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      “Who’s going to die first, Cathal or Magnus?” Amund asked as Brant and I stepped out of the castle doors. He moved into stride with us, easily matching our pace.

      “Where are the others?” I asked, ignoring his question. I needed a clear head. It would only distract me to imagine the many ways I wanted to kill both men right now. Decisions needed to be made and actions taken swiftly.

      “I sent the four of them on to follow Cathal,” he said.

      “Anyone wounded?”

      Amund shook his head. “Nothing that won’t heal in a few days.”

      “How’s your side?” Brant asked.

      I pressed my hand to the bloodstained hole in the fabric of my tunic, cupping the wound. “It’s sore, but it feels more like it is weeks old rather than minutes.”

      “Your woman is powerful,” Amund said.

      My jaw clenched at the reminder my woman was in the hands of a man who would do anything to get what he wanted. She was in danger, and I was unable to protect her. Thoughts of her capture caused me to quicken my pace, ignoring the twinge in my side. From both the left and right sides of our small running party, Kjell, Rush, Delvin, and Siv came silently sprinting out of the trees, matching our footsteps as they fell into stride with us. Smoke loomed ahead on the horizon and my gut churned, already knowing from where it originated, though I didn’t want to accept the ships were all burned until I saw it with my own eyes.

      “Perhaps we should borrow some royal horses?” Brant said as we crested the hill and jogged down the path leading to King Albric’s royal fleet… well, what used to be his fleet. There were only five ships, but all of them, like the Viking longships on the beach, were currently ablaze.

      Magnus had set fire to the remaining Viking ships when he’d escaped with Allete. Cathal, for his part, had ignited the rest of the English fleet after sailing away in his own ship. Apparently, mad men share a similar mindset when it comes to fire, I thought as I stared at the burning mess.

      “We don’t really have a choice,” I pointed out. “Cathal and Magnus are getting further and further away. We can’t very well set out on foot.”

      Normally, riding a galloping horse wouldn’t be my preferred mode of travel while I sported a fresh arrow wound, but since Allete was moving farther and farther away, I would take whatever the gods would hand me. The wound was closed—Allete had managed to knit the skin and tissue as well as stop the bleeding—but my side was extremely tender, and the skin felt weak, as if it could easily tear itself open. I winced as, turning, we began running back in the direction we’d come, straight for the royal stables. As the others caught up with me, I glanced at Rush and Delvin on my right and Siv and Kjell on my left. “What did you see?” I yelled breathlessly.

      “We followed,” Rush began, “but Cathal left behind several of his men to guard his escape. We were forced to dispatch eight of the Tarans before we reached the beach.”

      “By the time we got there, it was too late,” Siv added. “Cathal was already speeding out of the bay and the rest of the ships were ablaze.”

      “Dammit!”

      When we entered the large building, two young stable hands came rushing out. I held up my hands to show I wasn’t armed. “We aren’t here to hurt anyone. My men and I need horses, fast. We are going after Princess Allete. I don’t have time to wait for you to get clearance from King Albric.”

      Before either of the two men could speak, Thomas, Allete’s cousin, stepped inside from a door on the opposite side of the barn. “Ready us eight horses. You can tell King Albric I have authorized it.”

      “While I appreciate the help,” I said, “I cannot allow you to go with us.”

      Thomas smiled, though it wasn’t one filled with humor. “You don’t really have a choice. I will either join you, or I will go on my own. Do you think I will leave my cousin’s fate in the hands of a wild Northman? No offense.”

      “None taken. What am I to tell Allete if you go and get yourself killed?” I asked.

      “You will not need to tell her anything. My cousin is well aware that I am a grown man and can make my own decisions. She also knows that no one can stop me save the king himself.”

      What was I supposed to say to that? Thomas was indeed a grown man and a noble in his own right. Only King Albric could order him to stay behind. But even so, his addition to the party would no doubt be a hindrance to my efforts to get Allete back as quickly as possible. He wasn’t one of my men. I hadn’t trained with him, and I knew nothing of his fighting prowess, so I would have to do my best to protect him. I knew he was important to Allete, so I would feel responsible should any ill befall him. I couldn’t let her experience the pain of losing a family member she loved so dearly.

      “Fine,” I finally relented, “but if you get yourself killed, Allete will probably kill me. So, remember that before you attempt any heroics.”

      “I will indeed try and stay alive simply to keep you from enduring my cousin’s ire,” Thomas said with a sly smile.

      “Cheeky bastard,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Fifteen minutes later, the stable hands brought out eight horses, saddled and ready to ride. I grabbed the one closest to me and mounted it with ease. Though I was most comfortable at sea, I had no trouble handling a horse and usually enjoyed riding when I wasn’t chasing after an evil king or dangerous Viking chieftain who’d kidnapped the woman I loved.

      I urged the horse forward, immediately bringing it to a gallop, and heard the pounding of hooves behind me as the others followed. Pulling a compass from my pocket, I checked our bearing, considered our route, and knew we had a couple options. We could go North, across England, but that would take longer to get to sea and have us possibly running into English soldiers who weren’t aware we weren’t the enemy. Going East, toward the English Channel, would get us to sea quicker, allowing us to leave the English territory more quickly. From there, we would have to procure a small vessel to get across the short distance to Normandy, then we would head north, toward my homeland.

      Taking note that the road we were following was heading in the right direction, I pushed the horse even harder. Time felt as though it were moving too fast and too slow at the same time. It was nerve-racking to know that my enemies’ ships were moving across the water at a much faster pace than I could go on land, yet there was nothing I could do except pray to the sea giant, Aegir, that he would slow the ships down.

      “Can we ride horseback all the way to your clan?” Thomas asked as he brought his horse up beside me.

      “Most of the way. Eventually, we will have to cross the North Sea,” I answered, “unless we want to ride several hundred miles out of our way. Would that we could have sailed. It would be much faster, not to mention we wouldn’t have to cross through anyone else’s territory. No one owns the great wide ocean, but plenty of men own land.”

      Allete’s cousin nodded but said nothing more.

      I attempted to reach out to Allete through our mental connection, but all I could feel was her exhaustion and anger. I wasn’t surprised not to find fear. My princess didn’t seem the type to cower in a corner. I’d watched her handle Cathal and knew she could take care of herself, but that didn’t stop me from worrying about her. She was still a beautiful woman surrounded by men who had no qualms about hurting her. My only hope was that Magnus valued her more as an Oracle and healer than he did as a woman. If I found out he’d laid even a single inappropriate finger on her, I would slice him open, pull out his innards, and then force-feed them to him.

      “You seem a tad miffed,” Brant said. His mount’s legs were slightly longer than my own, and he had no trouble keeping pace with my fast gallop.

      “I’m just imagining the many ways that I plan to kill our jarl,” I said.

      “How many times are you planning on killing him?” he asked.

      “It’s not the number of times, but the thoroughness of my execution. I will have no mercy, not when he had the gall to take the woman I love. Magnus is going to wish that he’d never been jarl over Clan Hakon by the time I am finished with him.”
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        “If ever I say that nothing could possibly be worse than riding a horse and having a sore rump, or cleaning my own chamber pot, or mucking out the stalls, remind me of my time on a Northman’s longboat.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “If you vomit on my lap, I will most likely throw you overboard,” Dayna, my incredibly helpful sister, told me for the fourth or fifth time.

      “If you hadn’t come running after me like a sodding fool, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself captured. Then you wouldn’t even be on this boat, and you wouldn’t have to worry about me vomiting on you, now, would you?” I asked as I clutched my midsection. My stomach seemed to think it should take its cues from the ocean upon which we sailed. It rolled and flipped just like the waves.

      “First, if I hadn’t come after you, then that would make me a coward and not much of a sister, so that was never an option. Second, if I hadn’t gotten captured, then you would be all alone with no one to hold your hair while you vomit, now, wouldn’t you?”

      “Do we have to use the term vomit in every sentence?” Hilda, the Hakon clan Oracle, healer, and Torben’s mother, asked dryly.

      “Apparently, we do since you just used it yourself,” Dayna pointed out.

      Hilda shot me a sly grin. With one eyebrow raised, she asked, “You don’t mind if I just put a small hex on her, do you?”

      “She is my sister, so I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Thank you,” Dayna said a bit smugly.

      “But if you feel it’s absolutely necessary, I guess I could overlook it,” I added, earning me a pinch from said sister.

      I had no idea how long it had been since Magnus, Torben’s jarl, had captured us. On one hand, he’d done me a favor. I certainly wasn’t going to have to marry Cathal now. On the other hand, my sister and I were now the prisoners of a man who was slowly losing his mind. I wasn’t sure which was worse, being married to a madman or being stolen by one. For whatever reason, I seemed to have suddenly become a hot commodity to lunatics. I chuckled to myself.

      “Pray tell, sister, what is so funny?” Dayna asked.

      “Madmen want me,” I said as I groaned and shifted my head, which was indeed lying in my sister’s lap, where I very well might have been sick at any second.

      “Do you think she’s already delirious from being at sea?” Dayna asked Hilda.

      Hilda snorteda most unladylike sound. “We’ve only been at sea for half a day at most. If she’s already delirious, then we are going to need to shore up her constitution.”

      I was just about to tell her where she could shove her shoring up when I quickly covered my mouth and sat up. I refused to vomit. If I did, it would feel like Magnus was winning in some bizarre, silent game between the two of us. Once I was sure I could open my mouth without anything but words coming out of it, I addressed Hilda. “I am feeling more than just my own illness, worry, and fear.” I pressed my hand to my heart and rubbed it as if that could somehow remove the ache. “There’s a pain deep in my breast.”

      Hilda nodded. “That would be the anchor bond between you and my son. You are feeling his worry and fear as well as your own. And knowing how deeply Torben feels anything, I imagine he is in quite a bit of distress, though he won’t show it on the outside.” She shook her head. “No, he’s a warrior through and through. On the outside, he will look as though he could slit your throat without a second thought. But on the inside, he is frantic to get to you.”

      “Is that why you weren’t wailing about the possibility of Torben being dead when Magnus said he was?” Dayna asked.

      “I would know if he were dead. A part of me would die inside as well.” I looked back to Hilda. “Will he kill Magnus?” I asked.

      She nodded. “It is his destiny to become jarl of the Hakon clan, as it is your destiny to rule at his side. For that to happen, the old jarl must die. Magnus will never relinquish power willingly. Our two nations will grow stronger, not only because they embrace one another’s differences, but because they need new blood. Your offspring will be strong.”

      The boat gave a mighty heave, and Dayna and I both nearly fell off the small bench upon which we were perched. Hilda didn’t appear bothered at all by the motion. She noticed the expression I was giving her and shrugged.

      “I’ve lived at sea a long time. She and I are well acquainted.”

      “Forgive me for speaking out of turn,” Dayna said, gripping the seat beneath her as though it might try to toss her into the bottom of the boat, “but your life has been about as fun as a house rat’s on cleaning day if you’ve spent that much time on the ocean.”

      “You get used to it,” Hilda said in response. “And being at sea a few times has been the least of my torments.”

      My mind didn’t want to think about the torment at which Hilda hinted, mostly because I feared such things were in my own future. What if something happened to Torben and he wasn’t able to get to us? What would my life look like then? Would I be destined to follow in his mother’s footsteps? Could I ever be free? I considered the things Hilda had told me only a few nights ago about using my magic to harm another. Yes, I could harm Jarl Magnus if it meant my sister’s and my freedom, and even Hilda’s—even if it cost me a piece of my soul. If I stayed his prisoner, then my soul would wither and die anyway. I’d much rather choose to lose part of my soul than to lose it because of my own inaction.

      “You are thinking hard, Allete,” Hilda said.

      “I’m considering my future, and Dayna’s as well. This,” I motioned to the boat around us, “will not be our future. And it won’t be yours any longer, either.”

      Dayna grinned. “Are you finally going to let me show off my impressive skills with a blade?”

      “You know Father still thinks you were taking cotillion lessons when you were sneaking off with the sword master,” I responded.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I actually learned something useful instead. Now, who should I stab first?”

      I let out a sigh. “You’re so eager to kill someone, little sister.”

      “If they deserve killing, then yes, I’m happy to oblige.”

      “I like her,” Hilda said, winking at Dayna.

      “Do not encourage her,” I groaned. “Keeping her out of trouble has been my life’s work. And it seems I will never be relieved of the burden.”

      “As for options,” Hilda began, “we are limited until I know where he is taking us.”

      “Aren’t we going back to your clan?” I asked.

      Hilda shook her head. “Not at first. He will want to be sure that no one is following and that he has you two somewhat under control.” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “Then again, the old fool has gone mad, so he may be taking us to some remote location to live out his days with us as captives and the few men he has on his ship. If that happens, we’re in trouble. We cannot operate the longship on our own, and as long as Magnus is alive, none of these men will help us.”

      “Would they help us if he was dead?” Dayna asked.

      “I am the Oracle of my clan, held in high regard. Without Magnus, they would probably follow my command until we were back with the rest of the clan.”

      “Probably?” I asked.

      “Life is nothing but a series of educated gambles. We will have to take our chance when it presents itself.”

      “But as it stands, there’s nothing we can do at the moment,” I said, resigned to the fact. “I hate just sitting, unable to help.” The words got stuck in my throat as I felt the pull of my magic.

      There was commotion at the door in the ceiling that led to the upper deck. I heard men shouting, but it was hard to make out what anyone was saying. Then one voice stood out above the others.

      “Stand back, or you will meet the sharp end of my axe,” Magnus snarled.

      “Jarl, she can help,” a deep voice responded. “Some of us saw what she did to Torben. She’s a healer. She can help Faulkner.”

      “If he was foolish enough to cut himself in the first place, then he doesn’t deserve healing,” Magnus snapped back.

      I was up and moving without even thinking about it. I grabbed the handle and jerked the door open. It hadn’t been locked. Magnus was obviously confident we wouldn’t attempt to escape; we’d end up as fish food if we tried.

      The creaking of the door hinges, no doubt corroded from all the salty sea air, grabbed everyone’s attention, and suddenly, many sets of eyes were focused on me. Swallowing my fear, I looked at the man directly across from Magnus. “Where is the injured man?” I asked.

      His eyebrows shot up. “You would heal him?”

      “Isn’t that why you were coming to get me?”

      He nodded. “But I didn’t think you’d be willing. I figured we’d have to threaten you, or maybe bribe you.”

      The pull inside of me was becoming painful, and I fought the need to push past all of them and find the one who was injured. I waved off his words. “I need neither threats nor bribery. I am a healer, it is what I do. Now, take me to him.”

      “You are not the jarl of this clan,” Magnus bellowed as he rounded on me.

      “That’s good of you to notice,” I said calmly, though I was anything but calm on the inside. I wanted to strike out like a rabid animal at the man in front of me, but I wouldn’t let him see that. “Since you are the jarl, and no doubt wise in your leadership, I’m sure you would want the injured man healed immediately. Otherwise, he might end up with a sickness that could spread to the rest of the crew.” I had no idea if what I was saying was accurate—I wasn’t exactly a palace-trained physician—but the Viking leader didn’t know that.

      “What sickness?” he asked.

      I thought back on what I’d heard the medicinal healer tell her patients and tried to recite her words. I was certain I’d not get it completely accurate, but the idea came across well enough. “Wounds can become infected. An infection will make the man very ill, and the infection can be catching. Just being near the infected person could cause others to become sick. Being stuck on this vessel out in the middle of the sea with no way to put a safe distance between us and an infected man could be a death sentence for all of us. You brought me here because I am a healer, so let me do what it is I am supposed to do.”

      All eyes were on Magnus as we waited for his verdict. I felt as though my spirit were going to crawl out of my body and go to the injured man without my physical form. The feeling was getting more and more intense, this need to heal.

      “Fine,” he finally huffed. “You may heal the man to keep him from getting an infection.” Turning to his men, he said, “Step aside.”

      “Take me to him,” I told the man who had been the one to seek me out.

      “I go where she goes,” I heard Dayna say behind me and then felt her hand on my back, silent reassurance that she was there with me and would fight with me if need be.

      “And I go where I want to, so get out of my way,” Hilda added.

      I tried not to smirk when the men grumbled, shifting to get out of her path.

      We were led across the ship, and, as we walked, I understood more fully why it was called a longship. The blasted thing was long.

      “He’s over there,” the man said as he stepped aside.

      “Finally,” Dayna groaned. “Next time, bring the injured to her, not the other way around.”

      “What if it’s his legs that are injured?” the Viking asked her.

      I glanced back at Dayna, who was giving the man a look that clearly said she thought he was a straw shy of a haystack. “Are this man’s legs injured?”

      “No.”

      “Then you should have had him walk the thousand yards to the healer.”

      “Dayna, leave the boy alone and give me a hand,” I called as I reached the man who was slumped over, clutching his arm to his chest. “I am a healer,” I said gently. “I need to see the wound.”

      His face lifted up to me, his eyes full of not only pain but mistrust as well.

      “I can help,” I said when he made no move to extend his arm.

      “She can heal you,” said the other Viking, the one who’d led us over.

      “You’re not of my clan,” the injured one responded through clenched teeth.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Faulk,” he answered.

      “Nice to meet you, Faulk. My name is Allete. Do you breathe air?”

      He frowned but nodded.

      “Good. As do I. Do you walk on two feet?”

      He nodded again.

      “As do I. Since I can see that you’re bleeding like a freshly gutted pig, I know that you bleed red, just as I do. Now, do you eat food by chewing it and swallowing it?”

      “Yes,” he answered with words instead of the nod.

      “So, you’re telling me that you do all the same things I do? That we’re both human beings?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Why, exactly, does it matter if I wasn’t born into your clan on your island? I was born just the same as you, simply somewhere else. Are we not equals? Are we really so different that we can’t possibly be allies?”

      “Allies do not harm one another,” he said.

      “Fantastic. I mean you no harm. I am simply a human being wanting to help another human being.”

      After several heartbeats, Faulk finally held out his arm to me. He’d flayed it open nearly from elbow to wrist. It was no wonder he was so pale; the idiot was nearly bled dry. I laid my hand over the large wound and closed my eyes. The magic inside me rose up as it searched for the injury. The words, which always seemed to automatically find their way into my head, began to flow out of my mouth.

      “Damaged flesh and jagged wound,

      feel my power flow deep inside.

      Mend and heal before the waning moon,

      By my command you must abide.

      I give this freely with no debt,

      I give this willingly to preserve this life.

      I hold not this man my magic’s met,

      Reverse the damage from the knife.”

      I opened my eyes, pulled my hand away, and was unable to hide the surprise I knew was written across my face. I had expected to find bright pink, freshly healed skin. Instead, I found an arm that looked as though it had never been wounded in the first place. There was not a single indication there had ever been a cut, much less the large gash that Faulk had sustained.

      “Well that’s sort of new,” Dayna whispered from behind me.

      I didn’t have time to respond as I felt a hand on my arm, jerking me from where I knelt.

      “She will need to rest now, Magnus,” Hilda said as she began to pull me away from the astonished crowd. “You know how much a healing can take out of one such as her.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the stunned jarl, and my stomach twisted at the glint in his eyes. There was longing there, something more than just the power a healer could bring. There was a lust there for things I dared not think about. The idea of being anything to Magnus was disgusting, but the idea of being his lover, that was a completely different magnitude of loathing.

      Hilda continued to pull me until we were once again descending the ladder to the cabin below. I could hear Dayna behind me muttering under her breath about men and their ridiculous fascination with all things female. If possible, her mouth had become even fowler since boarding the longship.

      “Is there a reason you rushed me out of there like the hounds of hell were nipping at our girdles?” I asked, finding a seat on the empty bench we’d earlier occupied. I was still nauseated, but it was no longer because of the movement of the ship.

      “You saw his face,” Hilda snapped. “Before he only had suspicions of your power. Now he knows how completely gifted you are. You are no longer simply a tool to prolong his life. He’s fascinated with you. Your power, which is well beyond mine, has called to the man inside of him, not just the monster.”

      “Eww,” Dayna gagged. “I’ll gut him from groin to sternum if he attempts to lay his meaty paws on my sister.”

      Hilda sighed dramatically. “Yes, I’m sure all one hundred pounds and five foot nothing of you would easily best a hardened warrior such as Jarl Magnus. He may be mad, but he is still a fierce fighter and leader, probably even more now than when he had all his faculties.”

      “So now I have to worry about my virtue in addition to the life force I’ll lose when I heal him?” I asked.

      Hilda shrugged. “Hopefully, you needn’t have to worry too much longer. Unless you just enjoy hanging around the jarl?”

      Dayna rubbed her hands together and grinned. “I smell an escape plan brewing in your old, yet knowledgeable, head.”

      Hilda shot me a dry look. “How has she survived all these years?”

      I laughed. “She had my father’s guards watching over her.”

      “And how did she keep them from killing her?”

      Dayna chuckled. “They were honored to have the job. I’m a delight once you get to know me. Plus, they knew better than to cross me. It only took one to wake up with turpentine in his underpants to realize that.”

      I shook my head at the Oracle. “You don’t want to know the extent of depravity that lives inside my sister’s mind. I’ve learned to just pretend she’s a nice, agreeable young woman with a pleasant disposition.”

      “So, you lie to yourself on a daily basis?” Hilda asked.

      I shook my head. “No, I lie to myself on a minute-to-minute basis.”

      “Ha, ha,” Dayna retorted. “You’re a riot, sister. Let’s not forget who helped you escape the captain more than once.”

      I dipped my head to her. “Touché,” I conceded. “Her depravity does occasionally have its uses,” I said glancing at Hilda.

      “Well,” she sighed, “as long as she has at least one use, I guess I can put up with her eccentricities.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” I said wryly.

      “If you two are done raking me across the proverbial coals, could we please get back to the escape plan?” Dayna asked as she took a seat next to me.

      “As I was saying earlier,” Hilda began, “I’m sure Magnus is not taking us back to Clan Hakon. He will take us somewhere to hide us, at least for a little while, in hopes that King Cathal, your parents, and my son, grow weary of searching for you and give up.”

      “But he thinks Torben is dead,” I said.

      “Maybe,” she responded, “but he probably has some doubt as to that. He won’t rest easy unless he puts Torben on the funeral pyre himself.”

      “Our parents will never give up,” Dayna said slamming her fist against the bench. “They will die trying to find us.”

      “As will my son,” Hilda agreed. “For all intents and purposes, you are Torben’s bride. Maybe you have not said the vows, but you belong to each other and he will not let you go.”

      I closed my eyes as I pictured his rugged, handsome face in my mind. It had only been hours since I’d seen him last, and already I ached to see him again, touch him, and hear his voice.

      “I’m coming for you.” His voice filled my head and made my heart ache even more.

      “I think I’m hallucinating,” I said as I pinched the bridge of my nose.

      “Hallucinating?” Hilda said, sitting up and a bit more alert. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that this longing inside of me is growing, and now I’m hearing his voice in my head. It’s like I’m conjuring him up because my soul misses him so badly.”

      “Ach, woman,” she ground out. “Do you not remember what I told you about soul speaking? You aren’t hallucinating, you daft female.”

      “Hey, no need for insults, you crystal ball-reading hag,” Dayna huffed.

      Hilda paid her no mind. “His soul is reaching out to yours. He’s calling for you. Answer him.”

      “How? Do I just speak back?” Okay, so that sounded really stupid when I said it out loud.

      “Close your eyes and think of him. Your soul will do the rest,” she instructed. Then she turned to my sister. “I will give you points for creativity on your insults. If they get mediocre or lazy, I’ll not be so tolerant.”

      “Can I add weird to your description?” Dayna asked.

      “The way I see it, if you’re going to go into battle, be it physically or verbally, then you should charge full speed. Don’t be a half-arsed ninny.”

      Dayna rolled her eyes at the Oracle. “Damn it all, I don’t want to like you. But then you go and say something brilliant like that, and I nearly beg you to be my mentor. Be gone, demon-tongued woman.” She waved her hand at Hilda as if that would suddenly make her disappear.

      Hilda laughed. “If nothing else, she is amusing.”

      I shook my head at the pair before I closed my eyes once again and focused on the man my heart and soul longed for.

      “Torben?” I asked hesitantly. There was no response, and I felt the momentary spark of hope dwindle. How could we have just found one another, just accepted what we were to one another, only to be ripped apart? Was life really that cruel? I snorted inwardly. Yes, you fool, it is. The fact that I had been betrothed to a monster like Cathal was proof that life was a cruel joke at times. It dangled bits of tasty fruits in front of your face that, when you snatched them from the air like a famished horse, you discovered were rotten and putrid.

      “It’s not so bad, love.”

      His voice once again filled my head, and I felt my heartbeat begin to race. It pounded painfully in my chest as I waited, scared that I’d only imagined him.

      “I need to hear your voice, too. Speak to me, Princess.”

      “It’s really you? You’re not just a figment of my imagination?”

      “That depends, is your imagining of me better than the real thing?”

      “Nothing beats having you before me, breathing, flesh and blood. But if this is all I can have for now, then I will take it,” I admitted without shame.

      “I am real, Allete. Our bond is strong. I refuse to give you up.”

      I smiled to myself. “Your mother said something similar about you.”

      “She knows me well. How are you, my love? Has he hurt you?” The words came out in a husky growl.

      “No, he hasn’t touched me. Not yet, anyway,” I added before I could censor myself.

      “What do you mean, not yet?” His voice was a deadly whisper.

      Okay, so I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that.

      “Allete,” he warned.

      “Well, you see, there was this warrior that needed my help,”

      “ACCH! You healed one of his men?”

      “Don’t sound betrayed, Torben. It’s not like I lifted my petticoat and flashed the man.”

      “Thank you for that image, Princess,” he said dryly.

      “I’m a healer, Torben. You know I cannot ignore the call of my magic.”

      “And how did Magnus respond?” he asked, sounding very much like he didn’t really want to hear the answer.

      “Your mother seemed to think that his interest in me has grown. She said he no longer sees me as just a healer, but as a woman, a potential lover,” I admitted slowly. I could feel the anger and worry inside of him. It was like lava building inside a mountain, growing hotter and more volatile by the minute.

      “He won’t touch me,” I said, attempting to reassure him. “I’ll cut off his hands before I let him, and Dayna has threatened to gut him like a fish.”

      “You must be careful about insulting him, Allete. There are worse things than death. I need you to survive, but… I’ve seen Magnus do unspeakable things, even to his own men. And that’s nothing to what he does to his enemies.

      “I will survive, but you need not worry that it will be at the expense of him getting anywhere near me.” I didn’t have to say that I would die before I let Magnus violate me; it was understood in the tone of my voice.

      “I love you,” Torben said suddenly. The longing that filled his voice matched my own. “I never thought I could feel this way about someone, but I do. I want the chance to know you more, to have a life with you. I want to see you swollen with my children and tired from being up all night nursing. I want to hear your laughter at my bad jokes and to taste your kiss after years of togetherness.”

      If someone had told me, a few short months ago when I met Torben, that he would say such moving words to me, I would have laughed. But here we were, destined for one another yet unable to be together. Here he was, my Viking, whispering words of love in my mind, yet I could not touch him.

      “We will have those things and many more,” I said finally after several minutes of silence. “It’s worth fighting for, Torben. I will fight to the death for you. I love you.”

      I heard the sigh he breathed out as if he were standing there beside me. I could nearly feel his warmth, and I couldn’t decide if it was a gift or a curse.

      Hilda’s voice intruded on the blissful moment. “The expression on your face suggests we are witnessing something no mother should ever witness between her son and his bride.”

      “Your mother is summoning my attention,” I told him, hoping he could hear in my voice the affection I had for her.

      “By all means, don’t leave the Oracle waiting. Reach for me as often as you need. Our souls communicating like this will help keep you anchored and strong. And if you can help it, do not heal any more of those bottom-feeders.”

      “Thank you for your words of wisdom, Oh Mighty Viking,” I crooned. “I will do my best to resist the call of my magic to heal some scallywag.”

      He chuckled, and it sent a shiver down my spine. “It’s good to know that even in such tense situations, you desire me.”

      I could have denied it and refrained from stroking his ego, but I was feeling generous. “You are too tempting for your own good, warlord. Be safe. Don’t do anything heroic and get yourself killed. I will be good and pissed if you do.”

      “It’s kind of sexy when you start using foul language because you’re worried for me. I like it. You be safe as well, my love.”

      I felt his presence in my mind begin to recede, though he didn’t leave completely, and it brought a measure of relief from the continual ache. I opened my eyes and turned them on Hilda. “You have my attention.”

      Dayna fanned herself with her hand. “Whoa, that was intense, big sis,” she sighed. “I’ll admit I’m a little jealous that you can have mental rendezvous with your lover.”

      “I wasn’t having a mental rendezvous, you shameless hussy,” I argued.

      “I do believe she doth protest too much,” Hilda said, winking at Dayna.

      I could feel the heat on my face as a blush rose. I didn’t know why I was embarrassed. It wasn’t like Torben and I had been lost in some lust-filled mental lovemaking. Although, maybe that was an idea I needed to give some serious thought.
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        Let the wary stranger who seeks refreshment keep silent with sharpened hearing; with his ears let him listen, and look with his eyes; thus each wise man spies out the way.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      “I’m going to cut off his fingers one at a time, and then I’ll cut off his hands, and—”

      “You’ve had lots of practice at cutting off appendages. Perhaps while you’re cutting on the jarl, you could thank him for giving you the experience,” Brant said, interrupting my tirade.

      “He won’t be able to respond because I’m going to cut out his tongue, so I don’t have to listen to his lunacy,” I snarled. Leaning down, I cupped some water from a small stream into my hand and slurped it into my mouth. We’d pushed the horses hard all night and late into the day. Both the animals and my men needed a break, no matter how badly I wanted to keep riding.

      “So, what I hear you saying is there will be a lot of cutting,” Brant chuckled. “Is this before or after you torture him and make him wish he’d never been jarl of Clan Hakon?”

      I narrowed my eyes on him. “He has your woman, too, ya know?” I saw the way Brant’s jaw tightened even though he tried to appear nonchalant.

      “Yes, I know,” he responded. “But she can probably kick his arse. I should be more worried about the poor, unsuspecting men who are going to be dealing with her. The lass has quite a temper.”

      I snorted. “Wicked temper,” I muttered under my breath, though I wasn’t talking about Dayna. My thoughts were on another princess whose temper could be quite as volatile as her sister’s, though Allete would be more likely to set traps for her enemies and watch silently as they fell. Dayna would simply run them through with a sword, laughing all the while.

      I had to admit, since I’d been able to speak to Allete through the bond we shared, I felt a little less like ripping the world apart. I knew she was all right, though for how long I couldn’t be sure. Magnus was unpredictable and unstable. There was no way to say with any amount of certainty that he wouldn’t harm Allete, Dayna, or even his mother.

      “We told King Albric we would bring the princesses back. Have you devised a plan to make that a reality?” Amund asked. Everyone other than Brant had been quiet since they’d started their journey. I knew it was because they could feel the tension rolling off me. I was surprised that Thomas had uttered scarcely a sound the entire ride considering every time I’d seen him at the castle he was usually cracking some sort of joke.

      “Not completely, no. But we must get back to Clan Hakon as quickly as possible. I don’t think Magnus will make directly for home, but Cathal doesn’t know that so he’ll probably seek them there. I do not want our people caught in the crossfire. Cathal will torture and kill them for information even though they won’t have any idea what Magnus had done.”

      “That’s a big gamble to make,” Brant pointed out. “It will give Magnus a bloody big lead.”

      I nodded. “I know. But like you said, I do not believe he will hurt them.”

      Perhaps that was wishful thinking on my part, but it couldn’t be helped. I knew Allete wouldn’t want me to leave anyone to the likes of Cathal, even a foreign people she didn’t know. She’d be more ticked off at me if I came after her and allowed my people—our people—to be cut down at the end of that vile king’s sword.

      Knowing I was more than likely headed away from Allete caused a pain in my chest, but I prayed to the gods she would be safe. I prayed they would all be safe.

      “A map would come in handy right about now,” I said as I stared out across the vast land before us. We’d passed a few villages but hadn’t bothered to stop to find out exactly where we were.

      “I was wondering how long it would be before you realized you would need one,” Thomas said. He walked over to his horse and began to dig through one of the saddlebags. A minute later, he produced a rolled-up piece of parchment. He brought it over, knelt on the ground where I was crouched, and spread out the paper. Mountains, rivers, borders, and main roads were all reflected there.

      “There’s my uncle’s kingdom.” Thomas pointed and then drew his finger up. “This is the path we’ve been taking. We still have a day or more to go before we reach the port that will take us to Normandy.”

      “It took us a month to make it from Ravenscar to England. We’ve got some time,” I said.

      “I beg your pardon, Torben,” Thomas said. “You said your home is Ravenscar”—he pointed to a spot on the map indicating our homeland—“which is in Scandinavia. That’s only a three-day sail. Why in the hell did it take you a month to get to England?”

      I could feel my gut balling up into a knot as Thomas’ words sank in. “Three days?” I asked. I turned to Brant.

      His eyes narrowed as he stared back at me. “Magnus didn’t take us on a direct route to England.”

      “Bloody hell, if it took a damn month to get here and it only should have taken three days, that means we would have had to have gone north, but we never saw any land,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “He’s mad,” Rush pointed out. “We knew it when we got in the boats and followed him that he wasn’t all there.”

      “I have an idea,” Brant said. “The fool is growing more paranoid by the day. I bet he got it in his head that he was being followed. He probably sailed in circles thinking it would keep him safe.”

      I didn’t know what to think about the jarl anymore. There were times he seemed lucid. Other times, I was sure he’d lost every ounce of sense the gods had given him.

      I glanced at my men, who were waiting on my orders. Eventually, I spoke. “We keep riding as hard as we can. When we get to the port, we’ll have to see about procuring a ship. Do you think you could help us out with that?” I asked Thomas.

      “I could throw some of my uncle’s weight around,” he answered.

      My eyes met each of my men’s. “Be praying to Njord to make the sea turbulent and to Thor to strike Cathal’s ship down. Maybe the god of thunder will sink it to the bottom of the ocean and save us the trouble.”

      “Perhaps we have more time than we think,” Kjell suggested. “Cathal doesn’t know exactly where our clan is located. Scandinavia is a big place. He’s probably just headed in a general direction. There are lots of other Norsemen clans. He may have to waste time searching for us.”

      “That’s a good point,” Brant said. “Even if it is coming from Kjell.”

      I was surprised that Brant took a shot at Kjell. They hadn’t been at each other’s throats in a while.

      “Don’t be jealous that you are unable to think too deeply with that large ham on top of your neck, Brant,” Kjell said, his voice a bit tight.

      “Are you still sore at me for snatching your woman from you last year, Kjell?” Brant taunted.

      I groaned as I ran my hand over my face. He thought they’d finally moved past that catastrophe, and then Brant had to go and bring it back up.

      Kjell shot Brant a sly smile. “I’m over it. I’ve got my eye on a certain sassy English princess.”

      My hand shot out to hold Brant down in his seat just as he lunged for Kjell. “Dammit, man!” I snarled at the mouthy warrior. “Have you no sense of self-preservation?”

      Kjell shrugged. “A woman for a woman, I say.”

      “You won’t be saying anything if I cut your tongue out,” Brant threatened.

      “There will be no cutting out of tongues unless it’s Cathal’s,” I said before things could get out of hand. “Kjell, you and Bree were both dipping into other wells at that point, anyway. Don’t act like you two had sacrificed a goat together.”

      “It’s the principle of the matter,” Kjell said. “Brothers-in-arms shouldn’t tangle with each other’s lovers—past, present, or future—regardless of who is dipping into what.”

      “Fine,” Brant bit out. “You needn’t worry from here on out. You can dip into any well in Skagerrak Bay, and you won’t ever have to worry about me coming around to clean up what’s sloshed out of your bucket.”

      Kjell raised his eyebrows. “Even that raven-haired daughter of Elufson?

      “She’s all yours,” replied Brant.

      “Deal,” Kjell said, smiling.

      “Good. It’s done.” I pointed at both of them. “Get over it, and don’t bring it up again. We are stronger united even though we are small in numbers. Any break in our brotherhood and we become weak. Clear?”

      “Clear,” all six of my men echoed.

      “Good, now see if any of you can snag some game so we can have a quick meal before starting off again. The horses need a little more time, but we need to keep moving.”

      They paired up and took off in search of food. I glanced at Thomas and motioned toward the ground. “Help me gather some wood for a fire?”

      Thomas nodded as he rolled up his map and returned it to his saddlebag. “What will Magnus do with Dayna?” he asked as he began to gather tinder for the fire. “I just mean that he has need of Allete, so I agree he probably won’t hurt her. But Dayna serves no purpose.”

      His question was valid but not one I really wanted to answer; no good answer would be forthcoming. Dayna could serve a purpose if Magnus allowed his men to use her. My stomach revolted at the idea. Taking a woman against her will had never appealed to me, and I did not respect the warriors who did such things on raids, though I knew it was because they did not see foreign women as having any worth. They were nothing more than a warm body. If a Norseman attempted to rape a woman of their own clan, she’d likely remove his manhood and feed it to the dogs, and the other females would join in and hold the idiot down. No, even if the men were willing to rape outsiders, they’d never lift a finger to one of their own clan. Still, I didn’t agree with the practice and vowed that once I was jarl, which I hoped would be soon, the mistreatment of any woman would not be tolerated.

      “You haven’t answered my question, Torben. It’s making me a bit nervous,” Thomas said, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “Most likely he will use her to keep Allete in line,” I finally answered. “From what I observed when she was around Cathal, Allete cares little for her own safety but is fiercely protective of those she loves. If Magnus can control her by threatening Dayna, then he won’t hesitate to use her against Allete.” At least, that’s the purpose I was hoping she’d serve. Though I hated for Allete to carry such a burden, it wouldn’t be nearly as bad as seeing her sister passed around like a common whore.

      “You’re right,” Thomas said. “Allete would do anything to protect her family and friends. He will have her under his thumb as long as he has Dayna.”

      “What about Dayna?” Brant’s voice came from behind me, and I bit back a growl. The last thing I needed was Brant losing his cool.

      “We can’t do anything about either of the princesses right now,” I said, turning to face him. “There’s no point in speaking about it.”

      “Then why were you two speaking about her?” he asked.

      The stubborn set of his jaw and his narrowed eyes told me that he wasn’t going to let it go until I told him. “Fine,” I said, pointing a finger at him. “I will tell you, but remember you pressed this issue if you have the urge to lose your temper.”

      I explained what Thomas and I had discussed and watched as my second-in-command filled with rage. The fool. Dwelling on the horrors his chosen woman might be enduring would do him no good.

      “And you still think we should go after Cathal first?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “Would you leave our clan to suffer under Cathal’s wrath when they have no clue why he is killing them?” I asked. My own temper was rising. I hated that I was now second-guessing my initial decision.

      “Our clan still has shieldmaidens, and they are trained fighters. Dayna can’t even handle a dagger properly. You would have me leave her to face whatever evil Magnus has planned when we aren’t even sure that Cathal can find our clan?”

      All the men had returned now and formed a circle around us. I knew they would follow whatever command I gave, whether they agreed with it or not. But I was beginning to wonder if the same was true of Brant. Nothing, not even a woman, had ever caused the man to question my orders. Then again, neither of us had ever been in such a position.

      “Allete won’t let Dayna be hurt,” Thomas said, taking a step toward my burly lieutenant.

      I considered warning Thomas that he shouldn’t get too close to the angry beast, but I noticed that Brant heeded the man’s words, so I decided to stay silent.

      “She will do whatever Magnus asks of her in order to protect her sister,” he continued. “Torben is right. We need to stop Cathal. There are women and children and elders in your clan, correct?”

      Brant nodded.

      “How do you think Dayna would feel if you came after her and left them to their fate at the hands of Cathal?”

      Brant cringed as he seemed to consider Thomas’s question.

      “I know you care about her. But I’ve known my cousin a lot longer than you, and I can answer that question easily,” Thomas continued. “She’d probably do horrific things to you while you slept. She may be small, but she’s a fierce predator and very cunning. It’s best to stay on her good side.”

      The fight seemed to drain out of Brant as he set the dead rabbits he’d been holding down on the ground. “I know you are right, but it doesn’t make it easy for me to leave her.”

      “You’re not leaving her,” I insisted. “There is no easy choice. She will understand, Brant.” I reached out and gripped his shoulder. “She will respect you for your choice. Few things are as glorious as having the respect of the woman you claim.”

      There was a grumble of agreement from all the men, and then they began the task of starting a fire and skinning the animals they’d managed to catch.

      It was difficult to eat when my stomach was such a mess, but I knew I needed my strength. I forced down the food and then willed it to remain in my stomach. My thoughts drifted to my future bride as I watched the flames of the fire dance before me. I leaned back against the tree behind me and closed my eyes. Perhaps I would be able to reach her through her dreams. It didn’t take long for sleep to pull me under.
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        “If I never hear another wretched ballad about drinking, sea monsters, or mermaids who lure men to their watery graves, it will be too soon.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      Two days had passed since Magnus had captured me and my sister and tossed us onto the ship that had become our personal hell. I never knew men could smell so bad or that I could hate singing with such a passion. I mean, damn it all, who in the bloody hell had taught these men those songs?

      “Ugh!” Dayna groaned. “Do they ever shut up?” She was lying on the cot that doubled as her bed, hands covering her ears, but it was no use. It was as if the crew knew how much we hated the singing and sang louder for the sole purpose of torturing us.

      Hilda shook her head. “They believe their singing keeps away the sirens.”

      “Sirens?” I asked. “You mean they really believe there are women who live in the sea and lure men from their ships into the depths?”

      She nodded. “Some swear they’ve seen it happen. Mind you, they wouldn’t tell you about the barrel of ale they drank before they saw it happen.”

      “If they’re so scared of these sirens, then why do they ever bother to sail at all?” Dayna asked.

      “Because when the jarl says to do something, his men obey—sirens or no,” Hilda answered. “Someone has to be in charge. Someone has to lead. Unfortunately, our current leader doesn’t always have the clan’s best interests at heart.”

      “That’s why Torben needs to take over,” I said. It wasn’t a question. I felt a sense of urgency and worry flow through me, and it wasn’t my own. I knew I was sensing Torben’s emotions, as if speaking his name had somehow stoked the power of the bond between us. I’ll admit it was comforting to be able to feel him, but, at the same time, it made me long for him to be there with me.

      “It takes a strong person to lead, and not just physically, though that’s certainly part of it among the Northmen. The clan follows the man who’s proven himself by besting challenges to his claim of leadership. Magnus, crazy as he may be, is still a skilled swordsman. And he doesn’t fight fair, so he’s going to win by any means necessary. My people don’t see that as a negative thing. A true leader must be strong of both mind and body. The Vikings see Magnus’ tactics as cunning, using every resource available to him.”

      “And you believe Torben can kill Magnus?” Dayna asked.

      Hilda smiled. “Without a doubt. Torben is destined to rule. And now that he has his other half, the prophecy can be fulfilled.”

      There was a commotion above, and the singing stopped. Praise all that is holy, I thought.

      “Land ho!” a man yelled.

      “Land!” Dayna and I yelled at the same time. I considered kissing the dirt when my feet touched down on the earth again. If I learned nothing else on the voyage from England to… wherever our captor had taken us, it was that I was not meant to be on the ocean. Dry land, with firm ground beneath my feet, that was my home.

      “Let’s go and see where the mad jarl has taken us,” Hilda suggested as she stood and walked to the ladder.

      We followed her up to the deck and found the crew was scurrying about like ants defending a recently kicked-over hill. They ran to and fro, tossing tools and pulling ropes. But I noticed a rhythm to their scrambling. It almost seemed like a dance on the deck of the ship. Each man knew his own steps, and somehow, they managed to keep from running over one another.

      I finally lifted my eyes up from the organized chaos to see the land that had caused all the commotion. There was nothing significant that stood out. I shivered as I stared at the beach directly ahead of us. It was only then that I noticed the temperature outside was much cooler than when I’d last been on deck. At least I knew the direction we’d travelled. North.

      “Do you know where we are?” I asked Hilda.

      “Hmm… brown sand resting in front of a thick, impassable forest… yes, of course. I know exactly where we are.

      “Really?”

      “No, of course not. I’m a seer, not a cartographer. One beach looks like another.”

      Dayna laughed. “I want to be like you when I grow up.”

      I snorted. “Considering you have the maturity of an adolescent boy, it might be a while before you achieve that dream.”

      Magnus came lumbering over to us, looking every bit the Viking he was. I had to admit, his wide frame and broad shoulders were intimidating, but my loathing of the man overcame any sense of fear I might have felt.

      “Come,” he said and motioned for us to follow him.

      “Did he become a Neanderthal while sailing?” Dayna asked. “Reverting back to one-word statements like his ancestors?”

      “Bite your tongue if you have to, little sister, but don’t poke the crazy Viking captor,” I whispered as we followed behind the jarl.

      We reached the side of the ship where a ladder had been thrown over, leading down to a dinghy boat that would take us to shore. By the time we were all seated in the small seacraft, I was shaking from the cool breeze and ocean mist beginning to soak my dress.

      “We will get you some furs once we make camp,” Magnus said, noticing my sister and I shivering.

      Hilda didn’t seem bothered by the chill in the air. Maybe it was because of her cold heart. I smiled to myself thinking that she’d appreciate the sharp jest.

      When my feet landed on the wet sand, it was all I could do to keep from dancing a jig like a ridiculous child. My legs felt wobbly, and the beach seemed to be shifting beneath my feet.

