island into the water. If her ships drew close, they would get stuck. We were counting on it. In the water, docked just offshore, archers waited on the floats.

      Gazing up at my catapults, I only prayed they worked. Their range was not far, and they were cumbersome, but anything we could take out before they reached us was better than nothing.

      The waiting was excruciating. I spotted Solva’s black-and-silver hair on one of the ships. And there was no missing her giant of a son.

      When the first of Solva’s boats came within distance of the arrows, it began.

      “Archers. Fire… and loose,” Skarde called.

      “Across the water, I heard Solva scream, “Shields!”

      As the archers launched their barrage, I could hear the arrows whistling through the air.

      “Loose.”

      And again.

      “Loose.”

      And again.

      “Loose.”

      And again.

      Around me, the warriors shifted. My hands shook, itching to wield Huginn and Muninn. There was nothing worse than watching and waiting. There were twice as many warriors in those boats than on Bolmsö. But this was Arngrim’s island. Nothing would touch him here. I could not allow it.

      I watched Solva’s ships. Finally, they were coming into range.

      “Load,” I called to the men. On both sides of the watchtower, the catapults were loaded with barrels of oil. I rushed behind one of the machines, helping the men position it as best I could. On the other side of the watchtower, Trygve did the same.

      “Ready?” I called to him.

      He nodded.

      “Now,” I called, then pulled the lever activating the catapult.

      The catapult flung the barrels toward the oncoming boats and ferries. Trygve’s went wide. The barrels cracked open when the hit the water.

      “Archers, archers,” someone screamed.

      The called reverberated across the lake. I watched as a barrage of flaming arrows hit the water, setting the oil on the waves on fire.

      A second later, my barrel connected with a ferry on which were two dozen warriors. The impact broke open the barrel, damaging the ferry, and splashing the oil onto the men, the ferry, and a nearby ship.

      “Loose!”

      There was a loud boom as the flaming arrows caught the ferry on fire. I heard screams.

      “Reload. Now,” I called.

      And then, it began. One after another, we unleashed our cargo onto the oncoming vessels. Many shots went wide, but enough met their marks that soon, many of Solva’s ships were destroyed, her warriors and boats on fire, and the survivors swimming toward Bolmsö and to the warriors who stood waiting for them. Archers took out the stragglers while our longboats moved in to engage the oncomers, including Jarl Solva. She fought vigorously, jumping from her own ship onto one of Arngrim’s.

      While our defense was working well, we needed another dozen catapults to fully repel the landing. Several of Solva’s boats had slipped through the melee and were about to land on Bolmsö.

      “Leave it,” I told the men who were working with me. I called to Trygve. “Leave it. They’re too close.”

      Nodding, the rest of us turned and rushed toward the men coming ashore.

      Arngrim, who had refused to retreat, was still on the watchtower. At least three dozen strong warriors had already made landfall, and all of them had one goal in mind: kill the ancient berserker.

      “Go, go,” I told Rök, motioning to Arngrim. “Go, protect him!”

      Ragal, Yrsa, Hella, and the others were on the shore, fighting off the newcomers. I headed to the watchtower.

      “Arngrim,” I called, racing up the steps, dodging arrows as I went. “You must retreat.”

      “I will do no such thing.”

      “You are a target on this wall. The archers cannot keep you safe, and you endanger them by staying,” I replied, feeling annoyed with the man for his stubbornness.

      He eyed Solva’s men, all of whom had set their sights on him.

      “Fine,” he huffed, frustrated.

      I helped the jarl down the steps, and we moved to the back. But it hardly mattered. While half of Solva’s ships were on fire, and many of her men swimming, enough had made landing. No sooner had I gotten Arngrim out of the main fray did I see that Solva’s men had stormed the watchtower, killing the archers who had manned it.

      I pulled Muninn and Huginn and turned to face the first of the opponents who found me.

      The massive Viking, twice my height, swung a heavy axe at my head. I ducked then sliced, opening the man’s belly. He grunted, blood bubbling from his lips, then fell. Rök barked loudly as another man made his way toward Arngrim. The wolf—and his old dam, Runa—stepped between the jarl and the warrior.

      The man leaped to attack Arngrim.

      My grandfather pulled his sword, but not before Runa got between the warrior and her master.

      The man swiped his axe, landing a hard blow in the ancient wolf.

      Runa yelped in pain then fell over.

      “Runa,” Arngrim called in horror. But then, a change washed over my grandfather. A terrible rage marred his features. His sword in his hand, he charged the man. Rök bit the man’s forearm, taking the man off guard. Arngrim stuck his blade through the warrior’s belly.

      I barely had time to register what was happening when I heard a scream as someone attacked me from behind. I turned only in time to take the boss of a shield to my cheek. The impact threw me off my feet. I lost my grip on Muninn, the axe bouncing to the ground. Moving quickly, I jumped back up. The warrior advanced on me, sword swinging, his shield blocking my axe blows. The side of my face ached, and the vision in my left eye had gone blurry. Remembering Yrsa’s training, I turned the right side of my body out and attacked.

      My blood thundered in my chest.

      The man came at me again and again.

      But I was distracted. Behind me, I heard Rök and Arngrim battling. I flicked my eye back. The old man was holding his own, but I was well aware that his better days were behind him.

      Tossing his shield aside, the man I was battling raised his sword and sought to cleave me in two. But before he could drop his weapon, he grunted. A blade poked from his armor and through his stomach. He paused for a moment then fell to reveal Yrsa on the other side.

      She grinned at me then turned on another assailant.

      I moved to reclaim Muninn, but I was waylaid once more as another man attacked.

      Behind me, I heard Arngrim struggling. Yrsa moved toward him, but a massive creature stepped in between the two. On the beachhead, I saw Hella engage Jarl Solva. The jarl battled like she was incensed with Thor’s fire. Hella, however, stood her ground.

      But there were so many of them.

      Not only that, but more boats were coming. While several of the vessels were burning, men in the water, and the waves themselves on fire, it was quickly becoming evident that we were terribly outnumbered.

      I stood my ground as the warrior attacked. Blood thundered through my veins. I could hear it pounding in my ears. Everything became a blur. The man who fought me had black stripes of kohl painted down his face and a scar on one cheek. While he was battling me, his eyes went to Arngrim over and over again. This man would kill me to get to the jarl or die trying. I grabbed a shield lying forgotten on the ground nearby and fought back, but the man was far stronger. He bashed his shield against my own. I stumbled, banging into a tree and falling, losing Huginn in the process.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa called in panic.

      I turned, dazed, to see the warrior rushing me, his sword raised.

      Now. Let me sing. Now.

      My head felt dizzy, my eyes blurry. Blood—was I bleeding?—marred my vision.

      I looked toward Arngrim. The warrior had smashed the jarl’s shield in two. Arngrim grunted when the man’s dagger slashed: he tried to block but took a slice to the arm. Gasping, Arngrim stepped back, but his bad leg got the best of him, and he stumbled, falling on his knee.

      “No,” I whispered.

      Reaching onto my back, I grabbed the hilt of Tyrfing and pulled the blade. It clapped like thunder. The air shivered as a metallic sound echoed around us. Anyone within earshot stopped for the briefest of moments to look, including the man battling Arngrim. The jarl turned and stared at me. His eyes went wide. Emboldened, he rose to his feet once more.

      Holding the blade with two hands, I screamed loudly, then rushed the man battling against me. Tyrfing struck him on his neck, slicing the man cleanly from his shoulder to his hip. He fell in two. The metal in my hand called to me. Urging me on. It almost seemed to pulse like a living thing.

      Rök howled, the sound reverberating across the water.

      I turned on the man attacking Arngrim. So distracted by the sudden turn of events, the man had his eyes on me. He didn’t see when Grandfather lifted his sword and stuck it through the man’s belly. Solva’s warrior gasped then fell.

      I met Arngrim’s eyes.

      We held one another’s gaze for a long time.

      Deep within the island, a series of howls called in reply to Rök. I looked back. From the forest behind Arngrim, the pack of massive wolves I had encountered appeared. Utr, half-dressed and covered in runes, a spear in his hand, stood amongst them. The wolves howled to one another. Their voices carried on the wind, the echo loud to the point of deafening, as if amplified by the gods.

      The warriors around us stilled. Even Solva, who was still battling Hella, paused. She turned and looked across the field at the sight unfolding.

      I nodded to Arngrim, lifted Tyrfing, then called. “Bolmsö, Bolmsö, Bolmsö, wolves of Arngrim, fight! Fight!”

      Bolmsö’s warriors looked from the wolves, to the jarl, to me and the blade in my hand.

      “Tyrfing,” someone called.

      “That’s Tyrfing,” another said.

      Overhead, two ravens cawed then flew toward the beach.

      Emboldened, the men around me screamed and threw themselves into battle.

      As did I.

      Utr and the wolves rushed forward, sweeping me along with them. Yrsa and Arngrim not far away, we began our advance down the beach. So thrown off guard by the sudden sight of the wolves in their midst and the unexpected reappearance of the dwarven blade, Solva’s warriors were shaken.

      Tyrfing in my hand, I cut through the men who lined up to fight me like they were made of butter.

      Frustrated, Jarl Solva bashed Hella with the boss of her shield, knocking the shield-maiden to the ground, then she turned and began working her way toward me. The warrior woman was a menacing sight. With a band of kohl across her face, covering her eyes and runes painted on her brow, she looked every bit the jotun Utr said she was. I equally respected her and wanted to kill her all at once.

      “Now the real fun begins,” Utr told me, a mad grin on his face. “Watch what an island can do,” he said then howled.

      Before Solva could reach me, the pack attacked.

      All teeth and fury, the wolves began ripping through Solva’s warriors. They blocked the path between her and me. The massive wolves reaped devastation onto Solva’s warriors. Confused, Solva stopped in her tracks. She cast a glance back at her giant of a son who was just offshore. I saw a tremor of worry cross her face. The sight of the wolves, the sword, and Arngrim’s warriors’ renewed vigor suddenly dissuaded her. Whatever it was Jarl Solva had expected to happen that day, it had not come to pass. The men of Bolmsö, feeling—as I did—that the gods were on their side, pushed Solva’s warriors back down the beach toward the water. Screaming, full of fury and emboldened, Bolmsö’s warriors called on the ancient blood that pulsed within them. I had never seen such fierce fighting.

      Ragal helped Hella up, and the two of them battled, back to back, taking out anyone who neared them.

      Solva fought off those who came at her, but I could see her flashing eyes calculating.

      “Go back or die, jotun,” Utr screamed at her. “Bolmsö will drink your giantess blood.” Rushing forward, he speared anyone in his path as he made his way toward Solva.

      Grinning, I rushed after him. There was no way I was going to let him enjoy that kill alone.

      Solva eyed our advance. Sneering in frustration as she saw her warriors falling, she waved to one of her men. A moment later, a horn sounded for a retreat. Jarl Solva began waving her men back to her boats. Her warriors turned and rushed toward their ships.

      “Ready the catapults,” I called. “Load the rocks. Now. Now. Take down her ships!”

      Archers mounted the towers once more, shooting as the warriors retreated, picking off those trying to get back to their boats.

      As the warriors tried to retreat, the catapults began to launch once more, sending rocks and other debris flying at their fleeing warriors and ships.

      I watched as one load took out the mast of a vessel then punctured a hole in the wood of another. The boat tipped to its side then capsized, sending the warriors into the lake. They swam to their other ships. The boats were slow enough to maneuver that we managed to knock out several before they finally turned out of range once more.

      As for the men on the beach, those who had been left behind had met a grizzly end. The water lapping onto the shores of Bolmsö turned red with blood. A shield lying at my feet washed pink as a wave lapped over it. Everywhere I looked, I saw bodies.

      Very soon, Solva’s entire force was either dead or in retreat.

      It had all happened so quickly.

      Somehow, we had won the day.

      I turned back to look for Arngrim only to find—not only the jarl, but all of the warriors of Bolmsö staring at me.

      My heart beat hard in my chest.

      I lifted Tyrfing. “Bolmsö! Arngrim! May the gods be praised!”

      At that, the warriors around me let out a thunderous cheer that even the gods could hear.

      The howls of the wolves of Bolmsö joined them. The sounds blended in such a way that the call of the warriors and the wolves’ howls were one.

      I looked up, watching as two ravens spiraled overhead.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      I hope I have made you proud.

      The ravens cawed once more then turned and flew so high into the sky they went completely out of sight.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      You are my Valkyrie.
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Chapter 36

        

      

    

    
      With the battle done, I went to Arngrim.

      I crossed the beach to him, the pebbles under my feet crunching as I went. I came to stand before the old man. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yrsa approach. She stood a short distance away.

      Arngrim reached out and pulled the stupid hat I was wearing off my head. He then looked deeply into my face, a million questions playing on his expression.

      “Arngrim, I am Hervor, only daughter of Svafa of Dalr and Angantyr. I’ve come with Tyrfing to Bolmsö at my father’s spirit’s bidding. And… And if you will, I ask that you accept me…as your granddaughter.”

      While I had not meant to make a spectacle, everyone watched.

      Arngrim reached out and touched my blood-splattered cheek. His eyes were wet with unshed tears. “I’d know those eyes anywhere. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Please, forgive my deception, but I would not come here and demand anything of you. I had no right. I am unknown to you. I hoped to earn my place here by doing, not being.”

      “You have done well, my girl. You have done well,” he said, then pulled me into an embrace. “You are more welcome here than you can ever know.”

      At that, the entire crowd broke into a cheer that could be heard far across the lake by Jarl Solva’s forces, who looked back but did not stop their retreat.
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        * * *

      

      The entire village gathered in the center square before the great hall. On the steps, Arne beat a drum while Dagny called to the gods in a lilting voice that seemed to rise beyond our world to Asgard. Fires were lit in the square. Arngrim stood at the top of the steps before the great doors of the hall. He had a bandage on his arm, but he leaned on his staff, Rök standing beside him.

      “Odin, All-Father, we thank you for all you have given to us,” Arngrim called. “We thank you for our strength. We thank you for one another. We thank you for guiding us. And we thank you for bringing my granddaughter home.

      “People of Bolmsö, you have met her as Hervarth where she toiled, fought, and bled beside you. It was the will of the gods that Hervor come amongst us disguised as she was, but now all is revealed. Hervor, daughter of Angantyr and wielder of Tyrfing, come and take your place,” he said, motioning for me to come forward.

      Dressed in my blue gown, my hair tied in braids and affixed with pins, Tyrfing on my belt, I crossed the square and climbed the steps to stand before my grandfather.

      “Only one of my blood could rouse the wolves of Bolmsö and wield the dwarven sword. Hervor, before these good people and the gods, I acknowledge you as my granddaughter,” he said, then placed a heavy silver neck-ring around my neck. I touched the magnificent piece. On the ends of the ring were wolf heads. “People of Bolmsö, my granddaughter and heir to this island, the shield-maiden Hervor,” Arngrim said, motioning for me to turn to the crowd.

      The assembly cheered loudly. Lifting their weapons into the air.

      I swallowed hard then looked to Eydis, who nodded to me.

      “People of Bolmsö, I am honored to walk amongst you. I never knew my father, but I carry his blood—your blood. I have never known more fierce warriors in all my life. I am here for you. I have come to protect you and fight for what you love. And I will take that fight wherever I must. Now, that fight is north. We will make our plans. We will raise allies. And we will march upon Solva and make her pay for the blood she has shed here. We will punish her for daring to dishonor Arngrim. Her blood will feed the gods. All this we shall do in the All-Father’s name. Who is with me?”

      At that, the entire crowd screamed.

      “Who is with me?”

      Again, I was met by cheers. The center fire crackled, sending sparks dancing up to the starry spring sky.

      “Are you with me?”

      Wild-eyed and full of venom, the warriors called. Even Rök, inspired by their cries, let out a howl. Utr, who was standing with the crowd, howled along with him.

      I turned and looked back at Arngrim. Leaning against his staff, he nodded proudly at me. I smiled at him, then my eyes went to Yrsa and Eydis. Yrsa was smirking, her head nodding in pride. Eydis, however, had that strange faraway look on her face she often got. She was looking at me and looking through me all at once. I realized that whatever she was seeing, it wasn’t good.

      Shaking off the feeling of discomfort, I turned back to the crowd, cheering them once more.

      “Now, let us drink and honor the fallen and our gods. And tomorrow, we will begin our plans. While flowers bloom in the spring, they die in the frost. Drink. Cheer! Odin has given us this day!”

      “Her-vor, Her-vor, Her-vor, Her-vor,” the crowd cheered.

      Behind me, I felt Arngrim set his hand on my shoulder.

      I looked back at him.

      “You are, without a doubt, the daughter of Angantyr. Welcome home, shield-maiden.”
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      I woke feeling groggy the following morning, my entire body aching. I lifted my arms to stretch only to find I was bruised everywhere. Touching my fingertips to my face, I could feel swelling on one of my brows and on my chin. Sighing, I rose. Eydis lay in bed beside me, her mouth open wide. Sunlight from gaps in the shutters shone down on her, making the flecks of gold, amber, and even blue in her hair sparkle.

      I gently set my hand on her stomach. “Good morning,” I whispered to the life inside her.

      Eydis snorted in her sleep, grunted, then rolled over.

      I laughed.

      Moving slowly, I got up and dug into my belongings, pulling out a red gown and hangerock. I dressed carefully, belting my axes and Tyrfing, then made my way to the hall.

      As I went, I passed several thralls, all of whom bowed or curtsied deeply when they saw me. When I arrived in the hall, I found Yrsa and Arngrim seated close together. The meals on their plates looked as if they had gone untouched. Yrsa, who was not particularly talkative, was speaking to the jarl in an animated fashion, her hands gesturing.

      When I entered the room, their conversation halted.

      “Herva—Hervor. I must get used to your true name,” Arngrim said, moving to rise.

      “Please, don’t get up.” I crossed the room to join them, taking a seat across from Yrsa.

      “I have been asking for forgiveness for lying,” Yrsa told me.

      Arngrim patted her hand. “And as I have told you, not only do I forgive you—for it was the will of the gods that this has come to pass—but I honor your bravery and offer my thanks for bringing Hervor here.” Arngrim turned to me. “Yrsa has told me about Svafa, your mother. The tale of Angantyr’s marriage and the events in Uppsala reached us here. I sent Ragal to Dalr to fetch you and your mother. Jarl Bjartmar told us you—a son—were born but died shortly after that. Svafa did not come, so I thought no more about it. I never imagined the jarl would lie.”

      “Jarl Bjartmar is over-proud. Angantyr shamed him,” Yrsa explained simply.

      “Angantyr was over-confident. Most of the time, it worked in his favor,” Arngrim said with a smile that faded. “I would have liked to meet your mother. No girl ever pleased that boy. She must be extraordinary.”

      “She is,” Yrsa replied. “Hervor looks much like her.”

      “Yes,” Arngrim said with a laugh. “Hervarth was far too pretty to be a man. Ragal and I often commented on your lack of a beard. With such a fierce mother”—he turned to Yrsa—“and one of my sons as your father, I could not figure out the puzzle. But I knew, somehow, you were mine. The eyes did not lie, but the rest was a mystery. Now, tell me, Yrsa, do you have a child of your own?” Arngrim asked her.

      Yrsa picked up her ale. She shook her head. “No, jarl,” she said then drank.

      “Yrsa looked after me where my own mother could not,” I explained.

      Arngrim nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, Yrsa told me the affliction the gods set upon Svafa.” Once more, he set his hand on Yrsa’s. “I thank you, shield-maiden.”

      Yrsa inclined her head to him.

      “And Eydis? If you are not the father of that pretty maid’s child, who is?”

      “My cousin, Leif,” I explained.

      Arngrim laughed. “How about that. Your cousin must be anxious for his bride, his coming child.”

      “We had some difficulties in Dalr before we left. In truth, Jarl Bjartmar beat then banished me. And he sent Leif to war. Everything in Dalr was in ruin when we departed. Leif does not know Eydis is with child.”

      “I can see why my son disliked Jarl Bjartmar,” Arngrim said with a sneer. “Do you get on well with your cousin?”

      I nodded. “He is like a brother to me.”

      “Then you should send word to Dalr.”

      “I will. And when we are done with Solva, I will return for my mother.”

      Arngrim smiled softly. “Very good,” he said, then tapped his cup on the table. “But first, we must deal with Solva. This affront cannot go unpunished.”

      “You need allies,” Yrsa said.

      Arngrim nodded.

      “With your blessing, perhaps I could ride south and appeal to Asger. While he has no interest in a fight, he can’t want Solva building a kingdom at his back door. Before long, she will be there to take everything he has. And more.”

      “But will he listen?” Arngrim mused.

      “He might be persuaded,” I said, fidgeting with the sleeve of my dress.

      Yrsa cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “I will talk to him. That is all,” I told her.

      Arngirm nodded. “Then go south. Frigga blót is almost upon us. Go during the festival. It is a time of peace. Appeal to Asger. Perhaps Frigga will guide you,” he said, then reached out and stroked my hair. “Too pretty to be a man. Too brave to be anything but my blood. I saw the wolf in you on the battlefield, my girl. Have you felt the red rage before?”

      “I think it lived within me all my life. Only when I was free of Bjartmar’s ruling did it come out.”

      “And she damn near killed me the first time it did,” Yrsa said with a laugh.

      “The blood rage?” Arngrim asked.

      Yrsa nodded. “While we were training.”

      Arngrim nodded slowly. “We must talk, Hervor. It is a gift in combat and a liability.”

      “I will gladly hear anything you will tell me, Grandfather.”

      At that, the old man smiled. “Suddenly, I do not feel so alone in the world anymore.”

      “You are not. Not now. Never again.”

      “Through you, my line will continue. Not that I wish you to hurry, but we must find you a good match. Someone worthy of you.”

      “You’re right, we must not hurry that matter,” I told him with a wink.

      At that, Arngrim grinned. “Yes, my girl, yes. But first, you will ride south to Asger,” he said, then lifted his cup and tapped it against mine.

      I shook my head. “Yes, Grandfather.”

      Hofund. Hofund, where are you?

      Did you truly love me?

      What should I do?

      The fire snapped, and a voice spoke. But this time, it was not Odin. I heard the mischievous whisper of Loki…

      Ride south.

      Ride south, Hervor.

      Come, find your destiny.
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      At the end of May on Frigga blót, Yrsa, Ragal, Hella, Skarde, and I prepared to ride south to appeal to Asger. While Asmund had foolishly thought to try to get a foothold in the lands between Bolmsö and Halmstad, he and his ideas had been short-lived. Jarl Solva, however, was another matter. She wanted Bolmsö. She would be back. The first attack had taught her much about the island’s defenses. Our victory over such an opponent was both good and bad. Now, she knew we were stronger than she thought. Be she also knew how Bolmsö defended herself. Next time, she would be ready.

      And so would we. Gaining Asger’s help would go far. Asger was not Asmund. He was reasonable and ambitious in his own way. Surely, he would not want a powerful jarl at his back door waiting to crush him. Now I only had to convince him of the matter.

      Appealing to him on Frigga blót, however, was not without risk. The gods would surely notice and get ideas of their own.

      “Where is your blue dress?” Eydis asked me as I saddled my horse.

      She had grown very round in the passing months. Dagny eyed Eydis’s over-large stomach skeptically. I didn’t remember the women in the village getting so big so quickly. But Arngrim’s table was always bountiful, and Eydis wasn’t shy about eating.

      “Your blue dress ended with nothing but a broken heart last time. And that tear in the hem has come to nothing as well. This time, I will wear Tyrfing and my best leather.”

      “Better be careful. Where one man’s eye might delight in blue, another might delight in steel. But here, this will help,” she said, stepping forward. She set a small silver ornament in my hair. “Now you’re ready. Much better.”

      I shook my head. “What did Hofund’s delight get me? Surely, he has received Mother’s messenger by now. And where is he? I will think about him no more.”

      Liar. I’m a liar. He is my last thought each night, and first thought each morning.

      “Of course not. Hervor is too proud to be spurned. But Asger… Now, he is a fine-looking man. He’s ambitious. And he’s very close by.”

      I sighed. “Sometimes I wonder which words coming from your mouth are völva seeings, which are Eydis’s, and which are Loki’s.”

      “Often, all three at once,” she told me with a wink.

      “Which is why I will never listen to you again. You had me seeing myself as the Queen of Grund with a brood of sons.”

      “Not a brood. Only two.”

      “Oh, yes, only two. Very helpful, Eydis. Grund might as well be Álfheim for all the more it matters to me now. My life is here. On Bolmsö.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he is my grandfather. Because he needs me.”

      “So does Hofund. You are the last thing he sees in his mind before he sleeps and the first thing after he wakes.”

      I sighed heavily. “I have already sent word to Hofund. Yet, he is not here. But I will send a messenger to Leif. As much as it comes as a surprise to me, I believe he loves you,” I said with a grin.

      Eydis smiled, then set her hand on mine. “Hervor,” she said, her voice suddenly sounding vulnerable. “You know that I do not truly know who is the fath—”

      “He cares for you. Nothing will change that.”

      Eydis lowered her voice. “I am not a free woman. At least, not in Dalr where it matters.”

      “Dalr is not the only place in this world. You will always be a free woman on Bolmsö…just, you won’t be my wife anymore.”

      At that, Eydis laughed. “Thank the gods. Of course, you were a good husband. Bringing me blueberries and all. Now, if you can find some strawberries in Halmstad…” she said leadingly.

      I shook my head. “I will see what I can do.”

      She smiled, but then her expression turned serious. “I know you feel pulled to go to Halmstad. I know what you think you should do. But when it comes to Asger, remember, you can still choose. The Norns will spin, but your will is your own.”

      “Even if I choose, won’t the gods make me think it is my choice when it is really their own?”

      Eydis grinned, then tapped the side of her head. “He said, ‘she is smarter than she looks.’”

      “I’ll try not to take that as a criticism of my looks.”

      “Hervor, beloved by Odin and taunted by Loki. It must be hard to be you.”

      “It is hard to be anyone, from a certain point of view. But it was far more difficult to be Hervarth, I can promise you that.”

      Eydis laughed. “You made a very ugly boy.”

      “That does not bode well for my two sons.”

      “Then you better pick them a handsome father—jarl or prince, I’m sure either will do.”

      “Goodbye, Eydis,” I said then slipped onto my horse.

      “Don’t forget. Strawberries.”

      “Yes, wife.”

      “Very sorry, Hervarth. But we’re divorced,” she said with a laugh then climbed the steps of the hall once more. She stood just outside the door of Arngrim’s great hall. Like Freyja herself, a picture of fertility, Eydis looked beautiful. And Leif was missing it. I had to send word. I didn’t know what was happening in Silfrheim or Dalr, and the last thing I wanted was Jarl Bjartmar to take it upon himself to come to Bolmsö, but Leif would not want to miss the birth of his child.

      Or children.

      Narrowing my eyes, I looked at Eydis more closely. Of course. Of course! No wonder she was so big. Eydis was carrying more than one child.

      More than one child.

      More than one father.

      Such a thing was not possible. Then I remembered, it was Angrboda, wife of Loki, who gave birth to three of the gods’ children all at once: Fenrir, Jörmungandr, and Hel. Given Angrboda had given birth to a wolf, a serpent, and a half-dead girl, what did that mean for Eydis? If she truly carried a child of Loki, would the gods be kind to her, or would she be cursed with a monster?

      Suddenly, I feared for my dearest friend.

      Loki, if you love her as well as I suspect you do, do not give her a monster, but give her a child who reflects your beauty and the goodness within you that you hide so well.

      “Not well enough, if Hervor can see it. But I’ll do my best, as the wielder of Tyrfing commands.”

      At that, I smiled then turned in my saddle once more. Thank you.

      As if from a far-off distance, I heard laughter.

      The wily god had listened—I hoped.
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      Our small party headed toward Halmstad. Yrsa was lost in conversation with Ragal. My mind, still busy with thoughts of Eydis, was drawn back to the moment when Hella reined in beside me.

      “I never had the chance to talk to you after the battle. You fought well, even before you pulled Tyrfing.”

      I inclined my head to her. “As did you. I saw you fighting the jarl.”

      “Jarl Solva has always wanted Bolmsö. I remember when her mother used to bring her to the island. Everywhere she looked, her eyes were wide and hungry. I always hated her face,” Hella said with a laugh. “And if I remember right, those hungry eyes of hers used to fall favorably on your father.”

      “You remember him?”

