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        Under the thunder moon, the war horn will sound, and Odin’s Valkyrie will rise.

      

      

      

      Reunited with Hofund, and with Bolmsö safe from its enemies, Hervor takes her place as jarl. But the All-Father has bigger plans for his favorite shield-maiden. When Hervor learns that Jarl Bjartmar has vowed vengeance on Leif, she knows she must stand by her cousin. To free Dalr, they must enlist the help of old allies, former enemies, and a warrior-priest called the Reindeer King. Together, they will fight to free Dalr.

      

      Continue the Road to Valhalla series with Shield-Maiden: Under the Thunder Moon. Fans of Vikings, The Last Kingdom, and The Mists of Avalon will relish this Viking historical fantasy from New York Times bestselling author Melanie Karsak.
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      Places

      
        
        Bolmsö, ruled by Jarl Hervor

        Dalr, ruled by Jarl Bjartmar

        Grund, ruled by King Gudmund

        Halmstad, ruled by Jarl Ragal

        Hárclett, ruled Jarl Eric

        Hreinnby, ruled by Jarl Mjord, the Reindeer King

        Silfrheim, held by Jarl Bjartmar

      

      

      

      Heroes of Dalr

      
        
        Jarl Bjartmar, jarl of Dalr

        Gudrun, fourth wife of Jarl Bjartmar

        Svafa, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar, Hervor’s mother

        Asta, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar

        Leif, son of Asta and Egil

        Hakon and Halger, twins of Asta and Calder

        Eyvinder, skald of Dalr

        Torsten, housecarl of Jarl Bjartmar

        Yrsa, shield-maiden of Dalr

        Freja, gythia of Dalr

        Frode, Birger, Ivar, warriors from Dalr

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

        Erik, youth of Dalr

      

      

      

      Heroes of Silfrheim

      
        
        Calder, Eilif, and Egil, sons of the late Jarl Njal

        Helga, wife of Eilif

      

      

      

      Heroes of Grund

      
        
        King Gudmund, king of Grund and father of Hofund

        Hofund, son of King Gudmund

        Magnus, emissary of King Gudmund to Halmstad

      

      

      

      Heroes of Bolmsö

      
        
        Arngrim, deceased jarl of Bolmsö

        Eyfura, deceased wife of Arngrim

        Hervor, jarl of Bolmsö

        Rök, Hervor’s wolf companion

        Blomma, adopted daughter of Hervor and Hofund

        Eydis, völva and companion of Hervor

        Arne and Ingrid, gothar of Bolmsö

        Wodan, ferryman of Lake Bolmen

        Svensson, farmer near Lake Bolmen

        Skarde, Trygve Two-Hammer, and Einar, elder warriors of Bolmsö

        Kára, Kit, Trygve One-Hammer, Sigrun, and Öd, younger warriors of Bolmsö

        Hábrók, Sigrun’s hawk

        Siggy, Asa thralls in Bolmsö’s hall

      

      

      

      Sons of Arngrim

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

      

      

      

      Heroes of Halmstad

      
        
        Ragal, jarl of Halmstad

        Hella, shield-maiden of Bolmsö

        Ingvar, son of Hella

        Lyngheid, merchant in Halmstad market

        Solveig, elder gythia of Halmstad

        Astrid, younger gythia in Halmstad

      

      

      

      Heroes of Hárclett

      
        
        Eric, son of the late Jarl Tove, jarl of Hárclett

        Hilda, mother of Eric

        Svanhild, daughter of Eric

        Veigr, housecarl of Eric

      

      

      

      Heroes of Hreinnby

      
        
        Jarl Mjord, jarl of Hreinnby

        Bryn, daughter of Jarl Mjord

      

      

      

      The Sea Kings

      
        
        Haki and Hagbard

      

      

      

      Mythological Characters and Gods

      
        
        King Sigrlami, the original owner of the sword Tyrfing

        Dvalin and Dulin, dwarves who created Tyrfing

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

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

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

        Balder, Norse god associated with beauty and the sun

        Thor, Norse god of thunder, wields the hammer Mjöllnir

        Bragi, Norse god associated with skalds and poetry

        Frigga, Norse goddess, wife of Odin

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

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

        Freyr, Vanir god associated with sex and fertility

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

        Hel, daughter of Loki and goddess of the Hel

        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 the violin

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

        Fenrir, wolf son of Loki

      

      

      

      Terms

      
        
        Bifrost, a rainbow bridge that connects the worlds

        Blót, a ceremony with sacrifice, a rite

        Gothar, plural

        Gothi, male priest

        Gythia, female priestess

        Hávamál, poetic text of Odin’s teachings

        Jarl, equivalent to Earl

        Skald, equivalent to a bard or poet

        Seidr, a form of Norse shamanism/magic.

        Úlfhéðnar, another word for berserkers, dressed in the pelts of wolves. Possibly shape-shifting skin warriors.

        Völva, a seeress with magical abilities
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Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The dream was the same.

      I walked down the same path through the village. Thick smoke rolled from the buildings, making my eyes burn. My heart thumped in my chest. Around me, I heard screams. I could just make out the voices. I recognized Yrsa’s voice. She was in pain.

      “Yrsa?” I called into the billowing towers of smoke.

      She didn’t answer.

      Coughing, I made my way up the hill toward the tree. The bank of smoke was so thick, I couldn’t see the tree, but I knew it was there. It was always there.

      “Hervor?” a ringing voice called.

      Svafa. She sounded scared. “Mother?”

      “Hervor!”

      Panic gripped my heart. I pushed through the smoke, coughing and gasping for breath. Soon, I became disoriented. I couldn’t find my way.

      “Mother?”

      My heart slammed in my chest, panic making my hands shake.

      “Mother!”

      Around me, the air stirred, clearing the path. Utr appeared.

      “Are you lost, liar?” he asked, grinning at me.

      “Utr…” I whispered, wiping tears of frustration from my cheeks.

      Utr winked at me, took my hand, then led me through the smoke. “More blessed are the living than the dead. For the living eat very well. Fire burns in a rich man’s hall, but you’ll find him lying dead by the hearth…” Utr recited Odin’s words from the Hávamál as he led me through the smoke.

      When we reached the tree, I found my mother standing there.

      “Hervor,” Mother said, anguish in her voice.  Her hands were covered in blood. “Hervor!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a scream.

      Terror washed over me. Panting and covered in sweat, I sat up.

      The door flew opened to reveal Hofund, hammer in hand. “Hervor,” he said, looking around the room.

      Since Hofund and Leif arrived, Eydis had joined Leif in another chamber. Hofund had taken the room beside mine.

      A moment later, Yrsa appeared behind him. Looking bedraggled, her hair a tousled mess, she clutched her sword. There was an angry gleam in her eyes. Like Hofund, she was prepared to kill someone. Anyone.

      “It’s all right,” I told them. “Just a dream.”

      But what a dream.

      “I’ll get you some water,” Hofund said, entering the chamber.

      Yrsa’s eyes met mine, a questioning expression on her face.

      “I’m okay,” I reassured her.

      She nodded. Her gaze went briefly to Hofund. With a smirk, she reached into the room and pulled the door closed. She winked at me before shutting the door behind her. Hofund was undoubtedly getting a warmer reception than Yrsa had given Asger.

      Hofund went to the table nearby and poured me a mug. Setting his hammer aside, he sat down on the side of my bed, offering me the water. I took it from him and sipped.

      “You’re shaking,” Hofund said. “What did you see?”

      I swallowed then shook my head. “I always have the same dream. Isn’t that odd? The details change, but the scene is always the same. In the dream, I’m walking through a burning village. There is a tree on the rise just above the small town. Every time, I am fighting, and the village is burning. There is always death there, but tonight…”

      Hofund gently held my hand. The sensation of his touch, his strength, felt good, reassuring. I could feel the terror leaving my body. “What was it?” he asked gently.

      “Tonight, I saw my mother. She had blood on her hands.”

      Hofund frowned, his expression thoughtful. His dark hair framed his face. Though the dream had rattled me, I felt so much better having Hofund there. All those months of worrying about him and the future… I had missed him so much. I hadn’t even known it was possible. I felt a deep ache in my stomach. “Do your dreams ever tell the future?” he asked.

      I furrowed my brow. “In riddles. Sometimes. I don’t know,” I said, then shook my head. “Nothing is ever clear, but I can feel in my heart that my mother needs me. And yet…”

      “And yet, Svafa is in Dalr, and you are needed in Bolmsö.”

      I nodded. Hofund read my worries correctly. I had never expected to be pulled in two directions. I had come to Bolmsö for Arngrim, and now, I needed—no, wanted—to take care of Bolmsö in his place. These were my people. I belonged here. But still, I loved Mother and truly cared about the people of Dalr. Remembering the sound of Mother’s voice, the terror in it, made me shudder. “I must talk to Leif in the morning.”

      Hofund nodded. “He left Silfrheim against Jarl Bjartmar’s wishes to come for you and Eydis, taking his warriors along with him. I was not there when he spoke to the jarl, but I know Leif’s choice was not without consequences. Leif came because I told him you were in trouble. He came because I asked him to.”

      “But how did you know I was in trouble?”

      Hofund laughed lightly. “The gods. For many months, I despaired. The words we spoke between us,” he said, reaching out to touch my face. He gently stroked his thumb across my cheek then shook his head. “I believed you cared for me. And I”—he smiled— “well, I was already in love with you. But the jarl told me differently. He told me you never wanted to marry, that the idea was abhorrent to you, that you ran off when you learned I’d asked for your hand. You and I… I thought we’d reached an understanding. I was dumbfounded. I thought, perhaps, I had misread you. Maybe I had pushed too hard. Maybe my mother’s vision had been wrong. I didn’t know what to believe.”

      “Did Svafa send word? She promised me she would.”

      “She did, but it did not reach me. When I came again to Dalr, she told me she had sent a messenger. The message never arrived.”

      “That is very odd.”

      “So it is. As you know, my mother was a völva. She saw the future. I, too, have seen strange visions but not often. Then, I started to see you: in a ring of runestones, fighting on the shore of an island. I didn’t know where you were. Nor did I know if you loved me or not. Then, I had another vision. I saw you in your blue dress, with the banners of Bolmsö fluttering in the breeze. Snow fell in fat flakes all around you as you stood before a fire in a wide square, a glimmering sword in your hand. In the vision, you whispered my name. It felt so real. When I woke from it, I had snow on my shoulders. After that, I knew you had not forgotten me.”

      “I never did. My feelings for you never changed. The jarl lied. I sent a message from Halmstad on a ship bound for Grund. Did that reach you?”

      Hofund looked perplexed. “A ship? No.”

      I frowned. Why had the gods stepped between Hofund and me?

      “After the vision, I began my search. I started in Dalr. When I first arrived, the jarl was in Silfrheim, so I spoke to your mother. She was much changed. She told me what had happened, how the jarl had deceived me, and why. She told me you had gone to Samso. So, I followed you there, nearly drowning in the process. My ship was caught in a squall. As I nearly went under the waves, all I could think about was you.”

      I squeezed his hand. I remembered my own vision, seeing him on the tossing waves.

      “When we arrived in Samso, I met an ancient woman, Sigfrid. She told me you went on to Bolmsö. I followed you, making port in Halmstad. When we landed there, we discovered they were preparing for war against Bolmsö. That was when I returned to Silfrheim and collected Leif and his men. We sailed halfway around Scandinavia to reach your lake. Only the gods brought us there on time. I am sorry it took me so long. And…and I am sorry I doubted you,” he said, then set his hand on the back of my head. “Please forgive me.”

      We drew our heads together, our foreheads touching. “There is nothing to forgive.”

      “Hervor…I am sincere in my offer. I want to marry you, but I see you have many responsibilities weighing on you. I don’t want to add to your burdens.”

      “Your love is no burden. I will not be apart from you again,” I whispered.

      “Nor I from you,” he replied, then moving carefully, he set his lips on mine.

      I fell into the kiss. But then, I wanted more. I lay back in the bed, pulling Hofund on top of me, relishing what I had not allowed myself to take before. I had spent every day of the last nine months thinking of Hofund. He had become a part of me. I had yearned for him as I forged a way forward in my new life, as I became whole. I had filled the blank spaces of my life. Now, I was only missing Hofund. Asger had distracted me, but he had also given me wisdom. I was a woman capable of love and being loved. There was nothing wrong with desire. There was nothing wrong with wanting to be wanted. But in truth, I only wanted Hofund. He was the only one I wanted to want me back.

      My hands roved across Hofund’s back, feeling his muscles. I tasted his lips, the sweet taste of mead and salt thereon. The soft scents of cedar and honey perfumed his clothes and his long, dark hair.

      He entwined his fingers in mine, kissing me passionately.

      “Hervor,” he whispered in my ear. “Hervor, I will love you all the days of my life.”

      “I love you too,” I whispered. “I love you too.”

      And then, I finally let Frigga have her way with me. Giving in to my passions, allowing myself to feel the deepest desires in me, I took the man who was already my husband in spirit to my bed, flesh upon flesh. That night, we became one.
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Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Hofund and I joined the others in the hall. Yrsa flicked her eyes up at us, gave me a wry grin, but said nothing.

      I sent a servant to fetch Arne, Ragal, and Hella. With Arngrim gone, Blomfjall in flames, and Halmstad’s future uncertain, we had some important decisions to make, ones I could not make without the others.

      Leif was sitting, his hand on Eydis’s stomach, as he ate his breakfast. I had to forgive my cousin. He had come to help me, but the moment he set eyes on Eydis, he had forgotten me—and everyone else.

      “Well, cousin, you see how round Eydis is? She’s eaten nearly all of Arngrim’s winter stores already,” I told him, crossing my arms as I looked at the happy pair.

      Leif rose, a crust of bread in one hand, and wrapped an arm around me, giving me a crumbly kiss on the cheek. “You have taken good care of her. When I returned to Dalr and discovered what had happened, I was worried, but Svafa told me she had gone with you. Hervor, we need to talk.”

      I nodded to him, motioning for him to sit.

      Leif sighed heavily. “Eric, son of Jarl Tove, and I sacked Silfrheim. Eric killed Eilif in the battle. My mother and Egil escaped, many of their warriors with them. I don’t know where they have gone. Grandfather is raging. He will not stop until they are found and killed,” he said, shaking his head. “He wanted me to see to it all. He wanted me to rule in Silfrheim on his behalf and to hunt down Egil and Asta. When Hofund came to tell me he had found you and that you were in danger—and Eydis along with you—I did not hesitate to leave. My men and I prepared to join Hofund at once. But Grandfather…he lost himself. I have never seen him so angry. He told me if I left, he would not only brand me a traitor, just like my mother, but he swore he would take revenge on me. He called you the vilest of names. He told Hofund he would spit in King Gudmund’s face and break their long alliance. Grandfather was already prone to wrath, and unsteady of mind, but he went into a strange frenzy. I never saw him like this before. There was menace in his words. Hofund sought to calm him but to no avail. In the end, it didn’t matter. I had to come. Hofund said you were in danger. I couldn’t just leave you.”

      “But at what cost to yourself?”

      Leif shrugged.

      “Nonetheless, we owe our lives to you.”

      “Very soon, I may owe you mine,” Leif replied.

      I frowned. Leif was right. Now, we would have to forge a path forward together.

      “What about Svafa?” Yrsa asked.

      Leif grinned. “Svafa is smarter than the rest of us. She knows how to play the jarl. The jarl does not know she is in her senses again. Torsten has kept her secret. Since the jarl thinks her the same, he pays her no more mind than he did before. But Svafa is watching, working.”

      I smiled lightly, taking some comfort from the news, but still, the dream rattled me. I turned to Yrsa.

      “I saw Svafa in my dream last night,” I was saying when Hella and Ragal appeared. Ragal inclined his head to me, then they took a seat with us by the fire.

      “What did you see?” Yrsa asked.

      “I fear she is in danger,” I said then looked at Eydis.

      The others followed my gaze.

      Eydis stared into the fire. She squinted as if she were having difficulty seeing. “I don’t know,” she said after a long time.

      “Would Asta and Egil attack Dalr?” I asked, looking from Leif to Yrsa.

      Yrsa shrugged. “If it were up to Egil, of course. Though I don’t think Asta would ever do anything to harm Leif.”

      “Except murder my father,” Leif said with a frown.

      Yrsa raised an eyebrow and cocked her head but said nothing.

      Leif stared at her. “Did everyone know Egil was my father except me?”

      “Not everyone,” Yrsa said.

      “Grandfather?”

      Yrsa shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “It would explain why he has always dismissed you over Calder,” I told Leif who frowned. “Grandfather can’t simply exile you like he did to me. You and Eric won Silfrheim through deed, and with Calder and Eilif dead and Egil gone, Silfrheim is yours.”

      “Grandfather does whatever he wants,” Leif answered.

      “And Eric?”

      “He withdrew when Silfrheim fell. His goal was to quiet his warring neighbors. Eric is a good man, but he knows it is unwise to get too close to the jarl.”

      “I can’t believe Bjartmar threatened to break with King Gudmund,” I told Hofund.

      “For his sake, I hope his words were spoken in the heat of anger,” Hofund replied. “Otherwise, Jarl Bjartmar will have all of Grund to contend with.”

      I frowned. “He must be brought to reason,” I told Leif.

      “I am open to any suggestions on how. I had planned to return to Silfrheim with Eydis and rule there as jarl. Now…”

      “If you brokered peace with Egil and your mother, you could remove Bjartmar from Dalr,” Yrsa suggested. “Then, you could oversee both jarldoms.”

      Leif stared at Yrsa for a long moment then turned to me. “How could I? Against Grandfather?”

      “Jarl Bjartmar would not hesitate,” Yrsa said with a shrug.

      I nodded in agreement with Yrsa. “Grandfather has already sworn vengeance upon you. You are nothing to him now. He has your brothers to groom as he sees fit and place in Silfrheim when the time comes. He doesn’t need you.”

      Leif stared into the fire. It had not occurred to him that the jarl would truly cast him off in such a manner. And to use his brothers against him…it had, no doubt, been unthinkable to Leif. But not to Jarl Bjartmar. “Dalr is my home. I cannot just leave it. But how can I ally with Egil? He may be my father, but I never knew him as anything but an uncle. He has Calder’s blood on his hands.”

      “We could go to Grund, collect my father’s forces. Then, with Jarl Eric and Hervor, we could go to Dalr. Perhaps a show of force would silence Jarl Bjartmar,” Hofund suggested.

      “Nothing silences a rabid dog,” Yrsa told Hofund then turned to Leif. “And it doesn’t fix the problem of Egil and your mother.”

      Leif sighed heavily. “It is good to contemplate all of these plans, but there are two more pressing issues,” Leif said, then turned to Eydis. “My children are due before the next moon, and Hervor is needed here.”

      As Leif was speaking, Arne entered.

      “Yes,” I said then looked to Ragal. “And Bolmsö must solve its problem in Halmstad. Permanently.”

      Ragal nodded. “When Asmund fell, Arngrim made the only choice he could. With Solva breathing down our necks, we stayed in Bolmsö. But now, that line has ended with Asger’s death. We must take the city.”

      I nodded to him. “And her port, ships, and wealth along with her.”

      Ragal inclined his head to me in agreement.

      “My father has long held an interest in Halmstad. I am sure he would be glad to see it in friendly hands,” Hofund told me.

      Hofund’s words held an offer. If we needed help holding Halmstad, King Gudmund would be very happy to oblige. I nodded.

      Ragal looked from Hofund to me. I could see from the expression on his face that he was not sure what to make of Hofund. He was right to be cautious. He did not know Hofund. And Bolmsö survived by being wary of outsiders. Now, Arngrim’s hall was full of strangers. The fact was not lost on me.

      “It is a good offer,” I told Ragal. “And remember, Halmstad has a very nice hall,” I added with a wink.

      Ragal laughed lightly.

      “True. But another matter requires our attention,” Arne said.

      I knew what he was going to say. I just wasn’t sure I was prepared to hear it.

      “With Arngrim gone, we must complete the ceremony to make Hervor jarl,” Arne explained. “We should hold the rite tomorrow, if that pleases you.”

      I turned and looked at Hofund. How could I possibly become jarl here? If I did, that meant my duties would lie here. I would need to stay here. But how could I possibly say no? Bolmsö was my home. In less than one year, Arngrim had been more a family to me than I’d ever known my whole life—outside of Yrsa. I belonged here.

      “You are wrong, priest,” Hofund said.

      Everyone’s gaze turned to him.

      Ragal frowned heavily.

      “Prince, I beg you to excuse me, but—”

      “Do not mistake me. Hervor must be crowned jarl. There is no question of that. But Hervor has agreed to be my wife. I must see to that before she changes her mind.”

      At that, the tension in the room eased.

      Ragal chuckled.

      For once, Arne smiled. “I will see that the preparations are made for the rites of jarlship tomorrow. As for the wedding, I shall read the runes and see what the gods say,” he said, turning to me for approval.

      I inclined my head to him.

      “Very good. I will tell Ingrid, and we will begin our preparations,” Arne said. Bowing to me, he left the hall.

      Hella got up. She set her hand on my shoulder. “The gods smile on us today. You will be our jarl. Ragal and I will share the news in the village. It will lift their spirits,” she said, motioning to Ragal.

      Ragal also rose to go. Inclining his head to me, he joined Hella.

      I caught Yrsa’s gaze. She flicked her eyes toward Ragal.

      I nodded at her.

      “Ragal,” I called. I rose, moving across the hall to join him. “A word?”

      Ragal turned to Hella. “I’ll find you.”

      She nodded, then headed out.

      Ragal and I crossed the hall together and stepped outside. A cool breeze blew, carrying with it the scent of the woodfires burning in the houses. The center fire was burning. Some villagers had crowded around, warming themselves by the fire. I could smell the threat of snow in the air.

      “Is something wrong, Hervor?” Ragal asked.

      “Ragal—I don’t know how else to say it, so let me be frank—I know I am taking your place here. I know that Bolmsö would have made you jarl had I not showed up to take—”

      “To take what is yours, Hervor.”

      “But you have been here all these years. It is you who stood beside Arngrim, not me. I know I agreed, but it’s not right. It does not sit well with me to take what you have earned.”

      Ragal stroked his beard as he listened. “Hervor… You are the daughter of Angantyr and granddaughter of Arngrim. It was you who stepped in front of Asger’s entire band of warriors to protect us. You did that, and you lived. That is the will of the gods. You are the one who woke the wolves. Not me. Bolmsö belongs to you.”

      “But it is you who sheltered this place after Arngrim’s sons were gone.”

      Ragal smiled softly at me. “I did not serve your grandfather to become jarl. I served him out of love and loyalty.”

      “As you heard, there are problems in Dalr. I will help my cousin. I will not be able to stay here all the time. I must go, even if I will come back. It is better if you are made jarl because—”

      “Hervor,” Ragal said, clapping my shoulder. “I will watch over Bolmsö, keep the island safe for you no matter where you go, no matter how long. But I will not be jarl here. There is nothing more to be said about it, granddaughter of Arngrim, ugliest boy I ever saw.”

      I chuckled. “I don’t know how I can repay you.”

      “Well, Halmstad does have a very nice hall.”

      “So it does.”

      “I’m not eager to take what is not mine. Bolmsö belongs to the blood of Arngrim, not to me. But I can be ambitious for another’s sake,” he said. His gaze went to Hella, who was speaking to Wodan.

      I nodded, understanding. “A prize won in battle is a prize earned. I agree. Halmstad does have a fine hall, big enough to raise a large family. But it will take some doing to win over Halmstad’s people. A task like that won’t be easy.”

      “There will be bad blood there, but people are people. Most people just want to be safe, warm, and well-fed. Halmstad just needs a steady hand at the helm. They need to be reminded what peace looks like.”

      “Well then, let’s see about that big hall for you.”

      Ragal laughed lightly. “I think we understand one another now.”

      “But you must do something for me.”

      “Of course.”

      “Ask her,” I said, motioning to Hella. “Once you get a yes, I’ll get you that hall.”

      “Hervor,” Ragal said with a laugh.

      I winked at Ragal then gestured playfully for him to go on. “Get at it. And stop being so shy about the matter, or I’ll set Eydis on you.”

      Ragal laughed. “Please, don’t. Hella’s slow to come around to the idea already. Your völva will spook her off. I’ll get there, Hervor.”

      “Then do that. Quickly. Big hall, remember?”

      “Yes, yes. I heard you.” He set his hand on my arm, then turned and joined Hella.

      Lingering on the steps, my gaze went across the square. The black-and-red banners of Bolmsö fluttered in the breeze.

      “Arngrim,” I whispered. “Guide me. Help me watch over my family, over Bolmsö, as you have done.”

      The wind whipped around me, carrying with it the scent of the lake and the smoke from the fire. My heart ached. I felt Arngrim’s loss keenly. With Svafa’s mind gone and my father unknown, I had felt emptiness all my life. Learning the truth and coming here had healed that wound. Being with Arngrim had made me whole. Even though he was gone, I didn’t feel empty anymore. I had a place. And I had people who loved me. Soon, I would have a husband. All the pieces of my life that had been missing were falling together. I grieved Arngrim’s passing, but I was so thankful for the time I had with him.

      I turned and headed back into the hall. I was about to rejoin the others when I saw movement between the pillars. Blomma. She was practically invisible, hidden in the shadows.

      “Blomma,” I said, surprised to see her. “When did you wake?”

      “Before you all.”

      “Have you been here all this time?”

      She nodded. “You will marry Prince Hofund and become jarl here?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you marry a prince, does that mean you will be queen one day?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Does he know about me?” she asked, her dark eyes searching my face.

      “I will speak to him.”

      Blomma frowned. “And if he does not want me?”

      I reached out to set my hand on her shoulder, but she flinched away from my touch.

      I knelt to meet her eyes. “Blomma, I will promise you something right now. With me, you will always be safe. I will not let anything happen to you. If I do, it will be an affront to the gods. I have taken you in, as Odin took in Freyr and Freyja. I am honor-bound to protect you with my life.”

      She stared at me. “You promise?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right,” she said, then lifted the skirts of her dress and darted away back to the living quarters of her house.

      I watched her go. Utr had said Solva had the blood of a jotun. And he had said Otkell, Solva’s son, was fathered by a jotun. What about Blomma? If Utr was right—and who was I to doubt anything Utr ever said ever again—then I had taken as my adopted daughter a child with the blood of giants. How would that go for me?

      I rose then turned back to the others. I found Hofund watching me, a questioning expression on his face. Sighing, I crossed the room. Now, how to explain to the man who had just asked me to be his wife that we already had a daughter?
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Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Hofund listened patiently as I explained about Blomma. His manner reflective, he nodded as I told him how the child had come to Bolmsö.

      “You did well,” he said finally. “She is an innocent in your conflict.”

      “Left to the influence of others, I did not know what kind of woman she would become. I didn’t need someone grooming a future enemy. And while that is true, honestly, I see myself in every abandoned girl. Who will watch over her, protect her? As Odin did with Freyr and Freyja, so should I. But I made the choice on my own, gave my word on my own. We are to be married. If you do not—”

      “Hervor’s word is mine. I, too, will watch over her as you have promised. A husband and wife are one in all things. Where is the girl?”

      I motioned to the back. “She is a skittish thing.”

      Hofund nodded. “It will take time.”

      I took his hand. “Thank you.”

      He lifted my fingers and kissed them. “There is nothing to thank. You did as the gods would want you to do. How can I find fault in that?”

      I smiled at him.

      “Blomma?” he asked, clarifying.

      I nodded. “It means flower.”

      Hofund smiled gently at me. “Then we’ve added one flower to our garden already. May we add many more,” he said, then leaned in and set a soft kiss on my lips.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We spent the day in quiet celebration and talk. Having honored the passing of those lost on Bolmsö, including Arngrim, everyone was now waiting for the next move.

      “Do you have enough warriors to take Halmstad?” Leif asked me.

      “Halmstad had heavy losses. I think, with your help, yes. I should not delay in taking the city. Surely, someone there will rise if we do not. I must ride to Halmstad as soon as possible,” I said then turned to Hofund. “How long would it take your ships to reach Halmstad?”

      “A week.”

      “If Bolmsö attacks by land, and you cut them off by sea, that would be the end of it.”

      “And then?” Leif asked.

      “And then, Ragal of Bolmsö will take his place as jarl there.”

      Leif raised an eyebrow at me.

      “You do not know him, cousin, but he is a worthy man and a good leader. Bolmsö will have an ally on the coast. It will secure this place and Halmstad. And if King Gudmund will make an alliance, we will all prosper.”

      Hofund nodded as he considered my words. “It’s a good plan,” he said as he fidgeted with a small knife and a block of wood. He was carving something, but I couldn’t tell what.

      “Would you tell her if it wasn’t?” Leif asked with a laugh.

      Hofund raised an eyebrow at Leif, a smile playing on his lips. “Are you calling me a cuckold?”

      Leif grinned at him. “Never. But I know Hervor. She can be intimidating.”

      “Only to you,” Hofund replied.

      “And to the warriors of Blomfjall and Halmstad,” Yrsa remarked.

      Everyone chuckled.

      “Ugh,” Eydis complained. “All this talk of war. Do you think of nothing else? Come, Hervor. Tomorrow, you’ll be crowned jarl, and we haven’t even looked to see if you have anything decent to wear. Where is Siggy?” Eydis said, calling for the servant.

      “Here, Eydis,” the woman replied. Siggy, who had a mountain of curly red hair, was one of the chief thralls in Arngrim’s hall.

      “Help? We must find something for Hervor to wear.”

      “Blue,” Hofund said playfully as he worked on his whittling.

      “There are other colors,” I told him.

      He stopped carving for a moment to look up at me and pass me a wink.

      I laughed.

      “Come with me,” Siggy said, motioning for Eydis and me to go along.

      Leaving the others behind, Siggy led us to Arngrim’s chamber. I paused at the door. I had not been in the room since he’d died. I wasn’t sure why we were there. I was, however, surprised to find Rök stretched out on Arngrim’s bed. He lifted his head to look at us.

      “There you are,” I said, calling to him. The wolf had been noticeably absent since the funeral. “What are you doing here?”

      Rök whimpered once then put his head back down.

      “He’s hardly left the room,” Siggy told me.

      I crossed the room and sat down on the end of the bed. I gently pet the wolf’s ear. Poor creature. I could see the sadness in his eyes. I set my brow against his, pressing him close to me for a moment.

      “Heartbroken?” I whispered to him. “Me too. But remember, I love you.”

      Rök licked my face.

      Sighing, I patted him gently.

      “All right, let’s have a look,” Eydis said.

      “So, why are we here?” I asked Eydis.

      “When this lot tore the stitches in my last dress,” she said, touching her ripe belly, “Siggy helped me with a new one. While we were at it, I found a trove.”

      Siggy opened an old trunk sitting at the side of the room. Inside, I saw splashes of color: deep purple, ruby red, emerald green—and blue.

      Eydis pulled out a green gown that was made of material so soft I had never seen its like before. The neck and hem were all trimmed in silver.

      “They belonged to Eyfura,” Siggy said. “Arngrim kept them in case any of his sons married…and, I think, he could not part with them. I am sure the jarl would not mind if you had them.” She handed the dress to me.

      I stroked my hand across the soft fabric. The gown had belonged to my grandmother. The idea boggled the mind. I remembered Neda, Jarl Bjartmar’s first wife and Asta’s and Svafa’s mother, only a little. She was a severe woman with steel-colored hair and a sharp gaze. She hated me. The story the villager in Bolmsö told me of Eyfura with her rose-colored hair came to mind. Eyfura had been a true princess, a woman of grace. She was my father’s mother. He had looked like her…except for the eyes.

      “All right,” I said, touching the silver hem on the green gown. “I’ll wear this one.”

      Eydis laughed. “That went much easier than I expected.”

      I looked up at her. “Why?”

      “Hervor, I’ve been dressing you all my life. Not once did you ever agree to put on a gown without complaining.”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to wear my axes and sword.”

      “No one expected any less of you, jarl,” Eydis told me with a wink. “But why no complaints?”

      I smiled down at the gown. “I will never know my grandmother. But maybe, by wearing this, I can honor her as I take Arngrim’s seat.”

      “Oh, I see, so the dress has to be sentimental. Well, Siggy. Let’s have a look at the others. We’ll need something else sentimental to marry Hervor off in as well. Let’s see what else there is.”

      Siggy and Eydis laid out three dresses in addition to the one I held, including one that was blue. Sadly, the deep purple gown lying at the bottom of the chest was discolored and heavily stained on one side.

      “I could cut it,” Siggy said. “See what I can make out of it. Can’t save it, though.”

      “Is there enough there for something for Blomma?”

      Siggy eyed the fabric then nodded. “Yes, there should be enough. She’s such a small thing. And I can cut the trimmings and use them.”

      “Please. If you will,” I said then looked at Eydis. “And maybe another small gown for that brood?”

      Eydis grinned at me.

      “One or two?” Siggy asked Eydis.

      “I think one. But you never know. Kicking mites. My own pride of lions,” she said, but her smile faded. A sad look crossed her face.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She smiled sadly. “Nothing. Only…Arngrim. He will not get to see them,” she said, then set her hands on her stomach.

      Reaching out, I placed my hands over hers. “He will still see them.”

      Eydis looked up at me. “Yes. Yes, you’re right.”

      “There is no doubt Arngrim will watch over us,” Siggy said. “He won’t be able to help himself. So, I’ll work on something for Blomma and make a little frock for Eydis. And a wedding gown?”

      “The blue,” I said.

      “You didn’t even look at it,” Siggy replied.

      I laughed. “I don’t have to.”

      Siggy and Eydis both chuckled.

      “All right, do you want me to fit the dresses for you, Hervor?” Siggy offered.

      “I’ll see to it,” Eydis told her.

      Siggy nodded. “Very well. I’ll get to work on this then,” she said, then headed out, taking the purple gown along with her.

      Eydis went to Arngrim’s bed and set her fingers very lightly thereon. “He never treated me like a thrall. Did he know?”

      “Only at the very end. He told me that you might have come to me in servitude, but you are no slave, not in your heart.”

      “Are any of us?” she asked, her gaze following Siggy’s wake. “In Dalr, Bjartmar treated me like I was cattle. Arngrim saw me. I think…I think you were not the only one who discovered yourself here.”

      I smiled at her. “I’m glad.”

      “And you’re also not the only one to win a proposal.”

      “Leif asked you to marry him?”

      She nodded.

      “Oh, Eydis! We should tell Arne to—”

      “No. Not here. Leif wants us to wed in Dalr.”

      “In Dalr?”

      She nodded.

      If Leif married Eydis in Dalr, Jarl Bjartmar would rage. But Leif already knew that. If Leif wanted to wed Eydis in Dalr, that meant he was planning to rule there. “You know what that means.”

      “Yes.”

      “What do you see, Eydis? Is it right? Is it safe? What will happen?”

      “The gods have blocked my future from me. Even Loki is quiet these days. But in the past, I saw Leif on the throne in Dalr, not much older than he is now.”

      “We may need to bring war to Dalr.”

      “Perhaps. I don’t know. There is something afoot here, but I cannot see what. But I can smell it.”

      “Smell it?”

      She nodded.

      “What do you smell?”

      Eydis’s gaze narrowed. “It’s strange… I smell the sea.”

      I frowned. “The sea. What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I inhaled slowly and deeply.

      Eydis sighed. “Regardless, there is much to do here first,” she said, then picked up the blue gown. She shook it out. The fabric unfurled like a wave. The beautiful material had a sheen of silver to it. All along the neck and hem of the sleeves, someone had sewn silver flowers. It was a delicate thing. “Blue,” Eydis told me with a grin.

      I nodded. “Blue.”
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Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      “They won’t just crown her in the hall?” Leif was whispering to Eydis as we stepped to the doors of the great hall.

      “No. There is a sacred place on the island. She will go there,” Eydis replied.

      When the doors opened, I found myself standing before the entire community of Bolmsö. Torches had been lit, leading from the center square down the path toward the forest and the runestones. A horn sounded. Its call echoed across the island.

      Everyone was silent, waiting and watching. Arne stood on the other side of the door. He grabbed a torch then motioned for me to follow, leading me from the hall. We began our procession to the stones. Before Arne and me were drummers who beat their instruments in a steady rhythm.

      Ingrid, who had come to the hall to adorn my face with runes and kohl, followed along behind me. Hella, Ragal, and Yrsa had been waiting just outside. I met Yrsa’s gaze. She had redressed for the event and neatly plaited her hair. Her armor shined. She inclined her head to me, a proud expression on her face. My glance went to Ragal and Hella who smiled at me before falling in line behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder, seeing Leif, Eydis, and Hofund following along. Blomma walked alongside Hofund. As they walked down the steps, Hofund reached for her hand to steady her. She didn’t let him take it, but she stayed beside him all the same.

      I gazed down at Rök, who was trotting along at my side. I stroked him lightly on the ear. As I made my way behind Arne, I met the gazes of the people of Bolmsö. I was relieved to find joy in their expressions. Even Wodan was grinning at me. Arngrim had been jarl here so long, most of them would not remember Arngrim’s father. Arngrim was the only leader they had ever known. Growing up, most of them had been friends with my uncles and father. No one ever expected they would have someone like me as their jarl.

      Nor could I ever imagine such a thing.

      How was it possible that only a year ago, I’d been sitting by the fire in Dalr listening to Mother talk nonsense and Jarl Bjartmar rant. Leif had been with Hofund—whom I had not yet met. There had only been Yrsa, Eydis, and me. Now…

      I looked back over my shoulder at Yrsa once more.

      She winked at me.

      The night air was crisp. It was a cloudless night, the sky full of stars. Once more, I could smell snow in the air. Bolmsö needed to get ready for the long winter to come. But first, we would see to Halmstad.

      As we made our way back to the stones, I felt Arngrim’s absence most stingingly. I had come here for him, and he was gone. But now, I had the rest of my family here with me. Only Svafa was missing.

      The wind whipped down the lane, making the torch flames flicker. Somewhere in the darkness, I heard the call of ravens.

      Arne looked back at me. “Odin is watching,” he whispered.

      Odin was always watching.

      What about you, Utr? Do you see this?

      “I see everything, liar.”

      I smiled to myself then pet Rök once more. Arngrim was gone. And so was Utr. And so were so many others. But a new future was on my horizon. And it was a golden one.

      We made our way through the forest to the runestones. Arne led me to the center altar. The drummers followed us, entering the ring of stones, playing their music as they went. A horn called once more. The people of Bolmsö gathered to watch. The flickering flames of the torches made their armor gleam. Everyone had dressed their best. And while Eyfura’s green gown was made of light fabric, I didn’t feel cold. I gazed down at the beautiful dress. It shimmered like new leaves in the firelight. Eydis was right. I always hated wearing dresses. But in my grandmother’s gown, I felt emboldened. I felt connected. I felt my family there with me in spirit.

      I caught Hofund’s eye. He was staring at me, a look of love on his face.

      Once the others arrived, Arne motioned for the drummers to pause.

      “Who has come to bear witness to this sacred rite?” Ingrid called to the crowd.

      A chorus of voices all shouting “I” echoed up into the night.

      Over the others, I caught Leif’s tone. I met his gaze. Grinning, he winked at me.

      I looked away, trying to stay stoic and serious—Leif had a way of undoing that in me.

      “And who has come to be crowned jarl?” Arne asked, turning to me.

      I cleared my voice. “Hervor, daughter of Angantyr and Svafa.”

      Rök barked.

      The crowd chuckled.

      “And the companion of Rök,” I added.

      Even the serious Arne cracked a smile.

      “Hervor, daughter of Angantyr and Svafa—and companion of Rök—tonight we crown you jarl of Bolmsö. This land has been ruled by your blood since the beginning of time. Born from Odin’s wolves, you and the land are bound together. We must have a symbol of that tie tonight. Please give me your hand,” Arne said.

      He had already forewarned me this was coming. It was a tradition that the new jarl mark the altar stone with their blood, connecting the person and the island. It was the one and only time—at least as Arne explained it—that such an act was done here. Otherwise, the sacrifice of blood was forbidden on Bolmsö. Something told me Utr appreciated mead and honey far more than blood.

      I gave my hand to Arne.

      He removed a dagger from his belt and made a small cut across my palm.

      “Hervor, do you promise to rule Bolmsö wisely?” Arne asked in a firm voice.

      “I do.”

      “Do you promise us justice?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you promise to protect us?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you promise to win us glory?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you promise to love and cherish this island and these people?”

      “I do.”

      Arne nodded at me.

      I turned and set my hand on the altar. I then called, “Odin. All-Father. Thank you for leading me home. Thank you for bringing me here where I may be a shield between the darkness of this world and these good people. I pledge now to protect Bolmsö until my dying breath. I seal myself to the land. Bolmsö and I are one. And I will forever be beholden to this island.”

      A horn sounded, calling the gods’ eyes to us.

      Overhead, a raven cawed, and then another.

      I looked up to see the birds spiraling overhead.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      The birds sounded once more.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      We see you, shield-maiden and jarl of ancient Bolmsö.

      My Valkyrie.

      “Hervor, do you accept all of your duties and responsibilities as jarl of Bolmsö?” Arne asked.

      “I do.”

      “Bolmsö, do you accept Hervor as your jarl?”

      “We do! Yes! Aye,” the crowd called in unison.

      Arne motioned for Ingrid to come forward. I was glad to see that she had graduated from her place as a servant in the temple to a priestess apprentice. I would not forget that she had nursed me through the fever. I was alive because of Ingrid.

      Ingrid held a box in her hand. She smiled at me.

      Arne opened the lid on the box. From within, he pulled out a silver coronet.

      We had buried Arngrim with the wolf crown he wore. This was something new. The silver ringlet was engraved all around with runes and images of wolves. At the very front of the crown were Odin’s ravens etched in the silver, Muninn and Huginn. Green gems had been set in their eyes. And in the eyes of the wolves, amber-colored stones. The silver and gemstones glistened in the moonlight.

      “Hervor, daughter of Angantyr, granddaughter of Arngrim, wielder of Tyrfing, we crown you jarl of Bolmsö. May you use your twin axes and the dwarven sword to protect this island. Daughter of wolves, we welcome and accept you as our jarl in the name of all the gods,” Arne said, then set the crown on my head.

      I closed my eyes as he slipped the ring on my head.

      Angantyr. Can you see me? Arngrim, may I serve your people well.

      “Bolmsö, I give you your jarl. All hail Jarl Hervor,” Arne called.

      “Hail Jarl Hervor!” the crowd called in reply then erupted into cheers.

      And from somewhere deep in the island, other voices joined into the chorus. Howls lit up the night. Hearing them, Rök joined the wolves of Bolmsö. United in one voice, Bolmsö accepted me. Hervor, a girl with no more blank spaces, was jarl of Bolmsö.
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Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      The feast following the rite was a raucous affair. The scents of ale, roasting meat, and freshly baked bread perfumed the air. Music, laughter, and the voices of Bolmsö echoed throughout the great hall. Putting away their pain, their losses, for just one night, the people ate, drank, and celebrated the future before them.

      “And where did you say your father was from? King of what?” a very drunk Wodan, who swayed as he spoke, asked Hofund.

      Hofund merely grinned when the ferryman spilled ale on his boots. “Grund.”

      “I see,” Wodan said suspiciously. Clearly, he did not see. Or, perhaps, he saw double. “Did you know the jarl of Bolmsö used to be called king?”

      “No, I didn’t know that. There are many kings in our land who protect their client jarldoms.”

      “Is that right?” Wodan said, eyeing Hofund carefully. “So, tell me, you were sitting in Grund, and then you just decided to sail to Bolmsö?” Wodan asked, his gaze narrowing.

      Hofund smiled lightly, then set his hand on Wodan’s shoulder, steadying him. “Have you ever been in love?” he asked the ferryman.

      “A few dozen times, boy,” he replied with a laugh.

      Hofund looked over his shoulder at me. “I am in love with Hervor, but she has no use for gems and trinkets. The only way to win a shield-maiden is to bring her a warband.”

      At that, Wodan laughed. He nodded to Hofund, then turned and stumbled away.

      “I suddenly feel like I am under the scrutiny of a hundred fathers,” Hofund told me.

      He was right to feel that way. Everyone in Bolmsö had come to see and pass judgment on Hofund. How I had gone from no one to Hervarth to the beloved daughter and jarl of Bolmsö boggled my mind, but as I sat on the throne, I saw what Hofund meant. While Ragal and Hella had tentatively given Hofund a pass based on my word and the fact that he’d arrived on the island in our time of need, the others were still deciding. Hofund was, after all, the son of a king. Did that king have machinations toward Bolmsö?

      “Just be glad Utr is not here,” Yrsa said, sipping her ale.

      I set my hand on her shoulder. Yrsa would never admit it, but I knew she felt the loss of the vætt most stingingly.

      “Utr?” Hofund asked.

      “A fallen friend,” I replied simply. “He would have made your life difficult.”

      “He may yet…” Yrsa remarked stoically, but there was a grin on her lips.

      I smirked at her.

      “Hervor,” Leif said, dragging Frode, Birger, and Ivar with him. “What a fine hall,” he said, grinning at the others gathered there. “Don’t you think?”

      “Cheerier than Dalr, that is certain,” Frode said. “And look at you, Hervor. Jarl. Bjartmar’s heart will stop when he hears the news.”

      “Let’s hope so. That will make it easier for us,” Yrsa replied with a laugh.

      “By the gods, even Yrsa smiles here,” Frode added. “This is a blessed place. Did I hear wolves in the forest?”

      I nodded. “They are the guardians of this island.”

      “Are they flesh and blood, like him?” Frode asked, motioning to Rök as he eyed the wolf suspiciously. “Or…”

      It was a good question. I wasn’t sure. I grinned at Frode. “Cross them, and you’ll find out.”

      Frode laughed. “I think I’ll pass. But I do think I’ll find more mead. Come,” he said to the others who wandered off with him.

      Leif sat down beside Hofund, the two of them falling into a conversation.

      I scanned the room. There, amongst the shadows, I caught the sheen of purple. Blomma was hanging back, sitting in a small alcove along the wall, watching the others. She was wearing the lovely purple dress Siggy had made her from the fabric from Eyfura’s gown. When I looked her way, she met my gaze. I motioned for her to come to me.

      She hesitated for a moment then crossed the room to join me, keeping to the shadows as she went. She flinched, bothered by the noise of two men laughing loudly as she passed them. She came and stood before me—but not too close.

      “Come a little closer. It is loud here, and I cannot hear well,” I said, sliding to the side of the wide chair on which I sat, giving her space.

      She balked. “That is the jarl’s seat.”

      “And I am the jarl. Come, so I can hear you.”

      She slipped onto the very corner of the chair.

      “Do you like the dress?” I asked her.

      She looked down at the gown, her hands smoothing the material. She touched the hem of her sleeve. “It’s a good color. Thank you.”

      I leaned toward her. “Why are you hiding?”

      She stilled. “It’s very loud and too bright in here.”

      I nodded. “And?”

      “And…and I think some of the people here think I should be dead.”

      “Why do you think that? Did anyone say that to you?”

      “No.”

      “Was anyone unkind to you?”

      “No.”

      “You think that because Solva is your mother.”

      She did not reply.

      “This is the Bolmsö I know,” I told her, motioning to the merriment of the hall. “I do not know what you heard about this place, but I do know Arngrim sought peace with your mother. It was she who rejected it, conspired for war. That is not the way here. At least, not by choice. They are warriors, but they are not warlike.”

      Blomma surveyed the room, her gaze taking in those who had assembled there. Eventually, she looked up at me and nodded. “May I go back to my chamber?”

      “Are you tired?”

      “No. I just want to go back.”

      “Very well,” I said, then turned and found Siggy in the crowd. I motioned to her. “Siggy will take you.”

      “Thank you, jarl,” she told me.

      “Blomma, to you, I am only Hervor.”

      A smile trembled in the corner of her mouth for just a moment, but she successfully buried it. Hurrying along, she met Siggy, the pair of them disappearing into the family quarters.

      “She’ll come around in time,” Yrsa told me.

      “I hope,” I said, watching as she left the room. My heart ached for her and the unknown griefs she had suffered. Something within that broken girl felt like a mirror of my own pain. And more than anything, I hoped to make it right.

      A cheer went up as someone called for a dance. The music changed, and soon, the men and women were holding hands and dancing in a circle to the song.

      “Jarl,” Hella called. “Come, Hervor.”

      Her call was echoed by the others. I turned to Yrsa, who huffed then shook her head. Having no luck there, I turned to Hofund.

      He gave me a soft smile, then rose. Extending his hand to me, he helped me out of the high seat of Bolmsö. “Come, Jarl Hervor. Your people await.”

      Jarl Hervor.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.
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Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      The following week, I got busy making good on another promise I’d made. Halmstad did have a very nice hall. And if I hoped to see Ragal take it, we needed to work quickly. I met Leif at the dock.

      “It’s a long, cumbersome trek back across land,” Leif told me. “The streams are very shallow. From lake to stream to lake to river to stream. Even had to tug the boats by rope at one point. But if we have timed it right, we will be there by the time the moon is full.”

      “I will send riders to watch the shore. We will wait for news of you.” The timing of the launch was going to be difficult. While some of Asger’s allies may have already fled Halmstad, those who remained behind might fight. I wanted Hofund and Leif to prevent anyone from escaping—and to commandeer their ships in the process. The more vessels that remained intact and in our hands, the better.

      Hofund, who was carrying a bundle of arrows, handed off the packet to another warrior passing by and joined us.

      “Do you have everything?” I asked him.

      “The shield-maiden Hella was seeing to some provisions for us,” he said then coughed lightly, shifting uncomfortably.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “What is it?”

      “You are well-loved here, Hervor. I’ve been reminded of that, and what could become of me if I forget.”

      I laughed. “Did she threaten you? Hella?”

      “No. It was just a conversation, but it was…illuminating.”

      Leif was grinning at Hofund, but then his gaze shifted over my shoulder. He smiled brightly.