      “You’ll get your legs back under you in a bit,” Hilda assured me. “Being on the sea, feeling that constant rocking, throws off your balance. You’re still trying to compensate for the motion that is no longer there.”

      Magnus left us for the moment to supervise the offloading of the ship’s plunder, and we climbed up the slope of the beach. He appeared no more concerned we might attempt to escape than when we were in the boat. The three of us paused on a small hill and watched as the men hauled supplies off the ship. The crates were stacked on makeshift litters containing poles on each end that were hoisted by one Norseman each.

      With everyone occupied, I considered the wisdom of sprinting off into the forest and escaping our captors, but Hilda must have sensed my deliberations. She placed a hand on my wrist and shook her head.

      “We first need to figure out where we are so that we know which direction to go. Timing is everything. Try to make a break for it now, and they will run us down easily. Then they will only watch us all the closer later.”

      “Done this often, have you?” Dayna asked with a curious gleam in her eyes.

      “I’ve had to make it out of a jam or two in my day,” Hilda answered.

      I could see the wisdom in Hilda’s words, but that didn’t make it any easier to simply stand there and stare as our captors paid no attention to us.

      When they’d finally unloaded the last of the supplies, Magnus once again walked over to us and motioned for us to follow. The rest of his men fell in step behind us. We hiked farther into the trees that soon became a large forest. It was darker beneath the canopy, and the cloud-filled sky didn’t help. The chill wasn’t as severe here, however, because the trees blocked the icy wind that had been cutting against our skin.

      I don’t know how long we walked. I was exhausted, cold, and hungry, which made the time seem to crawl along, slower than we marched. I wondered if Magnus knew where he was going. Had he been here before? Or was he simply leading blindly? Did this beach belong to a kingdom whose king would consider us hostiles and attack us on sight?

      “What are you muttering about?” Hilda asked.

      I hadn’t even realized I’d been talking out loud. “I was just wondering if this beach was familiar territory to your jarl, or if we need to be worried about unexpected arrows falling from the sky.”

      “Oh, it no doubt belongs to someone,” Hilda said. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s some sort of heavily defended kingdom. It could be lands held by a duke, earl, or some other such subject.”

      “Well, they might not want us trekking on it, either,” I pointed out.

      “Despite what I said earlier, I do have an idea of where we might be. If I’m correct, then this is friendly territory and Magnus knows the jarl of this clan.”

      “So, this is Northman territory?” I asked, my brow rising to my hairline.

      “That it is,” she said with a nod. “We’ve gone North, and we sailed for three days with a decent wind. I’d say we’re somewhere in the land of the Swedes. If that’s the case, then Magnus definitely knows who the land belongs to.”

      “And who would that be?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer.

      “His brother.”

      Dayna groaned. “There are two of them? That’s just what we need, brothers-in-arms and madness.”

      “I didn’t say his brother was mad,” Hilda said.

      “If they’re related, then they share traits.”

      Hilda leaned in and whispered, “I told you Magnus is probably mad because of what I’ve been doing to him for the past decade, not because it runs in his bloodline.”

      “I’m trying to forget the fact that this might all be your fault,” I said. “Are he and his brothers on good terms?”

      She shrugged. “As far as I know. Our clan has never warred against theirs. We mostly keep to ourselves and they keep to theirs.”

      “But if he’s come here now, then he must think his brother will give him shelter,” I said.

      “Yes, he most likely will,” Hilda confirmed. “But it might not be the kind of shelter the jarl expects,” she muttered under her breath.

      I wanted to ask what she meant but noticed one of Magnus’ men watching us out of the corner of his eye, so I decided to quell any more questions.

      The hiking continued long after we’d fallen silent. My feet were beginning to hurt, and my stomach was groaning for food. Magnus had fed us plenty on the ship, but it had been some strange porridge which I only ate enough of to keep up my strength. What I wouldn’t have done for some of Cook’s chicken and dumplings right then, or maybe a nice chocolate pie.

      The sun was beginning to set when Magnus finally called us to a halt. I surveyed our surroundings, trying to determine why he’d chosen this spot to make camp. I could see nothing remarkable in the gathering dusk that would set apart this area as a particularly good campsite. It seemed to be exactly like the rest of the forest—large, closely spaced trees filled in by thick undergrowth. I couldn’t shake the feeling someone was watching us from the dense foliage. Then, I heard the unmistakable sound of bows being drawn. Though I felt like screaming and throwing myself to the ground, I remained calm. Surely, if someone hiding in the bushes wanted us dead, we’d already be filled with arrow shafts.

      Magnus and his men were uneasy as well. I could see them peering as hard as they could into the darkness. I followed their lead but couldn’t see past the first row of trees. When had it gotten so dark? I shivered involuntarily, which had nothing to do with the cold. Something slimy touched the skin of my arm, and again I fought the urge to cry out. Though I couldn’t see anything, I swiped at my skin where I’d felt the slimy sensation. There was nothing there, but a feeling of cold oiliness remained. I rubbed my skin vigorously in a vain attempt to warm it up and remove the strange, invisible stain upon my arm.

      “Do you feel anything?” I whispered to Dayna.

      “Yes. I feel like someone is extremely interested in us, and not because they want to be our new allies,” she said just as softly.

      I nodded.

      “Pay attention,” Hilda spoke up. “There is dark magic in the air. Magnus’ brother must have a witch in his clan these days.”

      “A witch?” Dayna and I asked at the same time.

      “Is there an echo?” Hilda grumbled as she walked over to a tree and gingerly sat down with her back against it.

      “You just told us there’s a witch at work in this forest, and you’re just going to sit and have a rest?” I asked.

      Dayna was nodding and pointing at me. “What she said, only I’d like to add ‘you old bat,’ to the end of that question.”

      “Duly noted,” Hilda said dryly.

      “What about the witch?” I asked as I looked around.

      After a few minutes, the tension in the air began to recede. The Vikings began to follow Hilda’s lead, finding spots to sit or lie down upon. No one seemed concerned that there were probably arrows pointed at them and apparently a dark witch close by doing some sort of dark, witchy things.

      “If you talk a little louder, maybe she’ll pop out and introduce herself.” Hilda didn’t bother to hide her smirk. Torben hadn’t been joking; his mother had a sharp tongue and even sharper wit about her.

      “So, just to be clear,” I said holding up my hands and motioning to everyone around me. “We’re all just going to kick back and take a nap while dark magic-wielding witches and arrow-notching, unseen warriors surround us?”

      Hilda shook her head, and I started to let out a relieved sigh. But then she spoke.

      “I never said witches, as in more than one. We’re going to take a nap while a dark magic-wielding witch and arrow-notching, unseen warriors surround us. Witches don’t usually work together. They aren’t exactly team players.”

      I slumped to the ground with a loud sigh. “Oh, well, that changes everything.”

      Hilda patted my knee as she rolled onto her side. “Glad to hear it.”

      I was exhausted, but no matter how hard I tried, my eyes wouldn’t close. My brain didn’t want me to sleep for fear I would miss the sound of an arrow whizzing by or the cackling of a witch. Did witches cackle? I didn’t suppose it really mattered if they were throwing dark spells at you. They could be doing the jig and there would still be a dark spell headed your way. I took a deep breath and let it out. After several minutes, I forced myself to close my eyes. Apparently, I could fall asleep even while possibly being hunted by a witch.

      “I didn’t know if I would be able to reach you.”

      Torben’s voice rolled over me like a gentle tide. The deep cadence was a comfort to my weary heart. “I didn’t know this was possible,” I said, realizing that we were in a dream together. “This is the bond?”

      He nodded and walked toward me. His arms wrapped around me without hesitation, and he pulled me tightly against his strong body. The heat of him felt so real, despite the fact that I knew it was a dream.

      “Why does it feel so real?”

      “Because it is real. Our souls are communing with each other, and they are as real as our physical bodies.”

      “I wish we could just stay like this.”

      “No, you don’t,” he chided. “You wouldn’t leave your father and mother to wonder what happened to you, nor would you ask me to leave our clan without a leader.”

      “Our clan?” I asked.

      “Yes, love. Our clan. I will have you as my bride whether I have to run through the fire of Hades or beg Odin himself,” he said. His voice was thick with emotion, and his eyes held mine with a confidence I envied.

      “Are you going to ask me, or were you just planning on hitting me over the head with a club and dragging me around by my hair?”

      “It’s definitely an option, but I think I have a better chance of seducing you into marrying me and warming my bed.” He winked at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I hate this,” I admitted. “I hate being separated from you when I just found you.”

      “It won’t last long. I will come for you, but…” He paused, seeming hesitant to finish.

      “No secrets, Torben. I don’t want our relationship to start out that way.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “I will come for you, but I must go to our clan first. Cathal is headed toward them, though I’ve no clue if he even knows where the clan is. But I—”

      I placed a finger over his lips. “You don’t have to explain, Torben. You need to protect them. I’m guessing since Magnus brought all of his warriors to our shore that there aren’t any warriors back at your clan.”

      He shook his head. “There are the shieldmaidens, but fierce as they may be, they won’t be able to fight off all of Cathal’s men. There are women, children, the sick and elderly. There might be a few farmers, but they aren’t trained to do battle.”

      “You have to get there as fast as you can,” I urged. I didn’t know Cathal well, but what I did know was that he would destroy anything that got in his way. If he didn’t find me in Clan Hakon, he wouldn’t just leave. He would punish them for it, even though they didn’t even know who I was.

      “We are riding as fast as we can, but we have to let the horses rest,” Torben said.

      “Riding? Why didn’t you take your ship?”

      “Magnus set fire to the remaining ships, and Cathal burned your father’s ships. It’s as if they share the same mind,” he growled. “Thomas found us at the stables and got us horses. I should tell you that he’s with us. He refused to stay behind.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” I said.

      “I will protect him if he needs it. I know what he means to you.”

      “Thank you.” I couldn’t explain why, but out of nowhere, I felt an incredible need to urge him on. “Torben, I don’t know what’s happening, but I have a really bad feeling. You need to get there as fast as you can.”

      “Have you had a vision?”

      “No, no, I haven’t had any Oracle signs, but deep down in my gut I just feel sick when I think of Clan Hakon without your protection. Something bad is going to happen if you don’t get there. Please go.”

      My eyes snapped open, and I could feel sweat beads running down my back and chest. My dress felt sticky against my skin, and my breathing was coming in rapid, short breaths. I placed my hand to my forehead, pushing against the headache that was already beginning. I had somehow forced myself from the dream because I didn’t want Torben distracted from doing what he needed to do. And right now, that was to take care of his clan. If Cathal got there, he would destroy Torben’s innocent countrymen.

      I sat up, knowing I wouldn’t be able to sleep, and glanced over at Dayna, who was still dozing peacefully. When my eyes searched for Hilda’s, I was met with her returning gaze.

      “Didn’t you sleep?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “A little. But I am restless. My spirit feels the evil here, but there is also evil closing in on my people. I haven’t gotten a clear picture of what’s happening, it just feels like black tar running over my skin.”

      “I just had a dream, and Torben was there,” I said. “He’s headed to Clan Hakon. He said that Cathal is headed there, too.”

      Hilda nodded as though that explained everything, and truthfully, it did.

      “What will happen if he doesn’t make it in time, Hilda?” I asked, not truly wanting the answer. “Is there anyone to fight? Will they see an enemy ship and hide, or do you have some plan in place in case something like this happens?” My brain was bouncing around from thought to thought, needing to know there was some chance that those left behind would be able to defend themselves. They were Torben’s clan, and it would devastate him if something happened to them.

      “Magnus never believed anyone was brave enough to attack us in our homeland. He was too proud. Pride makes a man foolish. So, no, there are no emergency plans in place. They most likely will try to hide if they notice the ship. I am hoping that Torben’s ship will move with great haste, that the sea giant will see the plight of our people and help move the water to push them forward.”

      “Um, he isn’t in a ship,” I said. “He’s on horseback.”

      Hilda cursed. “Then I will pray to Thor to strike Cathal from the water.”

      I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, resting my chin on my knees. I was scared, plain and simple. I was more scared right now, worrying about Torben’s clan, than when I’d been under the attention and aggressive advances of Cathal. At least in that situation, I had some power. But here, I had nothing. There was no way I could help him.

      “You can share your strength with him,” Hilda said.

      “What?”

      “Your face is an open book, Princess.”

      My heart twisted at the endearment, wishing I could hear it from Torben’s lips rather than his mother’s.

      “I didn’t realize my thoughts were so obvious.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It only means you are compassionate and have empathy for others. You feel like you are letting Torben down in some way because you cannot help him, especially since he helped you and your homeland deal with that wolf in sheep’s clothing. You feel like you owe him, but that’s not the case. That’s not how relationships work. There is no, I did this so now you do this. Relationships thrive on willing sacrifices. You both have to be willing to do whatever is necessary for the other person, regardless of whether they ever reciprocate it. Torben would not want you feeling guilty.” Hilda held my gaze for a few heartbeats.

      I tilted my head back and stared up at the night sky. The stars dotted the heavens and peeked out of the darkness like small beacons of hope. I let Hilda’s words sink in and drew the truth from them. She was right. Torben would not want me feeling guilty. Instead, I needed to be thinking about how we were going to escape Magnus.

      “Do you have a plan yet?” I asked the Oracle.

      “I want to see Magnus’ brother’s reaction when they finally come face-to-face. That might help me determine when we should make our escape,” she said.

      “Why does that make a difference? Do they hate one another?”

      “It’s not about hating one another. They are the chieftains of different clans. In essence, they are not enemies, but neither are they allies.”

      “So, his brother might turn him away?” I asked.

      She let out a humorless huff of laughter. “No, he will not turn him away. He just might offer less than hospitable accommodations.”

      My eyes widened. “You mean his own brother would take him as a prisoner?”

      “Take all of us,” Hilda corrected.

      “Why?”

      “Strength, power, to show he is the more dominant male,” Hilda said. “The Viking world is survive or die. The weak don’t always make it, and men like Magnus and his brother devour the weak for breakfast. They sharpen their teeth on the bones of the men they’ve killed just because they believed them to be lesser.”

      I tried not to let the revulsion show on my face, but I was certain it came through. This was the world I was going to be a part of if I married Torben? Was I strong enough to survive in this world? If I wasn’t, would Torben allow me to die? I thought the last question that ran through my head was ridiculous. Of course he wouldn’t let me die. Then I paused as more questions filled my mind. If I were weak and Torben coddled me, or didn’t let nature take its course, would he look weak to his clan? Would they try to challenge him as their jarl?

      I took a deep breath and reminded myself there was nothing I could do about the what-ifs. I could only focus on the present and what I could control. Waiting was not something I really wanted to do, but Hilda knew these people and their ways.

      I felt my sister shift beside me as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. Her braided hair was a nest from where she’d laid upon it. She always looked so young when she first woke up in the morning. I hated that she was here with me. I wanted more for her. She was too young to be in this dangerous situation, and yet I knew that Dayna wouldn’t change a thing. While Lizzy had always been the cautious one of us, Dayna was the one who jumped headfirst into things and worried about the consequences after the fact.

      “How long did I sleep?” Dayna asked. Her mouth opened in a wide yawn, and she stretched her arms above her head.

      I noticed several of the Norsemen gawking at my sister instead of guarding the sleeping group and nudged Dayna. “Quit that.”

      “Quit what?” she asked incredulously. “Quit stretching?”

      “You’re drawing attention to yourself, and that is the last thing we need in this situation.”

      She rolled her eyes at me as she lowered her arms. “It’s not like I can control where they look. As long as they don’t get close enough to touch, they’ll keep their eyes and their hands. But if a single grubby, Viking finger comes near me, then my knives are coming out.”

      “You’ve got knives on you?” Hilda asked.

      Dayna huffed. “No, but that’s not the point.”

      “It kind of is if you’re threatening to cut off appendages. You can’t very well do that if you don’t have a sharp object.”

      “If it makes her feel more confident to threaten her captors, even though she can’t exactly follow through, then let’s just let her have it,” I said to the Oracle.

      Hilda grunted. “I suppose false bravado is better than sniveling cowardice.”

      Our talking ceased when Magnus stepped out of the circle of warriors. The sun had just begun to break over the tops of the trees, and its light stretched across the clearing like outstretched arms, coaxing all of nature from its slumber. The serene moment was broken, however, when Magnus’ voice boomed through the forest.

      “Show yourselves!” he yelled.

      “I take it subtlety is not his strong suit?” Dayna asked.

      Hilda snorted. “Madmen are rarely subtle.”
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        “I can honestly say I never imagined being anyone’s prisoner, let alone the prisoner of two different people on the very same day. But I do suppose it is better than having two different people try to kill me on the same day. Though it is yet to be seen whether being a live prisoner is any better than what the Vikings have in store for me.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “Is he determined to have us stabbed and strung up like fresh meat for the crows?” Dayna asked through gritted teeth as we watched Magnus pace like a puffed-up rooster.

      I looked around to see that Magnus’ men were all on their feet and attempting to close the circle back around their jarl. I didn’t like being on the ground with all these men standing above me, but standing meant making myself an easy target for a stray arrow. Dayna obviously didn’t care about being an easy target as she shot to her feet and dusted off her dress.

      Surrounded by gruff warriors, I felt ridiculous dressed in the beautiful—though becoming increasingly travel-stained by the minute—gown I had worn to the palace banquet. I sighed as I, too, stood up. It would at least make it easier to grab my sister when she decided to say or do something imprudent. Hilda also clambered to her feet, though with a little less speed and grace.

      “What now?” I asked the Oracle.

      “Now we wait to see if Magnus’ brother is friend or foe,” Hilda answered.

      I still felt we should take the opportunity to sneak off while everyone was distracted. But then I remembered the possibility of potential enemies hiding in the forest. No doubt one of them would see us. Perhaps staying put was best for now.

      “Calder, I know it’s you and your men. Is this how you treat the brother you haven’t seen in ages?” Magnus said. “You hold me and my men in the sights of your arrows all night?”

      This time there was a response.

      “No, it’s how I treat uninvited and unwanted intruders.” A large man walked out from a particularly dense area of trees and tall grass. He held a striking resemblance to Magnus with long, shaggy black hair streaked with grey and a beard that matched. His eyes appeared to be a golden brown from where I stood. His jaw was square and strong like his brother’s, and his lips were stretched in the same thin line. His shoulders were broad, and the rest of his body was clearly the result of a healthy amount of physical activity, probably carrying off innocent women if he was anything like his brother. Their similarities were so close that I wondered if maybe they were twins.

      “Why are you here, Magnus?” Calder asked. “Have you lost control of your clan? Did they rebel against you and cast you out?” He turned to me and my sister, his narrowed eyes missing nothing. “And why in the gods’ name do you have two English princesses in your company?” His last question was more of a growl.

      I frowned. How on earth did he know my sister and I were princesses? I looked down at my dress and pursed my lips. It definitely hinted at royalty.

      “How does he know?” Dayna asked, obviously sharing my thought.

      I nudged her. “Whisper.”

      The last thing we needed was to draw more attention to ourselves than our overly bright clothes already did. We were like two brilliant flowers in a field of brown pebbles.

      “They are none of your concern,” Magnus said, his lips pulled back in an animal-like snarl. His eyes flashed with a possessiveness that made me want to vomit.

      Calder made a motion with his hand, and two large warriors came stalking toward us. My feet stumbled as I pushed Dayna and Hilda behind me, despite the Oracle’s protestations. I didn’t have time to brace myself before the blow hit my cheek, but I dimly heard Dayna’s voice through the sound of my teeth rattling as I pitched sideways onto the ground.

      “Hit her again, and I will remove your balls, feed them to the crows, and make you watch as they peck them into mush,” Dayna roared, daring the warriors as if she could take them all single-handedly.

      “Hush, child,” Hilda said firmly as she and Dayna both helped me to my feet.

      Calder let out a loud sigh, as if the sight of his clansman striking me exhausted him. “You have come into my territory with prisoners—English royalty, no less. It is absolutely my business. I will not fight in a battle that is of your own making.”

      Magnus’s face twisted into a sneer, his breathing was building faster and fast as if he were preparing exhale fire at any moment. “The English king will not be marching in on you. He has no idea where I’ve gone. He most likely thinks I’ve gone back to my clan. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Calder repeated the hand signal he’d given just moments ago. This time, I braced myself, but the blow came unexpectedly from the other warrior and struck me on the opposite cheek. Whether the second Viking was stronger or just more sadistic than his counterpart, I didn’t know, but the second blow was much harder and swifter than the first and lifted me off my feet. Again, I was blinded by pain and hit the ground, this time stifling a scream as I landed facedown in the dirt.

      Immediately, I heard a string of curses above me, accompanied by the flailing of many limbs as Dayna tried to leap upon the Northman. Thankfully, Hilda held my sister firmly, the old woman displaying a surprising amount of strength that belied her age.

      “You’ll only make things worse,” the Oracle hissed in Dayna’s ear. She whispered something else as Dayna struggled, but her words were drowned out by Magnus’ bellow.

      “Why are you hitting her?” the Viking roared at his brother. “You bloody fool!”

      I lifted myself onto my hands and knees. Then I crawled to my feet, intending on showing whatever modicum of defiance I could muster by meeting my attackers’ eyes. At the very least, I was determined not to cry out again. Unfortunately, the choice of making noise was taken out of my hands as, no sooner than I was standing upright, another blow struck me squarely in my stomach. I doubled over, the wind completely knocked from my lungs, then pitched forward, one hand wrapped around my middle while the other was pressed to my throat as if that would somehow make it easier to breathe.

      Gnarled hands caught me just before my face smacked the ground—again. “Try and relax,” Hilda whispered into my ear as she eased me onto my back. I struggled to suck in even a tiny amount of air, and the world began to grow fuzzy. I felt like I was mere seconds away from passing out.

      The Oracle murmured a few words, and the tightness in my gut eased a little. Cool, crisp, life-giving air rushed into my lungs. I laughed at the feeling despite the pain. The mirth was short-lived, however, as I heard a loud war cry issuing from behind me.

      Apparently, without Hilda’s retaining grip, Dayna had resumed her attack. I raised my eyes up to see my sister attached to the man who had just struck me. She looked like an angry mountain cat, biting and clawing as hard as she could. Her thighs were holding firm on his hips as she raked her fingernails across his face. The profanities that flew from her lips would have made Cook proud. His companion, the Northman who’d been the first to punch me, started forward as if he might intervene, but then he grinned, planted his feet, and stayed his hand.

      “Stop it, girl,” Hilda yelled, jumping up from the ground at my side.

      Dayna’s victim grabbed a fistful of my sister’s hair and ripped her head backward. The move was so violent I was afraid he’d broken her neck, and it immediately loosened the hold she had on the Viking with her legs. Dayna fell with a squeal. Unfortunately, the man didn’t let go, so she was now hanging by a fistful of her blonde locks, her knees a few inches from the ground. Despite the grimace of pain on her face, she continued to lash out at the man, rising back to her feet and doing her best to kick and punch whatever part of his body she could reach. Her efforts proved futile. The Northman was over a head taller than Dayna and twice as heavy. He held my sister by her hair as a child might hold a doll as they dragged the toy around their bedroom.

      The Northman’s free hand reared back, closed firmly into a fist, and then he looked at Calder. I tensed, grinding my teeth but powerless to stop what was coming. Luckily, though, the clan leader gave a single shake of his head. In response, the warrior nodded and threw Dayna aside. She landed in a heap practically on top of me.

      As she was about to jump back to her feet, I gripped her arm and held fast with all the strength I could muster. “No,” I whimpered. It was the only sound I could make.

      There was a sneer on the warrior’s face as he loomed over us, and I shuddered at the gleam in his eyes when he spoke to Dayna. “You should know we like our women feisty. Makes the chase all the more fun. So by all means, keep fighting.”

      Dayna sat up and spat at him, the moisture landing on the man’s breeches. She made a move as if she were going to rise, but Hilda grabbed her other arm.

      “Tend to your sister,” the old woman said.

      “Dayna, enough,” I said as I released her and struggled to my feet. I attempted to make my voice strong, but I was still trying to catch my breath. “Are you all right?”

      “Me?” she asked with wide eyes, regaining her own feet. “You’re the one that donkey’s arse has been beating on.”

      “Shh,” I said, pressing my hand to her lips. “Try to remain calm, all right? There’s nothing we can do right now except try to keep from provoking them.” I turned my back to the warriors and whispered, “We’re biding our time, little sister, okay?”

      She gave me a begrudging nod as I hugged her tight and then released her. We stood next to each other with our shoulders touching, our chins up. They could hit me as many times as they wanted, and I would continue to get up. As long as my sister was on this earth, I would rise over and over again to protect her.

      The man returned to Calder’s side, but the first Viking who’d struck me stayed where he was. I eyed him warily, but then their leader addressed Magnus, drawing my attention.

      “Keep saying things that offend me, brother, and I will have to seek restitution. What better way to make myself feel better than to punish your little playthings. They obviously have some value to you.” Calder leered at Magnus, speaking as though beating us was akin to slapping a dog that got on his nerves.

      Magnus bowed his head. “It was not my intention to offend you, Calder. I am simply tired.”

      “I ask again—why aren’t you with your clan?” Calder took a step closer. “Why would you not seek your own lands for the protection of your prizes?” He motioned toward us.

      “Because that would have been the obvious place for me to go,” Magnus said. The tone of his voice sounded as though he thought Calder was an idiot.

      His contriteness lasted all of thirty seconds, I thought.

      Apparently, Calder got the same impression as his face grew dark and his brow drew down low over his eyes.

      I was ready this time, only the blow did not come at me. The Viking with Dayna’s claw marks down his face slapped my sister so hard that she fell into me, knocking us both over. I wrapped my arms around Dayna, trying to protect her, and watched in awe as Hilda unsheathed a dagger from somewhere near her shoe.

      The Oracle held the blade up to the man who attempted to step toward where Dayna and I both lay on the ground. “Take another step and I will cut you just here,” Hilda said as she pressed the very sharp tip of the blade to the place just below his ear. “I don’t even have to slit your throat to make you bleed out like a slaughtered goat.”

      The warrior looked unsure, but the pressure of Hilda’s knife made up his mind and he took a step back.

      Calder continued talking as if nothing had happened.

      “I see that you haven’t changed since the last time I saw you nearly two decades ago. You’re still an insolent arse, too proud to be intelligent,” Calder sneered.

      Helping my sister up, I regarded Magnus, expecting to see rage at the insult, but he was simply staring at his brother. His face had relaxed into an almost indifferent expression.

      “You can think what you want of me,” Magnus said. “While you’re thinking it, I ask that you grant me a temporary stay until I am sure the English king has given up his search.”

      I nearly snorted a laugh but managed to choke it down. My face was sufficiently throbbing, a poignant reminder that the men around us were not beneath brutalizing a woman. But the fact that Magnus believe my father would ever stop searching for us proved he was as unintelligent as his brother claimed him to be.

      Our parents would only cease their pursuit of us once we were home for them to either hug or bury.

      “He is a fool,” Hilda muttered under her breath.

      “I second that,” Dayna said with a sharp nod. The skin on her cheek was red and angry, and I could see the faint outlines of finger marks. I gritted my teeth to keep from doing something that would get us both killed, or worse.

      Again, to my surprise, Calder nodded. “I will grant you a temporary stay, but not as my guests.”

      The indifferent look on Magnus’ face was wiped clean and replaced with a tightly drawn scowl. “What?” he snapped.

      Most definitely an idiot, I thought. Even I knew what Calder was saying, but he was going to have to spell it out for his brother.

      “I will treat you the same as I would any intruder.” Calder raised his hand, and his men, some with notched arrows and some with drawn swords, began to emerge from the forest.

      I turned in a slow circle, confirming that we were surrounded. “Why do things feel like they just got a whole lot more serious?” I whispered.

      “The beating you and your sister just took wasn’t serious enough for you? Having arrows pointed at you is what finally makes it serious?” Hilda asked dryly, though I could see the unspoken concern in her eyes as she stared at me and Dayna. I tried to convey through my own eyes that I was fine, that we would be fine. It would take more than a couple of fists to break us.

      “Tie them up,” Calder ordered.

      “I’m your blood!” Magnus said, his hands fisted at his sides, clenched so tightly that his knuckles were turning white.

      “All I see is a weak jarl who foolishly took two females way too valuable for him to hold on to. Since when did your clan start kidnapping English royalty?” he asked, pointing a finger at us. “Why in Odin’s hall didn’t you take commoners that would not be missed?”

      “How many times do we have to establish that Magnus is an idiot?” Dayna asked as I pulled her behind me. Despite the fact that I wouldn’t be much of a shield for her since she was taller than me, and we’d both been knocked around already, I still felt better with her out of the brothers’ direct line of sight.

      “One of them is more than just English royalty,” Magnus said. His words were spoken through clenched teeth. His hands were being tied behind his back, and the hate churning in his eyes made me want to take a step back. To my surprise, he didn’t make a move to fight his captors. I guess his idiocy stopped short of being suicidal, as his men were outnumbered three to one.

      “Miraculously, Magnus is making an intelligent decision,” Hilda whispered. “He knows he doesn’t have a chance at besting Calder, so he is biding his time,” she said.

      “To escape?” Dayna asked.

      Hilda nodded. “Or make a deal. Considering Magnus’ pinched face, I don’t think he’d even considered Calder might be anything but welcoming.”

      “What will Calder do with us?” I whispered, leaning a bit closer.

      The Oracle’s eyes darkened, and her mouth turned down. “Anything he wants.”

      “Well that isn’t ominous or anything,” Dayna muttered.

      Calder’s voice caught my attention, and I glanced up from Hilda.

      “Which one of them is special? And why?”

      Magnus laughed. “As if I would tell you so that you can take her from me?” Magnus and his clan members were being pushed into a line, their weapons taken from them as they went.

      “You don’t’ have much of a choice. You either tell me, or I will kill them both and send their bodies back to their king. And I’ll send you along with them—alive, of course. I wouldn’t want the king to mistakenly blame me for their deaths. It is your fault, after all that they will die.” Calder folded his large arms across his impressive chest and stared at his brother like a wolf watching its prey.

      When Magnus did not respond, Calder gave a stiff, single nod, and suddenly there was a steel band in the form of a strong arm wrapped around my torso and a sharp blade at my throat. Dayna was jerked from behind me to my side. She, too, was being held at the tip of a very sharp blade.

      “You would become a fool, like your brother, if you killed these women,” Hilda said as she turned to fully face Calder. She hadn’t raised her voice, yet all eyes were on her as if she had shouted at the top of her lungs.

      She spoke again, but this time her voice had taken on a strange timbre. I felt the pull of strong magic and knew it was coming straight from Hilda, along with what sounded like a prophecy.

      “There is another king searching for one of these women. Should he discover she has been in your possession for even a single breath of time, he will burn your home to the ground, kill your women, children, and elderly, and make you watch until your own death is upon you. It is foolish to imprison either of the women, and it is even more foolish to imprison a healer.”

      When Hilda finished, she slumped forward just a little as though speaking the prophecy had taken some of her strength. I wondered briefly if it was because she no longer had her anchor.

      Movement to my right caused my head to turn, but I froze when I felt the blade slide across my neck. It wasn’t a deep cut, but along with the sting of the blade, I could feel a trickle of blood slowly run down my throat. I tried to quell my fear, wondering if Torben was able to feel it. I still didn’t understand all the ins and outs of the magical bond between us, but I hoped he couldn’t sense my fear because I didn’t want him distracted. He was miles away, and he couldn’t do anything to help me in that moment.

      Calder walked straight toward us. His face was set like stone, the only thing that moved were his eyes as they darted back and forth between myself and Dayna.

      “Gisele,” he called out, still staring at us.

      A woman stepped out of the forest from behind Calder and quickly matched his pace. She was striking in appearance. Her long, red hair was a curly veil cascading down her back and over her shoulders. Her eyes were almond shaped and the brightest green I’d ever come across. Her nose was perfectly proportional for her face, and, had it not been for the smirk on her lips, I would have said she was beautiful. But there was a wicked gleam in those emerald eyes that spoke of enjoyed cruelty.

      Gisele was thin, teetering on the verge of emaciation. Her dress hung on her as though it were a size too large, flowing all the way down to the ground, where it trailed behind her like a faithful dog. She almost appeared to be gliding across the clearing, as though it took her no effort to move through the brush and brambles.

      They stopped about two feet in front us. After a few moments, I felt something cold and heavy descend upon me and was immediately overcome with despair. Any hope that might have lived inside of me was snuffed out, leaving me empty. I wanted to take a step or fifty away from her, but the blade at my throat prevented me from moving.

      Hilda nearly hissed as Gisele turned to her and reached out a hand. “Touch me, witch, and I will take great pleasure in watching you wither like an old husk.”

      Gisele narrowed her eyes on Hilda and took a step closer. “Your magic cannot match my own, old woman. And even if it could,” she crooned, “your days are already numbered.” She took another step closer to Hilda, their faces merely inches apart as the witch leered at the Oracle. “Your days on this earth grow short. Have you seen it? Your death?” Gisele asked, licking her lips like a starved mutt staring at a steak. She made a sound in her throat like a cat purring. “Yes, you’ve seen it. The truth is in your eyes. But I wonder… will you try to stop it?”

      My eyes widened at the witch’s words, and I stared hard at Hilda’s face for any hint of truth in Gisele’s words. Had Hilda foreseen her own death? If so, was there a way we could prevent it from happening?

      “You should know better than to trust the bones you throw, Gisele,” Hilda responded, her voice cool and even. “They do not hold a candle to the accuracy of an Oracle. But I’ll humor you, seeing as how being around this lot”—she motioned to the warriors—“can’t be much fun for you. Know this, witch: Death will not sneak up on me. I see it clearly as it comes, and I am not concerned. I’m sure it will comfort you to know that my demise is still some way off.”

      I felt the whoosh of air leave my lungs. I had not even realized I’d been holding my breath. When I started to slump forward a little, the prick of the knife reminded me why that wasn’t a good idea.

      Gisele’s face didn’t look so gleeful anymore. Her head whipped around when Calder cleared his throat, and she dismissed Hilda as if the woman were no threat at all. I was certain that wasn’t true; Hilda was immensely powerful. But what powers did this witch possess, and could she unleash them against us? I had no idea how to answer that.

      “Can you feel anything?” Calder asked.

      Gisele pointed at Hilda. “That one is an Oracle and a healer.” The words spewed from the witch with a palpable spitefulness. Hilda didn’t blanch.

      The shocked sounds that came from the Hakon clan warriors caused Magnus to shout, barking at them to mind their tongues. Despite the fact that he was tied up just as they were, the men still obeyed. I remembered then that Hilda had told me her people only thought her to be an Oracle. Magnus had made her keep her healing abilities a secret, so he could use her only for himself.

      “And what of these two?” He motioned toward us.

      Gisele stepped closer to Dayna and reached out her hand, placing it on her cheek. The fear of what she could do to my sister took over, and my internal survival instinct stopped working.

      “Get your bloody hands off her!” I screamed as I lunged forward. My sudden outburst caught the Viking holding me off guard. For a split second, he loosened his arms and I was able move a few inches. Despite the momentary freedom, the knife was still held in place, a fact I’d completely forgotten when I saw the witch touching Dayna. The feel of the blade piercing my neck quickly reminded me, cutting off the sound off my scream and replacing it with a wet gurgling. I don’t think the man meant to stab me, I’d impaled myself as I’d tried to reach my sister.

      “Allete!”

      Dayna’s high-pitched wail pierced the otherwise silent forest, and the terror that shone in her eyes gave me pause. The warrior quickly pulled the blade free, and my hands rose to my neck. Surprisingly, the pain was minimal, and I felt Dayna must have been overreacting. Surely, the wound was superficial. Within a matter of seconds, however, I felt lightheaded. My hands were saturated in bright red liquid. Looking past them, I could see that blood covered my shoes as well and was pooling on the forest floor.

      “Move!” Hilda’s voice boomed like a cannon, and I imagined everyone dropping to the ground as if her voice had physically struck them.

      I blinked my eyes. The movement felt as though it took an eternity, and by the time my lids reopened, my face was on the ground and my view was that of the grass being trampled underfoot. When had I fallen? I knew Dayna was still nearby because I could hear a steady stream of profanities coming from her direction. I felt myself being jostled, and then Hilda was leaning over me.

      “It’s not your time,” she murmured as she moved my hands out of the way and pressed her own to my bloody neck. I wanted to push her hands away. I had done this so many times myself. I was so used to healing the injured, it seemed strange to be on the receiving end of such an act. “Shh,” she hushed gently and leaned even closer to me. “Keep your eyes open for me, Allete. Don’t close them.”

      I wanted to obey her, but holding my eyes open was becoming more and more difficult, and shutting them seemed the most natural thing in the world to do. When I finally let the darkness swallow me, it wasn’t quiet, like I’d expected death to be. Instead, there was an angry voice growling at me.

      “If you die, my son is going to be as angry as a wild boar on roasting day.”

      “Hilda?”

      “No, it’s your guardian angel. Yes, it’s Hilda, you pampered peacock. Quit taking a nap and give me a hand.”

      If I could have frowned, I would have. “I am not a pampered peacock, you ancient artifact,” I snapped back, or at least I thought I snapped—-it could have only been a whisper. It was hard to gauge such a thing when it happened in my own head and I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly. I felt so tired. Breathing took too much of an effort. I just wanted to rest.

      “Allete, you’ve lost a lot of blood. I can heal your neck, but I need our combined magic to replenish your blood. I can’t make something out of nothing.” Her voice was no longer sharp and testy, having taken on a new sense of urgency. I was cold now and growing colder. But then I heard Hilda chanting. The sound filled my mind, and slowly, warmth started to return.

      “Magic flowing deep and strong,

      Lend your power, right the wrong.

      Seal the wound, flesh made new,

      Bind the blood through and through.

      Heal this daughter of the moon,

      Make it quick, make it soon.”

      As the warmth continued to spread, my own magic rose, as it always did when I healed injuries myself. I felt the moment it melded with Hilda’s efforts. My body filled with a flash of heat, and a moment later, it was gone. My eyes blinked open, and the morning sky gazed down upon me, the sun’s rays reaching out to caress my cool skin. Hilda was still leaning over me, but the worry was gone from her face, replaced with a small smile.

      “Welcome back,” she said. “How do you feel?”

      Confusion clouded my thinking. Slowly, I tried moving my extremities. Fingers and toes wiggled at my command. Everything seemed to be in working order. “That depends,” I finally answered. “I don’t suppose the lunatic witch and the bloodthirsty Vikings decided to leave us in the forest while I was out?”

      “Afraid not,” Hilda responded.

      “Well then, I guess I’m as well as can be expected considering my throat’s been cut.” I sat up, wiped my hands on my dress, and then reached to feel my neck. Much to my relief, it was completely intact, though my fingers slipped and stuck to the already-congealing liquid running down my chest. The movement gave me pause as my blood, which wasn’t completely replenished, rushed out of my head into the rest of my body.

      “Take it slow. It might take a day or two before you feel completely normal,” Hilda said. She stood and wiped her hands on the front of her clothes, then reached down and pulled me gently to my feet. Her strength was quite remarkable for a woman of her age, and I realized she was exceptionally good at disguising it when necessary.

      When I was finally back on my feet, my eyes immediately latched onto Dayna. Her face was streaked with tears, and her cheek was a bright, angry red as though she’d been recently struck again.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “You just about bled to death, and you ask me if I’m all right?”

      I shrugged. “I’m the older sister. It’s my job to worry.” My hands were clasped suddenly, pulled tightly behind me, and bound together at the wrist. Apparently, having my throat slit did not make me any less of a flight risk.

      “That was quite an impressive display,” Calder said, drawing my attention away from my sister.

      “It was,” Gisele agreed, her words slow and measured. “The old woman has proven powerful. But I wonder, is the princess as powerful?” Before I could blink, a blade appeared in the witch’s hand, materializing out of nowhere. Her eyes were staring straight at me when she plunged the knife into Dayna’s stomach.
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        “Nothing could have ever prepared me for the sight of my youngest sister being stabbed—absolutely nothing. I couldn’t lose her. That was the only thought running through my head. I couldn’t face the world without her. It would be a much darker place without the bright light that was Dayna.”

        ~ The Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “No!” My voice came out in a booming thunder, filled with a power of which I’d never known myself capable. It started deep in my lungs and rushed out of me as if I could have reversed what had just happened with the sheer volume of my voice. I jerked out of my captor’s grasp. He seemed as shocked as everyone else who was standing around in stunned silence. I rushed to where Dayna had fallen, her hands grasping the knife protruding from her abdomen. Hilda, whom they’d failed to tie up, snatched a dagger from a sheath at Calder’s hip. She jumped down beside me and sliced through the ropes binding my hands.

      As soon as my hands were free, I grabbed the hilt of the knife with one and held my other on Dayna’s stomach next to the wound. Drawing the knife out, I threw it aside and covered the area with both hands. I closed my eyes without a thought to my own safety, having turned my back to the witch and our captors, and focused on pushing my magic inside of Dayna.

      “Flesh of my flesh,

      Blood of my blood,

      Heed my words,

      Let healing flood.

      Mend every inch,

      Leaving nothing behind,

      I offer freely,

      All that is mine.”

      I stood absolutely still for several minutes. I couldn’t feel Dayna breathing and was terrified to open my eyes. What if it hadn’t worked? What if, for the first time ever, I’d failed to heal someone? I couldn’t bear to watch the lifeforce leave my sister’s body. Leaning forward, I pressed my head against the back of my hands and prayed to anyone who would listen that Dayna would be okay. I couldn’t lose her. Without her, a piece of me would be missing. I felt the tears running down my face and bit back the angry sobs threatening to break free. My body shook with fear, rage, indignation, and the all-consuming love Dayna had had from me from the moment she screamed her first breath, announcing to the world her arrival as if everything should stop and stare in wonder at her. All these years later, she was still just as demanding, just as endearing despite her crass nature and impulsive actions.

      Too distracted by my grief, I didn’t feel her breath return at first. But I noticed when my hair was yanked. I lifted my head and stared into the very-much-alive eyes of my sister.

      “Are you going to lie there all day?” Dayna asked. “I’ve been stabbed. Someone is going to die for that.”

      My face stretched into a smile. “I’ve never been so glad to hear you talk about murdering someone.”

      Gisele’s voice interrupted my moment of joy. “You both realize I’m standing right here, do you not?”

      I looked up at her and grinned what I was sure was a feral smile. “We haven’t forgotten. We just want you to have no confusion over who will end your life.” I pushed myself up from the ground, grabbing Dayna’s hand in the process and pulling her to her feet as well, and then wrapped her in my arms. “Please refrain from being stabbed again. I would very much appreciate it.”

      She hugged me back, her face right next to my ear. “I am not bluffing, sister mine. Gisele will die by my blade,” she whispered before pulling back.

      I nodded, releasing her. Turning to Calder, I glared. “You have your answers. It would be most appreciated if your people would stop slicing us up.”

      Calder was staring down at me with undisguised desire, not just with lust, but also with a need for ownership and challenge. This was a man who liked the chase. He was a predator. It showed in the way he held his body, the confidence he exuded, and the gleam in his eyes that announced he loved a good fight. He didn’t seem cruel, not the way Cathal had, but he also didn’t look like he would take no for an answer once he set his mind on something.

      He stepped closer to me until we were toe-to-toe. “Maybe it isn’t such a bad thing that my brother showed up uninvited after all.”

      His voice was soft, his words obviously intended only for me. Aren’t I lucky, I thought.

      “Don’t be so quick to conclude that,” I said, not taking my eyes off him. I remembered the lesson Torben and Brant had taught my sister in the corridor outside my chamber. They’d disarmed her because she’d taken her eyes off her enemy. I wouldn’t make the same mistake. “All that glitters is not gold.”

      “I wouldn’t compare you to gold, little gem. You are very much a diamond in the rough—a precious stone that sparkles because it is flawed. Those flaws are what make it precious and unique.”

      My mouth dropped open. Not because I was flattered by his words, though many women must have fallen under his sway in the past. No, my mouth was nearly touching the ground because this massive brute had just said something incredibly profound. “Did you read that somewhere?” I asked and then frowned. “Can you read?”

      Hilda snorted. “There’s no way he came up with that on his own.”

      Calder paid her no attention, he just continued to stare down at me. “I am no fool. I can recognize when there is something of worth right in front of my face. And you are definitely something of worth.”

      “She’s a someone, not a something,” Dayna snapped.

      I grabbed her wrist, willing her to shut her mouth. Didn’t she remember only moments ago she’d been stabbed in the belly? It was nice to know that something like a little knife in the gut didn’t dim her charming personality, but I wish she’d at least try not to get herself killed.

      “Regardless, the important thing is that she is mine.” He picked up my hand and pressed his lips to it. “Welcome to your new clan, Gem.”

      A shiver—and not the kind Torben gave me—ran through my body, and I jerked my hand back. I wanted to wipe it off, but I didn’t dare anger him. I didn’t know what Calder was capable of, but if he let his witch go around stabbing people, he certainly had no aversion to violence.

      Gisele let out a huff that reminded me of a child who was being ignored. She stepped up beside Calder and pointed at Dayna. “This one has no magic. She is useless.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Dayna said as her lip turned up in disgust.

      Gisele moved even closer to her and took a deep breath. “I smell death on you. Perhaps you should be careful what that tongue of yours spits out. My blade has had a taste of your blood, and it would welcome more.”

      I wanted to kick my sister and tell her to keep her mouth shut for once in her life.

      “Maybe you just need a bath,” Dayna replied, smiling innocently and staring down the evil woman in front of her.