      Hella laughed. “How could I not? All of the girls on Bolmsö were in love with Angantyr. And if not him, one of his brothers. But mostly, it was your father we all wanted. He was handsome, strong, and clever, but he never took a liking to any of us. And we all wept when the sons of Arngrim died.”

      I felt a knot form in my throat. “I’m glad to know they were well-loved.”

      Hella nodded. “Hjorvard, the second son, was a hard man. He had more ambition than heart—or brains—but the others were likable enough. Once, I kissed Rani, but he was not interested in marrying. All he was interested in was voyaging beyond Bolmsö. They were all like that, their eyes on a distant horizon. Why have you only come now to Bolmsö?”

      “I didn’t know who my father was. It was the gods’ will to intervene in such matters, and I am not to judge their choices. But I’m glad I have found my way to Bolmsö. Unlike my father, my eyes were never on the horizon. I always searched for a place where I felt like I belonged. I never felt that before coming here.”

      “We feared what would happen when Arngrim passed. Now, we have you.”

      I smiled at her, but a strange feeling rocked my stomach. I had not come to Bolmsö to rule. I had come for a sense of family, a sense of place. But Arngrim was very old. I had claimed my father, claimed my blood. But what obligations came with such a name? And what complications? What I had told Eydis was true. I could be jarl here. It was true belonging. But in my heart, I had dreamed of getting back to Hofund. I had hoped to sail to Grund and try to talk to him, to explain what had happened. I hoped he would forgive me for what Grandfather had done. And if his heart had moved away from me, then I would be able to chart a new course. But until I knew for sure, how could I act with any certainty? That picture in my head of what came next was foggy, at best, but it had always included Hofund. But why? Because the gods had laid images in Eydis’s mind, in the visions of Hofund’s mother? And what if the gods had changed their minds? I could not rely on prophecies to chart my course. I had to choose for myself. Even if that meant choosing whatever the Norns had already laid out for me.

      An arrow whizzed past, striking something in a clutch of ferns. I set my hand on my axe, but Hella motioned for me to hold. She pointed at Ragal, who had slipped off his horse.

      “No need to murder anyone, Hervor. It’s just a grouse,” Skarde called with a laugh.

      “So I see.”

      “We’ll need to eat eventually,” Ragal explained.

      “Are you assuming Asger won’t feed us?”

      Ragal laughed. “Never know how talks might go.”

      “Then, we should all send a prayer to Frigga that on her day, she will guide us.”

      Hella laughed then reined her horse ahead. I waited for Yrsa who joined me.

      “Are you missing Gobi and Bo?” I asked her.

      “They’ve probably torn the place up. I’ll have to repair everything when I get back.”

      “Will you really return to the mountain? Won’t you stay in Dalr with Mother?”

      Yrsa was silent for a long moment. “I don’t know. Just because Svafa remembers does not mean Jarl Bjartmar has forgotten.”

      I nodded. “We will see when the time comes.”

      “When the time comes. But not yet.”

      “Not yet.”

      

      When we rode into Halmstad, we found the village bustling for the Frigga blót. Poles were dressed with greens and flowers, garlands hanging between them. Outside the houses, people had left offering plates and decorated their doors. Frigga blót celebrated the mother of the gods as the protector of the home and family, honoring the sanctity of family life. While both Freyja and Frigga were goddesses of love and fertility, Frigga was the goddess who kept marriage and the home harmonious. Freyja stirred the blood in the first place. Growing up, I had thought only of Odin. But Asta had kept a shrine to Freyja and honored her. The goddess, nor her cats, ever appealed much to me. But now that I had found a home and a family in Arngrim, Frigga blót felt far more special to me.

      “Look,” Yrsa said, motioning to a tall pole erected in the central square. A log had been carved with the face of the goddess. She stood looking down on the people. Offerings of flowers and food had been left at her feet.

      Halmstad’s market was busy, but the majority of the crowd was making its way to the hall.

      “What is happening here?” I asked a young maid who was hurrying along.

      “A wedding,” she said with a smile. “Sigr is to wed Embla. Come. The jarl has invited us all.”

      I looked at Ragal. “Is it fitting?”

      “The gods will favor it if we honor this couple. But it is the jarls’s favor I care more about. We’ll go, but we will make sure we are announced.”

      I nodded. We tied off our horses then headed toward the hall. Garlands trimmed with blue and white cloths and flowers trimmed the door. It felt like everyone in Halmstad had gathered for the wedding.

      Just inside the door, we found two of Asger’s warriors looking over the crowd. Their sharp eyes spotted us. They stepped forward to meet us.

      “Ragal,” one of the men called.

      Ragal nodded to the man. “Frigga’s blessing. We’ve come from Bolmsö to celebrate the blót and speak to Jarl Asger.”

      The man eyed over the group of us, his eyes alighting on me. He looked from the heavy ring around my neck—a symbol of my high status—to the sword at my side. His brow narrowed as he considered the matter.

      “I will tell the jarl you are here. The wedding is about to begin. You’re free to join. Jarl Asger can see you after.”

      “We shall cheer the bride and groom and give them gifts in Frigga’s name,” I told him.

      The man nodded then gestured that we could enter the hall.

      We entered quietly, finding an out-of-the-way spot where we could see the ceremony but not be too noticeable. Jarl Asger stood with a gythia who was dressed in a blue robe, a ring of flowers on her head. Another practitioner of the gods sat on the floor before them thumping a drum. She would pause and ring a silver bell, the sound echoing throughout the hall.

      Once the hall was full, the gythia raised her hands and motioned for everyone to be silent.

      Jarl Asger stepped forward. He was dressed in brown leather breeches and boots and a pale cotton tunic. The trim around the neck of the shirt was embroidered gold, accenting the neck-ring on his neck and the tattoos on his chest. His light brown hair had been pulled back into a long braid. The shavings at the sides of his head revealed the tattoos just above his ears. Even from this distance, I caught the color of his light eyes. He stood, his hands laced in front of him. He was a fine cut of a man, different from Hofund. Where Hofund was a hulking creature made of muscle, Asger was more sinewy, taut, his body trim and muscular. I felt a blush warm my cheeks.

      Hervor. Frigga is playing with you. Stop. Remember Hofund.

      Who has forgotten me.

      “People of Halmstad, I welcome you on Frigga blót. Today, I shall see my most-trusted comrade wed to one of the most beautiful girls in Halmstad,” he said, motioning to the couple who stood before him.

      So taken with Asger, I had not even noticed the couple. Both dressed in their marriage clothes, the bride dressed in a beautiful red gown, a ring of flowers on her head, the groom nicely dressed in a pale tunic, they were a handsome pair.

      “Let us call upon Frigga to bless this sacred union,” Asger said then stepped back.

      The gythia moved forward. She lifted a small silver bell and rang it. The sound echoed throughout the hall.

      “I call you, Frigga, mother of the gods, lady of marriage. Spin your divine wheel and see the future for this couple. Come amongst us today and bless this marriage,” she said then rang her bell once more. “I call you Odin, Father of the gods, husband of Frigga. Bless this husband and give him your divine potency.” Again, she rang her bell. “I call on Freyr and Freyja to offer their blessings of fertility to this couple so they may produce many children.” Again, she rang. “I call on Thor to fill their hearts with thunder for one another, so that the passion of the sky unites them and none will come between them,” she said and made one final ring.

      Beside her, a gothi began singing loudly in a throaty voice, calling the gods.

      Sweet incense filled the hall. The scent was heady but flowery. The place was silent. I felt the eyes of the gods on us. I felt the warm presence of Frigga, who had come to observe the couple who had come to wed. Like a warm breeze perfumed with flowers, she had come unseen, but I felt her nonetheless. Her radiance was like the feel of a loved one’s hug, the glow of their skin on your own.

      “Sigr, what will you give Embla as a token of your love?” the gythia asked.

      “My sword and this ring,” he said, handing his bride his sword. Atop the pommel was a small band.

      “Embla, what will you give to Sigr as a token of your love?”

      “My grandfather’s sword and this ring,” she said, handing the weapon to her husband. As with his sword, a ring rested on the pommel.

      The couple carefully exchanged the swords. The gythia helping, the couple slipped on their rings then joined their newly banded hands, the opposite hand holding the swords.

      Jarl Asger stepped forward. “I bind you now, in the eyes of the gods and these good people, with the blessings of Frigga. You are now tied to one another as a babe tied to its mother,” he said, wrapping a red cord around the joined hands of the couple. “May the gods bless your union. May you have many happy years, and many, many children.” Asger turned to the crowd. “May the gods be praised.”

      “May the gods be praised.”

      “And now, you are wed,” Asger declared.

      Smiling, the couple leaned in and kissed.

      The happy sight brought a smile to my face.

      At that, a horn sounded. The sound was echoed by another horn outside the hall, then another farther away, and then another, and another. All of Halmstad sounded in rejoice. The crowd cheered.

      “Now, Sigr’s brother and Embla’s brother, come to the door of the hall,” Asger called merrily.

      The crowd parted so the jarl and the others could pass by. As Jarl Asger made his way to the door, he smiled out at the crowd. When his eyes fell on me, he paused for the slightest of moments. Smiling, he turned back to the others.

      At the door of the great hall, two young men stood waiting.

      “Let’s have the running for the bride. Race to Frigga. Whose family will serve the mead, Sigr’s or Embla’s? Who shall win?”

      The crowd called out their favorites.

      Asger laughed. “On the count of three, the first brother to reach Frigga is the winner. The loser’s family must serve drinks to the crowd.”

      “Run, Ketil, run as fast as lightning,” Embla, the bride, called laughingly to her brother.

      Asger laughed. “One. Two. Three!” At that, the two brothers took off as quickly as they could, the crowd racing out of the hall behind them. The bride and groom following.

      Ragal motioned with his head that we should follow along. When we reached the door, however, we were met by the warrior who had greeted us, and Jarl Asger, who turned and greeted us with a smile.

      “Ragal,” Asger said, inclining his head. “I’m told Jarl Arngrim has sent you to speak with me. Speak we shall, but not until the mead is served and the meat off the spit. We shall honor Frigga, and I will see my friend and his bride happily to their marriage bed. Come with us. Let’s see who has won the bridal race,” he said, then turned and looked at me. “Well met again, Hervor.”

      I inclined my head to him. “Jarl.”

      He grinned at me, his eyes quickly taking in the ring on my neck and sword at my side. He raised and lowered his eyebrows, and then, without waiting another moment, took off with a whoop after the others, racing to catch up.

      Yrsa blew air from between her lips, then turned and looked at me. Ragal similarly followed her gaze.

      I shrugged. “What? I met him by accident when I last came to Halmstad.”

      “As Hervor, not Hervarth, I take it,” Ragal said.

      “What better way to disguise myself than as myself?”

      Chuckling, Ragal shook his head.

      Hella laughed. “I think Loki is fond of you, Hervor. Come. Let’s see who won the race and find ourselves something to drink. Halmstad is a different city these days.”

      “May the gods be praised,” Skarde replied, then the four of us set off to join the wedding party.
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Chapter 40

        

      

    

    
      We returned to the central square. There we found pigs roasting on spits, barrels of ale, bread and sweets, and all manner of delights. The market had been put on hold to celebrate Frigga’s day and the marriage of the couple. The groom’s brother had lost the race, so Sigr’s family was busy working their way through the crowd pouring mead while accepting the good cheer of those who’d come to celebrate. Musicians struck up a lively note, and soon the revelers were dancing.

      “I have a headache already,” Yrsa complained. “And here I thought it was the talk that would weary me.”

      “Come, Yrsa. How can you begrudge them their frivolity? Halmstad is at peace, their new, young jarl is no tyrant like the old, and Frigga has blessed the union. You can feel her radiance in the air,” I said.

      “I know. Why do you think I’m complaining?”

      “Are you so opposed to love, Yrsa?”

      She shrugged. “Neither Freyja nor Frigga ever paid much attention to me.”

      “What? You’re lamenting not having a man?” I asked her with a wink.

      Yrsa laughed so hard she spit out her drink. “Not exactly.”

      I smirked, having prodded the reaction I wanted from her. I leaned into her ear. “Perhaps things will be different with Svafa now.”

      Yrsa became so still I thought she’d forgotten to breathe. “Sometimes, you observe too much, Hervor.”

      “How can I not? I love her as much as you do. And, I suspect, she has always loved you as much as I have. Even when she did not remember.”

      “Only that much?”

      I laughed. “Yes. Only that much. Mother will look at things differently now.”

      Yrsa huffed a light laugh then shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      I swallowed hard. For as long as I had known her, Yrsa had never even acknowledged knowing my mother. But when I saw them together, when I learned the missing parts of the story, so much had become clear. They had been friends, yes. And they had been close. But Yrsa loved my mother. It was the loss of Svafa that had changed Yrsa. Mother’s return meant Yrsa’s life would change. Except that she was here with me in Halmstad instead of in Dalr. And yet, there was still the jarl to contend with. Thinking of Jarl Bjartmar soured my mood. I polished off my drink.

      “I’ll find us more mead,” I told Yrsa.

      “Get your mead, but watch your back,” Yrsa told me.

      I nodded, then headed into the crowd. As I fought my way through the throng of people, a good-looking young warrior unexpectedly grabbed my arm and pulled me into a dance. I was about to protest when I realized it was the brother of the groom. In Dalr, no one would have ever asked me. But I wasn’t in Dalr anymore, and I didn’t want to be rude.

      Giving in to the merriment, I spun with the boy. The dance was lively. After a time, we exchanged partners as we danced in a circle. Lost in the excitement, I was surprised when I found myself on the arm of Jarl Asger.

      “Hervor,” he said with a smile. “I’m very pleased to see you in Halmstad again. You must come with me. I have something for you.”

      I laughed lightly. “How can you have something for me? You didn’t know I would be here.”

      “I did not, but the gods did. Come,” he said, then led me away from the dance toward a table where some of his chief advisers were sitting.

      Part of my mind rebelled. Was this a trap? Was Asger leading me to danger?

      “I see you have come with the delegation from Bolmsö.”

      “So I have. I must apologize. I was not entirely truthful the last time we met. But my intent was honest. I came for the blueberries.” Despite my pretty words, I was still only being partially truthful, and I knew it. The knot in my stomach reminded me how much I disliked lying.

      “And did your sister like them?”

      “She did,” I said with a smile. Again, a partial lie.

      “And did she share any?”

      I laughed. “Just a few. Very few.”

      “Then you missed out. We must remedy that,” he said, then lifted a decanter off the table and poured me a glass of an odd-colored liquid.

      “What’s this?”

      “Blueberry wine,” he replied, handing me a goblet.

      I grinned, “How do I know you’re not trying to poison me? I have come from enemy territory.”

      “Enemy is a matter of perspective. As far as I remember, Arngrim and I are at peace. But here you are, bedecked in a very heavy neck-ring and wearing a fine sword. Something tells me you, Hervor, have a tale to tell. I will not have you dead before I hear it,” he said then poured himself a cup. He tapped it against mine then grinned. “Now, drink. I would not dare offend Frigga by poisoning the most beautiful woman at the feast.”

      I felt a flash of red in my cheeks. “I should hope not. The groom would be much offended,” I said, motioning to the bride.

      Asger grinned at me. “I was given this decanter of blueberry wine this morning. Funny, from the moment I smelled it, I was distracted by the memory of the maiden I met at the market. I could not shake thoughts of your golden hair and amber eyes. And to find those eyes looking at me in the hall on this day… The gods are at work here. And who am I to question the gods? Skol,” he said, then tapped his cup against mine once more.

      “Skol,” I said, lifting the drink. The taste of sweet blueberries and the tang of sharp alcohol lingered on my tongue, a foreign but familiar taste all at once. The brew tasted like liquid sunshine and summer. The lightness and warmth of the drink washed through me, a sensation much like the warmth of Frigga’s presence. When I met Asger’s blue-green eyes, I found that same warmth inside.

      Something within me, a part of me that hid, awoke once more.

      Hofund is gone. He has forgotten me. Asger is alive and well and right here.

      I smiled and lifted my drink once more. “To Frigga.”

      “To Frigga,” Asger replied, warmth and sunlight dancing on his smile.

      And for a small moment, I let those rays illuminate that hiding piece of me hidden deep within.
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Chapter 41

        

      

    

    
      The festivities lasted late into the night. I managed to catch Ragal’s eye. He motioned to me to stay with the jarl. Perhaps it was in everyone’s best interest if I made friendly with Asger. From the frown on Yrsa’s face, I could see she wasn’t quite in agreement. But Skarde and she drank and talked with the residents of Halmstad. Hella and Ragal, I noticed, seemed more interested in their own conversation. I hoped Frigga worked on them. Something was lingering just below the surface there that wanted to desperately break free. I didn’t understand their resistance to something that made perfect sense to me. They were very well matched, and Ragal would be a good father to her sons. Perhaps Hella was not ready to let her husband go just yet.

      Once the sun finally set, the drummers came once more, calling Sigr and Embla to their marriage chamber.

      “Come, let’s see them to their marriage bed,” Asger told me then took two torches. He handed one to me.

      When he motioned for me to come with him to lead the assembly, I paused.

      “Asger, it’s not right that I—”

      Asger laughed. “Hervor, don’t you think I know who you are? There is no one from one side of this land to the other who does not know that old Arngrim’s granddaughter has come. They say she is a fierce shield-maiden with hair the color of sunlight, eyes like rare amber, and the blood of a wolf raging in her veins. I’ve heard what happened on Bolmsö. If your looks do not betray you, that does,” he said, motioning to Tyrfing. “So come, and let Halmstad see the granddaughter of Arngrim is a friend.”

      “And is the jarl of Halmstad a friend to this shield-maiden?” I asked, surprised by the boldness of my words. The wine and mead were working on me. Or was it Frigga? This was not the me I knew.

      “A friend? Yes. And, perhaps, I hope to be something more. Because those eyes have haunted my dreams from the moment I met you. Now, let us honor Frigga.”

      I inclined my head to him and tried to ignore the fluttering in my heart.

      “Where are Sigr and Embla?” Jarl Asger called to the crowd. “Come. Let us see the bride and groom to their marriage bed,” he yelled merrily, motioning for the others to follow.

      The crowd around me struck up a melody, singing a sweet prayer to Frigga and in honor of wife, husband, and the union of marriage.

      The gothar walked before Asger and me, beating their drums. Behind us came the bride and groom.

      As we went, I heard whispers in the crowd as the people of Halmstad looked at me.

      “Who is that girl?”

      “What is the name of that maiden?”

      “She’s Hervor.”

      “She’s the one.”

      “Granddaughter of Arngrim.”

      “Hair like Sif’s.”

      “The dwarven sword.”

      “Tyrfing.”

      “Tyrfing.”

      “Tyrfing.”

      I ignored the stares, the whispered words. Instead, I felt keenly aware of Asger’s nearness. While the May air was not overly warm, there was heat within me I’d only felt once before. Asger was fierce but merry. Under him, Halmstad had been brought to peace. And he was a dreamer, his eyes on the sea. Surely, I could find a way to make an alliance with him.

      And more.

      I chided my thoughts. This was not right. Had I not given my heart to Hofund? I was a person who kept my word. I had promised Hofund my heart.

      But where was he?

      We all sang, leading the bride and groom to the door of their home. The entryway had been bedecked with garlands and ribbons. Gifts had been left outside. Asger motioned for the pair to come forward. He reached into his pouch then handed money to the bride and groom.

      “With Frigga’s blessings,” he told them.

      “Jarl,” Sigr said, inclining his head to his friend.

      The bride smiled at Asger then at me. I handed the torch I was holding to a villager nearby then kissed the young woman on her cheeks. “May Frigga bless you and your union.” I pulled out the silver comb Eydis had planted in my hair and slipped it into the bride’s locks.

      She smiled at me. “Thank you.”

      Asger and I stepped aside. Hand in hand, the bride and groom then entered their house.

      The groom paused at the door, passing a wink to Asger, which evoked a laugh from the crowd, then closed the door behind him.

      The crowd erupted into cheers, then everyone turned and headed back to the square to enjoy the merriment.

      Asger turned to me. He eyed me over, scrutinizing my hair.

      “What is it?”

      “You’ve lost your adornment,” he said, then turned and pulled a blossom from the garland adorning the house and put the flower in my hair.

      I smiled. “Was I at a lack of beauty without it?”

      “I strongly suspect that the less you have on, the more your beauty is revealed.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “And do you think such beauty is so easily bought?” I asked in a thorny but playful tone. Despite my words, however, my spirit felt like melting ice. Bawdy thoughts of Asger and myself played through my imagination. But no. No. I would not betray Hofund. I couldn’t.

      But what if he has already betrayed you?

      “If I have learned one thing in this life, it is that nothing worth having is easily won. But it can be won by honest labor.”

      “As long as the labor is honest, then I am in agreement.”

      “And is it? If I remember correctly, you were not so honest when we last met.”

      “Fair enough. You must forgive me. I… I came to Bolmsö to earn my grandfather’s respect and trust. Even to him, my real identity was unknown. My motives where honest, even if my methods were not. But in case it helps to ease your mind, I met you as Hervor, but I came to Arngrim as Hervarth.”

      “Hervarth?”

      I nodded.

      “You pretended to be a man?”

      “Yes, at the advice of a practitioner of seidr.”

      Asger paused, then laughed. “And how did you manage it? One with such beauty as yours. Forgive me, but is Arngrim’s eyesight gone?”

      “Not at all,” I said with a laugh. “But he did lament my lack of a beard.”

      Asger laughed hard. “Then I am sure he was pleased to learn you were Hervor, not a beardless boy. Hervor. You introduced yourself to me in honesty.”

      “I did.”

      “I’m honored that I received only a partial lie.”

      “Do you forgive me?”

      “I might be persuaded,” he said, then stepped closer to me.

      “And how might I persuade you further?” I whispered, my voice soft.

      “Let us see what the gods suggest,” he said, then set his hand on my waist and pulled me close.

      “And if they have nothing to offer?” I whispered.

      “I have several ideas,” he said, then set a kiss on my neck.

      “I will hear them.”

      “Then come, and we’ll see what words can do. If the result is not as we like it, we’ll see what other inspiration the gods provide.” He met my eyes.

      I was overcome by the fire that bubbled up in me. This was not the Hervor I knew. This was something foolish, something rash Asta would do. This wasn’t me, was it? The tale of my parents’ love affair came to mind. I had never considered myself reckless. Before Hofund, I had never even entertained the idea of being in love with anyone. But Angantyr’s blood beat through my veins. And so did Svafa’s. I was capable of passion if I allowed myself to feel it. Right now, a flame was tugging at something inside me I didn’t recognize.

      As we made our way back toward the hall, a pair of crows flew overhead and back into the night, cawing as they went.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      The Norns are playing. Choose your own destiny.
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Chapter 42

        

      

    

    
      Everyone had drunk far too much mead and had partaken in too much food when Asger finally gathered us all together at the hall. The place was quiet, the merriment having moved outdoors for the Frigga blót. The flowers and garlands from the wedding were still in place. The light scent of flowers and greens perfumed the air.

      “You have arrived here on a very auspicious day,” Asger said. “My mother always favored Frigga, and now I have seen my best friend married. While I am in cheer, tell me why you have come,” he said, then waved to his thralls to pour us all a drink.

      We sat around the central fire. My head was swimming too much for my own good.

      “You know of our troubles with Jarl Solva,” Ragal said.

      Asger nodded. “Your troubles, your triumphs, and a bit of gossip,” he said, then looked at me.

      “And what have you heard?” Ragal asked.

      “That old Arngrim’s line has not ended after all. That a shield-maiden came to Bolmsö wielding the dwarven sword. And that this same girl is Arngrim’s blood.”

      “So she is,” I said.

      Asger lifted his drink, toasting me. “Then Bolmsö has its heir after all. I’m pleased to discover the rumor is true.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yrsa observing Asger closely.

      “I also heard from a source that this same shield-maiden fought very well against Jarl Solva. As did the people of Bolmsö. They say the island is very well-defended. There are even whispers of wolves on the island, defending the shores. Though I imagine that bit is more tall tale than fact.”

      I exchanged a quick glance with Ragal. Perhaps it was better if people didn’t know about the wolves. Let them weave a story about that. Whether they believed it or not, it would evoke fear and caution. Both of which would work in our favor.

      “And who shared that bit of news?” Hella asked.

      “I had a visit from Jarl Solva a week back. She came to seek an alliance.”

      The news sent a chill through the party.

      “Solva is not to be trusted. If you ally with her, nothing is stopping her from turning on you,” Ragal said, the frustration in his voice evident.

      “That thought had occurred to me. Solva has offered to split the lands owned by Arngrim with me, giving me the valley from the lake to Halmstad. It’s not a bad offer. The land between us is rich.”

      “It’s a generous offer, assuming you’d win. It also assumes Solva would let you live long enough to claim it,” I said.

      “Assuming. That is the key bit there,” Asger said, bobbing his finger at me in agreement. “What I told Arngrim when I met him was true. My interests lie in commerce. I would have Halmstad grow tenfold but based on trade, on sailing, on the sea. I have no wish for warring neighbors, but it seems that it cannot be helped. Which brings me back to why you’ve come.”

      “Our mission is the same as Solva’s,” Ragal replied. “We seek an ally against her.”

      Asger nodded. “As I expected.”

      “And?” Hella asked.

      “And I’ll consider it.”

      “Solva may be an ally to you for a time, but she has no interest in your dream. She will not support it, and when you achieve it, she will not let you keep it to yourself,” I said.

      “And Arngrim would?”

      “Arngrim is a man of his word,” I replied.

      Asger nodded thoughtfully, then sipped his drink. “If only there was another way to be certain that relations between Halmstad and Bolmsö would stay friendly—permanently.”

      Yrsa shifted.

      “If you want land, I think—” Ragal began.

      Asger cleared his throat. “I have something different in mind. An offer you are unlikely to get from Jarl Solva. Nor one I would take from her—though she offered it to me,” he said, then shuddered lightly and laughed.

      “An offer of what?” Yrsa asked.

      Asger looked at me. He held my gaze a long time before he spoke. “Marriage.”
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Chapter 43

        

      

    

    
      I could almost feel Loki grinning at me. The life I had dreamed up with Hofund faded like smoke, replaced with a new vision: a life with Asger. Was such a thing even possible? An alliance was needed to stop Solva. The match was a good one. We were about the same age, he was handsome and personable. In fact, there was nothing here to say no to.

      Except Hofund.

      But I had not come to Bolmsö for Hofund. I had come here to reclaim myself, to do as my father’s spirit had bid me and protect my grandfather from his enemies. All my life, I’d felt unwanted, unworthy. In Bolmsö, I had found my place. First, through my worth and then through my name. This was where I belonged.

      Not in Dalr.

      Not in Grund.

      Yrsa squirmed. I could feel she was on the precipice of saying something. To save her—and probably myself, I replied, “I need to discuss such an offer with Arngrim.”

      “But I am not proposing to Arngrim.”

      I laughed. “I’m glad.”

      Asger smiled at me then turned to the others. Though Yrsa had not spoken, Asger spoke to her directly, which told me he was very observant about who was ready to say no. “Stay with us in Halmstad tonight. This way, I will have time to assure Hervor my offer is genuine. Rest, eat, and drink. We are allies, and it is Frigga blót.”

      Ragal shifted uncomfortably. “Halmstad has not have forgotten that blood was spilled on the shore of our lake.”

      “No. But they also remember that the bloodshed stopped when Asmund lost his foolish head. You are my guests. I honor the gods, as do my men, and no harm will come to you here. Especially not if I’m trying to win myself a bride.”

      At that, Skarde, Hella, and Ragal laughed.

      Yrsa had folded her arms across her chest and sat back, looking more dour than ever.

      “I have no protest with staying if we have your word. The rest is for Hervor to say,” Ragal said, then grinned at me.

      I looked at Asger. He had an earnest expression on his face. I then cast a glance at Yrsa, who looked as though she’d eaten a sour apple. “We’ll stay the night. As for the rest, let’s talk further.”

      “I’ll accept that answer for now. Good. Let’s leave talk of war and alliances and how to convince pretty women to be your bride aside and speak of something far easier to understand.”

      “That being?” Skarde asked.

      Asger grinned. “The sea.”

      

      I was entirely relieved when Asger turned the conversation from his unexpected proposal to talk of his journeys around Scandinavia down the shore beyond Jutland. As he spoke, his eyes glimmered with excitement. Even in the firelight, I could see the flecks of green in his light blue eyes. When he spoke of the people he’d met and places he’d seen, I took the measure of the man. He had not gone to sea to raid and kill. He had gone just to see what was out there.