      I looked back to see Eydis coming our way. Slowly. Hofund followed our gazes.

      “From the looks of Eydis, we’d best be finished with this business in Halmstad quickly,” Hofund said.

      Leif nodded. “She will come to it soon.”

      I turned to him. “She told me you want to wed in Dalr.”

      He looked at me. “I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when Eydis becomes my wife, I want them all to see. I want them all to know what is possible, not just for Eydis, but for themselves. I want them to see that Dalr does not have to be the way it is.”

      “You will not be able to do that under Grandfather,” I told him.

      Leif met my eye. “I know.”

      “Jarl,” someone called.

      For a moment, I didn’t respond.

      “Hervor,” Leif said, bumping me with his elbow.

      I jabbed him back then looked to see who had called me. Me. Jarl.

      It was Skarde. When he caught my eye, he pointed across the lake. Wodan was returning with Trygve Two-Hammer, his nephew Trygve the Younger, and a shield-maiden named Kára. I had sent them to look—albeit covertly—at the conditions in Halmstad. I was relieved to see them return safely.

      “What a flurry of activity,” Eydis said, looking over the busy dock.

      “Come, I want you to see my new ship,” Leif told her, taking her hand.

      I gave my cousin a smile, then turned and watched as Wodan brought the others across. “Now, let’s see what they have discovered,” I told Hofund, then we headed down the pier.

      As we went, Rök appeared. Since the rites of jarlship, he’d been up and about once more, almost back to his usual self. He raced in a circle around us then jumped into the water. He swam out to the ferry, lapped it, then began his trek back, reaching shore once more before Wodan arrived. He trotted back to the dock, joining Hofund and me, only to pause to give himself a good shake.

      “Hey,” I protested. “You could have done that onshore.”

      Hofund laughed. “What a curious creature. I’ve never seen a wolf his size before.”

      “Nor I. But there is an interesting legend about Bolmsö,” I said, then told him the tale of how Odin had turned the wolves into people. “I hope you are ready for your children to become part wolf.”

      Hofund set his hand on my back. “So, children?”

      I winked at him.

      Hofund grinned. “And when will we be marrying, jarl?”

      “I need a bride gift first.”

      “I already brought you a warband. What else can I win my shield-maiden?”

      “Halmstad.”

      “Then I’d best get going,” Hofund replied. “And you better get your blue dress ready.”

      I laughed, my heart full of joy to have him there. To have him at all. Somehow, despite all of Jarl Bjartmar’s lies and misdoings, the Norns had found a way.

      As we waited, one of Hofund’s men called for him. He went on to check on the matter while Ragal, who had been milling around the dock, joined me. We both watched as the ferry came in.

      “What do you think we will hear?” I asked Ragal.

      Ragal frowned. “Can’t say. Asger had many young men around him. Surely, at least one of them will be ambitious.”

      “If they survived.”

      “If they survived.”

      Trygve, Trygve’s nephew, and the shield-maiden Kára joined us.

      “Jarl,” Trygve Two-Hammer said, nodding to me.

      “I am glad to see you all returned,” I told them.

      “Thank Odin,” Trygve Two-Hammer replied.

      “Even Trygve the Younger made it back unscathed,” Ragal said, roughly checking the young warrior over for scratches. While I didn’t know the young man well, he had fought bravely in Blomfjall and on Bolmsö. About my age, he was just one of the generation of younger warriors on Bolmsö. He was tall and huskily built, just like his uncle, and had dark hair and a beard to match. He always wore a fox skin on his head into battle. And more than once, I had seen he was the butt of some good-natured teasing from the elder warriors.

      “One-Hammer. How many times must I say it? It’s Trygve One-Hammer,” he told Ragal in an exasperated tone.

      “Might as well give up,” Kára told him. Kára, like Trygve One-Hammer, had fought alongside us. She was a fierce thing with straw-colored hair, wide green eyes, and an even bigger smile. I had spoken to her often enough to know she was a mirthful girl as well as a strong warrior. More than once, her boisterous laugh had boomed across the hall. She set her hand on Trygve One-Hammer’s shoulder. “Your time will come. With the elder Trygve being so ancient and decrepit, won’t be long now until you are the only Trygve,” she said with a wink.

      “Watch yourself, shield-maiden,” Trygve Two-Hammer warned her playfully. “I remember when you were just a wild thing running barefoot and chasing geese trough the village.”

      “You see how old you are? May Odin be praised. It’s so good that you still have your memories at this age,” she told him, patting his shoulder sympathetically.

      We all chuckled.

      “Well,” Ragal said, “what news?”

      “Roads are all closed and fortified,” Trygve One-Hammer said.

      “Not many of Halmstad’s men left from what we could see,” Trygve Two-Hammer added. “But there are shields in Halmstad I did not recognize.”

      “They’ve been reinforced?” I asked.

      “Yes, but by whom and how many, I couldn’t make out,” Trygve Two-Hammer replied.

      Of course, someone else had taken an interest in Halmstad. The city was strategically placed. Like King Gudmund, many others would be keen to take control of the port town.

      “What colors?” Ragal asked.

      “Orange and blue on their shields,” Kára replied.

      I looked at Ragal, who shook his head.

      I sighed. “Why does everything have to be so difficult?”

      Ragal laughed. “What, you hoped to just ride into Halmstad and take that big hall?”

      “Didn’t you?”

      He smiled, then shrugged. “That would have been nice.”

      Trygve Two-Hammer nodded at me. “Won’t be that easy, I’m afraid. We’ll need a lot of us and them,” he said, looking to Leif and Hofund. He stared at them for a long minute. “Good fighters,” he finally said, assessing. “I suppose we can let the jarl of Bolmsö marry a prince. What do you say, Ragal?”

      “I suppose,” Ragal said, eyeing Hofund then turned back to Trygve Two-Hammer. “You see that amulet of Mjolnir on his neck?”

      Trygve Two-Hammer nodded. “And he carries a hammer too. If Thor accepts him, I guess we can too.”

      “I think the jarl can decide for herself,” Kára interjected. “Though if you don’t want him, jarl, mind if I take a chance?”

      “I do want him,” I told Kára with a wink then turned to the two men. “You do know I am here, right?”

      “Why do you suppose we’re talking it over now?” Trygve Two-Hammer replied with a laugh.

      I rolled my eyes. “I spent my whole life with no father. Now, I have an island full of them. Not sure which is worse,” I said, setting my hands on their shoulders, giving them both very hard pats. “Now, I will go see to my prince and get him on his way so I can go get Ragal that hall,” I said then turned to Ragal. “And you need to live up to your end of the bargain,” I said, flicking my eyes behind him where Ingrid and Hella approached, carrying baskets of food.

      Ragal followed my gaze then smiled abashedly.

      Trygve One-Hammer laughed. “That’s the deal, is it? Well done, jarl. About time someone gave them a shove.”

      “What would you know of it, boy?” Ragal said, roughing Trygve again. “Wet behind the ears as you are.”

      I shook my head, then gave them all a wave and headed off to join Leif and the others, Kára joining me.

      “It’s good they’re looking after you, you know. They wouldn’t do that if they didn’t care about you,” Kára told me.

      “I’ll try to remind myself.”

      When we joined the party, I found Frode laughing so hard there were tears in his eyes, the others chuckling as well.

      I looked at Eydis. “What did you say now?”

      “Who? Me?” she replied, a mock-innocent expression on her face.

      At that, the others laughed even more.

      I raised an eyebrow at Eydis.

      She grinned wickedly. “I was just giving Frode advice on fathering children.”

      Frode wiped a tear from his eye. “Not sure I’ll be able to get my wife to cooperate, though.”

      Eydis grinned at him.

      “Here we are,” Ingrid said when she and Hella arrived with the baskets.

      Regaining their composure, the men took the food.

      I caught Hofund’s eye. He grinned then shook his head.

      “Tease,” I told Eydis then set my hand on her belly. “Now, you best be sure these little ones listen: no coming while we’re gone. They must wait for us.”

      “Oh, I’ll tell them, but in case they are as hard-headed as their father, I’m glad Ingrid is here.”

      Ingrid, who was passing a basket to Hofund, smiled at Eydis. “I’ll be ready for that brood.”

      “Good. I don’t want Arne sitting between my open legs chanting,” Eydis replied.

      Kára laughed. “I shudder at the thought.”

      We laughed.

      Once all the food and weapons were stowed, the men began loading into the boats, the others waiting on the bank to wave farewell.

      I went to Leif. “I will see you soon, cousin. May the gods watch over you. The weather is turning. Be mindful.”

      “Yes, jarl,” he said with a grin, but he also took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Be safe.”

      “You too.”

      Leaving me, he took Eydis’s arm, and the two went aside to speak in whispered tones, Leif’s hand on her stomach.

      Hofund joined me. “Didn’t we say we would not be apart again?”

      I smiled softly at him. “We are together in this fight, thanks to you. I could not do this without you.”

      Hofund set his hand on my neck. “You would find a way.”

      “Be safe. May Thor watch over you and bring you safely to me in Halmstad.”

      Hofund leaned in and set his forehead against mine. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      He set a quick, soft kiss on my lips. “On the other side of this, I’ll see you in that blue dress, Jarl Hervor.”

      “I’ll have it ready.”

      Hofund left me then, rejoining the others. Leif gave Eydis one last kiss then joined Hofund in the ship. Rök trotting alongside me, I walked to the end of the pier and watched as the longships turned. After maneuvering into position, Hofund called for sails. The red-and-white sails on the ships unfurled. Catching the breeze, the sails ballooned full.

      Hofund turned back once more and gave me a final wave.

      I returned the gesture then watched as the ships navigated around the head of the island back toward the river. I stayed fixed in place until they were out of sight.

      Sighing, I set my hand on Rök’s head. “Come on, wolf. It’s time to get the pack ready. We have business of our own to attend to.”

      At that, Rök gave me an excited whine. And then the pair of us turned and headed back to the hall of Bolmsö. Inexplicably, my hall.
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Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Bolmsö spent the next several days preparing to go to Halmstad. I kept one eye on the moon and the other on Eydis who paced the hall, her fists pressed into her lower back. Soon, we would ride south. As I watched Eydis wince, worry settled in my heart.

      “Eydis?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine.”

      “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. Go, raid your city, shield-maiden. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      I frowned at her then turned to Yrsa, who was sharpening her blade. Yrsa shrugged. “You can’t do anything about it.”

      “I can be here. What if I’m not here?”

      “Ingrid will be here. And Arne. And all the other ladies in the village who’ve had children. Eydis will not be the first,” Yrsa said.

      I frowned at her. “You know it is a risk carrying more than one,” I whispered.

      Yrsa paused. She looked up at Eydis. “She’ll be all right.”

      I hated the idea that I wouldn’t be here with Eydis. So agitated by the thought, and worried for Hofund and Leif, I rose and headed out of the hall.

      “Hervor?” Yrsa called.

      “I’ll be back. Come on, Rök,” I called the wolf who was lying upside down, sleeping by the fire. At the sound of an adventure, he flipped over in a hurry.

      “You’re going to break your back doing that,” Yrsa told him.

      Rök gave her a look, which made all of us laugh.

      The minute I stepped outside, the cold autumn wind whipped around me. It had not snowed again, but it would soon. I only hoped that Hofund and Leif made it to the sea before then. If their boats were trapped in the ice, what then? Tomorrow, I would send riders to the shore to keep watch for them. And the next day, we would follow. One last battle to protect what was Arngrim’s—now mine.

      One last battle.

      At least, one last battle here. There was still Dalr to attend to.

      Pulling my cloak around me, I made my way down the path toward the runestones. I could smell the scent of burning wood smoke in the air. It was quiet in Bolmsö, everyone inside by their fires. Overhead, the moon grew toward fullness. Soon, it would be time.

      Rök ran ahead, knowing where I was headed. I turned from the main road and headed toward the stones. The moonlight made the flecks of granite shimmer. Taking a deep breath, I entered the runestones. My skin rose in gooseflesh, and I thought about the story of how the stones were a passageway from Asgard to Midgard. Did Heimdal watch over this bridge too?

      I went to the altar stone. There, under the light of the full moon, I saw the dark stain of my blood on the stone. Bolmsö and I had become one.

      I gently touched the stain.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Soon, I will march south to finish this war. Watch over Bolmsö while I am gone. Awaken the wolves if needed. And watch over Eydis. I know many women are lost in childbirth when they carry twins. Protect her. Keep her safe.

      A cool lake breeze swept in. It stirred up the leaves, making them swirl around the stones.

      Stupid girl. Of course, I will protect what is mine, a voice answered.

      But it was not Odin.

      Loki.

      I smiled. I was not the only one who loved Eydis. I needed to remember that. Loki would not let anything happen to her—or her children.

      What is mine.

      Eydis or the children?

      “Then I shall leave Eydis to you,” I answered the god, then set my hand on the altar once more. I looked down at Rök. “Seems we wasted a trip. But it never hurts to ask.”

      Rök wagged his tail.

      Turning, I left the stones once more. As I made my way back to the hall, I caught the sound of music coming from the lakeshore. The beautiful tune, played on a stringed instrument, danced on the breeze. I frowned. The nøkk. Pest. Ignoring the music, I headed back to the hall. The fire in the center square burned brightly, but otherwise, everything was still. I turned to climb up the steps to the hall when I spotted movement in the shadows. I narrowed my gaze, discovering someone standing there.

      I set my hand on my axe handle. “Come out,” I said.

      A pair of eyes met mine, and for a moment, I saw a flash of silver in that gaze.

      Blomma.

      “Blomma,” I said, letting go of my weapons. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes… I just…”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She frowned. “Do you hear that music?”

      I glared over my shoulder at the lakeshore. “I do. You must ignore it.”

      “What is it?”

      “The nøkk of Lake Bolmen.”

      “A nøkk,” she whispered in awe.

      I nodded. “He sits and plays on a rock on the western shore. And he will make a wave maiden out of you if you follow the sound.”

      “The music is so beautiful,” she said, looking off in the direction of the water.

      “So it is. But in life, the best traps are often the most beautiful ones. You must be wary.”

      Blomma scrunched up her brow as she thought about my words. Her gaze shifted toward the docks. “Hofund is gone.”

      I nodded.

      “He told me goodbye. And he gave me this,” she said, pulling something from her pocket. It was a flower carved out of wood. I had seen Hofund carving something for days, but I hadn’t known what or for whom.

      I sat down on the steps outside the hall. I reached out my hand to Blomma. She set the flower thereon. Hofund had carved a blossom with two leaves out of the block of wood with which he’d been toying. “It’s lovely.” I handed it back to her.

      “Why did he give this to me?”

      “Because he will watch over you now, him and me. Like a father. It’s a gift.”

      “But why?”

      “To be kind to you.”

      She looked at the flower. “He said, ‘A flower, like you.’”

      I smiled at her.

      Her gaze narrowed once she considered. She frowned as if perplexed by the idea that someone could be kind to her. After a time, she turned and looked at me. “When are you going?”

      “Soon.”

      “Who will be here with us?”

      “Some warriors will stay behind. You will be safe here.”

      “I want to come with you.”

      I shook my head. “It’s safer if you stay. But one day, if you want, you can train with sword and shield and ride with me. But for now, let’s keep you safe.”

      A small smile crept across her face, but she swallowed it. She carefully put the flower back into her pocket.

      “Goodnight,” she said then turned and headed back inside.

      “Goodnight,” I called, listening as the door opened and closed.

      I scratched Rök on the head.

      Hofund had purposely done something to win the girl’s heart. Perhaps I needed to do more. From what I could see, she had no lingering love for her mother. What kind of mother could I be to her? I didn’t want to be an absentee parent as Svafa had been—of course, through no fault of her own. From a life of pain and struggle, the gods had blessed me many times over. Now, I was jarl. I had a man who loved me. And I had a daughter. I needed to do more to make Blomma feel loved, feel wanted. What a strange life. Who was this new Hervor?
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Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Later that week, we prepared the horses to ride to Halmstad. I prayed to the gods that Leif and Hofund would make it in time. I readied my horse while Eydis paced. Slowly.

      Yrsa eyed her carefully then frowned.

      Arne had seen to Eydis the day before. As I feared, her time was coming soon. Her ample belly looked lower than it had. Her feet were swollen, and she perpetually pressed her fists into her lower back. Worry flashed across my heart, but I reminded myself that Loki would watch over her. I had to trust in that.

      Blomma was sitting on a pile of crates nearby. She was fiddling with some dry grass and pretending she wasn’t watching everything that was happening.

      When my horse was ready, I turned to Yrsa, who nodded. I motioned to her to wait for a moment then I went to Eydis.

      “I know, I know, just go and be done with it already,” Eydis told me.

      “I hate to leave you like this.”

      “I’m fine. I have Ingrid. And little Blomma will use her seidr to keep me safe.”

      At that, Blomma looked up. She half-smiled at Eydis then turned back to her work.

      “Eydis,” I said in a low voice.

      “Go, Hervor. There is nothing to be done to stop either tide. All we can do is ride them to the end. I’ll be fine.”

      I took her by both arms and met her eyes. “Be well. Be safe.”

      “And you, jarl.”

      I winked at her then went to Blomma.

      I squatted down beside her. “What are you making?” I asked.

      She handed her creation to me. She had woven together some dried reeds, braiding them into a bracelet. “For you.”

      “You made this bracelet for me?”

      “It’s an amulet, not a bracelet.”

      I looked at the item. “An amulet, you say?”

      “I put a prayer in each weave. The gods will keep you safe, Hervor.”

      I slipped the bracelet on my wrist. “Thank you, Blomma.” I reached out and set my hand on her small shoulder. She stilled but didn’t run off.

      “You’re welcome,” she said.

      I wanted to pull her into an embrace, to let her know she was loved. I wanted to heal all the broken parts in her that I recognized as my own, but I knew it was too soon. Giving her a gentle pat, I rose and rejoined Yrsa.

      With one final nod to Eydis, Yrsa and I turned and headed toward the ferry. Half of our warband was already on the other side of the lake, Ragal and Hella waiting with them. The only cumbersome thing about Bolmsö was the constant ferrying back and forth. But the waters also kept the island safe.

      Yrsa and I rode across the waves in silence. One last battle before it was all done. One last battle before I could turn my life in a new direction. One last battle to secure Arngrim’s legacy.

      I set my hand on Tyrfing’s hilt.

      We were both ready.
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        * * *

      

      Riding at the front of the warband, I headed toward the coast. The first of the riders had met us that morning. Hofund’s ships had been spotted making their way along the shore. Now, the real fun would begin. Once the second rider found our party, we would launch the attack. The disadvantage of waiting was that it gave Halmstad time to prepare for us. But if they didn’t know about Hofund’s ships, we could still surprise them.

      We had just ridden out of the mountain pass when I spotted another rider making their way toward us. In a hurry.

      “Hervor,” Ragal said, motioning.

      Signaling for the party to stop, I reined my horse to intercept the rider. Ragal joined me.

      Kit, one of the young men from the village and a gifted archer, rode toward us.

      “Jarl,” he called, nearly breathless. His horse’s nostrils were flaring, the beast worked into a lather.

      “Take a breath,” I told him.

      “It cannot wait, jarl. Prince Hofund’s ships were intercepted along the coast by someone with orange-and-blue sails. The prince sailed his ships farther out to sea. I couldn’t see what happened from there. The other ships pursued Prince Hofund beyond my view.”

      I swallowed hard. Hofund. Leif. “Numbers?”

      “The others had at least two more ships than the prince.”

      No. I paused a moment and took a slow, steady breath then turned to Ragal. “If Halmstad’s allies are at sea, they are not in Halmstad.”

      He nodded at me. “We should make haste.”

      “You did well, Kit,” I told him.

      “Thank you, jarl,” he said, inclining his head to me.

      I turned to Ragal. “Is it a trap?”

      “It could be. Or they didn’t think we would march south since we have not in the past.”

      “Or, they anticipated both moves.”

      “We’ll know soon enough.”

      I nodded. “Let’s press on. I’ll tell the others.” Turning my horse, I rode before the warband, who looked to me to learn what had happened. “I have news,” I called. “Kit has brought word that Prince Hofund’s ships have been waylaid. Halmstad’s ally met him at sea. We can only hope that if the warriors are on the ships, they are not on land. But there is no promise of that. If the city is empty, we can capture it and wait for Hofund’s return. And if it is not, at least we will have the advantage. We must expect resistance, but we can still succeed. After all, we are Bolmsö. Nothing can stop us when we fight together. Are you with me?”

      At that, the crowd broke out into a cheer.

      “May the gods be with us,” I said then motioned to one of the men nearby.

      He sounded the war horn.

      Adjusting the reins of my horse, I clicked at the steed, and we headed toward Halmstad.
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Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      We arrived in Halmstad to find the roads blocked, but only weakly manned. Within the city, a horn sounded, and then another, and then another. Our goal was simple. Take out everyone who opposed us and fight our way through the city, taking the hall and then the docks. Without knowing Hofund’s fate, the battle to take the docks was more crucial than ever.

      We sounded our own horn, gathering the warband. Leaving the horses behind, we went on foot, our shields before us. Beating our weapons to our shields, we rallied, calling the eyes of the gods to us.

      Overhead, a pair of ravens called to me then headed into the city.

      “Bolmsö,” I called, turning to them. “Let’s finish this. Now,” I said, pulling Muninn and pointed forward.

      Yrsa at my side, we rushed the city.

      When we met the first barricade, archers tried to deflect us. Keeping my shield in front of me, I pushed forward. While they had the advantage, they did not have the numbers. We were quickly able to overrun their defenses.

      Once in the village, a party of warriors met us, but the men left in Halmstad were advanced in age. We pushed through them, fighting as we made our way to the hall. But even as we did so, I felt conflicted. I hadn’t started this fight. I didn’t want these people to die, even if they had followed two jarls against us. After all, they were just following the direction of their leaders. Was it their fault such jarls made terrible decisions? I had already given strict orders that the city not be raided nor burned, the townspeople unharmed. I wanted to take Halmstad, and in time, I knew Ragal would win her over. I was not here to destroy.

      We snaked through the paths of the village. When we reached the center square before the hall, where we had all come to celebrate the Frigga blót, we found the hall fortified against us. At least two dozen warriors, older men and women and young boys, defended the place.

      A small volley of arrows met us, but they were deflected without much ado.

      I lowered my shield and stepped in front of our band. “Lay down, Halmstad,” I called to the warriors gathered there. “There is no need for more bloodshed. The war between us will come to an end this day. It does not have to come at the price of your lives.”

      In reply, someone shot an arrow at me.

      I moved my shield to catch the arrow. It hit the wood with a thunk.

      “Lay down, Halmstad. There is no glory to be won here today. Asmund is gone. Asger is gone. Solva is gone. Bolmsö has won this place. Lay down your weapons and live. Lay down your weapons, and let the gods finish their work here.”

      There was some dissent amongst them. Finally, one of the elder warriors threw their sword to the ground. When he did, the rest of the group followed suit.

      I motioned to Ragal, who joined me.

      “Take the hall,” I told him. “I will take a party and see to the docks. Tie anyone up who looks like they might give you trouble—just for now.”

      Ragal nodded to me then called to the others.

      I turned to Yrsa.

      She nodded to me.

      Yrsa, me, and some of the other warriors, including Kára and Trygve One-Hammer, headed toward the docks. If Hofund failed at sea, a fleet could land and potentially overrun us. Until I saw sails on the horizon, I would not know how it had gone either way.

      As we made our way to the docks, we fought off the stragglers who refused to surrender. We quickly overcame them and arrived at the docks to find them mostly empty. Several of Asger’s ships were still in port, but they were unmanned. There was no one there save a lone watchman.

      The man held a sword in front of him, but I could see that his heart was not in it.

      “Lay down,” I told him. “We will spare you. Or do not, and we will send you to Valhalla.”

      “Arngrim’s granddaughter…,” he said, looking at me. “I remember you from the Frigga blót.”

      “Indeed, I came here in peace. I never wanted this war between us.”

      The old man frowned. “Yet you are here all the same.”

      “As I must be. Halmstad needs a steady hand, a peaceful hand. I have brought it. Put down your sword and go home to your wife.”

      The old man frowned. After a long moment, he tossed his sword onto the dock. Without another word, he turned and headed back into the village.

      “What now?” Yrsa asked.

      “Now, we wait. By nightfall, we shall see who returns.”

      “Until then?”

      “Let’s go see if Asger left us any blueberry wine,” I told her with a wink.

      Leaving Kára, Trygve One-Hammer, and three other warriors at the dock to keep watch, the rest of us returned to the hall. Ragal and the others had bound a dozen or so of Halmstad’s men—the strongest of the group—but the others had gone. The place was silent.

      I motioned to Skarde. “Round up the gothar and bring them to the hall.”

      “Yes, jarl,” he replied then headed off.

      “Jarl,” Yrsa said with a smirk. “Jarl Hervor.”

      “You have no one but yourself to blame.”

      Yrsa grinned. “I wasn’t complaining.”

      “I’m jarl for now, but let’s see who reaches that dock first.”

      Yrsa grunted but said nothing more. She knew I was right. If Hofund and Leif failed, then a sizeable force was about to return, and a new fight would begin. Now, it was up to the gods.
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Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      It was strange to be in Halmstad’s great hall once more. The place was silent. I spotted Hella speaking to the thralls who looked like they wanted to flee in terror. I was glad it was Hella who had taken the time to meet with them. Her manner was reassuring. No doubt, they feared we’d cut all their throats and be done with it. Wasn’t that what Jarl Bjartmar would have done? Which was precisely the reason why I was trying to take a different route. As it was, to hold Halmstad, I would need a band of strong warriors to stay behind and reinforce Ragal. How long would it take to win the people over? Assuming we survived whatever terror still lurked at sea.

      I steeled my heart, trying not to think of Hofund and Leif on the tossing waves and the dangers they faced.

      They would be fine.

      They would be fine.

      Odin, All-Father, please let them be fine.

      The doors of the great hall opened to reveal Skarde and three gothar. I recognized the elder woman in the group. She had performed the rites of marriage at Frigga blót. She was an older woman with long, silver hair, which she’d pulled into a braid.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Skarde called to me.

      I motioned to Yrsa, and we crossed the room to meet them.

      “Jarl,” the gythia said, bowing to me.

      “I remember you,” I told her. “From Frigga blót.”

      “I am Solveig, elder in Halmstad. And I remember you, Jarl Hervor.”

      “Solveig, who came to Halmstad to reinforce Asger?”

      The woman laughed. “No one.”

      “Don’t lie. There were ships here with orange-and-blue sails.”

      As we were speaking, Ragal joined us.

      “I do not lie. They were not allies, Jarl Hervor. They did not come to help Jarl Asger. They are vultures. When fat corpses die, others will come looking. Jarl Osgood’s men arrived to trade just after the news came that Asger had been defeated in Bolmsö. He left in a hurry and returned in force to take the city. He wasn’t here long enough to get comfortable when news came that the prince of Grund was on his way.”

      “How many men did he have?”

      “Five ships.”

      I frowned. Jarl Osgood’s lands were up the coast from Halmstad. The jarl had the reputation as a successful raider. I remembered him. He was a hulking man with a bald head and a sharp gaze. More than once, he’d come to Dalr to sell thralls.

      “Did you try to hold him off?” Ragal asked.

      “We did not,” another of the priests with yellowish-white hair, his eyes cloudy, told us.

      “Why not?” Yrsa asked.

      The priest man turned to Yrsa. “The gods told us to lay down our arms and wait, so that is what we did.”

      What were the gods planning now? I turned back to the gythia. “Solveig, it is not our intention to tear Halmstad apart, but there can be no more bloodshed between our people.”

      “There is little blood left to shed in Halmstad, jarl.”

      “While I am sorry for it, it was not my doing. Asger led me to believe I would be sitting in that chair,” I said, pointing over my shoulder, “as his bride. All the while, he was conspiring against me with the iron blossom.”

      Solveig tipped her head. “Not all the while.”

      Lovely. So Asger did have some honest intentions toward me, at least for a while. What caused him to change his mind?

      As I rolled Solveig’s words around in my mind, I felt the gaze of the younger priestess standing just behind Solveig upon me. The girl had dark hair and eyes. While I suspected the two elder gothar would be reasonable, the young woman had anger in her heart. It radiated from her. “What is your name?” I asked her sharply.

      After a moment, she said, “Astrid.”

      The wolf inside me snarled. I held the girl’s gaze, unflinching until she turned away.

      “Halmstad will be brought to heel or to peace,” I told Solveig. “I have had my fill of the blood of your men on my shores.”

      Solveig inclined her head to me.

      “I honor the All-Father and will not touch those who are close to the gods. But do not rile your people against us. How you behave now will be remembered in the days to come,” I told Solveig then turned to Ragal, who nodded.

      “Then may the All-Father guide us all to reason,” Solveig said, then motioned for the others to come with her as she turned to depart. She took the cloudy-eyed gothi by his arm and gently led him away. Astrid, on the other hand, strode out of the hall in anger.

      “That one is going to be a problem,” Yrsa said, watching Astrid go.

      “Gythia or no, if she gives us trouble, she can answer to Tyrfing,” Ragal said in irritation.

      I understood his frustrations well. After Asmund and Asger, there was no patience left in the hearts of Bolmsö for any more discontent in Halmstad.

      “What will we do about Jarl Osgood?” Yrsa asked.

      I turned to Ragal. “Well, how shall we protect this fancy hall?”

      “Let’s see what the sea washes in,” Ragal said. “I don’t like being on unfamiliar ground.”

      “Nor I.”

      “Meet them at the docks,” Yrsa said. “Be ready to ambush them there. If they somehow make it back to Halmstad unscathed, they will be expecting the city to roll over and show her belly. They will not be expecting a force waiting to swarm them.”

      I sighed. “I hate the idea of burning more ships. We’re always burning ships. It takes a year to make them, and an hour to burn them.”

      “Then don’t burn any this time,” Ragal said with a smirk.

      “Then you’d better be ready to fight. At night. In Halmstad.”

      “May Odin protect them, because this really is a splendid hall,” Ragal replied.

      I laughed. “Yes, Jarl Ragal, it is,” I said in a low tone, then winked at him, tossing a look over my shoulder at Hella.

      Ragal took a long, deep breath, his eyebrows rising as he did so. “I’ll go get the men ready. We’ll leave a party in the village to cover our backs and send another group to the docks.”

      I chuckled. “Very well.”

      With that, Ragal left.

      “What was that?” Yrsa asked.

      “I told Ragal that Halmstad would be his, on one condition.”

      “That being?”

      “That he asked Hella to marry him.”

      At that, Yrsa chuckled. “When did you become a romantic?”

      “I’m not. But sometimes people need a push.”

      Yrsa raised her eyebrows but said nothing more. That was a good thing, because Ragal wasn’t the only one who—from what I could see—needed a shove. Yrsa would get her turn soon enough.
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      I hated the feeling of anxiety wracking my heart. At the port, I stood in the darkness, watching and waiting. Hella and her band of warriors guarded the hall while Skarde had taken a band to the entrance of the village. Yrsa leaned against a tree and stared out at the water. Down the shore from me, the others all watched. Moonlight shimmered silver on the rolling black waves. Hours had passed, and still, there was no sign of anyone—not Hofund, nor Leif, nor Jarl Osgood.

      I closed my eyes, remembering Eydis’s words.

      She had seen Leif in the hall in Dalr.

      She had seen me with Hofund and our two sons.

      The future was set.

      Except the Norns often changed their minds. Blomma’s life had been rewoven before my eyes. The Norns had sewn two complete strangers into mother and daughter. We were all at the mercy of their will.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa whispered, a catch in her breath. “There.”

      I stepped forward, straining to look.

      At the entrance of the fjord, I saw a ship. And then another. And another.

      Ragal, catching sight as well, let off a soft howl to alert the others.

      The sound was picked up by Hella’s group in the village and passed along. Someone was coming. Who, we didn’t know.

      A single torch burned at the end of the pier, hiding us in shadow.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to make out the design on the sails.

      “Can you see?” I whispered to Yrsa.

      “No. Too dark.”

      “Dammit,” I swore.

      I narrowed my gaze, hoping to catch the telltale red-and-white stripes of Hofund’s ships. Maybe if the moonlight caught it just right…

      And then, it did. One ship listed to the left, catching a beam of moonlight: orange and blue.

      I gasped.

      “Doesn’t mean anything. Hofund might have outrun them,” Yrsa said, then called the alarm to Ragal.

      We moved into position.

      Three ships entered the harbor and made their way toward the docks.

      Hofund, where are you?

      Hofund, are you safe?

      I motioned to Ragal.

      He positioned the archers.

      As soon as they were within range, we would let loose.

      The crew onboard called to one another, bringing the ships to dock. As I eyed the crew working under the shadows of night, I realized the boat was half-manned. My gaze went to the second ship. It was in a similar state.

      Ragal motioned to the archers who drew their bows.

      Not far from Yrsa and me, Kit pulled back his bowstring. I heard the tension in the weapon.

      Ragal lifted his arm.

      I watched the warriors working on the boats. Something wasn’t right. Something was off here.

      “Hervor,” Yrsa said, grabbing my arm. She pointed.

      There, at the entrance of the fjord, I saw three more ships.

      My gaze went back to the boats. I stepped forward for a closer look.

      “Archers,” Ragal called.

      And then, I saw.

      “Stop!” I screamed.

      An arrow whizzed past me, but my voice was enough to alert the sailors. The arrow met a shield.

      “Hervor?” Ragal called.

      I rushed toward the dock.

      And then, a familiar shape stepped into the torchlight.

      Hofund.

      “Hofund?” I called.

      “Hervor?”

      “Hold, Bolmsö,” I called. “Hold! Hofund, you are surrounded, and Bolmsö’s archers are trained on you. Do you have the ships in hand?”

      “By Thor, do not shoot. Jarl Osgood has fled. We’ve captured these ships,” he called then turned back to another ship on the dock. “Leif! Hervor almost murdered us.”

      “What’s happening?” Ragal asked, coming out of the darkness, the others following along.

      “We met Jarl Osgood at sea. He may be a good raider, but he’s no sailor. Let’s see how well he swims,” Leif called.

      With a laugh, our party relaxed. We went to the dock to meet them. The ships were half-manned, but only because they were manned by the warriors of Dalr and Grund. Hofund’s ships, working with a skeleton crew, were coming in behind them.

      “These are Osgood’s ships?” I asked, looking at the boats.

      “Ours now,” Hofund replied with a grin.

      Smiling, I turned to Ragal.

      “See, Hervor? We didn’t burn any ships today. In fact, now we have three more,” Ragal told me.

      At that, I laughed.

      Ragal smiled at me, then took the horn from his belt and sounded it loud and clear.

      Halmstad was ours.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.
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Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      With the arrival of Leif and Hofund, Halmstad finally succumbed to us. My heart felt mixed. I did not like taking what was not mine, but I tried to remind myself that the All-Father had brought me here to do his will. From what I had seen, Halmstad had been poorly ruled. If Asger had kept his focus on his dream, everything could have been very different. Ambition had tempted him, and he had died for it. It was a mistake I promised myself I would not make. I had not come here out of ambition. I had come here to ensure Bolmsö would be safe, to make sure Halmstad did not rise against my island—my island—again. Securing Halmstad secured my own future and that of my line. I hadn’t come here out of ambition, which I was about to prove.

      The gothar had assembled the people of Halmstad in the center square.

      As I looked out on their faces, I saw young and old, men and women. In the crowd, I even spotted Embla, the bride who had wed at Frigga blót. Her stomach was very round, but her eyes were red with tears. I had seen the bride married, and I had seen the groom lying dead not far from Asger on Bolmsö’s shores. Not everyone would accept what I was about to say. It would take time to heal Halmstad’s pain and anger.

      That anger still lived in many faces, especially in the eyes of the gythia Astrid. Why?

      I inhaled deeply then stepped forward.

      “People of Halmstad, I come before you today knowing the wounds that many of you bear. Lost mothers, fathers, wives, and husbands. Lost livelihoods. Lost daughters and sons. And I come before you today, knowing that many of these lives were lost on the shores of Bolmsö. Arngrim always sought peace but could not find it—not under the banner of the boar nor the crab. But for many years before that, before Asmund’s time, there had been peace between our people. While the struggle to find our way forward may be painful, there will be peace once more.

      “Halmstad is without the loving hand of a father to guide her to the glory that I know awaits this city. When I was here for Frigga blót, I felt the presence of the goddess. Frigga loves you. The gods love you. I know they wish you well. But the gods work in ways we cannot understand. I did not wish to bring the sword to Halmstad. I had hoped we would become friends, work as allies. I had hoped that we could all benefit from the bounty of the land between here and Lake Bolmen and the riches of the sea. But that was not to pass.

      “I will make you a promise now. I will not allow Halmstad to fall again, to stumble under leaders who seek only profit for themselves. What about the good people of Halmstad? What have you gained from Asger’s and Asmund’s leadership, and what have you lost? What care did they give to you and yours? What did their ambitions cost you?

      “I was not raised on Bolmsö, but I can tell you what Arngrim taught me. There is a better way. When leaders act out of love, out of care for their people, everyone benefits. Everyone rises. Like a family,” I said, letting my voice carry on the wind.

      I gazed across the crowd. My eyes spotted old Lyngheid, the woman from the market. When my eyes met hers, she smiled at me and nodded encouragingly.

      “I know many of you have grief in your hearts. Pain from your losses. I promise you, we will work together to build a new future for Halmstad. As such, Ragal—whom many of you know as Arngrim’s chief advisor—will shape Halmstad’s future. With me in Bolmsö, Prince Hofund and King Gudmund supporting us from Grund, and Ragal here to guide you, Halmstad will carve out a new path, one that benefits all of her people. This, I believe, is the will of the All-Father,” I said, then turned to Solveig.

      She stepped forward. With a confident voice, she spoke loud and clear. “I hope you have all let Jarl Hervor’s words into your heart. She is right. This is the will of the gods. The wolves have come to our door, but as guardians of this flock. Our leaders have failed us, and the gods have seen fit to give us another chance. We shall honor Ragal as a new day begins in Halmstad. Ragal,” she said, turning back to him.

      Ragal stepped forward.

      “Ragal, son of Dagfinn and Erika of Bolmsö, in the sight of the people of Halmstad and all the gods, I declare you jarl of Halmstad. Do you promise to protect this city from her enemies and lead us with strength, courage, and honor?”

      “I will,” Ragal said firmly.

      Solveig motioned to Astrid, who handed Ragal a sword, the blade standing upright.

      “This is the sword of Halmstad, the ancient sword of Ulrik who first landed on these shores, whose small farm was once the beginning of this great city. Do you accept this sword and the responsibility that comes with it?”

      “I do,” Ragal answered.

      “Then you are jarl,” Solveig said then turned to the crowd. “Kneel and hail Jarl Ragal,” Solveig told them.

      The crowd murmured to one another then knelt. “Hail,” they called in reply, my voice joining them.

      Ragal stared out at the crowd, holding the sword of Halmstad before him. He gave them all a soft smile, but I could see he was well aware that he was perceived as a usurper here. I had no doubt that with the same steadfastness, strength, wisdom, and goodness he had shown in Bolmsö, he would win over the people of Halmstad in the days to come.

      Overhead, two ravens cawed as they circled above the crowd.

      The audience gasped then looked up.

      As the birds spun, they called to one another.

      “You see,” Solveig called. “Muninn and Huginn have come. They carry this news to the All-Father in Asgard. Halmstad will rise again. Stronger. The gods are here with us on this sacred day. Odin himself sees us. But we must kneel before we rise. You have knelt, Halmstad. When you again stand, stand behind your new jarl, behind a new future for Halmstad. Hail, Jarl Ragal.”

      “Hail Jarl Ragal,” the assembly called.

      “Hail Jarl Ragal,” I echoed.

      The deed was done.

      May Odin be praised.
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Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      We stayed in Halmstad for a week, ensuring there was no chance of any form of uprising. I sincerely doubted we would hear from Jarl Osgood again. Hofund dumping him in the sea had probably taught him a valuable lesson about being an opportunist in someone else’s conflict. Hofund sent one ship back to Grund with word to his father about the change of situation in Halmstad and to request support for Ragal. The truth was, with winter upon us and having taken our own losses in Bolmsö, neither Ragal nor I were comfortable with how thinly spread our men were.

      “My father will reinforce you,” Hofund reassured Ragal. “And with him, you will gain a vast network of allies.”

      “Thank you, Prince Hofund,” Ragal said.

      Hofund’s earnestness, it seemed, was winning over the pragmatic Ragal.

      And while the people of Halmstad were still recovering from their losses, some elders in the community had come forward to work with Ragal. There was far more suffering in Halmstad than Asger had let on. Ragal listened to the men, which went far to reassure them, then responded sensibly. And Ragal worked. Unlike Asger and Asmund, he did not keep to his fine hall. He went amongst the people in the village to see what needed to be done.

      At the end of the week, the market came alive once more. Hofund and I went for a look. There, I spotted Lyngheid.

      “Jarl Hervor,” she called, waving for me to come to her. “I have something for you.”

      I motioned to Hofund, and we went to meet with the woman.

      She handed me a basket of blackberries. “She must be near to it by now.”

      “So she is. Truth be told, I am anxious to get back to her.”

      Lyngheid nodded. Hands on her hips, she surveyed the marketplace.

      People went quickly about their business, but I sensed a tension in the air. The merriment I had felt at Frigga blót was sill absent.

      “They’ll come around,” she said finally. “Asger’s warband loved him, and they went to Valhalla alongside him. As for us…” she said, motioning to the people. “He was just another jarl. And for me, he was worse.”

      I nodded at her. “How is your great-granddaughter?”

      “Well. Very well,” she said, then sighed. “So, you approve of this Ragal?”

      “I do. He is an honest man. He will do right by you.”

      Lyngheid nodded then turned toward the people gathered in the market once more. Astrid was crossing the square. Lyngheid bobbed her chin at the priestess. “Your man best keep an eye on that one. She has forked tongues. One in her mouth and one between her legs. She is ambitious, and you killing Asger dashed all her maneuvering to dust. She will not forget what you took from her, Jarl Hervor.”

      I watched Astrid. So, she’d been Asger’s lover. That explained a lot. Understanding Lyngheid’s meaning, I inclined my head to her. “As always, I am grateful for your insight. And your berries.”

      “Let’s hope Jarl Ragal is as easily won over,” she replied with a laugh.

      “He is won over by hard work and honesty, which you have in abundance.”

      “We all have our reasons for being what we are, Jarl Hervor. And while we think we are honest, the truth is, we want what we want just as much as the next person.”

      I chuckled. “Then may Odin save us from our honest intentions.”

      Lyngheid laughed.

      I took the berries, nodded to the woman, and set off once more.

      Hofund and I headed back to the hall.

      We were just about to the steps when two riders carrying the banner of Bolmsö appeared. It was Hella’s son Ingvar and the warrior Einar.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Einar said, dismounting.

      “What is it?” I asked, my heart suddenly seizing with worry.

      “Eydis. Ingrid sent me to tell you and your cousin that Eydis’s time is upon her.”

      Hella and Ragal appeared at the door of the hall.

      A flash of worry crossed Hella’s face. “Ingvar? What are you doing here?”

      “Bringing word to the jarl. When Einar said he was going to Halmstad, I asked to come along,” the boy replied.

      “I kept my eye on him,” Einar told Hella, who still looked uncertain.

      “Is Leif inside?” I asked Ragal.

      He shook his head. “At the docks. Is everything all right?”

      “Eydis,” I said with a smile.

      “By the gods, about time. She looked like she was about to pop,” Ragal said with a laugh, then turned to Ingvar. “Good to see you, boy. Come inside. We have some news to share.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Ragal.

      He winked at me then looked at Hella.

      My gaze went to her.

      When it did so, her cheeks turned red, and she looked at her feet.

      I gave Ragal a happy smile, inclined my head to him, and then turned to Hofund. “Well, let’s go get Leif. I guess it is time for us to return to Bolmsö and see just how many lions have been born.”
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        * * *

      

      Leif, Yrsa, Hofund, and I made our preparations to return to Bolmsö at once.

      “I hate to leave you like this. Are you sure you have everything you need?” I asked Ragal, who held the reins of my horse as I mounted.

      “Halmstad is in hand for the moment. I’ll send word if I need you.”

      Bolmsö’s warriors would follow us in a couple of days. Grund’s and Dalr’s people would stay behind for the time being to ensure the community remained quiet. Once word reached King Gudmund, Grund would—no doubt—properly reinforce Halmstad for good.

      I smiled at Ragal. “So, you asked Hella?”

      Ragal handed me my reins. “I did.”

      “I take it she said yes.”

      “Took some convincing.”

      “Indeed?”

      He laughed. “Not about me. I had to convince her about Halmstad. Bolmsö is her home.”

      I nodded. “Well, as the jarl’s wife, I am sure she will reform Halmstad to her liking.”

      Ragal laughed. “I’ll remind her of that. Tell Eydis I’ll be there to see those lions soon.”

      “Yes, Jarl Ragal.”

      “Very good, Jarl Hervor,” he said, then took my hand. “Thank you,” he added.

      “Don’t thank me yet. Once Halmstad is peaceful, and we’re sure no one is going to try to murder you in your sleep, then you can thank me.”

      He chuckled. “All right.”

      “Speaking of, keep an eye on the gythia Astrid. Apparently, she was Asger’s lover and didn’t take kindly to us killing him.”

      “That would explain all the scowling. Good to know. Now, ride safe, and we’ll see you soon.”

      “See you soon.”

      Leif mounted his horse. I had never seen my cousin so pale and shaken in all his life.

      “Ready?” I asked him.

      Wordless, he nodded.

      I clicked to my horse, and the four of us headed off to Bolmsö.

      Hang on, Eydis. We’re coming.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived just before nightfall. Leaving our horses at the stable, we headed toward the hall. Many villagers, eager for news, rushed out to meet us.

      “Go on,” I told Leif.

      Yrsa, Hofund, and I stopped on the steps of the great hall to meet with the people of Bolmsö who had gathered around.

      “I have good news. All is well in Halmstad,” I reassured them. “We have taken the city with no losses and fended off a would-be usurper. The others will return to Bolmsö soon. And Ragal will stay in Halmstad to take the city in hand and to take his place there—as jarl.”

      That news sent up a cheer. I knew they were anxious to hear more, but it was all I could do to keep myself from sprinting to Eydis.

      “Why don’t you and Yrsa go inside,” Hofund told me. “I will stay with them.”

      I nodded to him. “Thank you,” I said then turned to the crowd. “Hofund will speak with you more, but Hervarth’s wife needs him,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll see you all soon.” I turned and followed Leif into the hall, Yrsa joining me.

      Inside, we found Blomma sitting by the fire, Rök beside her. The servants moved about busily.

      “Blomma,” I called to her, pulling off my gloves as I crossed the room.

      She rose, a smile dancing across her lips. “Hervor. You’re back.”

      Rök jumped up and rushed across the room to me, dancing all around me. I scratched his ears, then joined Blomma.

      “Of course. Your amulet kept me safe,” I said, motioning to the bracelet Blomma had woven for me. It was still on my wrist. “But how are you? Are you all right?”

      She nodded. “I’m well. Rök was nervous with all the screaming. I told him to sit by me here. We’ve been waiting.”

      I patted Rök on his head. “Blomma kept you company, huh? Very good. Thank you, Blomma. I should see to Eydis now.”

      “Oh. But you’re too late,” Blomma told me.

      “Too late?” Yrsa asked.

      “Eydis was screaming, but I heard a baby cry. Maybe two babies. I think it’s over now.”

      “Thank you,” I said, then set my hand on her shoulder, pulling her close to me for a gentle hug. She didn’t pull away.

      “Is…Is Prince Hofund here?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Outside.”

      Her gaze went to the door. “All right,” she said, then sat back down.

      Yrsa and I hurried back to Eydis’s room. We opened the door to find Eydis, Leif, and Ingrid. Eydis’s hair was covered in sweat, her face pale and damp. Ingrid was pulling off an apron and washing her hands. Eydis was holding one bundle, Leif another.

      “You’re late,” Eydis said, her voice weak.

      I smiled at her then turned to Ingrid.

      “All is well,” Ingrid reassured me.

      “Thank the gods,” Yrsa said.

      I went to Leif.

      Leif was staring at the little bundle in his hands. When he looked up at me, there were tears on his cheeks. Only once had I ever seen my cousin cry. That time, Jarl Bjartmar had kicked Leif’s dog to death because the creature had growled at the jarl. I was moved to see tears of joy in his eyes.

      “A son,” Leif told me, looking down at the bundle in his arms. “And a daughter,” he added, motioning to Eydis’s bundle

      I stared at the tiny, precious baby. He was sleeping, bundled in the blankets. “Look at all that hair,” I said, turning to Yrsa, who was smiling. I reached out to stroke the lock of ebony-colored hair on the baby’s forehead. “Sweet boy.”

      “Arngrim’s stores fed him well. Look at those curls,” Yrsa said, then reached down and touched the black curl by his ear. “May the gods bless you, little one.”

      I kissed the baby on the forehead then sat down beside Eydis to look at the bundle she was holding.

      “Our daughter,” she said, gently handing the little bundle to me.

      I gazed down at the beautiful baby. She had long lashes that lay on her cheeks and a mouth like a little rosebud. Like her brother, she had a mop of dark, curly hair.

      “She is Eylin,” Eydis told us, touching her daughter’s hand. She turned her gaze to her son. “And he is Arngrimir.”

      I looked up at Eydis. “Oh,” I whispered, unable to say more, my heart too moved by her gesture.

      I stroked tiny Eylin’s head. “Welcome to Bolmsö, Eylin. Welcome to this world. May all the gods bless you and keep you safe, little one.” I looked up at Eydis. “Are you well?”

      “Well enough after pushing the two of them out,” she said with a laugh. “Come from Halmstad, have you? Any berries?”