      I held my breath, sure at any moment that Gisele was going to follow through on her threat. Much to my relief, the witch simply moved over to me, forcing Calder to take a step back.

      Her hand was on my cheek before I even finished blinking, and a sudden wave of nausea rocked my body. I tried not to move for fear of vomiting if I did so. I had a feeling that Gisele would not take kindly to being puked upon. It felt as if she were trying to pull my soul straight out of me while pushing her magic into me, and it was sinister and bitter. I gagged and tried to take a step back, but I was rooted to the ground. I didn’t know what she was doing to me, but I knew I wanted her to stop immediately and never touch me again. She was pure evil, and her magic felt like black tar being poured into my veins.

      Against my better judgment, I stared into the witch’s bright green eyes. They began to change. A ring of black pitch grew around the green, slowly surrounding and overtaking her iris until all the green was gone. I wanted to look away, but no matter how hard I told my eyes to shift, they didn’t move. It was as though my will had been taken from me.

      Several minutes later, she finally stepped back and dropped her hand.

      “She is very powerful, but not just because she is a healer and an Oracle,” Gisele said. “There is something else that blends with her magic. I cannot tell what.”

      My eyes were able to move again, but I didn’t dare even a glance at Hilda for I knew the power to which Gisele referred—the blood bond between me and Torben. It was powerful, and I was sure it would be better if Calder and his witch knew nothing about it.

      “You should keep her, though she is insolent,” Gisele continued, now pointing back at Dayna. “You can use her to control the healer.”

      Calder’s lips pursed as he rubbed his jaw with his large hand. “And what of this so-called prophecy the Oracle just gave?” The look in his eyes said he didn’t give a Thor’s hammer about the prophecy; he was going to keep me regardless. Or at least, he thought he was.

      “The Oracle spoke before knowing my true power. Whoever this king is, he and his army are no match for me.”

      “I will hold you to that, witch,” Calder said, his gaze sharp.

      She shrugged as if she knew his words were empty. I imagined, they probably were. What threat could a man be to a witch who practiced dark magic?

      Glancing over his shoulder, Calder yelled, “The women are off limits until I say otherwise. Touch them, and I will cut off your hands.” Gisele and Calder turned away from us and began walking back toward the forest where they had emerged. Lifting a hand in the air, he flicked his wrist forward. Magnus and his men were pushed forward as Calder’s men herded them in the direction they wanted them to go. Hilda, Dayna, and I were also pushed along, though a bit more gently.

      “Why didn’t he tie us back up?” I asked Hilda.

      She shot me a look that made it clear she thought my question was ridiculous. “He’s wooing you.”

      “Um, excuse me?”

      “I think the old lady means he wants to lift your skirt and drop your bloomers,” Dayna said.

      I turned my head, my eyes meeting hers. “You are never allowed to be around Cook again.” I said.

      Dayna shrugged. “I can abide by that. I’m sure Brant and the other warriors have just as much knowledge as, if not more than, Cook. It would probably be better to get a male perspective, anyway.”

      I forced myself not to roll my eyes at her. Dayna loved to get a rise out of me. Unfortunately, it worked more often than not.

      “You won’t need to wait for Brant,” Hilda called back over her shoulder. “There are plenty of males around us who would love to discuss rutting with you.”

      I groaned. “Hilda, can we please try not to encourage my sister to do reckless, stupid, impulsive things? And stop teaching her new words.”

      Hilda made a shooing motion toward me, then asked, “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “I know what rutting is, Allete,” Dayna huffed. “Father talked about it while getting ready for the hunting season.”

      “Stop saying that word,” I ground out, glancing around to see if any of the men walking near us were paying attention.

      “Maybe a good rutting would loosen you up, sister,” she said. “You nearly died, I nearly died, I think we both deserve a good rut.”

      Hilda was nearly bent over laughing as she followed the warriors, who were glancing at us with amused looks on their faces. “How would Brant feel about your brilliant rutting idea?” I asked.

      Her smile dropped away, but not for long. “You think he would be less angry if I explained I thought I was going to die and I didn’t want to leave this world without experiencing the desires of the flesh?”

      It was Hilda who answered. “He’d ask who fulfilled your desires, and then he would hunt them down and kill them. Are you really keen on setting a man’s death sentence?”

      “You two take the fun out of everything,” she grumbled.

      “You have a gash in your dress where you were stabbed; can’t you just be happy that you’re still alive to someday be with Brant in that way? After you are much, much older and very, very married?”

      “Can a person be only somewhat married?” she asked.

      “Perhaps we should reflect on our gratefulness in silence,” I suggested.

      Hilda was laughing again.

      By the time we finally reached Calder’s village, Hilda had stopped laughing and I’d managed to keep Dayna from talking anymore about the desires of the flesh.

      We were led to a grouping of trees where they retied our hands, this time fastening them behind our backs to tree trunks so that we were sitting on our bottoms with our backs against the trees. They did the same to Magnus and all his warriors.

      “What are they going to do with us?” Dayna asked after nearly half an hour of simply watching Calder’s clan move about their village.

      “It depends,” Hilda said. “If we escape, then nothing. If we don’t, then it will depend on how badly Calder wants Allete and to what end. When he was looking at her earlier, it didn’t appear as though he’d fully decided what he wanted more; Allete as a healer or Allete as a woman.” She turned to face me. “Granted, he could force you to be both.”

      I frowned. “I am not so easily bested.”

      “You will be. He has someone you love in his power, and you would do anything to protect those you love. Calder isn’t pure evil like Cathal, but he is a man who is used to getting what he wants. He will try to seduce you at first. If that doesn’t work, he will threaten Dayna and me. Your reaction to Dayna being stabbed made it very clear that you are willing to do anything for your sister’s safety, even bed a Viking warlord.”

      Bile rose up in my throat at the thought of Calder’s bed. Could I give myself to him willingly? The answer was yes, without hesitation, if it meant keeping Dayna and Hilda safe. I would hate it, and I’d probably vomit while in his bed, but I would do it.

      “And if I cooperate with him? What will he do with you two then?” I asked.

      “He will use me the same as Magnus has, and he will probably find your sister a suitable husband. He will try to make sure you approve of the man, but ultimately, you will both have to do what he wants or suffer the consequences.”

      “At the beginning of this conversation, you mentioned escaping. I vote for that one. Then there will be no unwanted rutting or healing or torture,” Dayna said.

      I was in complete agreement with my sister. “Escaping is definitely Plan A. Unwanted rutting is Plan Z.”

      “What are the plans from B to Y?” Dayna asked.

      “Distraction and avoidance,” Hilda said.

      I nodded. “Precisely.”

      At some point during the day, exhaustion could no longer be fought. I had been trying to keep my eyes open, to observe my enemy as Torben instructed, but my body was no longer cooperating. My eyelids shut despite my brain screaming at them to stay open. The last thing I remember hearing was Dayna pointing out certain men in Calder’s clan that were handsome enough that ‘rutting with them wouldn’t be completely abhorrent.’ If I ever saw Cook again, I was going to maim her for causing my sister’s unhealthy obsession with rutting. I wouldn’t kill her, though; the woman’s food was too good, and it would be selfish of me to rob others of her cooking.
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        Wit is needful to him who travels far: at home all is easy. A laughing-stock is he who nothing knows, and with the instructed sits.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      We’d been riding for what felt like weeks with very few breaks. I much preferred the rocking motion of my longboat to the gait of a horse—not to mention the longboat didn’t cause saddle sores. When I dismounted the horse at our next break, my feet nearly collapsed beneath me. I’d only been on the ground a few minutes when pain lashed through my body. My face began to throb as if I’d been hit. Fear and indignation flooded my body as my heart beat hard in my chest.

      “Torben?” Brant’s worried voice barely registered as I doubled over, the wind being knocked out of me.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Thomas asked.

      My hands were braced on my knees as I fought nausea that was rolling through my stomach. I swallowed several times to keep the rising bile down. I couldn’t hear her thoughts, but I knew instinctively what I was feeling was what Allete was enduring. Rage replaced the fear, but it wasn’t her rage, it was mine. What in the name of the gods was happening to her? I couldn’t imagine Magnus hurting her in such a way, but if he had, I would make his death all the more painful.

      Some of the pain subsided, and I could breathe again. It didn’t last long. Fear like I’d never felt hit me like a massive wave from an angry sea. I could tell the fear was for her sister. She was desperate to protect Dayna and helpless to do so. A few seconds later, I felt a sharp slash against my neck, and it suddenly felt as though I couldn’t breathe. Fluid was filling my throat and I felt like I was suffocating.

      I collapsed to the ground, unable to tell my men what was happening. My eyes stared up at them though not really seeing them. I could hear their muffled voices, and they sounded frantic.

      “Allete,” I called out to her, but I didn’t hear her sweet voice in reply. All I could feel was her life slipping further and further away. The strong presence of her soul in mine was growing weaker.

      “It’s not yet our time, love.” I didn’t know if she could hear me, but I didn’t care. Talking to her gave me hope that I could give her the strength to hold on. “We have a life to live, babes to have, and a lifetime of me ruffling your feathers. Fight, Princess. Fight for us.” There was only one other time that I had felt so desperate to get to her, and that was when I’d had to watch Cathal touch and kiss her against her will. I was struggling to keep my eyes open. Something inside me told me that if she died, then I would die right along with her. Which would be better than living in this world without her.

      I don’t know how long it was until I was finally able to breathe again. I felt warmth flowing through my body, and the pain in my neck eased until it was completely gone.

      “Torben! Come on, you arse, open your damn eyes,” Brant said, shaking me by the shoulders.

      When I finally opened them, I saw six sets of eyes staring down at me. Their confusion would have been humorous if I weren’t consumed with worry for Allete. I knew she was alive, but I also knew now that she was in danger, as were Hilda and Dayna.

      “Make yourself useful and help me up,” I said to Brant, holding my hand out to him. He hoisted me to my feet and helped steady me until I was sure I wouldn’t collapse again.

      “What was that?” Amund asked with the others nodding in agreement at his question.

      I rubbed a hand across my throat, expecting to find a healed wound, but the skin was completely unmarred. A part of me didn’t want to tell them about my connection to Allete. It was intimate; the idea of sharing it with anyone felt like I was giving up a piece of us. I decided I could give them an explanation they would accept without revealing too much.

      “Allete is my prophesied chosen.” I paused, still attempting to catch my breath. “Hilda said there was a connection between us. I can’t explain it. I just know that she’s been harmed and she’s in danger.”

      They didn’t question me further. The tight-lipped determination on their faces reinforced the fact that these men would follow me into hell itself if I asked.

      “Then there is no time to waste,” Thomas said. “We need to make haste and deal with Cathal so we can get to the women.”

      The men all nodded, muttering in agreement.

      Though the pain was gone, I still found it hard to breathe, but not because of anything Allete was enduring. Anguish was tightening my lungs. She’d been hurt, mortally wounded, and the only explanation for her survival was that Hilda had healed her. I had never been more grateful for my mother’s ability than I was in that moment. Thomas’s voice distracted me from my worried thoughts, and I forced myself to focus.

      “There it is,” Thomas said, pointing at the port less than a hundred yards away.

      There were ships tied up at the docks, and others were anchored just a little farther out. It wasn’t a large settlement, but it was obviously a busy harbor, most likely because it was so close to Normandy’s coastline.

      “What shall we do with the horses?” Amund asked. My men had been mostly quiet on the journey, and I wasn’t sure if it was because they didn’t agree with my choice of travel or if they were attempting to prepare themselves for what we’d find when we finally arrived back at our clan.

      My gut clenched, which only worsened the emotions that were still filling my veins with heat and burning worry, as I mentally counted the days in my head since we’d sprinted away from Albric’s kingdom—five days. Cathal had, no doubt, made it to shore since he’d taken a direct route without a madman at the helm. My only hope was that he didn’t know exactly where Clan Hakon was located and that lookouts had seen him coming and sent the clan into hiding. The only way Cathal would find our clan immediately was if he’d somehow taken one of our warriors as a prisoner. While such a thing might have been possible in the chaos following Magnus’ attack, it was doubtful. And even if he did have such a prisoner, it still wasn’t a certainty that the Viking would give up his clan. Most would die first, though I could think of a few cowards who might be willing to give up the information to save their own skin. Some of our warriors had stronger resolve than others, and frankly, some just tolerated pain better.

      If he didn’t have a prisoner, then Cathal would have to search for my clan, and that could take some time depending on where he landed on the coast. I dreaded what he might do if he came across other clans in his search. He might attack them if they refused to give him the information he wanted, even if they didn’t even have the information in the first place. Cathal was not a man who cared about how much blood was on his hands.

      “We could leave the horses and sail straight to the clan,” Brant said, interrupting my thoughts, “but if Cathal has already made it there—gods forbid—he will likely continue on by land when he doesn’t find Allete. If he goes farther inland searching, we could possibly run into him coming at him from the opposite direction.”

      It was something I hadn’t considered. “Good thought, Brant,” I said, patting his shoulder.

      “So, the horses come with us,” Kjell said. “But should you continue to ride?” He nodded to my side, which I hadn’t even realized I was clutching. “You were injured before. I can’t imagine that little episode you just had made it feel any better.”

      “I’ve fought battles with worse injuries. I think I can handle sitting on a horse a while longer. And what just happened has only strengthened my resolve. Not even the gods are going to keep me from getting to Allete,” I said. After a few moments staring at the harbor, I surveyed at each of my men in turn—Amund, Rush, Kjell, Delvin, and Siv. “Are you all with me?”

      They nodded and answered as one. “To the death.”

      “And you?” I asked Thomas.

      “I will do anything to save my cousins. Right now, you are their best bet, and as long as you continue to be, I will follow you.”

      I chuckled. “At least you’re honest.” I took my borrowed horse by the reins and began marching toward the dock. “Then we ride.”

      It took some time to find a captain willing to sail us across, not to mention one with a boat large enough for all of us and our horses. In the end, it was Thomas’s name, station, and a handful of gold coins—with the promise of more to come—that convinced a grizzled old sea captain to bear us across the channel. The man’s ship, if it could be called that, had to be two or three times older than its captain. It floated in a sad state of disrepair and looked as if it might slip beneath the surface of the water at any moment.

      “Do you think we will make it?” Brant asked.

      “And can the horses swim a good distance if we don’t?” Rush added.

      I ignored their questions and began helping the elderly captain, who called himself Roland, prepare to cast off. We coaxed, threatened, or cajoled the horses slowly up the gangplank and onto the deck of the ship. Apparently, the beasts were wise enough to share my men’s concerns about the seaworthiness of the vessel. By the time we finally got all men and beasts aboard, the sun was dipping low in the sky, reflecting across the choppy water.

      “How long does it take to get across the channel?” I asked Roland.

      He motioned for me to raise the sail. “Depending on the wind and sea, can take half a day to a day. If the gods decide they want to play with us, could take longer.”

      Brant motioned me over to where he stood with Thomas trying to keep the horses calm. “Is he trying to tempt the gods to hinder our travel?”

      I frowned. “He was just answering my question. You aren’t old enough yet to be worrying like an old maid.”

      Brant growled at me. “You’ll be singing a different tune when we’re fighting through a squall in a couple hours. Him talking about the gods playing with us just puts ideas in their minds.”

      “Do you really think the gods give a shite about whether we make it across the channel?” I asked. “They have better things to do than watch us sail across the ocean. Besides, this entire boat is being held together by the sheer will of a man who refuses to see that he’s too old to be commanding a pony, much less a ship this size. We’re likely to go down the minute we clear the harbor without any help at all from the gods.”

      Brant made a sound halfway between a splutter and a growl. “Don’t you go tempting the gods, too,” he barked before turning his back on me, muttering prayers and incantations under his breath.

      Four hours later, I was choking on my words. Apparently, the gods were extremely interested in whether we would make it across the channel intact and onboard. The sea roared around us as rain poured from a sky that had been cloudless only a couple of hours ago. The storm had rolled in faster than any I had ever seen, and the night sky was pitch black and starless. The moon’s tepid light barely penetrated the clouds, only enough for me to see a few feet in front of my face.

      “Don’t ever comment on what the gods care or don’t care about,” Brant yelled at me over the waves and wind.

      Thomas laughed, which made me want to throw him overboard, but I refrained, for Allete’s sake. The horses reared and bucked, so I grabbed the reins for two of them while Brant and Thomas did the same. Rush and Amund took hold of their own animals, while the other men helped Roland keep the boat together and on course. I ran my hand down each horse’s neck, trying to soothe them, even though my own spirit was far from relaxed. I prayed to the gods, all who would listen, to get us across in one piece. The only thing left to do was hold on and hope the storm passed quickly.

      Finally, after what seemed an eternity, I glimpsed land through the gloom. I had no idea how long we’d been tossed about in the chaos of the gods’ wrath, if that’s what it truly was. My legs were shaky and weak, even more so than they’d been from riding all day, but my feet had never been happier to find solid ground.

      “Well, that was brutal as hell,” Kjell said. He helped Amund, Roland, and Rush get the ship tied off to the dock. Thomas lowered the remaining sails, and Siv, Delvin, and Brant helped me get the horses ready to move.

      When we were all back on land, Thomas turned to Roland and handed him several gold pieces bearing the seal of King Albric. “I will be sure to get you the remainder as promised.”

      Roland nodded. “If you need a ride back across, search me out.” He waved to them and then limped back onto his ship.

      “I know we’re soaked, but we need to ride for a bit and find a place to get a fire going and make camp,” I said. The men nodded and mounted their horses without complaint. I pulled out my compass and moving until it pointed north before digging my heels into the horse’s flanks and taking off into the night.

      I had only planned to ride for an hour, but my spirit was restless inside of me and kept urging me forward. We rode until the sun was high in the morning sky. I pulled my horse to a stop when we came upon a small creek.

      “Let the horses rest,” I commanded.

      “The horses,” Brant groaned. “How about mine own arse? It needs a rest, too.”

      “I’m not terribly concerned about your arse,” I said. “I’ll leave that to Dayna.”

      The others laughed while Brant mumbled under his breath something about me kissing the arse in question. It felt good to laugh, but I still felt the restlessness growing inside of me. I found some semi-dry ground under a tree and sat, leaning back against the trunk. My eyes closed, and I wondered if I would see my love in my dreams. It didn’t take long to find out.

      After what seemed like only a few minutes, I sat up from the tree, peering about me. A fence enclosed the tree and I now, and two sleeping figures lay on the ground near me. My men were all gone. I turned my head and saw the figures were Allete and her sister, Dayna. Then I heard Allete’s voice, coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

      “I am tired,” the voice said. Looking up, I saw her standing a few feet from me, but her body was also still lying on the ground.

      “You are the soul of my beloved,” I said.

      “And you are the soul of Torben,” she responded with a gentle smile.

      I reached for her, and she came into my arms without hesitation. I pulled her down between my legs, her back against my chest, and wrapped my arms around her. I couldn’t get her close enough.

      “Are you okay?” she whispered.

      “I’m worried about you,” I answered truthfully. “What happened to you? Who hurt you? Where are you?” I know the questions were coming out too fast, but I couldn’t hold them in. Seeing her, holding her, was a relief I couldn’t begin to describe, but I needed to know what had happened. I wanted to know who I needed to kill.

      “That is an interesting story.”

      “Please, Princess, tell me what happened to you. Who hurt you?”

      “You know about that?” she asked, somewhat surprised.

      I nodded, her hair rubbing against my face as I pressed closer to her. “I tried to speak to you. I didn’t know if you could hear me. I could feel everything, Allete. I couldn’t breathe. I felt the pain on your face and in your stomach. The worst, though, was what I felt on my throat. You were dying.”

      “I was,” she admitted. “A man was holding a knife at my throat, and when I moved to get to my sister, it slit my throat. I didn’t think; I just lunged. A witch was going to touch her, and I didn’t know if she would hurt her or not. But I didn’t want to wait to find out. So I just acted.”

      “Hilda healed you?” I asked.

      “Yes. She had to join her magic with my own to do so.”

      “And what about your face and stomach? Who hit you?” I didn’t want to upset or scare her, but I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice.

      “One of Calder’s men. Just like one of his men was the one holding the knife.”

      “Who the bloody hell is Calder?”

      “Magnus’ brother.”

      “What?” I snapped, pulling her tighter against me. “Calder? We’ve had no contact with him in a very long time. I thought they were at odds.”

      “Apparently, they don’t like each other now any better than they used to. He took us all prisoner. And Calder has a witch working for him—a wielder of dark magic. She was trying to decipher who the healer was, Dayna or me. She’s evil, Torben. There is no conscience in her. After Hilda healed me, Gisele—that’s the witch—stabbed Dayna.” Her voice caught with emotion, and her body shuddered against me.

      “Dayna is okay?”

      “Yes. I healed her. Seeing her hurt was more terrifying than feeling the life slip out of my own body,” she admitted. “I can’t imagine a world without Dayna in it.”

      “That’s how I feel about you,” I whispered. Tilting her head toward me, I gazed into her eyes. “I was helpless to save you. I knew something horrible was happening to you, and all I could do was endure it with you. I couldn’t even take your pain away or let you know I was with you. Why couldn’t we speak to each other like we’ve done before?”

      “I don’t know. This bond is still so new, and your mother hasn’t had time to fully explain it to me.”

      “You’ve been too busy saving each other,” I said, sounding more irritated than I meant to.

      “But that’s not the worst of it.”

      “Tell me,” I said, my stomach already sinking at what she might say.

      “Gisele stabbed Dayna and called her useless, and as you can imagine, my impulsive sister did not take kindly to the slight. She was more insulted by that than being stabbed. Stupid girl.”

      “Where was Magnus while all this was happening?” I asked.

      “He was tied up along with the rest of his men, watching. He wouldn’t tell his brother which one of us was the other healer, besides your mom. Calder took us all as prisoners, and his witch confirmed what I am by ruling out Dayna. The idiots didn’t realize all they had to do was ask. I would have told them if it would have kept Dayna from being hurt.”

      I cursed under my breath. If Calder knew Allete was a healer, he would want to enslave her, too. That certainly meant he wouldn’t kill her, but there were some fates worse than death. Damn Magnus and his greedy soul. “I’m sorry, Princess,” I whispered against her neck. “I told you I would keep you safe, and I haven’t been able to keep my promise. I’m sorry you’ve endured such horrible things.”

      “You can’t control every situation, Torben,” she said, running her fingertips across the back of my hand. “I will be fine. Dayna and I are not so easily defeated.”

      “You will make an amazing shieldmaiden,” I said with unconcealed pride.

      “You’ll let me learn to fight?” She sounded surprised.

      “Of course. Why would I leave you helpless to defend yourself? The women in our clan have the freedom to be warriors right alongside the men. They usually protect the clan when we leave, although sometimes a few come with us. You females are relentless and dirty fighters. I’d rather face a man any day.”

      She laughed. “I imagine the women have to fight dirty to make up for the fact that men are physically stronger.”

      “Strength does not ensure victory. There is one woman in our clan who has bested nearly half of the male warriors. She’s fast, and very good at convincing her opponent she’s weak or inexperienced. It doesn’t help the arses let their pride get in the way of their judgment.”

      “You sound fond of this woman.”

      She’d tried to sound casual, but I heard the jealousy beneath her cool façade. “I can appreciate her skill as a warrior without wanting to bed her, Princess. You’ve nothing to worry about.” I leaned down so that my mouth was against her ear, my warm breath caressing her skin. “There is only one female I want. Only. One.”

      She trembled in my arms, and a beautiful flush covered her neck.

      “One day, I’m going to find out just how far that flush goes, Princess,” I said, my voice deep with desire.

      She smacked my arm. “Now you’re just being crass.”

      “Expressing my desire for my future wife isn’t crass, but I will cease for now, only because I don’t want to ravish you unless it’s your physical body.”

      “You’re simply incorrigible. How have your travels been?” she asked, successfully distracting me from my less-than-honorable thoughts.

      I huffed out a laugh, but it lacked humor. “We were nearly swallowed by the sea on a ship that has seen better days. But we made it to Normandy.”

      “You are on horseback again?”

      “Yes, and my backside does not appreciate it.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure we can make it up to your backside once we are back together.”

      “A promise I will hold you to,” I whispered against her neck. We sat in silence, simply holding on to each other, not knowing when we would see one another again. It drove me crazy that I couldn’t be with her, that I couldn’t physically make sure she was okay.

      “You are worrying,” she said.

      I nodded as my lips pressed against the spot just below her ear. Her scent surrounded me, and I wanted to take as much of it into my lungs as I could. I was pretty sure I could survive on her scent instead of air. “I’ve only ever had my mother and my clan to worry about. I’ve never cared about much else more than my own safety. Now that I have you, I’m thrown off balance. I’ve never had so much to lose. It’s eating away at me. There are moments when I feel as though I won’t be able to take another breath because I do not know from one moment to the next whether you will be all right.”

      “Focus on what you can control,” she said gently. “You can’t control the weather, or Cathal, or me, or Magnus. All you can control is what you do with yourself. Keep moving forward. Keep yourself safe so that you can help those who need you. We are meant to be together, Torben. Trust that it will happen because it is meant to be.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked her.

      “Because any other outcome is unacceptable,” she said simply. “And because your mother claims she’s never wrong,” she added with a soft chuckle.

      I don’t know how much longer we sat there in companionable silence, but it was over much too soon. As I felt the dream world slipping away, I turned her face quickly and pressed my lips to hers. “Stay safe,” I whispered against her mouth.

      “You as well, Viking,” she said, and pressed her lips once more to mine.

      When my eyes opened, the warmth I had felt while holding her was gone, and I was alone. Despite the fact that my men and Thomas were with me, I felt utterly alone.

      “Brant and I took turns keeping watch,” Thomas said as he stood and stretched.

      “Thank you,” I said as I took stood. I had been so desperate to get to sleep in hopes of seeing Allete that I hadn’t thought to set up a watch. If I didn’t get my head on straight, I was going to get myself and my men killed.

      “We’ve been resting for about five hours,” Brant said.

      “Then we should be able to ride for nearly a day,” I said. The men nodded in agreement and began gathering their horses. Thomas and Brant had also cooked some rabbits they’d managed to catch and passed around the meat. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

      Less than a quarter of an hour later, we were mounted and on our way.

      “We are going to be crossing the territory of kings and other clans,” I said. “Keep your eyes and ears open.”

      “We should stay in the cover of the trees as much as possible,” Brant suggested.

      I nodded and then took the lead as the others fell in line behind me.

      Thomas was directly behind me, and I could feel his eyes on me. “What’s on your mind, Englishman?” I asked him.

      “I’m just trying to figure out why, exactly, you were in our kingdom. I heard what you told my uncle. What I want to know is how you disguised yourself and your men. What you did was not simply stealing some soldiers’ clothes.”

      I let out a sigh. Though I was still hesitant to share, I felt that Thomas had a right to know at least something. Might as well tell him. I motioned him to come up beside me. We were moving at a quick pace but not a full-on gallop. I didn’t want to wear the horses out too quickly, not when I knew we would be riding for many more days, if not weeks. As we rode, I recounted the story, starting from the first time Hilda shared the prophecy with me. I left out some of the more intimate details of my time with Allete, but I did share with him exactly what she and I were to each other. I wanted no confusion about how I felt for her or how serious my devotion to her was.

      “How did my dear cousin take all of this information?” Thomas asked with a smirk.

      I chuckled, remembering her face when Myra had explained the blood bond. “She handled it with all the grace of a princess.”

      Thomas threw his head back and laughed. “Allete is many things, but gracious in times of surprise and stress is not one of them. She tends to revert to toddler antics.”

      I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. “Maybe the Allete you knew. The one I’ve grown to love is a strong, poised, kind, brave, and determined female. She had a few moments of foot-stomping, but that was only because I riled her up. There’s something incredibly desirable about causing the woman you love to flush with anger.”

      “Could you please not refer to my cousin as desirable around me? It’s disconcerting.”

      It was my turn to laugh at the appalled expression on his face. “Have you a woman, Thomas?”

      He shook his head. “Not like Allete is for you. I’ve had a few infatuations, but none that have tempted me to settle down. I don’t know that there is a woman out there who would put up with me,” he said honestly. “I’ll probably just wind up living with Dayna and taking care of her when she becomes a spinster. There certainly isn’t a man who would put up with her ridiculousness.”

      I coughed, choking back a laugh. Brant was suddenly beside Thomas, glaring at the man as if he’d just claimed a kill that wasn’t his.

      Thomas regarded Brant before shifting his eyes me. “Have I said something wrong?”

      “You will not be living with Dayna,” Brant snarled.

      Thomas frowned. “And why is that?”

      “Because she will be living with me, and I don’t need her male cousin around, keeping me from bedding my wife.”

      Thomas’s eyes widened, and his face turned an amusing shade of red. “Your wife? Is there something I need to know?”

      “Brant has decided that your youngest cousin is exactly the woman to make him want to settle down,” I explained.

      “Aren’t you a little old for her?” Thomas asked.

      “I’m not yet five and twenty,” Brant huffed.

      “She is not yet seventeen,” Thomas spat. “How can you even think of her in such a way?”

      Brant scoffed. “Women have been married younger. She isn’t a child, and she certainly doesn’t look or act like one. Besides, I have promised not to pursue her until she is of age.”

      “Promised whom?” Thomas asked.

      “My jarl.”

      “Magnus?” Thomas nearly yelled. “The man who abducted Allete and Dayna?”

      “No, fool,” Brant sighed, “him.” He pointed to me. “He is our true jarl, and I’ve given my word.”

      “And until then?” Thomas asked.

      “What do you mean, until then?” Brant asked.

      Thomas narrowed his eyes at my second-in-command. “You’re a warrior, obviously a successful one, and you’re not ugly. I imagine you’ve had your pick of women since you began seeing them as more than girls to throw mud at. Would you really have me believe that you will abstain from partaking in fleshly desires until Dayna is eighteen?”

      “I would have you believe exactly that,” Brant said.

      “And why would I believe that?” Thomas asked, his brow raised.

      “Because Dayna has threatened to unman him if he so much as looks at another woman,” I answered for my scowling friend.

      “Even still,” Brant grumbled, “I wouldn’t disrespect her by taking another to my bed. I’ve told her that she is the one I want. I have been many things in my life, but I am an honorable man.”

      “I can attest to that,” I said. “If I had a sister, I would trust Brant with her,” I said, realizing as I said the words that I truly meant them. I knew that Brant, like the rest of us, had bedded his share of women, but he’d never forced a woman into bed, and he always treated them with kindness.

      Thomas didn’t seem to know what to say. Brant gave the Englishman one more stern glare before falling back into the line we’d naturally made.

      “Dayna is really interested in him?” Thomas asked.

      I nodded. “You have to admit, she’s going to need a man who’s tough. She hands out punches and kicks like other women hand out hugs and kisses.”

      Thomas threw his head back and laughed. “I suppose you are right. I don’t know much about him, but Brand does at least seem like he can take a punch.” He paused and then leaned closer, causing our horses to slow a bit. “And Allete approves of this?”

      “I think Allete is of the mind that Dayna is going to do what Dayna wants, regardless of what Allete or anyone else thinks,” I answered.

      Thomas nodded. “That is true. Dayna has always done as she pleases. I’m sure Magnus is wishing right about now that he’d left her behind.”
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        “Once upon a time, there were two English princesses. The eldest lived a long and happy life. The youngest was killed at an early age by her sister, which is why the elder lived a long and happy life. The end.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray.

      

      

      “I’m dying,” Dayna moaned as she slumped forward, her body held up by her hands, which were tied to a tree behind her. “Hello!” she shouted.

      I kicked her, or did my best to. We weren’t exactly sitting close to one another, and I was tied to a tree as well, so my attempt, though earnest, was in vain. “Shh!” I said. “You are not dying. Quit being dramatic.”

      “She’s entertaining, and it makes the warriors nervous. Leave her be,” Hilda told me.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure your idea of fun would be poking an angry bear and giggling at its response.”

      “Perhaps, but I’d be running as I giggled. I’m impulsive, not stupid,” Hilda said.

      “Some would say the two are codependent. Can’t have one without the other,” Dayna said, momentarily distracted from her ridiculous antics.

      Hilda shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “On a more serious note,” Dayna said, “are they going to feed us? I’m getting hungry, and I’m not above resorting to cannibalism.” She said this while staring at one of Magnus’ clanmates, each of whom were similarly bound to their own respective trees. His eyes widened, and he tried to scoot farther away from her. Dayna snapped her teeth at him as if she were a rabid wolf.

      “Damn it all, would you act like a grown woman for five minutes?” I barked at her. I shouldn’t have yelled, but I was getting hungry, too. Admittedly, I wasn’t behaving terribly ladylike, myself. And I was worried about my sister. The witch had exposed to everyone that Dayna had no magical ability whatsoever, which meant her value to Calder was most certainly negligible. How long would Calder keep her around? Hopefully long enough for Torben to find us. But when would that be? So many questions and no way to get answers. I closed my eyes as I remembered the dream I’d had. Torben’s soul had mingled with my own, and for that moment in time, I’d felt safe and loved. When I’d opened my eyes to find myself bound to a tree, reality came crashing back down on me.

      “How is my son?” Hilda asked.

      “He’s worried and frustrated, and trying to make it back to your clan. He and his men are traveling on horseback. My cousin Thomas is with them as well,” I said.

      “Torben has never liked feeling helpless. As a warrior, it is his nature to run into battle without hesitation. But when the battle rages out of his reach, it’s very difficult for him to bear the strain.”

      My attention was pulled away from the Oracle by a commotion on the opposite side of the village. I strained my neck but couldn’t see what was happening. Then, the crowd parted and Calder came striding out into the open, walking with purpose. His stride was long, and he held his head high.

      Now that I’d had the chance to study the man, it was clear he was under some internal torment of his own. He could have been handsome if his appearance weren’t marred by the haggard sight of a man who’d sold his soul to the devil. I suspected dealing with the witch was taking its toll, whatever that might be. The jarl’s face held deep lines, and his eyes were beset by dark circles. His skin was pale and dry as if it had been cast aside by a snake. The closer he got, the more I felt evil emanating from him.

      He veered to the left and came straight for us. A minute later, he was standing over me, one of his warriors beside him.

      “Get her,” he said to the man while motioning to Hilda. Then he reached down and untied my arms. He lifted me to my feet effortlessly. He was surprisingly gentle considering the coldness in his eyes, but I wasn’t fooled. He was not kind, and he did not possess a good character. He may not have been as completely evil as Cathal, but Calder was headed that way at the speed of a twisting wind.

      “I don’t want to have to hurt your sister, but I will if you force my hand,” he said in a deceptively calm voice.

      I nodded, unable to open my mouth for fear that I would spit in his face. He deserved nothing less. As he began to pull me away, I snapped my head around to Dayna, who was already beginning to protest. I shook my head hard, giving her a stern glare, and then mouthed, “Don’t.”

      She huffed and leaned back against the tree, but I could see in her face she was resigned to behave—at least for now. I prayed she would be safe and that the men would leave her alone.

      The men escorted Hilda and me into one of the huts, furnished with a table and two chairs. A lantern hung on each of the four walls. It wasn’t cool outside, yet a large fire burned in the hearth, causing the stale air in the hut to feel stifling.

      “You will tell me what is to come,” Calder said, pushing me into one of the chairs. Hilda was shoved into the other one. The jarl’s fingers began to move in my hair, and I realized he was unraveling the braid. I wanted to cringe away from his hands. There was something very intimate about touching someone’s hair, and Calder had not earned that privilege. He spoke as he continued his assault on my locks.

      “I want to know if the English king pursues you here,” he continued, “and I want to know the future of my brother’s clan. Why is he here? Where is the rest of his clan? What was the true reason he did not return home?”

      His words were slow and measured, their cadence matching the ones of his fingers as they travelled through my hair. He’d gotten the braid completely undone, and my hair hung like a waterfall around my head, over my shoulders, and down my back. His fingers began caressing the top of my scalp and worked their way down, untangling curls as they went.

      Hilda began laughing. I wasn’t sure if it was because of Calder’s absurd actions or the absurd questions he was asking. Regardless, I thought she’d lost her mind and I was sure the shock showed on my face as I gaped at her.

      “Why do you laugh, hag?” Calder asked. His fingers tightened in my hair, and he gave a small tug. I bit my lip to keep from making any noise. I had no desire to draw any more of his attention than I already had. I felt his body tensing behind me. The anger radiated off him in waves, almost palpable in the confined space. I contemplated trying to protect my future mother-in-law by jumping between them in case he decided to attack her.

      “Hilda,” I hissed, “stop laughing. I hardly think this is the time.”

      “It’s the perfect time,” she replied, her chuckles dying down a little. “This fool believes we can just conjure up prophecy out of nothing. He thinks we can just walk over to the prophecy tree, pluck the future off, and hand it to him like a ripe apple. Anyone with half a brain knows prophecy doesn’t work like that.”

      First Dayna and now Hilda? Why must they continually insult our captors? Do they both have a death wish?

      “What she means,” I began, pulling away so I could look up at him, “is that it’s easy to misunderstand how an Oracle obtains her prophecies if you’ve not had experience with them.”

      Calder slowly shifted his attention from Hilda, who was still chuckling like a damn choking hyena, to me. His face relaxed somewhat, but his eyes stayed hard as stone.

      “Then how does it work?” he asked.

      “The prophecy comes unbidden to the Oracle. There is no way for her to conjure it up. That’s not how the magic works. We have no control over when they come or their subject matter.” I didn’t have a ton of experience with prophesizing—I’d only recently learned I had the gift—and I had no clue how it worked. For all I knew, my answer was total oxen dung. Hilda and I hadn’t talked in-depth about what it meant to be an Oracle or how my power might manifest itself. But based on her reaction to Calder’s declaration, I felt as though I must be somewhat close to the truth.

      “What use is an Oracle if she cannot tell the future?” he asked.

      “She can tell the future,” I said quickly, “just not on command. We aren’t water pumps that spit out words when our lever is lifted.” Did I seriously just say that to a Viking chieftain? I nearly slapped my hand over my mouth, wishing I could grab the words back.

      Hilda was laughing again. “Lever?” she snickered.

      Dumb old bat, I inwardly grumbled. “You know what I’m trying to say,” I said through gritted teeth.

      A look of frustration passed Calder’s face. “So, I’m supposed to just sit around and wait until one of you thinks she might have something important to say?”

      “Magic isn’t an exact science,” I pointed out. “But you consider this—with two Oracles, you have twice the chance of a prophecy coming and twice the chance of it being important to your clan.” I smiled at him as though I’d just said the most brilliant thing ever, but on the inside, I was ordering myself to shut up. My mouth kept moving despite my best efforts. Apparently, I was channeling the spirit of my younger sister. “And when we aren’t prophesying, we still have the ability to heal your sick and wounded… so really, it’s a win-win to keep us alive… and… unharmed.”

      “Allete,” Hilda said.

      “What?” I asked distractedly.

      “Hush.”

      I sighed inwardly as my mouth finally clamped shut. I guess I had just needed Hilda to give me the command. I decided I was going to blame it on being tired and surrounded by incredibly smelly men. My brain cells had to be dying at an alarming rate from the combination of those two things. Oh, and the lack of food. I was starving.

      “Bring me Magnus,” Calder said, turning to the warrior who was standing in the door. He turned back to us and looked at Hilda again. “Why did your jarl bring you here instead of returning to his own land? What is the truth? Has he been usurped?”

      I scrutinized Hilda, curious as to what answer she would give.

      The old woman hesitated, straightening her clothes and shifting in her seat as if vying for time. Then, just as Magnus walked in, she spoke.

      “Magnus no longer has a clan. He is no jarl.” Hilda’s voice was clear and loud as though she wanted to make sure everyone heard her and there could be no confusion as to what she’d said.

      Magnus’ face turned a bright shade of red, and his eyes bulged. It was a wonder he didn’t pass out from so much blood rushing to his head. He sputtered curse words at Hilda, who simply stared back at him blankly.

      “So, it is as I thought,” Calder said, turning to face his brother. “You are clanless.”

      “I am not,” he roared. “You would listen to the words of an old hag over your own brother?”

      “Is she a hag, or is she the Oracle of your clan?” Calder asked, his head tilting ever so slightly to the side. “She is either respected or she is not. Which is it, brother?”

      The last word was spoken as though it were an insult, not an endearment.

      “I have a clan,” Magnus roared. “I told you my reasons for coming here. The girl’s father is the king of England. I could not let him follow me to my homeland.”

      “And the other king, the one to whom she is betrothed”—Calder pointed at me—“what of him? Would he be going to your clan home as well? Or did he follow you here?”

      At the mention of Cathal’s name, my skin began to crawl with the memory of his unwanted touch. Having my hair down and spread out around me only exacerbated the feeling. I suddenly felt naked, as if everything he’d done to me was on full display. It wasn’t rational, I knew, but the fear still showed on my face.

      As Magnus answered, Calder seemed momentarily lost in thought. I took the opportunity to gather my long hair and twist it up, winding it around until I could make a knot out of it. Keeping my hair up was important in that moment. It was a symbol of the control—however slight—that I still wielded. There was little in that moment that was truly under my power, but whether I wore my hair up or down was my own choice, dammit, not the decision of some Viking brute. My neck might have been bare, but everything else was once again concealed under the tight control of my will.

      “As you do not see any troops marching up your beach, you can plainly see that he did not follow me,” Magnus said.

      “So, he will go to your clan, searching for you and his woman, and when he doesn’t find either of you there, what do you think he will do?”

      Without thinking, because that seemed to be my new hobby, I raised my hand. All eyes turned to me. “Just for clarification purposes, so there are no questions should anyone become interested, I want it known that I am in no way Cathal’s woman, as you put it. I am a person, not an it or thing, and I do not belong to anyone but myself.”

      His lips turned up in a smile that could have been charming, had the cold stare not ruined the effect. “You are a princess,” he practically cooed. “Whether you like it or not, you do belong to someone, whether that is your father, the man you’ve been given to in a political trade, or a warlord. You are too valuable to belong only to yourself.”

      Having sufficiently put me in my place, he turned back to Magnus. “Now, I ask you again: What do you think this Cathal will do to your clan?”

      I didn’t want to think about the answer to that question, but it seemed Calder was determined to make his point.

      “I can tell you what he’ll do,” Calder continued. “He will burn your village to the ground. He will slaughter your women and children and take whatever men you have as slaves. Will you still be able to call yourself jarl then?”

      “I still have the men who are with me here. They are my clan. So, yes, I am a jarl still,” Magnus answered, attempting to look in control. He was sweating too badly to make it believable.

      “Truly, brother,” Calder said, crossing his arms in front of his chest, “I see no reason to keep you alive. I imagine I could take the loyalty of your men rather easily if I prove to them how weak you are. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you?”

      “Because I have gold,” Magnus said quickly, “and only I know where it is.”

      “What gold?” Hilda interjected. “You have nothing.”

      “Hold your tongue,” Magnus snapped at her. “Just because you are my Oracle does not mean you know everything.” He turned back to Calder. “My own personal stockpile. Clan Hakon raids often, brother. We range far and wide. Every successful raid nets me more and more riches. I have always kept back the best for myself, hidden from the rest of the clan. They know nothing about it. I keep it as an insurance policy, should any of my men attempt to over throw me. I can make your clan rich.”

      Calder stared back at Magnus, and I could tell he was giving his brother’s words serious consideration. I wondered myself if Magnus were telling the truth. It wouldn’t surprise me. His greed, much like Cathal’s, knew no bounds. But if Magnus were bluffing, what was his plan? What would he do if Calder commanded him to retrieve the gold, and he had nothing to bring back to his brother? Was he just trying to create a way of escaping? Would he come back with the rest of Clan Hakon and attack his brother?

      “And what of your clan?” Calder finally asked. “Or what’s left of it?”

      “Let us join you, brother. I will submit to your rule.”

      Hilda’s mouth dropped open, and my own eyes went wide. I’m not sure what she was expecting, but it clearly wasn’t that.

      “All I ask in return is the use of one of the healers for myself. You can keep the other. You know that I am a worthy fighter. Together, we can make your clan great.” Magnus stared at his brother, eagerly awaiting his reply.

      No one made a sound for several moments. I stared at Calder, trying to read his thoughts, but his face was a blank slate.

      “I shall agree to your terms,” Calder said after several minutes. “I will have the young healer. I have no heirs, and she has fight in her. She will breed strong offspring.”

      In a matter of breaths, I’d gone from important asset to broodmare. Who knew, maybe by the end of the night I would be the new jarl of the merging clans by demonstrating just how much fight I truly possessed. Calder’s next words snapped me from my thoughts.

      “But, you must swear a blood oath. You must promise to bring the gold back and agree to merge your clan with mine. You shall serve as my hersir. Your people will shed the name Clan Hakon and take the name Clan Thornag.”

      I pursed my lips. Clan Hakon definitely won the best-name contest. Thornag? Couldn’t they have gone with something less… I don’t know… Nordic sounding? Thornag, Thornag… it kind of got stuck in the throat. They could have stopped with Thorn and dropped the ‘ag’. Did they have a clan-naming council for such things? If so, they all needed to be voted out and replaced with women. Women were just naturally better with naming things, just as men were naturally better at gathering a bunch of Neanderthals to go plunder and pillage. It was one of those inevitable things in life that shouldn’t be tampered with, else one ended up with names like Thornag for their group of Neanderthals. It sounded more like the sound a man made after having partaken in too much libation, rather than a title for a fierce clan.

      Calder took a step closer to his brother, drawing my attention from my own internal monologue. The tension in the air became ever thicker.