      “The Rus are very like us,” he explained. “They worship a god named Perun, who is like Odin and Thor in one. And they have a goddess of love and fertility, Mokosh, who is like Freyja. And many other gods. Their manner is fascinating. They have great cities in Novgorod and Kiev. We must make allies of these people, not continue to raid and war with them. That is the Halmstad I dream of,” Asger said.

      “It is a vast world. Most of us only see a small part,” Ragal said with a nod. His arms folded across his chest, he had a dreamy expression on his features as he’d listened to Asger speak.

      Honestly, his words had inspired me as well. Having lived most of my life trapped in Dalr, the idea of places and people beyond my world intrigued me.

      “All the more reason to come to an accord,” Hella said, lifting her drink. “To Halmstad’s future.”

      “Skol,” we all called in reply.

      As the night wore on, more of Asger’s friends and allies joined us in the hall. The place grew busy with people and laughter. Asger’s skald arrived. Playing a stringed instrument, he sang several lovely tunes. With Jarl Bjartmar, every day of our lives had been tense. There was always a war or raid to plan, and everything that happened in Dalr annoyed Grandfather. Arngrim’s hall was quiet. Once, I imagined it had been a raucous place with my father and uncles afoot, but now…at times, you could hear the flickering of the torches. But Asger’s hall was full of men and women my age. There was a lightness to the room.

      Ragal and Hella joined the merriment, laughing and drinking and talking with the others.

      Yrsa, however, looked bleak.

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      “They’re too happy,” she said, frowning at the room.

      I chuckled. “Why not be optimistic? Asger hated his uncle. When he returned, he found Asmund dead and his city in need of direction, which he provided and aligns with his own dreams. Halmstad has prospered under Asger’s leadership. Of course, they’re happy.”

      Yrsa shrugged. “No one is ever that happy. The gods don’t like it.”

      “Are you saying the gods want us to be unhappy? You have spent too long in Dalr. Its gloom has tainted you.”

      Yrsa smiled lightly. “Dalr was not always gloomy. When your mother used to sing in the great hall, it was like the sun shone all its light into the room.” A wistful look captured Yrsa’s features. In that single moment, I saw the breadth of Yrsa’s love for my mother.

      I set my hand on Yrsa’s. “You must be missing her. When the matter with Solva is done, we will return to her.”

      “I hope it will be that easy.”

      “Hervor,” Asger called, joining Yrsa and me. “I have something I want you to see.” He extended his hand to me.

      Yrsa tilted her head, giving her eyebrow a slight raise, but she motioned for me to go.

      Feeling conflicted, I left Yrsa and went with him. Asger led me to the small meeting room just off the hall. One wall was full of shelves that held scrolls. Asger removed one of the papers and rolled it out.

      “Look,” he said, showing me the map. “I have been charting everywhere I have traveled, marking the kingdoms, jarldoms, and lands known to us. In the market, when we first met, you told me you came from Dalr,” he said, pointing to the map.

      I had never seen such a complete outlying of my world. I stared at it in fascination. “Yes. My mother is Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar.”

      “Two jarls for grandfathers.”

      I gazed at the map. “Where is Uppsala?” I asked.

      “Here,” he said, tapping his finger. “Have you ever been there?”

      “I was born there.”

      “There is a temple there like no other, grander than ten halls. I want Halmstad to rival Uppsala one day. I will do anything to secure that future.”

      “Then, perhaps, I am not the right woman to marry.”

      Asger looked at me, an inquisitive expression on his face. “Why not?”

      “Surely, there are other jarls who have daughters on better trade routes. Surely, there are better alliances to be made,” I replied, teasing him. But in truth, I wanted to hear his answer. Was his only interest in my tie to Arngrim? My name? Or was it Hervor he liked?

      Asger cocked his head, a confused expression on his face. “Perhaps. But I doubt those other daughters are as pretty.”

      “I’m not fond of flattery.”

      “Even when you are so worthy of it? You’ll have to get you used to it.”

      I smiled lightly, but as my eyes settled on the map once more, I traced the coastline until I found Grund. A knot formed in my throat.

      “Asger,” I began, unsure what to say. “What I said is true. I must speak to Arngrim, but there is more.”

      “More?”

      “I have all but promised my heart to another.”

      Asger went still. To avoid meeting my gaze, he looked down at his map. “Where is this man?”

      I followed his gaze. When I did so, the lines on the map slowly faded to green and blue. And in the space where the sea was marked, I saw tossing black waves. The wind was whipping. I smelled rain. The water rolled and pitched.

      And then I saw a boat. On it, I spied Hofund caught in a torrent.

      He held on tightly to the ship rigging. “Row! Row for your lives,” Hofund called to his men. Wind whipped his long, dark hair all around him. Water poured down his cheeks.

      Hofund.

      My hands trembling, I touched the paper. The vision faded.

      “I…I don’t know, actually.”

      Asger took my hand. “You’re cold as ice,” he said, then pulled me closer to him.

      I did not resist. The warmth of him felt good.

      “Wherever he is, he is not here at your side, fighting for you, with you. But I am here, and if you give your heart to me, I will stand beside you.”

      “I…I must speak to Arngrim,” I whispered.

      “Then speak with him,” he said, then slid his hand from my waist to the back of my neck where he gently stroked the nape. “But what is between a man and a woman has more to do with what is felt than what is thought. And if you are honest, I think you feel something too.”

      “I…” I did feel something, but what it was, I could not say. The lusty thoughts that played in my mind didn’t feel like me, at least, not the old me. Perhaps, in coming here—coming home to Bolmsö—I was awakening parts of myself I had not known existed. “I don’t know.”

      Asger’s hand trailed down my neck, across my collarbone, then down my side, his fingers grazing my breast.

      My heart thundered in my chest. Of all the things I thought would happen today, this was not one of them.

      Asger leaned into my ear. “I shall pray tonight that Freyja and Frigga help you come to terms with what is already in your heart. And if that other man cannot be bothered to stand by your side, why think any more of him when I am right here?” he whispered then kissed my neck.

      I swallowed hard then stepped back. “I think I should say goodnight.”

      Asger exhaled heavily then nodded. A strange, strained expression crossed his face. He stepped out of the room and waved to one of his servants. “Brena, please see Hervor to her chamber. Make sure our other guests from Bolmsö are also comfortably lodged.”

      “Yes, jarl. Please, this way,” the girl said, motioning for me to follow.

      I looked at Asger. He really was handsome, his eyes sparkling in the candlelight. “Thank you,” I said, glancing down at the map, “for showing me.”

      He inclined his head to me. “Goodnight, Hervor.”

      “Goodnight.”

      

      The servant led me back to a small but comfortable chamber. I sat in front of the fire, my mind twisting with ideas I didn’t understand. It wasn’t long after I arrived that there was a knock on the door.

      My stomach twisted into a knot. I didn’t know this Hervor who was considering letting a man into her chamber. She was a stranger to me.

      Creeping, I went to the door and opened it a crack.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when I found Yrsa there.

      Saying nothing, I let her in. Yrsa scanned the room, then threw her gear down and sat on the bed.

      “They didn’t give you your own chamber?” I asked her.

      “They did.”

      “Then why have you—”

      Yrsa looked up at me. “I’m not your mother, but I won’t let you make a mistake.”

      “Mistake? Yrsa…”

      “No one falls in love that easily,” she said then lay back onto my bed.

      I sat down beside her. “When I came to Halmstad after the battle with Asmund, I met Asger. He prevented someone from mistreating me in the hall, and we spoke again at the market. He didn’t know who I was, but—”

      “But he was very kind, very accommodating, right? You’re just like Svafa. You don’t know what others see when they look at you. Jarl Bjartmar made sure of that in your case. And now, you’ve got all that and a giant ring around your neck and fancy sword on your hip.”

      “Are you saying—”

      “You know what I’m saying. Now, come get some sleep so we can get out of here in the morning.”

      Sighing, I lay down beside Yrsa.

      She didn’t sleep, but neither did I. My mind spun with confused thoughts. I did feel something between Asger and myself. Yrsa was being overprotective. An alliance with Asger was the perfect solution to Arngrim’s problem. I could marry him, save Bolmsö, and have my place here. My new life would work well. It was the perfect solution.

      Except…Hofund.

      I recalled the vision that had played across my mind. Was it real? He was out to sea. Where?

      Late in the night, there was another knock at the door. Yrsa and I both sat up, but Yrsa motioned for me to stay still. She frowned at me, giving me a knowing look, then rose and went to the door.

      She opened it a crack. “What is it?”

      “Oh, Yrsa. I…I thought…”

      “Hervor is sleeping. Goodnight, jarl.”

      “Goodnight.”

      Yrsa closed the door, securing the latch once more.

      With a sigh, she lay back down.

      “I think you just cost me a very intriguing evening,” I said, though I didn’t feel entirely sorry about it. Why was that?

      “So, you’ve made up your mind already?”

      “No. But one doesn’t need to be wed to…” I began then froze. Talking to Yrsa about such things suddenly felt humiliating.

      “I know that. I thought you liked that boy from Grund.”

      “I do. But…” My words failed me.

      Yrsa yawned then pulled up her cover. “I liked Hofund better,” she said tiredly. “At least he is honest.”

      “Are you saying Asger isn’t honest?”

      “Yes.”

      For a long time, I lay staring at the ceiling. “Yrsa?”

      “Hmm?”

      “If Hofund loves me, why hasn’t he come?”

      “Maybe he can’t. Maybe he’s trying. Real love is never easy, Hervor.”

      “Yrsa… Did you find Hofund honest?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yrsa…”

      “Go to sleep, Hervor,” she said, sounding annoyed. But after a long pause, she asked, “What?”

      “Thank you.”

      She huffed lightly, then rolled over, taking the blanket with her, and went to sleep.
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      The dream was the same.

      I was walking through a burning village. Around me, I heard screams as people battled. Smoke billowed up toward the sky. Two ravens flew overhead, cawing to me as they went. I followed them down the path that I knew would lead to the great tree.

      Dead bodies lined the streets.

      My heart twisted in anguish as I truly saw their faces for the first time. Young and old, men and women, elders and children. Their mouths were open wide, their eyes glossy with the sheen of death. Flies hovered around their bodies, and the stench of death filled the air. Pity wracked my heart.

      I pushed through the smoke to the tree.

      At first, I did not see anyone there. But then, a figure moved.

      She was so slim that she had blended into the tree trunk, her dark form hiding amongst the silhouette.

      Her long black hair and black robes blew in the breeze. A girl of infinite loveliness stood looking off in the distance, her skin porcelain, her lips red. I had never seen a more beautiful woman.

      But then she turned her body toward me.

      On one side, she was the beautiful girl I had seen. And on the other, she was a corpse. Maggots fell from her decaying skin. Her eye dangled from its socket. She smiled at me, the rotting side of her face revealing her jawbone and tendons.

      She reached out for me with her boney hand, the flesh thereon half rotted away, her dress in tatters.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Love those who matter.

      Just as her skeletal fingers were about to touch me, I woke with a start. Panting, I rose and poured myself some water. As the cool liquid went down my throat, washing away the terrible taste of smoke and death that lingered in my mouth, my mind reeled.

      Hel.

      Why had Loki’s daughter visited me?

      Whatever it meant, it wasn’t anything good. Though I didn’t know why, my heart was filled with paralyzing dread.

      

      Later that morning, we ate a small meal of salted fish and cheese, then Asger and I headed in the direction of the market. Yrsa had gone to the dock in search of someone headed in the direction of Dalr. Word must be sent to Leif. I debated whether to send a message to Hofund once more. I had already sent word to him, but he had not come. Mother—and I trusted her on her word—had sent to him, but he had not come. What more was I to do?

      “Is your sister asking for fruit again?” Asger said with a grin as he led me through the market.

      “In truth, she is not the sister of my blood, but she is like a sister to me.”

      “You would make a good skald, Hervor. You weave tales very well.” There was a catch in his voice that told me he was annoyed by my dishonesty.

      “Please, forgive me. It is not in my nature to be dishonest. No harm was ever meant by it.” The sting of guilt wracked my stomach.

      He smiled lightly. “Sometimes we do what we must to survive. I forgive your creative retelling. The woman who journeys with you, Yrsa, who is she?”

      “A close family friend.”

      “She is watchful and protective of you.”

      “She’s like a mother to me. She can’t help herself.”

      Asger smiled but said nothing. Yrsa had come between Asger and me last night. At the time, I was not sure I appreciated Yrsa’s efforts. Now, however, I felt differently. In the light of day, I could see how rash I was behaving. Nothing could come of hasty decisions inspired by Frigga.

      As we made our way through the market, I spotted Lyngheid from whom I had bought the blueberries the last time I was at the market. When I stopped, Asger hesitated.

      “Perhaps we could—” he began, but the old woman cut him off.

      “Ah, the blueberry maiden,” she called, smiling at me while she gave Asger a sharp look. “Now the shield-maiden of Bolmsö, or so I hear.”

      “Yes, that is true. Your blueberries were well-loved. Any chance you have any strawberries today?” I asked her.

      She shook her head. “Too soon for them.”

      “Hmm,” I considered. “Anything else? I must have something sweet, or there will be no end to it.”

      Lyngheid eyed Asger with a frown. “Not easy to come by something sweet. But…” she said, lifting a finger. “Cloudberries will do.” She dug into her goods, procuring a small basket of the gold- and pink-hued berries.

      Asger nodded. “A good find.”

      “My great-granddaughter picked these. Perhaps you should come by and see for yourself,” Lyngheid told him, her tone sharp.

      Asger did not reply.

      “Thank you. I’ll have them,” I said then moved to open my coin pouch.

      Asger reached out and touched my hand, stopping me. Instead, he passed the woman some coin. I was surprised by the amount. He was giving her a small fortune.

      “My thanks…to your great-granddaughter.”

      The old woman frowned hard but took the money all the same. She turned to me. “Be well, be safe, shield-maiden of Bolmsö.”

      I inclined my head to her.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I protested.

      Asger smiled at me. “I want you to see my intent is serious. And old Lyngheid, cantankerous as she is, needs alms. So…”

      I smiled, moved by his generosity. I gazed at him. “What do you see when you look at me: Hervor or Bolmsö?”

      “In the market, I saw Hervor first. And it was Hervor who did not leave my thoughts. The gods smile upon me to know that Hervor and Bolmsö are one.”

      I smiled, but suspicion tugged at my heart. He had not known I was Arngrim’s granddaughter, but my looks had caught his eye. Was one better than the other? Was it not possible to win a man by what was inside you, the stuff that was you, not your looks or your lineage? Hofund had thought so.

      “Thank you for the cloudberries and the words.”

      “Both come to you in earnest.”

      I gave him a soft smile.

      Asger made no mention of his midnight visit to my chamber, and I pretended I knew nothing of it. But still, there was an odd tension between us. With the cloudberries procured, we headed back to the horses where Ragal, Hella, Skarde, and Yrsa were waiting.

      “When will I see you again?” Asger asked.

      “Come to Bolmsö in a fortnight.”

      “Very well.”

      “And don’t say yes to Solva—about anything—in the meantime.”

      Asger laughed. “Trust me, I would not dream of it.” He took the reins of my horse, holding them until I mounted.

      “Safe travels. My best to the jarl,” Asger told us.

      “Thank you, Jarl Asger,” Hella said, nodding to him.

      “Jarl,” Ragal said.

      “Jarl,” Skarde echoed.

      Yrsa inclined her head but said nothing. I gave Asger’s hand a squeeze then took the reins. We then turned and rode away from Halmstad.

      Once we’d gotten back onto the road and into the countryside, Ragal slowed his horse and fell in line beside me.

      “Well, Hervor, I think your diplomacy went well,” he said with a grin.

      “Diplomacy or her amber eyes and golden hair?” Hella asked with a laugh.

      “That’s the diplomacy I meant,” Ragal replied with a laugh. “You are a hell of a fighter—as Hervarth or Hervor—but Hervor did a fine job with her own wiles.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

      “Yet,” Skarde interjected.

      Hella and Ragal both laughed. Yrsa, however, was flat-faced.

      “What is it, Yrsa?” Hella asked.

      “I don’t like him.”

      “Yrsa doesn’t like anyone,” I interjected.

      “No. I don’t. Which is why I’m still alive.”

      After a moment, Ragal nodded. “Yrsa is right. It’s wise to be cautious.”

      “And pray to the gods,” Skarde added.

      He didn’t need to tell me. Overhead, a pair of ravens flew, following us on our route from Halmstad back to Bolmsö. Cawing as they soared, their voices—or were they Odin’s—reached me.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Hang from the tree and see. The world is upside down.
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Chapter 45

        

      

    

    
      I found Rök waiting for me at the dock upon our return to Bolmsö. Excited, his tongue hanging from the side of his mouth, he scampered happily beside us as we rode back to the great hall. When we were nearly there, he raced to the hall. By the time we reached the building, Eydis, Utr, and Arngrim appeared on the steps outside.

      Arngrim looked paler than he had the day before. And each day, he grew thinner. I was beginning to suspect it was only the will of the gods and the blood of the berserker keeping Arngrim alive. He would not leave this world until he saw Bolmsö safe. With an alliance with Asger, perhaps that was far more likely.

      “Welcome returns,” Arngrim called.

      Dagny and Arne soon joined us, coming from the temple. They were deep in conversation, Arne looking annoyed by whatever Dagny was saying. They ended their dispute as they neared, Dagny frowning visibly.

      “Fine,” she said, her voice sharp.

      Pulling my attention away from them, I met with Arngrim.

      “Grandfather,” I said, greeting him with a kiss on the cheek.

      “My sweet girl,” he replied, patting my arm. “How was it?” he asked, looking from me to Ragal.

      Ragal crossed his arms on his chest. “Interesting.”

      “Come, let’s talk,” Arngrim said, motioning for us to come inside.

      “If you don’t mind, I will see to the boys,” Hella told Arngrim, who nodded to her.

      “And I to the smithy,” Skarde added.

      The jarl motioned for him to go.

      Still frowning—as she had done the entire ride from Halmstad—Yrsa tied up the horses.

      I handed the basket of cloudberries to Eydis. “No strawberries to be found. These will have to do.”

      Eydis took one of the berries and popped it into her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully. “Well, mite, what do you think? Good enough?” she asked, patting her belly. She handed a small handful to Arngrim. “Go on,” she told him.

      Chuckling, he took them from her then headed inside with Ragal, Dagny, and Arne. Eydis and I waited for Yrsa.

      Utr grinned at me. “The shield-maiden has returned, and brought her pretty mother-not-her-mother back with her.” With a wink, he stole a few of Eydis’s berries then headed down the steps to greet Yrsa.

      “Hey, grow your own,” Eydis called to him. “And bloom some strawberries on Bolmsö while you’re at it.”

      Utr laughed.

      I grinned at Eydis. “So, a thought occurred to me.”

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Eydis answered with a smirk.

      “You’re very round, my friend. Perhaps the gods have blessed you with twins.”

      Eydis stopped. Her brow scrunched up.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Do you remember what Sigfrid on Samso said to me? And Utr? They both told me I have six eyes. I thought it strange. But do you think…”

      “Prophets. Annoying, aren’t they?” I replied with a grin.

      She winked at me, but I also saw her take in the news. She set a thoughtful hand on her stomach.

      “So, völva, do you have any insight about Asger?” I asked as Yrsa and Utr rejoined us. Yrsa looked flustered. Were her cheeks red? What had Utr said now?

      “Maybe. What happened in Halmstad?” Eydis replied.

      “Asger tried to bed her,” Yrsa answered.

      Eydis laughed. “I bet that went over well.”

      “He didn’t get far,” Yrsa said, then smirked.

      “Poor lad. The ladies of Dalr are hard to win,” Utr said in a defeated tone. “But one day, I’ll get my kiss from you,” Utr told Yrsa.

      She rolled her eyes.

      We all chuckled.

      In truth, I was glad for Yrsa’s interference. My flirtations had been rash, inspired by Frigga. True, Asger was handsome. True, an alliance with him would be helpful. But…that wasn’t me.

      And Asger wasn’t Hofund.

      We headed inside, joining the others by the fire.

      “Now, tell me what you have seen, what you have learned,” Arngrim said.

      I let Ragal take the lead. He shared news about the festival and the general mood of Halmstad. He also relayed that Jarl Solva had also appealed to Asger for help.

      “Hmm,” Arngrim said, considering. He leaned back in his seat and stroked his beard. He turned to Arne and Dagny. “What do the gods say?”

      “The gods are at play here,” Dagny replied. “The All-Father has plans for us, for Hervor, but Loki meddles. I see him in everything surrounding us now.”

      “In what way?” Arngrim asked.

      Dagny looked at me, a knowing expression on her face.

      “Asger has offered proof of his seriousness for an alliance…in an offer of marriage to me,” I said.

      Arngrim stared at me for a long moment then laughed. “Well, my girl, what have you answered?”

      “I have not answered, Grandfather. It would not be right for me to do so without speaking to you.”

      “And because your heart lies elsewhere,” Eydis chimed in.

      At that, the others all turned to me, except Yrsa, who was frowning, her arms crossed on her chest.

      “Is this true?” Arngrim asked.

      “I… There was someone, but I do not know if he remains devoted to me.”

      Arngrim pursed his lips together and let out a “Hmm.”

      “As I said, there is mischief here,” Dagny said, shooting Arne a look. “I think we must be cautious.”

      “Although I have seen Asger on the battlefield…in my visions,” Arne said, earning him a reproachful frown from Dagny.

      “Is that so?” Arngrim asked.

      Arne nodded.

      Arngrim took my hand. “Well, we do not need to answer him today. Let us think about it and talk more. But for now, you must take some refreshment. It was a long ride.” Arngrim waved to Siggy to bring us something.

      “There is something else,” Dagny said, flicking her eyes at Arne.

      “What is it?” Arngrim asked.

      “Næfi is gone.”

      “Gone where?” Arngrim asked.

      Dagny shook her head. “We don’t know. He and all his belongings…gone.”

      Utr lifted his finger in the air and closed his eyes.

      All of us grew quiet as we watched him.

      He inhaled slowly, his brow scrunching up as he concentrated. “A boat,” he said, his finger waggling. “A single man. Under the moonlight.”

      “Where to? North or south,” Arngrim asked.

      “The reeds whisper…” Utr said, scrunching up his brow in concentration. He frowned hard. “The cattails wave… Moonlight on the water. North,” he said with a sigh then opened his eyes.

      “To Solva,” Dagny asked.

      Utr nodded.

      Arngrim frowned heavily.

      “All this time…” I said, looking at Dagny.

      “I did not trust his loyalty to Bolmsö, but he was earnest in his devotion to the gods,” she said, casting a quick glance at Arne who was frowning but said nothing.

      The cause of their quarrel became apparent. Arne had trusted Næfi when Dagny did not, but now he was gone, those secrets he knew gone with him…and how many more shared before that?

      “He has taken everything he knows of Bolmsö with him. The island. Our defenses. What he has overheard of our plans,” Ragal growled.

      “Why go now?” I asked. “He has been here all this time. Why return to her now?”

      Dagny shook her head.

      “Perhaps the gods told him to leave,” Utr suggested.

      “Yes, but which god?” Eydis replied.

      Utr nodded to her.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Arngrim said after a time. “Whatever we plan next, Næfi will know nothing of it. We must content ourselves with that.”

      It was little comfort, and Arngrim knew it.

      We sat quietly, finishing our drinks.

      After a time, Dagny and Arne took their leave of us, returning to the temple.

      Ragal excused himself to go check on Hella.

      Soon, only Arngrim, Utr, Yrsa, Eydis, and I remained in the hall.

      Eydis sat quietly, staring into the fire, sharing her cloudberries with the jarl who was studying Yrsa.

      Finally, Arngrim asked, “What is it, Yrsa? You have been very quiet.”

      “It’s nothing, jarl. My apologies. My mind is still in Halmstad.”

      “No one is good enough for Hervor in Yrsa’s opinion,” Eydis said.

      “Why is your mind in Halmstad, shield-maiden. You disliked Asger?” Arngrim asked her.

      “I didn’t care for him,” she said then turned to me. “But I don’t think Hervor wants to marry Asger.”

      Her candidness caught me off guard. Yrsa was trying to protect me. If Arngrim tried to force me to wed Asger on Bolmsö’s behalf, Yrsa wanted it known there was someone else.

      “Who is this other man?” Arngrim asked me.

      “Hofund, son of King Gudmund.”

      “Tell Asger no if your heart is given to a king’s son.”

      “It did not end well with Hofund and me. Jarl Bjartmar came between us. I do not know if Hofund cares for me any longer.”

      Arngrim huffed angrily. “If I ever see Jarl Bjartmar in the flesh, I will tear out his throat. Send to Grund before you answer Asger.”

      “I…I have. And my mother promised to do so as well. No word has come.”

      Yrsa gave me a sad half-smile.

      “You appeal to the wrong source to carry your message. Go to the runestones and speak to the gods," Eydis said, her voice sounding far away.

      We all turned and looked at her.

      Utr giggled.

      “Eydis?”

      “Hofund is a follower of Thor. The thunder god gives his sons whatever they want. Seek him in the runestones,” she said.

      I set my hand on Eydis’s shoulder. “Thor?”

      Eydis shivered, and her gaze cleared. “Thor? What of him?”

      “The Norns weave,” Utr said, pointing to me. “Do as the völva commands.”

      I inclined my head to him.

      Eydis sighed. “How weary the voice of the gods makes me. And I’ve come to the bottom of my berries,” she said, sighing as she looked into her basket. She turned back to Utr. “Strawberries,” she told him.

      Grinning, he winked at her.

      “I need rest.” Eydis said, then rose, slowly, holding her back as she went. She patted me on the shoulder then headed to the back.

      “I will go to the smithy. A buckle on the saddle I rode in on needs repairing,” Yrsa said.

      “I’ll help you,” Utr offered, rising to join her.

      Yrsa rolled her eyes but didn’t protest further. The pair headed out of the hall, leaving Arngrim and me behind. Arngrim and I sat awhile, each of us lost to our thoughts as we stared into the fire. After a long time, Arngrim asked, “Do you know about the runestones?”

      I nodded. “I found them. Once. And the wolves who live on this island.”

      “It is the most sacred place on Bolmsö. It is said we came to Bolmsö from Asgard, not as men, but as wolves, and that the circle of stones is a bridge between our two worlds. It is an old place. If you seek answers, go there. The All-Father will listen.”

      “Thank you, Grandfather.”

      Arngrim rose slowly. “Do not agree to something you don’t want for my sake or that of Bolmsö. Angantyr never did. Why should his daughter?” he asked with a laugh then slowly headed back to his chambers. “And Hervor…”

      “Yes?”

      “Take Rök with you.”
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Chapter 46

        

      

    

    
      Rök and I headed through the village and into the woods. It was nearly dusk, but the dying light was enough to guide our way. Rök ran ahead and without fear to the circle of carved stones. I moved more trepidatiously. Arngrim’s story had my imagination working. Was this really a gateway between our world and Asgard? I slipped my finger across the runes.

      “Odin, All-Father, what is your will? What would you have me do?” I whispered.

      Overhead, a raven cawed. I looked up to find two ravens perched in the trees. They hopped on the limbs then called down to me.

      “I recovered Tyrfing. I have come to Bolmsö to protect my family. What would you have me do next?”

      The ravens cawed once more.

      Not helpful. I frowned.

      Feeling confused, I went to the center of the circle and sat by the altar stone. I unstrapped Tyrfing from my back and set it on my knees. I stared off into the forest. Rök was rushing about. I could hear the leaves rustling under his paws as he went. I sat that way a long time, listening to the trees, the wind, and the silence of the gods.

      Odin was not speaking. I sat there for so long that it started growing dark. It was late spring, and the evening wind blew cold. There was nothing. No one spoke. No visions came. No wolves appeared. Nothing. It was dark and cold. I needed to go back. Perhaps the All-Father would speak, but today was not the day.

      “Rök,” I called, listening for any sound of the wolf who had wandered off. “Rök!”

      Rather than hearing Rök, however, I caught the sound of a stringed instrument on the wind. Whoever was playing was close by. Odd. No one lived on this part of the island. Rising, I slipped my sword back on my belt and left the stones, following the sound of the music. I headed toward the water’s edge on the far side of the island where I had never been before. This side of the island faced the mouth of the river. From what I had been told, the long river made an arduous journey across the breadth of the land, moving from lake to river and lake again to the sea on the far side of the country. It was no wonder neither Asmund nor Solva used it. It was impractical.