      I gasped. “Yes! Oh, Eydis, I think I passed them to Ingvar in all the commotion and completely forgot them. We were in such a hurry.”

      “You hear that, Eylin? The moment she goes off to conquer a city, she forgets us.”

      At that, Arngrimir started to cry, making us all laugh.

      “He’s jealous,” Yrsa said.

      Leif grinned. “Don’t worry, my son. I will take you next time. When you grow big and strong, you can come and fight alongside Yrsa, Hervor, and me.”

      “Until blood takes blood, then Grimir will have to choose,” Eydis said dreamily.

      We all turned and looked at her.

      “Eydis?” I asked.

      She closed her eyes, squeezing them hard. She shook her head, then reopened them once more. She sighed heavily. “I don’t know,” she said, answering our unasked questions.

      Yrsa and I exchanged a glance, neither of us liking the sound of that prophecy.

      Shaking away the unsettled feeling that had danced on my heart, I turned back to the baby girl. “Come, Eylin, don’t let your mother’s prophecies bother you. Half the time, she’s lying. And don’t let brother soak up all the attention. What about you, sweet girl? Do you want to raid and fight, or will you stay home with your mother and gossip and eat?” I asked, kissing the baby on the forehead.

      “Hey,” Eydis protested.

      I grinned at her. Eylin opened her eyes just a crack and looked at me, her gaze squinting. She pursed her lips and stretched but gave away nothing. “You’re right. Subtle is always better,” I whispered in her ear.

      “Better for Hervor,” Eydis said with a laugh.

      “Better for everyone,” Yrsa told Eydis with a wink.

      I rose then handed Eylin to Yrsa. She stiffened for a moment, as if unsure what to do, then took the baby into her arms.

      “I remember you like this,” Yrsa told me. “Your hair was rose-gold when you were tiny. The red faded out over time.”

      “The fire seeped into her blood,” Eydis said.

      “Sounds right,” Yrsa said, then gave Eylin a soft smile. “Hello, Eylin. I’m Yrsa.” The shield-maiden’s eyes were glossy with unshed tears, but she did not meet our gazes, hiding her emotions.

      I left Yrsa and went to Leif, reaching out for Arngrimir.

      Leif placed the little boy in my arms.

      “Ready to fight, are you, little cousin? You’ll be fighting off the ladies with all this beautiful hair,” I said, smoothing his locks once more.

      There was a sound at the door. We all turned to look to find Hofund there.

      “May I enter?” he asked Eydis.

      “The prince of Grund is so nicely mannered,” Eydis told me with a grin. “Of course. Come.”

      Hofund joined Leif and me, looking over my shoulder at the baby.

      “Arngrimir, my son,” Leif told Hofund.

      Hofund clapped him on the shoulder. “May Thor bless him.”

      “And our daughter, Eylin,” Leif added, motioning to Eylin in Yrsa’s arms.

      “May I hold her?” Hofund asked Eydis, who nodded.

      Moving carefully, Yrsa gently placed Eylin in Hofund’s arms.

      The image of the man I loved holding a small babe in his arms made the she-wolf in me howl in a way that caught me off guard. Fierce love for Hofund splashed up in me. At that moment, more than anything, I wanted what Leif and Eydis had.

      “She’s beautiful,” Hofund whispered. He looked from Eylin to me, his eyes full of emotion. I realized then that he felt the same way as me. He gave me a loving smile then looked back down at Eylin. “May Freyja bless you, sweet one.”

      “All those berries. Now I know where their sweetness went,” Yrsa agreed.

      I looked down at Arngrimir once more. “Don’t listen to them,” I told the baby. “Sif and Balder conspired to give you this hair. You and your sister will dazzle the world together.”

      “May all the gods let it be so,” Hofund said.

      I looked at Eydis.

      When our eyes met, I could see we were both thinking the same thing—of the same person.

      Loki.

      Loki, do you see?

      What beautiful children have been born.

      I stared at little Arngrimir. Hair black as night. Just like his parents.

      “Of course I see, shield-maiden. Their light shines all the way to Asgard, where I am toasting the birth of my child.”

      Child? Don’t you mean children?

      But there was no answer, only laughter.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I opened the hall to all of Bolmsö to cheer the victory over Halmstad and the birth of Eydis’s children. While she was still abed and the newborns too small to join the crowd, Leif was there to earn the cheer of all of Bolmsö. When they learned Eydis had named her son in honor of Arngrim, many had tears in their eyes.

      I had come to Bolmsö in its worst days, but the spirit of the people here never failed. They loved their jarl, their island. And somehow, magically, that love had extended to include Eydis, Yrsa, and me. They cheered the birth of Eydis’s children. As much as any other, she was a member of this community. Bolmsö remembered how she brewed herbs, looked after Arngrim, and stood before them in the hall with her sword and shield. As much as Yrsa and I had won our place by building, working, and fighting, Eydis had won the hearts of the people by waging her own battles. Even old Wodan was toasting the newcomers.

      “You have done well here,” Leif told me as he lifted his cup in cheer once more, responding to a toast in his honor.

      “This should have been my home. I belong here.”

      “Here, not Grund?” Leif whispered.

      “That is a complication I’ll need to sort out.”

      “Well, at least you have someone who will help you sort it.”

      “And you?”

      “I see that I can leave Eydis safely here and do what needs to be done next.”

      “Which is?”

      “I must take my place in Dalr.”

      “You will have to fight through Egil and Bjartmar to take it.”

      “One way or the other, it must come to pass. Neither has left me a choice.”

      “You could just stay here, you and Eydis. You would be very welcome.”

      “Too bad you just gave Halmstad to Ragal,” he said, elbowing me.

      I laughed. “What, being heir to two jarldoms wasn’t enough for you? And he earned it. It was not given.”

      Leif grinned. “It is not just the title. It is the community. Dalr is my home. It could be like this,” he said, motioning to the joy in the hall.

      “It once was, under Great-grandfather.”

      Leif nodded thoughtfully. “I must find my mother.”

      “Egil may listen to you. You are his son.”

      Leif frowned.

      “You are his son. Calder never cared for any of you, not you nor Hakon and Halger. Actually, I’m not sure what Calder cared about.”

      “Whoring in the village.”

      It was my turn to frown. “You will find a path forward.”

      “With Jarl Hervor at my side?”

      I tapped my cup against his. “Always. All the way down the road to Valhalla.”

      “Skol, cousin. Skol.”
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Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      Hella returned with a band of warriors a week later.

      “No news of Jarl Osgood,” she told me. “Ragal is doing what he does well. Working hard, showing them what he intends to do.”

      “Any disorder?”

      Hella nodded. “A bit. It was dealt with swiftly. They were testing Ragal’s resolve. They discovered it’s made of steel,” she added with a laugh.

      “And how are you? Are you well?”

      Hella smiled shyly. “Yes. Ingvar and I have come to collect our things. We’ll join Ragal in Halmstad.”

      “You will be deeply missed here.”

      “Bolmsö is my home. But Ragal and Halmstad are our future. I must help him. Halmstad will not be easy to win over.”

      “Will you wed in Bolmsö?”

      “The deed is already done.”

      I paused, a surprised expression on my face.

      Hella laughed. “There is no time for ceremony, Hervor. Too much work to do. The gythia Solveig saw to it. The matter is settled with just Ingvar present.”

      I embraced my friend. “You don’t know how happy I am for you. I just wish I was there to at least give you a gift.”

      “Hervor, you gave us Halmstad. I am now the wife of a jarl. What more can I ask for?”

      “Ragal is stubborn. He would not take Bolmsö for himself, but for you…”

      Hella smiled. “He told me as much. You did right to press him, any way you could.”

      I laughed. “I only pushed him toward what he deserved.”

      She inclined her head to me. “For that, I thank you. Now, I have returned half our numbers, mainly those with families keen to come back to Bolmsö before the weather turns. If the prince is able to secure us some forces, most of our men will be able to return home before winter truly sets in.”

      “Let’s hope we hear from the king soon.”

      She nodded. “Now, where is Eydis? I hear Bolmsö has two new residents.”

      “She’s abed, but I am sure she’ll be glad to see you. The pair of them had her awake all night. Just give her a good jostle if she’s still sleeping.”

      With a grin, Hella shook her head then headed to the back. I heard Hella’s voice join Asa’s, another servant in the great hall, as she headed back.

      Pulling on my cloak, I headed outside. The air was cold, and light snowflakes were falling. I joined the band of men freshly returned from Halmstad, greeting each and sending them on their way back to their families. It would be strange here in Bolmsö without Hella and Ragal. Both had served Arngrim well and deserved their reward in Halmstad, but this also meant that I was without a housecarl. When the time came to return to Dalr, what then? I eyed the crowd for Skarde but didn’t find him there.

      “If you feel like manifesting again, Utr, I am in need of an ally to watch over Bolmsö in my absence,” I whispered to the wind.

      “I can’t help but watch over myself, liar.”

      I smiled, sensing my friend’s presence. Something told me that it would be a very long time before—if ever—I saw Utr again. But then, Utr was Bolmsö. He was with me each day.

      I worked my way through the village. At the temple, I found only the attendants. Ingrid and Arne had gone to the runestones. Leaving the temple, I made my way to the dock. There, Leif and Hofund were talking with Wodan and Skarde. Whatever they were saying had Leif laughing while Hofund was doing his best to maintain his dignity.

      I cleared my throat as I approached.

      “Ah, and here is Jarl Hervor,” Wodan said with a wink.

      Leif breathed deeply, wiping a tear from his eye.

      Were Hofund’s cheeks red?

      “I will not even ask what you were talking about,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

      “Don’t,” Hofund said.

      “Marriage advice, jarl. Been married three times myself. I’ve lots of experience,” Wodan told me.

      “Three times?”

      “Indeed. Last wife divorced me and ran off to who only knows where.”

      “With that much experience, you must be a bastion of wisdom on the topic of marriage,” I replied.

      Leif chuckled, regaining his composure. “I was about to return to the hall. Just out for a bit of air. Arngrimir and Eylin kept me up longer than a sumble, and I’m blurry-eyed with tiredness. But I’ll see to them now.”

      I nodded to him then turned to Skarde. “Skarde, a word?”

      He nodded to Wodan, and we stepped away.

      “What is it, jarl?”

      “Without Ragal here, I find myself in need of help. Can I ask a favor of you?”

      The warrior paused, surprised by my request. “Of course, jarl.”

      Skarde had always been one of Arngrim’s most trusted warriors. He was a good and loyal man. It made sense to have someone experienced at my right hand.

      “I noticed that Cnut’s widow’s roof took some damage in the last storm. With winter upon us, will you see if we can get that patched before the snow begins in earnest? Let me know if you need funds for the materials.”

      Skarde smiled deeply. “I would be honored to help you, Jarl Hervor.”

      “Thank you. I hope you don’t regret that reply. I will be calling on you frequently in the future.”

      “Jarl,” he said, then inclined his head.

      I smiled. “Then I’ll leave you to it,” I said then joined Leif and Hofund, and we headed back to the hall.

      “And just what did Wodan advise you that has your cheeks so red?” I asked Hofund.

      He coughed uncomfortably. “I’d rather not say.”

      “Let’s just say it involved a sort of rite with a chicken, a codfish, and what I guess amounted to the reason for Wodan’s last wife leaving,” Leif said with a laugh.

      This time, Hofund could not contain himself but laughed along.

      “May the gods save all wives from husbands like Wodan,” I said, grinning at Hofund, who winked at me.
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Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      That night, the hall was quiet. Yrsa, who had spent most of the day fussing with repairs to her armor, walking the village, and looking pensive, sighed heavily as she looked into the fire.

      “Yrsa is ready to go home,” Eydis pronounced then turned to Arngrimir, whom she was holding. “At least she gave me a week to recover, didn’t she?”

      “I’m not anything,” Yrsa replied, her tone sharp.

      But I knew she was not quite telling the truth. With Ragal settled in Halmstad, Blomfjall a heap of ash, and Bolmsö quiet, she was right to turn her face to the future.

      I looked at Yrsa, who was staring into the fire.

      “Once the king’s men come to Halmstad, we can prepare,” I told Yrsa.

      She looked up at me. “You can’t leave Bolmsö.”

      “I can. Not forever. Just for now.”

      The fire snapped, sending embers drifting upward.

      “The gods are listening to your plans, Hervor,” Eydis told me.

      “They are Leif’s plans. I am simply at his side for what comes next.”

      Leif looked at Eydis. “I must go back. For all of us.”

      “Winter is upon us,” Hofund warned.

      “So it is,” Leif said.

      “Don’t expect a welcome return in Dalr,” Yrsa warned Leif.

      He shook his head. “We’ll sail to Jarl Tove. Eric is our ally. If anyone—besides Grandfather—knows where Egil and mother have gone, it’s him.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “When you are ready.”

      I turned to Eydis. “I know these two will keep you busy, but I will need you here in Bolmsö—wife of Hervarth. You will keep my place here with Skarde and Arne to guide and help you.”

      “Me?” Eydis replied.

      “What, völva, you didn’t see you would rule my island in my absence?”

      “What would Utr say?” Yrsa asked with a grin.

      “Utr liked me, thank you very much,” Eydis retorted.

      “Mad is as mad does…” Yrsa said with a smirk, but we both knew that neither Utr nor Eydis was truly mad. Nor did Yrsa think so.

      “What about me?” a little voice asked from the shadows.

      I turned to find Blomma there. I had thought she was already in bed.

      “Blomma,” Hofund called gently to her. “It is cold in the dark. Come by the fire.”

      He slid down the bench, making a space beside him for Blomma.

      Timidly, the girl joined us.

      “Don’t want to stay with me? Do you want to go raiding with Hervor?” Eydis asked Blomma with a grin.

      “I do want to see the world, but not raid it,” Blomma replied as if she’d given the matter some thought.

      I looked at Yrsa, who was grinning.

      “You’re right. It’s feather and bone for you, sweet blossom, not steel and blood,” Eydis said.

      I looked at Eydis, recognizing the prophetic tone of her voice.

      Eydis shrugged.

      “I think it wise for you to stay in Bolmsö for now,” I told Blomma. “We do not know how things will go in Dalr. Will you stay here and help Eydis tend to Eylin and Arngrimir?”

      “Do you know how to hold a baby?” Eydis asked her.

      Blomma shook her head.

      “Come,” Eydis said, motioning for Blomma to join her. Eydis rose and motioned for Blomma to take her spot. “Settle in.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Eydis nodded.

      Blomma took Eydis’s place.

      “Now, get yourself ready. Here, like this,” Eydis said, modeling. “You must hold the head carefully,” Eydis told Blomma, gently handing her baby boy to the girl.

      Blomma took the baby, using great care and gentleness. Looking down at the little bundle, an honest smile crossed her face. “Hello, Arngrimir,” she whispered.

      Hofund took my hand.

      “This baby shines,” Blomma said, looking up at Eydis.

      Eydis winked at her, then nodded.

      I raised an eyebrow at Eydis, but she didn’t answer.

      The fire snapped once more, the embers twisting upward toward Asgard where, no doubt, the gods were watching our unlikely assembly, proof that the Norns were hard at work.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I lay in bed with Hofund, my head on his chest. “Your father’s men will come soon. When they do, what will you do? I must go with Leif. I cannot leave him to deal with this on his own. But you must have responsibilities to your father.”

      “For now, my father wills that I follow my own path. But eventually, I must return to Grund. Like Bolmsö, Grund and her people are entwined. I would like for them to meet the shield-maiden Hervor, who will one day be their queen.”

      Their queen.

      “But before that day?” I asked.

      “Before that day, I’ll find my own way. A leader should be known by the people he promises to protect. And I think Bolmsö would be a perfect place to raise a family of my own,” he said, then kissed my hand.

      “Then I suppose we’d best get married.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      We both laughed.

      “I will speak to Arne in the morning,” I said, turning to kiss Hofund’s chest. I met his eyes. “I must see Leif safe, see his future secure, and ensure my mother’s safety.”

      Hofund kissed me on the head. “I know. Let’s get to it then, shield-maiden. Sharpen your axes, and ready that sword.”

      “As you wish, son of Thor.”

      At that, Hofund laughed then kissed me again, and again, and again. Soon, Freyr was working his magic on us once more, and we were lost to one another.
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Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Blomma and I went to the temple where Arne and Ingrid were working.

      “Hervor,” Ingrid said with a smile when she saw me. Her gazed shifted to Blomma. “And Blomma.”

      I inclined my head to them both.

      “What can we do for you, jarl?” Arne asked.

      “I… I wanted to ask about the rites of marriage.”

      Ingrid looked at Arne.

      “We have read the runes, sought the signs. They all say the same thing…thunder. We heard thunder. Both of us. We believe it is best to wed under the thunder moon,” Arne told me.

      I looked at Ingrid.

      “I ask, and thunder rumbles. The same for Arne,” she confirmed.

      “Is…is it ill-omened?” I asked tepidly.

      Arne shook his head. “I do not see disaster, only thunder.”

      “Perhaps Thor is speaking,” Blomma offered. “Hofund follows Thor.”

      Ingrid smiled at her. “Perhaps. If he is, I wish he’d be a bit clearer.”

      “We would not delay you without cause. When the gods riddle like this, one must be cautious,” Arne said.

      Who was I to defy the gods? If the signs were not there, I could not force it.

      “Very well,” I said. “I shall wait upon the god’s leisure.” I scanned the temple. I had spent so much time here during the fever I knew every board, every beam, but were they truly well? “Do you need any help in the temple? You were usually three here.”

      “Someone always comes,” Arne said. “That is the way. The blood awakens, and people’s feet bring them here, moved by the gods themselves. As once happened to me.”

      “And me,” Ingrid said, then her eyes went to Blomma, who was staring at the idol of Odin.

      “In Blomfjall,” Blomma began, “we had no temple. But there was a waterfall where we all met. The gothar lived in the village.”

      Arne nodded to her. “It is different in each place.”

      “In Dalr, where I grew up, we had no temple either, but there is a great tree we call Grímnir’s Eye. It was grown from the seed of Yggdrasil.”

      “Is that true?” Blomma asked.

      I nodded.

      “I will see it one day,” Blomma said with so much certainty that I knew it to be true.

      “There are many great trees in Scandinavia,” Arne said. “There is another in Uppsala as well.”

      “Then I shall see that one too. Who is king in Uppsala?” Blomma asked.

      “Hugleik, son of Alf and Bera,” Arne said.

      Blomma nodded like that meant something to her.

      I smiled from her to Arne. “Thank you, Arne.”

      “I wish I could give you better news, jarl,” he replied, inclining his head to me.

      “Thunder?”

      He nodded. “Thunder.”

      I frowned. What did it mean?

      Smiling at Ingrid, I turned, then Blomma and I headed back out.

      “Do you miss Blomfjall?” I asked her.

      “No.”

      “Blomma, did you ever meet your father? Or Otkell’s?”

      “My mother said our father was a warrior come from Jotenheim. I never saw him.”

      I frowned. Utr wasn’t the only one spinning stories about Solva and her origins—or those of her children.

      “Last night, you said Arngrimir shined. What did you mean by that?”

      Blomma was silent for a long moment then said, “Some people glow like the moon is shining on them. Arne, Ingrid, Eydis, and Prince Hofund all shine. You do too, but you look different, like starlight is in you, not on you.”

      “Why do they shine?”

      “When the gods are looking at you, or letting you see something, you shine.”

      “And you? Do you shine?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why are the gods looking at you, Blomma?”

      “Because I have jotun blood. I have the blood of their enemy, so they do not trust me. They watch me all the time.”

      “How do you know?”

      She shrugged. “I just know.”

      I hated to think the girl believed the gods disliked her because of the tale her mother told her about her paternity. I had seen enough to know this world was full of magical things, but I could not believe the All-Father would condemn a girl with mysterious parentage.

      “You must remember, Loki himself is a jotun, and he is one of the chief gods of Asgard.”

      Blomma nodded but said nothing. Instead, she reached out and took my hand, but not before shifting the wooden flower blossom she’d been clutching to her other hand.

      “Blomma, why do I shine differently?”

      “Because you were chosen before you were even born. It’s part of you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means the gods made you to do great things.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      She looked up at me. “I just know.”

      I squeezed her hand. “Then may they be good things, not just great,” I replied.

      Blomma smiled. “And that’s exactly why they chose you, Hervor,” she said, but added nothing more.

      Hand in hand, we returned to the hall. While her words intrigued me, I was more focused on what she had done rather than what she had said. Blomma had reached out for me.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, news came from Halmstad. Grund had sent two ships. Ragal returned with one of King Gudmund’s chief men, Magnus. Hofund, Leif, Yrsa, and I met them in the hall.

      “Your father was happy to have news from you,” Magnus told Hofund.

      “Is he well?” Hofund asked.

      Magnus nodded. “By Thor, he is. And boasting of his son’s exploits. This news about Bolmsö pleased him. And he is delighted to hear Halmstad is in friendly hands. He has long wanted to make an alliance there and has sent men willing to help Jarl Ragal reinforce the city. Things must be settled there, especially now.”

      “Why now?” I asked.

      “Haki and Hagbard.”

      I glanced at Ragal, who had folded his arms across his chest and looked pensive.

      “Raiders?” Hofund asked.

      “More than that. A menace. A pair of brothers terrorizing all of Scandinavia. They call themselves the sea kings,” Magnus replied. “They’ve been raiding and amassing forces with their eyes on the high seat in Uppsala—for now. Word is King Hugleik is preparing for an attack. Apparently, these sea kings are looking for allies. When jarls fail to agree to join their cause, villages are being looted and burned. King Gudmund is hunting them and has been in contact with King Hugleik. As I told Ragal, Halmstad will certainly be in their sights. You must keep your guard; watch for them.”

      I turned to Ragal. “Why is nothing ever easy?”

      “That’s an excellent question.”

      “It is good you’ve come before the winter winds grow too cold,” Hofund said. “My thanks to you, Magnus.”

      “I am pleased to help you, my prince.”

      “Is there any news of Dalr?” Yrsa asked.

      “News? Well, there was the news that Leif and Eric, son of Jarl Tove, sacked Silfrheim. After that, Jarl Bjartmar saw fit to toss Leif to the waves when he left with Prince Hofund for Bolmsö. Otherwise, Jarl Bjartmar still has his place in Dalr, but we know nothing more of him. Jarl Tove is sitting tight in Hárclett. There is news, however, of Egil and Asta,” Magnus said, turning to Leif. “We understand they’ve been sheltered by Jarl Mjord.”

      “Jarl Mjord?” Leif asked.

      Magnus nodded. “An odd and obscure fellow. Met him once, not keen to meet him again. His jarldom is deep in the mountains. His closest neighbor is Jarl Tove.”

      I turned to my cousin. He stroked the slim mustache over his lip, a change to his looks post-fatherhood about which I’d already teased him. Leif stared into the fire for a long moment then turned to me. “We must prepare to sail to Jarl Tove.”

      I nodded.

      “It distresses your father to have Dalr so unsettled,” Magnus told Hofund. “When the news reached King Gudmund about all that had happened with Jarl Hervor and Leif,” Magnus told us with the shake of the head. “It’s bad business. Jarl Bjartmar asked for King Gudmund’s assistance in capturing Egil and Asta. The king sent word back that he would await your judgment on that matter,” Magnus told Hofund.

      “I’m sure that went over well,” Yrsa said.

      “Indeed, shield-maiden. About as well as you can imagine.”

      Hofund frowned. “I must speak to my men. As much as I’d like to sit by the fire in Bolmsö all winter, there is work to be done.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Magnus said, looking around. “It is a magnificent hall. I was sorry to learn of the death of Arngrim,” Magnus told me. “His name is known throughout our world. But I am glad to see his granddaughter here. I remember you from Dalr. I did not know you were Arngrim’s blood.”

      “Nor did I until recently. It is a complicated story,” I replied.

      “All life is complicated, Jarl Hervor. If it is not, a man grows weak and dies too soon from an excess of comfort!”

      At that, we laughed.

      “Will you stay here tonight?” I asked Ragal.

      He nodded. “I must attend to my house and pack up some of my belongings. And I’ve yet to see Eydis and your children,” he told Leif.

      I turned to Magnus. “You are welcome here. Please, take your rest.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Hervor.”

      I nodded to him then turned back to Ragal. “Come, let’s see Eydis.”

      Leaving the others behind, Ragal and I headed to the back.

      “Are things well? Truly?” I asked Ragal.

      He nodded. “One or two have tried to test our resolve. Solveig said they were malcontents to begin with. Less quarrelsome with their heads dispatched. Since then, things have been quiet.”

      “I’m glad to hear the gothar have been helping.”

      “Solveig sees what I hope to do for Halmstad, and she is willing to lend her support. It has gone far to win the people. The old gothi Galar spends most of his time praying to the gods.  But the young one, Astrid…you were right about her. She’s itching to make trouble, and I can’t just take her head.”

      “Pity. Sorry to give you trouble, my friend.”

      “Hervor,” he said with a laugh. “You have given me a future. Ingvar will be jarl after me, and any children Hella and I might have to follow. You have given us everything. Nothing worth having comes easily.”

      “The wisdom of Odin himself,” I replied with a laugh.

      He chuckled. “I see that you mean to leave Bolmsö with your cousin.”

      “Just for a time.”

      “What will you do here?”

      “Eydis will remain. Skarde and Arne have been very helpful. They are not enough to fill your place, but they are trying.”

      “Skarde is a good warrior and a loyal man. He will make a good housecarl. In fact, I was going to suggest him for the job.”

      “Then I have chosen rightly.”

      “When will you go?”

      “Soon. Too soon,” I said then knocked on Eydis’s door.

      A moment later, Asa appeared. “It is Hervor and Ragal,” she called to Eydis.

      “Tell them to come.”

      Ragal and I entered to find Eydis lying in bed and Blomma sitting on a stool near the fire. Eydis was holding Eylin, while Blomma held Arngrimir.

      “I’ve come to see the lions,” Ragal told her.

      “She-cub and he-cub,” Eydis said with a laugh, gesturing. “Eylin and Arngrimir.”

      “They told me you named your boy after the jarl. That is well done,” Ragal told her then went to Blomma.

      Blomma rose and moved to gently hand the baby to Ragal. “You must hold his head carefully,” she told him.

      Ragal grinned, but Blomma gave him such a severe look—and held Arngrmir back for a moment—that Ragal adopted a more earnest expression. “I will be careful,” he reassured her.

      Only then did Blomma set the baby in Ragal’s arms.

      I cast a glance at Eydis, who was chuckling.

      “Hello, Arngrimir,” Ragal said, looking down at the baby. “Named for our jarl. Will you be a fierce fighter like him? What a head of hair, this one. Like yours,” he told Eydis. “Raven black. He’s a sturdy thing,” Ragal said, giving Arngrimir a little bounce.

      Blomma cleared her throat and gave Ragal a sharp look.

      Ragal stopped.

      I sucked in a laugh.

      “Are you well?” Ragal asked Eydis.

      She nodded. “Well as can be. Lighter on my feet, at least.”

      Ragal smiled, then crossed the room to look at Eylin. “What a pretty creature. Just as many curls as her brother.”

      “She’s a gentle thing. He’s the one full of fire and complaints.”

      “You named him after a berserker. What did you expect?”

      Eydis laughed.

      At the sound of Eydis’s voice, Arngrimir fussed in his sleep then woke, letting out a little cry.

      Eydis motioned for Asa to take Eylin so Ragal could give her Arngrimir.

      “What, hungry again? Ragal got you excited to go fight?” Eydis asked Arngrimir as he handed her the baby.

      Ragal set his hand on Eydis’s head. “May all the gods bless them both,” he said, then turned and put a kiss on Eylin’s hand. “Pretty one. May Frigga grant you grace, and Freyja give you beauty.”

      “It is good to see you, Ragal,” Eydis told him.

      “And you. May the gods keep you, völva.”

      “And you, jarl.”

      With that, Ragal and I left them. We walked together down the hallway back toward the main hall.

      Ragal was silent for a moment then said, “When I was a boy, there was a girl in Bolmsö I loved above all others. Esma. We were the same age. As far back in my memory as I can go, I remember her. And I loved her more than anyone else in this world. And she loved me. She grew into a beauty. At the age of sixteen, she was slim as a reed with long, blonde hair that fell almost to her knees. She used to braid it all and pin it to her head, setting flowers in her hair. I swore I would marry no other but her. She kissed me once, in the woods not far from the runestones. One spring, she was thrown from her horse and broke her neck. She died before I could ask her father for her hand. I swore I’d never love again. All the dreams I had of having children of my own perished with Esma. When Jerrik started courting Hella, that was when I first noticed her. He was my best friend, so I took it upon myself to decide if Hella was good enough for him. I’d seen Hella in the village but never paid her much mind. She was a good shield-maiden and pretty enough. Over time, I understood what Jerrik saw in her. I didn’t think it was possible to love someone again. But when Jerrik died, all I wanted to do was watch over Hella and those boys. That’s when I knew I loved her. Hella is still young. Perhaps, one day, if the gods will it, I will have a child of my own blood.”

      I swallowed hard, willing my wet eyes not to betray me. “I am happier for you and Hella than I can say.”

      Ragal slapped me good-naturedly on the back. “You did right to give me a push. Though I must say, it was easier to take that advice from Hervor than from Hervarth, a beardless boy.”

      We both laughed. “May the gods grant that we never hear from Hervarth again.”

      “I will drink to that!”
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        * * *

      

      That night, after the others had all gone to bed, Hofund and I found ourselves alone in the hall.

      “I spoke with Arne today,” I told him.

      “What did he say?”

      “They have read the runes, listened to the gods. He says he does not want to delay us, but he thinks we should wait under the thunder moon.”

      “Why?”

      “Because each time they consult the gods, all they hear—Arne and Ingrid—is thunder.”

      Hofund stroked his trim beard and gazed into the fire. “In Grund, Thor is our chief god. When the gothar speak to us, we end our rites the same way: may your hearts be full of thunder. All moons are the thunder moon for us. Is he certain that is what the gods mean?”

      I frowned. “He thinks so, yes. Arne may be stern and unfriendly, but he is an honest man. He would not have us displease the gods. And I think he likes the idea of his jarl marrying a prince, so I suspect he is to be believed.”

      Hofund laughed lightly. “Then we shall wait.”

      “If we must.”

      “By the thunder moon, we may be in Grund.”

      “If that is the god’s will, so be it.”

      Hofund kissed the side of my head. “It is no matter. My heart is full of thunder, but it rumbles only for you.”

      “And mine for you.”
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Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      After Hofund and I finally went to bed, I lay awake, my mind busy. With Grund’s men in Halmstad, it was time to turn my attention to Dalr once more. I was wracked with the terrible sense of being torn. I was jarl of Bolmsö, yet all was quiet here. With Blomfjall in ashes and Halmstad in hand, Bolmsö was safe from her enemies. Dalr was not. Dalr, where I had left my mother, was in trouble. Whether I wanted it or not, I had to go. Even if just for a short time. I had finally found my place, but I could not sit and relish it at the expense of others. I would not let Leif suffer on my behalf. But the path before me was a hard one—for both Leif and me. Jarl Bjartmar had been someone whose approval and love Leif and I had chased our whole lives. Now we had to make the old man see reason, find a way to cease hostilities between us, between Egil and the jarl, between the king and the jarl, or die trying.

      Unable to think clearly, I rose. I redressed silently so as not to wake Hofund, then headed outside and walked to the runestones. Light snow fell, covering the ground in white, trimming the trees with the new-fallen snow. Rök rushed through the woods, sniffing the wind for any scent. The forest was dark. The dim moonlight cast a pale blue hue on the runestones.

      I sat down, leaning my back against the altar.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Watch over Bolmsö in my absence. Guide me on my next steps.

      The wind whipped through the trees, but all was quiet. The gods felt very far away. In that cold woods, I felt alone. No Odin. No Loki. Not even Utr was stirring.

      And then, Rök barked.

      Jumping to my feet, I set my hand on my axe.

      The wolf was staring into the forest. His eyes glimmered like silver. He was on alert but not growling.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He responded with a “ruff” then stood watching.

      I followed his gaze.

      A moment later, I saw it. Like a shadow, there was another wolf in the forest. Its dark fur made the creature blend into the darkness of the trees.

      “You see that?” I whispered to Rök.

      I had not seen a wolf like this one on Bolmsö before. The creature’s fur was black. Like Rök, its eyes twinkled.

      Moving tepidly, Rök padded into the woods toward the other wolf. The two circled one another, smelling and eyeing each other. And then, the black wolf turned and loped off. Rök looked back at me, a whine emanating from him.

      I grinned. “Well, go on.”

      Without another thought to me, Rök shot off into the darkness.

      I set my hand on the center altar. “I’ll be back, Utr,” I whispered. “Keep them safe.”

      The wind blew across the island, ruffling my hair and sending a swirl of snowflakes around me.

      Turning, I headed back to the hall. I had left everything behind to make this life for myself. And I loved this place. It was time to get my old life settled so I could step into the new me that awaited.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, I stopped at the temple to let Arne know I was planning to leave for Halmstad that day.

      “Very well, jarl. Rest assured, all will be well here.”

      “Is there…is there any other news?”

      “Regarding?”

      “Thunder.”

      “Ah. I am sorry but no. I do not know why the gods wish you to delay, but both Ingrid and I looked for signs, both of us finding the same answer. Perhaps, with the house of Grund so connected to the thunder god, Thor is trying to have his say. What he is saying is not yet clear.”

      I tried not to let my disappointment show. “Then I’ll wait on the will of the gods.”

      “As a wise jarl should.”

      With a sigh, I nodded to him then headed out, meeting Ingrid, who was just returning with a basket full of eggs.

      “Hervor,” she said. “I’ve just come from the market. Everyone is abuzz with the news that you are leaving. Some of the young warriors are waiting for you at the dock.”

      I nodded. “I must see to my cousin’s fortunes as he saw to mine. But I am already anxious to come home.”

      She smiled. “And we will be anxious to have you.”

      “Please, promise me you will check on Eydis. I have left a heavy burden on her. She is wise in her own way, but she has much to consider now.”

      “I will. Be well. Be safe,” she said, then leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. She smiled at me, her gaze full of mischief.

      “What is it?”

      “When you nearly died of fever, you asked me over and over again about Hofund, if he had come. I thought you raving. Now I see. Your heart was speaking.”

      I winked at her. “Alas, the heart must wait a little more.”

      “For the thunder moon.”

      “For the thunder moon.”

      Ingrid frowned hard. “The runes are…confusing. But I do not hear Thor well. It’s hard to understand what he wants. His voice has always been quiet here on Bolmsö where the wolves howl, and Odin whispers in every ruffle of a leaf.”

      I set my hand on her cheek. “May the gods guide and protect you.”

      “And you.”

      I turned then and headed back to the hall. There, I found the others on the front steps. Eydis was wrapped in a pretty dark purple robe, the neck lined with fox fur. She was holding one of the babies, Leif, the other. Yrsa was talking to Ragal, but I could see her gear hanging on her shoulder. My own belongings sat in a bundle at her feet. Ever my surrogate mother, she was still looking after me. But there was a lightness to her face that I hadn’t seen in a long time. Yrsa was glad to be going home.

      Hofund was kneeling, speaking to Blomma. I joined the pair.

      “All right,” Blomma said, giving Hofund a light smile, which she then turned on me.

      “Blomma, Rök has run off into the woods to play with another wolf. Can you be sure he has a good meal and bath when he returns?”

      She nodded.

      “And watch out for Eylin and Arngrimir?”

      At that, she smiled. “Yes, Hervor.”

      I reached out for her hand. “Be safe. Stay close to Eydis. She will look after you. No matter what.”

      “All right. Hervor…”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful,” she said, then gave me the quickest of hugs then hurried back into the hall.

      I went to Eydis. “Well, Princess Eydis, I leave Bolmsö in your hands.”

      “As if I didn’t have enough to do. Be well. Be safe. We will see you soon,” she said.

      “By the thunder moon?”

      She grinned. “You have been talking to Arne.”

      I nodded.

      “I can see no more than the gothar. But by the thunder moon, or sooner, if you please. Now, go off with your fancy sword and get it done so I can have Leif back again.”

      “I’m starting to think you might love me,” Leif told Eydis.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she told him, but the look in her eyes was in complete contradiction.

      Moving gently around Eylin who was sleeping in her arms, I embraced Eydis. Leif handed Arngrimir to Siggy then kissed his daughter once more. His eyes met Eydis’s, and he pulled her close, setting his forehead against hers. They spoke to one another in low tones.

      “Hervor,” Ragal called to me.

      I joined him.

      “While you may not take all the fine warriors of Bolmsö, this lot wants to come along with you,” he said, motioning to a group of warriors assembled there.

      I turned to find Kára, Trygve One-Hammer, Kit, a red-haired shield-maiden named Sigrun who always had a hawk on her arm, and a strapping young warrior whose name I did not know.

      “Good group of warriors. Although, you’ll probably need to keep an eye out for Trygve the Younger,” Ragal told me. “Not sure he knows how to do anything with that hammer except crack hazelnuts.”

      Trygve One-Hammer frowned. “Tell that to the warriors of Blomfjall.”

      Ragal huffed a laugh.

      I eyed them over. “I would be very proud to have you all with me,” I said then turned to the young man I didn’t know well. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name,” I told the massive warrior who was taller and broader than Hofund and had a square jaw, pale yellow hair, and a long, braided beard.

      “Öd,” he said simply.

      “He’s the quiet type,” Trygve One-Hammer told me.

      “Good, he will make up for all of Kára’s chatter,” I replied, making the others laugh. Öd smiled. A little.

      “Jarl Hervor, how could you say that?” Kára protested playfully, but she was laughing all the same, knowing it was true.

      “Jarl, may I bring my bird?” Sigrun asked. “He is a good hunter. He will let me cage him for the trip.”

      “Of course. As long as he can spot rabbits, he’s very welcome. Does he have a name?”

      “Hábrók.”

      I nodded then eyed them over. They were all carrying the red-and-black shields of Bolmsö, their weapons on their hips. I crossed my arms on my chest. “My own wolf pack…and Hábrók. Well, let’s show the world what Bolmsö can do.”

      At that, they grinned.

      I turned back to Ragal and gave him a nod.

      Hofund joined us. “We ready?”

      I nodded. “Let’s go so we can return by the thunder moon.”

      “May Thor watch over us and guide us,” Hofund said.

      And with that, we turned our faces to Dalr.
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Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      The sails overhead snapped as the cool wind filled the fabric, making it big-bellied as it drove the ship across the sea. Spray from the waves made my skin dewy as the prow cut through the water. I gazed up at the masthead. The angry dragon perched there glared at unseen enemies on the horizon.

      Hofund called to his men to adjust the rigging as our ships turned, heading north—heading home. Sitting along the rail, I looked back at Leif’s ship which followed just behind our own. In all, we were six ships. One would return to Grund. The others would carry on with us to Hárclett, the home of Jarl Tove. From there, we would see.

      The idea that Leif and I could not sail to Dalr filled me with disgust. We had grown up there, both of us the grandchildren of the jarl, but neither of us wanted. Perhaps the jarl would change his mind, but if there was anything I knew about Jarl Bjartmar, it was that he was never wrong, and he was never sorry. Things would not go easily.

      As we sailed, the land shrank into the distance.

      Bolmsö. Eydis. Everything was too far away from me. Now, I had to work hard and quickly to get back to them.

      I sighed then leaned back.

      “The waiting is the worst part,” Yrsa said. “Everything feels like it’s taking too long. Easy to get impatient. Sleep.”

      “Too cold to sleep.”

      “Got used to the comfort of the hall in Bolmsö, Jarl Hervor?”

      “No, it’s just cold as ice out here.”

      She laughed. “You’re right.”

      Sighing, I crossed my arms on my body and tried to get a comfortable spot. I leaned against Yrsa, soaking up her warmth, then closed my eyes. To my surprise, she didn’t protest. When I opened my eyes just a crack to look, I saw she had closed her eyes and was sleeping slumped against me.

      My heart feeling warm, I shut my eyes.

      And dreamed.
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        * * *

      

      The dream was the same.

      I was walking down the path toward the tree. Everything around me was on fire. Smoke billowed in the air. In the distance, I heard fighting. But behind me, I heard laughter.

      I turned to look only to have a small boy rush quickly past me. Laughing, he dodged around me, nearly knocking me off balance as he went.

      “Grimir,” another youthful voice called. “Wait! It’s dangerous.”

      Emerging from the smoke, a young girl appeared. She had long, black hair and unmistakable glimmering eyes: Blomma.

      “Grimir,” she called again then ran past me, meeting my eye as she did. “Run, Mother. Before the Norns catch you in their threads,” she said as she rushed by.

      “Wait for me,” a third, more tender voice called. I looked back to see another child, a girl, hurrying along. She struggled as she ran, trying to hold up one corner of her dress.

      “Eylin?” I asked.

      She looked up me, her eyes flashing.

      Fear swept over me. Blomma and Arngrimir were headed toward the tree. I snatched up Eylin, setting her on my hip, and hurried after them.

      “They always go without me,” Eylin—who was somehow Blomma’s age—told me, her voice full of lament.

      I hurried to the hill where the tree grew. There, I found Arngrimir climbing up the branches. But the limbs extended far into the sky, higher than I could see. Blomma stood at the base of the tree, a frustrated expression on her face.

      “Grimir,” she called angrily. “Where are you going?”

      “To Asgard. Come on, Blomma. Come on!”

      Blomma huffed, then in a wink of light, she shifted form into a raven and spiraled up and away, out of sight.

      “See,” Eylin whispered. “They always leave me behind. Now we are stuck here. Look,” she said, motioning behind her.

      I looked back to see Dalr on fire. And at the door to the great hall, Svafa stood as embers floated all around her. Her golden hair glowed orange in the firelight.

      “They think I do not see,” Eylin whispered in my ear. “But I will tell you and you alone, Hervor. Six eyes. Two that see the world beyond, two that belong to Asgard, and two that see the world as it should be. They think Grimir has the eyes of Asgard, but they are wrong. I have one of those eyes and he has the other. I should give my eye to you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need to see before it burns.”

      “Before what burns?”

      “Everything.”

      “Hervor!” my mother called. The fear and pain in her voice jolting me from my sleep.

      

      “Svafa,” I said with a gasp, sitting up.

      “Easy,” Yrsa said, holding on to me. “You were dreaming.”

      I opened my eyes once more, finding it was already dark. To my left, I found Hofund asleep. Another of his men had taken his spot at the back of the ship.

      “What were you dreaming?” Yrsa asked.

      I sighed. “I saw my mother again.”

      “I feel her too. I thought maybe it was just missing her, but…”

      “It was hard to leave Bolmsö, but necessary.”

      Yrsa nodded then dug into her satchel and pulled out a bit of dried beef. She handed some to me. We sat side by side, chewing thoughtfully as the ship jogged over the waves. Yrsa leaned forward and looked at Hofund.

      “Just fell asleep,” she told me then eyed him over. “Not a bad-looking boy.”

      “Yrsa,” I said, elbowing her lightly.

      She shrugged. “Don’t want you to run off and marry someone as ugly as my son, Hervarth.”

      “Can we forget the whole Hervarth thing ever happened?”

      Yrsa huffed a laugh. “What did you do with that hideous cap?”

      “It’s around somewhere.”

      Yrsa grinned. “Ugly boy.”

      “Sorry to be such a disappointment to you, Mother.”

      “Mother-not-your-mother,” Yrsa said, echoing Utr’s words. We sat in silence for a long time before Yrsa said, “He said I would see him again.”

      “Then you will see him again. In the end, he was no liar.”

      Yrsa stared out at the water. I could see her mind was far away. “No,” she said then pulled out her water skin. “He wasn’t.” She took a long drink then handed the skin to me.

      I sipped the water then looked out at the waves. None of us had left Bolmsö unchanged. Not even Yrsa. Now we would see what our old world offered the new versions of ourselves.
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Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      A horn sounded as our ships approached the dock at Hárclett, home of Jarl Tove. The jarl’s city sat on a cliff high above the fjord. The jarl’s longhouse, not far from the cliff’s edge, looked over the water. As we made our way to the port, archers appeared along the ledge.

      I looked back at Leif. He was standing on the prow of his ship, holding on to the mast, the carved ram’s head on the prow bowed fiercely. He and Eric had fought at Silfrheim, and Gudmund was king. I did not expect an unfriendly welcome, but Eric would still be cautious.

      I turned my gaze back to the village. A party appeared at the steps high above the port. Though I did not know him well, I recognized the shape of Eric, son of Jarl Tove. He motioned to his men. Another horn sounded, and the archers retreated. Not long after, Eric and his group descended.

      I could feel the tension on the ship leaving. Of course, I could not blame Jarl Tove for being on edge. His neighbors were at war, his son pulled into a conflict whose lines were dubiously drawn. And now, with King Gudmund pulling back his support for Jarl Bjartmar, everything must be uncertain.

      “Well, we’re not dead yet,” Yrsa said, looking up at the cliff.

      “I admire your optimism,” Hofund told her.

      Bemused, Yrsa huffed.

      The longships maneuvered into port where Eric was waiting for us. It seemed surreal that it had been less than a year since I’d seen him in Jarl Bjartmar’s hall for the blót. I’d liked Eric. He had a stoic nature, much like Hofund’s. And, in truth, he was easy on the eyes.

      “Leif,” Eric called, spotting my cousin.

      Leif bounded off his ship and joined Eric.

      “By the gods, I am pleased to see you alive,” Eric said, pulling Leif into a quick embrace, clapping him on the back.

      “And you as well,” Leif replied. “I have come with Prince Hofund and my cousin, Hervor,” Leif said, motioning to us as we debarked the ship. Eric turned to meet Hofund. “Prince,” he said, inclining his head.

      “I’m pleased to see you again,” Hofund told him.

      “And Hervor,” Eric said, giving me a nod. “Well met.”

      “And you.”

      “We must talk. Your father—” Leif began, but Eric raised his hand to stop him.

      “My father has passed since we last saw one another. A fierce malady that took him quickly. My mother was spared, barely, but my father was lost.”

      “We’re very sorry,” Leif told him. “The jarl was a great man.”

      “My thanks. He is with the All-Father now. Come. There is much to discuss.”

      Motioning to the others, we made our way into the city.

      I looked back at the warriors I’d brought from Bolmsö. Kára’s wide green eyes took in the place with a hint of awe on her features. The others had similar expressions save the reserved and stoic Sigrun, who had a wary expression on her face. She lifted her arm and sent her hawk flying. The warriors from Bolmsö were all about the same age as myself. As I had never left Dalr, they had never left Bolmsö. Of course, they were craving adventure. I understood their feelings very well. I gazed up at the longhouse sitting on the cliff. We were certainly a long way from Bolmsö now.

      We headed up the stairs toward the village above. When we were halfway there, I started to feel an ache in my hips. I cast a glance back at Yrsa, who had slowed. No doubt, the stairs were paining her leg.

      “I’m fine,” she whispered, but I could tell by her occasional wince, fine was not entirely accurate.

      When we finally reached the top, I was winded.

      “No wonder you were so quick on the fields of Silfrheim,” Leif told Eric.

      “When I was a boy, my father made me do the climb up and down a dozen times a day. He said those stairs had kept many generations of my family alive.”

      “I can see why,” Leif replied.

      Once we were on the cliff, I saw that the village spread deep into the valley between the mountains.

      Eric led us to the longhouse. Hárclett’s blue banners fluttered in the breeze. Warriors roamed about the place, as did villagers, but I saw no signs of an imminent attack or preparations for war. From what I could see, things were calm in Hárclett.

      We headed into the hall. The place was dimly lit. The pillars were carved with a dragon design. A central fire burned, the smoke drifting upward to the opening in the peaked ceiling. A table with ornately carved chairs sat on one end of the room. A handful of hounds looked up at us when we entered, a massive shaggy black beast rising to meet us. Eric gave the dog’s head a scratch. The creature eyed us over then came to me. Wagging its tail, the dog gave my leg a bat.

      “Hello, you,” I said, tussling the dog’s ears, my heart aching for Rök.

      “Herja,” Eric told me. “She likes you, Hervor.”

      “She’s a good girl,” I said, ruffling the beast’s hair.

      “A good hunting dog, that is certain. You will remember my mother, Hilda,” Eric said, introducing the matriarch I had last seen at the blót. She was seated in a large chair by the fire and was covered in heaps of furs. She looked older than when I’d last seen her, her cheeks deep pits, her whole body shrunken.

      “What’s that? What’s going on?” she asked, opening her eyes just a crack.

      “We have guests, Mother.”

      “Oh,” she said absently then closed her eyes once more.

      A flash of pain crossed Eric’s face, but he quickly hid it. “The illness took much of her strength. You’ll have to excuse her.”

      Hofund set his hand on Eric’s shoulder.

      Eric gave him an appreciative look then turned to the other corner of the room. “Svanhild,” he called, motioning to a girl who was working in the corner weaving at a large loom. “Come here, my girl.”

      The young woman, perhaps no older than twelve or thirteen years old, joined us. She had long, straight golden hair that fell to her waist. She’d tied a leather band around her head. She wore a simple, violet-colored apron and tan gown.

      “This is my daughter, Svanhild,” Eric told us. “Svanhild, this is Hofund, Prince of Grund,” Eric introduced.

      The girl’s eyes went wide. She inclined her head to him. “Prince.”

      “And Leif’s cousin, Hervor,” he told her.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Leif corrected.

      Eric looked at him, a puzzled expression on his face. He turned from Leif to me. “Jarl Hervor?”

      “Hervor is the daughter of the berserker Angantyr and granddaughter of Arngrim,” Leif said. I could hear the swell of pride in his voice.

      Eric looked closely at me, then smirked. “Foresight,” he said, then tapped his head. “I knew the shield-maiden of Dalr was more than she seemed.”

      “Foresight, strength, and cunning?”

      He grinned. “We shall see, Jarl Hervor,” he said, giving me a sly smile.

      I returned the grin then turned to Svanhild. “I am pleased to meet you,” I told the girl then turned to Eric. “Your daughter? You did not bring her for the blót.”