      “But, if you fail me, brother, the penalty is death. I don’t know how you ruled Clan Hakon and I don’t care. You are Clan Thornag now. I tolerate no disloyalty among my ranks and no weakness. Any of your men who cannot handle that had better just go their own way.”

      “I will not fail you. Just wait and see. With our help, Clan Thornag will grind all others beneath our bootheels.”

      Magnus held out his hand, and Calder clutched his brother’s forearm in a quick, firm shake. Turning to his sentry at the door, Calder commanded, “Gather the clan. Tonight, we celebrate new wealth and numbers!”

      That was it? I frowned. Calder went from wanting to slaughter his brother to suddenly sharing blood oaths and spirits to rejoice in the tentative peace they’d made? Apparently, they decided the direction of their clan in the same manner they decided their name—by pulling it out of their arse and hoping for the best.

      Calder motioned for Hilda and I to follow him. We’d made it no more than a few steps when I heard my sister’s screams. My eyes shot to the tree where she’d been tied when I left. There was rope, but no Dayna.

      I looked up at Calder as we started moving in the direction of her screams and bared my teeth like a rabid animal. “If something happens to my sister, there is nobody and nothing on this earth that will be able to protect you from me—not even a god.”

      He picked up his speed, but I had no trouble matching him. I could have kept pace with a running horse to save my sister. We crashed through tightly packed trees and emerged into a small clearing a second later.

      My eyes took in the scene, but my mind wanted to reject it. Each of Dayna’s limbs was tied to a separate tree; she was stretched out like a virgin sacrifice. Her clothes had been ripped, though she was not yet naked—thank the gods for small miracles. I quickly glanced around the rest of the clearing and realized there was a man only a foot away. A man who had abducted, assaulted, and terrified my sister. My brain shut down, and my body moved of its own accord on pure, primal instinct. I glanced at Calder, seeing the dagger that was on his hip, the same dagger Hilda had used to cut my bonds. I grabbed the hilt, slid it free, and ran faster than I ever had. I spun with my arm outstretched, and the dagger hit its mark, slicing him from ear to ear. The man gurgled and grabbed at his neck as if to stop the blood flow. I knew exactly what it felt like, and I had no empathy for him. He dropped to the ground, and his eyes met mine as death began to take hold of him. I knelt down beside him close enough that he would hear me. “You made a mistake. Want to know what it was?” I leaned even closer. “You touched my sister.”

      I stood and turned to find Hilda untying a battered, bruised, and royally pissed Dayna. The other two men were on their knees with Calder standing over them, his sword drawn and pointed at them. I’d no doubt he could have swung it and taken off both of their heads in one strike. The men must have known it as well as they shook like a wounded animal cornered by the predator stalking it.

      Knowing they were no longer a threat, I walked over to Dayna and wrapped my arms around her. “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. Asking her if she were all right seemed rather dimwitted. She’d just been abducted and beaten, of course she wasn’t okay.

      “You’ve nothing to be sorry about, sister,” Dayna assured me as she pulled back and wiped the tears from her eyes. They weren’t sad tears, they were angry tears. Tears that promised retribution for the brutality she’d endured.

      She pulled her shoulders back and held her head up just like she’d been taught to do by our governess. “I’m about to do something that you might not want to know I’m capable of. I won’t be offended if you step away.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere. Remember that time we tied up both our guards after drugging them with nightshade?”

      She laughed. “I could never forget that.”

      “Remember what I said to you when Father called us into the throne room?”

      “You said there was no punishment you would not endure for me, no trial you wouldn’t face with me, and no person you wouldn’t kill for me.”

      “How old were you when you said that?” Hilda asked, intruding on our sisterly moment. “Because that makes some of our shieldmaidens akin to meek mice.”

      I ignored her as I nodded to Dayna. “That oath will never expire. Whatever you have to do, I will be by your side.”

      “All right,” Dayna said, letting go of a deep breath. “I’m going to need an axe.”
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        Fire is best among the sons of men, and the sight of the sun, if his health a man can have, with a life free from vice.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      “She’ll be a great mother,” Brant said as he sat down next to me. The fire crackled and danced in front of us, and the heat felt good against my face.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      “Remember the way she worried over Allete? Your woman barely gets a scratch, and Dayna decrees the entire kingdom bring bandages and clean water.”

      I chuckled. He was right. Dayna adored her older sister and was very nurturing toward her. “So you’re saying that because she will love her children—”

      “Our children,” he corrected.

      “Fine, because she will love your children, that she will be as nurturing and caring as she is with Allete?” I asked.

      Brant nodded.

      “Are you two discussing the mothering instincts of my two dear cousins?” Thomas asked as he took a seat on the other side of the fire. The weariness I felt showed on his face. We were all moving a little slower after having ridden for so long. I’d pushed us harder after the dream I’d had with Allete. Knowing she’d been hurt and might be hurt again was ripping my insides apart.

      “We were discussing whose female has a stronger mothering instinct,” Brant said.

      “And what was your conclusion?” Thomas asked.

      “We are both leaning toward Dayna, even though Allete has a kinder disposition. Dayna is very nurturing toward Allete,” I answered.

      “Hmm,” was Thomas’s only response.

      “Not that Allete isn’t nurturing,” I continued. “She’s a healer, after all. I just think that she’ll have to spread her emotions out to so many that she might unintentionally be too busy for our children.”

      Wow, that sounded horrible, I thought. Scrambling to correct myself, I added, “I mean, she’s going to be a wonderful mother, of that I’ve no doubt. I just—”

      Thomas held up his hand to stop me. “You’re simply digging your grave deeper, warrior. This conversation will never make it to my cousin’s ears.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. The rest of the men seemed to be sound asleep.

      Thomas looked at Brant. “Why do you think Dayna is a woman so perfect for motherhood?”

      Brant smiled. “She’s tough, but I think my woman is mostly bark. She puts up a really good show, like some snakes that puff up to make themselves appear bigger. Of the two, if it came down to having to do something truly brutal, I think Allete would be the one swinging the weapon and Dayna would be the one cheering her on and shouting out battle strategies.”

      Thomas’s lips pressed tightly together as though he were trying to hold back a laugh. When he finally had himself under control, he simply looked at Brant and said, “If you ever decide to tell Dayna your theory, please, please, let me know.” He stood up, bidding us goodnight.

      The last thing I heard before Thomas laid down was him chuckling and murmuring, “Mostly bark. Right. Mm-hmm, definitely.”
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        “Sometimes, you just have to stand still and be the quiet support for the ones you love. You have to let them do whatever it is they need to do, and your only job is to be a soft place for them to land should things not turn out as they hoped.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      Hilda placed the requested axe in my sister’s outstretched hand. There were no words spoken between us. She simply walked over to where Calder stood, his sword tip still held directly in front of the men’s faces.

      “Are you going to kill them?” she asked.

      Okay, so she was going to get right to the point.

      “They disobeyed a direct order from their jarl. If I do not kill them, I come across as weak and spineless,” he answered, sounding a tad defensive.

      Dayna shook her head at him. “You misunderstand. I am not concerned about whether they die. But before they do, I would like to take recompense for their…” Pausing, she swallowed.

      I wondered if she were having to swallow bile just as I was at that moment. Standing there, considering what the men had done, made my stomach churn. How could they possibly repay her for what they’d taken from her?

      With a slow, deep breath, Dayna continued her request. “I would like to repay them for their less-than-hospitable treatment.”

      “Have you noticed how calm your sister becomes when she is angry?” Hilda whispered, leaning close to me.

      I nodded. Some thought it was because she was so patient. Hilda was about to witness just what happened when my sister’s anger reached the silent, controlled level.

      “The punishment is already set. I decreed they should lose their hands if they touched you or your sister.”

      “And a just punishment, it is, Jarl,” replied Dayna, “but I should be the one to carry out the sentence. They’ve wronged me. It is my right.”

      “Very well,” Calder turned to the familiar warrior who’d been standing guard earlier. Apparently, this was his right-hand man. “Take them to the stump.”

      The two men’s faces drained of blood, turning their complexion a pasty white. Their eyes went inhumanly wide.

      Calder and his man forced the men to their feet and led them out of the clearing. Dayna fell into line behind the men, the axe resting on her shoulder. She looked like a Viking warrior dressed in the wrong clothing. Her face was stoic, her eyes focused on the task before her.

      Hilda and I brought up the rear of the pending death parade. My stomach was in knots, not because I didn’t support my sister, but because she was in that position in the first place. She should have been flirting with lords in court and riding her horse in the rain after Father forbade it. Instead, she was on her way to exact justice for a heinous crime.

      “She’s strong,” Hilda said gently. “She’s going to come out on the other side of this stronger.”

      I knew that better than anyone. “But she shouldn’t have to. She shouldn’t have been abducted by those men.”

      “Life isn’t fair. Most everyone has had someone they love taken, brutalized, or killed. Don’t you think they all feel the same way? But it happens. By the gods, it’s not fair, but we aren’t promised anything when we come naked into this world. We can either crumble beneath the weight of every unjust thing that ever happens, or we can pick up an axe and refuse to be a victim. Don’t tell her over and over that she should have been spared. How does that help anything? Instead, you be the one to hand her the axe, and if it’s too heavy, you lift it with her. You give her the means to not only survive but flourish as well.”

      By the time Hilda was done with her heroic rant, we’d stopped walking and formed a small circle around a tree stump.

      “Thank you,” I said to Hilda, giving her hand a squeeze as I pushed through two warriors and stepped up to my sister’s side. She stood directly by the stump, staring at Calder and the two men.

      Calder’s words rang throughout the village. “These two men defied my orders to refrain from harming our captives. Now this one deserves restitution,” he said, indicating Dayna. “What say you, female?”

      “Both men touched me in a way in which no man has a right.” Her voice was strong and loud as she spoke. She met the eyes of each member of the clan with unwavering conviction. “They made me helpless, unable to fight back when they tied me up, and I had no choice but to endure their sick molestation. For those reasons, I demand the very hands that committed the act.” She stared directly at the two men, her eyes piercing them like arrows.

      Calder lifted his chin slightly and motioned with his hand toward the stump. Two warriors dragged the first writhing man over. Another man stepped forward and tied a rope around the man’s wrist. He jerked hard, anchoring the hand to the stump.

      “I’m being punished for treating English trash how they deserve?” he barked, glaring at Calder. “She’s a slave. Since when can we not take the slaves as spoils? You are weak to let slaves be treated with dignity.”

      Calder walked over and knelt down by the struggling Viking. He regarded his clansman, eyes void of emotion. They were as cold as ice, just like the words that came out of his mouth. “You have insulted me twice now. I ordered the females not to be touched, you disobeyed. Now you’ve questioned my worth as a jarl and warrior. You might have been allowed to live after the girl’s restitution was paid, but now I must show you there is no weakness in me.”

      He motioned Dayna forward and stepped close beside her. “Move your hands down on the handle,” he said as he positioned her hands on the axe, showing her what he meant. “It will give you greater control and provide more force for your swing. Straight down.” He started to back up and stopped. “And please don’t miss and hit one of my other warriors.”

      Dayna didn’t respond. Her eyes were locked on her assailant and his outstretched arm. Without any hesitation, she lifted the axe as if she’d done it a thousand times before and slammed it down on the man’s arm. He screamed and pulled his arm back, but only a stump remained. The axe was embedded in the tree stump, a detached hand resting next to it. With some effort, Dayna wrenched the axe free of the wood.

      I felt like the fingers were going to wave at my sister at any moment or perhaps give her a thumbs-up, so I gave my head a quick shake to hopefully force the image from my mind.

      The second man was a little smarter than the first one. He didn’t yell or challenge Calder, though he did look up at Dayna with enough hate that it scared me to think of what he would have done to her if we hadn’t gotten her away from him. Someone removed the hand from the stump, and the other warrior was brought forward. His hand was drawn forward and placed on the tree stump, which was now coated in blood. My sister’s second assailant was spitting curses at her, words that I wasn’t even sure I knew the meaning of, but Dayna’s face never betrayed any emotion. She simply stepped back up and took her place. She raised the weapon once again and slammed it down. The outcome was the same, a screaming man, lots of blood, and a hand that seemed to praise my sister for her actions.

      I didn’t feel sorry for the maimed Vikings. They had terrorized a sixteen-year-old girl. If performing such a grisly act helped my sister begin to heal from their assault, then I would support her.

      When it was done, Calder took the axe from Dayna and glanced over our heads. “Take them to the temporary tent. Don’t tie them up, but station two guards at the entrance.”

      I took Dayna’s hand in mine and walked beside her, with Hilda on my right side. We followed the guard in silence, and I wondered if she felt any sort of relief. There was no indication on her face, and her rigid posture betrayed nothing.

      When we entered the tent, Hilda stopped and turned to the two warriors assigned guard duty.

      “Could you please get one of your women to bring us a wash basin so the girl can clean up? And a new garment would also be most welcome.” They stared back at her, uncertainty obvious in their eyes. “Imagine if it was your daughter or wife that had been hurt. Would you want her to have to stay in the clothes that had been torn apart by wicked men?” Still they didn’t move.

      Hilda sighed. “Calder obviously values these women. You’ve seen what happens when someone violates them. Don’t you think it might go well for you to see they are taken care of?” That seemed to decide things for them, and they both nodded at her. She thanked them and closed the flaps.

      “How are you?” Hilda asked Dayna, who had taken a seat at a small table on the far-right side of the dwelling. It wasn’t a large tent, but it was adequate for three people and didn’t feel cramped. There were three bedrolls set up on the left side and some furs stacked to the right of them. Those were the only creature comforts, but it beat being tied to a tree any day.

      Dayna took a deep breath and let it out slowly before she answered. “I’ll be a bit better when I get out of these clothes and get cleaned up.” She gave Hilda a small smile. “Thank you for requesting those things.”

      Hilda waved her off as if it weren’t a big deal. “You just chopped off two hands, it’s not like you’re thinking clearly enough to worry about trivial things like clean clothes.”

      Dayna turned to me and shook her head. “Stop worrying, sister mine. I can see the wheels spinning in your mind, and smoke is practically coming out of your ears. I’m going to be all right. I’m shaken up a bit and I feel like a whore on discount day, but it’s nothing that time won’t heal.”

      I turned my head, my mouth pinching together. “Is there a discount day for whores? And if so, how do you know about it?”

      “I can’t reveal my sources. That would make me a snitch, and while I may be many things, a snitch is not one of them.”

      Hilda chuckled and, as the guards returned to their posts outside, moved away from the door, taking a seat across from Dayna at the table. “You’re a princess obsessed with acts of the flesh, a hand slayer, and a jumble of other things all rolled into one, but you draw the line at snitching?”

      “One has to have standards,” Dayna said in her most haughty voice.

      “May I come in?” a female voice asked through the tent flap.

      “You may,” Hilda answered.

      A woman of average height pushed through the flap. She had big, brown eyes, a small, bow-shaped mouth, a head of deep brown hair, and a kind face. In her hands was a round washbasin, and a folded cloth lay across her arm.

      “I’m Gretchen,” she said, making her way over to the table where Dayna and Hilda were seated. She placed the basin down, laid the cloth next to it, and then stuck her hand in a pocket of her dress and pulled out a bar of soap. After placing the soap on the cloth, Gretchen walked back to the flap and leaned out, taking something in her arms from the guards. When she turned back around, I saw she was holding two garments.

      “These probably aren’t as well-tailored as you are accustomed to, but they’re clean,” she said, placing them on one of the bedrolls.

      “We don’t require fancy things,” I said. “We appreciate your generosity.”

      “If there is anything else you need, the jarl has commanded it be provided, so long as it doesn’t aid in any escape attempt or require you to leave the tent. The only exception, of course, is the need to relieve yourselves. Myself and one of the shieldmaidens will accompany you when nature calls.”

      “Thank you,” I said simply, not really sure what else to say. Should one be grateful to their captors? After all, we were prisoners whether tied to a tree or confined to a tent. Regardless, it just felt like the right thing to say since the guards helped us instead of telling Hilda to go climb a tree or something. It was always good to be thankful for small mercies.

      As Dayna cleaned herself up, I paced. Hilda sat staring at the ground as if it would suddenly open up and offer us an escape route. Before I could ask her what she was thinking, Dayna spoke.

      “What happened?” she asked as she rinsed off her face. “What did Calder say after he took you into the tent?”

      So, she didn’t want to talk about what had happened to her. That was all right. She would talk when she was ready. Or, she might never want to talk about it. Whichever she decided, I needed to be okay with it, no matter how badly I wanted to help her.

      “The brothers are bosom buddies now,” I said, finally.

      “What?” Dayna asked. “Just a little while ago, Calder was like ‘I’m going to kill you, and give me your healers and your worthless English princess.’” She mimicked his growling, deep voice, which caused me to cover my mouth to keep from laughing. “Now he’s decided Magnus is a trusted friend?”

      “Magnus offered Calder some things that he couldn’t turn away,” Hilda said. “Gold and power.”

      “Power?” Dayna asked.

      “Yes, Calder agreed to let Magnus and his warriors join this clan as long as Magnus steps aside and recognizes Calder as jarl. And Magnus offered him gold to go along with the additional warriors—and, of course, access to one of two seers and healers.”

      “Merge the clans?” Dayna asked, as if saying it out loud would help her understand.

      “If Magnus has his way, Clan Hakon will become part of Clan Thornag—Calder’s clan,” Hilda said.

      “Thornag? Are you serious? We were captured by Clan Thornag? That’s just—”

      “Never mind the name,” I interrupted. “Don’t you see what this means? Now Hilda and I will be forced to use our powers on two madmen instead of one. And the combined clan will be much stronger. How will Torben rescue us if he has to fight the joined forces of both clans? It’s impossible.”

      Hilda shook her head. “You assume too much, my child. The members back at Ravenscar will not agree to the merger. Magnus will look like a fool.”

      “But what about this gold he claims to have?” I asked.

      Hilda shrugged. “I have never seen evidence of it, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t been doing exactly what he says. It wouldn’t surprise me. If Clan Hakon finds out about it, though, they will string him up before he has a chance to take it to Calder. Then again, he’s going to die anyway if he returns to the clan. Torben will kill him there.”

      I noted the satisfaction in her voice, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. Magnus was the worst sort—willing to throw his clan to the wolves to save his own skin. That was not leadership.

      “So, what’s going on now?” Dayna asked.

      “They’re having a celebration,” Hilda said. “That’s the only good thing that has come out of this so-called merger.”

      “How is that a good thing?” I asked.

      “Because it means they’re going to be guzzling mead and getting three sheets to the wind. Warriors aren’t much use when they can’t see or stand straight,” she said with a sly grin. “Ladies, our opportunity is almost upon us. Be ready.”

      “Um,” Dayna said, “what about the guards and Gretchen and shieldmaidens?”

      “Minor details,” Hilda said, waving her off.

      “Last time I checked, details were usually sort of important,” Dayna pointed out.

      “Key word is ‘usually.’”

      “Okay, say we do manage to escape despite these unimportant little details. Then what?”

      “Then we will join in the revelry, of course,” Hilda said, sounding much too eager.

      “Really?”

      “No, you chowderhead,” she rasped. “We’re going to make a run for it. What do you think we’re going to do, offer to serve them mead?”

      Dayna frowned. “No need to be testy. I’m hungry. I don’t think clearly when I’m hungry.”

      “Well suck it up, Princess. You need your wits about you tonight. We’re going to be running in the dark, and men aren’t the only enemy we’ll have to worry about. There are animals out there in the forest that would love a nice, royal snack.”

      I was glad Hilda wasn’t treating Dayna like a gentle foal, which would have been easy to do after what she’d been through. Treating her like damaged goods would only upset her. Hilda was right—we needed to give her the support to thrive, not just survive.

      “You’re kind of sucking the joy out of the whole getting-to-escape thing,” I said.

      “I’m an Oracle, Allete. It’s what I do. I suck the joy out of the future. You’ll get used to it.”

      I sighed. “Lucky me.”

      

      By the time the sun had set and the stars had lit up the sky, the Vikings’ celebration was in full swing. We took turns peering out a gap in the tent flap, watching as men stumbled about, dropping their cups and pawing at their women. Apparently, some of the men and women in the clan didn’t need complete privacy to show their affection to one another. A few had given us quite a show. I certainly wasn’t as pure as the driven snow, but I saw some things I’d never even imagined before, and I was pretty sure I would need to wash my eyeballs out with lye soap to erase those images. I had whispered to Dayna to shut her eyes, but she’d looked at me like I was crazy and then went back to watching intently.

      “Just because I had one horrible experience doesn’t mean I’ve lost my sense of curiosity,” she said.

      “At least all the couples have moved on,” I said, truly thankful for it once the pairs had stumbled off to their huts or found a shadowy spot in the bushes.

      “That was not only entertaining, but educational as well,” Dayna grumbled. “The only thing I learned about a man and a woman being together came from Cook, and she didn’t even give me the good details.”

      My eyes widened. “Cook has talked to you about the marriage bed?”

      Dayna laughed and shook her head. “No, I’m not sure if marriage was ever mentioned. But she did tell me how a man takes a woman if he knows what he’s doing.”

      Hilda laughed, and I sat there opening and closing my mouth like a fish out of water. My shock was soon replaced with jealousy. I was beginning to think that my sister might actually know more about what goes on between a man and a woman than I did. I understood the mechanics of it, of course, but it sounded like Cook’s information was a lot more interesting than what I’d learned from the midwife’s quick lesson during school.

      I opened my mouth to say… something—I wasn’t wholly sure what—when Hilda interrupted me. It was her turn at the flap, and she’d been watching for nearly half an hour. “Before you go giving her a hard time, let’s get out of here. You can find out what she knows later.”

      “It’s time?” Dayna asked like an excited child on Christmas morning.

      Hilda’s head swiveled around to confirm that no one was paying attention to us. The two guards had abandoned their posts, unable to resist the invitation of libation and female companionship. Everyone was well and truly drunk, passed out or off doing things that we could hear but not see, thank goodness. Hilda motioned us to follow, and we headed out after her. As we crouched low and snuck out of the tent, I was thankful I’d changed out of the fancy dress I’d been wearing and into one of the more utilitarian garments that Gretchen had brought. It was much easier to maneuver now.

      The old woman moved as silent as a shadow, and we stalked behind her toward a small building at the edge of the village. She pushed the door open and peered inside. “Just as I thought.”

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      “Weapons,” she whispered as she slipped inside. When she came back out, she handed both Dayna and I sheathed daggers hanging from belts. We quickly put them on and watched as Hilda strapped a small sword to her back.

      “Do you know how to use that, or are you going to cut your finger off if you have to pull it out?” Dayna asked her. I shared my sister’s concern.

      “I was a shieldmaiden myself, once upon a time. Women of the North train for battle just like the men. We don’t expect to be coddled.”

      “That’s it,” Dayna sighed as we started off after Hilda, who was moving surprisingly quick for a woman of her age. “I was born in the wrong country to the wrong people. I was supposed to be a Northman.”

      “You mean a Northwoman,” I corrected, “and no, you weren’t.”

      “Yes, I was. I want to be one of these shieldmaiden things. In England, a man would fall over if a woman asked to be trained for battle. They’d laugh her off the field.”

      That was true. I couldn’t argue that point.

      “You’ll get your chance to learn,” Hilda called over her shoulder. “Brant has laid claim to you. And before you ask how I know, remember I’m an Oracle; I know stuff. He’ll make sure you’re properly trained. He’s the type of man who thinks swordplay is foreplay.”

      “Nice rhyme,” Dayna laughed.

      “Please stop encouraging her. She doesn’t need to be playing with swords—Brant’s or anyone else’s,” I said dryly and a little breathlessly.

      “No more talking,” Hilda said. “Let’s move.” The old woman picked up the pace.

      “Bloody hell,” Dayna whispered to me. “I thought we were moving.”

      I shrugged and took off running after Hilda. The excitement of making an escape must have begun to catch up with me because even after running for over half an hour, I wasn’t all that tired. But then we came to a swiftly running creek and exhaustion began to set in. The water was about knee-deep and flowing swiftly.

      “Being in the water will help cover our tracks,” Hilda said as she pushed through the flowing water.

      I hesitated, worrying about slipping in the flowing current. Hilda was already on the far side of the creek. Instead of climbing out, she turned and started walking carefully downstream. As silently as we could, Dayna and I followed. Though the water was swift, it was shallow throughout our entire march. But the footing was treacherous. Several times I had to stifle a squeal when my foot slipped on a particularly mossy rock and I narrowly missed taking a seat on my backside in the chilly water. After about an hour of slow, steady hiking, my teeth were beginning to chatter and small pebbles were filling my shoes. I knew staying in the water was probably safer, but it was also miserable. Even so, every time I felt like stopping, I only had to remember two things and my fortitude was restored. The first was Torben. Every step through the icy water was one step closer to seeing him again. The second was Magnus and the other Vikings who’d captured us. I knew that stopping meant being recaptured. And being recaptured meant… well, I didn’t know exactly what it meant, but it certainly wasn’t good.

      I’d been helpless back in the Northman village, tied to that post. I’d simply been waiting for some man to come and have his way with me. Whether that meant forcing me to use my magic against my will or something far worse didn’t matter. It wasn’t going to happen again. I’d felt that same sense of helplessness when I’d been betrothed to Cathal. I’d tried to make the best of the situation in order to help my people, but it had been nothing more than a different form of captivity. In some way, it was almost worse than being held captive by the Vikings. At least I didn’t have to pretend I was enjoying myself with Magnus. Regardless, I was no use to my friends and family dead or imprisoned. I needed to escape for my people, for Torben’s people, for our people.

      The night grew into early morning, and the sun was just breaking the horizon when Hilda finally climbed out of the creek.

      “To all that is holy,” Dayna whispered as she climbed out.

      My legs felt like lead weights. My teeth chattered, and I shivered all over. My toes were like shriveled prunes, and the pebbles had rubbed blisters on my feet. But waterlogged and exhausted as I was, I was still very thankful to be free.

      “How do you know which direction to go?” I asked Hilda.

      “I don’t,” she said as though being lost weren’t really a matter of importance. “I figure we will just ask someone when we come upon the first town or village.”

      “So we might be going farther and farther away from your homeland?” Dayna asked.

      “The earth is round, you know?” she replied. “So, technically, a step in any direction would eventually bring you back around to Clan Hakon.”

      “But the earth isn’t rou—” Dayna began.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Hilda cut her off. “Once we do figure out where we are, then we will start moving in the right direction. What matters right now is getting as far away from Calder and Magnus as possible. They won’t let us go without a fight.” She her eyes met mine. “We’re too valuable. I’m actually quite surprised that he didn’t have his witch watching us. Then again, he may be paying her in blood sacrifices. Keeping her around all the time could get expensive and deadly. Our only hope is to keep going. We only rest when we absolutely have to, and then we climb the trees to hide.”

      “We’re going to sleep in the trees?” Dayna asked with wide eyes. I was thankful for the excitement on her face, rather than trepidation. She seemed not to realize the gravity of the situation. We were running for our lives, and she was as happy as if she were taking a pleasure cruise across the English Channel.

      “It’s the safest place,” Hilda said, and then added, “as long as you don’t roll over in your sleep, of course.”

      “Duly noted,” the girl responded.

      After squeezing the water out of our clothes as best we could, we started off again. My feet were killing me, but at least I’d had time to empty the rocks out of my shoes. The borrowed garments were a different story. They weren’t drying nearly fast enough, and I was sorely tempted to abandon them and continue running in nothing but my bloomers. “I can do this,” I muttered under my breath. “I put up with Cathal and his teeth and paws; I can handle being wet, cold, and hungry.”

      “Way to rally the troops, sis,” Dayna called quietly back to me. “I feel like I’m going to pass out.”

      “There will be no passing out,” Hilda practically bellowed. “I forbid it.”

      “Oh well, since you forbid it,” I huffed. “Far be it from us to fall out due to exhaustion just on your will alone.”

      “Glad we understand one another,” Hilda said, and I swear she picked up the pace again.

      Bloody shieldmaiden, Oracle Amazon, I thought as I, too, forced my feet to move faster. I’d be damned if I had to tell my future husband that his elderly mother was able to travel faster and farther than me. Wouldn’t that be attractive to a man who lived his daily life among warrior maidens?
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        Leaving in the field his arms, let no man go a foot’s length forward; for it is hard to know when on the way a man may need his weapon.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      I could feel Allete’s exhaustion. I wondered what she was doing that had her in such a state. Many of the possibilities that entered my mind I quickly dismissed. Thinking about all the horrible things that might befall her wouldn’t do me any good. Hours after the dream in which we’d connected, I felt her terror. But no matter how much I tried to reach out to her, I couldn’t make contact. It was frustrating to not fully understand how the soul match worked. I focused, instead, on the worn path in front of me. Thomas had been continually consulting his compass and we were headed in the right direction, but it felt like we would never make it back to my homeland, as though Ravenscar was moving farther away even as we moved forward.

      “The horses need another break,” Brant said as he rode up next to me. “I want to get to our clan just as badly as you do, but it won’t help us if we kill our mounts.”

      Another reason why ships were superior. They never tired. “It’s another hour ‘til twilight. We’ll bed down then,” I said without casting him a glance. I could sense he wanted to argue with me, but my narrowed eyes and flat expression must have made it clear I wasn’t in the mood.

      We continued on like that for another week—riding until the horses nearly collapsed under our weight and then pausing just long enough to catch food and get a small amount of rest. Finally, after a fortnight, we reached Denmark and found a port. As soon as I saw the blessed harbor come into view, I stopped the horse and slung my leg over, landing on the ground with a satisfying thud.

      “I’m done riding. From here we will cross in a ship to Normandy. It will be much faster than going around,” I said, not bothering to check behind me and see if the others were following. “We will sell the horses and find a ride across on a trading vessel.”

      An hour later, we were all standing on the dock, counting the money we’d made from the sale of the horses. I walked over to a small ship loaded down with animal pelts, barrels—no doubt full of ale—and full crates and trunks.

      “How much to cross?” I asked the man who was barking orders to the small crew onboard.

      “How much ye got?” The man’s words came out in a bit of a whistle, and I noticed he was missing two front teeth.

      I held out a pouch that was obviously heavy with coin. “There are eight of us,” I told him, holding the pouch just out of reach. “You’ll take us all. We’re going up to the east, to the port of Ravenscar.”

      The man shrugged. “I ‘aven’t done no trading up there in a while. Might be I could use a change o’ scenery.”

      I handed him the coins and then motioned for the others to follow. We boarded the small ship, and I tried not to remember the storm that had nearly capsized the last boat in which we’d caught a ride. The water was calm at the moment, but I knew, just as any sailor worth his salt knew, that the sea could change in the blink of an eye.

      We made ourselves useful, helping the crew get ready to shove off. Once the ship was moving, I turned and faced the open waters, asking Aegir to be merciful and give us safe travel. The gods weren’t known for their mercy, but one could hope.

      I heard the murmuring of my men behind me, but I tuned them out as I focused on the bond between me and Allete. I tried to speak to her, but it almost felt as if something were blocking the communication between us. I could feel her frustration and pain, but that was a far as it went. My jaw clenched at the thought of her in pain. I would destroy anyone who hurt her, or who helped to hurt her. If it were possible, I would crush anyone who even thought to harm her.

      “I can’t remember a single time that I dreaded returning home,” Brant said as he stepped up beside me. “I’m scared of what we will find once we get there, and I’m scared of what will happen to our women and your mother the longer they are in Magnus’ hands.”

      “It is a special kind of torture to know the ones you love are in danger and be unable to save them,” I said. The cool, salty air rolling off the water ruffled my hair and cooled my skin. It was familiar, but not comforting. Not this time.

      “Soon, we won’t be helpless to save them. Soon, our axes will be coated with the blood of our enemies.” Brant’s deep voice was as quiet and unyielding as forged steel.

      “Aye,” I agreed. “But not soon enough, brother. Not soon enough.”

      At the speed we were going, and if the ocean and wind stayed favorable, it would be two days until we reached our port. If a storm came upon us, it could add a day or more to the trip, depending on how well the captain kept his bearings. I was praying the gods would be at peace and not send any storms our way, but I decided against speaking my wishes out loud for fear one of them would hear. It was well known that if the gods were bored they might decide to amuse themselves by wreaking havoc on men’s lives.

      “Might as well grab some sleep while we can,” I said, looking back at my men. In the cramped conditions of the boat, we didn’t expect comfortable rest. Rather, we simply found the driest spot we could and hoped it stayed that way while we dozed.

      I found a spot on a backup sail that had been folded up tightly. As my eyes closed, I hoped I would meet Allete in my dreams. I was quickly pulled under from sheer exhaustion, and I felt Allete almost immediately.

      “We’re in Denmark.”

      I could tell she wasn’t speaking to me. It felt more like a thought to herself than anything she was saying out loud. My stomach clenched. We had been in the same country. It didn’t matter how large that country was, or that we still could have been hundreds of miles away from each other, we’d been on the same continent. It seemed so close, and now I was on a boat in the ocean, moving away from her. I wanted to roar in frustration. After several attempts to speak to my princess, I gave up and slipped into a deeper sleep. Darkness cloaked my dreams, and I knew, even in my sleep, that I was surrounded by danger. There was a presence in the darkness, and it wasn’t Allete. I heard my mind asking who or what it was. A voice I didn’t recognize filled my dream, speaking words that chilled me to my bones.

      “She may be your soul match, you may be her anchor, but you cannot protect her. Say your goodbyes, Viking. Allete’s blood will be mine.”
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        “I’m on an adventure. There’s a handsome hero and a despicable villain and even a nutty old woman. Funny, I don’t remember her when I’d daydreamed of this type of thing as a child. Perhaps it’s not exactly the adventure I pictured for myself, but I believe one day it will be quite the story to tell my children.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      I never thought I’d actually wish for death to take me. But, as it turned out, when freezing cold, hungry, hurting all over, and—did I mention hungry?—I found myself ready for the cold hands of the grave to put me out of my misery.

      “Are you muttering to yourself?” Dayna asked.

      Before I could answer, I bumped into Hilda, who had suddenly stopped in front of me.

      “Shh,” Hilda said.

      I ignored my sister’s question and instead focused on what it was that had the Oracle so enthralled. I leaned around her shoulder, trying not to touch my wet clothes to her wet clothes, fearing it would cause me to shiver even more violently.

      “Look,” Hilda pointed. “People.”

      “Finally,” Dayna said. She walked around both Hilda and me, her feet squishing in her shoes.

      “Wait,” I whispered, trying to grab her dress as she passed by. It slipped right through my fingers. “We don’t know if it’s safe!” I added, trying again to get her to stop.

      Hilda started after Dayna. I thought she was going to bring her back to our hiding spot, but apparently I was the only one with any sense left in my head because the old woman kept right on marching. I scurried after them, whether to protect Dayna or keep from being left alone in the woods, I wasn’t sure.

      I could only imagine the thoughts that must have been running through the heads of the villagers who turned to stare at us as we traipsed out of the forest and onto the main road. Our hair was plastered to our heads, and our clothes were muddy, wet, and smelled like the rear end of a cow. I couldn’t blame them as their eyes widened and their mouths dropped open. We must have been a sight to behold.

      We had emerged into a sort of marketplace. As we walked past the huts, I noticed some were offering various services, including a blacksmith, a leather worker, and a seamstress. Set up alongside or in front of the huts were small carts plying a number of wares from eggs to small pieces of pottery. It was a bustling little community. Well, it had been, until the two mud princesses and icky Oracle came trudging along. Since we’d arrived, the only things moving were the eyeballs that followed our progress.

      I didn’t know what Hilda was looking for, but I was really hoping she’d find it soon. The stillness was beginning to unnerve me.

      “Here we are,” I heard her say and shifted my eyes to where she pointed.

      It was another small hut with a sign hanging above the door that read Uter.

      “Herbs?” I said, translating the Danish word. “So, we’re in Denmark?”

      “You speak Danish?” Hilda asked, glancing over her shoulder at me.

      I pointed to myself and Dayna. “Royalty, remember? Tea and crumpets. We were forced to learn many different languages, which, up until now, I’d thought had been totally useless.”

      Dayna nodded. “Those lessons were painful to my brain.”

      Hilda shook her head as though she were giving up trying to understand us and then said, “To answer your question, yes. It looks like we are in Denmark. I’m not sure which part yet.” Turning, she entered the small hut, and Dayna and I followed.

      The interior was lit by a fire in a small hearth and several oil-burning lamps, and the place smelled of fresh dirt and aromatic plants. There was a cot that stood waist-high off the ground on the opposite wall from the door. To the right, three shelves covered in jars full of powders, plants, and different-colored liquids spanned the length of the room. There was a barrel in the corner sitting upside down with a stack of clean linen strips folded neatly on top. On the other side of the room, a woman sat in a chair. Her blonde hair was braided and pulled over her shoulder. Her skin was pale and almost too perfect. There was something about her that made me wary. I wasn’t exactly scared, but I sensed this woman could be dangerous if the situation called for it. She was mixing something in a bowl and humming a familiar tune, though I couldn’t place it.

      “You are new,” the woman said, still not taking her attention from her work.

      “And you are a witch,” Hilda said without preamble. That was my mother-in-law, straightforward, calling witches out wherever we went.

      Dayna bared her teeth at the woman like an angry dog. I considered whether I needed to have an animal healer check my sister. She seemed rabid. Any other time, I might have chuckled at that thought, but the situation was a bit too tense for laughter just then.

      Upon hearing Hilda’s words, the woman finally gave us her full attention. Her eyes were a vivid green and nearly glowed as she met our stares. She smiled slowly. “And you are an Oracle.” Her eyes shifted to me. “As are you.” When she looked at Dayna, she frowned.

      “If you tell me I’m powerless, I won’t be responsible for what happens,” Dayna bit out through clenched teeth.

      I placed a hand on her arm, afraid she might jump at the witch.

      “You are most definitely not powerless, but your power does not lie in magic. Rather, it is in the strength of will that lives inside you. Your soul is pure, your heart is good, and you are a bringer of justice.” The woman stood and walked—slowly, as if not to scare my sister—over to Dayna. She lifted her hand, placed it on Dayna’s forehead, and closed her eyes.

      It took everything in me not to push the witch away. The last witch I’d met hadn’t left me with a good impression. When the woman began chanting under her breath, I moved forward to push her away, but Hilda placed a hand on my shoulder and shook her head at me. I clenched my teeth and forced my feet to remain planted.

      “Dayna Auvray, Princess to the English throne, youngest daughter and beloved sister. Great things are set before you. Terrible things lay behind you. They will continue to change you, but do not let them define you. There is a choice coming soon that will require great sacrifice. You must choose correctly, for if you do not, many will die.” She stepped back and opened her eyes. This time they were glowing.

      Dayna frowned. “If you were trying to make me feel better, you failed.”

      “Would you read the other?” Hilda asked, pointing to me.

      This time my feet did not hold true, and I took a step back before I’d even realized I wanted to. “I’m okay with not being read. In fact, I think I’d prefer not to be read. I don’t think it’s really my thing.”

      “And what is your thing, dear?” Hilda asked dryly.

      “Mostly avoiding death and strange people touching me,” I said, looking skeptically at the woman who was stepping closer. Had she not heard me? I thought I’d spoken rather clearly, but maybe I needed to say it in another language, or five.

      “I won’t hurt you,” the woman said. “And there is something in your aura, something off.”

      Dayna snorted. “That’s not surprising. Allete has always been a little off.”

      I pinched her arm. “Speak for yourself, miscreant.”

      Hilda did that weird thing where she moved faster than a woman of her age should. Before I knew it, she was standing behind me and placed her hands on my shoulders, holding me still. “Go on,” she said to the witch.

      The woman’s hand touched my forehead, and I gasped. Warmth began to work its way into my body. It was as though my veins had been cut open and the sun allowed to shine directly into them. It wasn’t uncomfortable, quite the opposite. As the warmth moved through me, I started to notice something strange. The warm power wasn’t reaching all of me. The feeling started in my toes, moved up my legs, and continued up my body. When it got to my chest, it stopped and then restarted at my neck, moved up my face, and stopped once again at my hairline. My chest and the top of my head felt as cold as ice compared to the rest of my body. I shivered, and the cold seemed to wrap around my heart and begin to squeeze.

      “Allete Auvray,” the woman said, “eldest princess of England.”

      She paused, and I frowned. “Is that all? What about beloved sister and all that stuff?”

      Dayna and Hilda shushed me at the same time.

      “Your destiny was set from the day of your birth, but the tie that binds you to your destiny is being unraveled.”

      Hilda growled—seriously growled—behind me. “What?”

      I realized the Oracle was concerned that she herself hadn’t foreseen this problem. That frightened me. I had been so sure Hilda’s prophecy would come true, that Torben and I would be together. Now, doubts washed over me.

      “Your blood was shed. Blood holds much power. One of my craft, cloaked in evil and darkness, now holds that blood in her hands.”

      “Gisele,” Dayna whispered.

      “Shh, child,” the witch hissed. “Do not speak her name. Do not draw her attention.”

      “What do you mean she has my blood in her hands?” I asked.

      “The blood from your throat, she must have obtained it from that blade,” Hilda said before cursing under her breath. “I should have seen that coming. Damn it all, I know better than to let blood fall into the hands of a black witch.”

      The witch still had her hand on my forehead, and her eyes were still closed. She seemed to be concentrating hard, and I didn’t want to interrupt her; but at the same time, I really felt like she needed to elaborate on the whole somebody-evil-has-my-blood situation. “Am I going to die?” I asked.

      Her eyes snapped open, and she stepped back. “Yes.”

      My eyes widened.

      She clucked her tongue at me. “Everyone dies. Why would you ask such a silly question?”

      My jaw clenched and then relaxed. “You just said someone has my blood and they’re evil. Why wouldn’t I ask if I were going to die? I didn’t mean eventually—I meant in the near future.”

      “You should be careful when you ask questions to a witch. Be very clear on what you’re asking.” She held out her hand. “I am Tawny, a white witch, though the villagers think I am simply a healer. So please, don’t go out discussing what the white witch told you.”

      “Nice to meet you, I think,” I said, shaking her hand. “This is my sister; you already know her name.”

      Tawny looked at Hilda and bowed slightly. “And you are Hilda of Clan Hakon.” She stepped toward Hilda and lifted her hand. “May I?”

      Hilda nodded. “By all means, don’t leave me out of the mysterious readings. I’m usually the one saying things that make people frown. It’s nice to be on the other side of things for once.”

      Tawny placed her hand on Hilda’s head and once again closed her eyes. I don’t know what I was waiting for her to say, but it certainly wasn’t what actually came out of her mouth.

      “You’ve already made your choice. You made it many, many years ago,” the witch said. The tone of her voice held a melancholy sadness. “You’ve made peace with your choice, but the task will not be easy and it approaches quickly. You know of what I speak.”

      Hilda’s face revealed nothing of her thoughts when she responded. “I do.”

      Tawny opened her eyes and stepped back. There were tears in the green orbs, and the look in them filled me with grief even though I had no idea why she was upset.

      Dayna said, “I feel like there is something being said right now that is not being said… if that makes any sense.” She pointed between Hilda and Tawny.

      I nodded. “I agree. Is there some sort of witch, Oracle communication phenomenon that I need to know about?”

      Hilda gave me a withering look, making it clear she thought my question was about as intelligent as the babble of a two-year-old.

      “I would like to invite you to eat with me,” Tawny said, interrupting my staring contest with Hilda.

      “Your tone and the mischief in your eyes makes me think this might be a last meal,” Dayna said as she helped herself to a chair at the small table.

      Tawny ignored the statement. “Afterward, you can get some rest before you must be on your way,” the witch said. Her eyes met Hilda’s, and the two once again shared a knowing look.

      There was definitely something that they both knew or understood that they weren’t sharing with us.

      “Please, have a seat. I’ve got soup heating already and some fresh bread.”

      We took the remaining chairs around the table as Tawny went about readying things for the meal. I kept trying to catch Hilda’s eye, but she was studiously avoiding my gaze. Hardheaded Oracle. That was fine; she would have to talk to me eventually.

      The soup was a simple chicken broth with vegetables. It was hot and warmed me to my toes, much like the warmth I’d felt from Tawny earlier, only the soup didn’t leave any cold places behind. By the time we were finished eating, I was not only full but sleepy as well.

      “I have a room in the back where you are welcome to take a nap.” She motioned for us to follow her, declining our offer to help her clean up the remains of the meal.

      The room was small, but there was a comfortable pallet on the floor, big enough for us all. It was obvious the sleeping spot wasn’t a permanent fixture—a table and some containers had been moved out of the way to accommodate the bedding, almost as if she’d known we were coming.

      When Tawny stepped out and we were all alone, lying next to each other on the ground, I turned to Hilda. “What’s going on?”

      “Yes,” Dayna agreed. “What is going on? That woman acts like she knows exactly what’s going on with us, and she knows stuff even we don’t know.”

      Hilda chuckled. “She’s a witch—of course she knows stuff you don’t know.”

      “Did she know we were coming?” I asked.

      “I cannot say. She likely has the power to scry, so it’s certainly possible that she knew she would have visitors.”

      “What did she mean that you had already made your choice?” Dayna asked.

      “There’s a rule among those of us who can see past, present, and future,” Hilda said.

      “Let me guess,” Dayna interrupted. “It’s ‘you don’t look at mine and I won’t look at yours.’”