      As I drew closer to the water’s edge, the sound of the sweet music grew louder. I stepped onto the rocky beach. There, in the distance, I saw a man sitting on a rock just offshore playing his strange stringed instrument, holding the device in one hand and playing it with a bow with the other. The music was unlike anything I had ever heard before. Drawn in, I moved toward him. The sound of his strange song enchanted me.

      As I neared the man, he looked up at me and smiled. His eyes flashed silver. His long, dark hair trailed down his back. He was shirtless, his lean, muscular body strong and very appealing. Lusty thoughts washed over me. I stepped into the water to go to him, but a hand pulled me back—hard.

      I gasped, shaken from the spell. I turned to find Utr.

      An angry look on his face, he glared at the man.

      The musician frowned then stopped playing.

      “Unkind, Bolmsö,” the man told Utr, glaring at him.

      “Would you drown the blood of Arngrim?” Utr retorted.

      “Love her, not drown her. What a fine wave maiden she would make, forever swimming in our waters and making love to me,” the musician retorted cryptically.

      Utr grabbed Tyrfing by the scabbard, showing the blade to the musician.

      The musician frowned.

      “Nøkk,” Utr whispered to me. “You must name him to break the hold he has on you now.”

      “Nøkk?” I replied, looking at Utr, stunned by the idea. The nøkk were water spirits who would drown anyone they ensnared.

      I turned back to the stranger. I had never seen a more delicious-looking creature. As I eyed his body, I felt pulled toward him once more.

      “Hervor,” Utr scolded me.

      Shaken, I called out, “Nøkk. You have no business with me.”

      “Meddlesome vætt,” he swore at Utr.

      Utr shrugged. “You have your duty. I have mine.”

      “Then you best see to yours. Blackness grows across the land. I have seen it. And soon, it will reach your shores and swallow you, Bolmsö,” the nøkk said, then without another word, he dove into the water and did not reappear.

      Shaken, I stared at the rippling waves under which the nøkk had receded.

      “Was that really a nøkk?” I asked.

      Utr nodded. “Of Lake Bolmen. He’s drowned many a fair maiden over the years. What are you doing here anyway, Hervor?”

      “I was at the stones,” I said, pointing over my shoulder. “I was trying to listen to the gods, but the nøkk’s music called me instead.”

      Utr looked up at the starry sky. It was a cool, cloudless night. “The gods are quiet.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing good. Come, let’s get you back to the hall.”

      We walked together along the shore back toward the great hall.

      “Utr?”

      “Hervor?”

      “Are you really a vætt?”

      “One day, you will see. One day, I will become the land once more, and you will weep for the loss of me,” he said with a grin. “And then, Yrsa will be sorry.”

      Laughing, I linked my arm in his. “If that day ever comes, I promise to weep for you.”

      “Don’t worry. You will.”
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Chapter 47

        

      

    

    
      The weeks passed slowly, with no news coming from anywhere. Nothing from Asger. Nothing about Solva. Nothing from Hofund. The lack of communication would have bothered me except for the fact that the spring rains were causing havoc on Bolmsö. The extreme rainfall had caused flooding on the southern end of the island, destroying the watchtower we’d built and wrecking several settlements. Rather than preparing for war, we found ourselves building up embankments to stem off the rising waters and moving people to higher ground.

      “Does it flood like this often?” I asked Ragal as the pair of us worked digging a trench to redirect the water.

      “Every ten years or so, the water will rise. It’s not so much the shores that we worry about but the food. With everything newly planted, we don’t want it all to get washed away. Hella and the boys have gone to help Olaf. They’re working on a drain too.”

      “Damned muddy work,” I said with a laugh. It was still raining, and I was covered from head to toe in muck.

      “That it is. But we are pleased to see you out here in it, Hervor. One day, when you are jarl, we know we can count on you.”

      I paused, then looked at the man. “I’m not sure that I have earned such a right. Long before I ever set foot here, it has been you—and Hella—who protected Bolmsö.”

      “And we will serve you. I am not the blood of Arngrim, Hervor. You are. Angantyr and his brothers were my friends. It is Angantyr’s daughter who should sit in the great hall, not me.”

      I said nothing, but as I worked, I considered his words. Ragal had truly earned the loyalty of the people of Bolmsö. I could see how Grandfather relied upon him. I felt I belonged here. The place seemed like home to me. But half of my heart was still in Dalr. As much as I hated Jarl Bjartmar, I loved my mother and Leif. My family was there. And right now, I had no idea what was happening to them, or to the people of Dalr. In the past, people spoke of how things were in Dalr in my great-grandfather’s time. Dalr had been a hopeful village, prosperous. Now, Bjartmar took more than his share, dictated terms, and ruled harshly. Didn’t Dalr deserve better? Calder was dead, leaving Leif to rule after Jarl Bjartmar. If he survived his war against his uncles. But I had no idea what was happening. I could only hope that Yrsa’s message found its way to Dalr. Until then, Bolmsö needed me.

      

      For weeks, we worked from dusk to dawn, undoing what the rains had wrought. One evening, after a grueling day lugging a family and their livestock to higher ground, I returned to the hall to dry off and find something to put into my belly. With the oncoming of summer, the weather was growing warmer. But still, being soaked with rain and mud chilled me to the bone.

      When I arrived, I discovered that Arngrim was sleeping, as he did very often these days. But many others had come to shelter away from the rains in the comfort of the great hall. Eydis had taken charge of the place, giving out orders—in her very Eydis way, of course—to the servants to bring food and drinks for the others. Bleak faces were warmed by the appearance of meat, bread, cheese, and hot mead. I watched Eydis as she worked. If I hadn’t known she’d spent most of her life as a thrall, I never would have guessed it. Dressed in a new gown and pretty red hangerok, her dark hair shimmering, she looked like the lady of the hall. I wished Leif could see her like this.

      “I didn’t know it was possible to get mud in all the places I’ve discovered it,” Yrsa grumbled from behind me.

      I turned to find her working hard to get mud from her ear.

      “At least the rain is slowing down.”

      “It better, or this hall will need to be turned into a boat.”

      “Hella said Storån River is thundering.”

      “One good thing about Dalr is we never had to worry about flooding.”

      “Yes, that was maybe the one good thing.”

      Yrsa huffed.

      “There has been no news from Dalr,” I said.

      “No.”

      “Nor from Asger.”

      “Good.”

      I frowned at Yrsa.

      “The rains will affect Halmstad as well,” she finally said.

      I nodded. “Nor from Hofund.”

      Yrsa set her hand on my shoulder. “Look at you. How grim you’ve become. Come on, let’s get something to eat and drink before you start sounding too much like me. Besides, Queen Eydis has a fine spread laid out.”

      “You noticed that too?”

      Yrsa laughed but said nothing more.

      Feeling weary to the bone, I cleaned my hands, then fixed myself a massive platter of food and grabbed a horn of ale. Finding a spot by the fire, I ate quietly and tried desperately to take Yrsa’s advice.

      And mostly failed.

      Hofund, where are you?
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Chapter 48

        

      

    

    
      When the rains passed, all of our attention turned to recovering what crops had been planted both on Bolmsö and at the farms surrounding Lake Bolmen. While Jarl Bjartmar would have no care about whether or not his people’s farms failed, Arngrim was of a different mind.

      “Gather the men to work at the home of Svensson,” Arngrim told Ragal. “And after, to the farm of the widow, Helga. Both have taken heavy damage in the rain. And stay on alert. Jarl Solva will not be content to sit and wait.”

      “Yes, jarl,” Ragal said then headed out.

      Arngrim, who looked thinner than ever, turned to me. “And what are you about today?”

      “The watchtowers,” I told him. “We will need to rebuild. I will go with Yrsa and assess the damage, see what needs to be done.”

      “Busy, busy,” Arngrim said. “It is good. But tonight, you must come and sit beside me and let me look at you. My eyes grow dimmer by the day.”

      “Don’t say that,” I said, taking his hand and setting a kiss thereon. Arngrim’s skin felt thinly stretched across his bones and as soft and fragile as a spring leaf.

      He patted my hand then turned to Eydis. “Well, Eydis, what shall we do to pass the time?”

      Eydis sat down with a huff. “This litter will be the death of me,” she complained, patting her stomach. She propped up her feet at the side of the fire. “Loki tells me I will give birth to a dozen lions. I reminded him I only have two paps.”

      At that, Arngrim laughed. “From the looks of you, two might be needed. When my Eyfura was pregnant with the Haddings, she, too, was as round as you. How long do you have to go now, my dear?”

      “Three or four months,” Eydis said with a sigh.

      “I think I can hold on that long,” Arngrim said, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. “I would like to see a dozen lions.”

      Eydis laughed then turned to me. “Off with you, Hervarth. Leave us to tell wild stories and gossip about you in your absence. Go mend something, would you?”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “Very well. Do you need anything?”

      “Perhaps Yrsa can convince the bears to give up their secret troves of honey.”

      “Bears don’t hoard—“ Yrsa began, an annoyed tone in her voice.

      Giggling, Eydis raised her hand. “A joke, Yrsa. A joke.”

      Yrsa shook her head.

      “I’ll keep my eyes open,” I told Eydis.

      “Good. Otherwise, I’ll need to send you back to Halmstad for a little more shopping at the market,” Eydis said with a wink.

      I sighed then turned to Yrsa. “Let’s go.”

      She nodded.

      The two of us headed out, Rök racing along beside us.

      The rising lake waters had washed away all of the northern watchtower and damaged the southern one as well. Working with a group of villages, Yrsa and I spent the next two weeks on repairs. While Eydis kept the hall going and watched over Arngrim, the rest of us worked tirelessly to recover from the storm. Ragal led the charge of helping the farms while we refortified the island. The work was difficult. We worked from sunup to sunset, trying to put Bolmsö back to right. As we did, the summer drifted away. The days grew hot, but still, it rained. The air was thick and humid. I spent half my day swatting away flies and mosquitos as I hauled logs, hammered pins, and tied fortifications.

      Later in the summer, I returned to the hall, grubby and soaked in sweat. My clothes stuck to my back, and it was uncomfortably warm in the hall. I had just poured myself an ale when a visitor appeared at the entrance. The rider looked as muddy and sweat-soaked as me.

      One of Arngrim’s servants led the man across the hall to the dais where Arngrim was seated. Rök perked up at the appearance of a stranger. Sitting up, his ears cocked, he watched the newcomer warily.

      “Magnus from Halmstad,” Arngrim’s servant informed us.

      I flicked an eye to Ragal, who left the group he was talking with and joined us.

      “Jarl,” the man said, bowing to Arngrim.

      “Well met. Will you take some refreshment?” Arngrim offered.

      “No, jarl. I thank you and ask for your forgiveness. I will not linger in your hall. I have come from Halmstad with news at Jarl Asger’s request. He apologizes for the delay in coming to see you. The early summer rains caused havoc for us all. But in its wake, a fever came to port. Halmstad—and I am told, Blomfjall—are afflicted. The fever is severe, killing the old, young, and weak in a fortnight. Asger asked me to come with a warning, and he sends his apologies for not visiting himself. He hopes to come once the troubles are past.”

      “And the jarl? Is he well?” I asked, a touch of fear gripping my heart.

      “Thus far, untouched by the malady. Let us hope he remains so. We advise no one to travel into Halmstad, and the jarl has restricted visitors from venturing out. I do not seem to be susceptible to the illness, so Asger thought to send me with a warning.”

      “You say Blomfjall is also afflicted?” Arngrim asked.

      “Yes, jarl.”

      Arngrim nodded. “We wish Jarl Asger good health and all of those in Halmstad a speedy recovery. May the gods protect us all from such an ailment. We thank you for this news.”

      The man inclined his head. “Jarl. I will not tarry longer in your hall for fear the ailment might have come with me.”

      Arngrim motioned to him that he may be dismissed.

      The man turned and left the hall, leaving us all staring in his wake.

      “A fever,” Hella said, joining us. I caught the touch of nervousness in her voice.

      “Send riders to the farms nearby,” Arngrim told Ragal. “Spread the word. Once all our people are back, tell Wodan to close the ferry. Suspend all boats from going ashore and set someone to watch the river. We must close the island to visitors.”

      “Yes, jarl,” Ragal told him.

      Worry gripped me. Such a serious illness was a terrible danger. I looked at Arngrim.

      He took my hand. “Do not fear, Hervor. It is not the first time. The illness can be kept from reaching Bolmsö. One of the benefits of being an island. But we must act quickly. And we must be ready in case we are not fast enough. Call for Arne and Dagny,” Arngrim said, motioning to a thrall who left the hall in a hurry.

      “Is anyone on the island ill already?” Eydis asked.

      “Saami’s sons have been laid low from a cough,” Hella said. “But I’ve heard of no other.”

      Arngrim nodded. “I will send Dagny to them.”

      “If an illness sweeps through Blomfjall, they will be much weakened,” I said.

      Arngrim nodded. “Yes. They shall.”

      “If the rumor is true,” Yrsa added.

      Arngrim lifted an eyebrow and looked at her. “You mistrust this news?”

      “There could be strategy to a lie like this.”

      Arngrim frowned. He tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair as he considered Yrsa’s words. “Yes. You are right to be wary.”

      “Let Yrsa and I go and see for ourselves. If Jarl Solva is putting out the lie to amass forces, it will be easy to detect.”

      Arngrim frowned.

      “I will go with you,” Ragal offered.

      I shook my head. “There is enough here for you to attend to. Yrsa and I will go quickly and return. If it is just the two of us, we’re less likely to be seen.”

      We all turned to Arngrim, who thought it over. “Very well. Interact with no one. If there is a fever, you must avoid their people as much as possible.”

      “Yes, jarl,” I said then turned to Yrsa, who nodded.

      “By the All-Father, be careful. And make haste,” Arngrim told us.

      “Yes, Grandfather,” I said, then leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

      I smiled at him, then my eyes went to Eydis. If fever came, the two of them would be in great danger. The thought of it sickened me. But worse, I hated the idea that the whole story could be a lie. What if Solva was amassing forces as we spoke, but had Bolmsö frightened of fever. Would Asger lie? Would Solva?

      “Let me see you off,” Eydis said, then looked to Arngrim, who nodded approvingly to her. We exited the hall.

      “Have you seen anything? Any sign?” I asked Eydis.

      She shook her head. “My visions are not coming as clearly now,” she said, patting her stomach.

      “And Loki?” I whispered.

      At that, Eydis cocked her head as if she was listening.

      “He says…  ‘Go and see.’”

      “Very helpful. I was already planning to do that.”

      Eydis grinned.

      “What?”

      “He’s laughing,” she said, then tapped the side of her head.

      I frowned. It seemed to me that Loki was only helpful when it served his purposes, whatever they may be. But I couldn’t forget that it was the trickster god who had awoken my mother and set me on this voyage. So whether or not Loki would advise me, I could not judge him. I was grateful the gods would think to intervene on my behalf at all.

      “Where is Utr?” I asked Eydis.

      She shrugged. “I have not seen him for days.”

      I frowned.

      As the three of us headed to the stables, I began fretting. “I hate it,” I finally grumbled aloud.

      “Hate what?” Yrsa asked.

      “That I don’t trust Asger. I, too, doubt the word of his messenger. How can I even think of marrying someone I don’t trust?”

      Yrsa shrugged. “Never give your trust to someone just because they ask for it. The heart is stupid. Use your head,” she said, then thunked me on the side of my head with her finger.

      “Hey,” I protested.

      Yrsa smirked. “In the end, everyone shows you who they really are.”

      “That’s cheery,” Eydis quipped.

      “It’s true,” Yrsa said.

      And while part of me rejected Yrsa’s stoicism and negativity, I knew what she said was right. People did show themselves by their actions. And given that was true, I wondered—for what I hoped to be the last time—where Hofund had gone. Because he certainly wasn’t here with me.
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      Yrsa and I rode into the mountains. In the past few months, we’d grown accustomed to the landscape. In a small pine glade, we tied up the horses then approached Blomfjall from the west—the opposite of where we had been ambushed before. The mountainside was rocky, the ledges less easily traversed. But because of that, Solva’s eyes did not roam in this direction. Yrsa and I, both sure of foot, made our way along the narrow paths until the village came into view. There were guards on the gates, but far fewer than I’d seen in the past. And there was no activity beyond the wall. In the least, they were not preparing boats, rafts, and siege weapons for an assault.

      From our vantage point high above the village, I saw pillars of smoke billowing upward. When the wind blew, I caught the terrible scent of death.

      Yrsa looked back at me.

      I nodded.

      When we reached a ledge, we both crouched down and scooted to the edge to get a better look.

      The village was silent. The marketplace was empty. Fires burned, attended by just a few men who wore cloths over their mouths. And on the pyres, bodies had been laid out.

      Asger’s messenger had been honest. Blomfjall was afflicted.

      “It’s true. The illness is here,” I whispered.

      Yrsa nodded.

      I eyed the place. I saw evidence of shipbuilding and other signs that they had been preparing. But now…everything had stopped.

      “Could we not use the ailment to our advantage? Burn and sack the village?” I asked Yrsa.

      “Since Asger’s word is true, I took it from the messenger that the illness is aggressive. We would win such a war, but the cost to Arngrim’s people could be devastating if we all left the battlefield sick.”

      I frowned. “Then we must put all thoughts of war aside. Arngrim is right. Bolmsö must close to outsiders.”

      “Let’s just pray we’re not too late.”

      I watched as a woman emerged from one of the houses, a bundle of cloth in her arms. I studied her carefully, realizing it was not, in fact, rags she held. It was the body of a child. She approached one of the men tending the fires. He instructed the woman to lay the body at the other end of the pyre that was not yet burning. The mother lay her child on the pyre then sat down in the mud nearby. Even from this distance, I could hear her weeping.

      I stared at the horrible sight—the weeping mother, the dead child, and the pillars of smoke twisting upward.

      A black-robed figure approached the mother, setting a hand on her shoulder to comfort her.

      Næfi.

      “Look,” I whispered to Yrsa.

      She followed my gaze.

      “Let the gods punish his treachery,” she spat.

      Næfi helped the woman to her feet and led her back inside.

      The men standing nearby lit the pyre on which the mother had placed her child. Soon, the thing was ablaze, taking the bodies of the dead with it.

      Between the smoke and flames, I spotted a figure moving amongst the burning pyres. A woman in a long black gown, the fabric trailing yards behind her, moved between the dead. She set her hands on the burning logs. The flames made her hair blow wildly all around her.

      I gasped, fearing she would be burned.

      But when I did so, she turned and looked at me.

      One half of her face was exquisite in its beauty, with hair black as ravens’ feathers, skin as white as snow, and red lips. But that was only half her face. The other was that of a corpse.

      Hel.

      Just like in my dream.

      “Hervor, come,” Yrsa whispered as she moved back.

      I blinked hard, and the image faded. The girl—no, the goddess—was gone. Pulling myself away from the terrible sight, I turned and followed Yrsa, who gave me an assessing look.

      “I know. It’s the smell that shakes you. We need to get back.”

      She was right.

      We needed to close the island.

      Now.

      And we needed to pray to every god we knew to protect us from whatever ailment had fallen on Blomfjall, because Hel, the child of Loki, was collecting those destined for her realm.
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      When Yrsa and I returned, we found Wodan waiting.

      “I’m glad to see the two of you,” Wodan told us.

      “And why is that?” Yrsa asked.

      “You’re the last we’re letting in. Fever at Svensson’s farm. Ragal came back with word an hour ago. Arngrim ordered me to wait on you, bring you across, then tie up the ferry.”

      Yrsa and I exchanged a glance, then led our horses aboard.

      “Terrible news about the fever. Already, Svensson’s mother is dead. But she was an ancient thing. Saw her just last week when Svensson and his kin came across. She wasn’t long for the world anyway,” Wodan said.

      “For what purpose did they come?” I asked.

      “Market, I suppose. They were loaded with vegetables and other goods.”

      I glanced at Yrsa, who frowned heavily.

      “Of course, I don’t eat such things. Plenty of fish to be had. Won’t be chewing on grass like some cow.”

      “No, indeed,” I said lightly.

      “Say,” Wodan said, eyeing Yrsa carefully. “You’re not bad to look at. You got a husband?”

      Yrsa made a strange sound like a half-laugh, half-choke. She cleared her voice. “Not interested.”

      “Pity, shield-maiden. A great pity. I could use a strong wife like you. Probably still have some bearing years to you too.”

      “Yes, a great pity,” Yrsa said then under her breath added, “for who wouldn’t want a husband who ate nothing but salted fish and smelled of it too?”

      I giggled.

      Once we were ashore once more, Wodan tied up the ferry. The village was quiet, the square empty.

      “I’ll go to the temple then come to the hall thereafter,” I said, handing the reins of my horse to Yrsa.

      She nodded, then we parted ways.

      I hurried to the temple, passing the wolf idols who guarded the door. No sooner had I reached the threshold when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Rök was rushing down the lane to join me. He jumped up, putting his paw on my shoulder.

      I gave him a pat. “Sorry to leave you. Some work requires subterfuge, and a wolf screams ‘I came from Bolmsö.’”

      Rök licked my face then jumped back down, heading into the temple ahead of me.

      Inside, I could hear Arne and Dagny arguing. Again.

      I entered quietly, uncertain if I should disturb them. While the gothar were intent on their argument, Ingrid was at a nearby table setting out baskets of herbs and other tools.

      “We must not bring them to the temple. Keep them in their home,” Arne said.

      “If we do, the whole family may be lost,” Dagny protested. “If we bring the ill here, and only the ill, we can care for them through their affliction, which may save the rest of the family. If we leave them in the home, how will we prevent the others from taking ill?”

      “We shall separate them as best we can,” Arne suggested.

      “How? There are but one room and the cowshed,” Dagny retorted.

      “It’s summer. Move the cows to another family or outside,” Arne replied. “As it is, their mother won’t leave their side.”

      “Does she have any symptoms?” Dagny asked.

      “A cough.”

      Dagny sighed. “We must bring the afflicted to the temple where we may treat them. It will separate them from the others and lessen their risk.”

      “It cannot be as bad as all that,” Arne retorted dismissively.

      “It is,” I interrupted.

      They turned and looked at me.

      “Hervor,” Dagny said.

      “Yrsa and I had a look at Blomfjall. We found death there. Smoke from the pyres filled the air. Dozens lay dead, more being brought to be burned even as we watched.”

      Dagny went pale. She looked at Arne.

      “Who is ill in Bolmsö?” I asked.

      “Saami’s boys. They had a cough that started three days back, and then the fever set on this morning,” Arne told me.

      “Wodan said there is illness at the farm of Svensson. They came for the market.”

      “By the gods, then we are too late,” Dagny whispered. “It’s already here.”

      “Odin loves Bolmsö. We will not let this illness take us,” Arne said.

      “I will bring the boys to the temple. Ingrid will visit the others, discover if anyone else is ill. If they have the symptoms of the fever, we will bring them here,” Dagny said decisively, turning to the thrall. “How are our supplies?” she asked Ingrid.

      “We need more verbena. Otherwise, we are well-stocked. When I return, I will begin brewing.”

      Dagny nodded. “Very good,” she said, then turned to me. “Please assure the jarl that we will handle this, but until the danger is past, Arngrim should close up the hall. He is so frail. You must limit his exposure to others.”

      I nodded. “What else can I do for you?”

      “Send another thrall to help Ingrid. Someone strong, healthy.”

      “I will.”

      “And, Hervor, Eydis should take great care.”

      “Thank you,” I said then turned to go. Before I left, I went to the table where Ingrid was working and took a small spring of the herb she said she was lacking. “This is the one?”

      “Verbena,” she said.

      I nodded then turned to go.

      As I headed back to the hall, I reminded myself that we were lucky. So far, only two people were ill. Bolmsö was an island. If no others fell sick, maybe we could end it there, keep the illness away.

      Or, we could be trapped here while it killed us all.

      I shuddered as I remembered the image of Hel.

      While I honored Loki and thanked him for his help in my life, I could live without his daughter making a visit to me.
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Chapter 50

        

      

    

    
      When I returned to the hall, I hesitated. I didn’t like the idea of sending one of the thralls to the temples where they would, no doubt, be exposed to the illness. In the end, I sent Snorri, one of the strongest, who was in the best of health. I then went to seek out Arngrim. I knocked on his chamber door, but he didn’t answer. Worried, I peeked inside. He was sleeping.

      Eydis appeared a moment later. She was rubbing her eyes, her hair rumpled, like she, too, had just woken.

      “Is he well?” I whispered.

      She nodded. “Yes, only tired.”

      “Seems everyone is abed this afternoon.”

      “Arngrim and I had a hearty midday meal,” Eydis said with a yawn. “We were both sleepy.”

      I smiled at her, then reached out to smooth down her hair. I sighed. “There is fever in Bolmsö. We must close the great hall.”

      Eydis frowned. “Who?”

      “Saami’s boys. And those from Svennson’s farm.”

      “Then there may be others,” Eydis said then paused. “I saw Hella’s sons playing knattleikr with Saami’s boys earlier this week.”

      “We must pray to the gods they have not passed the illness on,” I said with a frown. I lifted the sprig I was holding.

      Eydis took it from me. “Verbena.”

      I nodded. “They need more at the temple. I think I know where I saw some growing. What else should I find?”

      “Elderberries. There are bushes on the west face of the island, looking toward the river. You should go and collect as much as you can. They will help with fever. Let me come with—”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “You are heavy with child. You must stay inside. You and Arngrim.”

      She frowned at me.

      “I will go get the herbs then return.”

      “Bring some elderberries with you,” she said, then lowered her voice. “For Arngrim. Hervor, he is fragile. If I make him some concoctions to strengthen his immunity, perhaps it will help to protect him.”

      “Very well.”

      “I will look into Arngrim’s stores, see what I can send to Dagny.”

      “All right. I’ll go out now,” I said, wagging the sprig of verbena.

      Eydis smiled wearily. “Hervor, always busy with something.”

      “Soon, you will be the busy one,” I said, setting my hand on her stomach. “Have you thought of any names yet?”

      She shook her head.

      “There’s time.”

      “Yes,” she said, but I could tell she was distracted. Why? Was she thinking of Leif?

      I smiled at her. “Something tells me you will need a name for a girl.”

      Eydis raised an eyebrow. “Why do you think that?”

      “I don’t know. Just a hunch.”

      “Are you just trying to distract me?”

      I smiled. “No. Why would I do that? I want you to get busy. But a girl’s name. Something a little more melodious then Angrboda is in order, I think.”

      Eydis laughed, then patted her belly. “Not Angrboda. No. I do believe we can do better than that. Very well, Hervor,” she said with a wink, then headed off in the direction of the kitchens.

      Sighing, I turned and went back to the hall, where I found Rök waiting. “Well, come on,” I said, snagging two baskets. “We have herbs and berries to fetch.” Excited, Rök followed me outside. He wagged his tail happily and set off in a trot, his happy mood a stark contrast to the fear that had begun to wash over me.

      Had I arrived in Bolmsö just in time to see everything fall apart?

      

      I headed to the western face of the island to the runestones. My skin rose in gooseflesh as I approached them once more. My memory proved right. The forest floor was covered in the herb. I got to work, quickly cutting the herbs. As I worked, thoughts of Asger came to mind. Had I been wrong to question him? He had sent word to warn us. Why would he have done that if he hadn’t cared what happened to us? It was wrong of me to doubt him. And yet, even as I thought of Asger, Hofund came to my mind once more.

      I sighed.

      “Hofund, where are you?” I whispered.

      A soft wind blew across the island, stirring up the smell of the verbena flowers. But with it, I caught another scent. I smelled…fire, and ale, and meat.

      I turned and looked, only to see a window into some other place. Before my eyes, the forest disappeared, revealing a great hall, the likes of which I had never seen before. There, sitting at the fire, was Hofund. He was staring at the flames. His dark eyes were dewy, a slight grimace on his face.

      Hervor, where are you?

      I heard his voice clearly, as if he had spoken the words aloud. But he had not. They had been his thoughts. He polished off his drink, a buxom thrall appearing at his side to refill his cup once more. She pushed her breasts into his face and playfully toyed with his hair.

      Annoyed, he waved her away then went back to staring into the fire.

      Hervor. Hervor, did you ever love me? He touched his wrist. There, he still wore my braid around his wrist.

      “Hofund,” I called, surprised by the pain in my own voice. “Hofund!”