      Eric set his hand on the girl’s head. “No,” he said simply then turned to his daughter. “Will you see to our guests? Grandmother is tired.”

      She nodded. “Come, Prince Hofund, sit here,” Svanhild said, taking Hofund’s hand, leading him to a seat beside the jarl’s. She motioned for the thralls to bring us refreshments. “And your warriors. Please, take some rest and refreshment,” she called, motioning for the others to make themselves comfortable.

      I watched the girl as she worked. She was a pretty thing. And while she was young, she managed the room well, moving with great care. While I had never paid much attention to Eric when he’d come to visit—I had always been too busy trying to plan my escape—I didn’t remember hearing that he had a wife or a child. The girl’s existence was a surprise to me.

      Eric motioned for us to join him at the table. Leif, Hofund, Yrsa, Eric, and I took our places, Svanhild joining us. The others sat farther down the table. Eric waved to a grizzled old warrior with one moon-eye to join our party. “This is Veigr, my housecarl,” Eric said.

      “Prince,” he said, inclining his head to Hofund. “Jarl,” he added, motioning to me. He slapped Leif on the back then sat beside him. “You trying to grow a mustache, Leif? Or did you forget to wash?”

      “I like to keep myself tidy. You’re carrying last night’s dinner in that unruly beard.”

      The man chuckled. “Might need a bite to eat later.”

      We all laughed.

      “It’s good to see you, Veigr,” Leif told the man.

      “And you,” he replied.

      “We are glad you’re here,” Eric told Leif. “When I received word about your quarrel with Jarl Bjartmar, I sent Veigr to speak with the jarl and find out if it was true.”

      The moon-eyed man grunted. “Wasn’t able to get a straight answer out of him. We knew Prince Hofund had come and that you’d left with him—much to the jarl’s fury. He told me you’d forfeited your claim to Silfrheim. Bjartmar said he was keeping the jarldom on behalf of your younger brothers.”

      Frowning, Leif shook his head.

      “In other words, he took Silfrheim for himself,” I said.

      Eric nodded. “After I spent the year bleeding for it.”

      “Everyone in Dalr knew you didn’t just walk away,” Veigr told Leif. “In the village, they told me you and the prince had gone to Bolmsö. Bah. Jarl Bjartmar’s grown vicious over the years. They say he rages about your father,” he told Hofund. “And makes his own plans for Egil.”

      “My father had word that Egil is in Hreinnby,” Hofund said.

      Eric nodded then turned to Leif. “With your mother.”

      I looked from Leif to Eric. “Hreinnby. What do you know about its jarl?”

      Eric tipped his head to the side. “Jarl Mjord. They call him the Reindeer King. He is a gothi turned ruler. I have met him before. He is a strange man.”

      “What kind of greeting would he give us?” Leif mused.

      “With Asta there, no one would harm you. As for the rest of us…” Eric said, then shrugged. “I suppose it will depend on whether or not he thinks he can win something from us.”

      Hofund, who had been listening to the exchange, sat back, his hand on his chin, and he stroked his short beard. His eyes focused on the liquid in his cup. There was a strangeness to his gaze that I had not seen before. “Or what the gods tell him to do.”

      Leif inhaled slowly, letting out a deep, steady breath. He turned to Eric. “We fought together at Silfrheim. I would have you with me the rest of the way.”

      “What do you hope to do?” Eric asked.

      “Free Dalr from my grandfather’s tyranny. Honor my allies. And keep Dalr safe from those who would harm her—including my mother and uncle.”

      “That is a dream I can follow. Skol,” Eric said, lifting his cup.

      “Skol,” we all called in reply, drinking to Leif’s gambit. The shape of it was still coming into focus, but whatever the Norns were weaving, something told me my vision of Svafa was not far from the truth.

      In the end, Dalr would bleed.
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Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      We spent the night talking and drinking in Eric’s hall. Leif and Eric had become close in the time that had passed. Leif had managed to make allies of both Hofund and Eric simply by being the level-headed and good-natured person he was. There was hope for a better future for us all. Once the tyranny of bad men—and women—was put to an end. But what would come next, I didn’t know.

      Svanhild, whose eyes did not seem to leave Hofund, spent much of the night talking, and talking, and talking to him. I watched Hofund as he practiced a restraint that must have been bred into him by his father. But I couldn’t blame Eric’s daughter. Her role in her father’s house was to see to the comfort of visitors. Mother and Asta had done the same, though Mother had done so in a distracted way. And, no doubt, Svanhild thought to hedge her bets with a prince.

      “You’re about to lose your man,” Yrsa whispered to me over her cup.

      “If he is so easily lost, then I never won him in the first place.”

      Yrsa laughed.

      “Do you know anything about Jarl Mjord?”

      Yrsa shook her head. “Never saw him. Heard his name, no more.”

      “How did Asta end up there?”

      “Egil, I guess.”

      I sighed. “It would not go easy with Bjartmar, but I think we should try to talk to him. It makes no sense to fight amongst family and allies.”

      “That is Arngrim speaking. And he—and you—are right, if you were talking about anyone but Bjartmar. Did he ever reward any good deed you did?”

      I thought back to the incident with Gorm. Saving my family’s life had earned me nothing but hatred and disgust. “No. But for Svafa’s sake, and for the people of Dalr, shouldn’t I try? If it comes to war, then I have already failed the people of Dalr.”

      “If Bjartmar was the man he should be, we wouldn’t be here. I know what you want to do. I know why. It will not go as you hope. It’s important to see things as they are, not as you wish them to be.”

      I sighed. “Is there ever room for hope?”

      “Always. But usually, it’s misguided,” she said, then elbowed me, bobbing her chin toward Hofund.

      “I will sing for you, my prince,” Svanhild was telling Hofund. “What song would you like to hear?” the girl asked, waving to a skald to join her. Carrying his stringed instrument, the man took a spot on a stool at the front of the room.

      Hofund paused. His gaze went to Eric, who was watching him closely. “You are kind to offer, Svanhild. If your father approves…”

      Eric nodded.

      Svanhild inclined her head to Hofund then went to the front of the room.

      The man plucked the strings on his instrument then the girl began to sing. She sang well, recanting the funny tale of how Thor once dressed as the bride at a wedding to disguise himself from giants.

      Eric joined Yrsa and me.

      “I didn’t know you had a daughter,” I told Eric.

      He smiled at Svanhild. “Her mother was Veiger’s daughter, Breidi,” he said, motioning to his housecarl. “I barely had my beard when we were married. Svanhild was born nine moons later, but my wife died in childbirth.”

      “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “It is long past now.”

      “Love always lingers, no matter how much time has passed.”

      Eric nodded slowly. “She looks much like her mother. She is a beautiful girl and innocent to the world, which is why we did not bring her to the blót. Neither Father nor I would not have her under the wandering eyes of every man.”

      “I am sorry to hear of your father’s passing.”

      “Thank you,” he said, then shook his head. “It was hard to win Silfrheim. Now, everything is in tatters.”

      “That will make it easier to weave things back into the shape you wish.”

      “Optimism, Jarl Hervor?”

      “Hope,” I replied, giving Yrsa a wink. “In fact, I might have just been chided for being too hopeful by someone.”

      Eric chuckled then turned to Yrsa. “How can she help but be optimistic? She left Dalr a bastard and returned a jarl.”

      We all laughed.

      “That is true,” I agreed.

      Eric turned to me. “I am glad to learn of your ties to the house of Arngrim. And I’m not surprised.”

      I smirked at Eric. “Flattery? That’s an interesting use of cunning.”

      Eric grinned, evoking dimples on his cheeks that I didn’t know were there. “Who is to say I’m simply flattering? But just in case, is it working?”

      “Not at all,” I replied.

      “Then, I must try another tactic with Jarl Hervor.”

      I looked across the room, catching sight of Hofund, who was listening to Svanhild. He must have felt my gaze on him, because he met my eyes and gave me a soft smile.

      “I’m afraid that snare has already been sprung,” I replied, my gaze on Hofund.

      Eric followed my eyes then chuckled quietly. “That’s unfortunate twice-over,” he said, motioning to his daughter, who was staring at Hofund so intently, I was surprised he wasn’t blushing.

      “The Norns will have their will done. May the gods bring her what she deserves,” I said.

      “Skol,” Eric said, tapping his horn against mine. “But what about me? Let’s hope they don’t forget me,” he said, raising and lowering his brows. He then walked away to speak to some of his men.

      Yrsa chuckled.

      “Don’t say anything.”

      “He’s too gruff for you anyway.”

      “Oh, yes, may the gods forbid I spend my time with anyone too gruff,” I said, rolling my eyes at her.

      Yrsa laughed. “You best go back to Hofund before that young beauty wins your place.”

      I winked at Yrsa then left her, returning to sit beside Hofund.

      “You have an admirer,” I whispered in his ear.

      “An affliction common to princes, or so I have found,” he said. “And to jarls,” he added, looking over his shoulder at Eric.

      “The house of Jarl Tove has always been friends with my own. I remember Eric even before he got that scar on his face.”

      “You might remember him, but did he remember you?”

      I laughed lightly but didn’t answer. In this case, Hofund was wrong. When I last met Eric, there was a sort of empathy between us. I was not of mind to see any man like that. Not until Hofund. But still.

      Sighing, I leaned into Hofund’s side.

      “Are you tired?” he whispered.

      I shook my head. “Not in body.”

      He nodded knowingly.

      “What do you think of this Jarl Mjord, the Reindeer King?” I whispered.

      “Aside from the fact he is claiming himself king inside my father’s holdings? I don’t know. A gothi king is a different kind of creature. We shall learn what it means.”

      “Asta is not particularly spiritually minded. Nor have I ever known Egil to do more than cheer Odin before drinking.”

      “Such a man will have his own reasons for sheltering them.”

      I nodded, then paused. “Earlier, you saw something. Should Leif go to Asta?”

      Hofund paused for a long minute. “Yes,” Hofund said lightly then lifted his drink. He sipped then set the drink down. “I will not claim to be a völva like my mother who knew when it would rain, who was at the port, and what color dress I should watch for,” he said, then touched my chin. “But sometimes I see things. And I saw us riding into a village I have never seen before and saw Leif’s mother there.”

      I nodded. “And then…”

      He laughed. “It would have been helpful to have seen and then…” he said, then opened his hand. “But the gods always stop short before the best part. A girl in blue and then…” he said, gesturing once more. “A wedding on Bolmsö and then…”

      I took Hofund’s hand. “Arne said we should wed under the thunder moon.”

      Hofund took my hand and kissed it. “Then either Arne has found a very clever way to get his jarl to return before too much time has passed, or Thor who has willed it. I’ll give credit to the thunder lord, even if I don’t feel very patient,” he said then kissed the side of my head

      “If there is one thing I know about, it is having patience,” I said with a sigh.

      Hofund kissed me once more, and we both turned back to Svanhild, who was finishing her song. When she turned her gaze to us, I saw a frustrated expression cross her features. She didn’t need to see the future to realize then that whatever she’d been dreaming since the moment she saw Hofund would not come to pass.

      His heart belonged to me.
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Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, Leif asked us all to join him in the hall.

      “I have made a decision,” he said. “We will sail to Dalr. There is little hope anything will come of it, but my conscience will not be eased unless I try to bring Jarl Bjartmar to reason.”

      I glanced at Yrsa, who shrugged.

      “I will join you,” Eric said with certainty. “If he sees that I am with you, as is Prince Hofund, he might be persuaded to see reason.”

      “Not likely,” Yrsa replied.

      “No,” Leif told her. “It’s not. But if he cannot see reason, then I must kill the man who put a roof over my head and food in my mouth. If I show no gratitude, how will the gods see me? I will try, but if the Norns have woven a different fate, then so be it.”

      “We should take only one vessel,” Hofund said. “We should not show him the strength of our forces.”

      “We should sail under your colors,” Eric told Hofund. “We will show Jarl Bjartmar that we are all aligned with King Gudmund.”

      Hofund rose. “I’ll see to it.”

      I set my hand on Leif’s shoulder. “I am with you, cousin.”

      Leif patted my hand but said nothing more.

      I joined the pack from Bolmsö.

      “Jarl Hervor, what’s happening?” Sigrun asked.

      “We will sail to Dalr, where my other grandfather will likely give us a cold if not murderous welcome. If you want to come, go join Prince Hofund. Be warned, it’s very likely the talks will not go well.”

      “All the better reason to be with you, jarl,” Kára said.

      I looked them all over. “Everyone in agreement?”

      They all nodded.

      Öd rose. “I am your shield, jarl.”

      I smiled at him. “And a very large shield at that. Very good.”

      I nodded to them, and they headed out the door behind Hofund.

      Turning, I looked back at Yrsa.

      She shook her head. She didn’t have to say what was on her mind. I already knew. This was a quest doomed from the start, but maybe, in the very least, I could convince my mother to leave Dalr with us. If I managed to accomplish that much, it would be worth it.

      May Odin watch over us.
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        * * *

      

      With apprehension in my heart, I boarded the ship headed to Dalr. I joined Leif at the prow.

      “Why does it feel like every choice I make is the wrong one?” Leif asked me.

      “Because what you really want is in Bolmsö.”

      “I never meant to fall in love with her. But she has this way of getting under your skin. I…don’t even know when I did give my heart to her. But when I was with Hofund, I could think of no one else. I was with no one else. All I wanted was Eydis. And now there is Eylin and Arngrimir. All I want is to make the world right for them.”

      “In the old days, I would have chided you for being sentimental and unmanly,” I retorted, taking his arm and giving it a soft squeeze. “But you are a father now. Of course, you want to do what is best for your children.”

      Leif huffed a laugh then turned to me. “I am a father now.”

      I pinched his cheek. “Then let’s get to it and hope that Bjartmar doesn’t murder us the moment we set foot off the boat.”

      Yrsa, who had just joined us, laughed. “Let him try. I welcome any excuse to bash that old man’s brains out onto the hearth.”

      Leif and I both turned and looked at her.

      “What?” she said with a shrug.

      Chuckling, I shook my head.

      Once Eric, Hofund, and the others had boarded, we headed back out to sea. On the cliff above, Svanhild watched as we departed.

      Eric waved goodbye to his daughter.

      Perhaps the effort was doomed from the start. I knew my grandfather. With the truth of my paternity out, he would be shamed. And nothing made him angrier. The fact that I was a jarl and had a place in this world would infuriate him. But in the face of the four of us, he might reconsider. He understood power. Bjartmar was full of wrath, but he was not stupid. He could hate the world all he wanted, but if his king and his ally wanted him to change his ways, what could he do but be reasonable?

      I sighed.

      Grandfather was never reasonable.

      I stared out at the water. Arngrim’s memory grew in my thoughts. I missed him. He had shown me a love I had never known. And he had taught me what it looked like to rule with reason and love.

      Dalr deserved that.

      Now, I had to figure out a way to make a future like that come to life.
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        * * *

      

      The horn at the end of the pier sounded. A sick feeling made my stomach twist. The houses, boats, and longhouse of Dalr came into sight. Overhead, two ravens called then darted into the village and beyond. I followed them, seeing the limbs of Grímnir’s Eye in the distance.

      How had I ended up back here?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Guide my words, my steps.

      A cold wind blew, carrying with it the scents of snow and wood smoke. Some villagers appeared on the dock, watching to see who had come.

      The red-and-white sails of Hofund’s ship snapped and fluttered in the breeze.

      I looked back at Leif. He had a stern expression on his face. I had seen that look of determination in his gaze many times before. When he looked like that, nothing got in his way.

      My gaze shifted to Yrsa. She was staring at the mountain above Dalr.

      “You should go to them,” I told her.

      “I will see to Svafa. If there is time, then all the rest.”

      It was my turn to frown. I had taken Yrsa from her life, thrust her on this voyage with me. But was it such a bad thing? Yrsa didn’t deserve to live in a cave like some damned dwarf. She was noble and honorable and a good fighter. She had earned the respect of Arngrim and Bolmsö. And I loved her. She belonged with me.

      Gazing back toward the longhouse, I saw Torsten making his way toward the dock. Halger and Hakon ran ahead, their blond hair shone in the dim sunlight, making them easy to spot.

      The wives of Ivar, Frode, Bridger, and the others also appeared on the dock. This was a homecoming for them. For how long, I didn’t know. How anything was going to go, I didn’t know.

      I had to trust in the gods.

      We maneuvered the boat to the dock.

      Hofund and Eric took the lead, Leif, Yrsa, and me following behind.

      “Prince Hofund,” Torsten said, inclining his head to him. “Welcome returns. And Jarl Eric, it is good to see you too.” Torsten’s gaze drifted to the rest of us. He inclined his head to Yrsa then smiled at Leif and me. “By the gods, I am glad to see both of you doing well.”

      “May the gods see to it we remain so,” I replied.

      Torsten smiled lightly. “Did you find what you went looking for?"

      I nodded.

      “Good,” he said, then motioned for us to follow.

      As we headed back to the village, I scanned the crowd, looking for Harald Four-Fingers, young Erik, or any of the others who had sailed with me to Samso. No one was there. I heard squeals of joy and merriment as wives, husbands, mothers, and fathers were reunited.

      “Leif!” Hakon yelled

      “Leif!” Halger echoed.

      The twins ran to their brother, hugging him. Leif knelt and pulled them both into a tight embrace, lifting both of them at once. “By the gods, heavier than Mjolnir now,” he said, bouncing them up and down.

      I patted the boys on their heads, ruffling their hair. “You are a head taller, both of you.”

      They grinned at me but clung to their brother.

      “Torsten, how is Svafa?” Yrsa asked.

      “She is as she was—in seeming,” Torsten said.

      That, at least, was something. Torsten had lied to the jarl about my mother. If Bjartmar knew that Svafa had regained herself, only the gods could have kept her from harm. But Torsten’s lie was not without risk. If he learned Torsten knew differently, Bjartmar would not hesitate to kill a man who had been loyal to him his whole life. I was suddenly very glad I had Tyrfing on my hip. “Thank you,” I told him.

      He nodded but said nothing more.

      We headed toward the longhouse. As we went, many of the villagers came to their doors to see who had come. They called out to us. Leif greeted them with waves and smiles. When we passed the home of the woman and her new baby I had visited with Eydis, I spotted the grandmother holding a nearly year-old child in her arms. But there was no sign of the child’s mother.

      I met her eye.

      She nodded to me.

      I returned the gesture.

      Yrsa walked alongside me. Her voice low, she whispered, “Remember that you are the granddaughter of Arngrim, daughter of Angantyr, and jarl of Bolmsö. When you walk into that hall, everything Jarl Bjartmar pounded into you about yourself will come rushing back. That is not you. You are not the bastard of Jarl Bjartmar’s hall anymore. Remember what Bolmsö taught you.”

      I met Yrsa’s gaze. “I can say the same to you. You might love those bears, but the Yrsa I know belongs in no cave.”

      Yrsa looked surprised, but then she nodded.

      My hands shaking, I climbed the stairs into the hall. I paused to let the others go ahead of me.

      Hofund briefly touched my hand. “May the gods guide us, and Thor watch over us,” he whispered then went inside.

      From the second I stepped into the hall, the smell took me back. The familiar scent of dried ale, wood smoke, and the perfume of the place sucked me back into another version of myself. Mother was sitting beside the fire sewing. She rose when we entered, scanning the party for me. When our gazes met, she sucked in a breath, her eyes growing wet with tears. She looked from me to Yrsa.

      To my surprise, Yrsa’s eyes held a similar sheen.

      Leif and I had grown up here, but this place felt strange now. Had I really spent my life in this hall? Had I really endured this man’s fists and anger? Why? Why had I allowed it?

      Torsten went to Grandfather’s meeting room.

      Soon, voices rose, and Torsten returned.

      From the back, Gudrun appeared. To my surprise, her stomach was very round. She was heavy with child. “You’re here,” she said. “Thank the gods.”

      Thundering angrily, Jarl Bjartmar appeared from the back.

      “What vileness has the spine to enter my hall?” Grandfather spat.

      “So much for a warm homecoming,” Leif whispered over his shoulder to me then turned back, “Grandfather—” he began but was cut short.

      “You would speak to me, you traitor? I should cut you down for having the nerve to enter this hall.”

      “Jarl Bjartmar,” Hofund said sternly. “I have come in my father’s name and command the silence of your tongue,” his voice echoed across the hall, rolling like thunder.

      Grandfather paused. His face grew red with fury. I could see the war within him. He lost the battle to himself, “No one, prince or not, silences my tongue in my own hall, boy.”

      “Then perhaps a hundred ships in your harbor will remind you of your manners and your allegiance to your king,” Hofund retorted harshly.

      “You insolent, rash pup,” Grandfather hissed, walking toward Hofund.

      In that single moment, I felt as though I saw a window into history. This is what Angantyr had faced when he tried to marry my mother. This is who Svafa had defied. And this was why. The great Jarl Bjartmar was a coward. His pride was bigger than his strength. Like a wounded dog, he lashed out at every perceived threat, killing or injuring anything that made him feel small.

      “Father,” Mother said delicately. “We have visitors. Shouldn’t we feast them as Frigga serves those who visit Odin’s golden hall?”

      “They are not welcome here.”

      “But, Father—”

      “Mind your place, you empty-headed vessel,” Grandfather shouted at her.

      Something inside me snapped. Moving around Hofund and the others, I came and stood at the front of the party.

      “You,” Grandfather sneered.

      “Jarl Bjartmar, this party has come to negotiate the future of Silfrheim and to restore peace in these lands. Will you let your pride lead to the ruin of your people?”

      “You,” Grandfather said again, shaking with rage. “I will not listen to the words of a bastard girl who—”

      “I am no bastard. You will listen to the words of the granddaughter of Arngrim, daughter of Angantyr, jarl of Bolmsö, and wielder of the sword Tyrfing,” I said, stepping closer to him, holding his gaze as I approached. “Every truth you hid from me, everything you took from me, has flowed back to me like water. Do not misunderstand to whom you speak. The Hervor you knew is dead.” I stood mere inches from him now, wanting him to see my amber-colored eyes, his eyes. I wanted him to see the wolf that lurked inside me. And I wanted him to fear it. “I am my father’s daughter, as you always swore I was. And you are the jarl of Dalr, whose obedience is owed to your king. The prince stands before you now. Are you so low, such a coward, so much less than a man that you cannot obey what the gods will and honor your king?”

      The great Jarl Bjartmar trembled. “I should have thrown you to the wolves.”

      “Then you would have given me back to my pack,” I whispered.

      “I could kill you where you stand.”

      “You could try.”

      Gritting his teeth, he turned from me. He let out an exasperated huff. “Where are my thralls? Bring these people some drink.”

      Mother looked from the jarl to me. She gave me a knowing look.

      “You’re right, Father. It is good to have mead on such a holiday. Yrsa, did you know it is the blót today? Let’s pay a visit to Freja then go buy some honey cakes,” she said. Grabbing her cloak, which was lying on the bench beside her, Mother pulled on her wrap. Quickly crossing the room, she grabbed Yrsa by the arm, and the two of them headed out of the hall.

      Agitated, his back to us, Jarl Bjartmar took a moment to compose himself.

      I turned back, looking from Hofund to Leif.

      Leif was grinning at me.

      Hofund nodded, inclining his head to me.

      I was my father’s daughter.

      And the blood of Bolmsö bowed to no one.

      Never again.
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Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      The fire crackled. In silence, we drank mead and ate. Down the table from me, my warriors from Bolmsö eyed the room, looking wide-eyed at the hall. The servants and thralls in Dalr treated Leif and me kindly. Old Oda set a crock of butter before me. Her eyes flicked toward the back. There, at the doorway, I spotted little Hillie. Like Hakon and Halger, she had grown tall in the time since I’d left. I smiled at her, giving her a little wave.

      Eyvinder, who had been lurking in the shadows, joined us at the table. He looked older, his cheeks thinner. The year that had passed had worn on him.

      “Is your father well, Prince Hofund?” Eyvinder asked politely.

      Grandfather sat at the end of the table, his eyes on his plate and cup, paying none of us any mind. I could see he was busy plotting, thinking his way out of this problem.

      Hofund inclined his head to the skald. “Yes, thank you.”

      Eyvinder smiled then turned to Eric. “I was sorry to hear of the passing of your father. I remember when he fought raiders from Hárclett by swimming in the harbor and sinking their ships while they went to shore. I have written a new song in his honor. I hope you will have time to hear it.”

      Eric gave him a smile. “Thank you.”

      I turned to Gudrun, who was seated beside me. Neither Mother nor Yrsa had returned. Where had Mother taken Yrsa?

      “When is your child due?” I asked her.

      “Two more months,” she told me, setting her hand on her stomach. “I’ll be glad when it is done. It squirms and tugs mercilessly. Half the time, I cannot breathe and can barely walk.”

      “Ready to come into the world fighting?” I asked, setting my hand on her stomach.

      Gudrun smiled appreciatively at me, but there were terrible dark rings under her eyes, and her cheeks were hollow. The pregnancy was wearing terribly on her.

      “My heir,” Grandfather said, setting down his cup with a bang. “Heir to Dalr and Silfrheim. My own son. That, prince of Grund, is why I have no interest in hearing from these wayward runts who claim to be my blood,” he said, waving to Leif and me.

      “And your allegiance to Jarl Eric?” Hofund asked.

      Grandfather looked from Hofund to Eric. “I have no quarrel with you, just like I had none with your father. We fought well together at Silfrheim—”

      “We?” Leif protested. Grandfather had sat safely in Dalr while Leif had done all the fighting.

      Grandfather ignored him and continued on “—liberating it from those cutthroats and my wretched daughter. As always, our houses are united, and our enemies scattered.”

      “I did not risk myself and my men only to hand the wealth of Silfrheim to you. And still, Egil lives. Do you not think he will try to reclaim what he has lost?” Eric replied sharply.

      “Egil,” Grandfather spat. “A curr with his tail between his legs. Who would shelter him and my traitorous daughter? What have you heard? Where is he?”

      Eric paused. “I have no news of Egil,” he lied.

      “Run off. Like the coward he is. Let him and my fat daughter go freeze to death in the snow. Maybe she’ll have to eat one of her cats,” he said with a laugh, then tossed the bone he was chewing onto his plate and sat back. He turned from Eric to Hofund. “What does King Gudmund want?”

      “Peace. And for blood to be honored. Eric and Leif fought on the fields of Silfrheim, a jarldom that belonged to Leif’s father and grandfather. By rights, the jarlship is now Leif’s.”

      “He fought at my command,” Bjartmar said, slamming his fists on the table.

      Gudrun’s cup turned over, spilling mead across the table.

      Hakon and Halger, who had not left Leif’s side, shuddered and held to their brother.

      “Those lands are mine. Already, I am rebuilding. Those lands are for my son. My son! I am jarl here, not you, you insolent pup,” Grandfather told Leif. “And before I am done, Egil will bleed.”

      I looked at Leif. He stared at Grandfather for a long moment then turned away. Putting his arms around his brothers, he pulled them closer then kissed them on their heads.

      Hofund looked at Eric.

      “I did not fight to double your holdings, Jarl Bjartmar,” Eric told him. There was a hard edge to his voice, and his meaning was clear.

      “Perhaps, Jarl Bjartmar, there is a way to repay Jarl Eric for his help and show him that the allegiance between Hárclett and Dalr is as equal as it has always been,” Eyvinder said carefully, seeing the issue which Grandfather was so plainly missing.

      Grandfather huffed then picked up his mug. He waved for a thrall to refill his cup. “You may feel free to call on Dalr whenever you are threatened, Jarl Eric,” he said. “We will come to your aid as you came to mine. That is the arrangement I had with your father. Nothing more.”

      “Is that so?” Eric asked, his dark tone indicating clearly that it was not so.

      Grandfather merely grunted in reply.

      I turned to Eyvinder, meeting his eye. I shook my head.

      Eyvinder nodded to me, understanding. If this was the path Grandfather chose, he would lose his ally and bring more conflict to Dalr.

      Grandfather fussed with his plate then abruptly rose, agitated. “Where is Svafa?” he yelled at one of the thralls.

      “I…I don’t know, jarl.”

      Grandfather turned to Gudrun.

      “She thought it was a blót. She went out,” Gudrun said. “Remember?”

      Grandfather turned back to the servant. “Go find her and bring her back.”

      I eyed my grandfather. His hands were shaking. A strange yellow pallor hung over him, and his eyes were rimmed red. His fury always marred his features but there was something more here.

      He turned to me, staring at me long and hard. “Jarl Hervor,” he said with a sneer. He turned back to the table. “I have feasted you as the gods command. There is nothing more to be said,” he told us then turned to Torsten. Waving for Torsten to follow, Jarl Bjartmar crossed the room and abruptly exited the hall, the door banging behind him.

      Torsten rose.

      “Torsten,” I whispered.

      He nodded to me then went after the jarl.

      I looked at Leif.

      My cousin shook his head, then leaned down and whispered in his brothers’ ears. “You will come with me. Go get your things. Be quick. You must hurry. The jarl will not let you go, but I will not leave you in this terrible place, my brothers. Do as I say. Go now.”

      They nodded, then left the table in a hurry, running to the back.

      “I will take them with me,” Leif told me.

      I nodded.

      “We must go,” Eric said, rising. “Now.”

      I set my hand on Gudrun’s stomach. “May Freyja watch over you. May Frigga keep you safe,” I told her then pulled her into an embrace.

      “Hervor,” she whispered, her voice shaking with fear.

      “We will return,” I whispered in her ear. “Do not despair. We will come back.”

      She nodded, but fat tears were rolling down her cheeks.

      At that, we rose and headed toward the door.

      From somewhere deep in the village, I heard the call of a war horn.

      Yrsa was right. This was doomed from the start.

      “May all the gods curse him,” Leif said. “Hakon! Halger!”

      I pulled my axe from my belt. We headed toward the door. Eric exited first, pulling his sword the moment he left the hall. Hofund joined him, his hammer drawn.

      “Nice family,” Kára said with a grin as she and the others joined me.

      “Liked my other grandfather, did you? He’s an excellent host.”

      She laughed. “Right up to the part when he left to call his men to murder us.”

      I heard the thunder of feet. A moment later, the twins appeared, their arms full of clothes and goods, Old Oda chasing behind them, stuffing a bag full of supplies.

      Leif stopped just a moment to help Hakon.

      “Here,” I said, shoving everything in Halger’s arms into a sack.

      Oda hung a bag of provisions around Halger’s neck. “Hervor,” she said, breathlessly. “Eydis?”

      “Alive and well on Bolmsö.”

      “Thank the gods. Go. Go,” she said, shooing the boys.

      I took Halger’s hand.

      “Hervor?” he whispered fearfully, looking up at me.

      “Stay by me. I will keep you safe.”

      He nodded.

      We hurried out of the hall. Bridger, Ivar, Frode—all of whom had been in the village visiting their families—rushed to join us.

      “What’s happening?” Ivar asked.

      “Jarl Bjartmar’s about to have us all murdered. Draw your sword,” Leif told him.

      “By Thor’s hammer, the bastard,” Ivar replied, his eyes wide with disbelief.

      Again, the horn sounded.

      We hurried to the docks.

      Yrsa. Yrsa, where are you?

      The people of Dalr had shrunk back inside their houses out of fear.

      Sigrun whistled sharply.

      A moment later, her hawk swooped overhead, heading toward the boat.

      When we reached the pier, we were intercepted by a group of warriors from Dalr. The men, whom I knew to be loyal to Grandfather, stepped out in front of us. No proclamations were issued. Instead, they attacked.

      The sound of metal upon metal rang in the air. We worked quickly, fighting off the jarl’s men. I kept Halger behind me when a man I had known all my life—a grizzled warrior who’d once passed out in the fire pit during a sumble and had to be dragged from the fire—came at me.

      I pulled my other axe and defended myself, doing my best not to kill the man who had a wife and two daughters in the village. His eldest daughter made excellent goat cheese, and his younger had just married two winters back. How was this happening? How had this come to pass?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Save these innocents from the machinations of wicked men.

      Overhead, a raven cawed.

      That’s why I have you, Hervor.

      I bashed the man on the side of the head with the butt of my axe, knocking him out. He fell to the ground in a crumpled heap. But the moment he was down, another man turned on me. He was the village tanner, a brawny man nearly twice my size. When he lifted his axe, Öd stepped in front of me, his shield taking the blow.

      Öd looked back at me. “Take the boy to the boat, jarl.”

      I nodded to him.

      “Come on,” I said, taking Halger’s hand and leading him behind me.

      Kára and Sigrun followed me while Kit and Trygve One-Hammer made their way before me, Eric and Leif at the front, Hofund, Öd, and the men of Dalr guarding our retreat.

      I scanned the crowd desperately for Yrsa. Where was she?

      We pushed our way through the throng of men, rushing toward the docks.

      I had managed to evade the other warriors of Dalr when suddenly Torsten appeared before me, sword in hand.

      We met one another’s gaze.

      Torsten lowered his sword and stepped aside.

      I rushed past.

      A moment later, Yrsa appeared at my side. She picked up Halger, and we ran down the pier.

      “Where did you go?” I asked.

      “Later,” she told me.

      “Where is Svafa?”

      “Not coming. Run.”

      “Untie and push off. Push off,” Eric yelled at his men in the boat as we rushed down the dock.

      Leif set Hakon into the boat then jumped aboard. Yrsa handed Halger to him.

      “Go, get in,” I said, waving to the warriors as I waited for Hofund and Öd.

      The others climbed aboard.

      “Prepare to row. Shields up,” Eric called to the warriors.

      “Hervor, let’s go,” Yrsa said, motioning for me to board as Hofund and Öd rushed down the pier toward us.

      I paused just a brief moment. There, on the hill above the village, I spotted Mother standing on the steps of the great hall. Her golden hair was whipping all around her.

      “Mother,” I whispered.

      Why hadn’t she come with Yrsa? Why was she still there?

      Hofund and Öd hopped aboard.

      An arrow whizzed past my ear.

      I turned and jumped in.

      Eric caught me, holding me steady.

      I met his eye.

      He was grinning wryly. “That went well.”

      “Better than I expected. At least he didn’t poison us.”

      A volley of arrows blasted toward us.

      Eric and I both ducked, hiding behind the shields.

      I shook my head then slipped onto one of the benches. Eric slid onto the bench behind mine. Grabbing the oars, we rowed quickly away.

      I watched as Dalr grew small in the distance as we made our way toward the open sea. The sail unfurled, catching the wind.

      Halger slipped onto the bench beside me. Grabbing the end of the oar, he helped me row.

      I looked toward the back of the boat where Hakon and Leif were also rowing. Leif had a strained expression on his face, his features full of rage and sorrow all at once.

      We had to try.

      Even if it came to nothing—which it had—we had to try.

      I stared back at the village, my heart aching.

      Svafa, what are you doing?

      Svafa, why didn’t you come?

      Without any good answer, I let the thought slip away and turned my eyes back across the sea. The waves pitched and rolled. The winter wind blew, catching the sails and pulling us forward.

      “Pull the oars back,” Eric called.

      Halger tugged on my arm.

      I turned and looked at him. He had a sad and puzzled expression on his face.

      “Hervor,” he whispered.

      “What is it?”

      He stared at me. “Did Grandfather really just try to kill us?”

      I sighed heavily then pulled the boy close to me, kissing him on the head. “You are safe now,” I whispered. “You’re safe.”

      The child whimpered once then wept as silently as he could.

      Frode, who had been sitting on the bench in front of me, turned and looked back at me. “Hervor,” he said, his voice trembling with rage or sorrow, I was not sure which. “In the village, I heard…” he began, but his voice fell flat.

      “Heard? Heard what?”

      Frode sighed heavily and shook his head. “Harald Four-Fingers and the crew that took you to Samso… the jarl had them all killed for disloyalty, sacrificed them at Grímnir’s Eye.”

      “He…he did what?”

      “He killed them all. Even the boys.”

      “But they were little more than children. Just…just boys.”

      “Everyone in Dalr is living in terror,” he said, looking back toward Dalr. “I fear for my family.”

      Unable to muster words, I set my hand on Frode’s arm. No more. I would not tolerate it anymore, not for myself, my family, or the people of Dalr. What came next would be hard. But it must be done.

      I met Leif’s gaze. We held one another’s eyes for a long time, both of us knowing what came next.

      Jarl Bjartmar must die.
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Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      We sailed back to Eric’s holdings in Hárclett. Hofund went to speak to his men while Eric talked with his own. There was no telling if Grandfather would pursue us to Hárclett. He wasn’t in his right mind. Unless he had allies we knew nothing of, he was sorely outnumbered. An attack on Hárclett with his men scattered between Dalr and Silfrheim would amount to nothing but defeat.

      Hakon and Halger ran ahead of us, rushing up the steps in the cliffside. I knew that Mother and Gudrun had, no doubt, done their best to watch over the twins in Asta’s absence, but with Grandfather raging, the boys had learned to fear. With Leif, perhaps, they felt safe once more.

      Yrsa and I climbed the steps together.

      “How is Svafa? What did she say? Why didn’t she come with us?”

      Yrsa frowned hard. “I tried to convince her to come. She believes she can do more good where she is.”

      “What is there for her now?”

      “The people,” Yrsa said. “She is the only shield left between the jarl and the servants, Gudrun, and even the people of Dalr.”

      I sighed.

      “It is not without cost to her,” Yrsa said.

      I didn’t reply. Svafa was sacrificing herself, her own sanity, for the slim hope she could do some good. I was frightened for my mother, but proud of her all at the same time.

      “Yrsa,” I said, pausing to catch my breath. Really, how did the people of Hárclett ever get used to such steps? “Frode learned that the jarl punished Harald Four-Fingers and the others for taking us to Samso. They…they were killed as traitors.”

      Yrsa stared at me then looked out at the sea. Her eyes grew damp. “May all the gods curse him. May Thor bring his hammer down on him. May Balder blind him. May Fenrir devour him. Harald was a dear friend of my father. And…and the boys…”

      I nodded.

      Yrsa huffed angrily then headed back up the steps. “I will murder him. I will rip his eyes from his face and feed them to the gods.” Her voice rich with anger, Yrsa’s features contorted, and for a single moment, I saw the flash of the bear that lived within her.

      “Now, the only question is how to liberate Dalr without killing its people.”

      “You liberate Dalr. When I see Jarl Bjartmar again, that will be the end of him.”
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        * * *

      

      The mood in the hall was somber. Despite Svanhild’s efforts to cheer us, the fact remained that there was nothing more to hope for in Dalr. In a way, it made it easy. But if I had learned anything in life, as Hervor or Hervarth, nothing was ever easy.

      “I will send a rider to Hreinnby, see if Jarl Mjord and Egil will meet with us,” Eric told us.

      Leif nodded. “It cannot go any worse than in Dalr.”

      “Or it could go exactly the same,” I replied.

      “Either way, once we meet with Egil and Jarl Mjord, we will know how to proceed,” Leif replied.

      “Would you consider an alliance with Egil against Jarl Bjartmar?” Hofund asked.

      Leif exhaled deeply then sat back. He looked at Eric.

      “We will listen. That is all we can do for now,” Eric said, then put his feet up. I could see his mind was busy. He had fought with Leif on the fields of Silfrheim. Together, they had secured peace with the understanding that Leif would rule there, and Eric would remain an ally to both Dalr and Silfrheim. Undoubtedly, Eric also saw that in Grandfather’s death, Leif would expand his holdings into both lands, doubling his jarldom. What would Eric earn for his efforts? An ally. Friendship with Hofund and Gudmund. But what else? Was it really possible the jarl was motivated simply to keep the peace?

      To that end, what would Egil think of an alliance with Eric? Eric had killed Eilif and helped Leif take Egil’s lands. Was peace between Eric and Egil possible? Leif and Egil, on the other hand, might be brought to amends but only because of Asta and the newly revealed bond between father and son.

      But still, Eilif was dead. Surely, Egil would not forgive such a thing.

      I turned to Leif. “Where is Helga, Eilif’s wife, and Helga and Eilif’s daughters?”

      Leif shook his head. “They were in Silfrheim, but I don’t know where they are now. Perhaps they returned to Helga’s father.”

      As I had thought to ally with Asger through marriage, perhaps there was a way forward through bonds rather than blood. I frowned, unable to see a way ahead out of this puzzle. Nothing would be clear until we spoke to Egil—or not. For all I knew, Egil and Jarl Mjord’s men would ride on Hárclett bent on taking revenge against Eric.

      There was nothing to do now but wait.
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        * * *

      

      After the evening meal, we all retired to our rooms. I lay wrapped in Hofund’s arms.

      “What is on your mind?” he whispered, gently kissing the back of my head.

      “The future.”

      “Yours, ours, or Leif’s?”

      “Eric’s.”

      Hofund laughed. “Should I be jealous that you’re lying in my arms thinking of another man?”

      “Only if you are prone to being jealous when there is no cause. No, it is only that I am thinking of his stake in all this matter. Surely it will occur to him that seeing Leif through comes at a price.”

      “Yes, I was thinking the same.”

      “My cousin is not ruthlessly ambitious. And I don’t think he has much interest in Silfrheim.”

      “Leif is many things. Ambitious, not so much, but good-hearted and loyal? Yes. And, I think, Eric sees that. But Eric is ambitious. While he may trust Leif to do the right thing, Eric will think of the future, of his sons and his sons’ sons.”

      “There must be something Eric wants.”

      “I am sure there is. You asked about Eilif’s daughters?”

      “Marriage entanglements do have a way of solving problems.”

      Hofund laughed. “Is that what you’re doing, Jarl Hervor? Solving a problem by marrying me?”

      I rolled over and set my chin on his chest. “Yes. That is exactly what I’m doing.”

      “And what problem are you solving?”

      “An excessive amount of pining for you whenever you aren’t around. I even annoyed myself with it at times.”

      Hofund tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. “I’m glad I was not the only one.”

      “You were not the only one,” I whispered then set a kiss on his lips. And then another. And then another. And then another.

      Soon, we were lost in one another once more. And all my pining seemed for naught.
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Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      The next several days passed with no sign of ships from Dalr nor any attack from Jarl Mjord. So far, so good.

      One crisp morning, I was outside the hall with Sigrun, who was exercising her bird. Svanhild was chasing Hakon and Halger around the square, all of their cheeks red from the effort. The boys were half her age, but she seemed to have great fun entertaining them. I was glad to see them smiling and happy.

      Eric and Leif joined me.

      “It is a fine creature,” Eric told Sigrun, eyeing the hawk sitting on Sigrun’s arm.

      “He likes your cliff. He’s been eating fish all morning.”

      “With a bird like that, you don’t need a hunting dog,” he said, then pet Herja, his hound.

      “Herja!” Svanhild called. “Come on! Come chase the boys with me.”

      The dog rushed off, helping Svanhild. The big dog cornered Halger, licking his face, making him laugh.

      We all chuckled at the sight.

      Sigrun stepped away from us, whispered to her bird, then lifted her arm. The hawk took off, gliding to the sea below.

      “Father, look,” Svanhild called.

      We turned to see a rider coming toward the hall. It was the same man Eric had sent to meet Jarl Mjord.

      “Now we’ll learn,” he told me.

      I nodded.

      The rider dismounted, handing off his horse to a servant.

      “Jarl,” he said, approaching Eric.

      “What news?”

      “Jarl Mjord will see your party.”

      “All of us?”

      The rider nodded.

      Eric bobbed his head. “Very well,” he said. “Go inside. Eat, drink,” he told the man.

      “Thank you, jarl,” the rider said, then headed within.

      Eric turned to me. “Now the game’s afoot, Jarl Hervor.”

      “Let’s hope we play better than Hakon and Halger,” I said, whom Herja had herded together and knocked over into a pile, Svanhild tickling them mercilessly while the dog licked their faces.

      Eric laughed. “Indeed. Indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      We rode out the following morning, riding deep into the valley beyond Hárclett. The weather was turning increasingly cold, the snow in the valley deep. I rode beside Leif as we worked our way into the mountain pass.

      “Are we making a mistake?” Leif whispered to me.

      His words were an echo of the apprehension that lingered in my own heart. “I don’t know. There were no answers to be found in Dalr. I do not expect Egil to be reasonable. But, perhaps, if we see what he wants, we will know what path to take.”

      “I could just sail to Silfrheim and retake the village.”

      “In so doing, you would leave Dalr in despair.”

      Leif frowned. “The world is upside down.”

      “That was how Odin learned the runes. Great wisdom comes when the world is upside down.”

      He laughed. “Hervor…always on about Odin.”

      “I lived my entire life upside down. Trust me, I learned the value of it.”

      Leif exhaled slowly, his breath cushioned in a cloud of steam. “Egil…” Leif began then paused. “Eilif is dead because of Eric and me. It was a hard, long battle. Eilif died by Eric’s hands. I don’t know how we will be received here. Yet, Egil is…”

      “Your father.”

      Leif nodded. “Egil may love Asta, but I cannot imagine he will listen to her. So, no matter how much my mother loves me, no matter how much she may hope to make things right, this might be a loss.”

      “Then, that will make things easier for us.”

      “How? With Grandfather and Egil both as our enemies, how can this go well?”

      “It will work out.”

      “How do you know?”

      “First, when everyone is your enemy, it makes it easier on the battlefield. Just kill them all,” I said, making Leif laugh. “And, second, I know it will work because Eydis saw you on the throne in Dalr, not much older than you are now.”

      “Eydis listens to Loki. Loki is a liar. What if he planted a seed in her mind only because of how he wished it to go? What if he encouraged a false vision? Loki loves Eydis. Perhaps he’d prefer to be rid of me.”

      I frowned. Leif wasn’t wrong to see Loki as a rival. He was. And competitors could do wicked things to get what they wanted. Yet something told me Loki would be content to have Leif looking after Eydis, Eylin, and Arngrimir. “Why not place his favorite in a favorable position? Her and her children. If you believe Loki loves Eydis that much…”

      “That is a very big gamble.”

      “So it is. That said, when all else fails, use my rule: kill them all.”

      Leif laughed. “Yes, Jarl Hervor,” he said, then elbowed my ribs.

      Chuckling, I returned the gesture.
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        * * *

      

      We rode deep into the night, stopping to camp in a grove of pines. I liked being outside. In a way, it felt more like Bolmsö. On the island, I felt free to explore the forest, even in the dead of night. Aside from the nøkk, there was nothing to harm me there.

      Hárbrók, Sigrun’s bird, had managed to snatch three hares along the way. We dined on the meat and the provisions we’d brought along with us.

      “So, who is this Jarl Mjord?” Kára asked me.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “I have not met him, but Eric said he is a gothi turned ruler.”

      “A priest jarl?” Kára asked Eric.

      “Something like that. He is a practitioner of seidr. He is…odd,” Eric said.

      “Odd, how?” Hofund asked.

      “You will see. He is a quiet, watchful man. My father once invited him to come for the blót,” Eric said then smiled softly. “He didn’t invite him again.”

      “Can we trust him?” Leif asked.

      “About as well as we trusted Jarl Bjartmar,” Eric replied with a laugh. “But in truth, he has been a peaceful neighbor. He keeps to himself. I never see his people or hear anything of him. I have no reason to expect treachery from him, other than the fact he has sheltered Egil.”

      “I think I’d like to see a gothi jarl,” Kára said, leaning her back against Trygve One-Hammer. “It makes me wonder what magic a man like that could do. Maybe he can conjure fire or earth spirits. Maybe he can call the winds and bring lightning down on his enemies.”

      “If that’s the case, we’d better do our best to win him to our side,” I replied.

      “Well, one thing is certain,” Leif said. “Either way, we’re going to find out.”

      I spent the rest of the night huddled against Hofund, trying to stay warm. When the sun rose, we made our way down a valley to a river’s edge then picked our way along through ancient stands of trees. When we came to a runestone at the foot of a mountain, much like the ones on Bolmsö, my hair stood on end.

      A pair of ravens sat on the stone. They squawked at us then flew off.

      I glanced at Hofund, who was frowning.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Watch over us.

      We rode into a narrow passage that led up the mountain. As we went, we passed tall poles on which were mounted the skulls of reindeer, many with talismans of feathers, claws, and holed stones strung between their antlers. I spotted warriors on the hillside above us. A horn sounded. And then another. And another, all the way up the mountain. When we neared the top of the mountain, I spotted two additional runestones. The monoliths were carved in the same way as the stones in Bolmsö, deep runes etched into the rocks. Torches burned nearby, their flames flickering in the wind. On the runestones sat the ravens.

      I had grown so used to seeing Muninn and Huginn, the All-Father’s birds, that I took some comfort in the notion that the All-Father was with us.

      I glanced back at Yrsa, who raised and lowered her eyebrows.

      So, this was the home of the Reindeer King.

      If there was one thing I knew about wolves and reindeer, one was a predator, and one was prey. Let’s hope I didn’t have to remind Jarl Mjord of that.

      The ravens alighted from the runestones and flew into the village. A gate stood at the entrance. Like the posts, it was adorned with the skulls of reindeer. Their empty eye sockets stared out at me. Stains of blood, poured during sacrifice, marred the walls.

      A man dressed in furs, his face decorated with kohl, called to us from the lookout.

      “Hold! These are the lands of the Reindeer King. Who approaches?”

      “Prince Hofund, Jarl Eric, Jarl Hervor, Leif of Dalr, and our people. We have been invited by Jarl Mjord,” Hofund called.

      The man disappeared. We waited for what felt like an eternity. Finally, the gates opened.

      Hofund and I rode ahead, the others behind us.

      As I rode in Hreinnby, I stared at the collection of houses, buildings, and the jarl’s grand hall. As my eyes took in the sight, my body became rigid. I stared in disbelief.

      I knew this place.

      I knew every path through the village.

      I knew every building.

      I knew the hall.

      And more than all that, I knew the leafless tree that stood on the hill at the edge of the town.

      Overhead, the ravens circled the village once more then alighted on the limbs of the barren tree. They called to me.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      We all walk the path of destiny.
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Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      “I know this place,” I whispered to Hofund.