      “No, obviously not. I let her read me just now, didn’t I? She can see it if she wants to. Oracles can read each other, but they cannot tell what they saw. I would not ask her, and she would not tell me. That is why no words were spoken between us. I already know what she saw, of course. I know my own future better than anyone.

      “And what did she see?” I asked.

      “My future is my own,” she said, and I knew there was no use trying to argue with her. After a moment, she continued.

      “As an Oracle—and listen up to this Allete, here is your first lesson—there are certain prophecies you will get that you are compelled to share. Their intended audience will be clear to you, as well as the purpose the prophecy serves. You will be in no doubt that someone else needs to know the vision you received.

      “Other times, your seer abilities may show you something that isn’t necessarily a prophecy, but a possibility. This future could be a virtual certainty or the chance of it happening could be very slight. Those visions need not be shared if you think it wiser to remain silent. You may choose to keep them to yourself if you wish. For myself, I have found it usually wiser to keep the information secret, especially from the subject of the vision. Once again, the future is not set in stone.

      “Some prophecies are clear and sure. But even those can be altered. Just because you’ve glimpsed a certain future doesn’t make it absolute. People have free will, the ability to change their minds at any moment, and for that reason, it is impossible to truly know the future.”

      “As interesting as all of that is, why do I feel like you are just trying to distract us so we won’t keep asking you about what Tawny saw?” Dayna asked.

      “You may ask all you want. Not even you, Dayna the Fierce, will make me tell. Besides, my future daughter-in-law needs to be trained properly, and there’s no better time like the present.”

      Whether or not her words were meant to be a distraction didn’t matter to me. It was information that I needed, and I was thirsty to know more. I was terrified of this future, this new power, that had been dropped in my lap and the responsibility that came along with it. I felt like I was walking into a battle with no weapon, a war without strategy. I wanted to be prepared. I wanted to know the rules, the boundaries, and the limits. Hopefully, that would keep me from screwing up too badly.

      “What else?” I asked Hilda. “What else can you tell me about what I am and what I can do?”

      “Eagerness. I like it,” she said, grinning. “It’s probably best if we get as much done now as possible. I may not always be around to pass on these pearls of wisdom.”

      “Again with the ambiguous references,” Dayna sighed. “I’m a teenage girl, I am completely proficient in subterfuge, so don’t think you’re fooling me.”

      “If I just let her keep talking, do you think she will eventually run out of things to say?” Hilda asked me.

      I grinned. “Probably not. It hasn’t happened yet.”

      Dayna grumbled something unintelligible and then said, “Just get on with your magic lessons, you secret-keeping hag.”

      “You are a healer and an Oracle, Allete. Simply put, you’re a magic user. You have the ability to use energy, and will, and power to do things others cannot. We talked about how your healing ability can also be used to cause pain—to kill, even. I believe with some training from someone like Tawny, you could learn even more than healing.”

      “Like what?” Dayna asked.

      “I’m so glad you asked, Allete,” Hilda said, glaring at Dayna.

      “She would have asked it, I just beat her to it,” my sister pointed out.

      She was right, of course. The words had been on the tip of my tongue.

      “Things such as the manipulation of the elements,” Hilda answered. “The ability to alter a person’s will.”

      “Seriously?” I asked as I turned onto my side and propped myself up on my elbow. “You think I could control someone’s mind?”

      “I think magic is powerful, Oracles are powerful, and healers are even more so. The combination of the two is more powerful still. Witches have a small amount of natural magic, but they cannot match our power.”

      “Gisele seemed to have a pretty good handle on us back at Calder’s village,” I said.

      “What I mean is, they cannot match our power naturally,” she continued. “Witches augment their power with certain things. Through this, they can become very mighty in the craft.”

      “What kind of things?” I asked.

      “Blood, usually,” Hilda said coolly. “Dark witches use it for personal gain and evil. White witches use it to help others. Either way, as I told you before, magic requires sacrifice. But because you are what you are, you have an anchor—a soul match. He helps bear the burden of that sacrifice every time you use your magic.”

      “What would happen if she didn’t have Torben?” Dayna asked.

      I bit my lip and shot Hilda a look. I hadn’t told Dayna that using my abilities actually consumed part of my life force. I hoped my facial expression showed the Oracle I wanted her to keep her mouth shut.

      “Without Torben, Allete would lose bits of her life every time she heals or prophesizes.”

      Okay, so she didn’t get the message. At. All.

      Dayna sat straight up. “So, all these years when she was healing people and animals, she was using pieces of her own life?”

      “That is exactly what I’m saying. Essentially, she was shortening her own life.”

      I slapped my hand in front of my face. “You can stop at any time,” I said, my voice sounding garbled because my palm covered my mouth.

      “She has a right to know. She’s your sister,” Hilda said.

      “But I had the right to be the one to tell her,” I pointed out.

      Hilda waved me off. “You never would have. I’ve done you a favor, now sit back and hush. There’s more.”

      I lay back down and closed my eyes, focusing on Hilda’s voice and trying to soak in everything she said, committing it to memory.

      “It is important you know your limits. The power of magic isn’t endless. I know the drive within you to heal others is very strong, but you must remain in control of it, not the other way around. You cannot let it control you, or it will eventually cost you your life. There are going to be times when you cannot heal someone—and should not heal them. The natural order of the universe demands that we are born, we live, and we die. That is how it is. Sometimes, you may be allowed to intervene. Other times, you have to let the natural order of events run its course.”

      “How do I know when to do that?” I asked.

      “You will feel it. Even though your magic is pushing you to heal, deep down there will be a voice telling you to refrain. You need to learn to listen for that voice. Sometimes, when you don’t hear it because you’re so hell-bent on saving someone, Torben will hear it and tell you. He is your soul match. It is his job to keep you alive. And when he tells you, you must listen to him. Know that he isn’t trying to keep you from doing what you’re meant to do. He’s trying to keep you safe. You can’t be a healer if you’re dead, so listen to him.”

      Dayna laughed. “You want my sister to do something a man tells her to do?”

      “Hey, I can follow orders if I need to,” I said defensively.

      “When it comes to healing, you don’t back down, Allete. You know you don’t.”

      She was right. I’d never been able to give up on anyone or any animal. It would be hard to walk away and just let someone die. Such a thing was horrible to think about. It went completely against my nature.

      “She’s going to have to learn, and quickly,” Hilda said. “Now, it’s time to rest. We have to travel fast and far tomorrow.”

      I closed my eyes and replayed her words in my mind. If I let my magic control me, the power driving me to heal would eventually kill me. Could I control it? My proven record thus far was a resounding no. No, I could not. But maybe, with Torben’s help, I’d be able to use my magic the way it was intended, and that included knowing when to abstain from using it.

      “One more thing,” Hilda said. “If ever it comes down to it, I forbid you to heal me. Do you hear me, Allete? I forbid you to ever use your magic on me.”

      “Wh—”

      “I am an Oracle and healer many years your superior,” she said before I could speak, “and I am ordering you never to use your magic on me. Give me your word as a magic user and my future daughter-in-law. Now.”

      I didn’t want to. Grumpy as she was, I cared for Hilda deeply, not to mention she was the mother of the man that I loved. How did she think I could walk away from her if she were injured? That was crazy.

      “Give me your word, Allete. If you make me, I will demand a blood oath.”

      The breath whooshed from my lungs and tears formed in my eyes before I finally answered. “You have my word.”

      “Excellent,” she said in a voice much too chipper for the subject matter at hand. “Sleep sweetly, lovely princesses.”

      “Want me to hit her?” Dayna mumbled as sleep was already making her drowsy.

      “Save your energy,” I said. “Tomorrow you might need to hit and kick her. I wouldn’t want you to be too tired.”
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        Much too early I came to many places, but too late to others.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      “Drop the anchor!” I roared. It wasn’t my boat to command, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting to my clansmen as soon as possible.

      I’d begun to see the smoke plumes while we were still miles out, and my stomach had dropped into my feet. I restlessly paced the deck of the ship, willing it to go faster. Despite all my cursing, screaming, and pounding on the gunwale, the wind would not carry the lethargic ship any faster. As soon as the shore was in sight, I was tempted to jump ship and swim the rest of the way.

      I was anxious to reach my clan yet terrified of what I would find when we arrived. After what seemed like hours, the ship was finally close enough to the shore to lower the dinghies. But I could wait no longer. As the boats were lowered, I barreled over the side of the vessel and started swimming to shore.

      “Torben!” Brant called out as I launched myself into the water. I didn’t stop to consider how far the swim might be, but there was no doubt I could make the shore. I’d come too far to give up now. Nothing would stop me from reaching my clan.

      With my sword strapped to my back I started pulling myself through the water, kicking my legs as hard as I could. I could feel the current pushing me landward, and I gave thanks to the giant of the sea for the help. After some time, my boots found soft mud, and I churned through it until I had emerged onto the beach. I didn’t pause to catch my breath. Instead, I pumped my legs and sped toward the village.

      My clan lived a mile from the beach. I’d travelled this particular path so many times I could run it with my eyes closed. Never before, however, had I covered the distance so quickly, despite the fact that my clothes and boots were waterlogged and heavy. I was exhausted from my travels over land and sea, but the thought of my clan pushed the weariness from my mind. As I lunged into the copse of trees that separated our village from the beach, I heard my men splashing ashore in the rowboats. I didn’t wait for them to catch up. When I broke through the tree line, the view that unfolded before me finally gave me pause, nearly making my knees buckle. Bodies lay everywhere, and buildings were still smoldering. I felt as if an axe handle had been shoved into my gut. Fury overcame me, and again, I felt my feet moving. Heedless to the possibility of lurking danger, I sped into the heart of the village.

      I checked every building. Some small flames still licked the wood, but most had burned out. Many of the charred frames stood like blackened skeletons waiting for the slightest pressure to topple them in a tangle of burned-out bones.

      Gasps and cries alerted me to the presence of my men arriving behind me.

      “Start checking the fallen,” I yelled, pointing toward the village. “Anyone still breathing bring to the center of the village. I’m going to check the huts.” Several of the homes were complete ash, which meant Cathal was probably long gone. The buildings that were still hot likely caught fire from stray ash carried on the wind. With only one well, extinguishing multiple fires before they spread throughout the town would have been virtually impossible.

      “Torben, they’ll collapse on you,” Amund said.

      “Someone could still be alive. I have to check,” I yelled, running headlong into the nearest hut still standing.

      “Hello?” I yelled as I entered through the open doorway. I quickly scanned the rooms but saw no one. “Is there anyone inside? It’s Torben.” I paused to listen, my ears straining to hear even the smallest sound. When I didn’t hear anything, I sprinted out and moved on to the next hut, and then the next, finding nothing.

      As I approached a fourth burned-out hut, I heard a raspy voice.

      “Torben.”

      If I hadn’t been listening intently, I would have missed it. A fallen timber blocked the doorway, and without thought, I smashed through it into the dwelling. Smoke engulfed me. I pulled my shirt up over my nose and whipped my head all around, seeking the owner of the voice. Curled up in the far corner of the room was Freya, a clan shieldmaiden. Her foot was stuck in a hole where the wooden floor had given way, and she was struggling to get free while also cradling a small child, using her body to protect the baby from the heat.

      I hurried over to her and knelt where she sat. “Are you okay? Can you move?”

      Freya shook her head and pointed down to her leg. “Twisted my ankle; hurts like a bitch.”

      Her language didn’t surprise me, she could curse Brant under a table.

      I worked as carefully as I could, pulling up the boards around her ankle and then pulled it loose. Once she was no longer held captive, I picked up Freya, who shifted the baby between us so that both our bodies protected it as much as possible. I could feel the fire caressing my skin, the heat a warning that if I stayed much longer, my body would join the burning embers. Smoke filled my lungs, making it impossible to get a breath. Trying to be as gentle as possible, I quickly carried them out of the building. As soon as I was out of the hut, the fresh air seized my lungs and I began to cough. Freya did the same. I set her down on the ground and leaned over, placing my hands on my knees. “Is the babe okay?”

      She pulled back and searched the little one over. The small girl wasn’t moving. Freya slowly shook her head. “She’s gone.” Her voice wavered. “She’s gone.”

      I placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a tight squeeze. I couldn’t stay to comfort or tend to her injury. I had to check the other huts. There would be time for mourning later, and hopefully, time for healing—both physical and spiritual. I was off and running again, trusting that a clansman would find Freya and provide a splint for her leg. The woman was a powerful shieldmaiden. I knew she would be okay.

      Hut after hut, I hoped to find my clan members alive. Hut after hut, I was met with silence and disappointment. When I came to the last house in the village, which was barely standing, I glanced up the hill to where my mother’s hut was. It stood untouched, at least on the outside. I would have to have a check later, after I took care of any survivors. Turning back to the task at hand, I entered the building and began yelling as I walked, moving slowly, hoping to hear an answer. “Is anyone in there?”

      “Torben, we’re here!”

      The sound came from outside. I went back out and ran around to the rear of the dwelling. There, I saw several of my clan members emerging from the dense shrubs and bushes.

      If the fires had crushed my spirit, their broken faces and hopeless stares shredded me. They were covered in cuts and bruises. Black eyes and split lips were on every face. My stomach dropped. Their clothes were torn and tattered, especially those of the women. I’d held it together as best I could until then, but when I saw the last child walk out, I hit my breaking point. It was Savy. She was thirteen, barely entering womanhood, and her vacant eyes told me exactly what had happened to her. Her father was a warrior under Magnus’ command, and her mother had died of illness two years prior. She was practically grown in many ways, yet still such a child. The girl’s face was purpled with bruises, and her simple, straight dress was torn up the middle, revealing much of her legs. Blood ran down them.

      My stomach rolled, and I felt the blood in my veins heat like lava. “Cathaaal!” The bellow was long and loud, wrenched from the deepest part of my being. My arms stretched out, one hand gripping the hilt of my sword as I collapsed to my knees. I roared to the heavens. I roared for anyone to hear the battle cry in my voice. There was a promise in that cry—a promise of bloodshed and torture, revenge and death. A promise for Cathal and his men. A reckoning was coming, and there wasn’t a power in the heavens or on earth that could stop it. I would not let this horrible crime go unpunished. When my voice faded away, my head hung and my arms dropped to my sides. I felt like I was going to retch, but there was no time for that. Evil had laid waste to my clan, and my kinsmen needed someone to help them pick up the pieces.

      As I stood, I slid my sword back into its sheath. When I glanced behind me, I saw that my men had gathered a handful of survivors. Brant and the others had found seven people who hadn’t died from their injuries. Rush was bandaging them up as best he could.

      Freya’s leg had been splinted. She’d found a long tree branch and was using it as a crutch, shambling over to us. She grimaced with each step, and I marveled at her resolve. Another shieldmaiden, Babs, had taken the child and walked next to her. They moved past me to Rainah, and Babs held the girl’s body out to her mother. “I tried to protect her,” Freya said. “I am sorry I failed you.”

      Silence fell over the group. Rainah took the child in her arms as tears streamed down her face. After several long moments, Rainah spoke.

      “You did not fail, shieldmaiden. Thank you for bringing her to me. Her spirit will be at peace in Valhalla, and I will see her again someday.”

      Freya turned to look at me, her jaw set in grim determination. “I respect you as my general, but you need to tell us where the hell you and Magnus have been.”

      She was angry and rightfully so. The warriors of Clan Hakon had left their loved ones defenseless. We’d followed a madman on his errand of folly, and the complete destruction of our clan was the result. It was a just reward.

      I felt hollow inside. Should I have stood against Magnus sooner? Had my love for Allete blinded me to my duty to my clan? I had no easy answer to those questions.

      “And who is this strange foreigner that travels with you?” She pointed at Thomas, who’d been tending the wounded along with my men and was now standing amongst the group.

      “I will explain everything. You have a right to know why your loved ones are dead and your homes are destroyed. But first, we must see to the souls of our fallen. We must send them on to Paradise. Then we shall tend to our injured and secure shelter for everyone. When our immediate needs are met, I will call a clan meeting.”

      Several of the women took charge of the children while the rest of us gathered the bodies of our kinsmen that hadn’t been consumed by flames. Typically, we would have built floating funeral pyres and set them adrift on the sea, but there were too many and that would take too long. Time was of the essence. I would soon have to set out after Cathal to avenge the devastation he’d caused my clan. It was important to honor the dead properly, but the best honor would come when I made their killer pay for his crimes.

      We built one large funeral pyre and placed twenty-six adults and twelve children on it to be committed to Valhalla. The rest had already been burned to ash in the destroyed homes. I lifted the torch and tossed it onto the center of the pyre. “May they find rest in the halls of our ancestors,” I said as I watched the flames consume the offering.

      My men were already giving orders to the remaining able-bodied clansmen and women. By my count, there were only fifty-two of us left. Cathal had taken out nearly half of the men and women in my clan that weren’t fighters. Apart from the eight shieldmaidens and two warriors we’d left behind, none of the others had been trained in combat.

      Rainah took the injured survivors to a makeshift tent that had been erected out of a large piece of cloth tied to several trees. She did the best she could with the superficial wounds, and then she treated the women who had been brutalized. Caring for others seemed to distract her mind and keep her tears at bay.

      The rest of the clan began building a temporary long home out of thick fabric and animal skins. Large trees that had fallen over in past storms were used as posts, and ties were made from straps of leather. I had them put it up in the center of town, while others brought water to douse the remaining fires. Nearly a day had passed since we’d arrived back home before we finally had a stable living situation.

      “There is some meat left in the underground storeroom and vegetables in the root cellar. Cathal’s men didn’t find them,” Siv said.

      “Good,” I replied. “Amund and Kjell, go gather what you can. Brant, get a fire going.”

      While they took care of those things, I made the trek up to Hilda’s hut to see if the inside was salvageable. I wondered why Cathal hadn’t burned it to the ground but couldn’t come up with a reason that made sense.

      When I entered, there was little resemblance to what it had been before. The entire place had been ransacked. Table and chairs crushed, bed ripped apart, all of her herbs and healing supplies broken on the ground. The only thing in its original place was the pot in the hearth. I walked toward it, stepping over and around the chaos, and chuckled. Inside was a torch, soaking in the liquid that had been in the pot. So, they’d planned on torching it. I imagined they’d tossed the torch behind them as they left, not bothering to look back, but the dumb arses had tossed the torch into the pot and the flame had been extinguished. “Thank the gods for small mercies,” I muttered. His mother loved her home. At least, after all she’d been through, she still had a home to come back to.

      An hour later, the remaining clan members had eaten their fill and sat on stumps gathered around the campfire. Hadar, one of the eldest men still alive in our clan, stood up and regarded me.

      “Torben, you among us hold the highest position in the clan. Therefore, you are the acting jarl. Do you accept?”

      “I do,” I answered.

      He nodded and then looked around at the others before turning his face back at me. “You will remain jarl until such a time as Magnus returns or you prove too weak to act as our leader.”

      “No,” I said, “I will remain jarl regardless of whether or not Magnus returns. I intend to challenge him for the right to lead this clan.”

      Whispered muttering spread throughout the group. Freya sat across the circle from me, staring at me long and hard. She was flanked on either side by the seven other shieldmaidens. There was a hungry look in their eyes—a lust for bloodshed. They wanted revenge.

      “Why do you challenge Magnus now?” asked Freya. “What has happened?”

      I sucked in a slow breath before answering. The clan would follow me if I bested Magnus in single combat, but I needed more than that. If we were to thrive as a people, we needed to follow our leaders for their strength of character as much as their physical strength. I wanted them to follow me because they understood I had the best interests of the clan at heart, not because I was the strongest warrior among them. Strength would only take us so far. We needed unity.

      “Months ago, we sailed to the English beach,” I began.

      “Aye, we knew of Magnus’ plan to raid the English,” began Astrid, a strong, raven-haired shieldmaiden. “But why have you been gone so long?”

      “Several reasons. First, we didn’t go directly there. Magnus had us sail in the opposite direction before we finally turned toward the English land,” I said. “I believe, as well as do others in our clan, that our jarl has become paranoid and unstable.”

      “Are you saying he isn’t fit to lead?” Freya asked.

      “He is not.” I shook my head. “He’s going mad, which brings me to the second reason our raid took much longer than it should have. Magnus wanted to strike at the English when Cathal, the Taran king, was visiting the English palace. Cathal was to be married to an English princess, Allete, and there were to be presents and a dowry exchanged. Magnus thought to win twice the spoils of battle in one war. I felt his course of action needlessly rash and cautioned against it, knowing we would have to contend with two armies rather than one. Unfortunately, Magnus would not be dissuaded.

      “In order to take the English by surprise, Magnus commanded we infiltrate the English palace guards. This took some time and effort. In the end, Magnus took the Princess Allete and her sister hostage. Rather than bring them back here, where he knew both kings would search for him, he fled to his brother’s clan. Cathal was the one who attacked our clan. He was searching for his betrothed.”

      “Bloody hell,” Laken, another of the shieldmaidens, muttered.

      “So, Magnus is to blame for this?” Freya spat, throwing her hand back to indicate the mess that used to be our village.

      I nodded.

      No one said anything for several tense moments. I could feel their anger against Magnus growing. I wasn’t trying to stir them up against Magnus, really. He’d done that on his own. But if they focused their hatred on him, they might not press me for more details about the princesses.

      “And now I shall introduce my travelling companion. This is Thomas Auvray, the stolen princesses’ cousin. When I set out after Magnus, we found that Cathal, or possibly Magnus, had burned all the ships, both English and Viking. I had to come across land most of the way to reach you. Thomas knew the land, so he offered to aid me if I would help him rescue his cousins. As you know, an enemy of our enemy is our friend. Magnus and Cathal are our enemies. Thomas and the English are also their enemies. Thomas’ help was invaluable, and I owe him a debt. I wouldn’t even have made it back as soon as I did without his aid.”

      The clan still eyed him warily, but I could see respect and appreciation in their eyes. They seemed to accept his presence, for now.

      “And how do you know Magnus is hiding amongst his brother’s clan?” Hadar asked, bringing us back to the topic at hand.

      We’d reached the point of the conversation I’d been dreading. I didn’t know how to tell the clan about the prophecy without Hilda to authenticate it. While we were both well-respected, she was the clan Oracle. If she gave the prophecy, it wouldn’t be questioned. I wasn’t so sure they would trust it coming from me alone.

      “I considered going after Magnus, but chose to come back here. I knew Cathal would be coming here, and I feared what he might do.” I hated beginning my reign as jarl on a half-truth, but I couldn’t yet tell them about my supernatural bond with Allete. Pausing, I stared long in the eyes of each and every clan member. “I ask your forgiveness, brothers and sisters, for putting my own desires above the well-being of my clan. I’ve felt for some time that the gods have destined me to lead Clan Hakon, but I have hesitated to challenge Magnus for fear of splintering the clan. I didn’t want to act until the time was right. I fear my hesitation has cost us dearly.

      “Magnus was a fool to kidnap the princesses,” I continued. “When he made that decision, I saw my path clearly. The time had come for me to confront him, but he fled. I had no choice, I thought, but to pursue him. It was my own pride and hunger for power that led to this decision. For that, I was wrong. I should have come straight here to aid in the clan’s defenses, rather than chasing after Magnus. If I had been here sooner…”

      My voice trailed off as I surveyed the desolation of our village.

      “Magnus is at fault, not you,” Freya said. “We’ve all questioned his leadership, but I don’t think anyone realized just how far into madness he’d actually fallen.”

      “What do we do now?” Taina, another shieldmaiden, asked.

      “Do we go after Magnus?” Talia, Taina’s twin offered.

      “We need to go after the bloody bastard who did this,” Babs said, motioning to the destruction around us.

      I held up my hand to stop the conversation from getting out of control. Emotions were high and the clan wanted blood, which I understood. I wanted revenge myself, but the situation called for strategy. Rashness had gotten us into this mess. We couldn’t rush after our enemies without a plan unless we wanted to be completely wiped out.

      “Cathal is powerful and strong. You all have seen firsthand what he can do. I had the chance to observe him closely when we were hiding amongst the English. Cathal is smart, capable, and ruthless, with a kingdom’s resources at his disposal. I don’t know that we can go against him on our own,” I admitted. “But that’s not the most important issue facing us at the moment. Our clan is wounded. We need to heal and rebuild our strength. I am ordering immediate warrior training for all who are able. A clan is only as strong as its weakest link, and no one in our clan is weak.”

      There was a rumble of agreement.

      “Freya,” I said, “you’ll train the women.”

      “Aye,” she said, her eyes glinting.

      I motioned to my own warriors, the men who would follow me into any battle and had proven it time and time again. “My men and I will train those men who are left that can wield a sword. In between training sessions, we hunt and rebuild.” I took in the faces of my clan members and saw what I was hoping for. Determination. They’d been beaten but not destroyed. They still had the will not only to live on but to thrive. “From now on, we will post watchers at night. Until the threat of attack by Cathal and Magnus is gone, we need to remain extra vigilant.”

      “How many watchers shall we post?” Freya asked. The woman had the strategic mind of a general, and I knew she was already concerned with executing the details of the plan. When the time came, I would call upon her as my hersir.

      “Considering we’re all sleeping so close together, I think four should do it for now. Once we’ve rebuilt and spread back out, we’ll increase the number.” I pointed to Brant and Amund. “You two take north and south.” Then I pointed to Freya. “Pick two of your shieldmaidens.”

      “Babs and Astrid can take first watch,” Freya said.

      “Permission to kill and ask questions later,” Babs said. Her voice held a hint of jest, but her eyes said otherwise.

      I shook my head. “I want to punish the dogs that did this as much as you do. But first, we need information, which means anyone we see needs to be captured.”

      She gave me a nod, though she didn’t seem particularly happy with my answer.

      I stood and raised my voice. “Clan Hakon, heed my words. I am Torben, your new jarl. From this day forward, I promise to serve this clan with every ounce of strength in my body. I pray the gods give me wisdom to lead this clan such that the prosperity of all within it increases a hundredfold. I promise to deal with all clan members fairly and justly. And if any member be in need, he must only ask and everything I have is his.” I raised my fist into the air. “For the glory of Clan Hakon!”

      “Clan Hakon!” they shouted in return, Brant’s voice booming above the rest. A babbling of excited chatter erupted as the men and women began to rise, talking, embracing, and clapping each other on the backs.

      Brant started toward me, but Babs stopped in front of him, cutting him off.

      “You’ve been gone a while, warrior. How about we get in some practice on rebuilding this clan?” she asked, her voice full of suggestion. She moved close and leaned into him, pressing her ample breasts against Brant’s chest. I knew from Brant’s boasting the two had shared a bed many times in the past, but neither viewed the other as a potential mate.

      My eyebrows rose as I looked at my lieutenant and stifled a laugh. Brant’s eyes were wide with panic, as though he’d just stepped into the path of a stampeding elephant. His eyes darted around wildly, searching for an escape route. I crossed my arms and watched, curious to see if Brant had been honest with Dayna about ending his hay-rolling ways.

      Brant rubbed the back of his neck as he took a step away from the shieldmaiden, then he finally looked down at her. Unfortunately, he was staring down into some of the best cleavage Clan Hakon had to offer, exploding out of the top of Babs’ low-cut leather tunic. “I know we’ve, uh… been involved in the past, but—”

      “Yeah?” she interrupted, reclosing the distance between them. She raised her knee up and began rubbing it on the inside of Brant’s thigh.

      “I can’t really—”

      “What do mean you can’t?”

      “It’s just that I…” Brant’s faced had taken on the color of a ripe tomato.

      “Cat got your tongue?” she asked. The woman’s voice had taken on a husky drawl. “I’ve always known how to make you speechless, Brant.”

      “Yeah, you have. You’re great, but—”

      “What’s the matter? Can’t handle that big war hammer like you used to? I seem to recall you liked having me polish it.”

      “No, no, no. Stop, no more. That’s enough.” Brant’s voice had gone up two octaves. His brow had risen to meet his hairline and his eyes were those of a frightened deer, and I got the impression he might bolt at any second.

      “I’m not asking to bear your children, you big, hairy yak,” Babs barked. “I just want to have a bit ‘o fun.”

      “I can’t, Babs,” he finally said after several tense moments. His voice had regained a little of its strength. “Not anymore.”

      Her eyes widened, and a small smile perched on her lips. “You’ve finally found a woman?”

      Brant’s face flushed. “Aye.”

      “Who is she?”

      Uh oh. Brant would give everything away right now if he weren’t careful. The entire plan developed at the campfire meeting a few moments ago would come unraveled if he said anything about Dayna. Our clan had just been ravaged by outsiders. We couldn’t yet tell them they would soon be asked to accept more outsiders into their midst. Thomas was one thing, but princesses claiming prominent roles in the clan was something else entirely. Not only that, the battle had widowed several clan women. The presence of foreign women taking potential mates from clan members would not be welcome.

      Brant’s eyes snapped up to mine. Now it was my turn for wide eyes. I gave a small, panicked shake of my head. Not yet.

      “Just someone I happened to meet, you know, while I was travelling,” Brant said, making a vague motion along the beach. “I plan to bring her here soon, but things need to be sorted out first.”

      His excuse was honest enough. Thankfully, he was clever enough to refrain from mentioning that she wasn’t a Northwoman from another clan, which is hopefully what Babs thought. Maybe I didn’t give the man enough credit.

      “Well, if you decide you need a little release while you’re waiting for her, you know where to find me,” she said with a wink as she sauntered off, adding an extra sway to her hips.

      I couldn’t say Brant didn’t watch her walk away, but at least he didn’t lick his lips.

      Brant breathed out, rubbing his face, which still held a grimace as if he were in pain. “Gods almighty.”

      “Do you regret your promise to Dayna?” I asked.

      His face dipped in a deep frown. “No. Why would you ask that?”

      “Maybe because your face is all screwed up like you you’ve just smashed your thumb with a hammer,” I said, nodding in the direction Babs had walked.

      “Please don’t mention hammers,” he groaned. “And I am in pain, but not because I want Babs,” he said incredulously. “I’m in pain because I want my woman here, safe with me, where she belongs.”

      “Be careful what you wish for. What if she’d seen that shieldmaiden pressed up against you?”

      “Can you imagine?” he said, his eyes growing wide again. But now his face held a sly grin. A growl rumbled in his chest. “She’d be spitting fire. I love it when she gets all possessive.” His face fell, and he pressed a fist to his chest, right above his heart. “It’s killing me, not knowing if she’s safe.”

      My own stomach dropped. I knew Dayna wasn’t safe. I knew she’d been hurt, and I felt like an arse for not telling Brant.

      “Why do you look like you just lost your favorite shield?” Brant asked, narrowing his eyes at me.

      I sighed. “You might want to sit for this.” I motioned to the logs that were still around the fire.

      “And why do I have a feeling I’m about to want to kill someone even more than I already do?”

      “Because you are,” I confirmed. “You know I have a link to Allete because of the bond between us?”

      He nodded.

      “We’ve been able to communicate a couple of times. I never know when it’s going to happen, but once, she told me about their situation. It’s not good.” I went on to tell Brant what Allete had shared with me when our souls had met in our dreams. The longer I spoke, the more tense he became. I could tell he might snap at any moment, like a ship’s rope still tethered to the dock as the boat pulled away. Anyone in the vicinity might be injured when he did.

      Brant was rightfully pissed. I should have told him sooner. If he’d known something like that about Allete, I would have expected him to tell me.

      I watched as he paced around the fire, his shadow tracking him like a faithful dog. At some point during the story, he’d stood up, his emotions unable to allow him to remain still.

      “We’ve got to get them back,” he finally said.

      “We do,” I agreed.

      “How can you just sit there as if your woman hasn’t been stabbed or tortured at the hands of a madman? Why aren’t we already on our way to get them? If we leave them much longer, there might not be anyone to rescue!”

      I was on my feet and in his face in a heartbeat. “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think it’s ripping me in half to choose between the woman I love and the clan I’m destined to lead! I don’t have to wonder what’s happening to her, I know what’s happening to her and I feel more helpless than I’ve ever felt in my life because I cannot help her. You question me without giving thought to what burden I bear.” My breath was coming fast. A tightness in my chest was growing, and I didn’t know how to stop it. Taking out my pain on Brant wasn’t going to do any good, but I was furious that he would question me. I wanted nothing more than for Allete to be safe by my side, but I didn’t know how to make that happen and take care of the clan at the same time.

      Brant held up his hands and took two steps backward. I could see the regret in his eyes, but it didn’t stop him from being angry with me.

      “I shouldn’t have questioned you,” he said. “I’ve never felt anything like this for anyone, and it’s got me messed up inside.”

      I let out a chuckle that was anything but humorous. “Messed up inside is putting it mildly.” I rubbed the back of my neck and tried not to let the unease I felt growing inside overwhelm me. Something was wrong with Allete.

      “We good?” Brant asked.

      I nodded, not sure that I could speak through the sick feeling bubbling up in my gut.

      “Go get some sleep; you look like shite,” he said before turning and walking away.

      Wandering a bit, I found a tree and sat at its base. I didn’t want to be confined inside a walled-in space with other bodies around me. The peace and quiet that being alone in the woods could bring was what I needed. As I closed my eyes, I prayed to the gods I’d be able to contact Allete. I’d been trying to reach out to her mind like we’d done before, but it felt as though something were blocking me. I didn’t let myself consider what that could mean. If I did, I couldn’t or wouldn’t be able to lead the clan effectively. Brant had no clue about the storm brewing inside me, slowly growing in intensity. I wasn’t sure how long I could contain it, but I knew when it came to Allete, there wasn’t anyone or anything I wouldn’t destroy for her.
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        “I’ve decided that running should only be done for short distances and not very often.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      We’d woken up entirely too early, eaten entirely too little, and were currently running entirely too quickly. So pretty much the entirety of my day was about as pleasant as wet bloomers under a wet petticoat and dress. I was tired despite having gotten a good amount of sleep, and I was ready to be done with this journey. I just wanted to be with Torben. I wanted to feel safe. I wanted my sister and Hilda safe.

      “Do you have any idea how long it’s going to take us to get to Ravenscar?” Dayna asked. It was a question that had been on the tip of my tongue all morning.

      “I know we won’t be arriving there today or tomorrow—or the next day, for that matter,” Hilda replied.

      “Thank you for that very specific answer. It was extremely helpful,” Dayna said dryly. I couldn’t see her face, but I was pretty sure there was an eye roll accompanying her comment.

      Hilda didn’t dignify Dayna’s snark with a response. She simply kept on trekking.

      

      The days began to run together as we didn’t come across any people for quite some time. I don’t know if it was two days or five. Sleep was miserable, and we were running low on the food Tawny had given us. Everything had been calm as we trudged through the wilderness, though it almost felt like the calm before a storm—that eerie feeling when the entire world went still and the gray sky got a greenish tint to it. It was that kind of calm.

      “You okay?” Hilda asked me as we stopped to take a break. The sun was already beginning to set and we were quickly losing light, but we were also losing momentum.

      “I’m good. Just tired.”

      Dayna groaned as she plopped down on the ground, stretching out her body until she was flat on her back. She slung an arm across her eyes as she spoke. “How about we just start our own clan? I vote we claim this land right here. It seems like good land, right? There’s bound to be rabbits to eat, and there are tons of trees for building cabins. Everyone who agrees say ‘aye.’” She raised her hand in the air.

      “You can’t just go around claiming land because you feel like it, dummy,” I said, sinking down beside her. “For all we know, this land is already claimed. And there’s only three of us, and we’re all women. It’s not like we can just procreate by ourselves and grow a clan.”

      “You learn quickly,” Dayna said. “You’re already sucking the joy out of the future like an experienced Oracle.”

      “That’s my girl,” Hilda chided. “She’s going to be the best joy-sucker ever.”

      I huffed as I lay back, my legs bent at the knees and my hands resting on my stomach. “Being realistic is not sucking the joy out of something. It’s preventing foolish mistakes that cause pain.”

      “Joy-sucker,” Dayna sang.

      I reached over and pinched her side. She shrieked and batted my hand away.

      “Now you’re an abusive joy-sucker. Guess there’s a first time for everything,” Dayna sighed as she pulled her hands back and scooted a little bit away from me.

      “You both have been doing great,” Hilda said, her eyes full of sincerity. “You’re under a lot of stress, and you’ve already been through some horrible things. I don’t blame you for being ready to toss up a white flag. But hang in there a little lon—”

      Her words cut off as she squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her hand to her forehead.

      “Hilda?” I said. When she didn’t answer, just stood there pressing her hand against her head, I scrambled up and walked over to her. Part of me didn’t want to touch her because I didn’t want to startle her if she were in some sort of vision, but I was worried about her.

      “Hilda, are you okay?” Dayna asked as she came to stand next to me.

      She took several deep breaths before dropping her hand and opening her eyes. She looked ten years older, and the weight of the world seemed to have settled on her small shoulders.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I just had a sudden headache come on. It hit me by surprise is all.”

      I eyed her skeptically. Her words sounded sincere, but her eyes were haunted, not something a headache caused. She waved us off and began to make camp.

      “Might as well go ahead and stop here for the night. I don’t think we would get much further if we kept walking,” Hilda said as she found a spot against a tree.

      Tawny had given us each a small pack with a blanket in it and food. Hilda pulled out her blanket, laid it across her lap, and closed her eyes. She immediately tried to feign sleep, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. Her lips were drawn in a tight line across her face, and her hands clenched the blanket tightly to her.

      “What in the pie hole is that about?” Dayna whispered, pointing to Hilda.

      I shrugged. “I don’t have any idea.”

      “She’s lying about being all right.”

      I nodded in agreement. “But we can’t force her to tell us, so there’s no point in bugging her.”

      Dayna grabbed her pack from where she’d dropped it when she’d lain down on the ground, plunged an arm inside it, and pulled out her own blanket. She found a tree opposite Hilda and planted herself in front of it. I took the tree next to Hilda and got as comfortable as one could while leaning against a tree and lying on the hard ground.

      Sleep came quickly despite my worry for Hilda, and the rumble of his voice had me turning as I stood in the lush forest of my dream. “Torben,” I said, sounding ridiculously breathless. I was so glad to see him, though, I couldn’t bring myself to be embarrassed. It had been days since we’d last spoken through the bond, and I was worried something had happened to him.

      “How are you?” he asked as he walked over to me and cupped my face in his large hands. His eyes were narrowed in concentration, and he seemed to be trying to see inside my mind, as if to discern if my words would be the truth.

      “I’m tired,” I admitted. “We’ve been walking for days.”

      “You haven’t had any trouble? Haven’t had to deal with anyone?”

      “We haven’t come across any people. It’s a little strange, now that I think about it.”

      “Your sister and Hilda are okay?” he asked.

      I nodded. “They haven’t killed each other yet.”

      “And how are you feeling?”

      I held my hand up and placed my fingers across his lips to stop him. My eyes narrowed as I held his gaze. “You’re asking me a whole lot of questions, Viking, but not giving any of your own answers.”

      “You haven’t asked me any questions,” Torben pointed out.

      “Only because you haven’t given me time to.” I could tell something was wrong, really wrong. “What’s happened?” Before he even spoke, I could feel he didn’t want to tell me. It was as though I could read his emotions. He was filled with guilt and anger. “Torben, talk to me.”

      “I was too late,” he said after several minutes of simply staring down at me.

      My gut clenched as I felt his emotions flood me like a torrential rainfall. I nearly staggered under the weight of it. Torben wrapped his arms around my waist to keep me from falling and pulled me tightly to his chest. He buried his face against my neck, and his breath came in short successions.

      “Too late for what?” I asked.

      “To save my clan,” he said, his breath hot against my neck. “Cathal nearly burned it all to the ground. So many lives were lost, and those who were left are utterly broken.”

      My arms were wrapped around his neck and I ran my fingers down his hair, trying to comfort him. I didn’t say anything because there were no words to ease the kind of anguish Torben felt. This was a man who was a natural protector. The sense of responsibility he had was not something he learned. Rather, it was simply a part of his being. In the brief time I’d spent with him, I’d gotten a glimpse of the kind of man he was. I knew his heart was shredded by the destruction of his clan. I just held him while he mourned for the loss they’d suffered, trying to reassure him through my touch that I was with him, that he didn’t have to face any of it alone. After some time, I began to hum a song that my mother had sung to me as a child when I was sad or hurt. The words were simple, but the tune was comforting. I hoped it brought him the same comfort I still found in it.

      After a few minutes, Torben pulled back and looked down at me. His face was softer than it had been, and he seemed a little less tense. “I’m sorry,” I said, though the words felt completely inadequate. “You have to know that you can’t protect everyone all the time. This wasn’t your fault. If you believe nothing else, please believe that.”

      He leaned down and pressed his lips to mine. There was a tenderness in it that was completely incongruent with the rough man he was, and it was only for me. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken such joy in something so little, but I loved knowing that only I saw this side of Torben.

      “I do know that,” he murmured against my mouth, “but the pain is there all the same.”

      “I wish I could heal that,” I admitted. “I can heal so much, yet emotions are beyond my power.”

      “No, love, you don’t need to take this pain from me. It’s the pain in life that makes us stronger, that gives us purpose when we feel powerless. Besides, I couldn’t possibly appreciate the peace you give me if I hadn’t first experienced strife.”

      Our foreheads were pressed together, and it seemed as if we couldn’t get close enough to one another. “When did you become so philosophical?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Love does many things to a man.”

      My heart soared at his words. It wasn’t as though I didn’t know what love was. I was well loved in my family. I’d never gone without being hugged or shown affection, but hearing it from Torben, feeling his love, was completely different. At times it made me feel as though I could fly, and at other times it paralyzed me from fear of losing him.

      “Do you ever feel as though you can’t breathe because of it?” I asked.

      I felt a shudder run through his large form. He nodded his head against mine. “Every second that I’m away from you.” He said nothing for a few moments, then continued. “I could say that I don’t understand how it happened, but that would be shite. I fell in love with you because of the remarkable woman you are. Wanting you and not having you is like a festering wound infecting my soul. I didn’t know this was what it felt like to desire someone more than you desire anything else. I love you, Allete. I need you to stay safe. I need you to know that I’m going to be coming for you as soon as I can.”

      I shook my head. “No. You stay there. You are needed. Your clan needs your strength and leadership. Hilda, Dayna, and I can get ourselves there.” I pulled my head back and framed his face with my hands. Staring up into his handsome face, I saw my future and refused to stop fighting for it. “I love you, and we will be together soon.”

      He started to speak, but then his words froze as his eyes widened. I felt something pulling against me, and I knew my physical body was trying to regain consciousness. I didn’t want to wake and fought desperately against it, clinging to Torben as I struggled to stay in our dream world.

      “Don’t go, not yet,” he managed to get out through gritted teeth. His soul was holding onto mine like the anchor he was, attempting to keep my subconscious mind from leaving him.

      I felt a sharp pain in my mind and bit back a scream. “Something is wrong,” I said just before my eyes snapped open. The dream was gone, and Hilda knelt beside me with a knife in her hand.

      I scrambled away from the woman and checked to see that Dayna was okay. She was standing, staring out into the woods. “What’s going on?” I hurried to my feet and started to turn, but Hilda grabbed my arm. Her eyes shifted to the woods before answering me.

      “We have company,” she whispered. “Listen to me, Gisele uses blood magic. She’s not stupid, but in the chaos of keeping you two alive, I must have been because I didn’t think of it until now. You and your sister were both cut back at Calder’s clan. Gisele wouldn’t have let your shed blood go to waste. I’m sure she kept the knives or got traces of your blood from them. If she has access to your blood, you will beg for death before she’s done with you.”

      “What?” My eyes widened as she sliced into her hand. I started to say something else like, ‘hey, batty old lady, don’t cut yourself,’ but she held a finger to her lips, silencing me. She snatched my hand and ran her blade across my palm, the bite of the blade making me clench my teeth to keep from crying out. Then Hilda placed our hands together, intermingling our blood.

      “What the bloody hell, Hilda?” I whispered harshly.

      “Using the combination of our lifeforces, I am placing a powerful protection spell over you. Allete, you cannot die.” She narrowed her eyes, her lips pulling tight across a face showing the weariness of a woman well past her prime. “For the future of our clan, your father’s kingdom, and Cathal’s punishment, you must live. With me out of the picture, our enemies will have less leverage to use against us. My blood will also transfer to you the prophecies I’ve been given. Soon, you will understand what I’ve said.”

      “Or you could just explain it to me when it happens,” I pointed out, my eyes darting to the woods. When I glanced back at Hilda, her eyes had softened. She surveyed me with longing, as though she were going to miss something and she already knew it.

      The realization hit me like a bolt of lightning. She’d said she would be out of the picture, which in my naïve mind meant going into hiding or something. But that wasn’t what she meant at all. If she were going into hiding, there would be no reason for her to transfer the prophecies to me—no reason for her to give me her power. “No. No, no, no, no, no,” I said in quick succession. “You cannot do this. I won’t let you.”

      “It is not your choice to make,” she responded as though we were talking about the weather.

      “Hilda, you cannot sacrifice yourself for me. Please,” I begged, trying to pull my hand away. “Please don’t do this.”

      She didn’t answer me. Instead, she closed her eyes and began murmuring something I couldn’t hear. Heat infused my palm as she tightened her hold on my hand. It felt as though flames were racing through my veins. I tried to pull away, but the elderly Oracle held me in a surprising, vicelike grip.

      “I’m not sure if you two realize it, but this isn’t the best time to be holding hands and having a heart-to-heart,” Dayna said, glancing at us over her shoulder. “Something or someone is out there.” She pointed to the trees. “I heard footsteps.”

      “Just keep talking loudly, dear sister, and I’m sure they won’t find us,” I whisper-yelled across the small clearing. Dayna shot me a sharp glare that said she didn’t find my sarcasm funny.