      Startled, Hofund looked up. He gasped. Rising quickly, he dropped his cup. “Hervor.”

      “Hofund!”

      The moment our gazes connected, he began to fade, the image being pulled from me. “Hofund!”

      “Hervor!”

      And then, he was gone.

      I swayed, undone by the sudden appearance and disappearance of the image.

      Shaky, I reached out to steady myself against the stone. I breathed deeply, inhaling then blowing out my air slowly.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Please guide Hofund back to me. Guide me to my destiny.

      My thoughts were interrupted by the sudden appearance of Rök, who was soaking wet. He jumped up on me, licking my face, then turned and headed off once more.

      I sighed, then set my forehead on the stone.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      The Norns will weave.

      The tide of time will rise.

      But for now, my Valkyrie, you have but one job.

      Protect the pack.

      

      I gathered the last of the verbena, leaving behind a patch to reseed the crop, then headed to the shore. There, elderberry bushes were in fruit. Rök splashed around in the lake while I picked as many berries as my basket would hold. I would have to tell Ingrid where I had found them because there were many more. Filling up another basket of berries to take with me to the hall—Eydis’s warning fresh on my mind—I then turned and headed back.

      I had not realized it, but it had grown dark. My eyes, adjusted to the dim light, had not noticed. The moon had risen. It was past midsummer now. Before we knew it, the harvest and winter would be upon us once more.

      My heart felt torn.

      I yearned to learn something about Leif and Mother. I needed news. I had left Dalr in chaos and had no idea what was happening there in my wake.

      But at least now, one of my questions had been answered.

      All along, I had wondered if Hofund had pined for me.

      If my vision was right, he was asking himself the very same questions.

      Hofund.

      He loved me…and I loved him.

      The realization struck me hard. I could never say yes to Asger, nor, in truth, had I wanted to. It had been a passing flirtation. Nothing more. All my life, I’d felt rejected, unwanted. Because of Jarl Bjartmar, I hadn’t really felt like a person. Now on my own, someone had noticed me without all the mistruths and scorn attached. Asger saw a pretty girl in the marketplace and had chosen to get to know her. That had never happened to me before—at least, not without Jarl Bjartmar’s interference. I was flattered, but I didn’t feel that more profound longing I’d felt for Hofund.

      Yes, Hofund, I love you. And one day soon, we will be together.

      But not yet.

      Not yet.

      Overhead, I heard the call of a raven. I looked up to see the pair of birds flying under the moonlight back toward the hall. The pair cawed to me, their voices making my whole body tremble with anticipation and fear.
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Chapter 51

        

      

    

    
      Despite our best efforts, the days that followed brought death. I could feel Hel’s eyes upon Bolmsö. Saami’s two sons were the first to grow ill, then Ingi, their mother, and Saami himself. They were followed by three more villagers.

      I was in the kitchen of the great hall working with Eydis to brew a tincture of elderberries, verbena, and other herbs when Ragal found me.

      “Hervor,” he said, his voice sounding serious.

      “What is it?”

      “Hella’s son.”

      He didn’t need to say more. The day before, Hella had left us to attend Halvard, who had started to cough.

      “Take this,” Eydis said, handing me a bottle of the potion we had brewed earlier.

      I nodded to her then headed out with Ragal.

      “Three more this morning. Dagny and Arne are struggling to care for them all.”

      I frowned. I didn’t want to leave Arngrim and Eydis alone in the hall, but if the people were sickening, what was I to do?

      As Ragal and I made our way toward the temple, a cawing from overhead garnered both of our attention. Two ravens soared past.

      Ragal watched them go. “Odin is here. He is watching.”

      “May the All-Father stop the flow of this tide. If what I saw in Blomsfjell is any indication…”

      When Ragal and I arrived at the temple, the ravens were sitting on the peaked roof. One of the two birds called to us.

      I inclined my head.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Give me strength.

      The scent wafting out of the temple was pungent. The gothar had been burning herbs to clean the air, but under that, I could smell the sickness and the stink of unwashed bodies. I was startled to see at least a dozen ill lying on pallets on the floor. Ingrid, Dagny, Arne, and Snorri hurried to bring water to the afflicted and mop their heads to stem the fever.

      Hella sat in the corner of one room with her son.

      “Hella,” I called, going to her.

      Tears clung to the shield-maiden’s eyes. I had never seen her upset before. “Hervor,” she whispered. “My boy,” she said then looked down at Halvard. He was as pale as milk and trembled in his sleep. “He is burning up.”

      “Let’s give him some of this,” I said. “Eydis made it with healing herbs.”

      Hella poured a small amount into a cup then moved to rouse Halvard, who could barely open his eyes. “Halvard,” she said, gently taking his shoulders onto her arm. “Drink, my son. Drink this.”

      The boy whimpered softly but complied.

      Hella looked up at Ragal. “He and Ingvar are all I have left of Jerrik.”

      “Is your other son well?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “Yes. Thus far, yes.”

      “I’ll fetch Ingvar, bring him to stay with me,” Ragal told Hella, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze.

      The tears that hung from her eyes let loose and rolled down her face. She nodded.

      I scanned the room. There were more people there than I expected, many elderly men and women and a few small children.

      “So many,” I said to Ragal. “When? How?”

      “Just this morning. Last night, it was only a handful. Now…”

      “Others in the village?”

      Ragal nodded. “A few who are keeping to their houses.”

      “Hervor,” Dagny said, joining me. She had dark rings around her eyes, her hair rumpled.

      Leaving Hella, I rose. We stepped away from the mother and her sick child.

      “Have there been deaths?” I whispered.

      Dagny nodded. “An hour ago, Saami’s younger son died. And then Ingi. The others are senseless with fever.”

      “Pyres must be readied.”

      Dagny nodded.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ragal rise. He placed a kiss on the top of Hella’s head and patted her shoulder. I motioned to him to join us.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “We have had some death,” I said.

      Ragal looked at Dagny.

      “And more to come, I fear.”

      Ragal nodded stoically. “I’ll see to it,” he said, then turned and left.

      I turned back to Dagny. “What can I do? How can I help?”

      “I need hands to prepare the herbs and comfort the sick.”

      “Eydis showed me. I can prepare the herbs.”

      “We’ve scant little left.”

      “Then I’ll see what else I can find. Perhaps I can convince Utr to grow more.”

      Dagny gave me a weak smile then nodded absently, her attention torn away by someone coughing in spasms across the room. She inclined her head to me then went to attend to the sick person.

      I went to the table where Ingrid had been laboring over the herbs. Picking up where she left off, I began working busily preparing the same medicines Eydis had been brewing. I didn’t know how long I had been working when someone set their hand on my shoulder.

      “Arne,” I said, jumping.

      “Hervor…someone to see you. I would not let her inside,” he said, motioning to the door.

      I wiped my hands on a cloth then went to see.

      I was annoyed to find Eydis waiting outside.

      “Eydis,” I said, frowning at her. “You should not be here.”

      “Do you think Loki will let his brat be killed off by a fever? No, Hervor. I came to help.”

      I frowned. “Do not come inside. If you must do something, take Yrsa and go fetch as many herbs as you can find.”

      Eydis looked beyond me into the temple. She frowned. “There are so many dark shadows already within.”

      “We must do what we can to prevent there from being more. But for the love of Odin, do not go alone. Make sure Yrsa goes with you.”

      “Are you afraid the fever will find me in the woods?”

      I smiled. “No. But lopsided as you are, I am afraid you’ll fall, and like a turtle, won’t be able to get up again.”

      At that, Eydis smiled then sighed. “Very well. But if I find any strawberries, you aren’t getting them.”

      “As long as you save some for Arngrim, that’s fine.”

      “You’re so benevolent these days.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just be careful.”

      She nodded to me then headed off.

      I went back inside and finished my work. With the first batch of herbs brewed, I took a pitcher with me then began to circle the room, giving the drink to the afflicted.

      “Who has come? Is that you, Dagny?” an elderly woman asked when I knelt beside her.

      “No, grandmother. It is Hervor. I have something for you to drink.”

      “Hervor, daughter of Angantyr. They say you are a beauty, but you fooled old Arngrim—

      who is almost as blind as me—by playing a boy.”

      I chuckled. “It was not my wish to deceive him, only to earn his respect by deed.”

      “That is well done. Hervor, my mouth is parched.”

      “Here, let me help you,” I said, gently lifting her. She was a tiny, frail thing. And as little as she was, she was burning with fever. Her dress was completely soaked in sweat. I set a cup to her lips and helped her drink.

      She sighed when I lay her back down.

      “Thank you, sweet girl. Who would have thought the blood of Arngrim could produce a beauty. But Eyfura was a princess. She was all grace and gentleness.”

      “Arngrim’s wife?”

      The old woman nodded. “Your grandmother. She had hair as red as roses. She was a beautiful, serene thing. We were all jealous of her, of course. There wasn’t a girl in the village who hadn’t hoped to marry Arngrim. When he returned with his princess, we knew there was no hope. And then she had those boys. One after the other after the other. We all wondered if she would ever produce a daughter. But she did not. Twelve boys who all took after their father. Angantyr, your father, had her looks. Handsome boy. Hot-tempered, but mirthful and mischievous.”

      I smiled, thinking of my father in that way.

      “Can I bring you anything else?”

      “No. See to those younger than me. Already, Loki’s daughter calls to me,” she said, then coughed hard, a terrible rattle in her chest followed by a horrific wheezing sound as she tried to draw breath. “I shall see my own family very soon. I am content in that.”

      “May the All-Father restore your health and bring you peace and comfort.” I gently patted the woman’s shoulder then moved on to another then another then another. I worked my way around the room, distributing medicine and water. The entire day passed in a blur. It wasn’t until Ingrid set her hand on my shoulder that I looked up.

      “Hervor,” she said. “Dagny told me to remind you to eat.”

      I set the cup of water beside the old man I was tending then went to the medicine station. There, I found a bottle of basil water with which I cleaned my hands. I pulled off the hangerock I’d been wearing, planning to go to the hearth to find something to eat when I saw Dagny motion to Snorri and another man. She went to the old woman who had told me about my grandmother. Confused, I watched as they folded the woman’s blankets over her body then lifted her.

      “Dagny?” I called.

      She frowned sadly, shook her head, then reached out and closed the old woman’s eyes.

      She was dead.

      I turned and scanned the room once more. Hella sat, holding her child’s hand. Her usually fierce expression had faded to one of utter sorrow. And while I wanted to say something, do something, to cheer her, I knew it was no use.

      At the boy’s feet, Hel stood in her raven-black gown, a sad expression on her face. She reached out to Halvard, who rose—not in body, but in spirit—and took the daughter of Loki’s hand. Together, Hel, Halvard, and the old woman stepped into the aether and away from the temple.

      But in the moment before they disappeared, Hel looked over her shoulder at me, eyeing me with the beautiful side of her face. She smiled sadly, inclined her head to me, then led the dead away.
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Chapter 52

        

      

    

    
      In the days that followed, I worked alongside Dagny, Ingrid, Snorri, and Arne to care for the sick. The temple filled with the afflicted, and word came that many more perished in their homes. Worried for Eydis and Arngrim, I had not returned to the hall. I did not know how such an illness was spread, but it didn’t seem right to me to return to the hall with the stink of sickness on my clothes and in my hair. I was content to know those I love were well, including Yrsa.

      Like Blomfjell, black smoke soon filled the air over Bolmsö as the dead were sent on their way. The old, ill, and very young were the first to fall prey to the illness. One morning, however, after staying awake almost night and day since I arrived, Dagny fainted. She’d been crossing the temple, a bucket of water in her hands, when she suddenly collapsed.

      “Dagny,” I called, rushing to her.

      Arne hurried to help me.

      I bent to check on her. I shook her shoulder. “Dagny,” I called, but she was incoherent.

      “Let’s move her,” Arne said, taking her under the arms as I lifted her by her legs. We lay her down on a pallet along the wall.

      Ingrid joined us. She set her hand on Dagny’s forehead. “Fever.”

      I crossed the room and wet some towels then rushed to rejoin Dagny. When I knelt, I swooned, the room spinning around me.

      “Hervor,” Arne said, reaching out to steady me.

      “It’s all right. I’m just tired.”

      I blotted Dagny’s face and neck with the cool rags. She was burning up.

      “Did you hear her cough?” I asked Ingrid, who was mixing a drink.

      “I…I’m not sure. Maybe. This morning, yes. I think so.”

      I frowned. So intent on my task, I hadn’t even noticed.

      Ingrid paused and looked at me, studying me carefully.

      “What is it?”

      “You’re sweating.”

      “It’s bloody hot in here.”

      “And you’re white as snow.”

      “I’m fine. Let’s see to Dagny. Dagny, can you hear me?”

      Ingrid lifted the gythia up and set the drink to her lips. Her eyes fluttered open. “What happened?” she whispered.

      “You fainted. And you have a fever. You must rest now,” Ingrid told her.

      She coughed harshly then nodded, closing her eyes once more.

      Ingrid stared wide-eyed at the priestess. “We are lost without her. I…I will go pray to the gods.” She rose abruptly, then left.

      I closed my eyes.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Be with us now.

      

      It started with a small rattle in my chest. A nagging irritation, like something had lodged itself in there that didn’t want to be shaken loose no matter how much water I drank. The cough was light at first. I paid it no mind, thinking my throat was only dry. But when the sun went down, it began to hurt when I swallowed, and a weariness set in on me I could not deny.

      Ingrid found me sitting on a bench, staring at those who lay sleeping—or dying—before the idol of Odin on the other side of the room.

      Ingrid set her hand on my forehead.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I told her. “I will rest awhile, do what I can. They need water,” I said, motioning to those across the room I’d been willing myself to get up to attend to—unsuccessfully—since before the sun went down.

      “I’ll see to them,” Ingrid said. “And, Hervor, don’t work anymore. You see how it goes. The strong withstand it but not the weak.”

      I sat, my eyes fixed on the idol of Odin.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      If you have brought me here to die in the land of my grandfather, I thank you. At least, I will die loved.

      The god didn’t answer.

      I rose, crossed the room slowly, then lay down beside Dagny, who was shuddering in her sleep. My whole body aching, I reached out and took her hand.

      “If Hel comes for you, we can go together,” I whispered to her.

      “Hervor…go yourself. I’m going to get better,” she said then laughed lightly, causing her to cough.

      “Fine. Let’s lie here and not die. When the time comes, let us go out in blazing glory and meet in Valhalla.”

      “Hervor…”

      “Yes?”

      “Stop talking.”

      I laughed, then fell fast asleep.

      

      The dream was the same.

      I walked through a village. Corpses were everywhere. They littered the ground. Staring moon-eyed, mouths open, flies buzzing around them, they lay on the path between the tree and me. I could smell rot in the air and the scent of smoke from a pyre. This time, it was not the village that was on fire but the people—the dead.

      It was sweltering.

      The heat from the flames licked my skin, the smoke choking me and making me cough. It thickened as I walked up the familiar path toward the tree, creating a thick wall of black smoke that blocked my path. I paused to stare into the dense bank. Therein, I saw faces.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa called.

      I turned back. Yrsa was on the path just behind me, but she was surrounded by the billowing smoke. Embers floated around her. She scrunched up her face in uncharacteristic worry. “Hervor, come back. Svafa…I promised Svafa to watch over you. Don’t go. Not like this. Come back to us.”

      I’m here. I’m right here, I tried to answer her, but the words would not come out.

      In the distance, somewhere beyond the smoke in the direction of the tree, I heard laughter. Merriment. I heard music and the clatter of dishes. I turned from Yrsa and pushed against the smoke, trying to make my way up the hill.

      A paw batted my hand.

      I looked down to find Rök there. He whimpered.

      “What is it?”

      Rök whined and latched on to my pant leg, pulling me back.

      “Hervor,” Eydis called in a demanding voice.

      I looked to find her on the path behind me.

      “Where do you think you’re going? If you go, who will help me raise his brat?”

      “To the table,” I whispered. “Don’t you hear? There is a feast. I hear music,” I said, but my throat was burning from all the smoke.

      “That feast is not for you. Not yet. Turn back.”

      “What are you doing here, anyway? You must stay in the hall. Don’t come to the temple.”

      Eydis laughed. “Stupid girl. Do you think I’m really here?”

      Rök tugged on my tunic leg once more.

      “Stop, Rök,” I said, looking down at him. When I turned back Eydis was gone, but Utr was there. It was Utr but not Utr. He was nearly translucent, made more of wind than flesh.

      “Where are you going, liar? Let my breezes cool you, my water heal you. Come back,” he said, then spun, disappearing into nothing as a strong breeze washed over me. As the wind swept along the path, it cleared the way behind me. I stared back toward the village. There were no dead bodies. No fire. No smoke. In fact, everything behind me was clear…but I was in Dalr. I could see Mother standing on the stairs before the great hall. She waved to me, motioning for me to come.

      “Hervor? Come home, my love. Hervor, come back.”

      My gaze turned from her to the harbor where I spotted ships with red-and-white sails.

      “Hofund,” I whispered.

      “Who?” Ingrid asked.

      “Hofund. He’s in the harbor. He’s finally come.”

      Behind me, I heard a boisterous laugh. Someone was playing a lute. A skald was singing. I heard people cheering, plates clattering, and more laughter.

      I turned and looked into the smoke once more.

      A shape drew close to me, walking through the smoke toward me. The billowing cloud moved around her. Dagny. “I was wrong, Hervor. You knew it. Come, we will go together.”

      “Dagny?”

      “Take my hand. They are waiting for us. Let’s go in together,” she said, motioning to the feast taking place beyond the wall of smoke and fire.

      I stared into the dense clouds, listening to the voices.

      Rök barked angrily at Dagny.

      “Listen,” Dagny whispered, pointing into the darkness. “They wait for you.”

      Voices became clear. Men were talking, laughing, telling stories.

      “Did you see my daughter? With her twin axes, spinning them like a wheel, she pummeled Asmund’s treacherous face,” a man said.

      “My fierce niece. And when she pulled Tyrfing before Jarl Solva, even the gods froze to watch.”

      “Of course they did. She is my daughter. Who would not watch her?

      The others laughed.

      “She is a fine testament to you and her noble mother,” a man said.

      “Skol, Hjalmar. Well spoken.”

      “Let us not forget sweet Svafa. To Svafa,” a female voice called.

      “To Svafa,” the group cheered.

      “And to Hervor,” a man added. “My daughter. The shield-maiden of Bolmsö!”

      “Skol!”

      I gasped.

      “Angantyr?” I called. “Angantyr?”

      On the other side of the smoke, I heard the scuff of a chair as it slid across the floor.

      “Hervor?”

      “You see. They wait for us,” Dagny said.

      Behind me, Rök barked angrily and pulled on my pant leg.

      I turned to him. “Rök, stop.”

      On the path behind me, I saw—not Dalr—but the center square in Bolmsö. It was snowing lightly. The leaves on the trees were burnt orange and red-colored. I looked down to find myself wearing a blue gown, Tyrfing in my hand.

      Rök barked wildly, then turned and ran toward the ferry.

      “Rök?”

      “Come, Hervor,” Dagny said, reaching for my hand.

      “One…one moment,” I said. “Rök! Rök? Where are you going?”

      “Hervor?” Dagny called.

      “Dagny, I will join you by and by. Go on without me,” I called back to her.

      A sad look crossed her face. “Very well.”

      Following Rök, I headed down the path only to find Hofund coming from the ferry. Behind him, I saw Leif and countless other strong warriors.

      “Hervor?” a strong male voice called from the smoke.

      I looked back one last time. Dagny was gone. I stared into the swirling smoke. On the other side, in a silhouette, I saw the shape of a man, a warrior.

      “Hervor? Daughter? Are you coming?”

      “Angantyr?” I whispered.

      But my attention was distracted when Hofund called my name. “Hervor?”

      Turning, I watched as Hofund approached me. When he reached me, he paused and reached out and touched my cheek. He smiled at me then said, “Where do you think you’re going? I told you I would marry none other but Hervor. Come back, or you’ll make a liar out of me.”

      “Back? Back where?”

      “Back here. To him,” he said, motioning over his shoulder.

      I looked to Odin standing there. Wearing his crooked hat, and leaning on his staff, he smiled at me. Huginn and Muninn, sitting on his shoulders, squawked at me.

      Hofund disappeared.

      Odin leaned in and looked closely at me. My gaze shifted from his empty eye socket to his one blue eye.

      Why are you lying down, shield-maiden?

      Your enemies are plotting.

      The time is coming.

      No time to be lying about.

      Get up!

      

      Gasping, I sat upright.

      It was dim, and the place smelled of heady sage.

      “Hervor,” someone called. A moment later, Ingrid appeared at my side. “Thank the gods. Here. Utr brought us some fresh water. Drink,” she said, handing me a cup. She set her hand on my forehead. “Thank the gods. Thank the gods.”

      “Ingrid, I… where—”

      “You are in the temple. You fell sick. Do you remember?”

      Squinting, I looked around. “Yes. Yes, I remember. Where is Dagny?”

      Ingrid paused, a flash of pain crossing her pretty featured. “There was nothing we could do. She died holding your hand.”

      Turning, I stared at the empty space next to me.

      Dagny was gone.

      “She is in Valhalla,” I whispered. Tears welled in my eyes. She was gone. She was with my father and the others at the feast. But still, she was gone.

      “May the gods let it be so,” Ingrid said, but her voice cracked as she choked down her own pain. She turned to a thrall. “You there, run to Arngrim’s hall. Tell them Hervor is awake. Her fever broke.”

      Without another word, the servant took off.

      Ingrid smiled at me. “Thank the gods,” she said once more than rose. “Go slowly. It will take some time.”

      Rök, who had been sleeping at my feet, rushed to me and began licking my face.

      “Easy, Rök,” Ingrid chided him. “She must rest. He hasn’t left your side. I’ll go get you more fresh water.”

      I patted Rök on the head. “You pulled me back,” I whispered to him. “Thank you.” I set my forehead on his, hugging him close.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks.

      Dagny was gone.

      She was with Angantyr at Odin’s table.

      One day, I will join you, Father.

      Once day.

      But not yet.
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Chapter 53

        

      

    

    
      It took three days before I was fully on my feet once more. Luckily, by the time I recovered, much of the fever had passed through Bolmsö, leaving behind the dead or weak in its wake. I stayed in the temple, helping Ingrid and Arne until the last body was burnt or recovered villager sent home. Afterward, I finally returned to the hall. Yrsa had met me at the temple and walked with me.

      “Thought Odin had called you home,” Yrsa told me. “You were talking nonsense. It was almost funny if it hadn’t been so damned frightening.”

      “Were you scared, Yrsa? I didn’t know such a thing was possible.”

      “I made your mother a promise,” she said thoughtfully then sighed. “I didn’t like feeling so useless.”

      I wrapped my arm around her waist and give her a quick squeeze. “The worst has passed. Besides, I would never leave you to deal with Eydis on your own.”

      At that, Yrsa laughed.

      “How is Arngrim?”

      Yrsa looked pensive. “The worry wore on him.”

      I nodded. “My heart was sickened to learn that Dagny was gone.”

      “Arne spoke well at her funeral. Many brought gifts. While you were ill, they held a sacrifice. The jarl made sacrifices of mead, ale, milk, and honey. It is strange, isn’t it? In Dalr, there is always so much—”

      “Blood.”

      Yrsa nodded. “I didn’t know it could be otherwise. I asked Arne. He said they have never made human sacrifices here on Bolmsö, not even at the nine-year blót.”

      “Yet, the gods are still pleased.”

      “Are they? All of Arngrim’s sons perished, and they are besieged.”

      “But the gods set us on the path to come here, to help Arngrim.”

      “I remember which god was responsible for that.”

      I smiled wryly. “Odin sent him.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then, Hervor Odinsdottir, I hope you are right.”

      “Has there been word from Halmstad?”

      Yrsa shook her head.

      “When I have my strength back, I will ride out and see him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I cannot accept his offer. I must find a way to get his support without it.”

      “I see. That’s good.”

      “Good?”

      “Yes. Good. But not until your strength is back.”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I said in an exasperated tone.

      At that, Yrsa laughed then playfully punched my shoulder.

      “Ouch.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I lied. It was like a butterfly kiss.”

      At that, Yrsa chuckled, then set her arm around my shoulders and kissed the side of my head. “I am glad you are well.”

      “I love you too, Yrsa.”

      

      “By the gods, you’re as thin as a reed,” Arngrim said, rising to meet me. Rök pranced all around me.

      “He didn’t leave your side. He even growled at Arne when he tried to attend you. He would only let Ingrid see to you,” Yrsa told me.

      I gave Rök’s ear a pat. “My dear friend.”

      I met Arngrim and embraced him lightly. “How are you, Grandfather?”

      “Better now. Much better now. I could not bear the thought of…well, no matter now. You are well.”

      “And in serious need of a bath,” Eydis said, scrunching up her nose.

      “Rude,” I told her. “And you’ve grown two sizes since I last saw you.”

      “I told you, it’s a pride of lions.”

      I shook my head.

      “Asa, please prepare a bath for Hervor,” Eydis called to one of the thralls.

      She nodded, then hurried off.

      “Princess Eydis,” I said with a smirk.

      She raised and lowered her eyebrows at me.

      “How is Hella?” I asked. “Her other son…”

      “Well, well,” Arngrim said. “She is mourning her boy, but she knows he is with the gods.”

      I nodded. “And there is no word from Halmstad?”

      “No,” Arngrim said. “But the fires at Blomfjell still burn. The fever here is gone. They have fared far worse.”

      I felt mixed feelings at the news. Part of me knew it was strategically advantageous, but their suffering was to be pitied.

      “Perhaps, in a weakened state, Solva will be more inclined to reason,” I said.

      “Let us hope,” Arngrim said.

      Asa returned a moment later. “Hervor, if you like, we can start.”

      I nodded. “Very well. Before Eydis complains more.”

      “I can’t help it. I smell everything too acutely these days. It’s annoying, really. And take Rök with you. He could use a wash too.”

      I laughed. “Come on, Rök. Apparently, we stink.”

      Arngrim laughed lightly then waved us away.

      I followed Asa to my chamber, where she was heating warm water. While Eydis’s suggestion had been rudely stated, the suggestion of a bath was very appealing. I, too, could smell the scents of sweat, incense, and illness on me.

      After the water was ready, I slipped into the bathing tub and closed my eyes.

      I was thankful that the gods had spared me from whatever was next, but when I thought of Dagny’s loss, pain wracked my heart. I knew she was with the All-Father. After a life of service to the gods, no other possible fate could have awaited her.

      But in her death, Bolmsö had lost. Arne was wise in his own way, and his dedication to the gods was admirable, but Dagny had been a voice of reason.

      She would be missed.

      Because no matter what came next, a voice of reason would be needed.
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Chapter 54

        

      

    

    
      Despite the fact I was recovered, it took me several days to find my full strength once more. One morning, I woke late in the morning to find Arngirm meeting with Ragal in the hall. Eydis was sitting by the fire, working on some embroidery. I took a seat beside her.

      “And how are we today?” she asked.

      “Tired,” I said, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “But good. And how are we?” I asked, setting my hand on her stomach.

      “Kicking like monsters,” she said, then moved my hand. “Wait.”

      A moment later, I felt a sharp jab and then another.

      “How strange.”

      “Very. One day, you will have the chance to feel like your innards are moving of their own volition too.”

      “We shall see.”

      “I already told you. Hofund will produce strong sons.”

      “So you said. And Hofund is…” I said, motioning to the empty hall.

      “He will come.”

      “I thought you wanted me to consider Asger.”

      “Consider, yes. And what have you decided?”

      “I must ride to Halmstad and give Asger my answer. Which is no.”

      “I see,” Eydis said with a smirk.

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. “What?”

      “What?”

      I frowned.

      “It is as the gods will. Some ties are made only to be severed.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “What’s what supposed to mean?”

      Shaking my head, I set my hand on Eydis’s arm. She winked at me then turned back to her embroidery. It was then that I realized she was stitching a gown for a baby. The stitching she was making was sweet and feminine with flowers and bees.

      I rose and went to Arngrim and Ragal.

      “Any news?” I asked the pair.

      “Yrsa has been overseeing the repairs to the south towers. All the floats are back in place. Our fortifications are back to normal. I was at the temple this morning. The last of the ill have returned home, and like you, are either recovered or nearly so. I think we can begin considering what to do about our neighbor once more,” Ragal said.