      “How?”

      “I’ve seen it in my dreams.”

      “This place?”

      I nodded.

      A black-robed priest and two warriors approached us.

      “Is that him?” Kára whispered.

      “No,” Eric replied.

      “Welcome to Hreinnby, Prince Hofund,” the priest told Hofund. He was a small man with a large nose, thin black hair, and runes painted on his brow.

      “Thank you, sir,” Hofund replied.

      The priest motioned to the other two men who turned and headed toward the hall. He then turned back to Hofund. “I trust your journey here was without incident.”

      “It was, may Thor be praised.”

      At that, the gothi smiled, revealing a mouth full of broken teeth. “A true son of Grund invokes the name of the thunder lord. It is well done, prince.”

      Hofund inclined his head to the man.

      I glanced at Eric. He was frowning, looking more annoyed than unnerved. I suddenly wished we’d brought more men. Yet, Asta was here somewhere. If I knew Asta, she wouldn’t let anything happen to Leif. But did I know my aunt? The aunt I knew had betrayed the family for the sake of her lover. For years, Asta had been hiding a secret. Aside from my certainty that Asta loved Leif, perhaps I didn’t really know my aunt at all.

      We waited for a time.

      Finally, a man emerged from the hall. He was wearing a deer pelt on his head and a talisman of bones around his neck. He motioned to the priest.

      “Is that him?” Kára whispered.

      Trygve One-Hammer shushed her.

      I forced myself not to grin.

      “Come, the jarl will see you,” the gothi said, motioning for us to follow him.

      We dismounted, leaving our horses with Jarl Mjord’s men, then followed the priest into the great hall. The front of the hall was decorated with the skulls of reindeer, just like in my dream. Why did I keep seeing this place? What did this strange, remote village have to do with me? War would come here. When? How? Over something Asta started? That didn’t seem possible.

      We climbed the steps to the hall. When we reached the top, I paused and looked over the village. Why this place?

      Turning, I followed the others inside. The hall was very dark. A fire crackled at the center. The logs within shifted, sending embers floating upward. There was a thick smell of burning herbs in the air, like we used in the temple. Its smoke filled the place. A figure sat on the dais, a man robed in black. He had long silver-and-black hair which he’d pulled back in a long braid. On his head, he wore a crown made of horns. His eyes were lined with kohl.

      “So, the Prince of Grund has come to Hreinnby,” he said.

      “Jarl Mjord,” Hofund replied, inclining his head to the man.

      “I thought King Gudmund had forgotten we existed, here in the mountains under the shadow of the Bone Tree.”

      “Regrettably, it is easy to underappreciate those who keep peace. It is those who beat the drum of war who get the most attention,” Hofund said genteelly.

      The man’s thin lips spread in a smile, but I didn’t feel any warmth from the expression. “So when the drum came pounding in Hreinnby, you finally heard our call.”

      Leif moved as if he wanted to speak, but I gently held his wrist. This man was not to be trifled with. In the shadows, his warriors watched. He was trying to determine if we were here to take what was his. Any false move from us, it could go badly. After all, Eric and Leif had fought Egil on the fields of Silfrheim. Calder was dead. Eilif was dead. Blood had already been spilled. Perhaps the Reindeer King worried more would come.

      “The call to war beats loudly and discordantly to those who do not seek it,” Hofund replied.

      “Yet there are hammers ringing in your ears night and day. Every moon thunders for you as Thor whispers to his favorite,” he said, pointing to the pendant of Mjolnir on Hofund’s neck. “And beside you, an Úlfhéðnar. I hear the wolf within you growling, Jarl Hervor. And that dwarven sword is beating like a heart.”

      “Perhaps. But it is the silence between the beats, between the cracks of lightning, that speak the loudest,” I replied.

      At that, Jarl Mjord laughed. This time, it was an honest sound. “Are you a skald, Jarl Hervor? No. Not you. I have seen you in my city, before my great tree. The runes tell me you don’t like the world being upside down. You would set it to right. But what was it you told Leif? Even Odin hung upside down to learn the truth. And, I think, you always do what Odin tells you to do.”

      How did he know? “May we all be guided by the wisdom of the All-Father,” I replied.

      At that, a smile spread across his features. He turned to Leif. “Yes, boy, you are anxious to see your mother. I hear you,” he said, tapping the side of his head. He turned to one of the thralls sitting in the darkness. “Tell Asta and Egil they may join us now.”

      Leif relaxed his stance, but Hofund was still stiff beside me.

      Jarl Mjord rose. His long, black robes dragging behind him, he approached us. Only now was I able to see the dark color of his eyes. What I thought to be kohl markings on his brow were actually inked designs. He wore the shape of a skull on his face. The drawing of antlers extended from his temples and back onto the sides of his head, which were shaven. The man had a deep, fierce expression. And there was a shimmer to him, right under the surface, that made my skin rise in gooseflesh. Was this what Blomma meant when she said that some people shined?

      “And why have you come to Hreinnby, Jarl Eric?” Jarl Mjord asked.

      “Who can raid peacefully when our neighbors are busy killing one another?” he replied with a wry grin.

      The jarl stared at him for a long moment then laughed.

      Asta and Egil appeared. I was taken aback. Asta looked…different. From the plunging neckline of her gown, the heavy earrings she wore, her unbound hair, to the kohl decorating her eyes, she looked like an unleashed version of herself. She’d always looked so hampered, exhausted, and exasperated. Asta had always been angry. Now, she looked like an entirely different person. Had Bjartmar killed the spirit inside Asta just as he’d done to everyone else? As always, Asta’s cats followed in her wake.

      As did Egil.

      “Leif,” Asta said, rushing to him. She swept him up in an embrace, holding him tightly. “Thank the gods for bringing you here.”

      “Mother,” he said stiffly.

      “Oh, Leif,” she said, stepping back. She set her hand on his cheek. “I am so sorry everything turned out so wrong. I did everything for you. I truly tried. Leif, there are many things I have to tell you. Things you don’t know—”

      “Such as the fact that Egil is my father?” Leif said.

      My eyes flashed to Egil. He had been watching the scene between Leif and Asta stiffly, but he looked startled when he heard the news.

      Leif turned to him. “It’s true, is it not?”

      Egil inclined his head to Leif. “It is.”

      Nearby, Jarl Mjord laughed lightly under his breath.

      “Perhaps this is not the place to discuss such matters,” Asta said, looking decidedly uncomfortable.

      “There is no other place, Mother,” Leif replied coldly.

      “It is as the gods will, Asta. Give your son and your niece food and drink. And the prince of Grund is here, we cannot forget,” Jarl Mjord said, looking at Hofund. “You must excuse her, my prince. All mothers forget their manners in the presence of children. It is to be expected.”

      Hofund smiled lightly.

      “Oh,” Asta said, turning to look at the rest of us. “Yes, please. Sit,” she said, her eyes on Hofund. She gestured to a table nearby. “You and your warriors.” But then her gaze fell on me. “Hervor,” she said, unable to hide her surprise.

      “Asta.”

      Her gaze went over my shoulder. “And Yrsa?”

      Yrsa said nothing.

      Asta shook her head. “Please. Everyone. Please, sit. Take rest and refreshment.”

      Eric paused, his eyes on Egil. Both men looked decidedly wary of the other.

      “You are in my hall and under the eyes of the gods. Remember that the dead feast side by side in Valhalla, congratulating one another on how well they killed the other. If there is to be talk of the future, it must begin with burying the grievances of the past,” Jarl Mjord said, motioning for the others to sit.

      I looked back at our men. Veigar, Eric’s chief man, motioned for the others to take their seats. I met the eyes of the people from Bolmsö. They were very far from home, but in none of their faces did I see regret or fear, only curiosity.

      Asta took Leif’s hand. “I am glad to see you are well. And you, Hervor,” she told me. “I am glad to see you. How are things in Dalr?”

      “From what we briefly saw, not good. I have not been in Dalr for many months.”

      Asta’s brow furrowed. “You haven’t been in Dalr? Then, where have you been?”

      “The isle of wolves,” Jarl Mjord said, motioning to my warriors. “Running with the pack of Arngrim on fields of bleeding flowers.”

      I turned to him. “Are you a seer, Jarl Mjord?” I asked.

      He laughed. “Not quite,” he replied simply.

      I remembered what Eric said then, that Jarl Mjord was a practitioner of sedhir. Like the ancient woman Sigfrid on the isle of Samso, Jarl Mjord knew magical skills only known by very few in our world. Some said they were capable of great powers, able to call upon the elements, to speak to the gods, to see the future, or to change shape at will. And then, there were secret learnings even beyond such things, blood magic and more that I knew nothing of.

      Asta turned back to me, her brow scrunching up in confusion. “Where have you been?”

      “I was on the island of Bolmsö, where I am now jarl. My father was Angantyr, son of Arngrim of Bolmsö.” Even as I spoke the words, I chided myself my own pettiness. I wanted Asta to feel the sting of my change of fortune. All my life, Asta had treated me with contempt out of her jealousy of Svafa. There had been moments when Asta had been kind, but they were few enough between that I had hardened myself to her.

      “But Svafa—” she began, looking bewildered.

      “Svafa was confused, and grandfather lied,” I replied.

      “The truth of things has a way of rising to the surface,” Leif told his mother, then glanced at Egil. I could see that Leif felt torn. He never had much love for Calder, whereas Egil had always been a good uncle to him, bringing him gifts when he visited. Once, he brought Leif a fine horse. Egil had doted on Leif from a distance. And yet, Calder’s blood was on Egil’s hands. Leif turned back to his mother. “By the way, I rescued Hakon and Halger from Dalr where they were unsafe. Your other sons are in Hárclett.”

      Asta looked like Leif had slapped her. An expression of shame crossed her face. Rightfully.

      “Oh. Yes. Very good.”

      “Leif…” Egil said. “We must talk. Later.”

      Leif gave him a curt nod but said nothing more.

      Asta fussed with her large earring then squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. Egil took her hand and kissed her fingers.

      “Very good,” Jarl Mjord said, then turned once more to Hofund. “You see, the drumming is growing quieter.”

      “May the gods be praised,” Hofund said simply.

      I turned and looked at Yrsa. Her expression was stiff. She raised and lowered her eyebrows but said nothing.

      We all settled in and the servants brought the food. As we ate, the door to the hall opened. A whoosh of cold air filled the room.

      A woman with long, deep red hair entered.

      “Father,” she said. “I understand we have guests?”

      Hofund, Leif, Eric, and I rose to greet the newcomer.

      “Be at ease,” Jarl Mjord told us. “This is my daughter, Bryn.”

      Bryn pulled off her outside wraps and tossed them on a chair, dropping a bow, axe, shield, and sword along with them.

      “Bryn, this is Prince Hofund of Grund,” Jarl Mjord said, motioning to Hofund with his hand.

      But Bryn’s eyes were on Eric.

      “Prince,” she told Hofund absently. “I remember you,” she told Eric. She grabbed a chair from the side of the room and dragged it across the floor. She motioned to Asta to move down as she shoved in between Asta and her father. “I remember you. When we were invited once to Hárclett. You’re Eric, son of the late Jarl Tove.”

      “I am,” Eric replied.

      Bryn grinned at him. “I remember you,” she said then turned to Leif and me. “And you two?”

      “This is my son, Leif,” Asta told her proudly.

      “By the gods, I thought you’d come dressed in gold with Baldur’s sun shining just on you from the tales I have heard,” Bryn said with a laugh as she poured herself a mug of ale. “Appears he’s mortal after all,” she said then turned to her father. “Who would have thought?”

      Jarl Mjord chuckled lightly.

      Leif coughed uncomfortably then gave his mother a look. “I am pleased to meet you,” he told Bryn.

      I glanced quickly down the table at the others. Kára was swallowing what would have been a raucous laugh. I was proud she’d managed to restrain herself.

      “And you, shield-maidens?” Bryn asked, looking from me to Yrsa.

      “I am Jarl Hervor of Bolmsö, and this is Yrsa.”

      “Bolmsö….” Bryn mused thoughtfully as she looked over the plates of food spread before us. She selected a chicken leg and some bread. “I remember. That is the home of the berserker Arngrim, yes?”

      “He was my grandfather.”

      “Well met, shield-maiden,” Bryn said then turned to her father. “Calf is out. Both cow and calf are well.”

      He inclined his head to her. “Thank you, daughter.”

      “Winter calvings are always dangerous,” she told us. “You do much animal husbandry, Jarl Eric?”

      “Only dogs,” he replied, a hint of a smile on his lips.

      Bryn laughed loudly. “Well, a good dog is worth as much as a golden-clad son,” she told Leif with a wink.

      I could feel Leif shrinking in embarrassment. He chuckled lightly to hide it.

      Really, Asta was too much at times. Apparently, Bryn had already had her fill of Leif’s glorious exploits.

      “So, what do they want?” Bryn asked her father.

      “I have not yet asked,” Jarl Mjord replied.

      “What do you want?” Bryn asked Hofund.

      “Ah, that one wants peace,” Jarl Mjord said.

      “By word or by sword?” Bryn replied.

      Jarl Mjord smiled at his daughter but didn’t answer.

      At that, Bryn laughed then turned back to her plate once more.

      Not knowing what to think, I picked up my cup and drank. Over the rim, I caught Jarl Mjord’s gaze. He inclined his head to me.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      What am I doing here?

      

      We left off the talk of the serious matters at hand then turned our attention to the meal. As was expected, we heaped thanks on Jarl Mjord for the feast. Asta chatted nervously, Bryn popping in a barb or two, but for the most part, the evening passed in calm. The jarl ate with us, but his eyes were watchful. He wore a small, knowing smile on his lips. Whatever was in the jarl’s mind was unknown to me. Nothing felt certain here.

      After we had finished eating, Jarl Mjord turned to me. “Jarl Hervor, would you walk with me?”

      I paused. “Jarl?”

      “Let them talk of war and family. Come,” he said, rising. “You and I shall whisper together of the gods.”

      I inclined my head to him. And as much as I still felt deep resistance to Jarl Mjord, more than anything, I wanted to know why. Why was I dreaming of this place? Why here? What did Jarl Mjord, who was a complete stranger, have to do with me?

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      What does this place mean to me?

      But in reply, all I heard was silence.
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Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      Leaving the others behind, much to Yrsa’s undertone grumbling and Hofund’s repeated offers to join us, I walked with Jarl Mjord from the hall toward the tree on the rise.

      To my surprise, he also left his people behind.

      It was just the two of us.

      Jarl Mjord walked with a tall staff topped with horns. The bones and stones decorating his staff clicked as he stepped. He kept his gaze on the horizon.

      “I was twenty-five when I first came here. The place was hardly larger than a farm. Three settlements of families lived under the shadow of the Bone Tree. That is its name. It was the All-Father who brought me here. The birds, the babbling brooks, the wind rustling in the leaves guided me here. I joined the reindeer, and we came to Hreinnby. Here, I found the Bone Tree. They told me the tree is leafless, but every nine years it blooms, its limbs full of glorious pink flowers. Like Grímnir’s Eye in Dalr, some thought it a seed of Yggdrasil. Some compared it to the great tree of Uppsala, but it had no life. Everything about the tree defied explanation, but still, it inspired so much awe that they built their homes near it, sacrificed to the gods before it, and set the skulls of its ancestors at its base.”

      As we made our way down the narrow streets, I tried to swallow the sense of dread inside me. I had passed these houses many times before. Always in flames. The people who watched me from their front doors had lain dead in the streets. I’d been here with Leif, fighting.

      Why?

      I had known this place to be the home of my enemy. I had known that death would come here. But I had never seen Jarl Mjord in my dreams. Wasn’t he my enemy? Was this place my enemy? Or was there something more to this story?

      “When I arrived, I discovered the small community in great disorder. The elders fought for control. They murdered one another’s family members, argued, and blamed one another for every failed crop, stillborn child, and bad storm. Hreinnby needed a strong hand. But more, they needed someone who could listen to the tree, understand what it wanted, someone who understood the wisdom of the gods. I knew, in the end, there was no way for Hreinnby to continue without someone who could master the darkness lurking in this place.

      “So I sacrificed the arguing elders to the Bone Tree. When their families rebelled, I fed them to the tree too. I did this again and again until Hreinnby became silent. Then, I built my great hall.”

      We arrived at the tree. It sat on the rise above the village, just like it did in my dreams. I stared at the bare branches that reached into the sky.

      “What is it?” I asked, looking at the tree. “Where does it come from?”

      He leaned toward me. “I shall tell you a secret no one knows but me. It is no tree.”

      I stared at him. “What is it?”

      “Those are roots,” he said, pointing to the tree. “The tree grows tall in Hel where the dead live. There, it blooms, and its flowers are tended by the daughter of Loki, whom you know. But in Midgard, we see only the roots. And during every nine-year blót, flowers bloom on its branches, fed by the blood of sacrifice poured throughout our world.”

      I stared at the tree. The limbs of the tree were gnarled and black. They twisted and turned into the sky. The tree, much like Grímnir’s Eye, was taller than anything around.

      I could feel Jarl Mjord watching me.

      “You know about my dreams.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why do I see this place?”

      “Why indeed? It is not your land. It is not your fight. I have seen you in visions. Your hair is gold—but not so bright as it is now—as you make your way down the streets. Like a shadow, I see you making your way to the Bone Tree. With the dwarven sword in your hand, you climb the rise to the tree where Muninn and Huginn wait for you.”

      “Why?”

      Jarl Mjord shook his head. “The gods have not told me. I thought, perhaps, you knew.”

      “No.” I stared up at the branches—no, roots. The ravens were perched at the top. They cawed to me. “How do you know about my dwarven sword?”

      “There are few such weapons in Midgard. Sometimes, they speak to those who can listen. And you are not the only one to wield one,” he said then moved aside his long robes. There, he was wearing a sword on his belt. The pommel glinted in the sunlight. The shine of it was like no metal on earth, at least, none save that with which Tyrfing was made.

      “Is that…”

      “This is the blade Hrotti,” Jarl Mjord said. “The dwarven sword stolen by Sigurd from the horde of the dragon Fafnir.”

      “And how did you come by such a weapon?”

      “The same way you did, Jarl Hervor,” he said with a laugh. “The gods.”

      I stared at him. Despite his hard and strange exterior, something told me Jarl Mjord was not my enemy. “Why do they call you the Reindeer King?”

      He motioned to me, and we followed a path that led up to the Bone Tree. I did not want to approach the tree. Grímnir’s Eye always evoked a sense of awe in me, but the Bone Tree needled a terror lurking deep within me. Was it the tree’s connection to Hel? I wasn’t sure. We walked to the top of the rise, under the limbs of the tree. Jarl Mjord motioned with his staff beyond.

      In my dreams, I had never crested the rise before. I had no idea what lay beyond the tree. But before me was a wide, deep valley. By the hundreds, reindeer moved in the fields, eating tufts of grass and lichen.

      “It is not only the blood of Arngrim that runs wild when the horn calls you to war. Soon, you shall see.”
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      Jarl Mjord and I returned to the hall. Hofund met my gaze when I entered. He worked hard to master the flicker of relief on his face. My eyes went to Yrsa. I nodded to her.

      She returned the gesture.

      The jarl and I joined the others.

      The talk, which centered mainly on Leif’s travels, died away and a strange hush fell over us all. I looked quickly at my cousin. I could see from the expression on Leif’s face that he was in turmoil. He was hiding it, but the pain within him lay just under the surface.

      “We should speak plainly,” I said, turning to Egil. “The truth of the matter is that Calder and Eilif are dead. Jarl Bjartmar has rejected a proposal for peace and has made it abundantly clear that he will hear nothing from Leif, myself, nor Hofund. He is hunting you and Asta. Inexplicably, we find ourselves all on the same side. So, that begs a question, what is it that you want?”

      “What I always wanted,” Egil said. “My family, my lands. Silfrheim has burned, but it is not destroyed. I want to return to my home and take my place there, with my wife,” he said, looking at Asta. “And I want to rebuild. Unhampered.”

      “Wife?” Leif said, looking at his mother.

      “Egil and I have wed,” Asta said. She busied herself picking at the stitching on the cuff of her dress.

      “What about Hakon and Halger?” I asked Asta.

      Asta shrugged, unconcerned.

      Leif could not hide the look of disgust that crept up on his face. “They are my brothers.”

      “They are your half-brothers,” Asta spat back at him. “Them and half the bastards in Dalr.”

      It was the first time I had ever seen Asta speak harshly to Leif.

      I could tell from his reaction, the roughness of her tone surprised even him.

      The conversation lulled to silence.

      After a moment, Eric said, “Jarl Bjartmar holds Silfrheim. He will not just let you retake the village,” Eric told Egil.

      “No,” Egil replied. “Will you?”

      “That depends,” Eric replied.

      “On?”

      “What happens in Dalr,” Eric said.

      “I pushed Eilif and Egil to take Dalr,” Asta told Leif. “But I did it for you. It was all done for you. Grandfather…he never would have let you take your place. And Calder,” she said with a disgusted look. “He was weak. He needed to die. We would have lost everything to our enemies if he’d been permitted to rule. Egil agreed with me on what must be done. Leif, I did it all for you.”

      I glanced at Egil. I had long believed that Egil and Eilif had intended to carve Dalr and Silfrheim between themselves. But was I right? Had Egil’s loyalty been to Eilif or to Leif? In her rush to be rid of Calder, had Asta deluded herself about what would happen?

      “It seems to me Eilif would not have been keen on such a plan,” I replied, holding Egil’s gaze.

      When I did so, I realized that he and Leif had the same color eyes. “Eilif wanted Silfrheim. I would take Dalr for myself and Leif,” Egil replied stiffly.

      Reasonable, in a murderous sort of way.

      I sat back.

      All of our eyes went to Leif. He sat in quiet contemplation for a long time before he turned to Eric. “If Egil returns to Silfrheim, we have bled for nothing.”

      Eric cocked his head to the side as he considered.

      “Not for nothing,” Egil protested. “You are my son, Leif. And I would have you on the throne in Dalr. Things did not go as planned, but the gods have their own ways. My brothers are dead, that is true. But I am here and so is my son. To move forward, Jarl Bjartmar must be eliminated.”

      “Gudrun is pregnant,” I told Asta and Egil. “He will never relent now.”

      “What says the king’s son?” Jarl Mjord asked.

      “The jarl of Dalr tried to murder me and my future wife.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Asta stiffen.

      Bryn laughed. “Then that answers that question.”

      “Leif…” Egil said, and this time, I heard softness in his voice.

      Leif looked at Eric. “You are not my brother in blood, but you are my brother in heart. I cannot make this choice alone. What say you?”

      Eric looked into the fire. After a moment’s reflection, he looked at Egil. “If there can be peace between Hárclett and Silfrheim, I would see you returned to Silfrheim.”

      Egil nodded slowly. “We all have blood on our hands. None of us can escape that now. I can agree to that peace.”

      “Then Egil and Mother should return to Silfrheim,” Leif said.

      Hofund turned to Leif. “As Eric said, your grandfather’s men hold the city.”

      Leif nodded. “Yes. And strange as it may be, we must help Egil retake the lands we expelled him from—under Bjartmar’s orders.”

      Speaking for the first time, Yrsa said, “There is more than one way to take back a city.”

      That silenced them all.

      Perhaps we did not have to shed blood. If the people of Silfrheim saw Egil return, perhaps they would simply throw down their weapons. Then, there would only be Jarl Bjartmar’s men to contend with. As it was, the jarl’s forces were stretched thin between Dalr and Silfrheim. Perhaps the people would listen to us. How difficult would it be to turn them against Jarl Bjartmar?

      “Jarl Mjord, if you would consent to join us, we could use all the allies we can get,” Leif added.

      He inclined his head. “It is as the gods will.”

      Leif turned to Egil. “You should prepare your men to return with us…Father.”

      At that, Egil smiled.

      Jarl Mjord turned to me. “The silence between the drumming.”

      I nodded.

      “The Norns weave in unexpected ways.”
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      At Jarl Mjord’s insistence, we stayed that evening. To say I was uncertain about staying in the village was an understatement, but Bryn did what she could to make everyone comfortable, Eric in particular, I noticed.

      Eric didn’t seem to mind the attentions of the Reindeer King’s daughter. Granted, with her long, dark red hair and smoky eyes, she had a charm to her that Svafa and I, fair as we were, did not.

      “I see dragons around you,” Bryn said, her hand gently stroking the dragon tattoo on Eric’s arm and lightly touching the silver ring on his neck. “And on your banner.”

      “The dragon has long been the sigil of my house.”

      “We, too, honor the dragon here. My great-great-great-grandfather was Sigurd, who slay the dragon Fafnir. Of course, we are not from his wife Gudrun, but born of his affair with the Valkyrie, Brynhild, for whom I am named.”

      I glanced at the Reindeer King. He kept his gaze level as the pair talked, but I noticed he was rocking ever so slightly back and forth. In his hands, he rolled runestones.

      “Is that so?” Eric asked, surprised.

      Bryn nodded and refilled Eric’s drink. “Magic flows through our veins. You see, when Sigurd tasted the dragon’s blood, he understood the song of nature. He heard the birds and understood their words. People in my family can hear the song. But I think all women are sensitive to nature and wild things. It speaks to us. Is it not so, Yrsa and Jarl Hervor?”

      Yrsa nodded thoughtfully.

      I inclined my head to Bryn.

      “You are the jarl of your island, are you not?” she asked me. “I have heard of Bolmsö and of Arngrim the berserker who slay King Sigrlami for the dwarven sword Tyrfing. Is it true? Does the sword exist?”

      “It does.”

      “May I see it? As with all things of nature, metal speaks. I hear whispering around you. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was coming from the sword.”

      I rose and removed Tyrfing from my belt, but I didn’t take it from the scabbard. I set it on the table so she could see but did not take my hand off the blade. “It is a cursed blade. If I unsheathe it, blood will spill. Any cut from it is lethal.”

      “In fact, it comes with three curses,” Jarl Mjord said. “One remains. The first killed Sigrlami. The second took the life of Angantyr, the famed berserker. Your father?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Sitting across the table from me, Asta shifted. Asta had thrown the fact that my father was unknown at me in fits of anger and jealousy. Now, to know my father had been a famous man, she must have felt envy. The petty part of me wanted her to feel the sting. “My mother was wed to Angantyr during the blót in Uppsala. My father fought the hero Hjalmar and was killed before I was born. I did not know him, though I am told I have his eyes. I have spent most of the last year on Bolmsö with my grandfather, the berserker Arngrim. I was with him until the end.”

      “A hero has gone from our world,” Bryn said.

      “Others are born to take their place,” Jarl Mjord said, his eyes flicking toward Leif.

      “Did…did Father know?” Asta asked, her voice wavering. “About your father?”

      I met her eyes. “Yes. Svafa and Angantyr wed with the blessings of King Yngvi in Uppsala.”

      Asta shook her head. “Then why…”

      “Bjartmar did not agree to the match, but they wed anyway. Since Svafa did not remember…” I said then shrugged. “You know how Bjartmar is.”

      What else was there to say? The great Jarl Bjartmar was a savage dog. Always a petty, jealous thing, but in his old age, he had become ruthless. My heart ached when I thought of Harald Four-Fingers, young Erik, and all the others who had come with me to Samso. Dead? How could he? While I had been beaten and insulted by the jarl all my life, the injustice of their deaths weighed a hundred times more heavily on me. The gods could not allow such an affront to go unpunished.

      “I do,” Asta said darkly.

      “Which is why we tried to end him,” Egil added.

      “Him and Calder?” Leif spat at Egil.

      Egil frowned but made no reply. While Egil’s and Eilif’s intentions had merit in their goal to unseat Grandfather, Calder had died out of Egil’s desire for revenge. Nothing more. Calder was in the way of everything Egil wanted. After a lifetime of having his desires unmet, Egil must have simply had enough.

      I had no love for Calder. He had hardly known I existed. But he had been murdered by his own brothers.

      “Sing for them, daughter,” Jarl Mjord finally said. “The drums are beating again, Prince Hofund. Do you hear them?”

      “I do, jarl.”

      Jarl Mjord laughed. “Sing, Bryn. Lull us all back to peace.”

      “Father,” she said, inclining her head to him. She motioned to her skald who came to the front of the room with a pan flute. The skald played a sweet melody that seemed to echo around the chamber. In the dim recesses of the hall, servants relit the small braziers. Once again, the room filled with the same heady scent used in the temple on Bolmsö.

      Bryn stood on the dais before us. With the sound of the music accompanying her, she sang of the dragon Fafnir, once the son of a dwarf king who became so obsessed with gold he turned into a dragon. Punished for his covetous ways, he was slayed by the hero Sigurd.

      Bryn had a lovely voice, and her tale entranced all of us. But I could not help but notice how frequently—and with great intensity—Bryn and Eric took note of one another.

      I leaned back into Hofund’s arms.

      “Do you believe them?” he whispered in my ear.

      “That they come from the great Sigurd?”

      Hofund nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Jarl Mjord carries the blade Hrotti.”

      “Truly?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, with two dwarven blades on our side, our chances of victory are beginning to look brighter.”

      “Was there ever any doubt?”

      “No,” Hofund said with a chuckle.

      When Bryn finished her song, the company relaxed once more. I felt quite sleepy.

      “You have done well, my daughter,” Jarl Mjord said, giving Bryn a knowing look.

      She inclined her head to him.

      “The moon is high. Retire now, my friends, and rest well. In the morning, we shall beat the drum once more.” He rose, motioning for his thralls to see us to our rooms.

      Yrsa took my arm. “Sleep with one eye open.”

      “And you.”

      She nodded to me, and we went our separate ways.

      Hofund and I were led to a small but comfortable space in the back of the hall. We settled in for the night.

      “What happened with the Reindeer King?” Hofund whispered.

      “I have been dreaming of this village for years. I don’t know why, nor does he. But he has seen me here, older than I am now. He knew about my dreams.”

      “He is a practitioner of seidr. The gods have granted him visions.”

      “But I am not sure what that means for us.”

      “It does not sit well with me that he calls himself a king.”

      “Beyond the tree, there is a wide valley. Hundreds, if not thousands, of reindeer were grazing there. I think he may be a king in the most natural of senses—he may be a skin-walker.”

      “Like you?” he said, clutching my chin and giving it a little shake. “My wolf.”

      I chuckled. “What, wolves are warm and cuddly to have in bed on a cold winter night.”

      “Rök has spoiled you.” Hofund laughed then pulled me very close. “So I see,” he said. He kissed my neck. After a time, however, he sighed. “I do not trust him.”

      Did I? “I’m not sure yet.”

      “I am not sure Leif is making the right choice in putting his faith in Egil.”

      “I believe Egil wants what he said. He murdered his own brother to get it.”

      Hofund sighed. “I will support Leif until I think it unwise to do so.”

      I stilled. “And then?”

      “And then I will advise him until he listens to me. And if he does not, you will bend his arm.”

      “Literately or figuratively?” I smiled. “I have experience with both.”

      “So I was told.”

      We laughed.

      “Hervor, you spoke of Tyrfing tonight. Is the story of the three curses true?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then the blade holds one more tragedy?”

      “The blade will not harm me. It will harm no woman. But one day, I must return it to the barrow. It cannot be passed on to our children,” I said.

      “Our children,” Hofund said, kissing me once more. “It can harm no woman?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, we do already have a daughter.”

      I grinned at him. “Now, that’s something to consider, isn’t it? What if we have a clan of shield-maidens? Eyfura had twelve boys. Perhaps I will have twelve girls.”

      “May the gods help us,” Hofund said with a laugh.

      I rolled over and looked at him. “I am sorry we did not marry before we left Bolmsö. I trusted Arne to read the omens.”

      Hofund stroked my cheek. “We are together all the same.” He slid his hand down my neck and between my breasts. With his other hand, he held my hip and pulled me toward him.

      “Yes,” I whispered, leaning in to kiss him on the lips, my fingers slipping into his shirt.

      Hofund laughed lightly in response to my touch then pulled me close once more.

      I did sleep with one eye open that night, but not the way Yrsa intended. In Hofund’s arms, I felt more loved than I had ever felt my entire life. Come what may, in the very least, I had found someone to whom I could give my heart.
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        * * *

      

      The dream was the same.

      I walked through the burning village. But this time, I knew its name: Hreinnby.

      As always, the buildings were on fire. The bodies of the dead littered the streets. Smoke billowed all around. I approached the tree, my view occluded by the dark clouds of smoke. I coughed, the ashes choking me.

      As I neared the tree, a pair of giant, yellow eyes looked out of the smoke at me. It cleared just enough to reveal a dragon lying curled around the base of the Bone Tree.

      It blinked hard then looked at me.

      “No one takes a dragon’s horde and remains unpunished,” the creature whispered.

      “I did not take your horde,” I protested.

      “No. He did,” the dragon said, looking behind me.

      I turned back, expecting to find Jarl Mjord there. Instead, I found Angantyr… No. Not him. The young man behind me looked so much like my father, but it was not him. The boy’s eyes flashed red. He lifted Hrotti, and with an angry glare, he thrust the sword through my stomach.

      

      Gasping, I sat up.

      “Hervor?” Hofund whispered sleepily.

      “I’m all right. It’s all right. Just a dream.”

      “That dream?”

      “Yes.”

      “The gods whisper here. That tree is cursed. I will be glad to be out of its shadow.”

      “Yes,” I replied. “Yes.” My body shaking, a terrible sense of dread washed through me. Hofund was right. This was a terrible place. I never wanted to come here ever again—awake or asleep.
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Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      We rode out the following morning, after having Egil and Jarl Mjord’s word that they would come to Hárclett within a fortnight.

      “You should come too,” Leif told Asta who smiled brightly. But then Leif’s tone turned dark. “It would be good if you came to see Hakon and Halger.”

      A flash of shame crossed Asta’s face. She nodded but said nothing. I could see from her expression that the last thing she wanted was to deal with the twins again. She was Egil’s creature now. What use did she have for Calder’s bastards? Even if she didn’t love Calder, did she feel nothing for her boys?

      I mounted my horse.

      Jarl Mjord came to me. He patted my horse, whispering in a soft tone to the beast. I could not make out what he was saying. He then stepped back and folded his arms across his chest. He gestured to Tyrfing on my hip.

      “Hrotti comes with a curse as well. The curse does not come from the dwarves who made it, but from the man who coveted gold so well it turned him into a dragon.”

      “Sigurd?”

      Jarl Mjord nodded. “No one takes a dragon’s horde and remains unpunished.”

      I froze, a sick feeling making my stomach twist.

      “Anyone who weilds Hrotti will die a terrible death.”

      Regaining my composure, I asked, “Then why wear it?”

      Jarl Mjord smiled lightly. “The power of a dwarven blade is an attraction men cannot resist. Ask Sigrlami, Arngrim, and Angantyr.”

      “Then let us hope it is put to good use before a grim end finds you.”

      He laughed lightly then inclined his head to me, then turned to Hofund. “I shall see you soon, prince of Grund.”

      “Jarl Mjord,” Hofund replied then he clicked to his horse and motioned for us to follow.

      I turned in my saddle to wave goodbye to Bryn, but her attention was caught up in Eric. Turning back, I followed Hofund. As we rode through the gate, I cast one last look at the Bone Tree. A shiver ran down my spine. This place held some dark secret I didn’t understand. Until I puzzled out the meaning, I never wanted to return here.

      Ever.

      And I wanted nothing to do with dragons, dwarven sword or not.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived in Hárclett, everything seemed calm. An enormous task faced us, but there was a sense of peace to be found in the moment. In Eric’s hall, Svanhild was busy working on her weaving when we arrived.

      “Father,” she said, hurrying to Eric. Rising on her tiptoes, she placed a kiss on her father’s cheek then called for food and drink.

      Eric’s mother, Hilda, opened her eyes long enough to bob her head at her son, then went back to sleep once more. Not even the noise Hakon and Halger were stirring up as they raced around the hall chasing Eric’s dogs seemed to bother her.

      Eric crossed his arms and watched the boys, a smile on his face.

      “Wild creatures,” he said.

      I nodded. “They’ve always had that fire, even as babes. One day, they will be good fighters.”

      “Would be nice to have a fine pair of boys like that,” Eric said. “Although, your aunt doesn’t seem to care either way.”

      “They are Calder’s. She hated her husband. I think that loathing extended to them,” I said, recognizing the hard truth. It was possible for a mother to not love her children. I never thought it so, but it was.

      “What do you make of our new allies?” Eric asked me.

      “I will be very happy to never visit Hreinnby again.”

      “Clouds surround the place. And their jarl. Do you trust Egil?”

      “Egil wishes to retake Silfrheim. He will only be able to do so with our help.”

      “And Jarl Mjord?”

      “I don’t know what to make of the jarl. What do you think?”

      “Odd man.”

      “And his daughter?” I asked with a sly smile.

      Eric laughed but didn’t answer.

      Leif and Hofund joined us.

      “Leif,” the twins screamed in unison, rushing to their brother.

      Eric clapped me on the back. “Fine boys. Now, if I can find a wife to give me such boys…” He winked at me then went to see his daughter.

      Hofund joined me. “All is well with the men. Yrsa told me to tell you she was going to the blacksmith. As for your pack, they’re outside sparring.” Hofund surveyed the room. “It seems that things are quiet here.”

      “Yes. After the last year on Bolmsö, quiet makes me nervous.”

      Hofund laughed. “I can imagine.”

      Eric’s dog Herja found me then, wiggling around me for a pat. I bent to greet her. “And I’m missing my wolf…and my völva. I worry for them.”

      “You have left Bolmsö and Halmstad in safe hands.”

      I nodded then rose. “I know. It’s just…something feels strange.”

      Hofund nodded. “I sense it too.”

      “The Norns are reweaving our fates.”

      “Then may Thor protect us.”

      Sighing, I rose.

      Whatever would come next, it would not be easy.
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        * * *

      

      More than a week after our return to Eric’s holdings, a ship was spotted making its way to port. It bore the colors of Jarl Bjartmar.

      I stood at the cliff’s edge, watching as the ship came in. Leif and Hofund went with Eric to greet those aboard.

      “What do you think?” Yrsa asked.

      I eyed the ship. “The jarl is not there. I see Torsten.”

      Yrsa frowned.

      “The gods are playing. And the scent of it stinks on everything,” I said.

      “We could go back to Bolmsö.”

      I looked at her, finding a smirk on her face. “Just forget them all and retire into the peace we already won?”

      “Why not?”

      I shook my head. “I’ll do that when you do.”

      Yrsa laughed.

      “Do you suppose the jarl came to his senses? Will he bid for peace?” I suggested.

      “You’re funny today.”

      I shook my head. Yrsa was right. The very idea was laughable. “Come on,” I said, motioning to her. Yrsa and I headed back to Eric’s hall where we waited.

      A short while later, Eric, Leif, Hofund, and Torsten appeared, along with several other warriors from Dalr. I knew them all, had grown up around them, but these were Jarl Bjartmar’s creatures. And now, that made them my enemies.

      Svanhild settled the men of Dalr at a table, making sure they had food and drink. She then led Torsten to take a seat beside her father.

      Yrsa and I joined the others.

      “Hervor,” Torsten said, inclining his head to me. “And Yrsa.”

      “Torsten, are you well?” I asked.

      He nodded. “In body.” His eyes flicked to Eric. “The jarl asked me to meet with you alone, Jarl Eric.”

      My blood chilled. Of course he did.

      Eric nodded thoughtfully. “Speak. We will all hear what the jarl wants.”

      Torsten looked us all over then shifted uncomfortably. “Jarl Bjartmar’s wife Gudrun has died in childbed. Jarl Bjartmar proposes peace between your houses once more. He would have you expel Leif, Hervor, and Hofund, and send your daughter, Svanhild, to him. He will wed your daughter, and upon his death, you will inherit Dalr.”

      It became so silent that you could hear the flicker of the flames.

      I cleared my throat. “Has Gudrun really died?” A sharp pang tugged at my heart. Gudrun had been in my house these past five years. While we were not similar creatures in nature, we were alike in age, and we had been friends. I’d pitied her and loved her. I had promised her we would return, but we were too late.

      Torsten inclined his head to me. “Her child came early and with complications. The gothar did what they could. Both mother and child died. Svafa was much grieved,” he said, coughing lightly as he cleared his own pain from his throat.

      My gaze shifted to Eric. His eyes were on his daughter who was laughing lightly as she poured ale for Dalr’s men. She was such a light, airy thing. She would die married to Jarl Bjartmar. And the thought of Grandfather with the girl…she was no more than a child, the buds of her breasts barely developed.

      “I told the jarl before, my daughter is not old enough for marriage.”

      Torsten nodded. “Bjartmar said to the send her along anyway, that surely she has bled by now. If not, he will wed her anyway.”

      A sick feeling rocked my stomach. I stared at Eric.

      “No,” Eric said firmly.

      “In which case, the jarl demands the return of Hakon and Halger. If they are not returned, he will come for them.”

      Agitated, Leif rose. “Him…and who else? These men here? He does not have the forces. Torsten, you are loyal to Grandfather, but surely you must see he has lost himself. Hofund needs to merely send one ship to Grund, and it is all finished.”

      “The jarl has made other plans,” Torsten said simply. He looked over his shoulder at the men of Dalr who were engaged in their food and drink. Torsten leaned forward and motioned for Leif to sit. “Leif, if you hope to free Dalr, you must do so quickly. The jarl has befriended allies opposed to King Gudmund, two raiding brothers who fashion themselves sea kings. They have a massive fleet. I don’t know everything, but they have been making plans with the jarl,” he said then turned to me. “Dalr is not safe.”

      “Sea kings?” Hofund asked. “Hagbard and Haki?”

      “The same,” Torsten said.

      I looked at Hofund. “These are the men Ragal was warned about?”

      Hofund nodded.

      “They are the roughest sort of men, raiders and cutthroats. Their crew has turned Dalr to chaos. Bjartmar does not see it. From the moment they set foot in Dalr, all he saw were allies against King Gudmund. He has invited the fox in with the hens. Already, Hagbard has taken half their forces to hold Silfrheim. The jarl does not see these men for what they are. We are lost.”

      “You know of these men?” Eric asked Hofund.

      Hofund nodded. “We received word of them. They are as Torsten describes. We’ve heard they are amassing forces with their eyes on Uppsala, but it is not long before they turn their eyes to Grund. Jarl Bjartmar has cut his own throat.”

      “We must do something to delay the jarl until Hofund gets word to King Gudmund,” Leif said, turning to the rest of us.

      Eric nodded. “Tell the jarl I will do as he asks,” Eric told Torsten. “But he must give me time to prepare my daughter. That should buy us some time.”

      Torsten nodded. “Very well. But you must not delay, or…or there could be further damage,” he said then turned to me. “Hervor, the elder of these sea king brothers, Haki, has asked for Svafa’s hand.”

      “No. Surely, Bjartmar has not—”

      “He agreed, on the condition the brothers fight alongside him against you all. Only when they succeed will he give your mother to them.”

      I turned to Yrsa. I had known Grandfather to be cunning, but I had not expected he would sacrifice his prized possession—my mother—to save face over his own grandchildren. I shook my head. Arngrim had taught me much about love, loyalty, and honor. Bjartmar knew nothing of these things. He never had. Everything was about how he appeared, his strength and our obedience to it. But in the past, Bjartmar had the sense to swallow his pride in the face of King Gudmund. Time had worn away the edges on his ability to bow to others. But what did he expect to win from marauding sea kings? Grandfather was fighting fire with oil. And now, he was putting my mother in grave danger.

      “When did these sea kings come to Dalr?” Leif asked.

      “Shortly after you left,” Torsten replied. “Bjartmar met them late in the autumn when they passed by Dalr. They found themselves kindred spirits. The jarl was already in a rage that you’d gone with Hofund. The brothers stoked the fire, promising they would help the jarl. Haki took a liking to Svafa then. He…he would not keep his hands off her. The jarl would not permit the marriage then, but now… Jarl Bjartmar needs an ally. He knows he cannot defeat you all alone. He is willing to sacrifice the only thing he ever loved to do it. He has already given the brothers control over Silfrheim. From there, they hope to launch against King Hugelik in Uppsala and after, King Gudmund,” Torsten told Hofund. “Silfrheim will give them a foothold.”

      Hofund frowned heavily.

      “And the people of Dalr. What is happening?” Yrsa asked.

      “Turmoil. The sea king’s men run rampant. No one is left unmolested. The market has stopped. The people are afraid,” Torsten replied. “The jarl has turned a blind eye to the suffering of the people. It is not the Dalr I know. In less than a fortnight, it has all come undone.”

      “By the All-Father, it will not remain that way,” I said.

      “It will take the gods to stop it,” Torsten said sadly.

      “Or a lot of ships,” Hofund said gruffly. My eyes flicked toward Hofund. For the first time in my memory, he looked angry. I could feel his fury emanating from him like a rumble that settled into my chest.

      It rolled like thunder.

      The sound woke the wolf in me, calling it to war.
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Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      The next day, after Torsten and the others had gone, Leif, Eric, Yrsa, and I went to the dock where Hofund and his men were preparing to set sail. Hofund would return to Grund to apprise his father of the mess that was brewing in Dalr and to seek reinforcements. I hated the thought of him sailing alone. With Haki and Hagbard trolling the waters, it was not safe. But still, the king needed to know.

      Yrsa crossed her arms on her chest and was frowning heavily.

      “Can you try to look like everything isn’t going wrong?” I told her.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we should spread a little optimism.”

      She huffed. “Have you seen your man? Is he spreading sunshine?”

      Yrsa had a very good point. Since the news of Haki’s and Hagbard’s interference, and their perceived gambit against his father, I had seen a side of Hofund I’d never met before. My stoic man had become more silent than ever, but with each passing moment, the thunder within him grew louder.

      “I think that’s lightning you’re seeing.”

      Yrsa nodded. “Yes.”

      Once the ship was settled, Hofund rejoined us. “We will travel as quickly as possible. I know Jarl Mjord and Egil will join you in days. I will be back as soon as I can.” He turned to Eric. “Do not sail to Dalr with your daughter, my friend,” Hofund told Eric. “Not even in ruse.”

      “The jarl would have to take me limb from limb if he wanted to get to Svanhild.”

      Hofund inclined his head to Eric then turned to Leif. “I don’t like spreading our ships so thin.”

      “Nor I. Be quick about it.”

      “I will,” Hofund said. “Besides, I don’t dare leave Hervor alone too long. She’ll go to war without me.”

      “Only if I must,” I replied with a wink.

      At that, we laughed.

      Hofund inclined his head to Yrsa. “Be well.”

      “And you.”

      I went to Hofund then, the pair of us stepping aside.

      “We’re parting ways again,” I said with a sigh.

      “Only in body. Not in heart,” he said, touching my chin.

      “Be safe. May Thor watch over you.”

      “And the All-Father keep you.”

      I nodded, then leaned up and kissed Hofund. “Come back soon,” I whispered when I pulled back.

      Hofund kissed me on the forehead then turned to go.

      I rejoined the others.

      “If you had told me that my feral cousin Hervor was going to fall in love with the prince of Grund, I never would have believed you. But here we are,” Leif said.

      “Here we are.”

      “I suppose this means you’ll be queen one day.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “Yes, Queen Hervor.”

      I jabbed Leif in the ribs.

      “Ouch.”

      “Weakling.”

      Leif laughed then put his arm on my shoulder. We watched as Hofund and his men maneuvered back out to sea. “We’ll see him soon,” Leif said, reassuring me.

      I nodded. “And then back to Bolmsö.”

      “Back to Bolmsö and everyone I love.”

      “Everyone?”

      Leif pulled me close and kissed the side of my head. “Almost everyone.”
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        * * *

      

      With Hofund gone, we began planning on what to do next. If Haki and Hagbard had all their forces in port in either Dalr or Silfrheim, it would make it difficult to take either city. Perhaps the people of Dalr would simply surrender to Leif and me, but the sea king’s men would not. Everything was uncertain. Eric sent riders to spy on both cities to try to discover what was happening. The winter weather was growing fierce. It was cold and snowy. Any passage by land would be cumbersome. Which was why we were not surprised when Egil and Jarl Mjord arrived several days behind schedule.

      It was late in the day more than two weeks later when the Reindeer King, Egil, Asta, and their men rode into Hárclett. We waited on the steps of the hall, watching them. Jarl Mjord wore a steel helm that had horns like a reindeer. With dark kohl decorating his face, he was a fierce sight. Bryn had also joined them. She was dressed in breeches, armed with a sword, and wore a shield on her back. I should have known the daughter of such a man would not be afraid of war. Along with the party was a small herd of reindeer.

      Veigr saw to the men while the others joined us in the hall.

      Asta looked decidedly uncomfortable about the whole affair. When the others headed in, I waited for her.

      “Asta,” I said, unsure what to say to my aunt.

      “Hervor, I—” she began, but her words were lost when she saw Hakon and Halger playing with Svanhild and the dogs. Asta paused, staring at them.

      The boys, seeming to sense their mother, looked up.

      They looked from Asta to each other. “Svanhild, take us to see the puppies,” Halger said, tugging at Svanhild’s hand.

      Asta stepped forward. She muttered a few syllables, as if to call out to them, but the words died on her lips. Svanhild, unaware of who Asta was, led the boys away.

      I turned to my aunt as she watched her children go. Her eyes grew dewy.

      Perhaps I had misjudged her after all.

      “Asta?” Egil said, coming up behind her.

      She shook her head lightly and put on a smile. She gazed up at Egil.

      “Come,” Egil said, leading her inside.

      I watched the pair of them go.

      Yrsa, who seemed increasingly irritable the last few days—which was saying something for Yrsa—came up behind me. “Now we shall see.”

      I nodded. “Now we shall see.”
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        * * *

      

      After feasting, drinking, and other pleasantries, Eric laid out a map of the nearby lands.

      “I sent men to have a look. They returned with news. Hagbard is in port at Silfrheim with a considerable force,” Eric told Egil and Jarl Mjord. “Haki is in Dalr. Prince Hofund returned to Grund to inform his father of the interlopers and to gather reinforcements.”