      The burning in my arm moved farther up until it filled my chest and stomach. I swallowed back the bile that rose up in my throat and tried to keep from pushing Hilda away. Once the flames finally started to subside, I felt something fall over me, like a heavy leather cloak worn to protect against harsh weather.

      “Well, well, well.”

      A voice that I’d hoped to never hear again reached through the dark trees and wrapped its evil fingers around my throat. But the feeling was gone as quickly as it had begun.

      “What do we have here?” Gisele stepped out of the trees, into the little clearing where we’d made our rough camp.

      “Is that a serious question, or are you really that daft?” Dayna asked as she crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at the witch.

      “You—,”Gisele pointed her finger at Dayna, and my sister slammed back into a tree, her arms pinned to her sides and her body rigid“—I will deal with in a moment.”

      Hilda finally let go of my hand and pushed it so it was behind me. She evidently did not want Gisele to see what she’d been doing. She placed her own cut hand behind her back and held the knife in her other hand, loosely at her side, as if she just carried a knife around all the time for the sport of it.

      “Release my sister, Gisele,” I said, taking a step toward her. What I thought I could possibly do against a witch—especially one adept at dark magic—I wasn’t sure, but I wouldn’t just stand by and let the woman hurt my sister again.

      “I am going to have to say no,” Gisele replied. A sly smile tipped her lips up. She flicked her wrist at me, and I braced myself for the impact, thinking I was about to join my sister against my own tree. But nothing happened. I glanced down at my body. Everything was still in place and all in working order.

      Gisele’s eyes widened, and the smirk was suddenly gone. She turned her head slowly to glare at Hilda. If glares could wither a person, Hilda would have been a lifeless husk on the ground. “What have you done?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      Hilda chuckled.

      “Hilda, dear, do you think it wise to laugh at the witch?” I asked softly.

      “I always laugh when I pull one over on someone who thinks they have all the power,” Hilda said, her eyes staying glued to Gisele. “It’s fun to remind people whose pride has begun to dictate their actions that only fools rush in. Did you really think I would make it easy for you?” Hilda tapped the knife idly against her thigh. “You’ve been working for that Viking king for too long. It’s made you incompetent and overconfident—two traits a magic wielder should steer clear of.”

      Gisele sauntered forward, her eyes flitting back and forth between Hilda and me. Though she appeared relaxed, the witch’s tight lips and clenched jaw gave her anger away. “I will admit I did not think you had it in you. It is a rare thing for a person with magic in their life force to offer it up completely and freely to another.” Gisele glanced at me. I looked at Dayna to make sure she was still somewhat okay. Her wide eyes made it clear that Gisele’s words were a revelation to her.

      “Some of us don’t value our own lives above others, Gisele. I can’t imagine that you would understand the extent to which a person would go to protect those they care for. Have you ever cared about anything other than yourself and your power? Have you ever cared about the lives you destroy or the devastation and pain you cause? Have you ever given a bloody damn about anyone or anything other than yourself?” Hilda’s voice rose with every question, and I was beginning to wonder if maybe she was perhaps not thinking clearly from her own blood loss. I was pretty sure poking the already-irritated evil witch was not the wisest of things to do.

      “Hilda, maybe now isn’t a good time to point out Gisele’s character flaws,” I said, keeping my voice soft and calm. “Maybe we should ask her exactly what she wants.”

      “She wants what all dark witches want,” Hilda practically snarled. “Power. She will bathe in the blood of innocents if that’s what it takes to gain more.”

      Well, wasn’t that a picture I wanted in my head—Gisele writhing around in a bath of blood, cackling like a madwoman.

      Gisele turned to me. “Do you know how much power resides in the blood of an Oracle as old as her?” she asked me, pointing at Hilda. “Even if she gave some to you, she still possesses plenty for me to take. Plus, the transfer has made her weaker, easier to sacrifice.” The witch’s voice was completely devoid of anger. She didn’t seem bothered by Hilda’s harsh words in the least. “Do you know what kinds of spells I could work with her blood, even weakened though it may be?”

      “I am quite amazing,” Hilda offered, standing a little taller, “but I won’t be giving you anything from my blood.”

      “I don’t need you to give it to me, you old fool,” the witch chuckled. “I simply have to take it.”

      I watched Gisele closely and noticed the subtle shift in her stance. It was one that I recognized from watching my guards. They did it when they were readying themselves to move quickly. Her shoulders still appeared relaxed, but the lower half of her body was coiled, ready to spring.

      “Hilda,” I said, my voice low and soft in warning.

      Hilda looked over her shoulder at me, and the tenderness in her eyes was one I’d seen in my own mother’s eyes for each of her daughters. “I am so very glad it was you. You are the perfect fit for him and for the clan. Don’t take any shite from Babs or Freya. It has to happen this way. It’s the only way the protection magic will last.”

      I took a step closer to her, my brow furrowed in confusion. I realized she had told me she would sacrifice herself for me, but wasn’t she at least going to fight? Wasn’t she at least going to see if there was another way? “Hilda, maybe Gisele is right and the magic transfer just means you’re weaker, not that you have to die.” My sister, who was still frozen against the tree, had that wild-eyed, crazy look as her eyes shifted quickly from me to Hilda. I felt like she would be screaming at me if she could. What was she trying to tell me?

      “A true sacrifice is offered up without any alternate path to the intended goal. There is no fighting, no bargaining, no begging, and no coercion. And—”she met my eyes“—it is powerful. True sacrifice is a power like no other.” She turned back to Gisele. In a cool voice, she said simply, “I am ready.”

      It was that comment that finally made me realize she was giving up her life, not just that she was willing to die for me or prepared to die for me, had there been a fight. She was going to die for me. I didn’t fully understand why, but I did now understand that there would be no battle, no possibility that she would be the victor. Hilda was walking toward Gisele with her arms open wide. The knife had gone from her hand. She was defenseless.

      “Hilda, no!” I ran forward, but Gisele’s hand flew out and her magic hit me like a horse running full speed. My chest felt as though it were going to cave in under the weight. I hit the ground and expected to find myself immobile, but I wasn’t frozen like Dayna. Gisele’s power had affected me but hadn’t injured or impeded me. I rolled to my feet and looked up just as the knife was raised. The witch suffered no hesitation, not even a flinch, as she plunged the weapon into Hilda’s heart.

      A pulse of energy burst in my chest. My head fell back as I felt the cloak that had covered me earlier molding itself to my body—not simply enveloping me, but encasing every limb, every digit, even my hair. The fire was once again burning inside me. I closed my eyes, listening to my magic, trying to understand what was happening to me.

      Fire melts, a voice that sounded much like Hilda’s said. Ice hardens, it continued. At the same time, the fire in my veins was doused by what felt like frigid air whipping through my body. Two things melted together and then hardened alike—they are bound. Then, I understood. Hilda’s magic had bound itself to my own in the very blood that ran through my veins. When my eyes opened, it didn’t appear as though any time had passed. Gisele was still standing with the knife in Hilda’s heart, and a second later, the Oracle dropped to the ground.

      For a few seconds, I was frozen in shock, but it quickly wore off and I made to run to Dayna, hoping I could free her and get away. Then, an arm came from behind and wrapped around my waist, jerking me backward. The firm chest I collided with knocked the air from my lungs as hot breath hit my ear.

      “I admire your strength for trying to escape, but I am very insulted that you actually thought you’d get away with it, dear Allete.”

      Magnus’ voice sent a chill down my spine. His hand covered my mouth, and I started flailing, kicking, trying my damnedest to get away from him. I was no match for his strength. My feet stumbling as they tried to find purchase against the ground, he began to slowly back away, dragging me with him.

      The Oracle’s voice returned to my head as I struggled against Magnus. “You are so very strong, Allete. Remember that when you feel powerless. You are so very strong!” The shock of the scene before me, the magic filling me, and the arm grabbing me suddenly wore off, and reality came crashing in. Hilda was dead.

      My eyes blurred with tears. Magnus moved his hand from my mouth to get a grip on my struggling form, and my screams exploded into the air. There was no sanity left in me. I was fighting and clawing like a rabid animal, trying to get to the woman who not only was the mother of the man I loved, but also a dear friend. She’d known she was going to die, and she’d offered herself up on a damn silver platter.

      I managed to get my arms wrapped around a small tree trunk and was holding myself to it while Magnus cussed me and tried to pull me away. He’d already dragged me several yards before I came back to myself, and I didn’t want to lose sight of Dayna.

      Gisele leaned down and ran her hand across Hilda’s lifeless chest. When she raised it, her palm was coated in red. She ran the blood across her face as though it were war paint. Her smile and the glee in her eyes enraged me. The witch’s head fell back, and she held out her arms, the victory of her kill seeming to fill her body with power. It didn’t last long as her head snapped back down and her hand stretch out to Dayna. A pulse of light flew from Gisele’s hand and hit my sister in the chest. Her body dropped faster than a heavy stone, hitting the ground with a force that made it clear there’d been no resistance given to her. I waited for Dayna to move, to open her eyes and glare at the witch, but she was still, as still as Hilda. There was no rise and fall of her chest, no fluttering of her eyelids or twitching of muscles. She was just still.

      My stomach revolted, and I gagged as my insides tried to claw their way out of my throat. I was fighting for breath, waiting for Dayna to move. Dammit, Dayna, move! I screamed inside my mind. Move, move, move. The mantra repeated over and over in my head as I tried to get to her. I could save her if I could just get to her. I could save them both, dammit, if I could just get to them.

      As Magnus continued to drag me farther into the forest, my bellowing only got louder. Gisele’s eyes snapped to me. “Two down, little Oracle, one to go.” She cackled and, with her bloodied hand, ran a single finger across her neck as though she were slicing herself from ear to ear, a sickening grin on her face.

      “I will end you, Gisele,” I thundered from the depths of my stomach, the air from my lungs making my voice even louder. “I will dance covered in your blood.”

      My eyes shifted to Dayna, and I fought harder. “I will come for you, Dayna! I will come for you!” I refused to believe she was gone. To do so would make it true, and it just couldn’t be. I wouldn’t allow it. I was still yelling, still kicking and hitting Magnus’ arm, trying to loosen his grip, but it was hopeless. All I could do was stare back at the still forms of Hilda and Dayna, their killer standing over them. I kept my eyes on them until the trees obstructed my view and all I could see was a dense tangle of green as trees loomed over me, seeming to mock my pain.

      My head fell back onto Magnus’ shoulder as I closed my eyes and memories of Dayna—my fearless, amazing Dayna—filled my mind. One second she was there, and in the next breath she was gone. “No,” I cried out. “Not gone. Not. Gone.” I shifted my thoughts to Hilda and bit back the sobs attempting to force themselves from my chest, the effort drawing blood from my lips. I latched onto anger to keep from plunging into the despair that I felt choking the life from me.

      Torben’s face filled my mind—the way his eyes softened when he spoke of his mother and the way his lips tilted up in a crooked smile. He loved her, he respected her, and her death would kill something inside of him. I’m so sorry, Torben, I said into the emptiness of my mind. Whatever bond we’d shared was either gone or blocked—I couldn’t even feel him anymore—but I didn’t have time to panic because I’d just been handed off to another strong pair of hands. My arms were secured together by rope wrapped around my wrists several times. Though it wasn’t bound tightly, the material was rough, and with enough friction, it would damage my skin. It was less than I deserved, considering what Hilda and my sister had endured. Then I was pushed down onto a bench, my ankles tied, and a piece of fabric tied over my mouth. I didn’t care. I didn’t care what they did to me. There was nothing they could do that would break me any more than I was already broken.

      Eventually, I looked around and realized I was on a ship. There were men moving about, and Magnus was barking out orders. I realized no one was paying any attention to me, but I couldn’t even summon the strength to attempt to free myself. All the fight had gone out of me. Like a sail without wind, I was useless.

      “Take her down below. Put her in a cell,” Magnus said, his voice coming from right above me. I hadn’t even realized he’d been standing there. A strong hand clasped my upper arm and raised me up. I didn’t resist, walking without seeing, my body moving automatically as the warrior shuttled me into a cell in the belly of the ship. When the door clanked shut, I felt further away from hope than I had ever been before. Even when I’d been on the precipice of marrying Cathal, Torben’s desire to save me from such a horrible fate had given me a tiny flame of hope. Who would save me now?

      Who had saved Hilda or Dayna? It sure as bloody hell wasn’t me. I leaned against the bars and slid slowly down to the floor. I’d left them there, lying in a forest at the feet of an evil witch. I’d left my sister. “I’m so sorry, baby sister,” I whispered, struggling to push my voice through a constricted throat. My body felt as though it wanted to shut down. It would be easier to not feel this pain, to not know this loss. I reached out for the bond that was once there and instead found coldness. What did that mean? Had Torben been taken from me, too? Was I destined to have escaped Cathal only to have the ones I love most leave me behind?

      The ship rocked, and for once I didn’t feel any nausea. I didn’t feel anything except defeat. My body slumped further until I was lying on my side with my knees drawn up to my chest and my arms wrapped around them. Tears flowed down my face freely, though I didn’t make a sound. I had no idea how long I lay there before I heard footsteps behind me, but I didn’t bother to check and see who it is. I didn’t care.

      “We go now to my clan,” Magnus said, “but we won’t be staying, so don’t go thinking you’re going to escape. If I don’t return with you, especially since that damn witch killed Hilda, my brother will send his best warriors after me.”

      I didn’t know what he expected from me, but after several minutes, I heard his steps retreating. He was taking me to Clan Hakon. Did it matter anymore? Dayna was gone, Hilda was gone. Torben was gone. What was left for me? I’d be kept a prisoner for Magnus’ brother and used in more ways than one. Even Dayna’s fate wasn’t as cruel as what was headed for me. My eyelids eventually became too heavy for me to hold open, and though the tears still came, I fell into a restless sleep where death chased and mocked me. There was no Torben waiting to hold and comfort me. There was nothing worth waking up for. There was only my anguish. Even in sleep, I felt as though everything inside me was trying to force its way out, as if the pain were just more than my body could bear. It hurt. It hurt more than anything I’d ever felt.

      For the first time in my life, I prayed that I wouldn’t wake up. Let me sleep forever. Let my suffering end. Just let me go. Please, gods, just let me go.
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        Never walk away from home ahead of your axe and sword. You can’t feel a battle in your bones or foresee a fight.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      “He’s not stupid, you have to give him that,” Amund said as we surveyed the blackened husks littering the beach. The Taran king had burned everything, including our longships, ensuring he would get away without pursuit. We’d done what we could to repair the devastation Cathal had caused with the supplies we had on hand, but there was no way we could build a replacement vessel to track him down, not without several weeks of work.

      “The only thing I’m going to give him is the point of my sword,” I replied.

      “Well, you won’t be able to do that if we can’t catch him,” Brant offered.

      “So, it’s back to the horses?” Amund groaned.

      Just then, Rush came running up and pointed out to sea. “Torben,” he yelled, “a longship on the horizon.” He handed me a spyglass, which I grabbed and quickly brought to my eye, surveying the ocean. I could see the vessel bearing straight toward our location under full sail and estimated it would be upon us within an hour. I couldn’t make out anyone onboard, but I could see the emblem on the sail clearly—black and yellow concentric circles. I furrowed my brow. The picture was familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it. “What do you make of this, Brant?” I asked, passing him the spyglass. “Do you recognize the sail?”

      “Bloody hell! Of course I do. That’s Calder’s banner. I haven’t seen that old cur since I was knee-high to a grasshopper and could barely hold an axe. I wonder what he wants with us.”

      “Calder? Who is Calder?” asked Amund, the youngest of my warriors.

      “Magnus’ brother,” I replied.

      “What would he want with us?” Brant asked.

      “And is he friend or foe?” Rush asked.

      “Magnus fled with the women to his clan,” I said.

      “So foe,” Rush muttered.

      “Why in the bloody hell are you just telling us this now?” Brant asked. His words were tight as he attempted to rein in his temper. “How long have you known where Magnus was?”

      The other men didn’t seem too concerned that I’d kept the information from them, though Thomas was not around at the moment to hear. I understood why Brant was upset. Despite the fact that he and Dayna didn’t truly have any type of relationship, he’d claimed her as his future bride. He cared for her. I didn’t know about love, but it was obvious when he talked about her that he cared deeply for her.

      “I didn’t tell you because there wasn’t anything you could do about it,” I said, keeping my voice calm. I also hadn’t wanted him to think about the things that had been done to Dayna. If I thought about them, I would get angry, and if I got angry, Brant would want to know why. I didn’t allow myself to linger on what Allete had told me in our dream world because it hurt. There was no reason Brant needed to hurt like that, too.

      “You’re not the only one to lose a woman, Torben. I had a right to know.”

      I turned to him, finding his eyes on me. He was hurt, he was scared for her—though he might never admit it—and he was angry. These were emotions that could be explosive if the right fire were lit beneath them.

      Finally, I nodded. “You’re right,” I admitted. “I should have told you.” I held out my arm and waited. After several moments, Brant clasped my forearm in a warrior’s shake. All was forgiven… for now. Once Brant found out what had happened to Dayna and that I hadn’t told him, he would be more likely to rip my arm off than shake it.

      “It can’t be a coincidence he returns now,” Amund said.

      “I agree.” I motioned for my men to come closer. “Gather the shieldmaidens and every weapon you can find. We may be in for a fight. Anyone who isn’t a warrior is to go down to the riverbed to take cover.”

      Brant and I stood on the beach together after everyone left, staring out at a ship that probably contained enemies. “Do you think our women are on that ship?” Brant asked. I could hear the hope in his voice.

      “I wish I had the answer to that. When they get closer we can take a look with the spyglass, but if they are, I doubt they’ll have them on the deck.” I paused and then considered it. “Actually, they might have them on the deck if they’re planning to bargain with us in some way.”

      “If they are on the ship, then Magnus or Calder or whoever the hell it is has us by the balls.”

      He was right. I would do anything to keep them from causing Allete more harm than she’d already endured.

      The next hour was a flurry of activity throughout the beach as we readied our defenses. I shouted orders, commanding men and women to various strategic locations. We quickly brought weapons and supplies from the village, then hastily built crude palisades out of detritus from the burned ships and driftwood we found on the beach. The surface of the beach was a mixture of washed up logs, silty soil, and large, strewn boulders, a perfect location to defend ourselves from an assault. The bows we had available were restrung and placed into the hands of our best archers. I commanded the majority of my soldiers to stay out of sight and wait for my signal. All the while, the longship sailed ever closer. When it was about twenty minutes out, Brant’s suspicions were confirmed. Through the spyglass, I could make out a few of the men moving about onboard, and they weren’t strangers. I recognized my old clansmen, those who’d run with Magnus as he bolted into the night with Allete. I ground my teeth. That could only mean one thing: Magnus himself was on that ship. My blood boiled.

      “Brant,” I yelled. “To me, now!”

      He came running up, huffing and puffing. “Most of the warriors are well hidden. What’s the play?” he asked.

      “Look,” I barked, passing him the spyglass. No sooner had he put the thing to his eye when he issued a string of curses. “They’ll die, every one of the bastards. Let’s bring the archers up. Start firing on the ship before they lower the dinghies.”

      “As much as I’d love to have a bonfire at sea, remember what we talked about earlier. What if our women are on that ship? We can’t risk attacking unless we know their fate.”

      “Damn it all, you’re right.”

      Brant formed his hand into a fist and held it out. “By the balls, my jarl, by the bloody balls.”

      “Why is Brant talking about bloody balls? Are we cutting Magnus’ off?” Kjell asked as he passed by carrying an armful of weapons.

      I waved him on and peered out at the boat. “What do men who are walking the plank in a hurricane do?” After a minute, I slapped Brant on the shoulder and said, “I have an idea, but we need to be quick. Let’s find Rush.” It was probably a long shot, but it was better than no shot at all.

      

      A few minutes later, I had explained my plan. After Thomas thoroughly berated me for not telling him just where his cousin had been, we were able to begin putting the plan into action.

      “For a minute there, I thought he was going to cut off your—”

      I held up my hands. “If you say balls I’m going to hang you by yours.”

      Brant held up his hands and took a step back. “Just making an observation. Thomas was even angrier than I’d been.”

      I shrugged. Thomas being mad didn’t warrant my blade, and that’s all I was concerned about—who was deserving of my blade—because I was ready to shed some blood.

      Rush and Thomas moved off in opposite directions. Thomas ran along the beach eastward in plain view, while Rush crept behind the trees and crags of the westward shoreline. Brant and I walked onto the open beach and stood waiting, he with his war hammer, me with my sheathed sword. We watched the longboat put out its anchor. Seconds later, something happened that we didn’t expect. All of a sudden, a loud war horn sounded. Then, appearing like a hulking volcano rising from the bottom of the ocean, Magnus came stomping up from belowdecks, stood at the stern, and hefted a long polearm. Affixed to the top of the weapon was a white cloth. He waived it wildly back and forth, sure to catch our attention.

      “A sign of peace? What’s he playing at?” asked Brant.

      “I’m sure he means to make us surrender.”

      “Over my dead body,” growled my second-in-command.

      “And if he has Dayna with a knife to her throat?” I held my hand out in a fist as he’d done earlier.

      Another string of curses was the only reply I received.

      “Wait for my signal,” I called to the warriors waiting behind me. All in all, we had fourteen souls hidden behind makeshift shelters, ready to fend off Magnus’ attack—myself, Brant, Kjell, Amund, Siv, and Delvin, plus eight shieldmaidens. Everyone else in the village was either too young or old to be anything more than a hindrance. Rush and Thomas likely wouldn’t return from their respective missions in time to join the fighting. Normally, this would have irritated Rush to no end, but he loved stealth missions and would likely see his share of swordplay before the day was out. He’d seemed honored when I’d explained what he must do, which told me he understood how important was his task.

      Thomas, for his part, would hopefully be safe away from the fighting. He’d initially protested when I’d given him his assignment, but I convinced him that his formal military training as a noble, which mainly consisted of sitting astride a horse and directing the battle, would be ill-suited to the dirty chaos of the skirmish to come. He finally relented when I convinced him that my plan was the best chance we had of getting Allete and Dayna back alive and I couldn’t do it without him. I’d passed him a small leather pouch. Inside, wrapped in parchment paper, was a grainy, black powder I’d stolen in a raid to the east several years ago. After promising to handle the package carefully, Thomas went on his way.

      Brant and I watched as two dinghies were lowered into the surf. Fourteen men clambered in and began rowing toward shore, Magnus among them. We stood silently, waiting for the boats to finally make landfall.

      “Say nothing,” I whispered to Brant, knowing that the first thing out of his muzzle would be a question about Dayna, followed by a threat.

      They splashed onto the beach, and my former clanmates jumped out, weapons drawn, surrounding me and Brant. Magnus hefted his axe as he stomped through the sand and stood directly in front of me. My blood simmered. Staring at the haughty jarl, I could picture nothing but the fear on Allete’s face as she was being carried off by this animal. How dare he touch the woman who was destined to be by my side? It took every ounce of control I could muster not to pull my sword and run him through right then and there.

      Magnus spread his huge arms wide, his heavy, double-bladed axe seated firmly his right hand.

      “Hersir, so good it is to see you alive!” he bellowed. “Last I saw you, you were bleeding out on the floor of the English palace. I guess you must have taken a stray arrow during our attack. Most unfortunate, gods be praised that you survived.”

      I looked the man straight in the eye. For all his madness and cowardice, he was still cunning, and his lies were spoken without the slightest effort. “Gods be praised, indeed. I am thankful they spared me. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to return home to my clan—what’s left of it, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, lowering his arms and furrowing his brow. “Where is the rest of my clan? I would expect a better welcome home after such a successful raid. There shall be feasting tonight!”

      “Let’s get one thing clear before we go any further, Magnus. You have no clan. You abandoned your clan when you chose to kidnap the English princess and let Clan Hakon suffer the fallout.”

      “I never abandoned anyone. I only did what was necessary. My actions will ultimately stengthen our clan. Imagine having a new, powerful young healer and seer in the clan. Think of the possibilities.”

      “Oh, I have thought of the possibilities, Magnus. With someone like that, we could unify the Nordic clans. We could build a new way of life, one that doesn’t rely on pillaging our neighbors. We could build a nation built on peace instead of bloodshed.”

      “Peace? What is this nonsense? That is not our way. Ours is the way of the blade,” he said, holding up his axe. “Ours is the way of fire, of destruction, of plunder. We are Vikings! We take what we want when we want it. That is all I have done.” There was a murmer of agreement from the men standing in a circle around us.

      “And what has that gotten us?” I asked. “Is Clan Hakon’s power growing? Do our people thrive?” I started to turn in a slow circle, looking into the eyes of Magnus’ men. “Think of your wives, your children, your flocks. Do they increase? Why do you raid and pillage? What has it ever brought you? Trinkets? Baubles? A man’s worth isn’t measured by the amount of gold in his war chest, it’s measured by the number of people he has to care for, and the number of people who care for him.” I watched the expressions of Magnus’ soldiers closely. Their faces became dark, telling me everything I needed to know. They followed too closely Magnus’ policy of take first, ask questions later. These men would never follow me. Some rose, however, as if in serious consideration of what I was saying. Perhaps some of the men could indeed be swayed to see reason.

      “Gold buys food, mead, and women. Are you telling me you don’t value these things, Torben? I’ve seen you partake in plenty of all three.”

      “Aye, maybe you have, Magnus. All of those things are good in their place. But I’m offering Clan Hakon something better. I’m offering them a future.”

      “What are you saying, hersir?” Magnus asked quietly, narrowing his eyes. There was venom in his tone. “And I suggest you answer very carefully. From my vantage point, you and your friend don’t seem to be in a position to be making threats.”

      “I am not threating anyone,” I responded. “I’m offering you a choice. Release Allete—that’s right, I know you have her—”(actually, I hadn’t until his face gave him away)“—and go back to your brother, or wherever you want, I don’t care. But leave Clan Hakon in peace. Do those two things, and you will live.”

      Magnus laughed. “I always thought you were good at figures, Torben, but I guess I was wrong. By my count, you are outnumbered fourteen to two. Once again, you and your sidekick are in no position to be telling anyone what to do or where to go.”

      I could feel the anger coming off Brant in waves as he stood next to me. I was quite pleasantly surprised he’d held it together this long, but I knew his patience was wearing thin. It wouldn’t be long before Magnus or one of his men felt Brant’s hammer across their head.

      “In that case, why don’t I even the odds a bit,” I said, raising my hand. My men and the shieldmaidens sprang from their hiding places, weapons drawn. To his credit, Magnus didn’t flinch. I wasn’t terribly surprised. I’d seen the man face down impossible odds before. He hadn’t become jarl by his handsome face.

      “Impressive,” he said. “You’ve managed to cobble together…” he paused, counting my soldiers, “…five warriors and eight women to fight by your side.” He turned to his own soldiers. “By all means boys, we better throw down our weapons now. How are we ever going to stand against such foes?” There was a round of chuckling from Magnus’ men.

      “You’re forgetting something, Magnus. I trained these men and women myself. I, Torben, the youngest hersir in generations, master strategist and swordsman, trained them personally. You put me in that position, Magnus. You know what I’m capable of.”

      “And you know what I’m capable of!” he spat. “I should take your head off right now, but I won’t because despite what you might think, Torben, I don’t want to splinter our clan like this. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to resort to this.”

      It was Magnus’ turn to raise his hand, signaling someone back on the longship. I watched as one of his warriors appeared on the deck, pulling a struggling Allete up from the hold. He roughly pressed her to the rail for a moment, just long enough for me to see she was trussed and gagged. Then, he threw her back down in the hold and stood watching us from the prow of the ship. It took every ounce of strength I had not to rush past Magnus, plunge into the foamy water, and swim out to the longship to reach her.

      “My man has orders, Torben,” Magnus said. “I’ve got to retrieve something from the village—just a little nest egg I’ve been squirrelling away. If I don’t come back, or if he sees me get cut down, he instantly turns the boat around and takes her back to Calder’s clan. And I’ve told him he can do what he wants with her on the return voyage.

      “You think you’re a mighty warrior, Torben? Well, maybe you are, but good luck invading Calder’s clan to rescue the princess with this rabble. Not only does he have you in numbers, he has a witch in his clan. She’ll roast your soldiers alive before you get within a hundred yards of their village.”

      “He’s bluffing,” Brant said. “One man can’t handle a longship by himself.”

      Magnus shrugged. “It’s not that far to Clan Thornag. I’d say his chances are fifty-fifty.”

      My vision went red when Magnus mentioned letting his warrior have his way with Allete, but I thought I heard him say through the haze that Calder had a witch in his clan. If that were true, Magnus probably wasn’t bluffing. It would be no easy task rescuing Allete from Calder’s clutches if he had the aid of a witch. I silently prayed it wouldn’t come to that.

      “A witch?” I croaked. “Why would he deal with someone like that?

      Magnus shrugged. “My brother has his reasons, I’m sure.”

      “He’s power hungry just like you are.”

      “Perhaps, but that hunger is about to be satisfied. Don’t you see what is going on here, Torben? Clan Thornag is about to have riches, a witch, a healer and seer, the jarl of Clan Hakon, and all my men, completely at its disposal. With all of that, we can’t be stopped. Hell, I bet he’d even welcome you into the fold if I vouched for you. A warrior like you could be a real asset to my new clan. You said you wanted to unify the clans, didn’t you? Well, they will be unified under the banner of Clan Thornag. What do you say, Torben? Why don’t we end this peacefully and you come join us?”

      Bile rose in my throat at the thought of joining Magnus and Calder. I turned and looked at the soldiers behind me, the remnants of Clan Hakon. I knew without a word that they would follow Magnus no more. Like me, they would rather die than serve him any longer. They were ready to attack on my signal. I wasn’t sure if we would be victorious, but I liked our chances. We had something to fight for. The women and the children back in the village were depending upon us. And I had Brant and his war hammer. The brute was worth five ordinary men all by himself.

      Only the thought of those men in Magnus’ company stayed my hand. They were once my own clansmen. They’d been my friends and neighbors. I still held out hope that they would see reason, that they would see my way was better than Magnus and his brother’s.

      “I said unification, not subjugation. I know what you and your brother would do,” I said. “Every village you raided would be destroyed. The men would be slaughtered, and the women would be enslaved.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” replied Magnus, grinning. Again, some of his men muttered their assent, but others remained quiet.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to say next, if anything. My resolve was failing fast. I was tired of talking, and my need to kill the man in front of me was threatening to overcome my senses. I just needed to be patient a little longer.

      Thankfully, I heard the sound I’d been waiting for. A loud boom rang out from about a hundred yards up the beach. Everyone turned to face the noise, and when Magnus turned back, my blade was at his throat.
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        “Why is it when you wish for death it is out of your reach, but when death is the last thing you want, it’s happily knocking on your door like an eager suitor?”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      I had no idea how much time passed before I heard the anchor being tossed overboard. The ship was no longer moving. I pushed myself up from the floor and bit my lip in anger at the realization that I had, indeed, woken up. Leave it to the gods to ignore me in my time of need. They were probably laughing at me.

      I had been kept belowdecks the entire voyage and was beginning to think they’d forgotten about me. Perhaps they’d just leave me here to waste away. It wasn’t like I could escape—my hands were tied, my feet had been retied at some point while I was sleeping, and I was also gagged, which meant I couldn’t scream out for help or even curse all of creation for the fate of my sister and Hilda. Throughout the entire journey, I’d managed to sleep, though there had been times of some lucidity. I remembered hearing Magnus bellowing orders and the muffled sound of oars splashing in the water. Now, all was quiet. I tried to reach out to Torben through our bond, which seemed to have become habit, but still it was gone.

      The air, even in the bottom of the ship, was cold—fall had arrived, and the bite of winter was on the horizon. I shivered, but at the sound of heavy footsteps, I unwrapped my arms from around me and straightened my back. Magnus and another man came into view.

      “Wait until you see my signal, Ragnar,” commanded Magnus to his clanmate. “When you see it, bring her up and place her at the prow for a few seconds. Make sure Torben can see the knife at her throat, then toss her back out of sight. After Torben sees her, he’ll let me pass and I’ll march to the village, which should take about ten minutes. Figure about ten minutes to return. If you don’t see me back on that beach in half an hour, turn and hightail it back to Clan Thornag. I don’t think there’ll be fighting, but the same goes if they decide to attack. We should be able to handle them, but if they somehow get the best of us, take the girl back to Calder. He can do what he wants with her. Just make sure he knows that I had nothing to do with what Gisele did. He won’t lift a finger to avenge me if he believes I had anything to do with the other women’s deaths.”

      “Aye,” replied Ragnar, eyeing me cruelly.

      “And if she tries to escape, cut her,” Magnus said.

      “What about what happened back at the Thornag village with the other one?” asked Ragnar. “I’m kinda partial to me hands.”

      “Don’t worry about that. The bitch who did that is dead, and this one,” he pointed at me, “doesn’t have that kind of fire—at least, not anymore. The number-one priority is that she doesn’t escape. You do whatever is necessary to subdue her. She’s powerful, remember. Best not to take any chances. You think Calder would prefer she got away?”

      “Good point,” Ragnar said.

      Right, I thought. I’m so powerful I can overcome a hardened Viking warrior with my hands tied together.

      “And besides,” continued Magnus, “if I have my way, Calder won’t be in charge for much longer, anyway. If he thinks I would give up my own clan—the clan that I made strong—then he’s a fool.”

      “I understand, Jarl,” the warrior said as he grinned at Magnus. “Don’t worry about the lass. I’ll take good care of her while you’re gone.”

      “Not too good,” Magnus snarled, as he stared the man down. “Just make sure you watch for my signal.” With that, Magnus stomped back up on deck.

      I heard the small dinghies splashing into the water. There was more scuffling and splashing as the men loaded themselves in and began rowing to shore. I had tried to count their number back at Clan Thornag before I was thrown into the belly of the ship, but I didn’t get an accurate count—my mind had been too clouded in grief. But I counted at least ten men, and the man guarding me, Ragnar, was one of Magnus’ closest lieutenants. I’d noticed over the course of my captivity that he rarely left Magnus’ side. He was tall, with a shaved head and a gruesome scar running down his jawline. The warrior pulled his dagger and held it in front of my face.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen, girlie,” he said. “We are going to wait and watch. You’re not going to give me any trouble by trying to escape. If you do, I start cutting off pieces. Are we clear?” He ran the dagger slowly across my chest, tracing the swell of my bosom.

      The part of me that had died with my sister wanted to beg him to end it, but there was also a small flame of hope: Magnus had seemed sure that Torben was alive. So, I nodded, letting him see in my eyes that I wouldn’t give him any trouble. Apparently, he got the message.

      “Good,” he said. “You’re a beautiful girl, and I’m sure Calder is going to have lots of fun with you. It’d be a shame if I had to return you damaged.”

      The more I became convinced that Torben was still alive, the more my will to live grew. My previous death wish morphed into a very real fear of death. I wasn’t scared of death itself, but rather, I was afraid of never seeing Torben again. I was becoming frantic, so I tried—poorly, I was sure—not to let the man see my fear. Realizing my future husband could be alive, I was more afraid for Torben than for myself. If Magnus were right, Torben was on the beach, just a couple hundred feet from our boat. I wanted to see him desperately, to know that he was okay, but my biggest fear was that he might do something stupid when he saw me. Would he acquiesce to Magnus’ demands, or would he attack Magnus on the spot? I wasn’t sure which I’d prefer—the thought of both petrified me.

      Ragnar sheathed his knife and opened the hatch leading to the deck above. He stood on the top step, peering out.

      “Curses,” he muttered to himself, “I can’t see the beach. Come here, lass.” He reached down, grabbed me by the arm, and pulled me up the steps, pausing at the top. His grip was like iron; he had the strength to toss me around like a piece of driftwood if he wanted to. “Lay down on the deck, right there.” He forced me down on the spot he had indicated. “Keep your head down,” he said, his voice as sharp as a whip. Then, I felt the cold steel of the knife again, this time on the back my neck. “If you move or make a sound, then I get a little stabby-slicey, got me?”

      The memory of the first time my neck had been slit nearly choked me. Fearing to move an inch with the knife pressed against me, I gave the tiniest of nods, holding my breath.

      “Good on you, girlie. You might survive this yet,” Ragnar said as he removed the knife.

      I exhaled as slowly and smoothly as possible, but I could feel myself trembling. The man looked as insane as Magnus, and I began to wonder if his crazy was catching, like a disease.

      The frigid air was biting against my skin, and my fear only increased the coldness inside me. I shuddered just as Ragnar’s heavy boot came down squarely in the middle of my back, pinning me to the deck of the ship and exploding the breath from my lungs. I gasped and gurgled, but I tried my best not to move. I felt as if the man were just waiting for an excuse to do something terrible to me, and I didn’t want to give him a reason. I could see nothing from where I lay, my face pressed against the pitch-stained wood, which was warm and tacky from the beating sun. It was hot and stinky; I felt I wouldn’t be able to bear it for very long, but I knew I must if I were going to make it out of this alive. Anger was beginning to build inside me at the cruelty of this man, and I found myself fantasizing of ways I could make him feel this same fear and helplessness. A stabbing pain in my heart made my breath catch as I thought about Dayna and how she would have handled this whole situation. I smiled as I heard her voice in my head, cussing like a warrior and doing everything she could to make our captor’s life hell. She had been so brave, and I’d never realized how much her bravery had bolstered my own.

      Minutes passed with nothing happening. I simply lay there, my back throbbing under Ragnar’s boot and my nostrils filled with the horrible smell of the tar used to seal the cracks in the Viking boat. The warrior muttered to himself all the while. I tried in vain to slowly and quietly turn my head so I might see something, anything, of what was happening on the beach. It was futile. The only thing I could see was Ragnar’s other boot planted firmly on the deck next to my face.

      After several more minutes of this agony, the Viking spoke suddenly. “There’s our signal,” he said sharply.

      Ragnar reached down, jerked me to my feet, and shoved me roughly to the front of the boat. The dagger had reappeared in his hand, and he pressed the flat of the blade forcefully against my neck, so hard I thought he might break my windpipe.

      Then, I saw him. I blinked several times to make sure he was real and not something my tormented mind had made up. He was still there, in all his glory—broad shoulders, powerful arms and legs, eyes that always seemed to see into my soul. Torben was alive. For the first time since Dayna and Hilda had been killed, I could breathe. My heart was pounding as though it was trying to beat straight out of my chest to get closer to the man who held it in the palm of his hands. Torben stood face-to-face with Magnus on the beach, sword in hand.

      I wanted to run, to fight, to throw myself overboard and swim to shore. I wanted to do something, anything, to break free and get to him, but I knew I was trapped. Much to my surprise, I growled like a wild animal caught in a snare.

      “Time’s up,” Ragnar barked after a few seconds.

      He threw me roughly back toward the open hatch leading down to the hold. I gasped as I lost my balance and went tumbling straight into the opening. I wished my catlike reflexes had taken over and I’d gracefully caught myself, pirouetting down the steps to land lightly on my feet. Unfortunately, my reflexes, catlike or otherwise, decided at that moment they had better places to be. It didn’t help that my hands were tied so I couldn’t use them to break my fall or catch my balance. I went head-over-heels down the steps, banging knees, elbows, arms, and shoulders as I ricocheted my way to the bottom, finally smacking my head on the bottom step, where I finally came to a stop.

      “Whoopsie,” I heard Ragnar say from above deck, followed by sinister laughter.

      The pain was blinding. I couldn’t move for several seconds, and I feared every bone in my body was broken. “Don’t pass out, don’t pass out,” I muttered under my breath as I tried to regain my bearings. After a few moments, I tried moving my extremities. Muscles screamed in protest, but they still seemed to respond appropriately. I winced as I brought my tied hands up to my head and felt the spot that had connected with the unyielding step. Already, a knot was forming there. Lacking the strength to crawl, I slithered like a snake off the steps and then slowly and painfully wiggled until I had flipped myself over onto my back. As I lay there on my back at the bottom of the steps, I could see through the hatch to the open air above me. White fluffy clouds rolled past in a bright blue sky. I could see no sign of Ragnar, but I could hear him above, walking around and muttering to himself.

      I should just lie here. Just lie here and watch the clouds roll by. It’s so peaceful. It hurts too much to move, anyway. I could just close my eyes. A little rest, that’s what I need.

      But Torben is alive, you dunce! I screamed at myself. You can’t just lie down and die.

      I was right. And apparently, the bump on my head had done more damage than I’d realized because I was talking to myself as if I were another person.

      The world started becoming dark and fuzzy around the edges. Vaguely, I knew I was losing consciousness, despite telling myself not to. Then, something broke inside me. In my mind, I pictured Dayna being stabbed and then violated by Magnus’ men. And then I saw her lifeless body lying at Gisele’s feet. Hilda—cutting our hands and mixing our blood for a reason I didn’t yet understand. Thomas—risking everything to try to save me. Magnus, with his cruel eyes staring at me, licking his lips with desire and lust. Calder—his disgusting, dirty hands touching and twisting my hair. Taking something that should have been an intimacy between only Torben and me, making it feel dirty and vile. I pictured my father and mother’s faces as Magnus picked me up and fled my father’s throne room. Then—Torben. I saw the future he’d spoken about. The Nordic clans, strong and united under his rule. I saw a nation of peace and prosperity with me by his side. I wanted that future. I hated I couldn’t share it with Hilda and Dayna, but my sister would not want me to curl up in a ball and die. And Hilda’s death would have been in vain if I did not fight against our enemies. I couldn’t give up now. Whatever was happening on the beach, I couldn’t let Torben give in to Magnus’ demands. He needed to know I was ready to fight for him—to fight for us.

      The thoughts kindled a fire in my belly. I was Allete Auvray. I was an English princess and the foreign bride prophesized for Clan Hakon. I would not stand down. Would not bow to another. I would not be a man’s property, nor would I be defeated. The prophecy would be fulfilled.

      Thought my hands were tied, they hadn’t put them behind my back, so I was able to grab the gag around my mouth and yank it. It took a few tries, but I finally loosened it enough to pull the cloth down around my neck. I managed to get my legs untied, though not without damaging my fingernails in the process, then ground my teeth and forced myself up to my knees. Every bone, joint, and muscle screamed in protest as I rose to my feet. Swaying, I reached out and leaned against the wall for support. Surveying my surroundings, I searched for anything that could be used as a weapon. The hold was mostly empty, just a bench and a few crates lining the walls. I cursed but started peering behind the crates, hoping to discover anything at all that might help me. Then I saw it, a short, old, rusty, iron pry bar resting against the wall in the corner. I imagined it was something they used to open crates after they’d been nailed shut. A grin, maniacal no doubt, spread across my lips. I’d never considered myself a bloodthirsty person, but I’d come to realize that every person has their limit. Every person has a point at which they say, ‘No more.’ My limit had been reached, and I had no doubt in my mind that I would swing the bar with the intent to kill and not bat an eye. I picked up my weapon, gripping it with both hands. It was heavy, but manageable—exactly what I needed.

      I took a deep, painful, shuddering breath and began making my way back to the stairs. Slowly, silently, I crept up them, holding my breath against the squeak of any loose boards. My luck held; no sound betrayed me. Just before I reached the level where my head would appear out of the hatch, I paused, steeling myself and saying a silent prayer. It was now or never. I held my breath and fought the urge to rush out of the hold and spring upon my captor while issuing a primal war cry. Though I wanted to take out all the frustrations of the past several weeks in one violent, glorious attack, I knew that would be folly. Ragnar would hear me and overpower me. I had to surprise him if I was to have any chance.

      Instead, very calmly and quietly, I took another step up the stairs, and then another. I saw the Viking standing at the rail of the ship, looking out over the water toward the beach. His back was to me. Another silent step brought me onto the deck of the ship. I took one more step and raised the bar above my head, judging the distance between us. I hesitated. I knew if my aim wasn’t true I was done for. With a deep breath, I gripped the bar as tightly as I could and swung.

      Just as the bar came whooshing through the air, an explosion rang out on the beach, causing the ship to shudder.

      “What the hell?”

      Ragnar leaned forward over the railing to see about the commotion, and my bar landed, not on the back of the man’s head as I’d intended, but squarely in the middle of his back. He let out a yell and spun around, fury in his eyes.

      “You bitch!” he spat. “You stupid, stupid, bitch!”

      Still brandishing the pry bar, I held it out in front of me in a vain attempt to protect myself, though it might as well have been a dead goose for all the good it did me. Ragnar let out a roar and lunged. The force of his huge body overwhelmed me, and I fell beneath him. Had I not recently fallen down a flight of steps, I might have tried to dodge out of his way. As it was, I simply crumpled. As I fell, the iron bar clattered across the deck somewhere well out of reach, not that I would have been able to defend myself with it, anyway.

      Ragnar’s strong hands clamped around my throat and squeezed. My airway was immediately cut off. The pain was immense; it felt like my windpipe was being crushed. I could feel my face turning purple and my eyes bulging as Ragnar steadily cursed me, spittle flying from his lips and flecking my face. The clouds and the beautiful, bright-blue sky I had noticed earlier were blotted out by his terrible, contorted face.

      This was it. Ragnar’s face was the last thing I would see on this earth. So much for my iron will and mental toughness. There would be no prophecy. There would be no Torben. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying my best to picture Torben’s handsome face. I wanted that to be the last thing I saw.

      The world began to fade for the second time in the span of a few minutes. Then, without warning, the man shuddered, his eyes went wide, and his grip on my throat slackened. I sputtered and choked as sweet, life-giving air flowed back into my lungs, burning as it entered. It was a welcome burn; I savored it because it meant I was alive.