      “I have reopened the ferry. Ragal will ride to the farms, see how people are recovering,” Arngrim added.

      I nodded. “I will go to Halmstad.”

      Ragal and Arngrim looked at me.

      “I will see how they are…. Grandfather, you must forgive me, but I will dissuade Asger. I will not marry him. I must win his support another way.”

      Arngrim nodded thoughtfully. “I would not force anything on you that you did not want.”

      “Bolmsö may pay the price for my decision.”

      “If you don’t want him, it was never really a choice anyway,” Arngrim said.

      “Hervor, will you stop by and visit Hella?” Ragal asked. “Convince her to ride with you. She does not want to leave her other son. She’s suffocating the boy and herself along with him. Persuade her to go with you. It will take her mind off her loss.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Try hard,” Ragal said. “She will not hear me. Perhaps she will hear you.”

      I nodded then turned to Arngrim. “I’ll be back by nightfall.”

      “Be safe. And take that sword with you.”

      I inclined my head to him.

      Rök danced around my feet. “Something tells me that it might be a good idea for you to come today.”

      I headed out then and went to Hella’s house. She was outside brushing down her horse when I arrived.

      “Hella,” I called.

      “Ah, Hervor. I am pleased to see you well. I had heard you’d recovered. I…I’m sorry I did not come. I’ve been busy.”

      I nodded. “So I hear. Might as well saddle that horse. I need your help.”

      “With what?”

      “I’ll ride to Halmstad. I want you to come.”

      “Oh, I cannot. Ingvar needs—”

      “We’ll be back by nightfall.”

      Hella frowned nervously. I could see what Ragal meant. She was not herself.

      “Yrsa and Ragal are busy, and Eydis too large and too talkative. If there is still a fever in Halmstad, we will return without entering. If not, I need to speak to Asger.”

      “And say what?”

      “I will not wed him.”

      Hella nodded.

      “I would be grateful to have you at my side.”

      Hella sighed. “Very well. Ingvar is fishing. I must let him know.”

      I nodded. “I will meet you at the ferry when you’re ready,” I told her, then headed to get my own horse. My heart felt heavy for Hella. I could not imagine her grief. At the very least, I could give her something else to think about for a time.

      

      Within the hour, Hella and I headed out across the mountain and south toward Halmstad. Rök trotted alongside us.

      “Asger may not take your news well,” Hella warned me.

      “He never came to speak to Arngrim or get my answer. Perhaps he will take it better than we expect.”

      “Or he came and found Bolmsö inaccessible.”

      “I guess we will know which it was very soon.”

      “In either case, I’m glad to see Tyrfing along for the ride,” she said with a weak smile. “And Rök. Although I am not sure how welcome he will be in Halmstad. But I like the idea of it all the same.”

      I grinned at her. There was no disagreeing with that.

      It took us most of the morning to reach the outskirts of Halmstad. From the vantage point of the hill above the fjord, we could see that Halmstad was busy once more. The market was lively. There was no sign of malady.

      “Appears they are well,” I said.

      Hella nodded but said nothing.

      We rode into the village, both of our eyes open. Everywhere I looked, I saw young warriors. It was the time of year when people would raid and travel, but Halmstad felt particularly bustling. There were many ships in the port, and merchants with strange clothing filled the streets. At one market, a man was selling off captives he’d brought with them. The sorry looking lot evoked my pity as they always did. The taking of people, at least to me, was abhorrent. It was one thing to raid for wealth and goods. People were not goods. If one day I was ever a leader amongst my people, I would end such bad business.

      As we went, the wolf padding alongside us drew the attention of many and even a shriek or two from a few easily frightened villagers.

      The warriors in the crowd eyed Hella and me warily. Surely they would remember us from the Frigga blót? When we had attended, I had sensed some warmth. Now, I felt watchful eyes on me.

      “Hervor? Isn’t that you, granddaughter of Arngrim?” a voice called to me as we passed through the market.

      I turned to see Lyngheid, the woman from whom I’d purchased berries the last two times I was here.

      Hella and I stopped.

      “I do not see as well as I once did, but you are the only one I’ve ever seen with hair that sparkles like sunlight,” Lyngheid said.

      I smiled. “Then you should see my mother. Her golden locks come from Sif.”

      The old woman chuckled. “And one cannot miss him,” she said, looking down at Rök. “Come to Halmstad, have you, Arngrim? Wouldn’t let her out of your sight?”

      I looked at the old woman.

      “Wolf skins, the lot of you,” she said, wagging her finger at me. “But now, I have something for you,” she said then turned back to her goods. After rummaging around for a few moments, she returned with a basket full of strawberries. “I was loading up for the market when my daughter-in-law gave them to me. She’s a lazy girl, so I thought it odd. And then she said, ‘I heard Frigga. She said for you to take them to market.’ I knew you were coming. I’ve been saving them for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said in surprise, dipping in my pouch for some coin.

      She pushed my hand back. “No. It is the gods who saw to it that you have these.”

      “Then I thank them…on behalf of my very pregnant sister.”

      The old woman smiled softly then her cheerful gaze faltered. “My granddaughter has a little one, a girl of her own, nearly three years old now. They are both on the farm with me.”

      Hella cocked an eyebrow. “And your son? Your grandson?”

      Lyngheid sighed. “My son died on the shores of Bolmsö. My granddaughter listened to the silver tongue of a man who did not love her, but left her with a child. Some men have tongues like snakes. They wiggle and worm but do not care for what is theirs. They take what they want for their own pleasure, thinking nothing of others. They must be closely watched—and sharply slapped with a switch when necessary. Speaking of… the strawberries are from Frigga, shield-maiden of Bolmsö, but this is from me,” she said, reaching out to set something in my hand. “Keep your eyes open in Halmstad, but remember, the people here know old Arngrim spared us in the wake of Asmund’s folly.” The old woman patted my hand with her boney fingers.

      I pulled my hand to my chest then looked into my palm.

      Therein, I found a poppy flower.

      I looked up at the old woman.

      She nodded knowingly at me, then turned to speak to another customer.

      “What is it?” Hella whispered.

      I opened my hand just enough so she could see the blossom. “At least, now we know,” I said, looking toward the hall where Asger’s guards were rushing about quickly.

      “At least, now we know.”

      I slipped the basket of strawberries into my satchel, then Hella and I turned and headed to the hall, knowing that the flower of Blomfjall was already at work here.
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      “Hervor,” Asger called, smiling happily at me. He rose from his throne and crossed the hall to meet us. He motioned to one of his men who headed into the living quarters in the back of the hall.

      I lifted an eyebrow at Hella.

      She set her hand on the hilt of her sword.

      Asger’s eyes went from Hella to Rök, who was, I realized, a lip twitch away from a snarl.

      “Easy,” I whispered to him.

      “I did not expect to see you,” Asger said, an uneasy smile on his face. “We sent a messenger to Bolmsö. We learned the fever had come and found the island closed.”

      I nodded. “Yes, it did come to Bolmsö. I, too, took ill. I came to see how everyone fared here… and how you are. I was concerned,” I said, trying to smile softly and throw off all the feminine wiles I could muster while the wolf within me felt a lot like Rök. No. Exactly like Rök.

      At that, Asger softened. “Thank you for thinking of me.”

      I gave him a sweet smile. Inside, however, I felt angry. Lyngheid exposed a side of Asger he had tried to hide. No wonder there had been tension between them before. He had fathered a child with Lyngheid’s granddaughter—and had abandoned them. Now I knew the kind of man he was. Had he toyed with me all along? More than that, had he lied to me about his allegiance to Solva all along? Was he playing both sides? I had no way of knowing. In my heart, however, I knew that Lyngheid was far more honest than her jarl. And now, here he was, smiling like all was right in the world.

      “Will you come with me? I would love to show you the port. We have many merchants in today, all manner of foreign goods. I’d love for you to see. You and Hella, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, jarl.”

      “I am sorry that Ragal isn’t here. Where are the others?”

      “About,” I lied, motioning outside.

      Asger nodded.

      “Come,” he said, crossing the room to join me. When he moved to take my arm, Rök growled at him.

      Asger’s men stepped forward, their weapons half-drawn.

      “Rök,” I said, motioning to the wolf. “He is protective of me,” I explained.

      “The wolves of Bolmsö,” Asger said, eyeing Rök nervously. “Is it true they live in the dense forests on the island?”

      “So they do,” Hella said. “Rök is just a pup in size compared to the others. The wolves are shy when strangers come, and make themselves unseen, but the blood of Geri and Freki, the All-Father’s wolves, is strong on Bolmsö.”

      Apparently, Hella had her fill of Asger too. Spooking him just a bit didn’t feel like punishment enough.

      “So I see,” Asger said, anxiety catching in his throat.

      As we made our way outside, I spotted Sigr, the man who had wed on Frigga blót, at the door. When I met his eye, he looked away.

      “Sigr, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Hervor, we are pleased to see you in Halmstad again,” he said courteously, but he did not meet my eye.

      “How is Embla? Your wife?”

      “Well. We are expecting our first child.”

      I smiled. “Then Frigga and Freyja have blessed your union. Indeed, it was a very magical night. I felt the gods amongst us. Many felicitations to you. May the All-Father bless your child, and Freyja give her an easy pregnancy.”

      “Thank you, Hervor.” This time, he met my eyes. There was honest appreciation in his glance, but he did not keep my gaze for long.

      Asger and I walked together, Hella and one of Asger’s guards trailing along behind us. Rök, however, did not leave my side. He eyed Asger warily.

      “It seems like a very long time since the Frigga blót,” I said. “Autumn is almost upon us. I can feel it in the cool night wind. Before we know it, it will be time for the harvest.”

      “Yes, I too sense the change in the air,” Asger said. “Look, what fine furs,” he said, motioning to a man selling reindeer pelts at the market. “But come,” he said, leading us down the path to the dock. There, I spotted at least three dozen ships. Many were Asger’s own fleet, but I spotted the sails of others. I quickly scanned the boats, looking for the telltale sails of Dalr—or of those from Grund. They were not there.

      “Impressive,” I said.

      Asger nodded. “It is like this every day. Halmstad is growing. We meet new people, earn new allies.”

      “And enemies?”

      “Enemies?”

      “Our neighbor beyond Lake Bolmen.”

      “Ah. To be honest, I have encountered some difficulties in the Kattegat. I’ve given Solva little mind.”

      And, apparently, me along with her. “I see.”

      “I am sorry to hear you were ill. I didn’t know.”

      “The fever seems to have left Halmstad untouched.”

      “We were spared the worst of it.”

      I paused and looked up at Asger. “I had thought we would have heard from you.”

      “You must forgive me. It was not for want of coming. With the illness and the raiding season, much has taken my attention. But I was anxious to renew our…talks,” he said, then reached for my hand.

      The effort earned him a growl from Rök.

      Asger pulled his hand back.

      “That is, in fact, why I came,” I said.

      “I am sorry if you felt neglected. I know we exchanged many words… With Frigga whispering, it seemed we—”

      “Yes, that is it precisely. The influence of Frigga. I do hope to be a good friend and ally with you, Asger. And Bolmsö wants your support. I’m sure Solva will renew her hostilities soon.”

      “No doubt,” Asger said.

      “But regardless of that fact, I cannot marry you,” I told him.

      Asger stopped cold. “Hervor?”

      “I spoke out of turn when I was here last. I mentioned that there was someone else. Until I have word from him, my heart is not mine to give.”

      “When you were here—”

      “I did not mean to mislead you. I was confused about my own feelings. But I must honor where my word and heart have been given. If I discover that my love is no longer wanted, that is one thing. But until I do, I cannot say yes. I hope, however, that we can still work together to make this land peaceful for all of us. Bolmen has good fishing, the forests have good hunting. We have much to trade. I want Halmstad to develop a great port city.”

      Asger stared at me. He had a strange expression on his face. He cast a glance back at his guard, who was talking to Hella.

      “I’m sorry to hear your answer. If Arngrim disapproved…”

      “It was not Arngrim. It was my choice.”

      “May I know the name of my rival?”

      I smiled. “Until I know if he is still a rival, I prefer not to say.”

      “My heart is broken to know the shield-maiden of Bolmsö has abandoned me for a man who is not at her side, whereas I am here and eager for you.”

      Eager? Nothing about his inaction these past months seemed particularly eager.

      I smiled softly. “I must honor my word. Although, in the least, I hope we can stay allies.”

      “Of course. I don’t like to be the second choice. But if he says no, he is a fool.”

      I smiled gently at him. “Let’s talk again soon?”

      Asger nodded.

      “Then I will take my leave. Rök’s been in a good mood so far. I’d best get him out of the city before he gets irritable.”

      Asger laughed. “Why is it that Hervor always has such growly companions?”

      “Yrsa was in far worse a mood. Be glad I brought Rök.”

      He chuckled.

      I inclined my head to him then turned to Hella. She and Asger’s guard had been discussing a boat under construction. Cutting their conversation short, she took her leave of the man, then we headed back across the village.

      It did not escape my notice that we were being followed.

      “Well?” I asked Hella.

      “Two of Solva’s men left the hall after us. They disappeared into the village.”

      “Asger clearly had no intention of marrying me. His plans changed. Or, maybe, they were never real in the first place.”

      “Could have something to do with laurel trees.”

      “Laurel trees?”

      Hella nodded. “There used to be a massive stand of them not far from Blomfjall. When I was there last, they were being cleared. Now I see where they ended up,” she said, motioning over her shoulder to the boat she’d been discussing with Asger’s guard.

      Overhead, a pair of ravens flew off, back in the direction of Lake Bolmen. Their cries were loud—and warning.

      “We need to ride. Now,” I told Hella.

      “I’m suddenly very glad Rök is here.”

      We hurried back to our horses and mounted quickly, riding out of Halmstad. Every sense in my body was on edge, and the blood in my veins was stirring. So, when three men appeared from a thicket when we were just thirty minutes’ ride from Halmstad, I was unsurprised.

      The men, however, had not been expecting Rök.

      The moment they appeared, the wolf charged their horses, causing them to spook. One man was thrown, another got off before his horse tossed him to the ground, and a third’s horse carried him away, galloping in panic.

      I pulled my axes, and Hella and I engaged. Rök went after the runaway horse and its rider. Muninn and Huginn, feeling unloved under the shadow of Tyrfing, worked like they intended to show they were not to be forgotten. A hulking man whom I recognized from Asger’s hall came at me. More angry than anything, I fought back against him.

      “Jarl almost snared you with his pretty words,” the man said with a laugh.

      “What an honorable man, your jarl. I’m sure the gods are pleased,” I said then swiped.

      The man jumped out of the way. “Loki always appreciates a good laugh.”

      “I met Loki once. I strongly suspect he likes a little more wit in the game,” I replied. “Something Asger is sorely lacking,” I added, and this time, I moved quickly, driving Huginn into the man’s skull.

      The man’s retort died on his lips.

      Behind me, I heard the other man grunt as Hella took him down.

      I turned to look at my friend.

      While there was a small gash on her forehead, which was bleeding more than I liked. She nodded to me.

      “Let’s get him ahorse,” I said, then pulled my axe from Asger’s man.

      Working together, Hella and I heaved the man back onto his stead. Once I had him safely lashed on, I took out the flower the old woman had given me and attached it to the man’s hairpin.

      “Yah,” I said, slapping the horse on the backside. The creature bolted off in the direction of Halmstad.

      A few minutes later, Rök appeared, his muzzle red with blood once again.

      I grabbed the reins of the other man’s horse, then mounted.

      Without another word, Hella and I rode off, Rök following alongside us.

      As I went, I chided myself for having even entertained the temptation. Asger’s flirtation and proposal had blindsided me. I’d had enough sense not to say yes at the moment—but that was more due to my love for Hofund than caution. I had not suspected that Asger would double-cross me. I had been foolish and inexperienced. And he’d used it against me. And more, had I been as loyal to Hofund as I should, I never would have considered the matter in the first place. I expected Hofund to cross the seas to find me, to show me he loved me. But how did I repay that shadow of his love? I had shown a lack of faithfulness of heart I despised in others. I had heard nothing from Hofund. But still. If I could not keep my heart true, what kind of woman was I?

      One who deserved to be deceived by a man who promised to love her.

      And now, all of Bolmsö might pay for my foolishness.

      I just hoped I was not too late.
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      Arngrim stared into the fire when I shared what Hella and I had seen, what Asger had said, and what had happened.

      “It is as the gods will,” he finally said.

      I took his hand. “I am sorry.”

      “No. No. Yrsa was right. He was not to be trusted. I only…hoped.”

      I looked to Yrsa, who said nothing.

      Eydis, on the other hand, was smirking. But she kept to her embroidery and said nothing. I looked at her work. This time, she was sewing wolves onto the trim of a tunic.

      I turned back to the others. “Who went on lookout to Blomfjall when I was ill?”

      “Hella and I went once, Ӧvald and Kvit after that,” Ragal answered.

      I frowned.

      “What is it?” Hella asked.

      “If Asger has been lying, we cannot trust anything we’ve been told.”

      The fire cracked as we all thought it over.

      “They were sick when we were there,” Yrsa said.

      I nodded at her. “And now…”

      Yrsa sighed, then lifted an iron and poked the logs in the fire, sending up embers. “We will go in the morning,” Yrsa said then turned to Arngrim. “If you agree.”

      “I agree,” he said tiredly. “I remember when we used to have great celebrations in this hall. The boys dancing. Eyfura too. Do you remember?” he asked Hella and Ragal.

      Ragal smiled softly at him. “Yes, jarl.”

      “I remember Angantyr,” Hella said, winking at me. “And how he would not dance with any of us girls.”

      Arngrim smiled lightly. “When she was young, Solva came here. I thought her a beauty with her raven-black hair and blue eyes. But there was a wildness to her Eyfura did not like, a darkness behind her eyes. She could not get Angantyr to dance either,” he told Hella with a grin. Arngrim took my hand. “I think I will never meet your pretty mother, but I see her in your face. What is she like?”

      I paused. I didn’t really know. The Svafa I knew was a ghost. “Kind and beautiful,” I said, feeling embarrassed that I could not answer his question.

      “She’s a mirthful sprite,” Yrsa added, still toying with the iron. “Like walking sunlight. Her voice is gifted to her by Bragi. A warble from her lips makes the strongest man cry. And her songs make your skin rise in gooseflesh. Her hair is like Hervor’s, but it falls in perfect, round curls. Everyone in Dalr loves Svafa. From the poorest fisherman to the enemy’s wife, she is a friend to them all. She is blessed by the gods,” Yrsa answered.

      Arngrim smiled at her. “I see her through your words.”

      As did I. And seeing her through Yrsa’s eyes, once more, I saw how much Yrsa loved my mother.

      The fire snapped. Arngrim reached out and stroked Rök’s head. “It was a good day. It is always a good day when we learn the truth,” he said, then rose slowly, leaning on his staff. Without another word, he turned and left.

      “I must see to Ingvar,” Hella said then rose.

      “I will go with you,” Ragal told her.

      The pair nodded to us then headed out, leaving Yrsa, Eydis, and me alone.

      I sipped my ale and stared into the fire, chiding myself my stupidity in believing Asger. Yrsa sat in similar quiet contemplation.

      After a while, Eydis huffed. “The two of you have thoughts so loud even the gods can hear you. Hervor, of course Asger lied. You are meant for Hofund. Asger is nothing,” she said then turned to Yrsa. “And yes, you will see Dalr again one day, and yes, things will go differently with Svafa,” she said, her voice full of exasperation.

      Yrsa and I both stared at her.

      Eydis laughed.

      I grinned. “And what about you, Princess Eydis, busy sewing and weaving.”

      “I’ll not have my babes in shabby rags,” she said with a laugh, then shook out the dress she was weaving. “Ravens, horses, and wolves,” she said, motioning to the embroidery.

      “Those horses look like cows,” Yrsa commented.

      Eydis clicked her tongue at her. “I’d like to see you do better.”

      “No, thanks,” Yrsa said then drank again.

      “Oh, I nearly forgot,” I said, then opened my satchel, pulling out the basket of strawberries therein and handing it to Eydis.

      She laughed. “I could smell them. I thought I was imagining things,” she said, then popped a berry into her mouth. “Like sunshine in edible form,” she said, her mouth full. “I’ll leave some for the jarl. Now, both of you get some rest. Hervor already killed someone today. Tomorrow…who knows.”

      “He tried to kill me first.”

      “Of course. Of course.”

      Yawning, I rose. “Goodnight,” I told the pair.

      Yrsa looked into her horn. “I’ll finish this first. Goodnight.”

      Eydis, too busy with the strawberries to say anything else, waved me off.

      “Come on, Rök,” I said, calling to the wolf who was already half-asleep. Thankfully, one of the servants had cleaned him up. When I got to my chamber, I pulled off my gear and set it aside. It was hot in the room, so I slipped out of my trousers and jerkin and put on a shift. I then opened the window to let in the night air.

      I was just slipping into bed when movement outside caught my attention.

      There was a caw and flutter of wings. A moment later, a pair of ravens appeared on the windowsill. One of them carried something in its beak.

      Rök, who had taken up a position on the end of my bed, sat up, his ears perked.

      I went to the window, approaching the birds cautiously. One cawed at me, his ebony-colored eyes flashing in the moonlight.

      Holding out my hand, I gently approached the other raven, who dropped the item into my palm. With another squawk, the birds turned and flew away. I looked out the open window. From this vantage point, through the trees, I could just catch sight to the lake beyond. The wind blew into the room. I looked down at my hand.

      There, I found a piece of red-and-white fabric.

      I stared out the window and up at the moon.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.

      I looked down at the fabric once more, then pressed it to my chest. “Hofund,” I whispered, closing my eyes. “Hofund. Where are you?”

      

      The dream was the same.

      I walked down the narrow streets of a burning village. I could hear the sound of battles, of men and women fighting.

      In the distance, I saw the massive tree. But this time, it was the sky overhead that caught my attention. It was full of stars. I watched as star after star fell, streaking across the horizon.

      I made my way forward, dancing around battling warriors and stepping over dead bodies.

      Terror gripped me.

      At the foot of the tree, on a pile of bones, I found Jarl Solva. Her dark eyes glimmered in the moonlight.

      And on the ground, under her boot, I saw Arngrim’s corpse. His wide eyes stared out at me.

      “No,” I screamed, reaching to pull Tyrfing. But when I did so, someone grabbed my arm.

      It was Asger. He smiled sweetly at me then leaned in to kiss me.

      I bashed him with my head, causing him to stumble back then moved toward Solva. I reached for my sword once more only to find Mjolnir in my grasp.

      Lifting the hammer above my head, I screamed.

      Lightning crackled across the sky, lighting up everything around me.

      But when I turned back, Solva was gone.

      Instead, it was me on the throne. Arngrim was gone. And the tree’s limbs blossomed with wide, pink flowers.
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Chapter 57

        

      

    

    
      Yrsa and I rode out the following morning, this time with Utr along with us—at his own insisting.

      “I told them not to trust Solva. What do you think she’s doing?” Utr asked me.

      “Only the gods know. We will see when we arrive.”

      “Why don’t the three of us just slip in and kill her, huh? Won’t that make things easier?” Utr suggested.

      I looked at Yrsa.

      “Yrsa? What do you say?” Utr asked her, following my gaze. “Come on. It would be fun.”

      “Think we’d make it out alive?” Yrsa asked with a smirk.

      “Hervor would. She’s got the dwarven sword. Even the gods could not defeat that.”

      “That’s good for Hervor. And what about Utr and Yrsa?”

      “Oh, well, we will probably end up in Valhalla. But there, we’ll drink with the gods, so it doesn’t matter.”

      I chuckled.

      Yrsa shook her head, but she was smiling all the same. Somehow, Utr had grown on her. While Utr was half-mad, there was wisdom to his madness.

      After carefully hiding the horses, the three of us headed up the side of the mountain.

      “This is smart. You’re brilliant to come this way. No one climbs up here, except the goats,” Utr said, keeping pace with Yrsa and me.

      “Yrsa lives in a cave back in Dalr. She’s used to climbing a mountain.”

      “Does Yrsa have cloven feet?”

      “No, I do not,” Yrsa retorted.

      “But she does have bears—two of them—who live with her.”

      “You talk too much, Hervor. Save your breath for the climb,” Yrsa remarked.

      “Does she really?” Utr asked me.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, I was wrong.”

      “About what?”

      “No cloven feet. She turns into a bear to climb to her cave. She only shows herself as a woman to us. That’s why she fights so well. She isn’t human. She’s a bear.”

      “I heard that,” Yrsa said.

      “You see. Bears have excellent hearing.”

      Yrsa laughed.

      Shaking my head, I continued my climb. It was not easy, but eventually, we reached the ledge. Moving carefully, we got into position where we could see the village. The fires still burned, smoke twisting into the sky, but the pungent scent of death was gone.

      And then, I saw why.

      A man was working hard, hauling pine boughs to one of the fires. Similar fires burned all across the village. But the smoke was a ruse. Blomfjall was bursting with warriors.

      “By the gods, look,” Utr said. “There. By the hall. That’s Jarl Erri and his men.”

      “Arngrim sent to Erri weeks ago. He said he would not get involved,” I said.

      “Erri lied,” Utr replied.

      “As did Asger. Look,” Yrsa said.

      She was right. Just outside the hall, I spotted Asger and his men. “He must have departed just after we left.”

      Yrsa frowned. “Now what?”

      “Come on. Let’s go down and kill them. I should have brought a bow,” Utr said.

      I shook my head. “No. You’re a terrible shot anyway.”

      “I am not. My aim is perfect. I can throw a spear better than you or Yrsa.”

      “Perhaps, but for now, we need to go. If they know enough to try to convince us they are all still sick and dying, they know we are watching. So, let’s just hope we can get off this bloody mountain with our necks and cloven feet intact,” I replied.

      With that, the three of us turned and hurried on our way.
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        * * *

      

      We made it back to Bolmsö unseen. Arngrim, Ragal, Hella, and Arne were in the hall when we arrived. They listened as we shared what we had seen.

      “Erri and Asger?” Arngrim asked, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

      “Yes, jarl,” Yrsa answered.

      Ragal sighed. “What now?”

      “We remain on Bolmsö,” Arne said.

      “If we do, our enemies will coalesce around us,” Arngrim replied.

      “Since they like fire, let’s give them more. Burn their crops. Slip into Blomfjall and burn their stores. Give Solva’s allies reason to reconsider,” Utr suggested.

      I raised an eyebrow. It was not a bad idea. “If we do that, they will certainly launch an attack.”

      “And we are outnumbered,” Ragal said.

      “But we are not weak,” Hella answered. “Let’s take the fight to them.”

      Utr pointed at her. “Yes. Let’s do that. The gods will watch over us.”

      “But who watches over Solva?” Eydis asked absently.

      “Perhaps it’s time for your wooden wolf,” Arngrim told Eydis.

      She smiled.

      I looked from Eydis to the map lying on the table before us. “Utr is right. Let’s burn the place. We could use the plan we thought of before the fever. We could slip a force into the village from here,” I said, pointing. “Set their stores and their buildings on fire. And in the fields before Blomfjall’s walls, we’ll set the crops to light. It will draw them out. We will meet them on the field, here,” I said, pointing. “We may be outnumbered, but we can still outsmart them, force their hand, and create confusion.”

      The others looked at the map, considering.

      “If only we had more allies,” Ragal with a sigh.

      I swallowed hard. “I am so sorry.”

      “No, Hervor. Do not be sorry. Asger never intended to keep his word,” Ragal said.

      Arne frowned. “Frigga will see him for the oath-breaker he is and will punish him.”

      “Besides, you never promised him anything,” Eydis added. “Only flounced about in that blue dress.”

      I shook my head. “I’m going to burn that dress.”

      “No. Not yet,” she said with a wink.

      “If that is the plan, we must make ready. Utr will lead a band into the village before the dawn,” Ragal said. “I will go and ready the warriors.”

      “And the island?” I asked.

      “I will organize everyone who is left. We will man the watchtowers with whomever we can,” Arne said.

      Arngrim nodded. “Very good. Very good. Let us make a sacrifice to the gods,” he said then waved to the thrall. “Bring the barrel of mead. The oldest from the back of the stores. We will meet at the runestones.”

      “The island will drink well tonight!” Utr said.

      “Does that mean you taste the sacrifice as well?” Eydis asked Utr.

      “Oh yes, any sacrifice made on the island, I receive it.”

      “Really? What if someone takes a piss?” Ragal asked, causing everyone to chuckle.