      “How many men do the brothers have?” Jarl Mjord asked.

      “At least a dozen ships spread between Dalr and Silfrheim.”

      Jarl Mjord nodded then turned to Egil. “How many of your men are left in Silfrheim?”

      “More than half the forces came with me and Asta,” Egil said. “Not many, if they are still alive.”

      “Jarl Bjartmar has some men from Dalr in Silfrheim,” Leif told him. “It was a small contingent.”

      “The people of Silfrheim, will they rise to support you? Or Leif?” Jarl Mjord asked, looking from Egil to Leif.

      Egil shrugged. “Surely, they will support one of us.”

      Jarl Mjord studied the map for a long time. “So we are outnumbered,” Jarl Mjord said. “And the prince of Grund is gone.”

      I stared at the map. “We are only outnumbered when their forces are combined. Split, we can overpower them.”

      “Suggestions?” Eric asked.

      “Where are most of their men stationed right now?” I asked.

      “Most of their ships are in Silfrheim with Hagbard. Haki has three ships in Dalr.”

      I nodded. “We should hit Silfrheim first. We must punch a hole in their forces, leave them weak. If we break the majority of their forces there and strangle their hold on Silfrheim, we’ll have them. We’ll cut off their left hand before their right hand knows what is happening. When it is done, they will limp back to Dalr. We can pursue them and finish them there. And hopefully, by then, King Gudmund will have his forces launched. But even if he does not, this plan should work.”

      “When did you get so smart?” Leif asked me.

      “I was always the smart one,” I said, rolling my eyes at him.

      “Yes, yes, Jarl Hervor.”

      I looked up at Jarl Mjord. “What do you think?” I asked him. I held his gaze. What I was really asking the gothi was what did he see? Would it work?

      Bryn looked at her father.

      “Thor is beating his anvil. Sparks are flying,” he told me. “The plan is good.”

      I turned to Eric.

      “We’ll make ready. If the weather holds, Hofund will be able to join us within the week. We’ll prepare and buy him time.”

      I nodded. “Something tells me, winter or not, King Gudmund will be very happy to launch his fleet and chase these raiders from his holdings.”

      “We can all drink to that,” Leif said, lifting his ale horn. “Skol!”

      “Skol!”
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Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      As luck would have it, a fierce wind blew in the next night, and with it, freezing cold temperatures and heavy snow, trapping our ships in the ice and us in Eric’s hall. While I knew the delay bought Hofund some time, it also allowed more time for word to reach Grandfather that we were amassing forces against him.

      The change in weather was not without personal consequences as well.

      One evening, I sat beside Asta, watching her eyes following Hakon and Halger as they made their way around the room following Svanhild, who had the boys laughing. She was such a sweet thing. She seemed to genuinely love playing with the boys.

      “They will not speak to me,” Asta said.

      Yrsa, who was sitting beside us, blew air through her lips. “What did you expect?” she asked, then sipped her ale.

      Asta looked at her, an expression on her face that showed me Yrsa had struck her with a hard truth.

      “They are young, but not so young not to know that you left them behind. You should speak to them. Their father is dead. The jarl made sure they knew you had a hand in that. They will hate you until you make it right. In the end, you are their mother,” I replied.

      Asta sighed lightly, then set her hand on her stomach. “Perhaps it’s pointless to try.”

      I eyed her gesture, her hand lying protectively on her midsection. Was she expecting another child?

      “Then you leave them orphans,” I told her.

      Asta frowned at me. “Always so stoic, Hervor. And now that you have a name, arrogance along with it.” She rose and left us, joining Leif by the fire. My cousin looked about as pleased to see his mother as Hakon and Halger. He had not told her about Eydis. Asta had a lot of work to do if she wanted to heal the rift in her family.

      “She gave more care to her cats than her boys. She needed a good slap,” Yrsa told me.

      While Asta was struggling to win back her family’s love, I sensed a new spark on the horizon. Bryn and Eric had spent the last several nights beside the fire talking in low tones, their banter punctuated with laughter. Even Jarl Mjord noticed the growing comradery between the two, but he made no move against it that I noticed. Why would he? Hreinnby was remote, but Eric was his closest neighbor. It was only logical to allow a match between the two of them to blossom.

      “Something has been on my mind,” Yrsa said finally.

      At last. She’d been grumblier than usual since Torsten left. I could see she had been ruminating, but on what, I didn’t know. Now, she would come out with it. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t like this news that this Haki wants to wed Svafa. And Torsten said he would not take his hands off her. If the jarl does nothing to protect Svafa, if he is using her as bait, she is not safe in Dalr anymore.”

      She was right. “What are you thinking?”

      “I will go to Dalr and take Svafa from the hall. She will be safe in my cave where no one can find her until you arrive.”

      I shook my head. “Yrsa…that is a great risk.”

      “Freja will help me. I can’t just sit here, hour after hour, thinking of the suffering Svafa must be going through,” she said, then splashed her drink into the fire in frustration.

      “You spent too much time with Eydis. It’s a mad idea.”

      “I could ride to Dalr alone. No one would know. We will wait for you.”

      “And if you’re caught?”

      “Now, why would I get caught?”

      “What if something goes wrong? What if you are betrayed? The jarl knows you are with us. If he sees you, he will kill you.”

      “Then it is better if he doesn’t see me, isn’t it?”

      “Yrsa.”

      “I will leave when the weather clears.”

      “Yrsa.”

      “I cannot sit here just waiting. I cannot leave Svafa like that. I just…I cannot.”

      Leif joined us. “You’re arguing,” he said with a grin. “What has Hervor done now?”

      “Yrsa wants to ride to Dalr and steal Svafa from the hall.”

      “Why don’t you assassinate Haki while you’re there? That would make things easier,” Leif suggested.

      “Leif!” I protested.

      “And his brother, if you can manage it.”

      Yrsa chuckled.

      Leif nodded to Yrsa. “I have been worried about Svafa too. How will you manage it?”

      “Freja will help me.”

      “Are you certain?” Leif asked her.

      She nodded.

      Leif turned to me. “It’s not a bad idea.”

      “You’re right. It’s a terrible idea.” While I loved my mother and I, too, feared for her, I would not risk Yrsa in trying.

      “I can’t just sit here thinking of Svafa fending them off on her own. I will go, Hervor.”

      “And if you’re caught, if you fail?”

      “I won’t fail.”

      “And Asta said I was the arrogant one.”

      “No one wants to hear anything Asta has to say,” Leif said, glaring over his shoulder at his mother.

      Yrsa refilled her drink then tipped the pitcher to refill mine. She tapped her cup against mine and said nothing more.

      I sighed heavily, but I didn’t try to dissuade her again. The thought of her going alone made me feel sick. If something happened to Yrsa, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. Yet I understood her reasons for going. Even I had been shaken by the news that this sea king wanted to wed my mother. There was no way Svafa would agree to such a thing, in her right mind or not. This was Jarl Bjartmar’s doing. He would auction off his most prized piece to win himself the power he lacked. His desperation was telling. In his right mind, he’d never let Svafa go. But nearly all dogs turned vicious when cornered.

      But not wolves.

      “I could go with you,” I told Yrsa at last.

      She shook her head. “You’re needed here.”

      “Then, may Odin protect you.”

      “And you.”

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      She is like a mother to me. Watch over her. Protect her. Please.
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Chapter 31

        

      

    

    
      Despite my hopes I could find a way to talk her out of it, there was no stopping Yrsa.

      “I don’t like it,” I told her as I held the reins of her horse as she mounted.

      “So you’ve told me. Frequently.”

      “Yrsa.”

      “Hervor, I will be careful.”

      “Here,” I said, handing Yrsa a bundle. “You’ll need this.”

      “What is it?” She opened up the bundle, pulling out the hat I had worn as Hervarth.

      “Wear that, and no one will recognize you,” I told her with a grin.

      “This is the ugliest cap ever made.”

      “So it is. But it makes an excellent disguise. And take this as well,” I said, handing Tyrfing to her.

      “No,” she said, pushing the pommel back toward me.

      “I have an entire army here to keep me safe. Take it.”

      “If I fail—though I will not—I would not have it fall into the wrong hands. Keep it with you.”

      “Yrsa.”

      “Yrsa, Yrsa, Yrsa. It doesn’t matter how many times you say my name, Hervor. I am going. I can’t sit here and wait, thinking that Svafa might be… Regardless, I will see you soon.”

      I sighed. “We launch in two days. Keep your eyes on the moon.”

      Yrsa nodded.

      With a sigh, I stepped back beside Leif. We watched as Yrsa spurred her horse and headed away from Hárclett.

      “I’m starting to think I should have followed you to Yrsa’s cave instead of shadowing Calder. You had a teacher. I learned nothing.”

      “I was alone. I needed her.”

      “You had no parents. I have too many,” he said, glaring. I followed his gaze. Egil was on the other side of the square talking to his men. They listened attentively, readying themselves for what would come next.

      “You cannot blame Asta for loving him before Grandfather forced her to wed Calder.”

      “I don’t. Egil was always good to me. He brought me a horse once. Do you remember?”

      “Yes. Vividly. My jealousy still aches. Do you think you can make amends with him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If there is room in your heart, perhaps you should try. I think…I think you will soon have another brother or sister.”

      Leif turned and looked at me. “Are you certain?”

      “Certain? No. But I suspect.”

      Leif frowned a moment then laughed.

      “What is it?”

      “Eylin and Arngrimir will be older than my new sibling.”

      I chuckled. “That’s awkward.”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you told Asta about them?”

      Leif shook his head. “I will not have her wag her tongue about Eydis. I feel like it would tarnish something I hold precious. No. I will do what I want, just like her. And I’ll be very glad to get it done quickly. I miss my family.”

      “I miss them too.”

      Leif turned his gaze from Egil toward the mountain pass into which Yrsa had ridden. “First Hofund. Now Yrsa. Let us pray the gods are with us, cousin.”

      “We still have the Reindeer King. How can we go wrong?”

      At that, Leif laughed. But there was a tone of uncertainty in his laugh that I didn’t miss. It was the same feeling of unease that lingered in my own heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We made our preparations to depart. We could not wait for Hofund any longer. The longer we delayed, the more likely it would be that Bjartmar would uncover our plan. If my plan worked and we hit Silfrheim fast, we’d have the whole matter in hand before Hofund returned. Hopefully. The plan was good. Now, we had to pray the gods were on our side. The night before we planned to leave for Silfrheim, Jarl Mjord and the gothar of Hárclett called us together to make a sacrifice to the gods. As the moon rose, torches and fires were lit, the drums sounded, and the horns called into the night.

      Leif and I joined the others at the cliff’s edge. Moonlight shined down on the waves of the tossing sea. Jarl Mjord wore a reindeer pelt vest, his surprisingly muscular chest covered in runes drawn in blood. On his head, he wore a crown made from reindeer antlers. His eyes were smudged with kohl. Bryn was similarly adorned in runes. In her hair, she wore raven feathers, and her eyes were decorated like the wings of a raven.

      The gothar worked their way through the crowd, ladling out a drink of a strange-smelling brew to the assembly. An elderly gythia came to us, offering the pungent liquid. As soon as I drank, I recognized the brew. It was a concoction similar to what the gothar had given us during the blót.

      The gythia reached into a bag she was wearing around her neck and marked my forehead. “Howl,” she whispered then went to Leif. After giving him a drink, she drew a rune on his forehead then went on her way.

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

      “Jarl,” Kára whispered from behind me. “What is in that?”

      “Herbs, mushrooms, and other things that will make your mind feel light.”

      “Should we drink it?” Kit asked.

      I nodded. “Just expect to feel…dizzy.”

      The drums beat as the gothar worked their way through the crowd, giving the brew and marking all of us.

      The entire assembly had collected at the cliffside for the rite. Eric, Svanhild, and Hilda were at the front. They had brought a chair so Hilda could sit. Egil and Asta stood not far from them. I watched as Asta declined the drink. She whispered to the gythia, who nodded and moved on. My suspicions, it seemed, were right.

      A horn sounded, the long, low call echoing across the fjord.

      The gothar chanted, and the drums beat. The priests who had come with Jarl Mjord danced in a circle around the fire, throwing herbs into the flames. Heavy smoke filled the air, the scent pungent. Bryn joined her father, both of them calling to the gods as they chanted and danced under the light of the full moon. I watched her as she moved. Like her father, she was adorned with the symbols of the gods—a warrior-priestess.

      Another meant for a starlight steed.

      A sister of the Wild Hunt.

      Odin watched over Bryn. She, like me, was a shield-maiden who had garnered the attention of the All-Father. No wonder I had liked her.

      “The gods are whispering,” Leif breathed in my ear.

      “Who is whispering to you, cousin?”

      “Loki.”

      I looked at Leif.

      My cousin had never set much store by the gods. He went to the blót, participated in the ceremonies. But I got the distinct sense that the otherworld did not call him as it called me. But now, he was tied to Eydis. And Eydis always talked to the gods.

      “Remember, he is a trickster,” I whispered.

      Really, Hervor? Come now.

      I grinned.

      “Yes, but he tells me Eydis and the children are well, so I shall listen today,” Leif replied.

      I slipped my hand into my cousin’s, entwining my fingers with his.

      The tempo on the drums grew fierce. One of the gothar began shaking a rattle. The gothar’s voices grew louder. The noise reached a crescendo then suddenly came to an abrupt halt.

      Everything grew silent.

      My heart beat hard, and my breathing had quickened.

      We stood in silence, listening as the songs of the drums dissipated on the wind.

      Eric’s most senior gothi blew a horn three times.

      The sound reverberated in the hills, off the cliffs, and on the waves.

      The gothi spoke, “Odin, Thor, and Balder, we call you now. Turn your eyes to us, glorious ones. Hear our calls. Tonight, we offer you great sacrifices. Accept this blood. Bless us. Bless our endeavors. Bring us valor in war. Hear us, glorious ones. We fight in your honor. We will spill blood in your names. Odin, Thor, Balder…hear our calls.”

      As the priests spoke, a lightness fell over my body. I began to feel loose, almost dizzy. My skin flushed with heat, and I started to sweat.

      The man motioned to one of the gothar who brought forward a goat. The animal called out in protest, his eyes darting about wildly.

      Svanhild turned her face, pressing it against Eric’s stomach.

      Eric leaned down and whispered in his daughter’s ear.

      She nodded, then peered out from between the strands of her golden hair.

      Eric kissed the top of his daughter’s head and rubbed her back, comforting her.

      The gothi led the goat before the fire while the ancient gythia who had marked me stood ready. With a nod, the gothi jerked a knife across the goat’s neck.

      It bleated once then slumped.

      The gythia collected the blood of the animal in the bowl then handed it to the gothi, who turned to face the moon.

      “Odin, Thor, Balder, see our sacrifice.”

      “Always Odin, Thor, and Balder. No one ever sends an offering to me.”

      Something tells me you aren’t interested in bowls of blood.

      I heard a laugh. “You’re right. So, what will Hervor sacrifice to me?”

      Keep my mother safe. Keep Yrsa safe. I will find a sacrifice worthy of you.

      “I cannot rearrange what the Norns have woven. But I will do my best. I will hold you to that, shield-maiden.”

      “May the gods keep us. May Odin bless us with wisdom. May Thor give us strength. May Balder shine his light on us,” the gothi called. He dipped a branch into the blood. Coming before us, he shook the branch, splattering us with the droplets.

      I turned back and looked at my pack from Bolmsö. They stared wide-eyed at the scene. Having grown up on the island, they were unaccustomed to such rituals. They watched with great curiosity. Their eyes were wide and had a sheen from the brew they had drunk.

      Jarl Mjord motioned to his men.

      Someone began playing a drum.

      The sound reverberated in my chest.

      I swayed a little, the brew working on me. Leif, whose hand I was still holding, held on tight to me. My vision wavered.

      They cleared a path. I strained to look, but the image before me doubled. Someone was leading a reindeer through the crowd. The beast had a rope tied around his neck. He stepped lightly, coming to Jarl Mjord with the familiarity and ease of a beloved horse or dog.

      The drums pounded.

      My body felt like my spirit was stretching from itself.

      The booming of the drums pounded in my chest. I looked up at the moon. When I did, the moon seemed to pulse, rumbling with thunder. Thunder moon. For followers of Thor, all moons were a thunder moon. Thor was calling me to war. I could feel his call in my chest.

      I swayed then looked back at Jarl Mjord once more.

      He motioned to his daughter.

      Bryn came forward and took the rope, holding the reindeer.

      Jarl Mjord leaned forward and whispered to the creature.

      The animal huffed then lowered itself to the ground. The jarl stroked the creature’s ears, murmuring all the while. He extended his hand to his daughter, who drew a knife from her belt and handed it to her father. Still speaking in a low tone to the reindeer, the jarl raised his hand then plunged the dagger into the animal’s chest.

      The reindeer spasmed, its legs shuddering. It gave out a high whine then grew still.

      With a jerk, Jarl Mjord opened the animal’s chest. His arms wet with blood to the elbows, he worked inside the body of the reindeer. And then, his arms dripping with blood, Jarl Mjord rose, the reindeer’s heart in his hands.

      To our horror and fascination, it was still beating.

      “Do you see that?” Kára whispered.

      “I don’t know what I’m seeing,” Trygve One-Hammer answered.

      “It is a heart,” Öd said.

      “But is it beating?” Kára asked.

      “Yes,” Öd replied.

      I swayed, and my stomach felt sick. Strange lights flickered all around Jarl Mjord.

      Jarl Mjord stood before the fire. He lifted the heart over his head. Blood gushed out of it, spraying on him and those standing close by. Jarl Mjord spoke loudly in a language I did not know.

      My skin rose in gooseflesh, the hair on my arms standing on end.

      Blood pulsed from the still-beating organ in the jarl’s hands. He called in the strange language once more then lowered the heart, whispering to it. It stopped beating. After a moment, he threw it onto the fire. The flames turned blue then grew high, towering far above over the jarl. Motioning to one of his own men, the Reindeer King’s gothi began drumming in an odd, discordant fashion. Jarl Mjord began chanting in that strange language and started to dance. Nearby, Bryn swayed to her father’s song. I watched as Jarl Mjord’s body twisted and contorted as he spun around the fire.

      My whole body felt heavy. Each move the jarl made seemed slow and in triplicate. The drumming, which seemed weirdly out of tune at first, now echoed melodiously as my mind loosened, and my body felt hollow. A sick feeling rocked my stomach. I swayed.

      Leif held my arm to steady me, but he, too, was light on his feet.

      “Be careful, shield-maiden, the Reindeer King has you now,” Loki whispered.

      Jarl Mjord rocked and gyrated to the sound of the drum.

      I watched his shadow on the ground. It grew taller. When I looked back at the jarl, it seemed to me his legs took on the shape of a deer, his feet cloven. His eyes faded to sparkling ebony, like the eyes of a raven. The crown he’d worn was no crown anymore. The antlers grew from his head.

      He motioned toward the fire—had he thrown something into the flames? I hadn’t seen anything—the blue inferno twisted toward the night’s sky, the indigo-colored sparks drifting toward the heavens.

      I looked at Asta, who was staring wide-eyed, her hand lying protectively on her stomach.

      “Spirits of the ancestors, rise. Come with your blessings,” Jarl Mjord called. “These warriors head to battle at first light. Come. Honor them.”

      A strange wind blew, sweeping up from the ground. A blue-colored fog rolled at our feet. The air felt alive, making my body tingle like the sensation you get after a lightning strike. And then, the fog began to take shape. Shadowy figures rose from the ground and moved between us. Gasping, I stared as the spirits of the dead joined us.

      Svanhild gave a little shriek as the ethereal form of Jarl Tove—though much younger looking—appeared before her and Eric.

      A chill washed over me as Calder appeared before Leif and me. There was a bloody gash across his neck.

      I turned and looked at Egil, who was staring at Leif and the ghostly form of his murdered brother.

      Where one might have expected to see guilt, instead, I saw rage.

      Egil hated his brother.

      But who could blame him?

      Calder had taken Asta. Calder had been father—such as he was—to Leif. But it was always Egil who had truly loved Asta. And Egil had loved Leif as well, his son with the woman he loved, raised by his own brother who cared for neither of them.

      At that moment, I pitied Egil. Grandfather had not just destroyed Asta, and Mother, and me. He had ruined Egil’s life as well. Was there anyone Jarl Bjartmar had left untouched in his quest to have everything the way he wanted it?

      A chill washed over me, and I saw movement out of the corner of my eye.

      I turned to find Arngrim there.

      Tears welled in my eyes.

      “Grandfather,” I whispered in a broken voice.

      “Ancestors, give your blood your blessings! We are at war. Tomorrow, we shall bleed, and many of us will join you in Valhalla. Bless our swords. Bless our axes. Bless our shields,” Jarl Mjord called.

      Arngrim was dressed in his funeral robes, wearing the clothes, jewels, and armor Eydis and I had sent him to Valhalla wearing.

      He did not speak. Giving me a knowing smile, he reached out and set a ghostly hand on my heart.

      A warrior’s strength was not in their weapons, it was in their heart.

      Understanding, I nodded to him.

      Arngrim smiled, then looked behind me at the warriors of Bolmsö gathered there.

      Like me, their eyes were wet with tears.

      Arngrim met each of their gazes, inclining his head to them.

      Jarl Mjord blew a horn. The sound echoed on the visual plane, sending waves rippling amongst us.

      Arngrim began to fade.

      “Oh. Oh, no,” I whispered, reaching out for him, desperate to somehow collect him there in the flesh, to keep him with me for a moment longer. But he was just spirit. “Arngrim,” I whispered.

      A horn sounded once more.

      My grandfather turned to me. His spirit grew dimmer.

      Arngrim held my gaze, a look of love in his eyes.

      “Arngrim,” I whispered.

      When the horn sounded the third time, Arngrim smiled at me once more then disappeared.

      The leaping blue flame died down, burning orange again.

      The bluish mist dissipated.

      “Our ancestors have come here tonight to bless us. Tomorrow, we will fight in their names. Those who have lost your homes will take them back. Those who have suffered under the yokes of tyrants will throw them off. Old enemies will be your allies. New allies will be your closest friends. And the gods shall bless us as our ancestors have,” Jarl Mjord called.

      Everyone in the crowd was stunned silent.

      Shaking off the unsettled feeling, Eric came before the assembled crowd.

      “People of Hárclett, Hreinnby, Dalr, Grund, Silfrheim, and Bolmsö, tomorrow, the gods will be with us. They have heard our cries. Received our prayers. Rest well tonight. And tomorrow, the gods shall be with us. All hail Odin. All hail Thor. All hail Balder.”

      “All hail!” the assembly called in reply.

      All hail Loki.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Loki said.
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      The dream was the same.

      I was walking through the burning village. The flames that licked the buildings burned blue with magic. Reindeer ran down the streets. I could hear drumming and chanting but couldn’t make out where the sound was coming from. It felt like it was coming from everywhere.

      “Hervor?” Mother called.

      The blue fire made thick, opalescent smoke, blinding me from seeing in any direction.

      “Svafa?”

      “Hervor? Hervor, where are you?”

      “Mother? Mother, I’m here!”

      “Hervor.”

      Fear and anger made my heart thunder in my chest. If anything happened to Mother, I would slay the world. I would burn it down and everyone in it. I would chomp and bite and tear the world apart.

      “Now, that is my daughter.”

      Angantyr?

      Overhead, a pair of ravens called. They swooped low in front of me and flew in the direction of the Bone Tree.

      I set my hand on Tyrfing then hesitated. No. I did not need the sword. I was enough. Pulling my twin axes, I rushed toward the tree.

      I heard the thunder of hooves and the screams of men fighting somewhere in the dense smoke. Everything felt wrong. The world warped in a strange and distorted manner.

      Huginn and Muninn cawed.

      I followed the sound. At last, I approached the tree only to see a body hanging from its branches. I steeled myself to the sight, not knowing who I would find. As the smoke cleared, I found Jarl Mjord standing before the tree, looking up at the man hanging there.

      Moving carefully, I stepped beside him.

      He turned and looked at me. I saw him as I had at the rite: his eyes were black, his head crowned with horns. Saying nothing, he motioned to the tree.

      And then, I saw.

      It was him hanging there, Tyrfing sticking out of his chest.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “It cannot be.”

      I turned to look at my belt, but the sword was gone.

      “No,” I said, turning back to Jarl Mjord, but he was gone—at least, the one beside me was gone. Jarl Mjord’s corpse hung from the tree. But this time, a man stood between him and me. The stranger held Tyrfing in his hand.

      “Give that to me,” I said, rushing the man.

      He turned and looked at me over his shoulder.

      For a moment, I thought it was Angantyr, but his eyes were dark. He grinned once, then turned into the form of a wolf and ran toward the roots of the tree, which opened to take him to Hel.

      I gasped, shaking myself from the dream.

      I sat up. I was in my bed in Eric’s hall. I was alone. The fire in the small brazier snapped. It was completely silent in the house. My heart was pounding, but I willed it to be silent. There was nothing wrong. It was just a dream. A queasy feeling washed over me. Moving slowly, I rose and poured myself a cup of water. I willed the images to disappear. I hated the confusing scene. I hated that I had seen Jarl Mjord—my ally—dead by my sword. What did it mean?

      My stomach rocked. Gasping in surprise, I grabbed a chamber pot sitting by the fire and vomited therein. The gross taste of the herbal drink the gothar had given us burned as it came up. I vomited again and again until my stomach was empty.

      When the discomfort had passed, I sat back down on the bed, wiping my mouth with the back of the hand. After a moment, I lay down. I stared up at the ceiling.

      This was the second time I had seen the same young man in my dream.

      Who was he?

      Why did I keep seeing him?

      What did it mean?

      There was no way to know. The Norns were weaving, and we were all at the mercy of their whims, for good or bad.
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      Despite my odd dream and the strange effect it had on me, I woke the next morning feeling fine. We prepared to launch for Silfrheim. The warriors loaded into the boats. We were an impressive force. I didn’t know what we would face against these sea kings, but I did know, if such a force as ours ever came at me, it would make me think twice.

      I watched Leif as he worked, directing his men, including his old friends from Dalr. When had they gone from being annoying wild things running around the village to the men they were now? Leif commanded the warriors with an easy nature, joking and smiling as he worked. I could see that those who followed him loved my cousin.

      “Well, Jarl Hervor, shall we teach them what happens when the wolves of Bolmsö come howling?” Kára asked, taking me by the shoulders.

      “Howling and chomping,” Trygve added, spinning his hammer in his hand as he joined us.

      The others were there as well. Sigrun’s bird hovered over us. She whistled to the creature. It spun once more then alighted on her outstretched arm.

      Öd and Kit were also armed and ready.

      I grinned at Kára. “Fierce as Fenrir,” I said. “All of you.”

      The six of us stood in a circle. I looked at each of them, meeting their eyes one by one. “May the All-Father watch over us. May Frigga shake the spear of war. May Thor beat his anvil. And most of all, may Utr watch our arses.”

      They laughed.

      “My pack,” I said. “Let’s go swallow the world.”

      With a simultaneous huff, we turned and boarded the ship with Leif.

      My cousin looked from them to me. “If we had a dozen of your people, Hervor, we might not need all the rest,” he said.

      “They fight from the heart. But that wolf blood… that’s definitely something fierce.”

      Leif nodded. His eyes flicked toward Egil. “I spent all autumn chasing him from Silfrheim, and now I am returning there with him like none of that mattered.”

      “You were fighting him because Grandfather demanded it. Eric came because Grandfather demanded the allegiance of his allies. The root of all the rotten things in our world stems from one place. Forget what you did on his orders. You guide your own path now.”

      “When did you get so wise?”

      “I was always wise. It was just that no one listened to me. When did you get so…this?” I asked, grabbing the bulging muscles on his arms and giving them a squeeze. By the gods, he felt like he was made of steel.

      “Ask Eydis,” he replied with a wink.

      “Rather not.”

      Leif laughed.

      “Leif?” Eric called. Herja, Eric’s hound, trotted alongside him. Suddenly, I really missed Rök.

      Leif nodded at him.

      Eric made his way down the pier, checking on each of the boats. At the end of the pier, I saw him speak to Bryn. She set her hand lightly on his arm, then boarded her boat. When she turned, Eric smiled. He then looked back up at the village. I followed his gaze, seeing Svanhild there. Svanhild was wearing a pale-yellow cloak that matched her hair. She waved to her father, who returned the gesture. Hakon and Halger jumped up and down, waving to us.

      Leif and I waved to them, making them scream with excitement.

      Asta stood alone.

      My eyes went to Egil.

      He, too, turned to see Asta one last time before boarding.

      They waved to one another.

      Turning back, I saw Jarl Mjord at the end of the pier looking out into the water. His arms raised toward the sky.

      “Well?” Leif asked. He, too, was looking at the jarl.

      “As long as the gods are on our side, he can work his magic and chant as much as he likes. He wields the dwarven blade Hrotti. I’d much rather have him on our side than not.”

      “Where can I get my hands on some dwarven weapon?” Leif asked.

      “Well, his ancestors took it from a dragon.”

      “A dragon. Right. Well, right after we deal with Jarl Bjartmar, I’ll get on that.”

      “And how, exactly, are we going to deal with the jarl?”

      Leif turned and met my eye, but he didn’t answer.

      The truth was obvious.

      Grandfather had given us no choice in this matter. I could only pray the gods shed some reason on him before it was too late.
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Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      The cold winter wind filled the sails of the ship as we made our way toward Silfrheim. Ice trimmed the shoreline, and floats of ice dotted the water, making the travel hectic. I suddenly worried for Hofund but reminded myself he was as good a sailor as he was a fighter. He did not need me to worry for him.

      It took us most of the day to make the trip. When our boats turned into the fjord, I was surprised to see the number of ships docked in Silfrheim.

      I turned and looked at Leif, who was frowning.

      “More than expected,” I said.

      Leif nodded.

      From the dock in Silfrheim, a war horn sounded. And then another. And then another.

      From a distance, we could see the men rushing down the pier and getting into one of the boats. They were like a swarm. Surely, these were the sea king’s people. I scanned the shoreline, watching as the warriors began setting up their fortifications.

      “Pier will be too hard to take. We’ll have to storm the beach, break through their barriers,” Leif said, motioning to the beachhead.

      I nodded. “We need to spread them thin. If we try to come ashore together, it will be a bloodbath. If we can spread them out and penetrate their defenses, whoever gets through could pinch the others from behind.” I looked back at the ships. We had come into the fjord together, the others lined up behind Eric’s and Leif’s ships. “We must come ashore in different spots.”

      Leif nodded then called to Eric. The ships began to maneuver into position.

      I looked back at the pier. There, at the very end, I spotted a massive warrior I had never seen before. He was bundled in furs, his golden hair blowing in the breeze. He was shouting orders at the others. This, no doubt, was Hagbard. He looked every bit as I imagined him, a grizzled warrior who would not let go of his prize without a fight. I looked back at our vessels as we began to maneuver into position. We had the men, but Hagbard and his warband could see every move we were making.

      I frowned. “We’re too exposed. We should have come at night.”

      “Now you suggest it?” Leif said.

      Frustrated with myself for not thinking of it sooner, I tried to think of a plan. Something. Anything. If only we had some cover. On the ship nearest mine on the starboard side, I spotted Jarl Mjord, who was watching the scene. An idea formed in my mind. It was worth a try.

      “Jarl Mjord,” I called to him.

      He turned to me.

      “Fog?”

      He inclined his head.

      Going to the back of the boat, he raised his hands into the air and began chanting.

      “What is he doing?” Leif asked.

      “You’re the one who got us allied with a sorcerer. Let him do his work.”

      Leif shook his head. “He can do his magic, and I’ll do mine. Shields,” Leif called.

      I turned back to look at Silfrheim once more. Archers were positioning themselves all along the pier, and the ship that had debarked was coming quickly toward Egil’s vessel. Already, Egil had moved to engage them, his own archers making ready.

      A strange, warm wind blew in from behind us. I looked back to see a bank of fog rolling toward us like a living thing. Towering over us like a wave, it washed over us, drenching us in fog. One minute it had been sunny, clear, and cool. Now, we were hidden in a thick swell of mist.

      “By the gods,” Kára exclaimed.

      “Unnatural,” Frode agreed.

      “Yes, but unnatural in our favor,” Ivar answered.

      Leif turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “Sorcerers.”

      I winked at him.

      Through the dense mist, I heard the startled voices of the men on the dock. Apparently, the strangeness of the tower of fog rolling over the fjord was not lost on them either.

      I turned back to Jarl Mjord’s ship. I heard Jarl Mjord’s voice as he chanted and saw his silhouette where he stood at the stern. He might have been the jarl to the village I saw in my dream, but thus far, I had seen nothing to suggest the jarl was my enemy. In fact, quite the opposite.

      The sound of a war horn drifted across the waves from Silfrheim as Hagbard’s men prepared for the attack.

      “Oars up. Come in silent,” Leif told the warriors on the boat.

      Eric and Bryn called to their warriors, guiding them to do the same.

      Somewhere beyond us in the dense mist, I heard fighting as Egil’s men engaged those of the sea king’s.

      We came in slowly.

      From the shoreline, voices carried to us across the waves. “I can’t see a damned thing. Where are they?”

      A booming voice called from the pier. “Fire. We need fire. Get those arrows burning. Now.”

      I turned back and looked at my pack. They grinned wryly, thinking the same thing I was: that was the kind of move we would make.

      “Extinguish the flames as quickly as you can if we’re hit,” I told the others. Jarl Asmund had failed to learn that, and it had made him an easy mark in the darkness.

      We raised our shields, waiting for the first volley.

      A bank of flaming arrows arched into the mist.

      And by the luck of the gods, it missed us entirely.

      Soon, the shore came into view. I looked over the side of the boat. I was able to make out the rocky bottom. We were close enough. “Leif,” I whispered.

      He nodded then pulled the horn of the mast of his ship. Putting it to his lips, he let out one, long call.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Be with me.

      A soft breeze blew once more, carrying with it the fog as we came ashore. But overhead, I heard the sound of ravens’ wings as Huginn and Muninn flew past.

      “Those birds. They are always with you, Jarl Hervor,” Trygve One-Hammer told me.

      “It is Odin. He is here to see our valor. Let’s honor him in battle, and if we die, we shall die well and meet him in Valhalla.”

      And then, we all jumped into the water. With a scream, we rushed the shore.
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Chapter 34

        

      

    

    
      The moment we came ashore, everything became a blur. Leif and his men, and me and my pack, fought the sea king’s grizzled warriors. As I had anticipated, they were a rough crew. They fought like it was second nature. With scars showing their years battling, they were unlike Asmund’s or Solva’s warriors. Solva and her men were fierce, but the sea king’s brutes had made a career out of fighting, and it showed.

      Muninn and Huginn in my hands, I wove through the crowd, ducking when a giant of a warrior came my way, swinging his hammer at me. He expected me to engage his weapon or lift a shield. But if Yrsa had taught me anything, it was that doing exactly what they assumed was the worst thing you could do. Instead, I ducked low and rushed at him, throwing all my weight into him, bashing him in the gut with my shoulder. Caught off guard, the warrior fell to the ground with a grunt, his hammer bouncing from his hand. The look of surprise on his face was priceless. He tried to grab his hammer, but Huginn took his hand for the effort. Raising Muninn, I buried it in the man’s head.

      Farther up the beach, I could hear Leif and the others fighting.

      Over the sound of the screams, I caught the feminine pitch of Bryn’s voice as she screeched in rage. I liked that princess.

      With a whistle, I called to my pack and motioned for them to follow me. Listening to the sounds of battle, we made our way up the beach. We came upon a massive skirmish. Hreinnby’s warrior were fighting hard, but the sea king’s men were ruthless, cutting through them with too much ease. Jarl Mjord and Bryn fought back to back in the middle of the fray. I was about to engage when Jarl Mjord pulled Hrotti.

      When he did so, the sky cracked with lightning, and the ground shook. Terrible thunder rolled across the valley. And for a moment, I heard a piercing scream like the call of…well, of a dragon.

      The unexpected sound caught the men off guard, long enough for the Reindeer King’s warriors to use it to their advantage.

      With a scream, Jarl Mjord spun and attacked. Battle fury washed over him. That other version of him appeared. With raven-dark eyes, his horns on his head, his robes more smoke than drapes, he launched his attack.

      His magic called to me. Something mean in my chest let loose at the sight. My blood began to thunder in my ears. My hands shook with a fierce desire to end the battle before anyone else got hurt.

      I slipped my axes back into my belt.

      “Oh, now we’re going to see something,” Tyrgve said with a laugh.

      I pulled Tyrfing.

      The air shivered. And the sunlight, which could not be seen through the dense clouds, shot off the blade, sending beams of light through the mists. Hagbard’s men winced as it blinded them.

      “Sorcerers. They are sorcerers. We must retreat,” one of the sea king’s men called.

      And then, we attacked.

      The red rage washed over me.

      Hearing the deafening sound of my blood beating and the howl of wolves in my ears, I threw myself into the fray. With Jarl Mjord wielding Hrotti and Tyrfing cutting its way through the men, they began to retreat toward the docks.

      When we turned to give chase, Leif caught up with me.

      When he met my eyes, a look of surprise crossed his face.

      “Hervor?”

      He saw the wolf of Bolmsö. “Come on,” I told him.

      We raced after the others. As we moved toward the docks, I spotted Eric and his men fighting more of the sea king’s warriors and Hagbard. I gasped as the sea king kicked and stabbed his way through Eric’s warriors. We needed to hurry.

      Another party, coming from the village with their weapons raised, rushed us. But when we neared, they slowed.

      It was Eitrie, one of the warriors of Dalr. He had long been amongst Grandfather’s men. But I remembered the look on his face the night Gorm and his men were sacrificed. One of Eitrie’s daughters had lost a husband that night. I knew that Gorm’s death had not sat well with the man.

      “Leif,” he said, coming to a stop. “And Hervor. What are you doing here?”

      “Liberating Silfrheim from these marauding cutthroats,” Leif replied.

      “But we saw Egil’s ships.”

      “Egil is with us. And Eric and Jarl Mjord. We have come under our own power, not at the direction of Jarl Bjartmar.”

      The man looked unsure.

      “Eitrie, all of you, would you be ruled by Bjartmar’s lackeys? Endure unending violence? How long before these sea kings grow tired of Bjartmar’s rule? Bjartmar would throw off good King Gudmund for these murderers. Come, men. Dalr and Silfrheim deserve better. We must end this before it begins. Fight with us. Fight with us for a new future,” Leif said.

      Eitrie looked back at the others. They exchanged a glance, then nodded.

      “We are with you,” Eitrie told Leif, motioning to the others.

      Together, we turned and went to help Eric. Farther down the beach, I saw Egil and his party making his way toward us. Egil was covered in blood, a fierce expression on his face. And in that face, I saw an echo of Leif. Egil truly was his father.

      Jarl Mjord, Bryn, and the warriors of Hreinnby joined us, and we pushed our way toward the heart of the conflict. As we went, I saw that it was the sea king’s raiders who were fighting. The men of Silfrheim were either with Egil or Leif. These were strangers who had come to take what belonged to us, strangers my grandfather had foolishly invited into his quarrel.

      How the gods played with us all.

      Leif pulled his horn and let out a call.

      The sound of the war horn echoed across the water, getting Eric’s attention. When he saw we had regrouped, he called for his men to join our forces. All of us together made up a massive army. Hagbard had two options: die or flee. Let’s see how smart he was.

      Eric and the others rushed to join us.

      The sea king called to his men, ordering some of them into the boats. For a moment, I hoped they were retreating, but then I realized they were using their position to take up their bows. The others lined the dock. We had cornered him. He could not escape to land, but he and his brutish force could hold the dock.

      “We’ll force them to retreat,” Eric said.

      Leif nodded.

      “Shield wall at the front and sides. Spears in the middle. We’ll push them off,” Eric said.

      “What about the archers?” Egil asked.

      “We shall deal with that,” Jarl Mjord told Egil, then motioned to Bryn and the others.

      We nodded to him, then moved into attack position.

      Eric, Leif, and Egil moved to the front of the shield wall. I joined them.

      “Hervor,” Leif began.

      I knew what he was going to say before he said it. “I am not your little cousin anymore, Leif.”

      He laughed. “It’s not that. I want you and that dwarven sword ready for when we open the shield wall,” he said, motioning for me to get behind them.

      Grinning, I inclined my head to him, then moved behind the others, letting Trygve One-Hammer take my spot. The others from Bolmsö held the left flank, their red-and-black shields before them.

      A strong wind blew. The massive gale pushed the fog off the water, dissipating it in a single breeze. And then, the wind grew violent. The waves churned, rising higher and higher. The archers, who had readied themselves in Hagbard’s ships, suddenly became unsteady on their feet as the water made the boats bob and weave on the waves. Water splashed up over the sides of the docks. The sudden change in weather could only be attributed to one thing.

      Through the shield wall, I caught sight of Jarl Mjord on the shore, his arms lifted.

      “Archers,” Bryn called, directing her people as her father chanted. “Loose!”

      I grinned as a volley of flaming arrows fell on both the archers and the ships.

      “Now,” Eric screamed.

      We rushed the sea king’s army.

      When we hit them, it was like hitting a wall of stone. We fought hard, jabbing spears and swords through the shield wall, fighting off the warriors.

      “Hervor, be ready,” Leif called. “Open!”

      Leif and Egil opened the shield wall, letting some of the men in.

      They rushed forward, not expecting Tyrfing.

      The blade sang as it took the men’s lives.

      We pushed down the pier as Hagbard and his men tried to hold their ground. Those who entered our shield wall did not come out, but the effort was hard on Leif, Eric, and others at the front. Soon, we met with the sea king himself.

      “Shield wall open. Rush them,” Eric called, opening the shield wall, letting all of us join the fray. Leif engaged Hagbard while Eric and the others pressed hard against the sea king’s warriors, forcing them to either take to ship or fall off the pier.

      The sea king’s men flooded onto their ships. There, they defended themselves against a sky full of flaming arrows raining down on them.

      Finding myself back to back with Eric, we fought the sea king’s men, giant creatures with battle scars and fierce expressions. I had just jabbed the man through the stomach when Leif let out a scream of pain.

      I turned to see Leif holding his hand over one side of his face. Blood dripped down his face and between his fingers. Taken aback by the wound, he stopped. Hagbard seized the moment, lifting his blade to slice Leif in two.

      “No,” I screamed. And then I moved, more quickly then I should have been able to, bridging the gap between us. When the sea king’s blade lowered, it landed on Tyrfing. I stood between Leif and Hagbard.

      “What is this?” Hagbard growled, looking at me.

      My teeth bared, I grunted hard then pushed him back.

      His eyes went toward Tyrfing. They widened when they saw the blade.

      Just one cut. That was all I needed. Just a scratch.

      The sound of howls behind us captured both of our attention for the briefest of moments. In a wink of light, a slant of sun shimmering down on the pier, I saw five wolves bounding down the pier toward us.

      “Wizardry,” Hagbard muttered.

      When the glimmer faded, my pack appeared.

      Sigrun pulled Leif away while the others protected my back.

      Frustrated, Hagbard reached out and pushed me hard.

      I stumbled backward into Kára.

      Yanking his horn from his belt, Hagbard sounded a retreat.

      “No,” I said through gritted teeth, fury burning in my veins. That man would pay for what he had done. I turned and rushed after him.

      Working quickly to unmoor the boats and deflect our advance, the sea king’s army began to move to put out to sea.

      Hagbard jumped onto one of the ships and began shouting orders at his men.

      “Kill them,” Eric called. “Stop them!”

      Our warriors pursued the sea king’s men onto the ships, killing them and dumping them into the water. The sea king’s men abandoned some of the boats, jumping into the closest vessel as it pushed out to sea.

      Infuriated, I rushed toward Hagbard.

      “Someone kill her,” Hagbard called.

      An archer stepped in front of the sea king and took his shot.

      The arrow whizzed toward me.

      I am the wielder of Tyrfing.

      No man can kill me.

      Kit moved in front of me, his shield raised. The arrow hit his shield.

      Kára appeared on my other side. The sea king’s warriors sent an onslaught of arrows at us, protecting their retreat. I stormed down the dock toward him, intent on jumping onto the boat.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Kára said, taking hold of my arm, stopping me. “You’re fierce, but remember, you are still mortal. Let’s keep you that way.”

      The ships, now unmoored from the dock, began pushing out to sea.

      Jarl Mjord’s archers and crashing waves did not make their retreat any easier. In the process of fleeing, one of the ships capsized, sending the warriors scrambling to swim to another boat. As well, the sea king left four of his vessels behind. They hastily rowed away from Silfrheim, dropping their sails as soon as they were out of the range of the arrows. Four ships made their way out of the fjord.  I watched as they all veered right when they neared the mouth of their fjord—their course set, no doubt, for Dalr.

      I turned to Kára, giving her a knowing and grateful look, then turned back.

      “Leif,” I whispered, rushing down the dock where Sigrun sat with Leif, a cloth pressed against his face. I dropped onto my knees beside him. “Leif.”

      “Hervor,” he croaked.

      I took the cloth from Sigrun’s hand, moving it away for just a moment. There was a terrible slash from Leif’s brow to his cheek—over his eye.

      “Get Egil. Leif must be taken into the village,” I told Kit then turned to Öd. “Find Jarl Mjord.”

      Kit and Öd hurried off.

      “Hervor, he took my eye,” Leif whispered.

      “Don’t say that. Jarl Mjord will mend you. If he can call the mist, surely he can fix an eye.”

      “Hervor, did you… I saw you turn into a wolf.”

      Beside us, Kára laughed. “Úlfhéðnar.”

      “You always have to be better than me, don’t you?” Leif told me.

      “Why would I make it easy for you?”

      Leif laughed but then winced.

      A moment later, Egil appeared.

      “Leif,” he said, gasping.

      “Can you walk?” I asked Leif.

      He nodded.

      I helped him up.

      “We must get him somewhere to rest,” I told Egil.

      “Come,” Egil told Leif. “I will take care of you.”

      I rose. My hands were covered with blood. I surveyed the scene. The dead lined the docks. We had not come away from this battle unscathed, and Hagbard had escaped.

      Frowning, I crossed the dock, joining Eric, who was trying to tie up a wound on his arm. I paused to help him, pulling the knot tight.

      “You fought well today,” he told me.

      “And you.”

      Eric smiled lightly. “You sure your heart is set on the prince of Grund?”

      I chuckled. “Very. Besides, I believe there is a princess who wants your attention.”

      “Princess?”

      “Of reindeer.” I winked at him.

      Eric laughed. Turning, we stood together, looking over our victory. It was hard-won, and we had taken our losses, but we had been victorious.

      Eric clapped me on the shoulder in thanks then stepped before the others. He hoisted his axe. “For Odin,” he called.

      “For Odin!” the others answered in reply then screamed in victory.

      Overhead, Huginn and Munnin circled the scene. And then, I saw them. On their starlight steeds, they rode from Valhalla to take the fallen back to Odin’s golden hall.

      My sisters.

      The Valkyries.

      One day, I would take my place amongst them.

      One day.

      But not yet.
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Chapter 35

        

      

    

    
      We headed to Silfrheim’s hall. I was dismayed to see how much of the village had burned. Leif and Eric had fought hard to avenge Calder’s death and prevent Eilif and Egil from taking control here—at Jarl Bjartmar’s request. And now, they were here together. As we made our way down the streets, I saw the warriors of Silfrheim return to their families or stop to speak with the other men from the town. It was evident Silfrheim had suffered from the visit of the sea king: young women with bruised eyes and lips, old men with arms in slings or wounds, and worse of all, the haunted look in their eyes. I had last been in Silfrheim two years ago for Ostara. The place had been green and hung with garlands and spring flowers. Wooly spring lambs and goslings had delighted Mother and Eydis. Now, everything was dreary and grey, some buildings burned, everything in a state of disrepair.

      When we approached the hall, I heard heated voices rising within.

      I looked at Eric, raising an eyebrow.

      We headed inside.

      Leif was lying on the floor, being attended by Jarl Mjord. Bryn was organizing the other wounded.

      At the end of the hall, Egil was busy arguing with Helga, Eilif’s wife.

      I sighed heavily.

      “After all this, you just come back here,” Helga was screaming. “And with him,” she added, pointing to Eric. “You are together now? Even though he killed your brother? You have no idea what we endured here!”

      I looked her over. From her black eye, bruised lip, and ripped gown, I had a very good idea what Helga had endured. My eyes went to Eilif’s daughters, a fair lot of four girls just a little younger than myself. They all looked to be in the same condition as their mother.

      “I told you to leave with Asta and me,” Egil told her. “Your pride would not let you, remember? You told me you were the mistress here.”

      “Jarl Bjartmar sent those men here,” Helga said, pain and disbelief in her voice. “We thought Leif would come. We…I understood why Leif avenged his father. I didn’t begrudge him. I knew he wouldn’t harm us. But those men…” she said, then looked at Leif who was lying on the floor. “You don’t know what they did,” she said, then started crying. “To me and my girls. You don’t know what they did. We stayed because I thought we would be safe with Leif.”

      “So you would have been if Bjartmar had been a decent man. But he never was, and you have suffered. I am here now, and this time, you will listen to me. I am sorry for you, sister-in-law. I can see what you have endured,” Egil said, pulling Helga into his arms.

      She resisted at first, then broke into tears, falling against him.

      I looked back at Helga’s daughters. They stared glassy-eyed at the scene.

      Anger made my hands shake.

      Mastering myself, I joined Jarl Mjord at Leif’s side.

      “How is he?” I whispered.

      Jarl Mjord met my eyes then shook his head.

      “Here, Father. It is the best I could do with what is on hand,” Bryn said, handing her father a steaming brew.

      “Thank you,” he told her, smelling the concoction. He opened the pouch on his belt and dug inside, pulling out a root and a dried flower. He added them to the brew, sloshing them around. He turned to me. “Help him up to drink.”