      Ragnar was still staring into my eyes, and I saw complete and utter shock there. He opened his mouth as if to say something to me, and then, without warning, a stream of blood splattered from it onto my face. I tried to scream, but my voice was hoarse and my throat burned like fire where Ragnar had squeezed it. The Viking collapsed, his full weight landing directly on top of me, pinning me again to the wooden deck. Once more, the air was forced from my lungs.

      What in the bloody hell? I thought. Is there no end to the damage my body will take? I thought I might suffocate at any second, but mercifully, Ragnar’s body was quickly rolled off me and I found myself looking up at yet another fierce Viking warrior.

      “Are you okay?” I thought I heard the man say, though it felt as if the words were coming from the inside of a barrel. I merely stared at him. “Allete, Allete, are you okay?” he asked again.

      The warrior appeared on the verge of panicking, so I forced myself to nod.

      “Good,” he said as he let out the breath he must have been holding. “Just relax. Wait one second, and I’ll help you up. Don’t move.”

      He sprang up and grabbed a long weapon that had been tucked against the gunwale of the ship. It had a long wooden handle with an axe blade bearing a sharp point at the end. I hadn’t noticed it before. If I had, I might’ve used it to run Ragnar through and saved myself a lot of trouble. The man tied a white cloth to the end of the weapon and held it high in the air, swinging it back and forth. It appeared as if he were signaling someone on land. Torben, maybe? Was this man a friend? He must be if he saved me from Ragnar. Turning my attention back to my surroundings, I saw Ragnar lying next to me. A short sword protruded from my attacker’s side, and his eyes were lifeless. A large pool of blood was forming beneath him, some of it running along the deck of the ship. I really wanted to get up and move away from the dead body, but I wasn’t sure if I could stand on my own without falling right back down. Knowing my luck, I’d land face-first right on top of Ragnar.

      “That should do it,” my rescuer said. After he put down the weapon, he knelt beside me. It was then I noticed he was soaking wet. He had to be freezing. Though winter was not here, the fall air was cool enough that a dip in the ocean would be extremely ill-advised.

      “What is going on?” I asked. My mind was still a bit foggy from being oxygen deprived for so long.

      “I’m Rush,” the man said, “of Clan Hakon. Torben is my jarl.”

      “Torben is not yet a jarl,” I said, confused.

      “Maybe you should take a look at what is happening on the beach,” he replied and extended his hand.
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        A cowardly man thinks he will ever live, if warfare he avoids;

        But old age will give him no peace, though spears may spare him.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      A few hundred yards down the beach, smoke rose in a pillar from where Thomas had set off the gunpowder I’d given him earlier. The shock of the explosion had shaken the beach, and now everyone faced that direction. Several of Magnus’ men made as if to run toward the noise.

      Now came the most crucial part of the plan. It all depended upon Rush. I had to keep Magnus from making a move before I knew Allete was safe. Once Rush gave the signal, Magnus’ reign as jarl of Clan Hakon would be over for good.

      “Hold!” Magnus yelled to his men before turning back around to face me. The fear in the man’s eyes when he turned back to me and found the point of my sword at his throat filled me with a sense of sick satisfaction. The time I’d long waited for had finally come, though I’d never envisioned it happening like this. I wasn’t sure what I’d imagined—a public challenge in the middle of the clan meeting circle, I guessed. Regardless, either Magnus or myself would not leave this beach alive.

      I didn’t take my eyes off Magnus, but I felt Brant step away from me. This was my fight, and he knew it. If the clan was to follow me, I had to beat Magnus on my own. Brant wouldn’t interfere, even if it meant he had to watch his best friend get cut down. He wouldn’t get involved, but he would also do his best to make sure none of Magnus’ men got involved, either, and the thought of him watching my back gave me a measure of comfort.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Magnus nearly bellowed as he quickly regained his composure. “Do you have a death wish?”

      “I do not,” I answered. “Neither do I wish to see my clan die under the rule of a madman who puts himself above his people. And I think all of Clan Hakon feels the same.”

      “Oh, do they?” he sneered. “You hear that, boys?” Magnus shouted to the warriors standing around him. “Torben here doesn’t think I’m fit to rule. Does that mean you are challenging me for Clan Hakon?”

      “It does,” I answered. “Your reign is over. As is our custom, I offer you the opportunity to step aside without bloodshed. Otherwise, the fight is to the death.”

      I took a step back and lowered my sword. Though I was filled with hatred for the man and wanted to stab him through the heart before he said another word, I wouldn’t cut him down without an offer of mercy. That wasn’t our way. Despite everything that had happened and how I felt about him personally, I had to show my clan that we were no longer savages. We no longer killed and maimed without purpose. We would fight to the death to defend our clan, but we no longer harmed innocents.

      “You don’t understand, Torben,” he said. “You never have. I am Clan Hakon. These men behind me? They are Clan Hakon, not that pathetic rabble of women and children you’re trying to protect. Clan Hakon is strong, and they are strong because of me!” he yelled, banging his fist against his chest.

      “No, you don’t understand,” I growled at him. “Clan Hakon is strong in spite of you. Clan Hakon is strong because of its people. We are strong because of the shieldmaidens who protect our village while we are off on your foolish raids. We are strong because of the wisdom of our honored elders, those men and women who can no longer take care of themselves, but who’ve made us the clan we are today and still guide us when necessary. We are strong because of our clan’s young ones, who are learning every day how to be strong men and women of Clan Hakon. Those young men who are learning how to treat their females with love and respect, protecting and providing for them. Those young women who are learning how to be caring mothers and suitable helpmates for their men. They are the indispensable bond that holds our families together. Our clan members give strength to their leader, not the other way around. The jarl should be one who serves the clan, not one who demands to be served as you have done.”

      “Pretty words, Torben. But that’s all they are—words. Clan Hakon will always follow action. It will always follow strength.”

      “They will follow the one who is worthy, as they always have.”

      “And you think you’re that man?” Magnus challenged.

      “It doesn’t matter what I think,” I replied. “It matters what they think.” I gestured at the men and women behind me on the beach. Magnus stared past my shoulder at his former clanmates. I could see the hesitation in his eyes. Then I saw something else. Past Magnus, standing on the deck of the longship, I saw the signal I’d been waiting for. Rush was waiving a white cloth attached to the end of a long polearm.

      “I’ll ask you one last time, Magnus. Will you step aside?”

      “I’m done playing games, Torben. Stand down now, or I’ll give my man the signal and that longboat sails away.” Magnus again raised his hand high in the air.

      “No, you won’t. Take a look.” I grinned as I pointed my sword past him.

      Slowly, he took a step backward and glanced over his shoulder just in time to see Rush pitch Ragnar over the gunwale of the ship. His lifeless form splashed into the water.

      “You coward!” Magnus charged at me, swinging his axe wildly. I stepped aside, dodging the blade easily. He spun in a flash, though, and I was forced to duck low to keep my head. I brought my sword around in a counterstrike, and Magnus held the axe up just in time to block my blade. Steel met steel in a vibrating clang that shook my arm all the way up to my shoulder.

      “You cannot beat me,” Magnus roared, pulling his axe back and swinging it once again at my head. Again, I stepped aside, but this time I didn’t counter. I merely circled him. I knew the longer the fight lasted, the better chance I’d have to defeat him. Magnus was larger than me, he had the advantage of reach, and his axe was longer than my sword. I wanted to cross weapons with him as little as possible. There was a good chance my sword might shatter under the impact if that very large man swinging a very large weapon blocked my strikes too many times. Neither of us wore armor, and our leather jerkins would offer no protection. One solid blow from either of our weapons in a vital spot would end the battle.

      “I’ve already beaten you,” I said. “You just don’t know it yet.”

      “You’re too confident, Torben. You forget that I trained you. I know your moves before you make them.” He twirled the axe deftly in his hands and shifted his weight from side to side. Despite his bulk, the man was incredibly agile.

      “Perhaps,” I replied, continuing to circle him, “but you’ve grown lazy. My men and I train harder than ever, while you sit comfortably in your hall, drinking and womanizing.”

      “I will show you how lazy I am,” he said, charging one again. Again, I dodged without countering. Magnus roared in frustration and redoubled his attack. This time, I was forced to block his blade with my sword. We became a whirlwind of limbs and blades as we swung, feinted, and parried each other’s attacks. The bright sun glinted off our weapons and sweat poured from both of our faces as we fought for our lives, neither of us able to gain an advantage. I could feel the surrounding warriors holding their collective breath, waiting to see who would be victorious. Would they have a new jarl, or would they continue under Magnus’ reign of madness?

      Magnus pressed forward with a particularly strong frontal attack. He was trying to use his size and strength to overwhelm me. I parried as best I could but was forced backward. A second too late, I realized there was a large wooden beam behind me, a blackened piece of timber left over from the ships Cathal had burned. My heel caught the wood, and I toppled backward. Magnus sensed his opportunity and leapt, bring the axe down from overhead. His shadow blocked out the sun as the axe head came swinging down at me.

      Rolling away as fast as I could, I expected to feel the thud of the blade landing in the middle of my back, but the axe whizzed past me and landed in the sand where I’d been a second before. I scrambled to my feet, grinning at Magnus to mask my own fear. That was close. I couldn’t afford to be that careless again.

      I dimly noticed in my peripheral vision that my warriors had crept from their defensive places of shelter and stood next to Magnus’ men. They were all watching with bated breath, anxiously awaiting the outcome. The sight of my clansmen and women gave me strength. This was how a clan should stand—united. Magnus had splintered us with his tyrannical leadership. I would bring us back together. It was time to press the attack.

      I rushed at Magnus as he pulled his axe out of the sand, but he blocked just in time, stopping my blade inches from his face. Then he did something unexpected. In a flash, he dropped his axe and grabbed me in a huge bear hug, pinning my arms at my side. I tried my best to break free, but he was too strong. My sword was useless, pinned against my side.

      “You aren’t strong enough,” he snarled at me.

      I only grunted in reply. He was trying to crush the life out of me, and it was working. He pushed me backward, attempting to take me to the ground. There his sheer size and weight would certainly give him the advantage. My first instinct was to try and kick out with my legs. If I could connect with something soft, it might break his hold. But I’d been in enough grapples to know that was a fool’s errand. If I tried to kick him, it would unbalance me, leaving me precariously perched on only one leg. That would inevitably lead to him toppling me and landing on top of my body. Then the fight would be all but over. Instead, I utilized the last weapon that was left to me. I pulled back as far as I could and then brought my head swiftly to his, connecting my forehead with his nose. The effect was instantaneous. There was a sickening crunch, and blood spurted from his nose. He loosened his hold just enough for me to break free. I pushed him away and backed up, sucking in life-giving air.

      Now we stood a few feet apart, his axe lying on the ground between us. We moved toward each other instantaneously. I swung my sword, trying to take advantage of his momentary defenselessness, but he dove for the axe, narrowly ducking my sword strike. He hit the ground, snatching up the weapon and rolling out of harm’s way. I had to admit, I was impressed he could still move so nimbly.

      I didn’t give him time to rest. I pressed my attack again, resisting the urge to swing wildly. I knew better than anyone that efficiency and precision were needed in battle, not reckless attacks that would lead to fatal mistakes. Blood poured from Magnus’ broken nose, but no pain registered on his face.

      Again, and again, axe met sword and sword met axe as we struck and parried, struck and parried, neither of us gaining an advantage. The battle was exhausting. My arms were growing weary. I was sucking in huge gulps of air as I fought to stay focused. One lapse of concentration could spell my doom. Magnus was faring no better. I could see he was tiring as well, but each time I thought his defenses might break, he fought me off. I was certain by now he would have tired enough to make a fatal mistake, but still he fought effectively. I had no idea how long we’d been dueling, but it felt like hours. The crowd around us was silent, except for the occasional gasp when one of us seemed about to finish the battle.

      We paused for a moment, sizing up one another, each catching our breath and trying to spot a weakness in the other’s defenses. The respite didn’t last long. Simultaneously, we swung at one another again. Our blades met, and then, with a sickening crunch, my worst fear was realized. The sword shattered, breaking apart and falling to the ground, leaving me holding nothing but the hilt. The blade simply wasn’t strong enough to withstand repeated blows from the heavier steel of the axe. I stepped away quickly, staring down at my weapon, which was now just a handle. Then I heard Magnus laughing.

      “It is over, Torben. Yield, and your death will be swift.”

      I laughed back at him. “My days of service to you have passed. I will never yield to you again.”

      “You always were too dumb to know when you were beaten,” he said, advancing. “Have it your way.” He lunged forward and swung the axe. I dodged out of the way, narrowly avoiding having my arm taken off. He swung again and again, and I continued to dodge, but I knew my time was short. I wouldn’t be able to run forever. Eventually, without a weapon to defend myself, he would get close enough to catch me with his blade.

      On and on this dance went, an attack by Magnus, a dodge by me. I could feel the tension in the warriors surrounding us. They were no longer watching a battle for leadership of the clan; they were watching the inevitable demise of their former clanmate at the hands of their vicious jarl. Clan law forbade anyone from intervening to help me. They couldn’t even offer me a replacement sword. To them, the fact that my sword had broken was simply the gods’ way of choosing Magnus as leader over me.

      I searched the ground for anything I might use as a weapon. I had an idea, but it was desperate. It would take perfect timing and a serious amount of luck. I feigned exhaustion, which wasn’t much of a feint at this point. If this battle went on much longer, I would collapse where I stood. I slowed my movements, letting the axe get closer and closer to me before I dodged. I could see on Magnus’ face my actions were having the desired effect. He was grinning now, stalking me like a mountain lion. He knew he’d won. Now he was just savoring the victory. Still though, try as he might to catch me with his axe, I was always just out of reach.

      “What’s the matter, Magnus? Can’t even finish off a defenseless man?” I taunted.

      “I can finish you whenever I wish,” he said, attacking again.

      “Do it, then. Finish me,” I said, dodging out of his way. I stepped a few paces to my left, forcing him to spin slightly to keep me in view.

      “It’s just a matter of time, now, boy,” he said.

      “Have you figured out yet why you can’t sleep?” I asked.

      This gave him pause, and he looked at me, curious. “What are you talking about?”

      “The visions, the nightmares. I know you have them. Yet, you still have no clue?”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” he sputtered, attacking again, but this time more clumsily. I dodged easily, edging to my left, causing him to turn a little more.

      “Oh, but I do,” I said. “And I know why you are tormented. It’s not just a curse of the gods.”

      “Shut up!” he barked.

      “No, the cause of your madness is much closer to home.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, curiosity finally getting the better of him.

      “It was Hilda,” I said. “Your precious Oracle has been poisoning your mind. Slowly, over the course of years, she’s been twisting your thoughts, preparing your demise. You trusted her. All this time, you had no idea she was paving the way for her son to take over as jarl.”

      His eyes went wide as he realized the truth of my words. He ground his teeth together and his face growing redder with pure rage.

      “Too bad her plan dies with you,” he bellowed and charged, bringing the axe high over his head, thinking to cleave me in two with it.

      This time, instead of backing away and dodging, I lunged forward with all my might. Flying through the air, under his upraised arms, my shoulder connected with his solar plexus. He made an oomph sound as the wind rushed from his lungs and he flew backward, landing flat on his back. The axe fell from his hand, and I sprawled on top of him. Luckily, Magnus had fallen just where I’d wanted him to. As quickly as I could, I snatched up the large rock I had earlier seen lying on the ground. In one swift motion, I brought the rock down with all the strength I had left. It connected. Magnus’ head caved in with the force of the blow. He began to thrash and writhe, but I pinned him down with my bodyweight. I brought the rock down again, over and over. I bludgeoned him until finally, nothing was left but a red mass of pulp and bits of bone where Magnus’ skull had been. When he stopped twitching, I rolled off him, exhausted.
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        “As a woman who has been captured, had her throat slit, escaped, watched two people she loved murdered right before her eyes, been recaptured, tied up in a cell and then thrown down some stairs, I reserve the right to be indecisive about my desire to actually keep on living.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      Gripping Rush’s hand, I allowed him to pull me gently up to my feet. I swayed for a moment, but he held me steady.

      “What happened?” I asked in a trembling voice.

      “That’s a bit of a story,” Rush said. “Torben knew Magnus would try to use you to make him surrender. So, before you arrived, he sent me far down the beach. As soon as everyone was distracted by the two angry Northmen, I swam out here and waited to rescue you… more bobbed than swam, really. I hid under a piece a driftwood, my face barely above the water, and floated along until I got to the side of the boat. I’ve been waiting for the commotion Torben arranged—you heard the big boom, I’m sure. When that happened, which took bloody long enough as I was freezing my bal—” He paused, catching himself. “I mean, the water is bloody frigid. I climbed the side of the boat as quick as I could. I expected to find Magnus’ man peering down the beach, trying to figure out what was going on. I didn’t think he’d be choking the life outta ya. You must have really made him angry.”

      “I guess he didn’t appreciate being attacked from behind with an iron bar,” I said, pointing to my makeshift weapon, which was now lying harmlessly on the deck.

      “Wow, you’re either very brave or very stupid to attack an armed Northman with your hands tied like that.”

      “Just very desperate, I think.”

      “Well, I’m glad I got onboard when I did,” he said. “Here, let me cut those bonds.” After he pulled out a dagger, he sliced through the ropes securing my hands.

      “Thank you, Rush. I owe you my life.”

      “Just doing my duty, miss. Besides, I owe Torben my life several times over, so consider the debt already paid.”

      On shaky legs, I made my way over to the gunwale and took in the scene unfolding on the beach. Torben and Magnus were facing each other, Torben’s sword held at Magnus’ throat. Magnus’ warriors surrounded them. Additional warriors milled further up the beach; some had arrows nocked, trained upon Magnus’ men. Torben and Magnus were clearly discussing something, but though the sounds carried across the water, I couldn’t make out their words.

      Hearing grunting and groaning behind me, I turned in time to watch Rush hoist Ragnar’s body and pitch it over the side of the boat. The corpse splashed into the water and floated, bobbing along on the waves.

      “Didn’t need that bastard taking up valuable deck space,” Rush said, joining me at the rail. I turned back to the beach to see Torben pointing toward us. Magnus faced us, then spun back to Torben angrily. I gasped when Magnus charged Torben, swinging his axe. My heart was in my throat as the men began to fight, exchanging blows. Every time I thought one man was about to get the upper hand, the other would battle back. I held my breath each time Torben put up his sword to block Magnus’ axe, gripping the rail of the ship so hard my knuckles turned white.

      I felt helpless as I observed my future husband battling for his life. This day was bound to come, but I hadn’t really thought about what Torben’s challenge of Magnus would really mean. Intellectually, I realized they would have to fight to the death. But imagining that fight and seeing the battle play out before my eyes were two vastly different things.

      Suddenly, Torben fell backward. I stifled a screamed as Magnus leapt, swinging his axe at Torben’s prone body. Had I not been so scared, I would have cheered when Torben rolled away to safety. It was but a moment’s reprieve, though, as Torben managed to rise and charge the other man. Magnus dropped his axe and grabbed Torben, squeezing him tightly. My body was shaking all over with emotion, and I couldn’t contain the fear in my stomach. Once Torben headbutted Magnus and broke free, I let out the breath I had been holding.

      Torben and Magnus continued fighting. I was leaning over the rail, hanging on every strike, parry, and dodge the two men made. Time seemed to stand still as they battled. I felt as if I were standing on a cliff in a heavy wind. Every swing of Magnus’ axe felt like it would send me sprawling over the edge. Every thrust of Torben’s sword seemed to pull me back to safety.

      Then disaster struck when their blades met with a resounding crash. Torben’s shattered, and he was left with nothing but the hilt. Without thinking, without realizing what I was doing, I leapt over the gunwale and fell into the freezing water, determined to get to Torben. What I was going to do when I got there, I had no idea. With every kick and stroke, I prayed to the heavens he would somehow still be alive when I reached the shore. If he wasn’t, I begged to be allowed to join him wherever he was on the other side. If Torben was dead, I refused to go on without him. I would grab the first sword or dagger I could find and run myself through.

      My lungs were screaming at me not only from the exertion, but also from the cold that was quickly attempting to shut down my body. I could barely breathe as I struggled to shore, the waves crashing over my body. My arms and legs felt like jelly, but I kept moving forward. I had to get to Torben. I needed to be there for him.

      The current was too strong, and the waves were too high. I was a decent swimmer, but the water wasn’t usually this cold. Plus, I wasn’t usually dressed in so much clothing. And the previous times I’d gone swimming, I hadn’t just been beaten and thrown down a flight of stairs. My body had taken too much abuse recently. I’d nearly been strangled and knocked unconscious. My mind was fighting to keep swimming, but I had no strength left. Opening my mouth to draw in air, I got a mouthful of water instead. I spat and sputtered, fighting and kicking to keep my head above the water, but I couldn’t. To be honest, I was getting tired of staring death in the face, nearly wrapped in its peace only to be jerked back into my current hellish life. The difference this time was I truly didn’t want to die because my Viking might be alive. He had been moments ago, but then he’d fallen. I couldn’t die until I knew for sure whether he lived, but my worn-out body didn’t seem to take this desire into consideration as I slipped below the waves.

      I’m sorry, Torben. I’m sorry. I tried so hard to get to you.

      Just as my consciousness started to go black, I was roughly yanked above the surface. “I just saved you, lass. Can’t have you drowning on me now.”

      Rush. He must have jumped in after me. With some effort, he dragged me toward shore. I clung to him like the lifeline he was, crying and blubbering about Torben being dead.

      “Don’t give up hope, Allete. Torben isn’t beaten yet. Keep the faith. Hold on to my neck so I can swim properly, if you would. I’d like to die on the battlefield, not at the bottom of the ocean.”

      He swam along, easily transporting me across the waves. Finally, I felt solid ground beneath my feet, but exhaustion wouldn’t allow me to rise. Rush put my arm around his neck with his arm around my waist, pulling me to my feet and then supporting me as we struggled up the beach together. I couldn’t see for the tears in my eyes, but I searched the faces of the warriors closest to me, searching for Torben—terrified I would see his lifeless body on the ground. He was nowhere to be found, though neither was Magnus. Where were they? What had happened?

      At that moment, the warriors parted and my worst fears were realized. Torben was sprawled on the beach, his face toward the sky. It was like I’d lost my sister all over again, but worse somehow. My legs felt as though they’d been filled with stone. No matter how I urged myself forward, they wouldn’t obey. If I got closer to him and saw he truly wasn’t breathing, then it would be real.

      Instead, I just stood there, muttering a mantra of ‘no’ over and over again until it gradually changed into one shining beacon hope—change. Gasping at my own stupidity, I thought, You can change it, you moron,” as my feet began to move of their own accord.

      When I reached him, I dropped to my knees, my hands landing on his chest. I closed my eyes, trying to calm myself as I internally searched him for damage.

      “As much as I love your hands on me, Princess, I’d really rather have your lips on mine at the moment.”

      Torben’s deep voice caused my eyes to snap open. My brow furrowed as I took in his battle-weary face. “You’re alive,” I said as if informing him of a fact about which he was unaware.

      “And you’re soaking wet.”

      “You’re alive?” It sounded more like a question this time.

      “And you’re still soaking wet. Love, are we just going to lie here and point out the obvious?” he asked, a glint of humor dancing in his eyes—eyes that, moments ago, I thought I’d never see again.

      “Are you seriously being funny right now, Viking?” I growled.

      “Oh shite,” someone muttered, the low sound nonetheless catching my attention. “She’s not using his name. That’s always a bad sign.”

      Ignoring the onlookers, I focused on Torben. “I thought you were dead, you bloody brute,” I snarled, accompanying it with a punch to his chest. This set off a flurry of strikes that I punctuated with words that poured furiously from me. “I thought I was going to have to be in this gods-awful world without you. I didn’t think I’d ever see your eyes or hear your voice again. I thought I’d lost you. I thought I’d lost you.” Those last five words came out in a soft whisper as I quit hitting him, latching onto his shirt instead. Tears ran down my cheeks, blurring my vision, as I gazed at him. “I thought I was going to be alone for the rest of my life.”

      “You wouldn’t be alone,” Torben said, pressing a palm to my cheek. His huge hand covered the entire side of my face. It felt amazing, better even than that first gulp of air when I’d been without it too long. “You would have Hilda and Dayna. And the clan.”

      “Not to interrupt this touching moment, but since we’re on the topic, where in the bloody hell is Dayna?” Brant’s gruff voice penetrated the personal bubble Torben and I had been enveloped in. “And Hilda for that matter?”

      Lifting my head to eye the mountain of a man, I couldn’t make the words come, my body shaking from the adrenaline overload. Torben sat up and wrapped his arms around me, running his hand soothingly over my arm. “We can talk about all that has happened after Allete is warm and dry.”

      “Torben…” Brant practically bit out his jarl’s name.

      “It can wait a few minutes, Brant. She’s soaking wet and frozen to the bone for gods’ sake.” Torben helped me to my feet, and I hastily checked him over. Exhaustion covered him like a mantle, but I didn’t see any life-threatening wounds.

      Apparently having noticed my searching eyes, he smiled down at me. “I’m fine, Princess. Better than fine now that I have you back.”

      He pressed his lips to mine. I’d bet he meant it to be a quick kiss, but I wanted more. I’d been through hell and I wanted heaven, even if only for a moment. Rising onto my tiptoes, I wrapped my arms around his neck. Torben pressed one strong hand to my back while the other slipped under the wet hair at the nape of my neck. The warmth of his fingers pressing into my head only made me want to pull myself closer to him.

      My hands moved to cradle his face, my fingers running over his brow, down his cheek, and across his jaw. Groaning against my lips, he pulled me even tighter against his body. We were touching from thigh to thigh all the way to where our mouths danced in sync—everything moving together as if we’d done it a thousand times.

      Torben pulled back just enough to speak. He was breathing as hard as I was, and I could feel his pounding heart against my breast. His eyes roamed over my face, a crooked smile forming. “You’re even more beautiful in reality than in our dreams,” he whispered.

      His words melted my insides, but the joy was brief. “Dreams,” I murmured as the air rushed out of me. “Do you feel the bond between us?”

      He shook his head, his jaw tightening. “No. I’ve been trying to reach out to you, but it’s like it just vanished. I didn’t know if you were dead or alive.”

      “I felt the same way.”

      The sound of a throat clearing drew Torben’s attention away from me, and he nodded at someone. But instead of continuing our conversation, he began leading me up the beach.

      “I want you to get on some dry clothes,” he said, briskly rubbing his hand up and down my arm in an effort to warm me. “Then you can tell me where my mother and your sister are.”

      Clamping my lips shut, I forced a blank expression to my face. I’d have to talk about it—of course I would. Brant had to be told, and Torben and the clan deserved to know the sacrifice their Oracle had made for them.

      Half an hour later, I sat in Hilda’s small hut. It was one of the few homes that hadn’t been burned by Cathal and his demons. It was the only term that adequately described his army because only purely evil people would do what he’d done to Clan Hakon.

      The relief in Torben’s voice was evident as he explained how the torch landing in the basin of water had spared his mother’s hut the same fate as the rest. The relief wouldn’t last long. Torben, Thomas, and Brant had carried in large tree stumps to serve as makeshift chairs, one of which I sat upon now. It was just the four of us, as I had requested no one else be permitted to join us. Though Clan Hakon would need to know about Hilda, Torben had the right to know first and to be able to mourn in private.

      Tears had once again started streaming down my face. Leaning forward, Torben wiped them away. “Tell us what’s got you so upset, love.”

      My body started to tremble, and I wrapped my arms around my waist as if that could somehow hold me together. I’d managed to keep from falling completely apart on the ship, but now I just couldn’t hold it together any longer.

      Torben pulled me into his lap, his arms joining mine as he wrapped them tightly around me. After several minutes, I took a deep breath and told myself to pull it together. I needed to be strong for these men, because they were about to have their hearts broken.

      “I wasn’t sure how many days had passed since we’d been asleep in the clearing.” I glanced up at Torben. “That was the last time we saw each other in our dreams.” He nodded. “When I was pulled from the dream, I woke up to Hilda standing over me with a knife.” I continued relaying the events that had unfolded, managing to keep my voice steady even as I spoke of what Hilda had told me when she’d cut both our hands and joined our blood. As I recounted how I had begged her not to, the tears returned.

      “I swear, Torben, I tried to stop her,” I said around a sob. I kept my gaze lowered, not able meet his eyes for fear of seeing condemnation there, accusation that I should have tried harder and done more.

      I felt a finger under my chin as he lifted my head up. His eyes were as gentle as they always were with me. “You think I blame you?” He shook his head. “Princess, Hilda was a force that couldn’t be contained. You didn’t tell her what to do, and if she had her mind made up about something, you sure as hell couldn’t change it. I won’t lie—it hurts that she’s gone. But I know she did not make that decision on a whim. She knew something we do not. I trust her even as I lament her death.” He caressed my cheek, his touch a comfort I desperately needed. “We can deal more with that later. Continue with the events.”

      My eyes shifted to Brant. His lips were tight across his handsome face, eyes cold, the humor that usually danced in them completely gone. Body a rigid line, Brant’s knuckles were white from the grip his laced fingers had on each other.

      “Magnus was dragging me away, but I was fighting him as hard as I could, so he hadn’t made it far. I could still see Gisele standing over Hilda, and then she turned her attention to Dayna. She threw her hand out toward my sister, some sort of magic, I assume, and Dayna crumbled to the ground. I was wrapped around a tree, Magnus pulling at my legs, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Dayna. I needed to see her chest moving; I had to know. Then, Gisele turned to look right at me and said, ‘Two down, one to go,’ and she made a motion of slitting her throat.”

      Thomas’ legs gave out beneath him where he’d been leaning against the hut wall. The horror on his face was not something I would soon forget.

      “You just watched her kill our Oracle and your sister? You just let my Dayna die?” Brant asked through clenched teeth.

      In the next breath, my cousin was on his feet, a dagger pulled from his waist and the tip of it touching Brant’s throat. “I don’t give a damn about your feelings for my little cousin. You will speak with respect to Allete or hold your tongue.” His hand shook as anger pulsed through his body.

      Thomas’s emotions wrapped around me, and the pain I felt suddenly morphed into fury. I was filled with a rage I couldn’t begin to explain.

      Pushing out of Torben’s arms, I stood. “Your Dayna?” My breathing was fast and heavy, tone almost feral, as I grabbed the first thing I could and launched it across the room. “She wasn’t yours!” I picked up something else—not caring what it was—and threw it toward Brant. “She was mine! I was there the day she was born! I was there the first time she fell from her horse! I was there when she had her first crush,” I roared, all the while launching anything I could get my hands on at him. “If you want to be pissed off about Hilda, fine, because she was yours; she was Clan Hakon’s! But don’t you dare try to claim my sister! Don’t you dare try to act like you could possibly understand the anguish I am feeling right now! You don’t get to point your accusing finger at me. You weren’t there. She was mine.” I hit my chest over my heart over and over again as I repeated myself. “She was mine! She was mine! She. Was. Mine.” I stumbled back until I hit a wall, then slid to the floor. The fight was gone, leaving only the despair. “And now she’s gone.” My whole body trembled as I let utter desolation swallow me.

      I didn’t react when I heard movement or when Torben sat next to me. He began running his hand down my hair as though he were trying to calm an injured wild animal, but I just cried. I didn’t ask where Thomas was or even if he was okay. Everything inside me was crumbling, and I had no energy left to help my cousin hold himself together.
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        A miserable man, and ill-conditioned, sneers at everything; One thing he knows not, which he ought to know, That he is not free from faults.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      As I watched the woman I loved break down, I howled inside at my own misery. The loss of my mother, the loss of my love’s sister, and the grief in her that I could not assuage, weighed heavily upon me. How much devastation could one man handle before he broke under the pressure?

      My clan needed a leader. My most-trusted friend needed, first, his arse kicked for saying what he’d said to my woman, and second, someone to lean on because I knew he was also in pain. Thomas, well… I honestly didn’t know how to help him. He and Brant left together. I prayed to the gods that they didn’t kill each other. But all of those things could wait, because Allete came first and always would.

      Eventually, she let me pull her between my legs so that her back was pressed to my chest. Her head rested against my shoulder, and her breathing slowed. She no longer trembled, for which I was immensely grateful. It was scaring the hell out of me to see her that way. My face was buried against her neck, and with every breath, I took in her scent. I’d been without her, wondering if she would make it back to me, for so long that I didn’t want to stop touching her for fear she would disappear.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, her voice hoarse from weeping.

      “Don’t worry yourself about me, love. Let me take care of you.”

      “You need to go explain things to the clan. They’re probably wondering why in the world you kissed an Englishwoman and why you’re holed up with her alone in your mother’s hut.”

      I chuckled. “Anything they think or want to know will keep for the moment. We’ve gotten the village to a livable situation and neutralized the primary threat. I’ve been separated from you for over a month—don’t ask me to share you, and don’t settle for sharing me,” I said.

      “Still bossy, I see,” she murmured.

      “You wouldn’t want me any other way, Princess.” I pulled her closer to me, then kissed her shoulder, her neck, and the place just behind her ear. “Do you want to talk about her?”

      She was quiet for several minutes, and I began to think she wasn’t going to answer me. Then, her soft voice filled the quiet hut. “When Dayna walked into a room, she was like the sun coming up over the horizon—bright, warm, and life-giving. A room could be full of people and chatter and then in she would walk. Her voice would carry over all the rest, and you couldn’t help but smile when you saw her. I always admired her. I don’t know if I ever told her that. She always spoke her mind without worrying what others would think. I often wished I could be bold like her.”

      She took a breath and continued. “Once, when we were fifteen and thirteen summers, she talked me into going swimming down at the river. Lizzy refused to go because she might get dirty. Dayna kept saying, ‘What’s the worst that could happen, Allete? Father might lock us in our room for a few days. Who cares?’” Allete laughed, but it was soft and a little sad. “So, off we went to the river. But being the bright young girls we were, we didn’t think of taking any extra clothing to change into. Do you think that deterred my younger sister? Nope. She stripped down, naked as a newly born babe, and walked straight into the river.”

      “She wasn’t ever shy, was she?” I asked.

      “Not even a little bit,” Allete said, and I heard the smile in her voice. “She finally convinced me to do the same, and, like the fool I became whenever I was with her, I stripped down and joined her in the freezing water. Oh, did I mention it was November?”

      My head fell back against the hut wall as I laughed. “Why in all Valhalla would she want to take a naked dip in a river at the brink of winter?”

      “She said it would be a memory we could think back on and laugh at.” Her voice wavered, but she took a deep breath and soldiered on. “Dayna loved to make memories. I used to tell her she was just using that as an excuse to do outlandish things. She told me she was killing two birds with one stone. Without her, there is something missing inside me, Torben.”

      Allete’s hand latched onto the arm I had wrapped around her waist, and she held me tightly, as if she was worried I would leave her, too. That would never happen.

      “Because there is something missing, my love. Death leaves a hole in us. It takes a piece of our soul that was owned by the person we loved and lost.”

      “Does the hole ever fill?” she asked.

      “I think you can fill it up. You can fill it with those memories you have of her. It won’t remove the ache, but it will soothe it over time.”

      We sat there in silence, and I simply held her. There was nowhere else I wanted to be than wherever she was.

      “I’m so sorry about your mom,” Allete said sometime later.

      It was dark outside, but the full moon was bright, shining enough light for us to see out over the village. There was a large fire burning down in the middle of the village, and the clan had gathered. I could hear their chatter and laughter, and it lightened my heart just a bit.

      “She will be missed,” I said. “But she lived a long life, and I’ve no doubt she is at peace now that she is no longer in Magnus’ service.”

      “How will your clan take it?”

      “Our clan,” I corrected. “They will mourn her, but then we will celebrate her life and the service that she gave Clan Hakon. Hilda would not want us to be sad over her death. She would want us to rejoice that she is in Valhalla and that she was able to die a warrior’s death. She sacrificed herself for the love of her people, myself, and you. That is something to celebrate.”

      “I’m just sad,” she whispered.

      “I know, my love, I know.”

      Allete fell asleep in my arms, and I carefully picked her up and carried her down to the small tent I was using as my temporary home. I placed her on a thick pad of furs and covered her up to keep the fall chill away. When I stepped out of the tent opening, Thomas was standing a few feet away.

      “I need to find Brant,” I said. “Will you stay with her so she doesn’t wake up alone if I am not back?”

      Thomas nodded. “Of course.” He paused before entering the tent. “Oh, by the way, Brant is down by the river. I asked Siv and Delvin to make sure he didn’t drown himself.”

      “Thank you for that.” As I walked through the village, I nodded to those who acknowledged me, but I didn’t stop to talk. It was obvious the clan had noticed Brant’s anger because a few of them pointed to the river and murmured ‘good luck.’

      I found him sitting on a fallen tree trunk, the roots having been uncovered and weakened by the running water over time. His large shoulders were slumped, and his elbows rested on his knees. His hands were clasped together as he stared into the dark water.

      “I owe your woman an apology,” Brant said as I took a seat beside him on the trunk.

      “Aye.”

      “I owe you one as well.”

      I shook my head. “No. I understand your anger. Your aim was misplaced, but I understood your motives. Had it been Allete, I would have felt the same way.”

      Brant sighed. “I know it wasn’t Allete’s fault. She couldn’t have done anything more than she did. She fought, but sometimes your opponent is just too strong.”

      “I want you to know that this witch will not go unpunished,” I said. “She will be brought to justice.”

      “For Hilda,” Brant said, “but not Dayna.”

      I frowned. “Why not Dayna?”

      “Because she is not dead.”

      “Brant, Allete saw—”

      “She saw a spell strike her sister,” he said, interrupting me, “and the girl fall to the ground. She cannot know if the spell was meant to incapacitate or kill, or if it struck true, or even what effect it might have had. Magic is unpredictable. Some may have strong defenses against it, and a chest can rise and fall so shallowly that from a distance it might appear still. You know this—we’ve seen it on the battlefield when checking for survivors.”

      He was right, but at the same time, I didn’t want to give him false hope. What reason would Gisele have for keeping Dayna alive? Perhaps for her blood? Or maybe she intended to ransom her to King Albric. I dismissed that idea because witches didn’t care about money as much as they did blood and power. It was the blood of animals and humans that fueled their dark spells, not coin.

      “I’m telling you, Torben, she’s not dead,” Brant pressed.

      His voice was filled with conviction, and his eyes lit with determination. I knew I wasn’t going to like what he said next.

      “I’m going after her. With or without you. I know you’re my jarl, but I won’t leave her in the hands of that witch. And then I’m going after Calder for employing a dark witch and thinking he could keep our women. He doesn’t deserve to be a jarl, and his clan needs to be culled. We cannot have Northmen clans that behave in such a way. Not if we plan on changing our ways as your mother instructed.”

      I didn’t respond immediately, though I was initially inclined to disagree. I thought Dayna was dead, and I was hesitant to put more warriors in harm’s way to retrieve her body. But then I put myself in Brant’s shoes. I imagined Dayna had been the one to show up with Magnus and report that it was Allete who had fallen. The thought made me sick, but it also made me realize I would feel the same way in his situation. I wouldn’t believe Allete was dead until I held her still body in my own arms.

      “You will not go alone, brother,” I said, “but we shall go forth in strength and wisdom. Too long, this clan has followed a fool who rushed headlong into danger unnecessarily. There are things we must do first, things that will strengthen our clan, which is in desperate need of strength in this hopeless hour. I ask you now to put aside your own agenda for a time to serve your clan. Then, I vow I shall not rest until we have found your woman.”

      Brant looked at me. “Does this strengthening of the clan have anything to do with making that English princess your bride?”

      “It does. And I’ve got to tell the clan about Hilda and her prophecy, so they understand why I’m taking an Englishwoman and not a Norsewoman as my bride.”

      “How do you think they’ll take it?” Brant asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t really care if they like it. I am their jarl, and everything I do is for the best interest of this clan. I believe I have proven that. They can trust me and accept her, or someone can challenge me for jarl. But I will not give up Allete because of any prejudice our clan has had in the past. Times are changing, and we have to change with them if we want to survive.”

      Brant and I sat for a time without speaking. Though the air was calm and the evening peaceful, neither Brant nor I felt any peace. I had Allete back, and for that, I was thankful. I no longer felt as though I couldn’t breathe. It was a victory, as was the successful challenge to Magnus of the jarlship. But I knew I couldn’t rest in those victories. More foes awaited me. Additional justice needed to be served.

      As the sun broke over the horizon, however, I felt a small twinge of hope. Perhaps it was Brant’s dogged insistence that she was alive, but I, too, began to hope, however faintly, that Allete’s sister still drew breath. I also felt hope that our clan would accept the changes my mother foretold for us. I hoped our people could work together with the English king to bring Cathal to justice. If that happened, then my mother’s death would not have been in vain.

      Brant squeezed my shoulder as he stood. “I believe I have a princess to grovel before, you have a proposal to make, and we both have a clan that needs to know its future. It’s a new day, brother. Let’s not waste it sitting idle.”

      I was glad to see my second-in-command in better control, but I was also still worried. I could see the hunger in Brant’s eyes. It was the same expression I always saw there just before battle. He truly believed with all his heart Dayna was alive. I hoped he was right, but I feared the repercussions if he was wrong. How would the warrior handle that blow a second time?

      The village was quiet as we made our way back to the center. Many of my people had stayed up late to celebrate the end of Magnus’ reign. Now, they were no doubt sleeping off the aftereffects of the celebration. Thomas was sitting with his back against the tent post where I’d left him, his head dropped forward on his chest and his eyes closed.

      “Should we wake him?” Brant asked.

      I shook my head. “Let him rest.” We passed him quietly and went into the tent, my eyes finding Allete immediately. She was lying on her side. The furs still covered her, but she was no longer asleep. A small smile lifted her lips when she saw me, though her eyes remained sad. When her gaze shifted to Brant, she started to sit up.

      Brant stepped forward and held up a hand. “Don’t get up, Princess.” He knelt a foot from the pallet of furs, his large form surprisingly graceful, and bowed his head. “I am not a man who typically disrespects a woman. I learned long ago just how precious the opposite sex is, and any man would be a fool to spurn them. Yesterday, I let my anger and pain overtake my good sense and my heart. I owe you an apology. I will not disrespect you again; not as woman, not as the sister of the one I love, and not as our queen.” He continued to kneel, his head bowed as he awaited Allete’s response. Regardless of whether or not she forgave him, I knew Brant would respect and protect her with his life.

      “I do not hold your grief against you, Brant,” Allete said softly. “My own grief and anger were taken out on a hut that didn’t deserve it. Everyone responds differently to sorrow and loss. I appreciate your apology, and if you think you need my forgiveness then you have it. But I’ve received no slight. So that you and I understand each other, I would have you know that I feel you would have been a worthy husband for my sister.”

      “Thank you, Allete,” Brant said as he stood. He took my forearm and grasped it with a firm shake. “Take care of your business, Jarl, so you can get down to business.” He waggled his eyebrows at me and grinned when Allete laughed.

      I hoped he could read in my expression how much it meant to me that he gave her that moment of joy, no matter how small it was.

      “How are you?” I asked her once we were alone. “Did you get any rest?”

      “A little,” she said. “I think I’m just sort of numb at the moment. I feel like if I don’t think about it, then maybe it didn’t really happen. I know that’s silly—”

      I shook my head, cutting off her words, and moved to sit next to her. “It’s not silly, Princess. You just told Brant that everyone deals with their sorrow differently. Maybe this is just how you need to deal with it.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out as she leaned against my shoulder. “Magnus is dead.”

      “Aye.”

      “And you’re the jarl of Clan Hakon now.”

      “Aye.”

      “What happens next?”

      “There will be a formal ceremony to mark my ascension as the new jarl,” I said, “and then I will need to inform the clan about Hilda and the prophecy.”

      “Will I need to be present?” Her voice was hesitant. I could tell she was anxious about the clan’s reaction.

      “Not if you don’t want to be.” I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her closer into me.

      “But?” she asked.

      “But having you with me when I tell them about Hilda, her death, and the prophecy, would give us the opportunity for the clan to see your healing ability and to see us together. We’ve never had anyone that wasn’t a Norsewoman marry into our clan.”

      “They will not want me as the wife of their jarl.” It was not a question.

      I considered my words carefully before responding. “They may resist you, but it will not be personal. Once they get to know you, they’ll love and respect you just as I do. But they must first overcome their prejudice against outsiders. It is a belief that has been taught in our clan for generations.”

      Allete nodded. “It’s sad that we teach our people to be distrustful of another group of people simply because they do not come from the same place or background as ourselves. My own people are guilty of it as well.”

      “Then perhaps our union can be a catalyst for change. We can teach our clan and our children that every man or woman should be judged on their character, their words, and their deeds, not simply where they come from.”

      “Our children?” she said, her voice full of question.

      I glanced down at her face and grinned when I saw her pink cheeks. I couldn’t help but tease her. I’d do anything to keep her from her grief. “Ach, woman, don’t tell me you haven’t been dreaming of getting me into your bed to corrupt me.”

      She buried her face in my chest as she laughed. “What gave me away?” she said, her voice muffled against my clothes.

      “You undress me with your eyes every time you gaze upon me. I feel positively violated.”

      Allete pushed at my chest as she pulled back, her smile a little wider than it had been. “I’m sure you do,” she said dryly.