      Utr smirked at him. “I see everything that happens on this island.” His eyes flicked from Ragal to Hella, causing any further jests Ragal would have made to die in his throat and confirming my long-held suspicion about the pair.

      Arngrim set his hand on Utr’s shoulder. “Tonight, we will ask the gods for their favor. The All-Father will protect us. I have no doubt. And in the morning, we will set that flower afire and crush those lying jarls under our boots.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the horn hanging outside the great hall sounded, calling the people of Bolmsö to the rite. I walked with Eydis, who waddled uncomfortably. She was uncharacteristically silent.

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      She frowned. “Loki is not answering me.”

      “The world is vast, and there are many who seek the god’s attention.”

      “Yes, but those people are not me. I am his favorite.”

      I smiled. “Did you ever think, if that is the case, maybe he is busy working on your behalf?”

      Eydis smiled softly. “Or maybe I am just as crazy as Utr.”

      “Is Utr mad?”

      Eydis and I both looked ahead of us where Utr walked alongside Arngrim. Gesturing wildly, he spoke in a rush as he moved beside the jarl. Eydis and I turned and looked at one another, both of us thinking the same thing: not mad.

      “You must have faith,” I told Eydis.

      “Oh, I have faith. I just don’t like it when he ignores me.”

      I laughed. “Now you know how I have been feeling these past months.”

      Eydis smiled. “And what does Muninn have to say on the matter?”

      “Muninn?” I asked, touching the axe on my belt.

      Eydis shook her head. “Not that Muninn.”

      Understanding, I dipped into my pocket, returning with the tassel of knots the raven had brought to my window. I handed it to Eydis. “What does it mean?”

      “It means the gods have not forgotten Hervor,” she said then looked up. “Even if Loki has forgotten me.”

      A moment later, she smiled widely.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “He answered, ‘How could I ever forget Eydis?’”

      “You see. You just needed to complain. Maybe I’ll try that rather than all this useless pining.”

      “At least you had Asger to keep you occupied.”

      “The most interesting thing Asger will do for me is lose his lying head.”

      “Bed him or behead him. Hervor’s heart is hard.”

      “Hervor’s heart is not to be played with. And I do well to remind myself not to offer it again.”

      “There is no fault in having desires.”

      “Only when they make you untrue to promises you’ve made.”

      “And what, exactly, did you promise Hofund? That you would be his wife?”

      “Well, no. Not exactly. I promised…I promised to consider the matter.”

      “And have you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, you broke no promises.”

      I frowned. If she was right, why did I feel like as much a traitor as Asger?

      We made our way into the woods. Already, I felt a chill in the air. The harvest would be upon us soon. The maples had already started to change colors. Once winter came, there was no hope that I would see Hofund until the spring. But I had come to Bolmsö as my father had asked, and I was not sorry for it.

      Torches placed between runestones flickered. The light shimmered onto the stones, causing the red runes and flecks of ore in the stones to shine. Ingrid had taken a spot by the altar. She was dressed in long black robes, her face painted with kohl, and wore a headdress made from the pelt of a wolf. Arne, too, was similarly adorned. He wore the antlers of a reindeer on his head.

      A temple thrall beat a drum.

      A horn called again and again, the long, low sound echoing across the island and into the night.

      Servants from Arngrim’s hall followed along behind us. They placed baskets of bread, root vegetables, fruits, and other foods onto the altar.

      Once everyone had arrived, the drumming stopped, and the place grew silent.

      We all waited.

      I could hear the flicker of the flames.

      Arngrim went forward and stood beside Arne. Rök trotted along beside him, sitting at the jarl’s feet. The silver neck-ring around his neck shimmered in the firelight. On his head, he wore the crown of Bolmsö, a coronet with the face of a wolf at its center. He leaned against his staff.

      “People of Bolmsö, the time has come to put a stop to the endless assault on our island.  Our enemies amass against us. Jarl Solva, Jarl Asger, and Jarl Erri think they can take what the All-Father has given to us: this lake, Bolmsö, our home. These are gifts from Odin. We are the wolves of Asgard, the children of Geri and Frekki. They may rally as they will, but they forget. We have fire in our blood. We are the wolves of war. And tomorrow, we shall show our teeth,” Arngrim called.

      We cheered in reply.

      “Odin, All-Father, we offer all we have to you,” Arngrim said, motioning to the altar stone. “Thor, beat your hammer. Freyja, shake your spear. May the Valkyries gather, because the pack will unite once more.”

      Again, a horn sounded low and long.

      “Odin, All-Father, accept these gifts,” Arne said, motioning to the altar. “And more.”

      “My sons sailed far from Bolmsö, saw the world. And in the lands beyond the sea, they drank wine with distant lords, bringing fine bottles to share with their father. These are the last of them. Odin, All-Father, accept this gift I offer you,” Arngrim said. Taking one of the bottles of wine, he uncorked it and poured the ruby-red liquid on the altar.

      Utr appeared behind us. Whispering, he said, “The gods love the grapevine. It is all Odin drinks. Have you ever had any?”

      “Grape wine? No.” Though I had had some blueberry wine, much to my regret. “I have never even seen it.”

      “Made from sunshine and grapes. Sunna blesses the vines. They do not grow here. That is why the gods love it so. Everyone loves what they cannot easily have. Is it not so, Eydis?”

      Eydis grinned at him.

      Utr set his hand on her belly. “Of course, some of us are able to grasp what they desire better than others.”

      “Be quiet. I can’t hear,” Yrsa scolded Utr.

      “You see. Like me. I love Yrsa, but she will never love me because her heart belongs to another.”

      “Is that so?” Eydis asked Yrsa.

      I shushed them both, pointing for them to pay attention to Arne, who had lifted his hands to the heavens.

      Utr giggled but said nothing more.

      “Odin, All-Father, accept our sacrifice and our love. All-Father, watch over the men and women of Bolmsö as we fight to protect our land and people. All hail!” Arne called.

      “Hail!” we called in reply.

      The horn sounded once more.

      “Come, Bolmsö, let us cheer this night, and in the morning, make ready,” Arngrim called.

      

      The people of Bolmsö gathered at the great hall to eat and drink. Once they had taken their fill, the warriors departed without much fanfare. Everyone was aware that the odds were stacked against us, but we had a plan. Now, we just had to execute it. It was just before midnight when Utr reappeared with a band of warriors. I recognized the men. They were all skilled in combat and like Utr, quick and smart.

      “You’re taking our best men,” I told Utr.

      “Good thing I am leaving the best women,” he replied with a wink.

      “Are you ready?”

      “We have a plan. We will be out of the village before they know we were there.”

      “We will meet you in the field.”

      “Good. I will bring my spear. Then you will see how far I can throw it.”

      “I can’t wait,” I said then set my hands on Utr’s shoulders. “May Odin watch over you.”

      “Odin? Yes. He does. But I like Freyja to watch me. She is far prettier to look at than old one-eye.”

      “I was never fond of cats,” I said with a wrinkle of my nose.

      Utr laughed and bobbed his finger at me, then headed out of the hall.

      “You should get some rest,” Arngrim told me. “The blood of a berserker, once stirred, makes you feel invincible, but it is a trick. Afterward, you will feel so tired, your teeth will ache.”

      “Is that so?” I asked with a smirk.

      He laughed. “Do not doubt me, girl. I’m half ready to get up and join you.”

      “Then who would protect me?” Eydis protested.

      Arngrim smiled at her, then turned back to me. He chuckled. “I wish I had a dozen more like you, Hervor. What fine, strong children you will have.”

      “It will be two boys,” Eydis whispered to him.

      “Indeed?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      Eydis nodded.

      Arngrim eyed the sword hanging from my side. He pointed to it. “You must remember what that carries with it.”

      I nodded. “I will not forget.”

      Arngrim inclined his head.

      “Now, I will do as you ask and sleep a little. But soon, we must ride out to ensure we meet Utr in time.”

      Arngrim nodded.

      I headed to the back to get just a few hours of sleep. I hated the uncertainty that clouded my heart. In truth, I knew we were outnumbered. In the end, it might all come to nothing. And then what? What did I accomplish other than walking away from my mother, my life, just to wake the dead only to join them shortly thereafter?

      But I had woken the dead.

      That had been real.

      The gods were at work amongst us. I had to put my trust in them.

      Odin. All-Father. Are you with me?

      A wet nose poked my hand, and a moment later, I felt Rök flop onto the bed beside me.

      “Rök, in the least, is with me,” I said, scratching his ear.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      My one eye sees all. But, especially, it sees you.
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Chapter 58

        

      

    

    
      Smoke drifted down the valley, mixing with the fog that filled the air. Rök stood nearby, his ears perked for every sound. I stared at Blomfjall, watching for any sign of movement. Behind its walls, a horn sounded. The village was on fire. The fields between us and the walls were on fire. Everywhere I looked, Blomfjall burned.

      And the enemy was at the gate.

      They had thought they’d bring the battle to Bolmsö.

      They were wrong.

      The field in front of me burned, the fire fueled by whale oil Utr and his men had used to accelerate the flames.

      “Be ready,” I called.

      And then, I heard it.

      There was a clatter of arms. A roar of voices.

      But Utr had done his job well.

      A wall of fire stood between us and the village, with only a narrow passage through. Within the village, smoke billowed as the grain stores, and whatever other buildings he had set alight smoldered.

      “Just how many buildings did you set on fire?” I asked the vætt who giggled as he stood beside me, leaning against his spear.

      He began counting on his fingers. “The grain stores, the hall, the stables, the smithy, and…everything else in between.”

      I laughed.

      Utr pointed at my face. “Ravens,” he said, motioning to the kohl designs Eydis had drawn around my eyes. “You’re thought and memory on the outside. But we all know what you are on the inside.”

      I grinned at him. “Is that so?”

      “Of course. Why do you think I accepted you right away?”

      “If I recall right, you called me a liar.”

      “And you were a liar, weren’t you, Hervarth? I was not wrong.”

      “But I wasn’t lying about anything important. I was lying to earn my place.”

      “You were still lying. And I was trying to make it hard for Yrsa. I wanted her to chase me. She doesn’t like love to be easy,” he said, then winked at Yrsa, who shook her head.

      A moment later, Blomfjall’s warriors began to filter out, their shields lifted.

      “Ready,” Ragal called. “Shields up. Archers.”

      Solva’s warriors rushed onto the field, but finding us there, fell quickly into a line.

      And from the smoke, which billowed around her, an angry-looking Jarl Solva appeared. She was still tightening her belt. Apparently, we’d woken her up. Behind her, Jarl Erri followed.

      But no Asger.

      Traitor. Where was he?

      “Archers. Loose,” Ragal called, sending a rain of burning arrows onto the disoriented troops.

      Jarl Solva grabbed the shield from one of her men and used it to protect herself.

      An arrow hit her man squarely in the chest.

      She lowered her shield, which held a flaming arrow, and looked over it at me. For the briefest of moments, I saw a flicker of unholy light in her eyes. She snatched the burning arrow from the shield and tossed it to the ground.

      “Giant blood,” Utr said. “You see. She is not really one of you. She’s a jotun. Remember that, Valkyrie. When you fight this war, you are fighting on behalf of the gods. Now, watch this,” he said, then grabbed a wooden spear standing in the ground nearby. “Giantess and your ilk. I claim your death in Odin’s name,” Utr screamed then threw the spear far over the head of Solva’s army.

      The warriors turned and watched, their faces enraged by the insult.

      Jarl Solva sneered, her lip quivering. “Kill them,” Solva called, thrusting her sword overhead.

      The warriors rushed at us.

      “Shield wall,” Ragal called.

      I lifted my shield, braced my feet, and waited.

      For the briefest of moments, I caught Yrsa’s gaze.

      She nodded to me. Her nostrils flared as she readied herself. In her face, I saw a flicker of something I had never seen before: the bear.

      And then, they hit us.

      “Heave,” Ragal called.

      Using all our strength, we pushed back.

      Utr laughed loudly, then rammed his spear through the small gap between the shields. Around me, the others used similar spears to stab the men attacking to great effect.

      “Archers. Up,” Ragal called. Behind me, the archers mounted the shields of the other warriors. With a heave, they were lifted up. They shot their flaming arrows into the fighting men.

      “Fight. Fight like the gods are watching,” Solva screamed.

      “Hervor,” Ragal called.

      I nodded to Yrsa, who adjusted her stance so I could step back.

      “Open,” Ragal called.

      The shield wall parted, letting a handful of warriors through. They rushed in, screaming, axes and spears ready. To find me.

      I pulled Tyrfing, the blade singing as it loosened from its sheath. Sunlight glimmered on the sword. The men slowed their steps.

      With a scream, I attacked.

      Three of the warriors, thinking to hedge their bets, came at me at once.

      But Tyrfing would have none of it. The sword moved—or was it myself—and I followed. Blood splattered on my face as the men fell.

      “Archers,” Ragal called.

      Around me, the battle raged. But then, everything became a blur.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      For you.

      Gripping the blade hard, I let loose whatever that thirsty thing was that lived inside of me and began to fight.

      My body moved. My heart beat hard, thundering almost deafeningly in my ears. I spun, the sword in one hand, Huginn in the other. Smoke billowed in the distance. Embers danced through the air. I watched from the corner of my eye as the shield wall broke. Solva and her men fought their way through. In particular, I kept my eye on that massive hulking creature, Solva’s son Otkell, who fought the men of Bolmsö like Thor himself.

      The carnage he was leaving in his wake was devastating.

      My hands shook.

      Something mean in me snarled as I made my way toward the lumbering creature swinging his hammer.

      Utr twirled his spear, slicing and stabbing those who came near him.

      But as he moved, I sensed his speed was not what it should be. He was moving too quickly. His body too agile as he ducked blows that should have landed. There was a fluidity to his movement, and his image seemed to echo as he bent. Vætt. Not human.

      I scanned for Yrsa, but the field was chaos. My eyes, blurred by flecks of mud and blood, did not find her.

      Rök at my side, I rushed toward Otkell.

      He had just cut down the blacksmith’s son, whom I had nursed back to health during the fever, when I finally reached him.

      Enraged, I screamed as I engaged him.

      The jotun turned, his eyes widening when he saw me and Rök approach. But more, his eyes were on Tyrfing. I saw a flash of fear there, then the steeling of his spine as he realized that if he could kill me, he could win the dwarven sword.

      Not today, blood of the jotun. Not today.

      He lifted his great hammer with two hands.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone else rushing toward me.

      Solva.

      Rök, moving faster than me, turned to waylay her.

      Anticipating Otkell’s blow, I hit the ground, sliding low under his swing. He missed me, and the move had set him off balance. Once I was past him, I rose quickly to my feet.

      Worry flashed across my heart.

      Rök.

      I glanced in Solva’s direction to see Utr had engaged the jarl, Rök fighting at his side.

      Farther down the field, Ragal had taken on Jarl Erri, Hella fighting not far from him.

      I turned back to the giant. I swung, missing my opponent. His hammer came at me once more. I moved quickly back, but he’d been so close that I’d felt the breeze of his weapon on my face.

      He was just too big.

      He swung again and again.

      I couldn’t get a jab in anywhere. If I paused for a moment, he’d bash my bloody brains out.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Help me.

      A movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention.

      I gasped when I saw a bear thunder across the field toward the giant. All claws and teeth, it leaped, attacking the man from behind. He grunted then stumbled forward.

      I blinked hard, seeing a blade poking through the man’s shoulder.

      He turned to reveal Yrsa there. He moved, albeit much more slowly, to swing at her.

      “No,” I screamed then ran toward him. Slicing as I swung, Tyrfing sang as it cut the air—and then the jotun’s neck.

      Otkell’s steps halted, and then his head hit the ground, rolling in the direction of Jarl Solva.

      I caught Yrsa’s eyes for just a moment. Had she really…

      Solva screamed in rage.

      I turned back to see her seething at me, anguish on her features. She stared at me with intense hatred. But rather than turning her rage on me, she turned toward Utr. Empowered by her fury, she parried his thrust and stuck her blade into his belly.

      “No,” Yrsa screamed, rushing forward. She grabbed a spear from the ground as she went.

      “Utr,” I whispered.

      Yrsa lifted the spear and threw it.

      Jarl Solva, so intent on relishing her kill—and making sure we saw her—was caught off guard.

      Yrsa’s aim was true.

      The javelin struck the smirking troll with a devastating hit to the eye. The momentum of the blow knocked Solva from her feet.

      She fell to the ground before Utr stumbled to his knees.

      Rök, enraged, tore into Solva’s throat.

      “Utr,” Yrsa called, rushing to him and catching him in her arms. She gently lowered him to the ground.

      Utr tried to smile at Yrsa, but he spasmed instead. When he grew still once more, he grabbed hold of the jarl’s sword and pulled it from his stomach, tossing it aside with an exasperated huff. Blood bubbled from his body.

      Down the field, I heard Ragal call to the men, “Finish this. Finish them.”

      Smoke covered the field, but I could see that our gambit had worked. Having taken them off guard, we had finished the mess Jarl Solva had started. I was relieved to see both Ragal and Hella were unharmed. But many had not been so fortunate.

      I knelt beside Utr and Yrsa.

      Utr reached up and touched Yrsa’s face. “Don’t be sad,” he told her. “It is only my body that will die. I will go back to my island now. And there, I will keep you safe. One day, Yrsa, shield-maiden of Dalr, I will be whole again in time to save your life.”

      “You talk too much,” Yrsa told him. She smiled softly and leaned forward and set a kiss on his lips.

      Utr set his hand on her cheek. “You see. I told you that you would kiss me once before it was through,” he said, but then his smile faded. His hand dropped.

      “Utr,” Yrsa whispered.

      Tears slipped down my cheeks.

      Staring at the sky above him, Utr’s eyes went dim.

      Yrsa lay him gently on the ground then rose.

      As we stood over him, the grasses around his body began to climb up on him, flowering as they did so.

      Taken by surprise, we stepped back and watched in disbelief as Utr was reclaimed by the land. Roots, grasses, vines, and flowers bloomed on his body as it pulled him into the earth.

      I looked up to see the others watching as well.

      I took Yrsa’s hand.

      We stared in silence, watching until he was gone.

      “He was a vætt,” Yrsa whispered.

      I nodded.

      I had never been certain. Utr was truly in league with the gods. But a vætt? Who could know for sure?

      Turning, I looked back at the others.

      We had won the day. Solva was dead. Her warriors defeated. Her village sacked.

      I gave Ragal a broken smile.

      “For Odin. For Bolmsö!” I called, lifting Tyrfing.

      “For Odin! For Bolmsö!” they called in reply.

      I exhaled deeply, watching as smoke curled from the burning crops and village onto the battlefield. As the smoke twisted and moved, I saw shapes take form. Winged maidens moved across the battlefield, gently touching the bodies of some of the fallen warriors. As I watched, it seemed to me that the spirits of the dead men rose and went along with the battle maidens—the Valkyries.

      And there, in the middle of the field, for just a flicker of a moment, I saw a robed figure wearing his crooked hat, ravens flying around him. He pointed his long staff toward the body of the young man Otkell had killed. One of the Valkyries went to the boy, lifting him from his corpse. The young man looked at me, smiled, and then ascended.

      The All-Father turned and met my gaze.

      I bowed to him.

      He tapped the brim of his hat in reply then disappeared.
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Chapter 59

        

      

    

    
      Fire ravaged Blomfjall. The villagers fled only to find us waiting. I motioned to Hella, and she and a group of shield-maidens went to gather the survivors. Amongst them were old women, children, and ancient-looking men. I scanned the crowd looking for the betrayer, Næfi. He was not there. Many of the villagers went to the warriors who lay slain on the battlefield. The sound of their cries moved my heart. But then I reminded myself that those who had died honorably would feast tonight in Valhalla, and enemies would become friends and toast their own deaths. That was the way. The loss of life was felt more keenly by the living. The dead had reason to rejoice. They were amongst the gods.

      I watched as a young girl approached Jarl Solva’s body. She was no more than seven years of age and finely dressed in a red gown. She had long, dark hair.

      I motioned to Ragal. “Who is that girl?”

      “Jarl Solva’s daughter, Blomma.”

      I approached the girl.

      When she saw me coming, she stiffened.

      I slipped Tyrfing back into its sheath. “You are Blomma?”

      She nodded mutely.

      “Your mother and brother died well. They are in Valhalla now, seated beside the All-Father.”

      She stared at her mother’s body, her eyes going from Solva’s corpse to Otkell’s head lying nearby. “Will you kill me too?” she finally asked.

      “No. You will return to Bolmsö with us.”

      “Why?”

      I looked back at Blomfjall. The entire place was engulfed in flames. Ragal was speaking to one of the gothar. The priest nodded, motioned to the others, and a group of villagers began walking toward a path that led away from Blomfjall and into the mountains.

      “When the Æsir and Vanir ended their war, Freyr and Freyja joined the Æsir in Asgard. It was a way to keep the peace after the battle. They joined one another and forged a new path ahead, a path without bloodshed between them. And in the end, the arrangement worked out very well.”

      “I don’t want to go to Bolmsö.”

      “I understand, but given you have no other kin who—”

      “It’s not that. Asger will be there by now.”

      “Asger. Asger will be where?”

      “In Bolmsö. He and his men are going to attack your island.”

      “When?”

      “Now, I think.”

      Panic gripped my heart.

      “Wait for me here,” I told the girl then hurried to Ragal, who was still speaking to the priest.

      “We will attend the pyres then join the others,” a black-robed gothi was telling Ragal.

      I grabbed the priest by the arm. “Asger. What do you know?”

      The priest looked at me. He had a sharpness to his looks. I could see very well that he knew what I was asking.

      I gave him a shake. “Speak. In Odin’s name, I command it.”

      “And who are you to speak for Odin?”

      “I said speak.”

      The gothi smirked. “You best get back to your island, shield-maiden of Bolmsö. I hope old Arngrim has one last battle in him left.”

      My eyes wide, I turned to Ragal. My heart thundering in my chest, I looked down the valley across the wide green. In the far distance, I could just make out the glimmering waters of Lake Bolmen.

      I let go of the priest then turned.

      Arngrim.

      Eydis.

      Hold on. I’m coming.
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      We rushed back to Bolmsö to see a horrible sight. A fleet had launched from the southern shore of Lake Bolmen. Even from this distance, I could see Asger’s blue banners. Warning fires had been lit all across the island. The villagers were unprotected.

      “They’ll all be killed,” Yrsa said, panic in her voice.

      “Not if we get there first,” I replied.

      Holding on to Blomma, who was seated in front of me, I clicked my horse into a fast canter down the hill. We needed to get to the ferry. We needed to get across before they reached the southern tip of the island.

      “Asger was expecting Mother to come help,” Blomma told me. “They were going to choke you to death.”

      “I’m the only one who will do any squeezing today,” I said.

      “If you get there in time,” the girl remarked sharply.

      It didn’t blame her anger. Everyone in the world she loved was dead because of us—at least that was how she would see it. She wouldn’t know about the offers of peace we’d made. All she knew was her mother and brother were dead, and her village was burning.

      We made our way as quickly as we could. We reached the lakeshore just as the first of the ships arrived at the southern end of Lake Bolmsö.

      “Dammit, they’d pulled the ferry back. We must call them,” Ragal said.

      “We’ll reveal ourselves in the process,” Hella, who had a nasty-looking wound on her shoulder, warned.

      “There’s no choice,” Ragal answered. He went to the ferry stand, grabbed the horn, and gave it a blow.

      It took several minutes for Wodan to appear on the other side. Along with his men, they worked quickly, getting two of the ferries into the water. “Swim,” one of the warriors said, motioning to the younger men. “Swim out to Alfgaeirr and Róni.” The men moved quickly, jumping into the water to swim to the boys.

      Hella paced.

      From the island, we heard the sound of horns. My heart pounded. I felt breathless.

      After what felt like an eternity, Wodan finally reached us. We rushed into the water to meet him. Wordlessly, we all grabbed the long poles and oars and began working as fast as we could to get back across the water.

      Utr.

      I hope you have come home.

      Brother, protect them.

      Overheard, the sky rocked with thunder, and the clouds grew dark. Wind swept down from the mountain, churning the waves, pushing us more quickly toward the shore. I felt a pain in my temples as the air shifted and grew very cold. Mist blew down from the mountain and across the surface of the lake.

      “The gods are with us,” Ragal said. “Odin watches over us.”

      “Odin or Utr?” Hella asked.

      Ragal nodded to her.

      “Halmstad is coming across from the south,” Wodan said stiffly but added nothing more.

      We worked quickly, crossing the water. When we were close enough, many jumped in and made their way to the lakeshore.

      “Hold on to me,” I told Blomma, lifting her. “Arms around my neck.”

      I slipped into the water, Rök swimming alongside me.

      Behind us, Wodan steadied the ferry then launched it once more in the direction of the shore to collect the rest of us. Already, the boys were making their way back. This time, one of the women from the village was with them, helping move the ferry more quickly. Her dress and hair were wet. She barked orders to the young men as they worked hard to get the ferry over.

      Blomma was silent. She held on tightly to me as we made our way. It occurred to me that she might try to drown me. But considering I was the only thing standing between her and death, perhaps she realized it was wise to leave me be.

      Yrsa and I swam quickly, making our way to shore. The other warriors had already disappeared—no doubt, they had gone to meet Asger’s men.

      “I will go to the hall, then come directly. Take Rök,” I told Yrsa, who nodded then ran off, Ragal, Hella, and the others along with her.

      I rushed to the great hall, flinging open the door. On the other side, I found Eydis, sword in one hand, shield in the other, standing protectively in front of the thralls. Their faces were full of fear—but not Eydis’s.

      “Hervor,” she said in a relieved sigh.

      “We’re here. The others are headed to meet Asger. Where is Arngrim?”

      Eydis frowned then shook her head. “In a damned chariot on his way to the end of the island.”

      “By the gods,” I huffed then turned to Blomma. “Stay here. This is Eydis. She will watch over you.”

      Blomma looked from Eydis to me. She looked uncertain, but she nodded.

      “Don’t let her out of your sight,” I told Eydis.

      Eydis grabbed my arm. “Hervor.”

      I gently touched the back of her head then tipped her forehead against mine. “I’ll be back,” I told her, then turned and headed out the door.

      When I did so, I met another group of warriors rushing toward the southern end of the island.

      “Hervor,” one of them called. “Where are your wolves? We will need them.”

      “Right here is my pack,” I said, motioning to the men.

      Emboldened, we rushed toward the watchtower, where this wolf would rip out the throat of anyone who sought to kill the man who had accepted me as his own—my blood, my kin. I would blood eagle Asger if he lay a hand on Arngrim. May the gods protect him from his own foolishness. Because I would not.
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Chapter 60

        

      

    

    
      The scene unfolding was carnage. Already, I saw the bodies of dead women and young boys on the shoreline. Asger had brought many men, more warriors than I had ever seen in Halmstad. He’d been reinforced by someone. Who? I watched in horror as we battled three times the number of warriors we had on hand. Hella, Ragal, and Yrsa fought their way toward the front of the crowd, all of them yelling for the villagers to fall back.

      Rök had already joined Arngrim, who had abandoned his chariot and was standing, shield in one hand, a sword in the other, calling to the men of Bolmsö.

      I raced to him.

      “Arngrim,” I said. “Please, return to the hall.”

      “Hervor. Thank the gods you are all right.”

      “Odin was with us at Blomfjall. Now, he must be with us here. Please, lead the others back to the safety of the village.”

      Arngrim nodded. Snatching a horn from his chariot, he let out a call. The sound caught the attention of Bolmsö’s people—and Asger’s. The villagers began their retreat. But the appearance of Arngrim on the field incited Asger’s warriors. One of which lifted a spear and tossed it at Grandfather.

      “Get down,” I called, grabbing him by the arm and hoisting the shield above us.

      The javelin struck the shield, poking a hole in the wood.

      “You must retreat,” I told him, staring into his amber-colored eyes.

      “Yes. Yes, you’re right. It is hard for this old wolf to give up the battle,” he said.

      “But you must,” I told him then kissed him on the cheek.

      I rose, my eyes finding the man who had thrown the spear in the crowd. I pulled Tyrfing and leveled it on the man, my eyes meeting his over the blade. Only then did the warrior realize he had made a terrible choice.

      Arngrim mounted his chariot. He whistled for Rök, and then clicked to his horses, riding off as the villagers ran alongside their jarl.

      My eyes scanned the water.

      More boats were still coming in.

      They must have been hiding on the outer islands, killing anyone who spotted them.