      I nodded.

      “Leif, I have something for you to drink. You must drink it all,” Jarl Mjord told him.

      “Hervor,” Leif said, taking my hand.

      “Come on,” I said, helping him up. “By the gods, when did you get so heavy?”

      “It’s all brawn.”

      “Of course.”

      Jarl Mjord handed Leif the drink, which he finished, spitting the roots back into the cup.

      I lay Leif back down.

      “Now, I will clean the wound, stitch, and cover it. The drink will help with the pain.”

      “All right,” Leif said.

      I sat with my cousin, holding his hand, as Jarl Mjord worked. When he washed the wound, I could see that my cousin had a deep cut from his hairline, across his eye, and midway down his cheek. From the swelling, I saw the eye had been wounded. Jarl Mjord cleaned and treated the wound then sewed it shut. He put a heavy salve on Leif’s eye then covered the wounds with bandages.

      The other wounded were brought in. Bryn directed the others on how to best treat the wounds, mixing medicines as she worked.

      When Jarl Mjord was done, he rose.

      Leif had fallen asleep or into unconsciousness during the procedure, the heady brew working on him. I rose, joining Jarl Mjord.

      “Has he lost his eye?” I whispered.

      Jarl Mjord frowned. “The gods work in mysterious ways, Hervor. Even Odin lost his eye to gain what he was seeking.”

      “Less poetry, more matter.”

      “I cannot say. Only time will tell, but the wound was bad.”

      I set my hand on his arm. “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head to me then went to check the others. The gothar of Silfrheim were also there, tending to the wounded.

      Leaving Leif, I went to Helga, who was sitting on a stool by the fire.

      “Helga,” I said gently, approaching her carefully. She did not look up; she simply stared in a daze. I could see she didn’t realize that with her gown ripped, her breast was hanging out for everyone to see. Scanning around, I spotted a shawl hanging on a peg. I grabbed it and approached her again, slowly setting the wrap on her shoulders, covering her. “Helga?” I whispered.

      She looked up at me. “Hervor?”

      I nodded.

      She looked at the shawl, just realizing it was there. She pulled it around her tighter. “Thank you.”

      Frowning, I went and grabbed a pitcher, returning with a cup of water.

      I handed the cup to her.

      She shook her head. “My daughters,” she whispered. “See to my daughters.”

      “Take this, and then I will see to them.” I pressed the cup into her hand then went to the girls.

      “Hervor,” the youngest of them said, half-smiling at me.

      “What is she doing here?” another, one of the middle daughters, retorted.

      “She’s covered in blood. Obviously, she came to save us from those bad men,” the eldest said. “Why don’t you show a little gratitude?”

      I handed the youngest a cup then poured water for the others.

      “Are they gone?” the youngest asked, her voice wavering.

      “Yes. You will be safe now.”

      “I told Mother we should have gone with Asta,” the fourth daughter said.

      The eldest daughter looked up at me. “Thank you,” she said then drank.

      I set my hand on her arm then left them, working my way around the room as I gave water to the others. Finally, I met with Eric once more.

      “I had expected a chillier reception,” he said, motioning with his chin to the others in the room.

      “Perhaps Eilif was not as well-loved as he thought. They know what Egil and Eilif did to Calder was wrong. Even amongst the gods, killing a brother is looked down upon.”

      Eric nodded. “So we have chased the fox from the hens. Now, we must pursue him.”

      I nodded. “We shouldn’t give them time to be ready for us.” I looked out the door. It was already nearly nightfall. “We should go to Dalr in the dark. They will not expect us to attack until morning.”

      Eric nodded. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll tell the others.”

      I inclined my head to him.

      Surveying the scene, I could not shake the rage that held me. Everything bad came from one place. Everything wrong in my world had one root source.

      And it was time for that to end.
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Chapter 36

        

      

    

    
      The moon was still high in the sky when we returned to the pier. Despite a very heated protest, Leif stood alongside me. The side of his face was bandaged, but he acted as if it was nothing. I scowled at him as he motioned for the others to board his ship.

      “I’d scowl back at you, but when I try, my dead eye tries to help, and it hurts,” he told me testily.

      Frode patted Leif on the shoulder as he passed us by, giving me a knowing look, but said nothing. Ivar and Birger followed along behind him. There were many men from Dalr with Leif, and I saw a similar look in all of their eyes: worry and anger wrapped together. In Dalr, their families were not safe. They had seen what Hagbard had done to Eilif’s family. They knew what Bjartmar had done to Harald Four-Fingers and the others. Would they arrive in Dalr to find their families alive or dead?

      Concerned about what might happen in Silfrheim if we left her unguarded, we made the hard decision to leave Egil and his men behind. The people of Silfrheim would have to find a way forward. Though Egil had committed the crime of fratricide, Leif had found a way to forgive him. Egil and Eric, united in their war against Bjartmar, had buried their animosity. From here, Leif, Egil, and Asta would have to forge a path. Once Eydis showed up with Eylin and Arngrimir, things were bound to get very interesting.

      Of course, if we failed in Dalr, none of it mattered anyway.

      I scanned the dock. Eric’s men were aboard his ships, as were Jarl Mjord’s.

      “Ready,” Eric called to me.

      Having availed ourselves of two of Hagbard’s ships, Leif and I boarded the vessels, manning them with our own warriors. We would enter the fjord ahead of the others. Flying the sea king’s colors, we hoped that it would give us a moment to see the scope of the land and the trouble we would face before the others followed. At a distance, the sea kings would be unlikely to know it was us. Two ships alone could be his own people. If we arrived in Dalr and found that there was no hope, we’d simply sail on to Grund. Hopefully, we’d find Hofund along the way. But no one really wanted to do that. There was no time. Dalr needed us now.

      My pack with me, we boarded the ship.

      Kára stared up at the blue-and-black sails of the sea king.

      I followed her gaze.

      “I never liked blue,” she told me, wrinkling up her nose.

      Leif and his men took the other ship. We pushed off, making our way out of the fjord once more.

      Leif and I took the lead, the others behind us.

      I gazed up at the moon.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Once more, for you.

      A sharp wind blew, filling our sail and tugging us forward.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      Once more, for you.
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        * * *

      

      As we made our way up the coast, my hands shook. Knowing Yrsa and Svafa were in Dalr but not knowing in what condition made me sick. As the mouth of the fjord came into sight, my heart started pounding in my chest.

      But then, I heard it.

      Somewhere in the mountains, a wolf howled.

      And then another.

      And then another.

      Swooping down from the forest, a pair of ravens passed overhead, moonlight on their wings. They called noisily to us.

      Our ships turned into the fjord.

      I gasped.

      Dalr was on fire.

      A massive fleet with red-and-white sails swarmed the harbor. In the firelight, I could see both a land and sea battle underway.

      “Hofund,” I whispered.

      “Slow, slow,” Leif called. We waited for the other ships to join us. Dalr was already under siege, King Gudmund’s entire fleet in the water, his men on land.

      Leif went to the back of his ship, waving to the others to regroup with us.

      I studied the scene. “There. On the left,” I said. “We can stay in the shadow of the mountain and come ashore in the shallows not far from Selvig’s place.”

      Leif nodded then went to the side of the ship. “Follow us in. Stay to the shadows. We’ll attack on land,” Leif called to Eric.

      Gesturing to one another rather than calling with a horn, we moved the ships into the waters close to the edge of the fjord. We filed in one by one, gliding in under the shadow of the mountain. If we were lucky, they would never even see us. Thus far, no one had sounded the horn of war.

      “Quickly,” I called to Leif.

      We rowed hard. The ships picked up speed. We moved silently and quickly through the water.

      I took a spot on the bench beside Sigrun. The two of us, working the same oar, rowed, pushing the ship forward as quickly as possible.

      As we passed the docks, I saw a body hanging from a beam at the very end of the pier. A flicker of flames offered enough illumination for me to see.

      It was Torsten. The housecarl’s body swayed in the breeze.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Let the red rage wash over me.

      I will have blood for this.

      The gods were surely with us because we made it to the shoals just offshore without anyone seeing us. Most of the action was happening in the lower part of Dalr or on the docks on the other side of harbor.

      We slipped off our boats, regrouping onshore.

      “Plan?” Eric asked.

      “I’ll take my people to the hall. If Yrsa failed… I need to get to Svafa,” I told Leif.

      Leif motioned to his men. “We will join Hervor and the warriors of Bolmsö and go to the hall,” he told them, motioning to Frode, Birger, Ivar, and several others to join him. “The rest of you, follow Eric and Jarl Mjord.”

      “Eric and I can reinforce King Gudmund’s men from the left flank,” Jarl Mjord said.

      I turned and looked into the fray. My eyes scanned to no avail for Hofund. But I did see Hagbard.

      “Hagbard. There, by the stables,” I told Eric, who nodded.

      I turned and looked to Leif.

      With a nod, our warband parted ways.

      My axes in my hands, I headed into Dalr. Our small band slipped through the shadowed rows between the houses. We knew these paths well. Leif and I had walked every inch of this village. In the end, this was our home. Haki and Hagbard were strangers here. We turned a corner to find Torgud, the blacksmith’s son, and a band of men from Dalr in front of us.

      “Leif,” Torgud whispered. “And Hervor.”

      The men lowered their weapons and looked at one another.

      “We are headed to the hall,” I told him.

      “Haki is in the hall with the jarl,” Torgud said.

      There was a pregnant moment of silence before Leif said, “We are here to take Dalr from these sea kings…and the jarl.”

      The men exchanged glances then nodded to one another.

      “We are with you,” Torgud told us.

      I swallowed hard, a swell of pride for the men of Dalr lodging in my throat.

      As we moved toward the hall, from somewhere on the beach, a war horn sounded. And then another. And then another. Overhead, lightning flashed, and the clouds thickened, blocking out the moonlight.

      Jarl Mjord had engaged the enemy.

      A flood of feet rushed down the road before us. The sea kings’ men were hurrying to reinforce the beach.

      We stopped and stepped into the shadows, letting the group of men go past.

      Yrsa.

      Yrsa, where are you?

      My heart was beating so hard I could hear it ringing in my ears. My hands shaking, we slipped out of the row and rushed between the houses. Finally, we reached the main square in front of the hall. It was guarded by men I had never seen before.

      “The sea kings’ men?” I asked Torgud.

      He nodded then whispered, “They have taken Dalr under Bjartmar’s nose. The jarl does not see it.”

      We needed a plan. I motioned for Kit and Sigrun to come forward. “Bows,” I whispered.

      The pair pulled their weapons, Ivar joining them. Turning, I signaled to Frode to take half of our party around to the other side of the building.

      We waited a few moments to allow Frode time to get into position.

      Then, I turned to Kit, Sigrun, and Ivar. “Now,” I whispered.

      The almost inaudible whiz of arrows penetrated the darkness. As quickly as they loosed the first volley, they all pulled again. The sea kings’ men, suddenly finding themselves under attack, moved quickly to grab their shields and identify from where the arrows had come. After a second volley, they spotted us.

      “There, there,” one of them shouted.

      “Now,” Leif called.

      My shield before me, axe in hand, I screamed then rushed into the fray.

      The men hurried to attack us, but then Frode led the others out, driving a wedge into their sides, disorienting the sea kings’ men.

      Someone sounded a horn, sending out an alarm.

      The doors of the longhouse banged open.

      A figure strode from the hall. A massive man wearing pelts, his head shaved clean, appeared. Haki. Like Hagbard, he was a mammoth creature. He sneered as he looked at the scene. A flood of warriors exited the hall behind him, a mess of men from Dalr and the sea kings’ own people.

      “Dalr,” Leif screamed. “Dalr, we are here for you. Dalr, we’re fighting for you.”

      The men, confused by the sudden appearance of Leif and me in the fray, looked at one another. Then Balderon, one of the elder warriors from the village, grabbed one of the sea kings’ soldiers and stuck a blade into his belly.

      Enraged, the man I presumed to be Haki pulled his own axe and chopped Balderon in the back.

      “No,” I screamed, pushing forward, fighting against the men gathered there.

      The men of Dalr turned on the sea kings’ army, and the battle began.

      Like the men we had met in Silfrheim, these grizzled warriors were no easy creatures to defeat. Rather than trying to keep myself calm, my emotions at bay, I let the red rage take me. I heard the thundering of my blood. I felt the beating of my heart. I didn’t know where Yrsa was. I didn’t know where Svafa was. I needed to make my way to that hall. If Svafa was there, I had to protect her.

      Fighting hard, I pushed forward, my own warriors right behind me.

      “Go, Hervor, go,” Leif called to me as he turned to engage Haki. Dammit, he was going to get himself killed.

      The fray was a blur of steel, shields, and blood. Warriors grunted and fought hard as the sea kings’ men tried to deflect us, preventing us from retaking the hall.

      As we pushed forward, Kára fought off a fierce-looking shield-maiden wearing a raven’s skull on her brow. Sigrun engaged a man twice her size. In his arrogance, he didn’t see that the shield-maiden was quick with her dagger until it was too late. We pushed hard, fighting to get to the door. One of the sea kings’ men stepped in front of me, his axe raised.

      “Go,” Öd told me, stepping between us.

      The path before me cleared.

      I rushed into the hall.

      I was amazed by the utter silence inside.

      Everything was quiet, but the scene was far from placid.

      The jarl stood before his throne. On the floor in front of him, Yrsa lay bound at her wrists and feet, her face bloodied so severely she was almost unrecognizable. Mother struggled to free herself from Grandfather’s hard grasp.

      When I entered, Svafa grew still.

      Jarl Bjartmar looked at me. “You,” he seethed between clenched teeth. “I should have known you were behind all of this.”

      My gaze went to Yrsa once more.

      Her eyes flickered open for just a moment. She was alive. She was hurt, but she was still alive.

      With the jarl distracted, Svafa yanked her arm hard, pulling herself from her father’s grasp.

      “What have you done?” I hissed at him.

      He kicked Yrsa, who grunted. “What? This? Meddlesome creature. Should have killed her all those years ago, but then she wouldn’t have been here to entertain us, right Svafa? What fun it was to see Haki play with her and her bears. At least my new ally got two nice pelts for his trouble. And he had so much fun with Yrsa, didn’t he?” he asked, kicking her once more.

      “No, Father. Stop,” Svafa protested.

      Jarl Bjartmar shoved Svafa. She stumbled, nearly falling. I moved quickly to grab her. Righting her, I turned to Grandfather.

      The thought that Gobi and Bo had been killed pierced my heart. Fury ripped through me. “Touch either of them again, and I’ll slice your throat,” I told Grandfather, readying my axe.

      “Of course you would, you dog. You, whom I raised in my house, raised as my own, have now turned on me like some rabid creature.”

      “Raised? Is that how you raise someone who is your own flesh and blood? Abused, more like. Mistreated. Lied to. Banished. All the troubles before you, you have brought upon yourself. You have sealed your fate of your own accord.”

      “Shut your lying mouth,” Jarl Bjartmar said.

      “I speak only the truth, and you know it. You turned away your blood—me, Leif. You have rebelled against your king. You have sided with marauders. Why? For the sake of your own pride? Your own vanity?” With each word, I stepped closer to him, rage making my hands shake, fury marring my features. “The whole world suffered so you could feel good, feel strong, feel powerful. But you are nothing. You are no one. I have seen what it means to be a good leader, a good jarl, at the knee of Arngrim of Bolmsö, who was a thousand times more man than you could ever dream of being,” I said, rage in my voice.

      “Arngrim,” Bjartmar whispered.

      “I know who I am. And I will never bow to you again.”

      Bjartmar’s lips pulled into a sneer. “Arrogant girl. Just like your father. Arrogant. You will pay for those words,” he said, then pulled the sword from his belt. I moved to block, but it wasn’t me he was after. He turned toward Yrsa.

      “No,” I screamed.

      But Svafa had guessed.

      Before I even knew what was happening, Svafa pulled Tyrfing from its sheath. The sword clanged with an angry chime that was so loud that it made my ears ring. Svafa stepped between Yrsa and Grandfather.

      Everything slowed.

      For a single moment, I couldn’t see what happened.

      And then, Jarl Bjartmar stepped back, Tyrfing hanging from his stomach.

      Svafa grabbed the hilt of the blade. With her other hand, she reached up and snatched her father’s hair, tugging his face close to hers as she met him eye-to-eye.

      “I remember everything,” she whispered, her gaze level on his. “For what you have done,” she said, then shoved the blade deep into his belly.

      With a heavy grunt, Jarl Bjartmar stumbled backward toward his throne. He clutched the sword sticking out of his belly, his eyes wide. He turned to Sfava.

      “Sva—” he began, blood bubbling from his lips. His eyes on my mother, a look of disbelief on his features, he groaned heavily then fell to the floor before the hearth, his blood making a puddle on the stones under him. Glassy-eyed, Tyrfing still protruding from him, he stared at the ceiling, his mouth hanging open.

      Mother stood staring at him for a long moment, then she turned to me. Her hands were covered in blood.

      “Mother,” I whispered.

      There was a thunder of feet as someone rushed into the hall.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Kára called, “the sea kings are retreating.” She eyed the scene. “You must be Hervor’s mother,” she added, eyeing the body on the floor. “Well done. Jarl, come on,” she said, then turned and raced off.

      I looked back at Mother. “Leif,” I said, but my gaze went to Yrsa. “I can’t leave Yrsa—”

      “I’ll see to her. Freja is locked in the back. I’ll let her and the other gothar out. Go on. And don’t forget your father’s sword,” she said, then turned and pulled Tyrfing from Grandfather’s body. She handed it carefully to me, leaned in and kissed my cheek, then turned and hurried to Yrsa.

      With Tyrfing in hand, I raced out of the hall.
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Chapter 37

        

      

    

    
      Moving quickly, I caught up with Kára and the others from Bolmsö.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “They sounded a horn from the harbor, and Haki and his men retreated. Your cousin took after him like one of Hel’s hounds. What happened to you?”

      “The jarl of Dalr is dead.”

      “So I saw. Yrsa looked bad. She still alive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      We rushed forward. The buildings nearest the docks were all on fire. The sea kings and their warriors had loaded into their ships once more and were putting back out to sea.

      “Let them go!” a familiar voice called from somewhere amongst the crush of men. “Let them go.”

      “Hofund,” I whispered.

      Seeking out Hofund, I spotted him standing on the dock with Jarl Mjord and Eric. The three of them watched as Haki and Hagbard retreated into the night.

      Someone grabbed my arm. I turned to find Leif there.

      “Hervor,” he whispered, searching my face. “Svafa? Yrsa?”

      “Both safe. Yrsa is hurt, but she’s alive.”

      “And the jarl?”

      “Dead.”

      “I… I’m sorry, did you—”

      “Not me. Svafa.”

      “Svafa?”

      I nodded.

      “The gods are at work here,” Leif said, amazement in his voice.

      I nodded to him, then the pair of us worked our way to the dock, joining the others. When Hofund finally spotted me, a wide smile crossed his features. Joining the others at the end of the dock, we watched as the marauders’ ships turned from the fjord and disappeared into the grey of morning. The sea kings and their men were gone.

      “Hervor,” Hofund said in a sigh of relief. He smiled at me. “You were almost late.”

      “Almost,” I replied with a grin.

      “Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “You?”

      “Yes.” Hofund kissed me on the forehead then pulled me close, crushing me in his arms.

      Leif turned to the crowd. “Dalr, you are free! Dalr, you are safe! Dalr, may the gods bless you,” he called, lifting his axe overhead.

      At that, the crowd roared, cheering in reply.

      I turned from Hofund and faced the crowd. “Jarl Bjartmar is dead,” I said then took my cousin’s hand. “All hail, Jarl Leif,” I called, lifting Leif’s hand.

      “All hail, Jarl Leif,” Frode called.

      “All hail, Jarl Leif,” Ivar seconded.

      “Jarl Leif,” Birger called.

      “Hail Jarl Leif! Hail Jarl Leif! Hail Jarl Leif!” the crowd called.

      I turned to my cousin and set my hand on his unbandaged cheek. “Jarl Leif,” I said with a grin, then gave him a light slap on the cheek. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “I won’t if you won’t, Jarl Hervor,” he replied, setting a kiss on my hand.

      “For Dalr! For Odin!” I called.

      “For Dalr! For Odin!” the people of Dalr echoed.

      A pair of ravens called as they spiraled above us and then turned and flew off into the distance toward the waiting limbs of Grímnir’s eye.
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        * * *

      

      With Haki and Hagbard gone, Dalr turned to the hard work of seeing to her dead.

      “Yrsa was badly injured,” I told Hofund. “I need to see to her and my mother.”

      Hofund nodded. “I’ll come with you.”

      I looked down the dock where Torsten’s body swayed as he hung by his feet. I set my hand on Leif’s arm, drawing his attention to Torsten’s body. “Cut him down,” I told Leif. “We must see he has a proper burial.”

      Leif nodded.

      Hofund and I headed back to the hall.

      “What happened?” I asked Hofund.

      “My father had a report that Haki was here in Dalr, Hagbard in Silfrheim. We were returning to Hárclett when we crossed paths with Hagbard who was—apparently—fleeing from you. We gave chase and found ourselves in Dalr. Since we had the numbers, we went in.”

      I nodded. “How did your father learn?”

      “Hagbard and Haki have been making life difficult for everyone: villages, farms, and traders. Apparently, they’ve been trying to find a place to put in for the winter. Some traders were planning to visit Dalr and Silfrheim, but when they spotted the sea kings, they sailed on to Grund with the news.”

      I looked back toward the fjord. “You let them go.”

      “For now. Right now, we must get Silfrheim and Dalr in good hands, and Eric and Jarl Mjord need to return home. We must let our allies regroup and recover.”

      “And the sea kings?”

      “My father wants them dead, but it is winter. Our first action was to root them out, which we have done. We have weakened them and shown them that Grund will not roll over and show her belly so easily. For now, let them run. In the spring, it will be a different matter.”

      “What then?”

      “Then, shield-maiden, we will put an end to them.”

      I nodded.

      We headed back into the hall. Yrsa had been unbound, and the priestess Freja was attending to her wounds. I could not help but notice that not even Freja had remained unharmed. Her lip was swollen and cracked. Eyvinder was standing over Grandfather’s body. He and the other gothar had covered Bjartmar.

      “Remove him from the hall,” Svafa told them. “Toss him in the sea, or throw him out with the refuse, or burn him with Haki’s men, I don’t care what you do with him, just remove him.”

      No one protested. The gothar simply lifted Grandfather’s body and carried him away.

      Hofund and I stepped aside as they passed.

      A deep feeling of disgust washed over me. Not an ounce of pity lived within me.

      I went to Yrsa. She was sitting on a stool, wincing as Freja applied ointment to her eye.

      “Yrsa,” I said, sitting down beside her.

      “Things didn’t go as planned,” Yrsa said.

      “So I see,” I replied. Yrsa’s bruises were severe. Aside from her face, I could see she was nursing her arm.

      I looked at Freja. “You are hurt too.”

      “Haki did not appreciate the wisdom or guidance of the gothar. If not for Svafa, we’d all be dead,” she said simply. “He even threatened to cut down Grímnir’s Eye.”

      Yrsa shook her head. “I’m sorry, Hervor. I tried,” Yrsa said. “I didn’t get far,” she added then looked at Svafa. “I’m sorry.”

      Svafa shook her head. “I didn’t lose anything that hadn’t already been taken from me. I’m only glad I didn’t lose you.”

      I stared at my mother, trying to riddle out her meaning. The implications of her words made my stomach feel sick. I turned to Yrsa. “Gobi and Bo…”

      Yrsa shook her head and said nothing, but a tear slipped down her cheek. She angrily brushed it away.

      I set my hand on her arm.

      “Bjartmar has paid for what he has done. But I will hunt that bastard Haki to the end of the earth. When are we leaving?” she asked Hofund.

      Hofund nodded to her. “When the time comes, you will be the first to know.”

      Yrsa inclined her head to him.

      Freja sighed. “I must bind your arm. It’s broken. It would be better if you were lying down.”

      “Come,” Mother said, motioning to them. She turned to one of the thralls. “Take them to my chamber. Yrsa can have my bed.”

      Moving slowly, Freja supporting her, Yrsa and Freja headed to the back. Yrsa was limping heavily.

      I went to Svafa. “Mother…are you—?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll be fine now. Thank the gods you came when you did.”

      “Gudrun? Is she really dead?”

      Svafa nodded. I saw her fight back her tears. “It was more than the poor girl could bear. She went into early labor. She and her son both died.”

      I frowned hard, staring into the fire.

      “Hervor?” a little voice called.

      I turned to see Hillie by the entrance to the hall, Oda standing behind her. Both of them appeared intact.

      I went to her. “Hillie,” I said, stooping to look her over. “How are you? Are you well?”

      She nodded. There was fear in her eyes, but she looked fine.

      I looked up at Oda. “And you, Oda? Are you well? The others?”

      “Well as we can be, Hervor. Glad to see you all here. May the gods be praised.”

      I kissed little Hillie on the forehead. “All will be well now.”

      She hugged me, wrapping her little arms around my neck.

      All would be well in Dalr now.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you.
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Chapter 38

        

      

    

    
      The gothar had arranged the pyres on the beach. The fallen men and women of Dalr, Grund, and those who had come with us lay on their pyres, readied to go to the beyond.

      Jarl Bjartmar was at the center of them all.

      Eyvinder had dressed him in robes and placed weapons at his side. But that was it. That was enough. If any mourned the passing of the jarl, I didn’t see it in their eyes. The community stood on the beach as the gothar called the gods. Yrsa stood, bracing herself on a crutch, her arm in a sling. Her arm had been broken, the ankle on her bad leg severely injured. Svafa stood beside her, dressed in a dark blue gown. She’d pulled her hair back into a long braid and wore a silver coronet on her head.

      When the prayers for the fallen were done, Freja turned to Leif. She motioned to him.

      Leif took two torches. He handed one to me.

      I went to Torsten’s pyre. The man had served our family faithfully for years only to be butchered and hanged in shame.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Accept this man in your golden hall.

      I set my hand on Torsten’s shoulder. When I did, a shiver went through my body.

      It is for the Valkyries to decide who deserves a place in Valhalla. Do you choose this man?

      I exhaled deeply. I do.

      So be it.

      My vision blurred. For a moment, something ethereal, misty, rose from Torsten’s body and ascended toward the heavens. I shuddered, feeling the sense of magic in the air.

      “May the Valkyries see you swiftly to Odin’s hall,” I whispered to Torsten then set the flame to his pyre.

      When I had finished, I turned to the others, sending them on to the afterlife.

      Leif set fire to Grandfather and those on the pyres nearby. When we were finished, we returned, standing with the others once more.

      Flames flickered then grew high into the sky, embers floating upward.

      It was eerily quiet, the only sound was that of the flames, the waves coming ashore, and the muffled sound of weeping. I honored those who had died but mourned their passing. They had died in vain, turned against their king by the jarl. Those from Dalr shouldn’t have been killed on the jarl’s behalf. Thank the gods Leif and I had arrived in time to turn them against the jarl—and thereby spare their lives. My grandfather had died in shame and had taken many good men with him. While he’d once been a feared warrior, he’d died a coward.

      I watched as his body burned. And to my surprise, I felt nothing.

      In the end, it was Svafa who stepped forward and broke the restrained quiet.

      A long note came in a trill from between her lips. And then, she sang of Valhalla. She sang of mead, and wine, and the warriors of old. She sang of Odin, Balder, Sif, and Bragi. She sang of the Bifrost and the Valkyries. Her voice rolled across the waves, across the village, across the fields, to Grímnir’s Eye.

      Svafa sang, and the gods watched.

      Around me, everyone wiped tears from their eyes.

      When Svafa’s song was done, the people of Dalr hugged one another, speaking of the ones they had lost and of Svafa. For many years, Mother’s voice had been silenced. But a new day had dawned in Dalr. Like Svafa’s voice, the town was reborn. Joy and light could penetrate the clouds once more as a new future dawned.

      “People of Dalr, come to the square. We shall drink and eat and honor our dead,” Leif called to them.

      There was a chorus of cheers in reply.

      Leif turned to Hofund and me. Leif hooked his arm in mine. “Come, cousin,” he said. “Come to my hall where, for once, you will receive the respect and honor you deserve. My fierce shield-maiden cousin.” Leif ruffled the hair on the top of my head, and we headed back.
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      When we returned to the square, the people of Dalr gathered around. I spotted Frode standing with his wife and mother. Leif, Hofund, and I joined him.

      “Frode, is your family well? Everyone all right?” I asked.

      Frode nodded. “Apparently, the jarl thought me so inconsequential that he did not bother my family. Nor that of the others.”

      “More likely, he knew if he murdered too many townspeople, there would be no one left to fight when the time came,” Hofund mused. “Not to dismiss your downcast state,” he added with a grin.

      “In this case, I am glad we were forgotten,” Frode said with a laugh.

      I scanned the square for the others, seeing Ivar and Birger with their families. Moving silently through the crowd, I spotted Eyvinder, who was pulling down all of Jarl Bjartmar’s yellow banners.

      “What is he doing?” I whispered to Leif.

      “I asked him to remove them,” Leif replied. “From the town and the hall.”

      I nodded.

      “The sooner he is forgotten and nothing more than ash, the better for us all. Besides, I never liked yellow.”

      I laughed. “I am content with Arngrim’s red and black.”

      “I will have new banners and sails woven in green and white with Grímnir’s eye at the center. I will bring life back to this place.”

      Eydis’s vision of green-and-white colors of the ships in Dalr’s harbor came to mind. She was right. She had seen the future.

      “First, you should plan to bring your family back,” Frode said with a laugh.

      “Family? What family?” Frode’s wife, Aufgud, asked.

      Frode grinned at Leif.

      “I am a father,” Leif told her. “I have a pair of fine twins…with Eydis.”

      At that, Aufgud smiled widely then hugged Leif. “I am so glad. So glad. I cannot wait for her to come home. And you, Hervor? What of you?” she asked.

      “I am jarl in Bolmsö now. I must return to my people there. And,” I said, smiling at Hofund, “I suspect I may have some responsibilities in Grund in the future.”

      “Oh, praise the gods,” Aufgud said with a smile.

      It was then we spotted Jarl Mjord and Bryn working their way through the crowd.

      “I should see to them,” Leif said, setting his hands on Frode’s and Aufgud’s shoulders.

      Scanning the crowd, I saw Yrsa sitting on the steps of the hall, Svafa beside her.

      “Yrsa and Mother,” I whispered to Hofund.

      He nodded. “I will check with Eric, make sure he and his men are well. We must talk with the jarls about what to do next.”

      I nodded.

      “Hervor…did you want to return to Bolmsö after?” Hofund asked.

      The issue of what to do next hung heavy between Hofund and me, both of us being pulled in different directions. “They are so freshly healed from their own wounds, it doesn’t seem right to leave them for long,” I replied.

      Hofund nodded. “My father is worried about these sea kings. He asked me to come to Grund as soon as I can.”

      I took Hofund’s hand. “We will find a way—together.”

      Hofund kissed my hand, his eyes meeting mine. He held my gaze for a long moment, then let me go.

      Crossing the square, I was met by many claps on the back and cheers. When I reached Mother and Yrsa, however, it was as if all the cheer had deflated from the world. The two of them sat in stony silence.

      “Yrsa,” I said, slipping on the stairs beside her. “How are you? Are you in much pain?”

      She shook her head. “Freja gave me something. I see the world double. Don’t feel anything…in body,” she said, then opened her hand. Therein lay two bear claws. “Oda saved them for me.”

      “Oh, Yrsa,” I said, wrapping my hands around hers.

      “What she isn’t telling you is what would have happened had she not come,” Svafa said, her voice sounding hollow.

      Yrsa shrugged.

      I looked from one to the other of them. “It is done now.”

      Mother nodded.

      “Almost,” Yrsa said. “I will have Haki’s head on the front of my shield before this is over.”

      “After you heal,” Mother said pointedly.

      Yrsa gave her a knowing look.

      Mother sighed heavily then grinned at her. “I am Yrsa, stronger than Thor and Odin combined. Never mind my bruised ankle, broken arm, and beaten body. Mere scratches for a warrior woman like me.”

      Yrsa shook her head, then smiled, her puffy lip pulling into a grin. “Please, don’t speak so harshly. I am delicate Svafa. You might make me faint.”

      I stared at the pair of them.

      They looked from one another to me then broke out into laughter.

      I shook my head.

      Svafa turned to me. “Hervor, will you leave Dalr soon?”

      I nodded. “I will return to Bolmsö.”

      Svafa laced her hands around her knees then looked out across the square. “I will come with you. I would like to see Angantyr’s home. I will not stay in Dalr. Nor will I return.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yes.”

      “I am glad to hear it. And, of course, if you go, Yrsa will have to come along. If she can delay burning down the world.”

      “Are you telling me you aren’t coming to burn down the world with me?”

      “Of course, I’m coming. Thought I might get married first.”

      At that, they both chuckled.

      We all turned and looked at Hofund, who was speaking with Eric.

      He must have felt eyes on him because he looked at us. He raised a questioning eyebrow at me then turned back. But even from a distance, I could see the blush on his cheeks rise.

      Svafa took my hand. “I would not miss that for the world,” she told me. “Nor anything else that comes after. May the gods in their love permit it.”

      “So be it.”

      “So be it.”

      “Now, how do we convince Freja to come?” Yrsa asked.
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Chapter 39

        

      

    

    
      The celebration lasted long into the night. It was nearing midnight when I spotted Jarl Mjord staring at the limbs of Grímnir’s Eye. I joined him.

      “Jarl Mjord,” I said. “Can I take you to see our tree?”

      “I thought you’d never offer,” he said with a smile. “Grímnir’s Eye.”

      “They say it is born of a seed from Yggdrasil that lodged itself into Odin’s eye. Its leaves are always green, even in the heart of winter.”

      “Do you believe the story?”

      “I do not doubt the gods nor the magic of our world. Why shouldn’t I believe it? After all, I have seen a man call the mist.”

      “Ah, you see, that can only happen under special conditions.”

      “Such as?”

      “If a Valkyrie asks him to do it.”

      I smiled. “How did you learn seidr? Who taught you?”

      “Before I came to Hreinnby, when I was just a bit younger than yourself, I was a wanderer. I met a man who was skilled and had great power. He lived alone in a cave. He was an ancient creature. I stayed with him for three years, until the day he died. He taught me all he knew.”

      “And who taught him?”

      “Another like himself. That is the way. One day, when an apt pupil comes to me, I will teach her.”

      “Her?”

      Jarl Mjord smiled but said nothing more.

      “How do you know the man who taught you was a man? Perhaps it was some god in disguise,” I said.

      “Perhaps it was. This man was able to do many things a mortal man should not be able to do. But by the time I left, I, too, was able to do such magic. It is the will of the gods that some of us learn their ways. The gods mark us out, choosing us to do their will, giving us the tools—physical, mental, spiritual—to see their will done. And sometimes, they walk amongst us to see how we have done,” he said, then pointed up toward the ravens that swooped toward Grímnir’s Eye. “The All-Father’s birds always watch you.”

      “Odin was the only father I had.”

      Jarl Mjord nodded.

      “What do you foresee? Are we finished with these brothers?” I asked as we passed the effigy of Odin at the edge of the forest. The gothar had lit the torches lighting the path to the tree. I took a deep breath and entered the woods, feeling the air of magic around me once more.

      “No. Not yet,” he said simply.

      We climbed the hill, coming to the pool before Grímnir’s Eye. The last time I had come here, Gorm had been hanging from the branches. The shadow of that memory played tricks on my mind, making me see him there for a moment. I turned instead to the statues of the gods standing there. In the least, Grandfather had done something well by placing the effigies here.

      “In Uppsala, there are three such statues,” Jarl Mjord said. “Of Balder, Thor, and Odin. And like the Bone Tree, and this ancient ash, a great tree grows near the temple.”

      “My parents were married there.”

      Jarl Mjord stared into the pool of water at the foot of the great tree. “Yes. Lovely Svafa sang, and under the light of Balder’s fires and in the shadow of the strawberry moon, they were wed,” he said, his eyes growing watery. He blinked then looked away. “No wonder you are so fierce. The summer fire burns within you.”

      “Is that why I’m going to set fire to Hreinnby?”

      Jarl Mjord looked up at the limbs of the great tree. “Who said it was you who set the fires? Perhaps you came to put them out.”

      “Will I?”

      Jarl Mjord’s vision narrowed. “Yes,” he replied simply.

      “What does it mean?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. The All-Father does not want me to see.”

      I sighed.

      Jarl Mjord set his hand on my shoulder, sending a shiver through my body. “I do not know why you will come to Hreinnby again and under what circumstances, but I do know that you and I shall part as allies and friends. Who knows, Jarl Hervor, perhaps you are there to save Hreinnby.”

      “Then, why does the dream feel so awful?”

      “I don’t know,” he said darkly. Jarl Mjord knelt beside the water. He dug into one of the small pouches on his hip. From within, he drew out something that looked like a silver stone. He put it to his lips, whispered lightly, then dropped it into the water. He then looked up at Grímnir’s Eye and whispered a soft prayer.

      The water where he had dropped the item rippled. I watched as the waves moved under the moonlight. On it, I saw distorted shadows. An image of Hreinnby formed on the waves. The village was on fire. I saw myself, Leif, and Hofund. We were all working our way toward the Bone Tree. And there, just before the tree, I saw the fierce young warrior.

      I gasped.

      “The gods speak in riddles,” Jarl Mjord said. “In the end, we can only make the best choices we can.”

      I swallowed hard, then nodded.

      Jarl Mjord rose. “To be honest, I think I like my tree better,” he told me with a smile.

      “Well, yours comes with a herd of reindeer. Here, there are only the gods.”

      At that, Jarl Mjord laughed, then we turned and headed back toward the village.

      “You did well to come here. This place was weeping before we arrived.”

      “And now?”

      “Wounded. But green will cover the land once more as she comes back to life.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Mjord.”

      He inclined his head to me. “You are welcome. But if it’s all the same to you, I’ll go back to my reindeer now.”

      I laughed. “Don’t get too comfortable. Something tells me you will need to prepare for a wedding ceremony.”

      He chuckled. “You noticed that as well.”

      “I did. He’s a good choice. I would have taken him myself.”

      Jarl Mjord laughed. “What better endorsement can Eric get?”

      Chuckling, we headed back to Dalr.
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Chapter 40

        

      

    

    
      Jarl Mjord and I returned to the village. By the time the moon was high, Dalr had quieted once more. The people returned to their homes. Eric, Bryn, and Jarl Mjord were seen to rooms in the hall. Freja and Svafa stayed up late, whispering quietly by the fire. Yrsa was already asleep in my bed, and Leif had taken his old room.

      “Hervor, you and Hofund may have Asta’s room,” Svafa called to me with a wave of her hand.

      I felt a blush cross my cheeks. “Very well. Thank you.”

      Hofund and I were not yet wed, but since our intentions were clear—and Grandfather was dead—it made little sense to separate us.

      Taking Hofund’s hand, we headed to the back. It felt odd to be in the hall once more. It was the same, but I was not. With Grandfather dead, the weight of dread was gone. But the memories remained. Like Svafa, I was done with Dalr.

      I chased two of Asta’s remaining cats away—her least favorite of the brood, apparently—then settled in with Hofund.

      “It must be strange for you,” Hofund said, pulling me into his arms.

      I nodded. “I’ll be glad to leave this place.”

      “I spoke to Leif earlier. If you agree, I will return with you to Bolmsö to fetch Eydis. I will bring her and the children to Dalr then go on to Grund. After I have met with my father, I will return to you.”

      “By the thunder moon.”

      Hofund chuckled. “I follow Thor. Every moon is the thunder moon for me.”  He kissed my shoulder. “Hervor, we promised one another to never be apart again, but before us, all I see is distance.”

      “Then, come spring, we must make quick work of Haki and Hagbard.”

      “And after that? There will come a time when my father will pass. I…I will be king, if the people will have me. I will be needed in Grund.”

      I rolled over and looked at him. “I was told I would die a bond maiden in this house. Under these timbers, I was treated like a slave. But when you looked at me, that was not the Hervor you saw. You saw the real me. Through the reflection of your eyes, I began to feel free. In Bolmsö, I finally unleashed myself. I am only learning now who Hervor is. But I promise you, my heart is yours. I will follow the path the gods have made for me. All the way to Grund.”

      “I love you,” Hofund whispered.

      “I love you too.”

      That night, I fell asleep in the home in which I’d been raised, not a cursed girl with an absent mother, but Jarl Hervor, beloved of Prince Hofund, daughter of Svafa and Angantyr. Whole.

      And beloved of Odin.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next week, we worked alongside Leif, seeing to the repairs in Dalr and to ensure the village recovered from the devastation brought on by the sea kings’ temporary occupation. Word came from Egil that similar work was also underway in Silfrheim. Their road to recovery would take longer, given their losses. I admired Leif’s willingness to forgive Egil and push forward. Calder had never loved Leif, but Egil had always been a good uncle. While Calder’s blood was on Egil’s hands, that was between him and the All-Father. In this life, Leif had to make his own path forward. And then there was Asta and the boys…and her unborn child. As much as Asta annoyed me, Leif loved his mother. If Asta managed to keep her mouth shut about Eydis, everything might work out.

      Leif, Hofund, and I stood at the pier as Jarl Mjord, Bryn, and Eric prepared to depart.

      “I will have a ship take your mother and some food supplies to Egil in Silfrheim,” Eric told Leif. “But what about your brothers?”

      I looked at Leif.

      The lines around his mouth tightened. “Have your men bring them here. They are better off with me.”

      Eric nodded then turned to Hofund. “Prince Hofund.”

      “I wish you safe travels. Any sign of Haki or Hagbard, send word at once,” Hofund told him. “Grund will always support her friends.”

      “Thank you,” he said, then turned to me. He grinned. “Jarl Hervor.”

      “Jarl Eric. May Odin watch over you,” I said then pulled him into a quick embrace. “And Frigga bless you,” I whispered in his ear, making him laugh.

      I turned to Bryn. “I hope to see you again very soon,” I told her. “Under better circumstances, of course.”

      She smiled. “May the gods let it be so. Take care, Hervor,” she said then hugged me.

      Jarl Mjord smiled at Leif. “Dalr has a new beginning. The spring will bring new life to this place. I wish you well.”

      “You have my eternal gratitude. Not just for what you did here, but for sheltering my mother.”

      Jarl Mjord inclined his head to him. “I was happy to have her. But to be honest, I’ll be glad to be rid of the cats. May Freyja forgive me.”

      At that, Leif laughed.

      “My prince,” he said, giving Hofund a short bow then turned to me. “Hervor…I think I shall see you again.”

      I took his hand. “As a friend and ally. Awake or asleep.”

      “Awake or asleep.”

      With that, they left us. Eric called to his men, Jarl Mjord doing the same, and the parties boarded their ships once more. The three of us stayed on the pier, watching as the fleet sailed away from Dalr.

      “And now the real work begins,” Leif said, looking back at Dalr.

      “Dalr will prosper under you. I have no doubt. Everything Grandfather was, you are not.”

      “I had hoped Torsten would be here to guide me.”

      “You always have Frode,” I said, elbowing Leif in the ribs, making him smile.

      He laughed. “Frode, and one good eye.”

      “Be patient. It may heal in time,” I told him.

      Leif nodded.

      “And soon, Eydis will be here,” Hofund added.

      Leif laughed. “Yes. Not to hurry you, but when are you going to get my family?”

      Hofund smiled. “If it pleases you, jarl, tomorrow.”

      Leif looked from Hofund to me. “I miss her, but I’ll be sorry to see you both go. And you’re taking Svafa. The hall will be empty.”

      “For now. Soon, Eylin and Arngrimir will be here, and there will be no silence.”

      Leif smiled. “That’s right. Now, come. Let’s celebrate the day away and tomorrow, see you off. Dalr is born anew.”

      “May the gods be praised,” I replied.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Hofund and I woke early to prepare for departure. Hofund went to the dock. He sent most of his fleet back to Grund. We prepared two ships to return to Halmstad. The weather reminded us that this was no time to be at sea. The wind was bitterly cold that morning. The breeze felt like it was blowing through me. I wasn’t looking forward to being at sea in such weather. Luckily, it was only a few days’ trip to Halmstad. Assuming we were not attacked by Haki and Hagbard, and the weather did not turn, we would soon be back on friendly land. Something told me the sea kings were also smart enough to stay off the water—for now. No doubt, they had found somewhere off the map to take port and lick their wounds.

      Svafa, her bags packed, joined us.

      “I haven’t sailed since Uppsala,” she told me. “It seems only fitting that I’m leaving once more, but this time, for Bolmsö.”

      “Where you always should have been.”

      Svafa kissed my cheek then boarded the ship.

      Walking with a limp but having gotten rid of the crutch, Yrsa boarded behind Svafa. She had strung Gobi’s and Bo’s claws onto a leather strap hanging from her neck. I could see she was still in pain. When she moved to climb aboard, I stepped forward to help her, which earned me a reproachful look. Moving slowly—and on her own—she settled in beside Svafa.

      On shore, Freja watched them depart.

      “You could not convince her to come?” I asked Mother.

      She shook her head. “Dalr’s elder gothi has fallen ill. When he passes, Freja will become chief amongst the gothar. She says Leif and Eydis will need her, so she will stay.”

      I nodded.

      Eyvinder joined us. “Hervor,” he said, approaching me with a small bundle in his hands. “They tell me you will wed the prince of Grund. I will not be there to see it, but I wanted you to have this bride gift.”

      “Eyvinder,” I said in surprise. Taking the parcel, I unwrapped it to find a small dagger with a beautiful yellow stone set into the pommel. From the recesses of my memory, I recalled the blade but could not place it.

      “It was your great-grandfather’s. He gave it to me before he passed. He was a good man, Hervor. Many loved and respected him. I want you to remember that not all of your blood was like your grandfather. I know you are the daughter of a hero and the granddaughter of the great Arngrim, but you do not have to be ashamed of your blood from Dalr. Wear this, and remember that.”

      A lump formed in my throat. “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head to me.

      “Have you written a song about all of this?” I asked.

      He smiled at me. “As I told you before, I believe I am in the middle of a story. Hopefully, I will live long enough to see its end.”

      I set my hand on his shoulder.

      “Hervor!” a little voice called.

      Hillie came rushing down the pier toward me, a basket in her hands.

      “Slow down, girl, or you’ll have all the rations hopping out of the basket,” Old Oda called, red-faced as she chased after the child.

      I squatted down to meet her. “Hillie! Is this for me?” I asked as she thrust a basket at me.

      She nodded. “I baked them all myself.”

      “Oh, what a treat. Thank you so much,” I said then hugged the girl. “Eydis will be here soon. Be a good girl. All right?”

      “I will.”

      “And thank you for the food,” I said, then I kissed her cheek. I rose and hugged Oda. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”

      Quickly wiping a tear from her eye, she nodded.

      “If you say goodbye to all of Dalr, the boats will freeze in port,” Leif told me, slapping me on the shoulder. Hard.

      “Ow,” I complained. “You just want to get Hofund going so he gets back with Eydis sooner.”

      “Of course I do,” he retorted, raising his hands as if to suggest it was obvious. But then he softened. “I’ll miss you, cousin.”

      “We’ll see one another very soon.”

      He gave me a hug then turned to Hofund. “Take care of my girls.”

      “I strongly suspect they don’t need help from me.”

      Leif laughed. “Safe travels. May Thor watch over you.”

      “And you,” Hofund replied.

      With that, Hofund and I boarded the ship. My crew from Bolmsö was already aboard.

      Kára pointed to my basket of baked goods then to herself. She grinned knowingly.

      Shaking my head, I laughed then handed the basket back to her, but not without taking a round of bread first, which I gave to Yrsa.

      Yrsa tipped her chin at me in thanks then split the round in half, handing the other piece to Svafa.

      Hofund unmoored the ship, and the crew began turning the vessel back out to sea. We were on our way.

      I waved once more to Leif. I did not want to stay in Dalr, but I loved my cousin. I hated to leave him, especially with such a big task ahead of him. But I knew Leif. Even with a bruised face and broken eye, he would work tirelessly to help the people of Dalr.

      Leif returned the gesture.

      Dalr grew smaller behind us as we sailed away. Leif stayed at the end of the dock, watching us go.

      I set my hand on Mother’s shoulder. Though she wasn’t saying anything, tears slipped down her cheeks. I was glad to take her away from this place, away from her horrible memories. On Bolmsö, she would have a new life. She would be honored as Angantyr’s widow and my mother. I hoped the darkness that haunted her was banished for good. And, with Yrsa at her side, a new life could bloom—for both of them.

      Jarl Bjartmar was dead.

      Finally, we were all free.
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Chapter 41

        

      

    

    
      Half-frozen, we arrived in Halmstad a few days later. The weather had grown cold and snowy. Hofund had ice on his beard. Even my long braid was trimmed with snow and frozen stiff at the end. Sigrun’s hawk, Hábrók, had returned to the ship and stayed nestled against his mistress for warmth. Halmstad was a welcome sight. I was also relieved to see the place was peaceful, quiet. A horn sounded as we approached. Shortly after that, I spotted Ragal and Hella on the dock. I looked back at Kára and the others. They were all smiling.

      We maneuvered the ships into port.

      “By the gods,” Ragal called. “Are those men or frost giants aboard?”

      I laughed. “Another hour at sea, we would have been frozen stiff.”

      “Welcome. All of you,” Hella called.

      We debarked, Hofund helping Mother off the ship.

      The cold had set in on Yrsa. This time when I offered her a hand, she accepted it.

      “Yrsa,” Hella said, setting a hand on Yrsa’s arm. She scanned the shield-maiden’s face. “You have seen better days. How does the other guy look?”

      “When I catch him…dead,” Yrsa replied.