      With Arngrim safely away, I joined the fray.

      My arms ached with tiredness. But I did not let the weariness of war overtake me. Not now. Too much was at stake.

      I let out a scream, which was met by undulating cries, as the warriors of Bolmsö attacked.

      Cutting a swath through the men, I made my way toward the warrior who had sought to take down Arngrim. When I finally crossed his path, he remembered me.

      “The shield-maiden of Bolmsö,” he said. “Pretty in a dress. Prettier covered in mud.”

      “And deadly either way,” I said, then swung Tyrfing.

      While his words were full of bravado, his actions were not. The man moved like he was afraid of the blade. A single cut from Tyrfing was lethal, and he knew it. His fear made him exaggerate his movements, which gave me an opening. I stabbed him in the gut.

      With the warrior defeated, I scanned the men for Asger.

      Again, he was not here.

      But every other warrior I had ever seen in Halmstad was.

      Men and women who had been friendly with me now fought—and many died—like they had not welcomed us with open arms on Frigga blót. Was this the way of things? I could not believe it so. What had Asger told them? What had Solva promised them?

      If they were expecting Solva to reinforce them, they were wrong. Solva had died on the burning fields outside of Blomfjall. Whatever alliance they had made was already in tatters. But I would not be fooled by Asger and his ilk again. This time, we would end them. With Tyrfing working, I fought hard against those who sought to destroy us. But there were so many of them, and they had taken us off guard.

      The battle felt like it raged forever. Soon, the rest of Asger’s boats reached Bolmsö. And in the last landing party, I spotted Asger. He made his way through the shallow water toward the island.

      Now, I would have him.

      Now, he would pay.

      I redoubled my fury, unleashing it on the next man who lined up to fight.

      But then, the horn that sat at the north end of the island sounded.

      At first, the noise barely registered. With my blood pumping, my moves a blind flurry as I took down my opponents, I was lost to the red rage.

      Then, I heard it again.

      It was only when Yrsa grabbed my arm, pulling me from my fervor that it dawned on me what was happening.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa called, giving me a shake. “Hervor! They are attacking the other end of the island. The village is unprotected. We must retreat.”

      “Retreat?”

      “To protect the hall. To protect Arngrim, Eydis, and all the others. Call the retreat,” she told me, giving me a shake.

      In the crowd, I spotted Ragal. When our eyes met. He nodded.

      “Dammit,” I hissed then yelled, “Fall back. Fall back to the hall. Fall back.”

      Asger’s warriors, not expecting us to relent, paused to cheer. We took the opportunity to make a run for it. Racing down the path that led back to the center of the island, I realized we had taken heavy casualties. For the first time, the flicker of fear lit up inside me.

      I stood at the back of the group, letting the others pass me before I retreated.

      How could this be happening?

      How could we be defeated like this?

      I had come to Bolmsö to protect what my father loved. Would I die at the hands of a liar and deceiver?

      “Go, go, go,” I called to them.

      Standing with Tyrfing in my hands, I waited until the others were behind me.

      I watched as Asger’s party regrouped, reinforced by the new men. They turned and raced toward us.

      “No. No, this cannot be happening. Odin, All-Father, where are you?”

      Overhead, I heard the call of a raven, and then another.

      The birds flew past me and toward the beach.

      They cawed loudly at Asger’s men.

      I saw Asger look up, a worried expression on his face.

      And then, my flesh rose in goosebumps.

      Snarling, their teeth bared, the wolves of Bolmsö appeared once more.

      I knew then what they were there to do; they would protect our retreat.

      The men rushing at me slowed their steps as the massive wolves moved forward.

      “My thanks, ancestors. My thanks,” I whispered then began stepping lightly backward.

      A wolf with reddish fur stepped forward, his amber eyes meeting mine as he passed me. He let out a howl. The others calling in time.

      And then, they attacked.

      Turning, I raced to join the others.

      There were screams as Asger’s men faced an unnatural opponent. As I looked over my shoulder, I saw several of the men stumble to get out of the way of the wolves. This was no ordinary island. And those were no ordinary wolves. It was time Asger learned that.

      I raced back to the center square. Everyone had gathered, the maidens, the elders, boys and girls. Everyone held a weapon. Arngrim stood before them, Eydis beside him. Our warriors had already gathered there. Hella’s son Ingvar stood beside her, his bow ready.

      “The wolves came,” I reassured them. “They will delay the assault.”

      “Bar the roads. Block the passages,” Ragal yelled, waving his arms.

      The warriors worked quickly to set up barricades, blocking off the square.

      Soon, another small group raced in from the north face of the island.

      “What is it? Who? More of Asger’s men?” Ragal called.

      Panting, a young boy said. “No. Another group. I don’t know.”

      “They have someone else. They convinced someone else to fight against us,” Hella said.

      A moment later, Asger and the other warriors rushed toward us.

      While the wolves had done their best, they still outnumbered us. While Eydis’s wit was sharp, I feared for my friend and her unborn. Around me, farmers clutched pitchforks and hammers. Elderly women held their garden trowels. This was not a fair battle.

      I could sense their fear.

      No.

      I would not have it.

      “Be calm. Everyone stay calm. This is your island—our island—and on this day, the island herself has fought for us. Let the battle come,” I called, my voice growing louder. “Cattle die. Kinsmen die. You and I will die,” I yelled, reciting the words of Odin as recorded in the Hávamál. “But there is one thing that lives on forever.”

      “Our deeds,” everyone around called in unison.

      “Today, if we die, we will die well and drink in Valhalla!”

      At that, the others screamed and cheered.

      And then, Asger’s men arrived. They regrouped at the barricades, their archers coming to the front.

      “Shields,” Hella screamed.

      The archers took aim and fired.

      You could hear the thunk of the arrows hitting the shields and soft groans where it had hit flesh.

      We were terribly outnumbered.

      There was no way to win this fight.

      I inhaled slowly and deeply.

      Overhead, a pair of ravens called to me.

      Hervor.

      Hervor.

      Valkyrie.

      “Stay back,” I told Eydis. “Stay with Yrsa.”

      “Hervor?”

      “Stay with Yrsa,” I repeated, then turned and looked at Arngrim.

      He had his sword and shield, Rök snarling beside him. But he didn’t have Tyrfing.

      I did.

      I inclined my head to him.

      He returned the gesture.

      Leaving them, I came and stood, sword in hand, in front of the people of Bolmsö.

      I remembered Loki’s words.

      Anyone who wielded the sword Tyrfing could not be defeated.

      I would not die as long as I had the sword.

      And if that was true, if that was right, what did I have to fear?

      “Hervor,” Yrsa said, but her voice faltered even as she spoke my name.

      She knew as well as I did what I was doing and why.

      A soft breeze blew across the island.

      And to my surprise, with it, a flurry of snowflakes fell. I had been smelling the end of autumn for months. And now, it was here.

      “Loose,” Asger called.

      I stood perfectly still and watched as the arrows rained down all around me.

      None of them hit me.

      “Again,” Asger called, his voice filled with irritation.

      Once more, the volley fell around, never hitting me.

      It was then that Rök started to bark.

      The sound of his voice broke the tension.

      He rushed down the road toward the ferry landing.

      My eyes followed him to see…

      Hofund.

      Standing in front of a band of warriors, Hofund stood staring at me.

      Was this real?

      Was this happening?

      We held each other’s gaze for the longest time. And then, he smiled.

      Behind him, Leif suddenly appeared.

      And then more faces I knew: Frode, Birger, and Ivar, and other warriors of Dalr and those whose faces I recognized from King Gudmund’s party.

      I smiled at my cousin, then turned and looked back at Asger’s warriors.

      Asger looked from me to the newly arrived group. His lips trembled to a sneer.

      “Attack,” Asger screamed.

      At that, he rushed forward.

      I moved to intercept him.

      Leif, Hofund, and the warriors of Dalr, Bolmsö, and Grund moved to engage.

      The battle raged. Yrsa, Ragal, Hella, and the others protected the villagers while Hofund’s band of warriors joined me in the attack. I fought my way through the crowd, moving to intercept Asger.

      One by one, the warriors of Halmstad fell.

      As I battled, Leif appeared at my side.

      “New sword?” he asked, shoving a man back. “Very nice.”

      “You have something new too. I’ll show you later,” I said with a laugh, then turned and engaged the army once more.

      As I fought, I caught scant glimpses as Hofund. He would meet my eye fleetingly but kept his mind on the battle.

      Now was not the time.

      I had to end this business with Asger once and for all.

      Seeing they were outnumbered by the new arrivals, with no sign of Solva’s forces in sight, Asger’s men called for the retreat.

      We couldn’t let them get back to the boats.

      We raced after them.

      Asger was in front of the others, leading them back to the beach.

      But then, he met an obstacle.

      Once more, the pack of Bolmsö gathered.

      The wolves stood, blocking their retreat.

      Unsure what to do, Asger skidded to a stop. The wolves snarled, but did not move out of the way—nor did they attack.

      But we did.

      I fought my way through the warriors until I found Asger on the other end of my blade.

      “Hervor,” he said through barred teeth.

      “I saw Solva earlier today, and that jotun son of hers. Left his head on the burning fields of Blomfjall. Yrsa took Solva’s eye and her life, and we left Blomfjall in flames.”

      “Solva is…”

      “Defeated. As are you. And with you, your dreams.”

      He frowned then fought hard, but Tyrfing would have none of it. While Asger was a good warrior, he was no match for me and my sword. When the blade caught him on the arm, he gasped.

      “No,” he said, clutching the wound.

      “You are dead already,” I told him. “Traitor. Liar. You will not find your way to Vahalla. Your name will not be honored or remembered. You are a coward and a fool, just like your uncle. And you must pay the price for your deceptions,” I said, then swiped Tyrfing.

      The blade sliced through the air.

      And with a flash of light, it took off Asger’s lying head.

      Around me, men screamed, and bled, and died, until there was no one left standing except the warriors of Bolmsö…and their allies.

      I turned and looked to find Yrsa coming toward me. She smiled. “Bolmsö! Bolmsö! Bolmsö!” she cheered, beating on her shield.

      “Bolmsö,” we all answered, lifting our weapons into the air.

      Muddy, blood-covered, and weary to the bone, I stood staring. Many had died this day, even those close to me. But we had won. We had survived.

      I looked at Hofund.

      He lifted his arm and tapped the band of braided golden hair thereon. He inclined his head to me.

      I slipped Tyrfing back into its sheath then made my way to him. Setting my hands on his cheeks, I smiled at him. And this time, I planted a kiss firmly on his lips.

      Around me, the warriors cheered.

      We had won the day. I had won something far sweeter.
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      When I finally let Hofund go, I stared into his eyes. “How?” I whispered.

      “A vision of you. In this place. And then…a very real chase across all of Scandinavia to find you.”

      “I thought you had given up on me.”

      “I thought for a time I should, but the lies told to me did not match the Hervor I knew nor my mother’s prophecies.”

      “Come,” I said, taking Hofund’s hand.

      We headed back to the village. I led Hofund to Arngrim, who stood leaning on his staff. He looked very pale. The fear and worry of the day, no doubt, had gotten to him.

      “Grandfather,” I said to Arngrim, “may I present to you Prince Hofund, son of King Gudmund. And my cousin, Leif, of Dalr,” I said, motioning for Leif to come.

      Leif joined Hofund and me.

      “Hofund, Leif…this is Jarl Arngrim, my grandfather,” I said.

      “Great Arngrim,” Hofund said, inclining his head to him. “Tales of your strength are known throughout our world. It is an honor to come to your aid.”

      “Prince Hofund,” Arngrim said with a nod.

      “Jarl,” Leif said, bowing to Arngrim. “I am pleased to help you.”

      “Young man,” Arngrim said. “This is the cousin you spoke of?” Arngrim asked me.

      I nodded.

      “You are welcome here on Bolmsö,” he told Leif then turned to the others. “We shall prepare the fires and honor those who died here today. And tonight, we shall drink and toast their passing and honor these fine warriors who have come to help the isle of wolves,” Arngrim called.

      The others cheered then turned to meet one another once more, Hella checking on Ingvar. Arne and Ingrid worked their way through the crowd, seeing to the wounded.

      But moving toward us, I saw Yrsa and Eydis. Young Blomma walked beside Eydis, but Eydis’s attention was fully on Leif.

      Leif was smiling and laughing, but his eyes were searching the crowd. When they spotted Eydis, his face froze.

      Yrsa inclined her head to Hofund then motioned for Blomma to come with her.

      Leif stared from Eydis’s face to her round stomach.

      “Well, aren’t you going to say something?” Eydis asked him.

      “I…” Leif replied, then moving forward, he set his hands on her stomach then met her eyes. “Eydis,” he whispered. “Eydis, I love you.”

      She laughed. “Of course you do,” she said, then leaned in and kissed him.

      Behind us, Frode and the others were chuckling at the sudden surprise.

      After Eydis and Leif pulled apart, they set their foreheads together and whispered.

      I turned from them and looked at Arngrim once more. He was very white.

      “Grandfather. Are you well?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

      “What do you mean, you’ll be fine?”

      It was then that I saw Arngrim was holding his hand to his stomach. Blood seeped from between his fingers.

      “You’re hurt,” I said with a gasp. “Arne!” I shouted, getting the gothi’s attention.

      “Come, jarl,” Hofund said, taking Arngrim gently by the arm. “We must get you somewhere to rest.”

      “There,” I told Hofund, pointing toward the hall.

      Arne appeared at our side. “What is it?”

      “Spear,” Arngrim said. “Just a stab, nothing much.”

      “I will see to it anyway,” Arne said firmly.

      Ragal joined us. “What’s happened?”

      “The jarl is injured,” I told him. “Will you see to the bodies? The pyres must be prepared.”

      He nodded then went to Arngrim. “Jarl?”

      “Don’t worry so much, Ragal. Hervor is already ruffled up like a chicken. See to the people. Please.”

      “Yes, jarl.”

      “Like a chicken?” I asked Arngrim in mock protest. “Do I really look so bad? I’d hate for Hofund to come all this way to see me such a mess.”

      At that, Arngrim gave a pained laugh. “Granddaughter,” he said, then smiled, but he added nothing more.

      We hurried Arngrim into the hall and back to his chamber, where we lay him down. Arne worked quickly, removing the jarls’s clothes. It was not long afterward that Ingrid appeared. Arne looked up at her.

      “Water and the healing balms,” he told her.

      “We have things here,” Eydis said, leading Ingrid away.

      I held Arngrim’s hand as Arne worked. He washed the wound carefully, but I did not like the look of the gash.

      Arne frowned as he worked. “Strips of clean cloth,” he barked at me.

      I said nothing but pulled linen from Arngrim’s trunk and cut it into strips, handing it to the priest.

      He held the wound.

      A few minutes later, Ingrid returned. Eydis, who was moving far slower, coming along behind her.

      The pair worked together, stitching Arngrim up. I held his hand as they worked.

      Eydis gently moved Hofund and Leif from the chamber back to the hall. I could hear the others gathering. Over their voices, I heard Eydis call for ale and mead.

      “She is a good girl,” Arngrim told me.

      I smiled at him. “She was my thrall.”

      Arngrim chuckled lightly. “Perhaps in name, but never in heart. Not a girl like that. Half mad, perhaps, and talks to the gods too much. But a slave? No.”

      “Are you in much pain?”

      “Just a little. Arne is not as gentle as Dagny was.”

      “Gentle or not, I will have you stitched back together in a moment,” Arne told him. “You must rest, jarl. The wound was deep.”

      “Yes, I can rest now. There is nothing more to fear.”

      I looked up at Arne, who met my eyes, neither of us liking the sound of Arngrim’s answer.

      After Arne was done, he blended some herbs into a brew, which he gave to Arngrim.

      “This will help with the pain,” Arne told him.

      “Very well,” Arngrim whispered then drank.

      “Rest. But don’t get too comfortable,” I told Arngrim. “There is still much work to be done.”

      Arngrim smiled softly at me. “Hervor,” he said, squeezing my fingers. Then he let me go and closed his eyes.

      Wiping the blood off his hands, Arne rose. He motioned for Ingrid to take his place. He then gestured for me to join him in the hallway.

      I went along with the gothi. I did not like the worried expression on his face.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “He is still bleeding,” he said, motioning back to the room.

      Arne was right, the binds they had put on Arngrim were bright red.

      “What does that mean?”

      “If his body does not stop bleeding of its own accord, he will die. The puncture was small but deep. And Arngrim is very old. Hervor, you must prepare yourself for the worst. We all must.”

      I shook my head. “No. Not on a day like today when the gods have favored us. I cannot believe it.”

      “The gods have their own plans. We simply float along in their river,” Arne said. “I will stay with him. You should see to the others.”

      I shook my head. “No. I will not leave. Not if there is a risk.”

      “Very well.”

      A moment later, Rök reappeared. He was licking his lips, evidence Eydis had ensured he’d eaten something. When he saw Arngrim in the bed, his ears perked up, and he tilted his head to the side. A whimper of nerves escaped him and moving tender-footed, he hopped onto the end of Arngrim’s bed, setting his nose on the jarl’s hand.

      I swallowed hard, the sight paining me.

      I went back into the room and sat beside Arngrim. I set my head on his shoulder. “I came all this way for you,” I whispered. “I will not leave you now. I will stay here until you are well.”

      Arngrim lifted his hand, patted me gently on my head, then sighed, too tired to say anything more.

      That night, Yrsa, Eydis, Hella, and all the others came in turn. It was very late when Ragal appeared. He grabbed a stool and sat down in the corner. Arms folded across his chest, his eyes drooping with tiredness, he took his spot and did not move.

      Long after the moon had risen, I felt a warm hand on my back.

      “Hervor?”

      It was Hofund.

      Blurry eyed, I looked up at him.

      “I brought you a warm mead,” he said, pushing a horn toward me. “Yrsa told me to try to get you to eat. But I thought…at least, drink something.”

      I nodded. Reaching out to take the horn, I realized how much my body ached. I was still covered in mud and blood, and my whole body hurt, right down to my fingers. I finished off the drink, then handed the horn to Hofund. He took it from me, kissed me on the head, and then took a seat behind me.

      It was not long after that Arne appeared once more. His face was pale with worry. He whispered to Ingrid who left, then Arne checked on Arngrim’s wound once more. With a sigh, he sat back.

      “Arne?” I whispered.

      Arne shook his head. “He will not see the sunrise.”

      I swallowed the sob that wanted to escape my lips.

      I looked up at Ragal, who was staring at Arngrim, his eyes watery. He rose but then wavered. Hofund moved quickly to steady him.

      Ragal patted Hofund appreciatively on this shoulder then turned to me. “I… I must tell the others.”

      I nodded.

      Ragal departed.

      Arne took a seat in the corner. He closed his eyes, then began chanting.

      Hofund moved his stool beside me and held my hand.

      “I am sorry I didn’t arrive sooner. Maybe I could have prevented this.”

      I shook my head. “It is as the gods willed it,” I said, then turned and smiled at him—at least, as best I could. “You are here now.” A tear streamed down my cheek.

      Hofund nodded. “I see you in his face,” he said, glancing at Arngrim.

      “I am the daughter of his eldest son, Angantyr.”

      “The berserker,” Hofund said. “I was on Samso looking for you. I left offerings at the tomb of your father.”

      I stared at Hofund.

      “I spoke to your mother as well. There is much happening in Dalr…Leif must be the one to tell you. Your mother is well, but it took time for Leif to join me. Yet it was your mother who told me all. Hervor, I am sorry I doubted you.”

      “And I, you.”

      Hofund looked back at Arngrim then pulled me close to him. “I will never doubt you again. And I will never let anyone separate us ever again. Not from this moment until the moment I close my eyes.”

      “Are you proposing again, Prince Hofund?”

      “Last time, I proposed to propose. This time, I am proposing.”

      I smiled softly then turned to my grandfather. “Arngrim, do you hear? Prince Hofund has asked for my hand. What should I say?”

      To my surprise, Arngrim stirred. “My sweet girl…follow your heart. Go to your love, as I now go to mine…” he said, then sighed heavily. “Eyfura,” he whispered, his voice barely audible.

      And then, with words of love on his lips, the famed berserker breathed his last breath.
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Chapter 62

        

      

    

    
      The entire community gathered at the northern end of the island on the rocky beach to say farewell to Arngrim and the warriors from Bolmsö who had lost their lives. Ragal and the others had labored all day constructing the ship-shaped pyre in which Arngrim would take his journey to Valhalla.

      “Will you not sacrifice one of his thralls to serve him in the All-Father’s hall?” Yrsa asked Hella.

      Hella shook her head. “No. That is not done here. The blood of Bolmsö is too sacred. That is what Arngrim always said, and his father before him, and he before him. That is the way here.”

      Yrsa gave me a knowing look.

      Once more, the disparity between Dalr and Bolmsö was evident. And once more, I realized that the people of Dalr suffered far too many injustices for the way Grandfather Bjartmar perceived the world.

      “These fine warriors will meet him there,” Hella said, motioning to the others who had fallen in the skirmish. “Along with those who went before them.” She set her hand on her son’s shoulder. Her eyes were misty as she gazed at the pyres.

      Ingrid and Arne sat on either side of Arngrim’s unlit pyre, beating drums and chanting.

      Doing their best not to weep, the people of Bolmsö placed flowers and other goods around their jarl to take with him to the afterlife.

      Eydis and I had dressed Arngrim in his best red-and-black robes. He had a sword in one hand, his shield placed under his head. We laid spears, arrows, bows, and other weapons all around him. On his head, he wore his wolf coronet. On his neck, he wore his silver neck-ring. Fall flowers and colorful leaves decorated his pyre. He was ready for his passage into the next life.

      While Ragal had overseen the bodies of Asger’s men, I had not felt compelled to make a visit. They had deceived us and paid the price for it, as had his uncle, Asmund. Never again would they dream of touching Lake Bolmen. And Solva…there was nothing left of her but one small girl who looked on the scene with glassy eyes.

      I knelt beside Blomma. “Are you all right?” I asked her.

      “Who saw to my mother and brother? Who sent them to Valhalla?”

      “The gothi of Blomfjall told Ragal they would arrange for her passing.”

      “I would have liked to see her burn,” Blomma said.

      “I’m sorry you weren’t there to send her off.”

      Blomma’s brows furrowed. “That’s not what I said. I said, I would have liked to see her burn. Her and Otkell. Both of them,” the girl retorted, a sharp tone in her voice.

      I stared at her for a long while. There was a hardness in her looks, a pain that I recognized. “I understand you better than you can know.”

      “What will happen to me now?”

      The question was something I also mulled over. In fact, much of my future stood before me in a confused jumble.

      “We will decide soon.”

      “I will stay with you,” the girl said.

      “You want to stay with me?”

      “You will keep me safe,” she added matter-of-factly, then said nothing more.

      I looked up at Eydis, who’d been standing nearby. She tipped her chin, an uncertain look on her face.

      “Very well,” I said, then moved to set my hand on Blomma’s shoulder, but she moved so I could not.

      I rose and stood beside Eydis. “Well,” I whispered, motioning to the child.

      “The path before her is a tangle of threads. Some are on fire, some made of silk, some twine, some of steel, others of silver, and some of bone. I cannot see through the web.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means the Norns are reweaving this girl’s fate. But there is one thing I am sure of. She is tied to you.”

      I looked down at Blomma. I did not know what the future held, but I knew that Hofund and I would not be apart again. Would he accept that the child of my enemy somehow had to fit into that picture? Yet, like Blomma, none of our paths were clear anymore. Eydis and Leif had their children to think of. Mother was still in Dalr. Surely, Yrsa wanted to return to her. Bolmsö needed me, but the son of a king had a duty to his own kingdom.

      The horn blew, calling its long, low song across the island.

      Arne set his drum aside, rose, and approached the pyre with a torch.

      He turned to me.

      I called to Rök.

      The wolf and I joined Arne.

      I leaned forward and kissed my grandfather on the forehead. “Go now, Arngrim, berserker and Jarl of Bolmsö. See your wife and sons. Send my love to my father. And my thanks. Through him, I found you. I have known no greater treasure in this life. Not even Tyrfing can compare to what you have given me.”

      I willed myself to be strong, not let the tears flow, but they ran from my cheeks regardless. I brushed the hot tears away.

      Arne stepped forward. “Arngrim, tonight, we send you to the hall of the gods. Even in your last days, you stood with shield and sword before your people. Arngrim, berserker, blood of Bolmsö, may the Valkyries come to collect you to Valhalla. Join your glorious sons. May the warriors of Bolmsö accompany you, and may you all feast in joy in Odin’s golden hall,” he said, then handed the torch to me.

      A woman from amongst the crowd stepped forward and lifted her voice in song. The beautiful funeral lament echoed across the dark waves of the lake.

      “All hail you now,

      the fallen.

      All hail you now,

      my brothers.

      Rise to Valhalla,

      my fathers.

      Odin calls you home.

      Will you dance in the hall of the gods?

      Dearly departed,

      we will not weep your losses.

      We shall toast your deeds in Thor’s name.

      Fly with the Valkyries,

      our beloveds.

      Fly to the hall of the gods.

      Until we see you again.

      Until we see you again.”

      Even the eyes of the strongest warriors in Bolmsö’s were wet with tears.

      I turned and looked at Ragal and Hella.

      They, too, held torches.

      I nodded to them.

      While I went to set fire to Arngrim’s pyre, Hella and Ragal lit the others.

      Arne sounded the horn one last time.

      The burial pyres burned as we sent our loved ones to the gods.

      The fire twisted and twirled. Sparks and embers drifted up to the stars. Overhead, the slim crescent of the hunter’s moon hung in the sky. In the blanket of night, I saw the briefest glimmer of a winged Valkyrie. On her silvery wings, she flew down and collected the spirit of Arngrim. He ascended, wearing his beautiful robes with this sword and shield, Runa running alongside him.

      And above, in the heavens, twelve wolves stood waiting for their alpha.

      Arngrim, the wolf of Bolmsö, was gone.

      But I remained.

      Hervor.

      Daughter of Angantyr and Svafa.

      Granddaughter of Arngrim.

      Chosen by Odin.

      Shield-maiden of Bolmsö.
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      Subscribe to Melanie ’s newsletter and get Svafa’s tale in Under the Strawberry Moon and exclusive extras for FREE!
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      Thank you for reading the Road to Valhalla series. I hope you’re enjoying Hervor’s tale. If you enjoyed the book, would you mind leaving a review? You would be surprised how much a positive review increases the visibility of a series.
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      Ever have a weird premonition? I wrote this novel in the fall of 2019 long before COVID-19 was on my radar. Inspired by tales of community illness as a real part of human history, I decided to have the fever sweep through Hervor’s world. Little did I know, I was sensing something coming. It’s odd and eerie how that works. Looking back, it makes sense. For months, I had been procrastinating on preparing for two trips, delaying buying airplane tickets, not booking hotels, and more because I felt…something. Even the goals and deadlines I was setting felt at odds with the energy in the world. I didn’t know why. As I moved into revising this novel, our world changed. People were sick and dying. My book now felt eerily similar to the real tragedy unfolding. I debated on cutting the fever chapters, but ultimately, I decided to keep them. Historically, plagues have burdened and changed society. We are not alone. We are connected across the ages by this shared human tragedy. We will be changed by this experience. I hope it will be for the better.

      Along with the fever scene, I worried how people would react to Hervor’s gender-swap. I am sensitive to how we define gender and the fluidity of those definitions. I didn’t want her decision to be Hervarth taken in the wrong manner. The Norse Hervarar Saga, on which this story is based, is the source of that storyline. In the folktale, Hervor disguises herself as Hervarth to achieve her goals. I went back and forth on this. Ultimately, I looked to the master. In Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, he uses gender-swap as a main element of the story and it works beautifully. Considering Shakespeare likely wrote Twelfth Night during a wave of the plague, I figured it was only fitting. If it worked for Shakespeare, it could work for me.

      I also wanted to share a funny bit from this tale. In the scene where Hervor is in Halmstad for the night, I had fully intended for Asger and Hervor to hook-up. When Hervor opens the door of her chamber and Yrsa appears, I was just as surprised as Hervor. I could feel Yrsa turn from the page and scowl at me for my bad idea. In the end, I was glad Yrsa course-corrected the story. Hervor would have regretted her choice. I’m glad Yrsa was more protective than me!

      I do hope you enjoyed this second chapter of Hervor’s story. There is more to come.  Thank you for reading.

      Best,

      Melanie
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