      Hella patted Yrsa’s shoulder sympathetically. “Let’s get you to the hall and by the fire.” Hella’s gaze went to Svafa. “By the gods, you must be Hervor’s mother.”

      “Yes,” Svafa said with a smile. “I’m Svafa.”

      “I’m Hella, and you are welcome here in Halmstad,” she said, taking Svafa’s arm. “Come, let’s get you all inside,” she said, leading Mother to the hall. Yrsa went along, slowly, behind them.

      Grinning, Ragal took Trygve by his shoulders and gave him a shake. “Ah, by Thor, look at you. Not a scratch on you, Trygve the Younger.”

      “Trygve One-Hammer. One-Hammer,” he corrected Ragal—again.

      Ragal winked at me then eyed the others. “Everyone’s intact,” he said with a nod.

      “What? Did you expect me to get them all killed?”

      Ragal laughed. “Of course not,” he said then turned to Hofund. “Prince Hofund, welcome returns. Come. All of you,” he said, motioning for them to follow behind us.

      “And how is your hall, Jarl Ragal?” I asked.

      “Quiet. Winter came in quick and harsh. But the people here were aching for some silence. After two rounds of war, I think the sleep of winter was needed. Been busy patching roofs, making sure old people have firewood and that everyone has enough to eat. It’s amazing how taking care of the simple things—things Arngrim never forgot—can win hearts and minds much faster than the sword.”

      I smiled. I had no doubt that Ragal would be a good jarl to his people. “They are lucky to have you.”

      “I am lucky you thought so.”

      We laughed, then headed inside.

      Halmstad’s hall looked different. The tall throne removed, the benches and tables reorganized, the place felt cozier. A few of the townspeople were lingering over bowls of food at some tables in the back. They moved to get up when we entered, but Ragal motioned for them to be at ease.

      “Feeding the poor once a day. Apparently, Asmund spent a lot of time planning for war, and Asger was busy thinking about boats and maps. Neither gave much thought to what anyone would eat in the winter,” Ragal told me.

      “Do you have enough here? Do you need me to send supplies from Bolmsö?”

      “Eydis and Skarde sent what they could afford already. We will do better here in the spring. I’ve already spoken to the village elders. Much of the good land was not seeded last year. We’ll do things differently when the seasons turn once more.”

      “Is all well in Bolmsö?” I asked.

      Ragal nodded. “Little mites have Eydis busy, but she’s a smart girl. She’s done well, but they will be glad to see you home. If you can get across the lake. It was half-frozen the last I heard.”

      I nodded.

      “So, I see you brought your prince along with you.”

      “So I have.”

      “And your mother. What a beauty. No wonder Angantyr finally got his head turned.”

      I laughed, then set my hand on Ragal’s shoulder. “I am so proud of what you’ve done here, Ragal.”

      “As I am of you…even if you are the ugliest, beardless boy I’ve ever seen.”

      At that, we both chuckled.

      Ragal called the servants, and food and drink were brought. I was glad to have warm mead and hot soup. By the time we finally defrosted, it was late in the day.

      “Rest by the fire. We’ll have rooms prepared for you. Ride to Bolmsö tomorrow,” Hella told us. “The mountain pass is heavy with snow, and it will be too cold to ride at night.”

      I turned to Hofund, who motioned for me to decide.

      “Very well. We’ll stay and hear your news,” I told Hella and Ragal.

      “You see how things are here,” Ragal said. “It is not the Halmstad you left. The town is mending.”

      “How is Ingvar?” I asked, looking about the hall for Hella’s son.

      She motioned over her shoulder. “In his chamber. Fletching. Always fletching. The boy’s room looks like the bower’s.”

      “And you, Hervor? What has happened? From the looks of Yrsa, you all had a time of it,” Ragal replied.

      Yrsa huffed but said nothing more.

      I sighed then relayed to them everything that had happened.

      “Here in Halmstad, you may be targeted by these sea kings. Halmstad has done well, which will surely get their attention. The situation is worse than we knew,” Hofund told Ragal.

      Ragal stroked his beard then turned to Hella. “We shall make a plan.”

      Hella nodded then looked us over. She smiled softly at Mother. “Poor Svafa is drooping with tiredness. Let’s see them to bed,” she told Ragal. Rising, Hella gave instructions for our care. “Take your rest, all of you. Your men are welcome to sleep in the hall. I will see they have mats and furs to warm them,” Hella told me.

      “Not Trygve the Younger. Need to toughen the boy up still. Let him sleep on the bare floor,” Ragal called.

      Trygve rolled his eyes at Ragal.

      “Trygve fought well in Silfrheim and Dalr,” Öd said, his voice low but firm.

      Ragal’s brows rose. He looked from me to Öd. “Is that right?”

      “Yes,” Öd replied gruffly.

      “Well,” Ragal said, turning to me and giving me a knowing look. “I suppose the gods had some hand in that.”

      I shook my head.

      Leaving the others, I went to Mother. “Are you all right staying here? Will you need anything?”

      She set her hand on my cheek. “Hervor,” she said gently. “Stop worrying so much,” she added, then motioned to Yrsa, and the pair of them left Hofund and me.

      I looked up at Hofund, who was grinning. “I think you will truly meet your mother for the first time now.”

      I nodded. I shifted my gaze to the warriors from Bolmsö. Kára motioned to me that they were fine and to go on.

      Satisfied they were settled, I went with Hofund to our chamber. The long trip in the bitter cold had left me feeling exhausted. Hella lodged us in a small but warm room not far from where I’d slept the last time I was here. I tried not to think of that last night in Halmstad. I was eternally grateful to Yrsa for preventing me from making a mistake I would have spent the rest of my life regretting. With a sigh, I pulled off my gear, glad to be rid of it, then slipped into bed. I shifted into Hofund’s arms, soaking up his warmth.

      “Hervor,” Hofund whispered in my ear.

      “Hmm?”

      “After I take Eydis to Dalr, I must go to Grund for a time, make plans with my father. But if you don’t want me to go…”

      I rolled over and looked at him. “I don’t want you to go. But I want Hagbard and Haki to pay for what they have done.”

      “With the weather so severe, I worry I will not be able to return to you until spring.”

      “Yrsa once told me, love is never easy,” I said.

      “To love is easy. It is living that makes things difficult,” he added, kissing my shoulder.

      “Some living is easier than others,” I replied with a wicked grin, slipping my hands under his shift.

      He chuckled. “Your hands are cold, shield-maiden.”

      “I’m still half-frozen.”

      “Shall I warm you up?”

      “Frigga is partial to this hall. Is she inspiring you?”

      “You inspire me.”

      “Then do your best. I have to warn you, I’m frozen from my toes and fingertips.”

      “Then I’ll have to work extra hard.”

      “Poor you.”

      With a laugh, Hofund set a kiss on my lips, the first of many that night.
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Chapter 42

        

      

    

    
      We prepared to ride out the next morning. It was bitterly cold. The wind was whipping, light snow falling.

      “If the lake is frozen, stop at Svennson’s farm,” Ragal told me. “You can leave the horses there and cross on foot.”

      “Is it safe to cross?” Hofund asked.

      Ragal nodded. “Once there has been a hard-enough freeze. Call for Wodan. He will let you know either way. Your lake freezes from time to time, Jarl Hervor. Makes for good ice fishing.”

      I inclined my head to him. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

      “Of course. We are glad to have you back.”

      Ingvar stood alongside Hella. “I think you’ve grown taller since I left,” I told him, ruffling his hair.

      “So I have,” he said proudly, stroking the tiny fuzz of hair at the corners of his lips.

      “You already have more beard then Hervarth,” I said with an approving nod.

      Ingvar grinned.

      I patted Hella on the shoulder then mounted, reining in alongside Svafa. My mother’s cheeks were red with cold, but her eyes were sparkling. She had let her hair hang loose, her head covered by the hood of her cloak.

      “Ready?” I asked her.

      She nodded.

      We headed off into the countryside. Sigrun loosed her bird. The hawk spiraled high above us, then took off in the direction of Bolmsö. Apparently, the creature knew it was home. Hofund and I rode ahead of the others. Ragal was right. The snow was deep in the pass. The horses struggled as the snow came up to their knees. Once we reached the lakeshore, however, the deep snow receded. We arrived to find the lake a sheet of ice.

      “Frozen,” Trygve One-Hammer said. “Wasn’t cold enough to freeze last winter.”

      The trees surrounding the lake were trimmed with snow and ice. Sunlight shimmered down on the snow-covered trees, making the landscape sparkle.

      “It’s beautiful,” Mother said, awe in her voice.

      I reached out for her hand, giving it a squeeze.

      Like me, she would have lived here all of her life. This would have been her home. She would have been the jarl’s wife. But Angantyr was gone. And so was Arngrim. Now it was only Svafa and me.

      We rode to Svennson’s farm.

      The tall farmer was chopping wood when we arrived. Slinging his axe over his shoulder, he watched as we approached. “Is that you, jarl?” he called.

      “It is. I’ve returned home to find the lake frozen.”

      He laughed. Setting his axe aside, he joined us, taking my horse’s reins. “Best leave the horses here. After another hard freeze, the ice will be thick enough for me to bring them across.”

      “I’ll send someone over with feed and hay.”

      “Very good. We’re glad to see you back,” he told me.

      “Is all else well with you? Do you have what you need?” I asked.

      Svennson smiled at me. “We are well, jarl. Thank you.”

      Leaving the horses behind, we headed off by foot to the dock. We arrived to find one of the ferries frozen in port on the land side, the other was docked in the ice at the island.

      Öd blew the horn, calling Wodan.

      A short time later, Wodan appeared on the shore.

      “Jarl Hervor?” he called.

      “It is.”

      “Lake’s frozen solid,” he said, motioning to the ice. “It’ll hold you. Need a sled?”

      I turned to Mother.

      She shook her head.

      I gave the briefest of passing glances to Yrsa who looked at me as if she’d murder me if I offered. I didn’t.

      “No, we’re coming,” I called back.

      I nodded to the others, and we headed across. On the other side of the lake, Wodan sounded his horn once more. Two short sounds then one long. The jarl had returned.

      “All right, Utr,” I said, looking down at the ice. “Stay steady for me, brother.”

      “It’s not Utr I’m thinking about. It’s the nøkk,” Sigrun said.

      “You ever see him?” Kára asked me.

      “I have.”

      “Tasty looking bugger, isn’t he?”

      I laughed. “So he is. And deadly as well, or so I hear.”

      “Utr kept him quiet for the most part. Now, we girls must be on our guard.”

      “A nøkk?” Svafa asked. “Here?” She scanned the frozen lake.

      “This is Bolmsö, Mother. You will find all manner of things here. You’ll see.”

      Just as I spoke the words, a flash of grey and white bolted across the lake. He crossed the space so quickly, it almost looked as though he was flying.

      “Rök, slow down,” I called with a laugh, bracing myself for an imminent collision.

      When he reached me, he skidded to a stop then jumped, setting his paws on my shoulder, licking my face.

      “Rök,” I said with a laugh, moving him down. I knelt onto the frozen lake and wrapped my arms around his neck. “There you are. There’s my boy. How are you?”

      Rök whined with excitement as he wiggled happily.

      “Is that a wolf?” Mother asked.

      “This is Rök,” I told her, rising.

      Rök left me a moment to give Yrsa a lick on her hand, then raced around the others, returning to me once more.

      Moving carefully, we made our way across the lake. The wind was chilly, with frosty fingers that seemed to reach under your clothes. When we finally made it to the other side, we found that all of Bolmsö had come to welcome us home.

      “There is Eydis,” Mother said, waving. “My goodness, look at those little bundles. How regal she looks. Eydis!”

      Eydis, who was smiling from ear to ear, waved back to her.

      I grinned at my friend, who was holding her little ones.

      Standing just behind her was Blomma. The girl looked shyly around Eydis.

      I smiled at her when I caught her eye.

      Her lips trembled, pulling into a grin.

      Skarde, Wodan, and Trygve Two-Hammer met us on the ice, helping us on shore.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Skarde said, smiling at me. “You’re frozen stiff. There’s even ice on your eyebrows.”

      I laughed. “Then, I hope you have the fire warming.”

      “Your hall is waiting for you. By the gods, who is this beauty?” he said, turning to help Svafa.

      “My mother, Svafa.”

      “Well,” Skarde said. “You are welcome to Bolmsö, Svafa. I’m Skarde, and I’m at your service.”

      Mother laughed then took his hand. “Thank you.”

      The whole of the village was there with their greetings and cheer. They called to all of us, even to Hofund, who looked rather bemused about the whole situation. When we were finally on land, Hofund went to Blomma, squatting down to meet her gaze.

      I went to Eydis, kissing her on the cheek.

      “Where is Leif?” she asked, looking around me.

      “I’m glad to see you too. He’s in Dalr, waiting for you.”

      She laughed. “Yes, yes, Hervor. I’m glad you’re here well too! It’s freezing, and your lips are almost blue. Let’s go inside before you turn to ice, and these mites start complaining about the cold,” she told me, bouncing the children.

      I took Eylin from Eydis’s arms.

      “Come here, pretty girl,” I told the baby.

      “Oh, Eydis. Look at them,” Mother cooed.

      “That is Eylin,” Eydis told her, motioning to the baby I was holding. “And he is Arngrimir.”

      “Oh, let me have him,” Mother said, reaching for Arngrmir. Mother smiled at him. “Hello, sweet boy. I am your great-aunt Svafa.”

      Turning from them, I joined Hofund and Blomma.

      “All right?” Hofund was asking her, a mischievous smile on his face.

      With a slight smile, she nodded. “All right.”

      “Good,” he said, then picked her up. I half expected her to protest, but she said nothing, merely gave Hofund a smile. Grinning, she turned that smile on me.

      I reached out for her hand. “Told you we’d be back.”

      She nodded, a wistful smile still on her lips. She took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

      Together, we all headed to the hall, the others following along behind us.

      The red-and-black banners of Bolmsö fluttered in the breeze. A wind whipped around me, ruffling my hair.

      Welcome home, liar.

      The sharp wind caught Yrsa too. She gasped when the breeze blew up underneath her shirt. She worked quickly to push it down.

      I heard a soft, almost inaudible giggle on the wind.

      Yrsa shook her head, then winked at me.

      Home.

      I was home.
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Chapter 43

        

      

    

    
      The scene in the hall was lively. Everyone was there, every inch of the place full with merriment and laughter. Music played, and the people ate and drank. The warmth of the fires felt good. My heart was glad to be in Bolmsö once more. I smiled, seeing how Eylin and Arngrimir were beloved by the community. Trygve Two-Hammer’s wife, Hildie, wouldn’t let Eylin go. Ancient Dugall, who was a peer to Arngrim and now the eldest in Bolmsö, held sleeping Arngrimir.

      Mother, her eyes glimmering, looked across the hall. I don’t think there was a single person on Bolmsö who hadn’t come to greet her. She turned and met my eye. She didn’t have to say anything. I knew how she felt. I felt the same here.

      Kára, Sigrun, and the others told the village warriors of all they had seen. I heard them recanting tales of Eric’s hall, Silfrheim, and Dalr. When Trygve One-Hammer spoke of Jarl Mjord and how he had raised the fog, the elder warriors teased him for telling tall tales. Öd, however, came to his rescue.

      “He does not lie. It was so,” Öd told them.

      Trygve Two-Hammer looked surprised. “Is that right?”

      “Yes,” Öd answered.

      At that, the warriors of Bolmsö all nodded in wonder.

      “And how is it that you managed to leave Leif behind?” Eydis asked me.

      “Bjartmar is dead. Leif is jarl now. He has much to do, but he made Hofund promise to see you home as soon as possible.”

      “I suppose that’s a good enough reason. I just…I missed him,” she said with a soft smile.

      “Then let’s hope the gods soften the winter winds so you can get to Dalr soon. I had not realized it was nearly winter blót again.”

      “A lot has changed in a year.”

      “Yes.”

      “Look at shining Svafa,” Eydis said, motioning to Mother.

      Mother was surrounded by a group of ladies from Bolmsö. She was determined to remember all of their names. They laughed as she tried to repeat their names back to them, chuckling when she confused them then started over again.

      Yrsa sat not far away from Mother. She was nursing her drink and smiling at the scene.

      “She always belonged here. And now, she is free from Bjartmar,” I said.

      “Thanks to you,” Eydis replied.

      “No. Not me. It was her who ended him.”

      “Svafa?”

      I nodded.

      “With Tyrfing.”

      Eydis paused a moment then laughed. “Good. It’s right that Angantyr got the last word on the matter.”

      I smiled.

      “Your little ward has been missing the two of you,” she said, motioning to Blomma, who was standing in the shadows, listening to Kára and the others. “I think she has softened a bit. It is not easy for her, but she is coming along. Solva…well, Blomma hasn’t said much, but she has said enough for me to figure out Solva was another Bjartmar. The Norns have rewoven a better life for her.”

      “May the gods be praised.”

      I turned to the room once more. The air was filled with sweet music and laughter. “I am sorry Arngrim is not here to see this.”

      “He can see what you have done, and he is proud.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Eydis?” Siggy called. “We need you a moment.”

      Eydis laughed. “You see how it’s been for me? When did I go from thrall to mistress of the house? It seems your hall needs attention, jarl.”

      “Do you want me to—”

      “No,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll go. You defrost. Tomorrow, you can take over again.”

      “Eydis, I am indebted to you. Thank you.”

      Eydis nodded to me, then departed. I joined Blomma.

      “Blomma,” I said, catching her by surprise.

      “Oh. Hervor. I was just listening,” she said, motioning to Kára and the others. “Is it true what he said? That this man, the Reindeer King, was able to control the weather?”

      I nodded. “He called the fog. Jarl Mjord is a practitioner of seidr.”

      “What else can he do?”

      “He called up the spirits of the dead. And, he shifted form.”

      “Into what?”

      “Can you guess?”

      “A reindeer?”

      “Something like that.”

      Blomma stared at the others. “I should like to see that.”

      “It was a sight to behold,” I said then smiled at her. “How have you been? Have you been all right here?”

      Blomma nodded. “Eydis is very kind, and I have been helping with the babies.”

      “Thank you, Blomma. I’m sure Eydis appreciated it.”

      She turned and gave me a smile. “But I’m glad you’re back,” she told me. “You and Hofund.”

      Moving carefully, I set my hand on the back of her raven-dark tresses, stroking them gently. “I’m glad to be here…with you.”

      She smiled at me, then stilled. A moment later, she gave me a light hug, then she turned and ran off.

      I rose.

      “Jarl Hervor,” Arne called, joining me. “Welcome returns, jarl.”

      “Thank you, Arne. And thank you for all you have done in my absence.”

      “It was nothing. This is Bolmsö. I am always at the service of my jarl.”

      I smiled at him.

      “To that end, I wanted to address a matter with you, jarl.”

      “Is anything wrong?”

      He shook his head. “No. It’s just…this may sound strange to you, but after a lifetime of hearing only the All-Father’s voice, it is the thunder lord who has started visiting my dreams. He tells me the same thing over and over: ‘It is always the thunder moon for the followers of Thor.’ I did not understand his meaning at first, but now, I think I understand. When I consulted the runes before you left, sought out visions, I saw you wed the prince when the sky was full of thunder and lightning. But, I think I read the signs wrong. I hope you will forgive me. It was not the moon I was seeing. It was the prince.”

      I stared at Arne. “What are you saying?”

      “That if you wish it, I believe the gods would bless a wedding between you and the prince. The winter blót is here. We always hold a festival under the full moon. If you wish it, we can do it then.”

      “Did you know I was born under the winter moon?”

      Arne stared at me a long moment then smiled. “No. I did not. But of course you were. It is the wolf moon.”

      I smiled at him. “Then we can wed. Now?”

      He nodded. “It is traditional to wed at the stones, but it is freezing. If you prefer the hall…”

      “I will not be the one to break the traditions of Bolmsö. The stones it is. Of course, I must ensure my groom agrees.”

      Arne nodded at me.

      “Thank you, Arne.”

      “Jarl.”

      Grinning, I crossed the room, beckoning to Hofund.

      He excused himself from the ladies with whom he was chatting then joined me. “Hervor? Everything all right?”

      “Arne has had a vision. If you wish it, we can wed this winter blót.”

      “Is he sure?”

      I nodded.

      Hofund smiled gently at me. He reached up and took the strand of hair hanging from my temple. The tress almost reached my shoulder. “Regrown a bit in a year,” he said. “A year since we met. A year since we loved. Your birth. Your return to Bolmsö. I can’t think of any reason to say no.”

      “You are on your own here. Will your father be sorry to miss it?”

      Hofund cocked his head to the side. “He is pragmatic.”

      “Ah, so that’s where you get it.”

      Hofund laughed. “I will have my bride. That’s all that matters to me,” he said then turned to the room. “Bolmsö,” he called, gathering all of their attention. “Let’s have a wedding!”

      At that, the room broke out in a loud cheer.

      Hofund pulled me close and planted a kiss on my lips. And at that moment, my heart was full.
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Chapter 44

        

      

    

    
      A week later, on the day of the blót, I woke to the sound of the wind howling across the roof and rattling the shutters of my window. I snuggled closer into Hofund’s arms. He was still sleeping deeply. I lay there for a long time, listening to his breathing. Today, I would wed this man. Today, I would join my life with his.

      And all that came with it.

      Today, I was jarl of Bolmsö.

      But one day, in choosing this man, I would become queen.

      Odin.

      All-Father.

      Thank you. I do not know why you have put me on this path, but I am forever grateful and will be at service to you. Always.

      At the end of the bed, Rök shifted then lifted his head. I sat up, patted him, and then slipped slowly off the bed so as not to wake Hofund. The stone floor was freezing. No amount of straw or fur could dampen the cold coming from the ground below. The winter weather had taken a terrible turn. Heavy snow and deep cold had ground everything in Bolmsö to a halt. No sooner had Hella and Ragal arrived for the wedding than we were buried in inches of snow. For now, it seemed Hofund and Eydis weren’t going anywhere. But as cold as it was, my heart was light. Today, I was a bride.

      Shivering, I slipped on my clothes and boots. I gently covered Hofund, then Rök and I stole from the room.

      I stopped first at the small chamber beside my own. The door was open a crack. I looked in to see Blomma sleeping. I motioned for Rök to stay where he was then tiptoed inside to cover the girl. She looked so lovely in her sleep, her long lashes resting on her cheeks. Though it was winter, the girl didn’t look as thin as she used to. There was a rosiness to her cheeks that had not been there before. I hated that I’d had to leave her so soon after her coming to Bolmsö, but she had thrived under Eydis’s care. She shifted in her sleep, moving her hand to her chest. There, clutched in her palm, was the wooden blossom Hofund had carved for her.

      I smiled gently at her then left the chamber.

      The hall was quiet. One of the servants must have been awake because the fires had been tended. The flames flickered and snapped.

      Rök padding along beside me, I opened the front door of the hall to find a winter wonderland outside. It was that grey hour just before the sun rose. Everything was covered in white: the trees, the center square, the buildings. The snow came up to my knees. The center fire still burned, but otherwise, it was silent save the sound of the wind howling through the trees.

      But after a moment, I realized it was not the wind I was hearing.

      Rök’s ears perked up, and a low whine emitted from him.

      He looked toward the north of the island. I followed his gaze. And then, I heard it again.

      Grabbing a heavy fur cloak from a peg, I tied it on. Pulling up my hood, I headed out toward the forest. Part of me hated to disrupt the perfect scene with my footprints. But Rök dashed ahead of me, drawn by the sound. I followed along behind him.

      Smoke puffed from the little houses. The red-and-black pennants were trimmed with ice. Wind whipped down the lane and through the trees. Rök raced along, me following behind him as I trudged through the heavy snow. The howl called once more, leading us off the path and into the woods. I passed the house of Cnut’s widow and her children. It was quiet there, only the smoke drifting into the tree limbs above. I was not as familiar with this part of the island, only passing this way once or twice in the past. Rök and I walked deep into the forest, listening to the call of the wolves.

      As we did so, the sun began to rise over the hill. Brilliant pink and deep orange colors trimmed the sky, making the ice on the trees glow with opalescent light. As the rays beamed down on the snow, they shimmered like crystals. The icicles hanging off the tree limbs sparkled with golden light.

      Soon, Rök and I approached a burial mound. The domed hump of earth was covered in snow. The entrance to the mound was made of stones.

      The wind whipped once more.

      From within the mound, I heard the call of a wolf.

      “All right. In I go,” I said. Taking a deep breath, I pushed through the snow, bowing low as I entered the tomb.

      It would have been dark within, but a glowing blue light flickered at the foot of an altar where the remains of a man lay on a slab of stone.

      Rök, who had come in with me, cocked his head.

      I approached the altar. A single skeleton lay there. On his head, he wore a tarnished silver crown with the emblem of a wolf thereon. At his feet was a deeply faded red-and-black shield, the center of which had a wolf’s head painted thereon.

      This was some ancient ancestor of Bolmsö. My skin rose in gooseflesh. The tingle of magic surrounded me. It was an auspicious day to find myself in the tomb of one of the ancient jarls.

      “Hail, ancient one,” I whispered. “I am Hervor, and it is my wedding day. Ancestor, may I have your blessing?”

      The wind whipped through the opening of the tomb, and this time, a gap shifted in the snow in the roof of the mound overhead. A sliver of sparkling golden light slipped into the tomb and onto the glowing sword lying on the man’s chest.

      It was a tradition for the bride and groom to exchange swords at the wedding ceremony. I had planned to ask Ragal to guide me on the matter, hoping Arngrim had something stored that would serve, but Bolmsö had something else in mind. Here lay a sword fit for a future king.

      “Ancient one, I shall honor you and Bolmsö by taking your sword as my bride gift. It will one day belong to our king. Thank you for leading me here. Thank you for this gift,” I whispered, then gently moved the skeletal hand of my ancestor from the hilt of the sword. The fine weapon had a wolf head on the pommel. Small pieces of amber had been set into the eyes. I removed the sword then gently placed the man’s hand on his skeletal chest once more.

      My eyes seeing more clearly now, I scanned around the room. In the shadows, I spotted another altar. Upon it lay the body of a woman. She, too, had been reduced to nothing but bone and tatters of cloth. Bits of red drape, the color faded, but the embroidery was still evident. On her head, she wore a crown with the symbol of a flower.

      “Hail, ancient one,” I whispered, setting my hand on her boney fingers.

      When I did so, images flashed before my eyes. I saw fields covered in poppies. A woman with striking black hair walked through a field, her hands touching the blossoms as she went. She walked through a valley between two mountains. Shielding her eyes with her hand, she looked toward the hillside. There, a group of men were building a farmstead. From amongst the workers, someone called to her.

      I could not hear her name.

      She waved to the man who left his work and came to her.

      As he neared, I saw he was a hulking creature, covered in tattoos. With the sunlight on his back, I was unable to make out his face. But finally, he drew close. I didn’t know the man, but I knew his amber-colored eyes. They were my own. He set his hand on the woman’s round stomach, and together, they turned and looked at the construction underway.

      I knew the field. I knew the valley between the mountains.

      I was looking at Blomfjall.

      The jarl of Bolmsö and his bride had overseen the building of the place. They had started that ancient city so long ago no one even remembered anymore. Bolmsö and Blomfjall had once been bound.

      And are bound again.

      Through you.

      I didn’t recognize the female voice whispering to me, but I knew it was the ancient princess speaking to me. The Norns were surely spinning. Blomfjall’s origin had been lost in time. But one day, I could recover it—not for myself, but for Blomma.

      I pulled my hand away.

      “Thank you both,” I whispered. “With all my heart, I thank you. May your sword bring justice to our world. And may your history be our future.”

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      My will is done through you.
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      By the time I returned to the hall, Eydis had worked herself into a huff.

      “There you are,” she said, looking exasperated. “Where did you go?”

      “For this,” I said, holding out the sword.

      “By the gods, that’s Ulf’s sword,” Ragal said in a shocked whisper. He crossed the room and took the sword from my hand, examining the wolf pommel. “Hervor, where did you get it?”

      “In the mound at the northern end of the island.”

      “What mound at the northern end of the island?”

      “Beyond Cnut’s place.”

      Ragal looked at Hella.

      “Hervor, there is no mound there,” Hella said.

      “What are you talking about? I was just there.”

      “The gods are awake and playing,” Ingrid said.

      “I’m always up for a good game with the gods, but be that as it may, Ragal must join Hofund for the men’s rituals, and we need to start yours as well,” Eydis said.

      Eydis motioned to Ingrid, who headed from the hall. Eydis waved for me to follow the gythia.

      “A moment,” I said, turning back to Ragal. “Ulf?”

      “The first jarl, King of Bolmsö, a wolf Odin turned into a man.”

      “His mound… It was there.”

      “Only because the gods let you see it,” Ragal replied.

      “Ulf… Who was his bride? There was the body of a woman in the tomb.”

      Ragal shook his head. “I don’t remember her name.”

      I turned to Hella.

      “Nor I,” she said.

      I frowned then looked at the sword once more.

      “The blade is very famous. It was a gift from Odin to Ulf. The eyes of amber come from Asgard. And the metal…you see how it shines differently? I’ve heard legends about it, but no one has ever seen it. Now, it’s your bride token. It is a gift from the gods, Hervor. A gift for our future king,” Ragal said, handing the sword back to me. “Speaking of, I left Hofund with Skarde, the Trygves, Kit, Öd, and the others. Now that you are accounted for, let me go so that no harm has been done.”

      “What kind of harm?” I asked.

      “Well, when I left, they were about to tattoo him. So, I’d best be off,” Ragal said.

      I gasped then shook my head. What did I know of men’s rituals?

      “All right,” Eydis said. “Now that the gods have given you the wedding sword, we can get ready.”

      “What can I do?” Svafa asked.

      “I will herd Hervor if you can help Siggy watch over my little ones?”

      “Of course.”

      “Can I…can I help you, Eydis?” Blomma asked.

      “Yes, of course. Now, come along with your mother and me. Hervor’s hair is a mess, as usual. You can help me plait it.”

      Blomma stilled, struck by Eydis’s choice of words.

      I motioned for Blomma to come with me. “Protect me,” I said with a wink.

      At that, she smiled then came along.

      “By the gods, you need a bath too. You smell like Rök,” Eydis told me.

      “I was just in a burial mound,” I replied.

      “That no one has ever seen but you,” Eydis replied.

      “Rök was there.”

      “Oh, yes. What a good alibi.”

      “Hey,” I protested then rolled my eyes at her.

      Blomma and I went along with Eydis. When I reached out to take Blomma’s hand, I found something sharp in her palm. “What’s this?” I asked.

      Blomma handed what she’d been holding to me. It was a small, carved reindeer. “I asked Hofund to make it for me.”

      “Is it a reindeer?”

      She nodded. “One day, I will see Jarl Mjord’s reindeer.”

      “There were so many of them. Hundreds. It was like the field was moving the herd was so vast. And when he cast his spells, the jarl grew the horns of a stag from his head, and his feet became cloven.”

      “And his tree?”

      I stopped. Turning, I looked at her. “His tree?”

      She nodded. “The one with no leaves.”

      “How do you know about—”

      “Hervor! No dawdling!” Eydis called from my room. “Ingrid and I are waiting.”

      Blomma leaned toward me. “Sometimes, I see things too,” she said quietly.

      I nodded. “Then very soon, let’s put our heads together and whisper about all the things we have seen.” I handed the reindeer back to her.

      She shifted it to her right hand then took my hand with her left. “All right…Mother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    






Chapter 46

        

      

    

    
      The fire was already burning when I arrived in my chamber, the room warmed over-hot. Ingrid had laid out the blue gown that had belonged to my grandmother. I touched the dress, feeling its silky material. Beside it was a beautiful dark blue cloak trimmed with rabbit fur. The weaving was finely done, the edges decorated with lovely embroidery.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      Ingrid smiled at me. “The rabbit fur is from Hella. The cloth is from Skarde’s wife. The embroidery was done by Eydis.”

      Eydis smiled at me. “It’s almost like we missed you.”

      “Odin loves you well, Hervor, but this day is for Frigga, Freyja, and Freyr,” Ingrid said, touching my hair. “Freyr will see to Hofund, but Frigga and Freyja will inspire you. We shall be their hands. Come, let’s loosen your hair,” she said, then started undoing the loose braid I had there. After a moment, she laughed. “You’re right, Eydis.”

      “I told you,” Eydis said.

      “Told her what?”

      “That if we have any hope of getting your hair properly braided, we should have started yesterday.”

      At that, even Blomma giggled.

      There was a scratch at the door. And then another. And then another.

      “Rök,” Eydis called. “Go to Hofund. You’re not meant to be here.”

      At that, Rök whined then lay down outside the door with a frustrated huff.

      “Poor boy. No getting rid of him.”

      “Have you eaten today?” Ingrid asked me.

      I shook my head.

      “Good,” she said, then handed me a steaming cup.

      I sighed. I knew where this was going but drank it all the same. It was sweeter than the brews I had tasted, not having that strange tang of mushroom and earth. Instead, I tasted honey, berries, and other sweet herbs I didn’t recognize. “What is this?”

      “Something to give you a little endurance,” Ingrid said with a wink.

      When she set the cup down, Blomma lifted it then sniffed. “Is that why you were grinding maiden’s root?” she asked Eydis.

      Eydis nodded.

      Once my hair was undone and my bath ready, I sat in the tub. Eydis dumped some herbs within. Their sweet scent filled the air. Eydis began washing my hair. “We’ll need to get it dry, or your head will freeze,” she told me.

      After a long soak, I got out of the water and wrapped up in a robe while Eydis, Ingrid, and Blomma worked drying then plaiting my hair. Ingrid kept giving me cups of her brew, and soon, my head felt light and giddy. Sweet happiness fell over me.

      Eydis looked into my face. “Ah, she’s getting there now.”

      “There, where?” I asked

      Eydis winked at me. “There.”

      I giggled. “Why all this fuss? It’s not like Hofund and I haven’t…” I began then looked at Blomma. I bit back my words. “Really, is all this necessary?”

      Eydis and Ingrid laughed.

      “Perhaps Hofund’s ploughed that field already, but now you will do so under the eyes of the gods, rather than as some lawless wanton,” Eydis told me.

      I chuckled. “Wanton.”

      My head felt light and woozy. Ingrid lit a brazier, filling the room with a heady scent. Time seemed to slow. Asa came and went with trays of food for the others. After my hair was done, Ingrid sat before me with a pot of kohl in her hands. “Now I mark you on behalf of Frigga and Freyja,” she said, marking my stomach above my belly button. “May the goddesses bless your heart, your spirit, and your womb,” she said then began.

      By the time Ingrid was done, my head felt very heavy. I looked down to see my legs, arms, stomach, and chest had been covered in runes. I could sense the passage of time but felt drunk with joy and lightness.

      “Now, up you go,” Eydis said, gently helping me. She turned then to Blomma. “Help me with the skirt?”

      Blomma nodded. Working together, the two of them slipped the startling blue fabric over my head, Blomma fluffing out the skirt.

      Ingrid lifted a crown woven from vines and winter berries. “You are our jarl, but today you are the bride of Bolmsö. You will wear her vines.”

      “His vines,” I said. I realized then my voice was slurring a bit. “Bolmsö is Utr. Utr is male.”

      “Bolmsö was male this time,” Ingrid told me. “Bolmsö simply is. When Bolmsö was made flesh this time, the gods made the vætt male. Other times, Bolmsö has been female. I heard you earlier as I was leaving the hall. You asked Ragal about the wife of Ulf, the first king of Bolmsö. I know the answer to your question. When Odin made the wolves of Bolmsö into men, they gave their alpha a bride like no other. They gave him the island herself, a vætt with raven-black hair who could make the fields and trees bloom with flowers at will. Odin married the wolf to the land. That time, Bolmsö was a woman.”

      I thought back to the vision I had seen. The ancient’s king’s wife had been a vætt.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “And together, they built this place and Blomfjall,” I said, turning to Blomma, who stared at me.

      Hervor.

      Daughter of Bolmsö.

      Daughter of wolves.

      My Valkyrie.

      I swayed a little. “Easy now,” Eydis said as she fastened the ties on my robe.

      “Does she have a ring for him?” Ingrid asked Eydis.

      “Hofund said he has taken care of it,” Eydis told her.

      There was a knock on the door. “It’s Svafa,” Mother called. “Arne is ready for her,” she said, then came inside. When she saw me, she gasped. “Hervor. By the gods, you look like Freyja herself.”

      “Mother,” I said, smiling happily at her.

      Svafa crossed the room and looked me over. “Every year on your birthday, you gave me a gift,” she said, touching the little acorn amulet lying on her neck, “because I didn’t remember it was your birthday.”

      “It was not your fault—” I began, but Svafa raised her hand, stopping me.

      “All your life, I did not remember the birth of the person I love most in this world. The gods saved me, and I honor them for that. But it is time to start anew. Here, in this place, I feel your father at every turn. I feel the life I missed, the mother I could have been, should have been. And I am sorry. My love, the moon of your birth has come once more. And this year, I remembered,” she said, then moved to pin something on my chest. It was a silver broach depicting Odin’s ravens, their eyes glimmering with sparkling blue stones. “I found it amongst my things in Dalr. I believe…I believe I bought it for you, then forgot. What a cloudy life I led. But it is here for you now. I am here for you now.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. “Mother…” I whispered.

      She leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. She nodded to Eydis then turned to Blomma. She looked the child over. “You are missing something,” she told Blomma. Turning, she plucked some winter berries from my crown and planted them in Blomma’s hair. “There. That’s better. Now, let’s get your cloak,” she said, holding her hand out to Blomma.

      Blomma looked at me.

      I nodded for her to go on. Tepidly, she took Svafa’s hand. Svafa led her from the room back to the hall. Taking Ulf’s sword, I joined the others. In the great hall, Hella and Yrsa—and Rök—were waiting.

      I met Yrsa’s gaze.

      She looked me over then nodded, an approving look on her face.

      I chuckled. Coming from Yrsa, that was the best compliment I could get. I held out Ulf’s sword. “Yrsa, will you carry this for me?”

      Yrsa paused. Carrying the bridal sword marked the bearer as the most honored member of the bride’s family. While the honor was usually reserved for the parents of the bride, I knew Svafa would understand.

      Yrsa swallowed hard, then nodded, taking the sword from me.

      Rök rushed over to me, wiggling around my legs. I patted him on the head. “You can come too,” I told him.

      I turned back to Eydis. She smiled softly at me then smoothed the skirt of my gown. “Blue,” she told me.

      “Blue,” I said with a nod.

      At that, Eydis nodded to Ingrid, and the two of them took torches from the wall and went to the door. Eydis and Ingrid went ahead of me. Yrsa, carrying Ulf’s sword, just behind me. Svafa, Blomma, and Hella behind them.

      Rök, however, didn’t leave my side. Apparently, Hofund would have to marry both of us.

      When Eydis opened the door to the hall, I found all of the women of Bolmsö waiting for me. They let out a loud cheer when I emerged. To my surprise, the entire day had passed. The sun was already below the horizon, the moon high in the sky. Everything was shimmering with silver light. Moonbeams twinkled on the snow and ice, casting a magical hue.

      Carrying evergreen branches trimmed with garlands, the ladies of Bolmsö, including Kára and Sigrun, and Asa and Siggy carrying Eylin and Arngrimir, filed in behind our party as we headed toward the runestones.

      Svafa began to sing the bride’s song as we went. At first, no one joined in, they simply listened as Mother sang. Her lilting voice echoed across the island—every dulcet note trilling sweetly from her lips. Even the birds quieted to hear her song.

      After a moment, Svafa paused. “Come, ladies. Larks don’t sing alone in the forest.”

      The others laughed. I looked over my shoulder at Yrsa, who joined in the song, her deep voice resonating under the high pitch of the others. When I caught her eye, she sang louder, making us laugh.

      Walking the path that had once been the road to war—war with Asmund, war with Asger—I now walked toward my waiting husband. We left the road and turned into the woods. The snow was piled high, and it was freezing, but I didn’t feel it. Maybe it was Ingrid’s drink, but I was too happy to let the chill touch me. Eydis and Ingrid, carrying their torches, led our way. Under the moonlight, the snow sparkled like gemstones. Everything was silver and blue. The crisp winter air filled my body. My head felt light, dizzy, and happy. Happier than I ever felt in my life.

      Soon, we approached the runestones. I spotted Hofund. He was dressed in his most elegant clothes, his hair unbound save for two braids hanging from his temples. They had marked him with runes on his brow and chest. Ragal stood just behind him.

      Finishing the last bars of the bridal song, the ladies joined the crowd of men gathered there.

      I approached Arne, who was standing across from Hofund.

      I met Hofund’s gaze.

      A nervous tremor made my stomach shake.

      I smiled at him, Hofund returning the gaze. I was relieved to see that he, too, looked nervous.

      Once everyone was settled, Arne cleared his throat then began. “Who has come to be wed?” Arne asked me.

      “Hervor, daughter of Angantyr and Svafa.”

      “Who will take this bride?” Arne asked Hofund.

      “Hofund, son of Gudmund and Thyra.”

      Taking my hand, Arne placed it in Hofund’s.

      “Odin, All-Father, Hervor and Hofund have come tonight during this holy blót to be made husband and wife. Frigga, come amongst us on this winter blót, and bring your marriage blessings. Bless their union. Let it be a fruitful one. Freyja, inspire their love. May they have many children. All-Father, let the marriage of Bolmsö to the high seat of Grund bring peace to our land. Let them rule as one in harmony. You gods, we call you.”

      Ingrid rang a silver bell. The sound of it echoed across the island.

      “Odin, All-Father, grant them wisdom in their dealings with one another,” Ingrid called.

      Again, she rang the bell.

      “Freyr and Freyja, bless them with many offspring,” she added.

      Ingrid rang the bell once more.

      “Frigga, let their marriage be harmonious and happy all of their days.”

      She rang the bell a final time.

      Wind blew across the island, carrying the sound of the bell.

      And then, we heard them.

      From deep within the island, the wolves sang. The pack of Bolmsö’s voice rose in approval.

      But their voice was not the only one.

      From the far distance, thunder began to roll. It rolled above the waves of Lake Bolmen, above the isle of Bolmsö, to the stones, carrying with it a whirlwind of snow. The rumble of thunder was so heavy, I could feel it in my chest and under my feet.

      Lightning cracked overhead, casting sparks of light across the sky, the full wolf moon in the background.

      Arne lifted his hands.

      “Mighty Thor, your son weds his bride this day. We honor your presence here on the isle of wolves. We see you, thunder lord, under the light of this thundering wolf moon where the daughter of wolves marries the son of thunder. Bless their union, great Thor.”

      Again, thunder rolled, and with it came the howl of the wolves of Bolmsö.

      My skin rose in gooseflesh.

      Lightning crashed across the sky.

      I looked from the moon to the people gathered there. My eyes scanned the crowd, seeing a look of awe and tears of joy in the eyes of those gathered there.

      And then, I spotted a stranger in the crowd. Though his face was hidden by his robe, I would know those sparkling eyes anywhere. From under his hood, he glanced at me with eyes like quicksilver. A mischievous grin on his face, he inclined his head to me.

      I returned the gesture.

      “Present the weapons of the ancestors,” Arne called.

      I turned to Yrsa. She handed Ulf’s sword to me.

      Upon its appearance, a murmur went through the crowd.

      Hofund turned to Ragal, who handed him a hammer. I did not recognize the weapon.

      “And the rings,” Arne called.

      From his pocket, Hofund produced a pair of rings. They had been carved from wood. With a smile, he handed one to me. Holding my sword upright, I placed the ring on the pommel of the sword. Hofund did the same, setting the ring on the hammer.

      Arne nodded to Hofund.

      Hofund spoke, “Hervor, I give you this hammer to keep for our children. Gifted in memory of Ragal’s father, this hammer comes to you in honor of mighty Thor. And with it, I give you a ring I made with my own hands, pledging to you my eternal love.”

      It was my turn. “Hofund, I give you the ancient sword of Bolmsö, so you may use it to bring peace and justice in our land. And with it, I give you this ring, pledging to you my eternal love.”

      At that, we exchanged our weapons. Yrsa took the hammer from me so I could slip the band on my finger, Ragal doing the same for Hofund. Under the moonlight, I saw that Hofund had carved intricate designs on the rings.

      Arne took our hands, joining them together. “Now I bind you,” he said, wrapping a length of ivy around our joined hands. “Love one another. Honor one another. Protect one another. Hofund and Hervor, under the eyes of the gods, you are now husband and wife!”

      Hofund leaned in and planted a kiss on my lips.

      At that, everyone gave a loud cheer.

      When we finally leaned back, we grinned happily at one another.

      Everyone was shouting and clapping.

      “Shall we run the bride?” Arne asked Hofund quietly. “The gods will not be offended if we do not. You are alone here.”

      The tradition was that after the wedding, representatives from both the bride’s and groom’s side would race to the hall. The loser’s family would serve the mead that night. But as it was, Hofund’s family was not with him.

      “I will run for Hofund,” Blomma said firmly. “He is not alone.”

      Stunned, Hofund turned and looked at her. “I would be honored.”

      Blomma gave him a smile.

      “And who will run for Hervor?” Arne called to the crowd.

      Many voices called in reply.

      Arne turned to me. “Take your pick, jarl.”

      I looked from Blomma to the crowd, my gaze turning to Kára. “Kára shall run for me,” I said, but I passed her a knowing wink.

      She nodded at me. “Of course, jarl. I will do my best.”

      The crowd parted. Arne and Ingrid led the runners to the edge of the runestones.

      “Are you ready?” Ingrid called to Kára and Blomma.

      Kára grinned at Blomma. “Better be fast, princess of Grund.”

      Blomma stopped a second, her brows narrowing at the title. Shaking it off, she grinned. “I’m faster than you, shield-maiden.”

      Kára laughed loudly. “We’ll see.”

      “Then, go!” Ingrid yelled.

      At that, the pair set off, Rök racing along with them.

      Turning, I looked up at Hofund.

      He set his hand on my cheek. “Wife.”

      “Husband.”

      “May the gods be praised,” Arne called. “Let us see who has won the match!”

      At that, everyone cheered, and we all hurried back to see.

      Before leaving the runestones, I gave one last look behind me. The stranger was still there, standing nearly hidden in the shadows. He met my gaze.

      I bowed to him.

      He returned the gesture.

      “Is that—” Eydis said with a gasp, setting her hand on my arm.

      Loki turned his attention from me to Eydis. He winked at her. Then, in a flash, he disappeared.

      Eydis turned and looked at me. “Odin and Thor are not the only ones who have a stake in your fate.”

      “Our fates. May we do right by them all.”

      “Hervor, you coming, my wife?’ Hofund called.

      Turning, I joined my husband.
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        * * *

      

      When we approached the square, I was not surprised to discover Kára limping slowly toward the center fire where Blomma stood, hands on her hips, a triumphant grin on her face.

      “Kára?” I called to her.

      “I’m sorry, jarl. I fell and twisted my ankle. Bolmsö, I have let you down. We must serve the mead.”

      A series of good-natured boos came from the crowd. Hofund, however, went and picked up Blomma, sweeping her off her feet. “Well done, Grund!”

      At that, the crowd cheered, and then the merriment broke out. The musicians got out their drums, horns, and stringed instruments. Eydis disappeared into the hall, calling for food and drink.

      “I’ll help Eydis,” Blomma said.

      Hofund nodded, then set her down. She set a quick kiss on his cheek, then ran off.

      I chuckled. “I think she has a favorite.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Yes,” I replied with a laugh. Hofund pulled me close, kissing me on the head. He touched the hammer I was holding. “Ragal brought it for me, knowing I had no ancestor gift of my own. It belonged to his father.”

      I was moved beyond words at Ragal’s kindness.

      “This sword comes with a story, I think,” Hofund told me, touching the ancient blade of Bolmsö he wore at his side.

      “Apparently, I stumbled into a barrow that does not exist and emerged with the ancient sword belonging to the first king of this island, a wolf Odin turned into a man.”

      Hofund looked thoughtful, his eyes taking that faraway sheen Eydis sometimes got when she saw visions. “The gods are here.”

      I nodded. “Yes, so I’ve seen.”

      “Thor is whispering to me.”

      “What does he say?”

      “A sword fit for a king. A queen fit for a king,” he said, then touched my cheek. “One day, you will be queen, Hervor.”

      I looked up at him. “Only if the gods find me worthy. Only if I can do good for the people.”

      “Look what you have done,” Hofund said, motioning to the crowd. “Bolmsö is at peace. Halmstad is at peace. Dalr is at peace. Silfrheim is at peace. You do not see yourself as we see you.”

      “I’m only trying to do what is right.”

      “For others, for them,” Hofund said, motioning to the people. “Which makes you different from all the rest.”

      I grinned playfully at Hofund, slipping my fingers under his doublet. “Be careful with all that flattery, husband. You never know where it can lead.”

      Hofund nodded stoically, a smile playing on the corner of his lips. “But that’s exactly what I was aiming for, wife.”

      Leaning forward, I placed a kiss on Hofund’s lips then wrapped my arms around him. “I do not know what will come next, but may the All-Father guide us.”

      Thunder rolled across the horizon once more, and then, with a crack of lightning, a band of color flashed over us.

      Everyone gasped.

      The excited crowd grew silent as ribbons of blue, green, and purple waved in the sky overhead. The aurora of color cast its shadow on the people’s faces and trimmed the snow with its rainbow hues. A pair of ravens circled overhead, calling to us. Their midnight black feathers glowed blue and purple under the light of the aurora. They circled higher and higher until they disappeared into the brilliant light.

      I looked up at Hofund, his face glowing with the colors of the Bifrost. My husband. How everything had changed in the year that had passed. I had been no one. Unloved. Unwanted. Fatherless. And now, I had more blessings than any mortal dreamed to ask for. How? Why?

      The wind whipped, carrying with it the soft voice of the All-Father.

      Hervor.

      Daughter.

      Beloved of the gods.

      For you…

      From you…

      My will shall come to pass through you.
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