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind if it puts a smile on your face,” I teased, enjoying how easy it was between us. It had been this way since we met, this natural, comfortable banter. I had missed it just as much as I’d missed her physical form. The beginnings of the day could be heard outside the tent, and I knew I wouldn’t have much longer before I needed to go and deal with the day.

      “I know you’ve got duties, Torben,” she said softly. “I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl.”

      “I’ll send food for you, and Rainah to help you take care of any needs,” I told her as I pressed a kiss to her forehead before standing.

      “Who’s Rainah?”

      “She’s one of the clan women who lost her husband and child. She’s not a warrior, and she needs something to distract her while she mourns her loss.”

      Allete’s eyes softened. “I can’t imagine how hard it must be for her.”

      “I think you can,” I said gently.

      She nodded. “Well, send her my way. She can point me in the direction of where to get bathing water and privacy.”

      I left the tent in search of Rainah, hoping she and Allete would be able to bond. I wasn’t a fool. Allete was going to need more than me as a friend, and the sooner she got her legs underneath her, the more secure she would feel.

      A quarter of an hour later, I’d gathered my closest six men and Thomas. As we walked to the river for a private meeting, I saw Freya already had the shieldmaidens working in the training yard, and she’d recruited half a dozen of the women who’d lost husbands to join her forces.

      “We need at least half of the remaining men to learn to fight,” Brant said, sitting on the same tree trunk we’d sat on the night before.

      “I agree,” I said.

      “That means we are going to have to leave some of us here,” he added, narrowing his eyes on her.

      The others heads volleyed back and forth between Brant and me.

      “What’s he talking about?” Amund finally asked.

      I let out a sigh and brought my men up to speed on everything that Allete had told us.

      “But Dayna’s alive?” Siv asked as he turned to look at Brant.

      “Yes.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” I said at the same time.

      “Which is it?” Rush asked.

      “She’s alive,” Brant rumbled.

      Thomas was pacing, and I couldn’t get a read on his thoughts. His face was blank, emotionless, so unlike the man I’d grown to know over the past month.

      “Regardless,” I said, “before we can go after the witch, there are other things that need to happen. Tonight, I’m planning to propose to Allete. Tomorrow we will address the clan.”

      “Does my cousin know this?” Thomas asked, the smirk I was used to twisting his lips.

      “Sort of.”

      All the men laughed.

      “So that means no,” Delvin said.

      I waved them all off. “I’ll worry about whether Allete is going to marry me, you lot just do what I ask.”

      With that taken care of, I went in search of Freya to check her progress with the shieldmaidens. She waved as I walked up.

      “How do they look?” I asked her.

      She leaned on her sword hilt as the tip pressed into the earth. “They’re a shoddy bunch, but I’ll have them in fighting shape in no time.”

      “Run them through some practices,” I said.

      She shouted out several commands, and the thirteen women snapped into attention and then began to work through a specific set of sword maneuvers. They moved relatively well together, staying mostly in sync, showing only a few hitches in their coordinated attacks. I pointed out a couple of spots where weaknesses in their movements would leave a warrior open to injury. Freya took the critique in stride, and I was impressed with her ability to take my correction without getting offended.

      “You’ve done well, Freya,” I said after an hour of working with the shieldmaidens.

      “Thank you, Jarl. I did learn from the best,” she said with a smirk.

      I bowed slightly. “So, I have only myself to blame for any failing I find?”

      “Exactly,” she agreed.

      As we were talking, some of the men wandered over, and before I knew it, a mock battle had begun. Freya and I shouted orders, instructing as the battle continued. I had to admit, we worked well together. My training with her and the other shieldmaidens had been limited in the past because, though it was uncommon among most Northmen, Magnus viewed women as less important beings. I was beginning to realize we’d been ignoring a powerful asset to our clan.

      The sun was starting to set by the time I made it to the river to clean off the dust and dirt I’d accumulated during the training session. I was anxious to see Allete. I’d not taken a break to check on her all day. I probably could have at some point, but I felt she needed some time to process the past few days.

      I was waist-deep in the cold water when I heard a splash behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Freya entering the river about ten feet away. Though she was naked, I took no note of her and went back to my own bathing. Warriors of my clan, both male and female, bathed regularly in the river together, so her presence was in no way uncomfortable or awkward for me. The water was usually so frigid that no one stayed in very long.

      “It was good for the men and women to work together today,” she said from behind me.

      “Aye,” I said. “Many of them are quicker than my warriors. It is good for the men to practice against smaller, more agile foes, and good for the women to practice against larger and stronger enemies.”

      “Forgive me for being forward, Jarl, but who is the English princess to you?” Freya asked.

      My body tensed at her question. I didn’t answer right away. I didn’t want to become defensive. “She is important. I shall discuss her presence soon enough with the entire clan.”

      “I understand,” Freya said. She hesitated a moment, then continued. “As captain of Clan Hakon’s shieldmaidens, do I have your respect, Jarl?”

      “You do,” I confirmed, confusion straining my brow. It was a strange question.

      “And do I have the respect of the other clansmen?”

      “You do,” I said, unsure of where she was going with this line of questioning.

      “I have long known you are an able leader, Torben, one who puts the needs of his clan first, as I have always tried to do. I respect you both as my new jarl and as my friend. Though we have long been friends, you and I have never entertained the idea of a match with one another, as far as I know. But because of your leadership and friendship, I want you to know that I have much affection for you. Magnus has proven that an unmarried jarl is no good for himself or the clan. A man needs a woman to be his other half. She must balance out his weaknesses with her strengths, and her weaknesses must be balanced by his strengths. I am willing to be your mate if you feel such a match would be in the best interest of the clan. I believe they would accept me as a suitable mate for their new jarl. I could be both a captain in your army and your balancing half.”

      I heard a twig snap, and my head snapped around. “Shite,” I bit out through clenched teeth.

      “Brant told me I could find you down here. He didn’t mention that you wouldn’t be alone. I’ll just… um…” Allete started to stumble over her words as her beautiful face turned several shades of red. “I’m just going to…” She pointed over her shoulder, toward the village. “I’m going to go.”

      She turned to leave but then paused, turned back to me, with no emotion in her eyes. “And Torben,” she said, “take your time. What I needed to talk to you about can wait.” She turned and hurried away before I could respond.
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        “My mother used to tell my sisters and I that a prudent woman did not jump to conclusions. Instead, she investigated until she was apprised of all the pertinent information and then formulated a well-reasoned response. I’m trying desperately to cling to her wisdom. The adolescent girl in me wants to cry and yell. The woman in me says to allow him to explain himself. The woman is also aware that an unsatisfactory answer will result in a reversion back to the adolescent girl, at which time I will proceed to drown him in the damn river where I found him.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      I’m not going to cry. I’m not going to cry. Dammit, I’m not going to cry.

      I repeated the words over and over to myself as I hurried back toward the village and away from whatever it was that I’d just witnessed. I was trying very hard not to jump to conclusions. After all, they weren’t touching each other, they weren’t even facing one another. But neither of those things changed the fact that Torben and another woman were naked together in the river. Gah, I mentally huffed, it sounded so bad when I thought of it that way. He was clearly shocked when he saw me, but he hadn’t looked guilty. So, perhaps there was a good chance he had not touched the naked woman standing less than a stone’s throw from him.

      After everything we’d been through, I wasn’t sure what I would do if Torben admitted to being with another woman. How could I possibly live through losing another person I loved? Maybe it would be better if I just left before he could break my heart more than it was already. But leaving would be the coward’s way out. Torben at least deserved to give an explanation, and I deserved to hear one.

      I hated the way my bottom lip trembled as I played the scene over and over in my mind. The woman had basically offered herself up on a silver platter. Okay, not really a silver platter. She hadn’t been trying to seduce Torben; she’d been offering him a way to make Clan Hakon stronger. It hurt all the more that the woman’s words rang true.

      “Allete.”

      The sound of Thomas’ voice caused me to increase my pace. I didn’t want to face anyone. I was worried that the moment I looked into someone’s eyes, anyone’s eyes, I would yell out something ridiculous like, ‘She got to see him naked first!’ And I was sure that would make a whole lot of sense to Thomas and he wouldn’t think I’d lost my mind at all.

      “Allete!” His voice was louder, the inflection stronger. It was an obvious order for me to stop and face him, without actually giving me an order.

      I’d nearly made it to Torben’s tent when a large hand landed on my shoulder. “Would you stop running from me, please?” Thomas said, sounding very put out.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I mentally forced my emotions into a box and nailed the lid shut. I turned and looked up at my cousin, attempting to smile. “Sorry, were you calling for me?” That was pathetic, Allete, I chastised myself. Playing the village idiot won’t work on Thomas.

      “You know very well that I was calling your name,” he said, staring down at me through narrowed eyes—eyes that often saw too much.

      “What did you need?” I asked quickly, dropping my eyes from him.

      “Brant and I are to escort you to the Oracle’s home,” he said.

      My eyes widened. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “I’m just following orders.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Since when do you follow anyone’s orders but your own?”

      “You found her,” Brant’s voice carried from behind Thomas.

      My cousin stepped to the side, revealing the mountain that was Brant. “He did,” I agreed. “Why, exactly, are you two taking me to Hilda’s home?”

      “Just following orders,” Brant said, sounding like Thomas’ parrot.

      I sighed and resigned myself to the situation. I wanted to hide out in Torben’s tent, but that clearly wasn’t going to happen. “Lead the way,” I said, motioning them forward. I knew the direction of the hut, but Thomas and Brant both seemed hell-bent on escorting me, so I let them. Following orders my rear, I thought.

      As the hut came into view, I saw flickering light reflecting out of the small windows. “Is someone inside?” I asked, praying to the gods it wasn’t Torben.

      “No,” Brant answered.

      Thomas pulled the door open and motioned for me to enter. My feet froze as soon as I stepped into the small space. The hut had been transformed from the mess I’d seen earlier to a warm, inviting home. Everything had been set to rights. Two chairs sat at a small table, which contained a loaf of bread and slices of cheese. Two cups were also set there. A fire crackled in the hearth, and two lanterns hung on opposite sides of the hut, casting a soft glow. On the far-right side of the room, a pallet of furs had been made into a bed, much like the one in Torben’s tent. The shelves that had been pulled off the wall were now rehung, and the few glass jars that hadn’t broken when the place had been ransacked were sitting on the shelves. I took a deep breath and noticed that someone had also burned incense very recently, the spicy scent serving to make the small home even more inviting.

      “What happened?” I asked as I stepped farther into the hut.

      “We were told to clean the place up,” Brant said, “so we did, and then some of the women added other touches that they thought you’d like.”

      I turned to him. “Why would it matter what I like? This is Hilda’s home.”

      Brant’s face darkened briefly, but then a small smile replaced the frown. “She would want you to have it.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just stood there looking like a mute, befuddled fool. To be fair, I was still in shock from seeing a certain male in a precarious situation. Now, I was standing in a warm and inviting hut that was, apparently, mine. My brow drew down in a deep V as I thought of something. “Does the clan approve of giving me, an outsider, their Oracle’s hut?” I was almost certain the answer would be no.

      Brant shrugged. “Doesn’t matter if they approve. The jarl has commanded it, and they trust Torben. He’s never given them—us—a reason not to. If he says to give the pretty English princess the abandoned hut, then that’s what we do.”

      My mouth opened and closed several times. What could I say to that? Torben was essentially a king. His word was law.

      “We’ll be on our way then, cousin,” Thomas said as he wrapped his arms around me in a comforting embrace. “Are you all right?” he whispered in my ear.

      I nodded but didn’t dare open my mouth. Tears were building in my eyes, and I wasn’t ready to shed them.

      I felt very alone once they’d gone. The muffled laughter and cheerful singing of the clanspeople reached my ears from the village below, but still I felt as though I were in the middle of nowhere, without a single soul for hundreds of miles. I walked to the hearth and stared down into the fire. The warmth felt good on my face, and I loved watching the yellow, orange, and red flames dance. It seemed cruel that something so beautiful could also be so destructive and painful. “Sounds a lot like love,” I muttered to myself.

      “What sounds a lot like love?”

      I jumped at the sound of Torben’s voice and then counted to ten before I turned around. The damn man had the nerve to look tempting with his jerkin clinging to his damp skin and his hair tousled in a way that would make my own hair look a mess but somehow made him sexy. I felt the blood rush to my face at my thoughts and turned quickly back to the fire.

      “Don’t mind me,” I finally answered. “I was just musing.”

      Neither of us spoke for what seemed like a ridiculous amount of time, so I finally broke the silence. “Are you hungry?” I asked him as I turned and pointed to the table where the bread and cheese sat.

      “Aye, will you join me?”

      I walked quickly past him and started to take the seat on the far side of the table, but Torben gently wrapped his hands around my upper arms and guided me to the opposite side. “I prefer my back not be to the door,” he murmured close to my ear. His breath against my neck felt hotter than the hearth flames.

      I sat down, tore a piece of bread from the loaf as there wasn’t a knife available, and took a couple of slices of cheese. Should I have served Torben? Probably. But I needed to get something in my mouth so that I could take a moment to gather my thoughts. A lady didn’t speak with food in her mouth, or so I was taught, though I rarely abided by the rule. But now seemed as good a time as any to turn over a new leaf.

      I could feel his eyes on me, almost daring me to address the elephant in the room. I wanted him to explain himself, to reassure me. But then, maybe he hadn’t said anything because he couldn’t reassure me that there was nothing between him and the river woman. Maybe the conclusion I’d tried so hard not to jump to was, in fact, the correct conclusion to draw. I couldn’t stand another second of wondering.

      “It would make sense, you know,” I said, even as the cheese I had just eaten was threatening to reappear. “She’s a strong warrior. The women already know and respect her. She would make a good match, both politically and for the unity of the clan.”

      Why was I talking? Everything I thought I was going to say seemed to have left my mind, and suddenly I was trying to talk Torben into accepting the woman’s marriage offer. Where was Dayna when I needed her to hit me with a branding iron?

      Torben said nothing. Finally, I looked up at him. His jaw was clenched so tightly I was a little worried he would break some of his teeth. Before he could agree or disagree with my words, I hurried on.

      “I won’t be mad. As a leader, I completely understand that you have to make tough choices for the good of our people.” You can shut up any time now, Allete, I told myself as I took a quick breath. “I won’t make a scene or embarrass you. You could just put me on a ship and send me back to my parents. They would…” My words trailed off because the color of Torben’s face was becoming a bit worrisome.

      “Are you quite done?” he asked.

      I nodded, silent. Oh, now you have nothing to say? A moment ago, you couldn’t keep from basically marrying him off and hightailing it back to England, but suddenly you’re at a loss for words. I mentally kicked myself several times and dropped my eyes to the table. Keep it together, Allete, I commanded myself. You are the first-born princess of England for gods’ sake. Just keep your mouth shut, nod, and then leave. No fits of ridiculousness or tears of betrayal. Just let him say his piece; then it will be over, and you can crawl into a hole and cry for a year.

      “So, after everything you’ve been through, you would just sail away without so much as a slap to my face if I told you I wanted to marry another? After I professed my love for you? After I killed for you? After you were prophesized to be my wife? You would just let me go?”

      What did he want from me? Did he want me to act like an undignified, irrational child and throw a tantrum?

      “You would just give me up?” His voice grew louder, and I tried not to wince. “Just pass me off to another female without a fight?” He chuckled, but it wasn’t humorous. “That’s not the Allete I know.”

      Dignity be damned. My eyes snapped up to his, and I practically growled. Dayna would have been proud. “Well then, maybe it’s best if we don’t marry. Obviously, we don’t know one another well enough to make such a commitment,” I said, sounding proud of the indifference in my tone.

      “Don’t know each other?” he scoffed. “What is it you don’t know about me, Princess? All you need do is ask, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” His voice was at a near roar, and he was quite magnificent in all his Viking glory. “What don’t you know that is worth throwing away what we have?”

      Magnificent or not, I wanted to scratch his eyes out. They flashed at me in anger and hurt, and I wanted to scream, ‘This isn’t my fault! We aren’t sitting here arguing because I bathed naked with a beautiful Norsewoman!’

      “Or did you just get scared and are using this as an excuse to scurry home?” he asked in a softer, taunting voice.

      Bastard.

      I surged to my feet, knocking the chair to the ground behind me. “I don’t know you as I thought I did, Torben. For example, I didn’t know you made it a habit to bathe with women who aren’t your wife!” My voice reverberated off the walls as I gave in to the emotions I’d so desperately tried to keep under control. “And hell yes, I’m scared, but I don’t turn belly-up and crawl away in the face of my fears. I do know when to concede a position, though, if there is a better course of action.” The last I was able to get out in a much calmer, more controlled voice, sounding less like I wanted to hit him with the blunt side of an axe.

      Apparently, my calm voice was not appeasing. “Where is your backbone? Where is the woman who stands up to men like Cathal? Where is the woman I met months ago and fell in love with?” His words came out like a boom of thunder and struck at my heart like piercing lightning. He was a storm, and he was tearing me apart.

      “She’s broken,” I screamed, my breath coming out fast. My hands were fisted at my sides, and I was leaning slightly forward as though challenging him to contradicted me. “The woman you speak of had her heart shattered by the loss of one of the people she loved most in this world. The woman you speak of has endured her throat being slit, her sister being molested, her life being completely turned upside down. Where is her backbone, you ask? It’s in the bottom of the river where you bathed with another woman. There’s no fight left in her!” I paused and then clarified, “There’s no fight left in me. I’m not strong enough, at least not right now.” My shoulders slumped as all the anger drained out of me, leaving only pain.

      Torben stepped around the table and stood directly in front of me. He cupped my face in his large, calloused hands and stared into my eyes. “Then let me be strong enough for both of us. Because I won’t give you up, I won’t give us up, not without one hell of a fight. I’ll burn every ship within twenty miles of our clan if you attempt to sail away. I’ll shackle you to my side where you belong. I’ll do anything you ask except give you up.”

      He wiped the tears streaming down my face with his thumbs and then wrapped a strong arm around my waist, pulling me tightly against him. His other hand ran up my back until it was fisted in my hair. He had complete control of where I could look, and he was making sure my attention was directly on him.

      “What you saw at the river is not uncommon for our male and female warriors. We often bathe in groups. I’d never considered how it might appear to someone outside of our clan, but I assure you, there was nothing sexual about it. There was nothing intimate about it.”

      “And what I heard?” I practically whispered.

      “What you heard wasn’t a declaration of love from Freya, nor was it any consideration on my part of what is in the best interest of the clan.”

      I waited for him to continue, but he simply stared down at me. The bloody brute was going to make me ask.

      “What was it, then?” I asked as calmly as I could.

      “It was a clan member—a natural leader—offering to fill a position in the clan in order to keep us unified and strong. She isn’t aware of my feelings for you, and I wasn’t going to tell her under those circumstances because I want to make my feelings known to the entire clan at one time.”

      “After I left, what was your response to her offer?” I tried not to say the word ‘offer’ in a way that sounded like she’d been ready to have him throw her on the nearest bed to start making heirs.

      “I told her that I respected her for how she loves her people and wants to keep our clan strong, but that I had no intention of marrying a woman I did not love. Freya is a friend and comrade, but that is all she will ever be.”

      “And how did she take it?” Yes, I wanted to know. I supposed I was hoping I’d be able to gauge whether she had feelings for Torben from her response, feelings that reached beyond friendship.

      “She said there were no hard feelings, but if I changed my mind and she was still unmarried, the offer stood. Then I dressed and left.”

      “And came to me,” I said.

      He nodded and pressed his forehead to mine. “And came to you. You’re the one I will always return to.” Torben pressed his lips to my forehead and then pulled me closer, resting my head against his chest. “I am sorry that my actions hurt you. I was ignorant of how they might be perceived by someone outside our culture. When I see it from your point of view, I must say, I’m quite impressed with how composed you kept yourself. If I had walked upon you bathing naked in a river with another man, I probably would have killed him and then asked you what was going on.”

      I smiled and turned my face into his chest. He smelled clean, with a hint of pinewood—all male. We stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms, the crackling of the fire and the murmuring of voices down in the village the only sounds besides our breathing. After a while, he spoke again.

      “This feels so good. After the river, I was worried you’d never let me touch you again,” he admitted, sounding pained by the idea.

      “I wouldn’t want a life without your touch,” I said, pulling back to look up at him. “It would be a very cold existence.”

      “Then don’t live one without me,” he said, staring into my eyes as though he were searching for my soul. Torben released me and then picked up the fallen chair. He guided me into it and then knelt down in front of me, his hands resting gently on my hips. “Princess, I need to ask you something.”
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        Pride grows within the fool if he acquires wealth or a woman’s love. He never gains wisdom, but only goes on more and more arrogant.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. In her anger, in her joy, in her sorrow, she was simply breathtaking.

      “What do you need to ask me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Her hair was loose around her shoulders and back, and the dress she wore—most likely given to her by Rainah—clung to her in all the right places. She was small and yet so much stronger than she realized.

      “Marry me,” I blurted out before I could formulate a more eloquent response.

      She grinned. “That, Viking, was not a question.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, unable to stop my answering smile.

      “Pretty sure that a question requires an answer, and saying, ‘Marry me,’ doesn’t imply that you need an answer.”

      My heart was pounding in my chest, and I found myself wanting to beg for her to put me out of my misery. She knew exactly what I needed to hear, answer to a question or not. But if she needed me to clarify, then, for her, I would.

      “Allete Auvray, since the moment I met you, I knew that you were special. Not just because you were the fulfillment of a prophecy, but because of who you are. You are kind, intelligent, beautiful inside and out, and selfless. I don’t deserve you, but I would be humbled beyond words if you would be my wife. Will you take me as your husband?”

      Allete’s bottom lip trembled as she looked down at me, kneeling before her. As she reached out her arm and pressed her small hand to my cheek, she smiled at me through the tears that were now flowing freely down her red cheeks. “I would be honored,” she finally answered after far too many heartbeats.

      I leaned forward, took her face in my hands, and pressed my lips to hers. I meant for it to be a small, quick kiss, but the moment our lips touched, I lost myself in her. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her to the edge of the chair, pushing her legs apart so I could fit in between them, pressing my chest tightly against hers. Our blended moans were like an aphrodisiac as she tilted her head and opened her mouth. When I felt the quick, tentative swipe of her tongue, I groaned and responded in kind, pushing my own tongue into the cavern of her mouth, tasting her, and savoring every tiny sound she made. My fingertips skimmed the ridges of her spine as I ran them up her back until one hand was buried in her hair and the other wrapped around the back of her slender neck. With every breath, I could feel her breasts press against my chest, and I was sure I’d never before endured such sweet torture. Allete tasted like honey, smelled like a field of flowers, and her skin felt like the softest silk. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to get enough of her.

      Her hands slowly made their way up my arms to my shoulders and then up my neck. Once they reached my head, her nails dug into my scalp as she gripped my hair. I could feel the tension in her body grow as she pulled herself closer to me. Her thighs clamped down against my ribs, and I couldn’t help but grin at the aggressive move. Each time she pulled away from the kiss, her tongue would lick out across my lips before I would drag her back in. She was teasing me, and I loved it.

      “By the gods, woman, I wish the vows were already spoken,” I murmured against her lips as I continued to kiss and nibble at the plump flesh. Allete let out a breathy moan. With what appeared to be great effort, she pulled her head back, away from my lips. I didn’t approve. “Come back, Princess,” I growled as I attempted to pull her head to me.

      Allete shook her head at me, a sly grin forming on her kiss-swollen lips. “I think we need to cool off,” she said in a voice that dripped sensuality.

      “Then you shouldn’t speak right now, because your voice is making me want to rip that dress from your luscious body.” She gaped at me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “So what now?” Allete asked as I pulled her toward the fur-covered bed. Her eyes widened a little, and I grinned at her, knowing I probably looked like a hungry wolf.

      “Now, we get some rest.”

      Her brows rose. “Just rest?”

      I tapped the end of her nose with my finger and nodded. “Yes, love. Just rest. You’ll need it for the wedding night.”

      Allete’s eyes widened. “What?” she practically squeaked out. “When?”

      Before I answered her question, I pulled her down to the bed and removed her shoes. I buried my fingers into her loose locks as I had been longing to since I’d laid eyes on her. The strands were silky, and I tried to be gentle as I ran my fingers through them, attempting to untangle it. “I would like for us to marry before we pursue Dayna.” Her body tensed, but I continued to run my fingers through her hair, keeping the methodical rhythm going. “I’m not trying to rush you, but I have a gut feeling that we need to complete this bond that Myra and my mother told us about. And I will admit that I want to make you mine.”

      “I am yours,” she said, turning her head slightly to meet my eyes.

      “As I am yours,” I said, “but I want to be yours in every way possible between a man and his wife.”

      Her face flushed a beautiful, rosy-red color. I ran the tips of my fingers across her cheek, down her neck, and across her collarbone. “You’re lovely,” I murmured, leaning forward to press my lips to the tender skin beneath her ear. Allete tilted her head to the side, giving me better access to her beautiful neck and shoulder. I would’ve liked to have said I didn’t take advantage of the situation, but that would have been a complete and total lie. I pushed her hair from her shoulder, baring more of her skin where the top of the dress didn’t cover the back of her neck. My teeth grazed her flesh, and my tongue darted out, tasting her silky skin. She tasted better than the ripest fruit. Like an animal, I growled as I pulled her down onto the bed with me. I pulled her back against my chest, spooning myself around her. My arm wrapped around her waist and rested on her stomach.

      “Torben.” Allete’s husky voice filled the small space as I continued to assault her senses with my lips and hands.

      “I love you, Allete,” I murmured. Slipping the top of her dress down, I bared her shoulder. I propped up on my elbow as I leaned closer. “It drove me crazy being separated from you.”

      “Believe me,” she sighed, “I understand the feeling.”

      “You missed me?” I asked, my lips turning up in a small grin.

      She laughed. “Now you’re just fishing for compliments.”

      “I am,” I said shamelessly. “I want to know my woman wants me and needs me as much as I need and want her.” I pressed closer to her, our bodies touching all the way from our feet to where my lips pressed to her skin. “Do you need me, Allete? Do you want me?”

      “Gods, yes,” she moaned.

      That sound, her words, nearly ripped away all of my noble intentions. I was ready to bed her, married or not, but I forced myself to pull away. I kept an arm wrapped around her waist as I settled down next to her and buried my face in her hair. “We better sleep, unless you want me to go and get the priest to marry us now.”

      “Sleep,” she said quickly.

      My chest rumbled as I swallowed down my laughter. Silly woman. Little did she know, I planned to marry her in two days’ time. I imagined the surprised look on her face when I told her. She would no doubt want longer to prepare for a wedding, but we didn’t have the luxury of time. Clan Hakon was on the brink of war, not only with Cathal, but possibly Calder’s clan as well. With the potential for all hell to break out at any moment, I wasn’t going to waste a single second of my life with Allete. I wanted to start living it with her. There was no point on waiting for things to calm down. After losing Dayna and Hilda, I was keenly aware of how fleeting this life truly was.

      “Torben?”

      “Yes, princess?”

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “For what, my love?” I asked.

      “For being willing to go after my sister, regardless of the fact that we don’t know for sure whether she is alive.” Her voice broke on that last word and I pulled her tightly against me.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to let her go without knowing for sure and I sure as hell wouldn’t leave her in the hands of our enemies regardless of her state.”

      “And that, my Viking, is why you have my heart, my loyalty and my very soul. I love you, Torben,” Allete’s voice whispered into the room that was growing darker as the lamps burned out.

      The fire was still giving off a decent amount of heat, but it was growing smaller, so I pulled the furs up around us and snuggled closer to my bride. “I love you, too, Princess. Sleep tight.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I held Allete’s hand as we stood in the center of the village. I could feel her nervous energy. To everyone else, I was sure she appeared poised and confident. She was well versed in the etiquette required to be a leader, and she knew how to portray strength even when your knees were knocking under the stress of the unknown. Standing there next to her, I’d never been prouder. She was strong, beautiful, and resilient. I had no doubt that she would be the perfect helpmate to me.

      I squeezed her hand in what I hoped was a supportive gesture, and she squeezed back. When I looked down at her, she was gazing up at me, and the love that shone in her eyes nearly took my breath away. I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers—not a quick kiss, but not a passionate one, either. Simply a kiss I took because I wanted to, because I could, and because I loved kissing her.

      “We’re all here,” Brant said, stepping up beside me. The other five of my men were standing to my right, just on the other side of Allete. They were protecting her, though she probably didn’t realize it.

      “Clan Hakon,” I called out. “There is much I need to tell you. I would ask that you please not interrupt and hold you questions until the end.” I paused, glancing around the gathering and making eye contact with each of my clan members briefly, letting them know that I saw them and acknowledged their presence here.

      “As the first order of business, it pains me to tell you that our clan has suffered a great loss. My mother and our Oracle has left this life. She sacrificed herself to see a prophecy fulfilled, one she believed in.”

      Murmuring began immediately, along with tears from many of the members. I felt their pain, and my own pain was magnified because of theirs.

      “The prophecy she spoke was about the survival of our clan. She said this: ‘A young warrior will take his rightful place as leader of his people. He is just and fair. He is wise beyond his years. He will not be alone. The warrior-turned-king will take a bride not of his people. She will come from across the sea with a new vision for the Hakon Clan. She is a warrior in her own right, but she is also a healer, a rare kind for her race. She keeps the skill hidden from her people because they fear it instead of embracing the gift that it is. Together, they are the catalyst for change that will save Clan Hakon. Without their union, the clan will be snuffed out, ground into nothing. We will be forgotten, a people lost to history.’

      This is where Allete,” I motioned to the woman standing by my side, gripping my hand for dear life, “comes in. She is the foreign bride spoken about in the prophecy.”

      There was utter silence when I was done speaking. My clan members stared back at me in stunned confusion, and some even had a dose of fear in their eyes.

      “Why didn’t your mother tell this to the clan?” Hadar, one of the clan elders, asked.

      “Because Magnus would have killed Torben,” Freya said. “That prophecy was meant for Torben alone, at least in the beginning.”

      I nodded my thanks at her for her wisdom and noticed Allete smiled at the shieldmaiden as well. Perhaps there was a chance those two could be friends despite the awkward moment at the river.

      “And you’re sure the foreign bride isn’t one of our own women?” Babs asked. “After all, Freya comes from across the sea where her birth clan resides. She is a part of Clan Hakon because of her previous marriage.”

      “I didn’t hear anything about the foreign bride being English,” Taina said, her twin, Talia, nodding in agreement.

      It didn’t surprise me the shieldmaidens questioned the prophecy. They wanted to make certain a female of our clan wasn’t an option. The women in the clan, especially the single ones, did not like sharing the men to outsiders, though, as Freya had come to our clan through marriage, it did happen occasionally. However, any women accepted into our clan had always been other Norsewomen, never someone completely foreign.

      “I know without a doubt that Allete is the woman spoken about in the prophecy. But even if I did not, Freya is not a healer. Neither is any other in Clan Hakon.”

      There were some quiet murmurings.

      “I am not a healer,” Freya said, “nor do I think I am the woman about which Hilda spoke. What does Princess Allete—” Freya paused and bowed her head slightly to my soon-to-be wife. “You are a princess, correct?”

      “I am,” Allete said in a clear voice. “But I do not wish to be addressed that way. Allete is fine.”

      “Very well,” Freya said. “What does Allete think on the matter?”

      I looked down at Allete and raised an eyebrow at her, asking her without words if she wanted to answer. She gave me a slight nod and then raised my eyes back to Freya and the rest of the clan.

      “As for the prophecy, I have no doubt that Torben is the young warrior of whom Hilda spoke. With Magnus’ death, he has finally taken his place as king of his people. I can see you all believe this part of the prophecy as well. Because you know Torben, because you’ve fought side-by-side with him and have faith in him, that part of the prophecy is easy to believe.

      “But what of the other half of the prophecy? Am I really the foreign bride about which Hilda prophesied? In response, I would say this. I am a healer. I have the ability to heal people and animals. I’ve had this power my entire life, and I’ve kept it hidden. My own people, perhaps like some of you, fear what they do not understand. So, I did what I could, travelling in my own kingdom and healing those in need. But I’ve always known my power would be used somewhere else in the world, I just didn’t know where.

      “On the surface, I appear to fit the prophecy to the letter, but you all know that looks can be deceiving. And I would not join this clan under false pretenses of any kind.

      “It was quite a shock to be told by a Norse warrior that I was meant to be his wife and become part of his clan. It’s not exactly breakfast conversation.” She smiled as the clan chuckled together. “However, Torben and I had the opportunity to spend time together before I ever knew who he was or what his intentions were for me. Before I knew about the prophecy, Torben, in disguise, was chosen to be my palace guard. Through his faithfulness, goodness, and courage—all qualities you know well in him—he rescued me from Cathal, the man to whom I was betrothed and the same rabid dog who destroyed your village.” She pointed out over the charred remains of their home. A feral glare passed over her face. “Regardless of any prophecy, you would have an ally in Allete Auvray against that bastard. I will see him brought to justice.”

      The clan murmured their assent. A ‘here, here’ was even heard amongst the group.

      “During my time with Torben, before the prophesy was ever spoken to me, I discovered that he is a man of noble character and honor. In short, I fell in love with him.” She peered up at me and gave me a smile that had me wanting to puff my chest out. “Under different circumstances, though we might be loath to do it, either Torben or myself might be willing to marry someone we didn’t love to strengthen our respective kingdoms. I was certainly ready to do so with Cathal. But it seems the universe, and your Oracle, had other ideas. Torben and I were brought together and fell in love with one another. It appears to me that this union will satisfy the part of the prophecy regarding marriage.

      “But I would offer one final reason as to why I believe I am the foreign bride that Hilda spoke of, and that comes from the words and actions of your Oracle herself. Hilda and I were captured by Calder together. We travelled together, we escaped together, and we fought together. She transferred her power to me and sacrificed herself so that I might escape and return to Torben. She would not have done this if she didn’t believe I was the fulfillment of her prophecy.

      “When Hilda explained the prophecy to me, I wasn’t shocked, but I did feel a lack of faith that I was worthy to stand at her son’s side and be a part of this clan that he loves so dearly.” Allete turned her head to me briefly and then looked back to the clan members, who were giving her their undivided attention. “There is so much I don’t know, but if Clan Hakon is willing, then I would be honored to learn. I would be humbled to get to be a part of this clan.”

      I was in awe of Allete in that moment. She was standing before strangers in a foreign land, proclaiming herself not only the fulfillment of a prophecy but also the clan’s only hope for a future. I’d never doubted that Allete was the woman who was to fulfill the prophecy, but the strength and humility she showed confirmed what I’d already known. Allete was meant to be mine. She was meant to be the queen of Clan Hakon, and we would be blessed to have her.

      “Torben is not only our jarl,” Freya said, standing from her crouched position, “he is also a warrior. If you are to be his queen, then you must be a warrior as well. He cannot have a weak mate. Are you willing to learn to fight?”

      Allete’s face broke into a huge smile. “Point me to a sword and shield.”

      All the shieldmaidens raised their voices in approval. Freya smiled back at Allete and bowed. “Very well, we’ll make you into a fierce warrior, so you can stand at his side and not in his shadow. We begin today.”

      Allete bowed in return and then looked at me. She let out a small sound of relief, and I held back the smile that wanted to appear because of my amusement at her.

      “Are there any more concerns about the prophecy?” I asked and then waited to see if anyone would speak up. When no one did, I moved on. “I have asked for Allete’s hand in marriage, and she has agreed to have me.”

      “We feel sorry for you having to take this brute of a man,” Rush taunted good-naturedly. “Even if you are English.” He winked at her.

      I glared at him as I spoke. “Quit flirting with my wife.”

      “She’s not your wife yet,” Siv pointed out. “We still have a chance to steal her aw—”

      I cut him off with my next declaration. “We are to be married tomorrow at sunset.”

      Allete frowned. “When were you planning on telling me this?”

      “You said yes,” I pointed out. “Does it really matter when we marry?”

      She seemed to think about it, and sorrow filled her eyes. “I suppose not. It’s not like I need to wait for Dayna or Hilda to be here. And my parents can’t leave their kingdom right now, not with Cathal on the loose.”

      I leaned down and pressed my forehead to hers. “I’m so sorry, my love. If I could bring her back, I would do everything in my power to make it happen,” I said quietly for her ears only.

      “Thank you,” she said. “She would have loved Clan Hakon, especially Freya and her wild women,” she said with a small laugh. “Dayna was a natural warrior.”

      “Aye,” I agreed. “Odin is no doubt glad to have her in his halls.”

      I raised a hand to regain everyone’s attention. “Just a couple more things before we disperse. Tonight, we will have a remembering of our Oracle. We do not have her body to send on, but we will ask that the gods take her spirit and not allow her to dwell as a wraith. Also, I expect everyone who can carry a sword to be in training today. Women with Freya and men with me and Brant. We will make our clan strong despite the losses we have suffered. Strength comes to those who work hard. If you are unable to fight, then you must find other ways to assist the clan and be an active part of it. We are Clan Hakon.”

      “Clan Hakon!” A collective cry went up, along with fists and weapons. I blew out a breath and felt an arm wrap around my waist. I stared down at the woman who I would share my life with. “You are a part of Clan Hakon.”

      “Aye,” she said, using the term common to the Norseman. It made me smile. “I am a clanswoman, and soon I will be a shieldmaiden. So, release me, your brute. I have training to do.”

      “I’m not the one holding on,” I pointed out.

      She glanced at her arm. “It seems you are correct. Don’t get used to me saying that.”

      Allete dropped her arm and started to back away from me. I didn’t know if she had a clue where she was headed and gave her a look that said as much.

      “Don’t give me that look, Viking,” she sassed. “I’m capable of finding the training grounds.”

      “You don’t have to find them,” Babs said, stepping up beside her, “because you aren’t headed there.”

      Allete frowned. “I’m not?”

      Babs eyes took her in from her face down to her feet. “You can’t fight in that,” she said, pointing to the dress Allete wore.

      “Freya told me to get you a new wardrobe. You can borrow stuff from us until we kill for some skins and get to a village to get you your own gear. Say goodbye to your pretty dresses, Princess,” Babs said, grinning with a wicked gleam in her eye. “You’re a shieldmaiden now, which means you always have on your fighting coverings.”

      “Lead the way,” Allete said. “There’s no time like the present.”

      With a wave and quick kiss blown at me, Allete hurried after Babs, jumping into her new life with both feet.

      “I’ll admit,” Rush said, walking along with my other men, “I’m jealous of you. She’s a female worth having.” The others agreed with nods as their eyes followed Allete’s form.

      “That she is, now get your damn eyes off my soon-to-be wife and quit drooling. I don’t need besotted schoolboys pretending to be warriors.”

      “Harsh,” Brant murmured.

      “Truth,” I countered. “Grab some jerky and let’s head to the training field. I want to see if any of you little boys can finally best me.”

      There were immediate curses of retaliation at my challenge, and I nearly laughed at their puffed-up chests. But it got them in the mood to fight, and that’s what I was trying to do. Time was not on our side. Our strength would be tested in battles ahead, and I would need every able-bodied man ready to fight. I would need my best warriors to be even better. The odds would be stacked against us when we faced Cathal or Calder, but if we had to fight them both, it would take an act of the gods for any of Clan Hakon to be standing when the last sword was dropped. I clung to the fact that my mother had never been wrong about a prophecy. According to her, by taking Allete as my bride, our clan would survive and grow. How the hell that was going to happen was beyond me.

      My attention was snatched from my thoughts when I heard Allete yelling, “Get back! Give me some bloody space to work.”

      I turned in the direction of her voice and saw Maarit, one of the shieldmaidens, running toward me.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I started hurrying in the direction she’d just come from.

      “Apparently, the twins wanted to test your woman’s healing abilities. Talia didn’t pull her swings while she was sparring with Taina. She nearly spilled her own sister’s innards.”
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        “I’m not going to lie, the thought of Freya swinging a sword in my direction made me want to retch. But there was no way in Odin’s name I would ever let her know that.”

        ~ Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      I screamed as I saw the shieldmaiden, Taina, drag her sword across her twin’s stomach. Talia fell to the ground writhing. I sprinted to the spot and dropped to my knees, tearing away her jerkin and assessing the damage. The cut was deep. I pressed my hands to her abdomen and closed my eyes. As quickly as I could, I pushed my healing power into Talia and muttered the words that filled my mind. I could hear voices around me, some raised in anger, others murmuring in awe. Pushing away all the noise, I turned my whole focus on the injured woman. Had I not been there, the wound would have been fatal. What had her sister been thinking?

      When it was done, I pulled my blood-covered hands away and met Talia’s eyes. “How do you feel?” I asked. I had to fight back a wave of nausea and exhaustion that threatened to knock me over. I was much weaker than I had been before the bond between me and Torben had been disrupted. Something had affected his ability to help keep me grounded with my healing, which meant that healing would drain me of both energy and life.

      Talia looked at her stomach and then at me. Her eyes were wide, and a slow smile formed on her lips. “You really are a healer,” she said.

      What in the name of the gods is wrong with these women? I asked myself for at least the twentieth time. Either they’d been hit in the head one too many times with a shield or they’d been born with their madness, one of the two. Then I remembered that their clan had never seen Hilda heal anyone because Magnus had forced her to keep it a secret. And it was then that I realized, by the satisfied smile on Talia and Taina’s faces, that they’d been testing me.

      I surged to my feet, stumbling a little, but I didn’t fall because of the large hands that gripped my waist. I looked over my shoulder to see Torben standing there, appearing angrier than a wet cat. When I turned back to the twins, I took a step toward them. “You had no right to do that,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “We needed to know if it was true,” Taina said, no remorse in her voice.

      “You couldn’t take the word of your jarl?” I asked.

      Talia shrugged. “We were curious.”

      I threw my hands up in the air with a frustrated growl. “You should not provoke that which you do not understand. Do you think this is easy? Healing comes at a price. Are you so foolish as to believe that I’ve been given such a gift without cost?”

      Their smiles slowly dropped. They hadn’t considered how using the power might affect me.

      “You have acted foolishly,” Torben said. His voice was steady, but I could feel a slight tremor through his hands clasping at my waist. Torben was more than angry—he was on the verge of a full-blown rage.

      “Torben is right,” Freya said. “I respect courage, but we cannot take needless risks. Such actions show foolishness, not bravery. What shall be their punishment, Jarl?”

      “Chores and rebuilding work shall be doubled for the twins, and training exercises shall be tripled. They exhausted Allete because of their thoughtless actions, and so they should have to feel her pain. Go,” he snapped. “I can’t stand either of your company.”

      The twins paled and turned away, hurrying back to the training area. The rest of the women followed, all except Freya and Babs.

      “Are you all right?” Torben’s voice was soft in my ear as he leaned down and placed his mouth against my neck in a gentle kiss.

      “I will be,” I said. “Our bond must be repaired, Torben, and soon. I don’t know how much use I’m going to be otherwise.”

      He turned me to face him and cupped my face in his hands. “You must refrain from using your gift for now. If I can’t keep you grounded, every time you heal someone, Princess, you will give up your life force.”

      “I know that, Torben, but I cannot refrain when someone is in need. Would you rather have had me let Talia die?”

      He wanted to howl in frustration. “I suppose not, but only because I know you are safe. Next time it might be different. Your life will always come first. Always,” he said, leaning closer. “I can live without all others, but I cannot live without you. For that reason, you are correct—we need to fix the disruption of the bond immediately.”

      I thought back to when I first felt the bond slip away. “We lost contact with one another after your mother mixed my blood with hers.”

      “I remember you saying that, but what exactly do you mean?” His hands tightened a little on my face.

      “She chose to give up her life, but before she did, she cut our hands and pressed them together to mingle our blood—that’s how she transferred her power to me. Then she spoke some words of power. I don’t remember them—I was too rattled at the moment to commit them to memory. She’d just told me she was about to die, and the witch was bearing down on us. But that’s when the bond broke… or did whatever it did that keeps us from being able to use it.”

      “How did you manage to get away from Giselle unscathed?” he asked.

      “Her magic didn’t work on me. After your mother’s transfer of power—I guess that’s what it was—Giselle’s magic had no effect on me.”

      “A cloaking spell,” Torben said. Though he looked at me, his eyes were unfocused as he spoke. “She put a cloaking spell on you. Maybe that is why the bond is no longer intact. The spell is blocking it.”

      “How do we break it?” I asked.

      Torben shook his head. “I have no idea.”

      I let out a frustrated sigh. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it right now, so I need to start training.”

      He frowned at me. “Do you think that’s a good idea? Maybe you should rest for now.”

      He tried to make his words sound like a suggestion rather than a command, but he failed miserably. It was cute. “I’m fine—a little tired, but it will pass.”

      Torben leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. It was a bruising kiss that conveyed his irritation with my lack of compliance. When he pulled back, he let his hands slide down my shoulders and arms until he was holding both my hands in his. “Promise me you won’t overdo it. Warriors who train while they’re tired make mistakes, and they can be fatal, even in mock fights.”

      “You don’t need to worry, Torben,” Freya interrupted. I’d forgotten she was even standing there. Torben had a way of stealing all my attention.

      “Why?” Torben asked.

      “First, your soon-to-be queen is not doubt dead on her feet after healing Talia, and second, you are to be married tomorrow. If she starts training today, she won’t be able to walk tomorrow, let alone enjoy her wedding night.” She winked at us, and I felt my face flush.

      Torben chuckled, which earned him an elbow to his side. He grunted but didn’t stop laughing. “That’s very considerate of you, Freya,” he said through his laughter.

      The shieldmaiden shrugged. “It’s only a short reprieve.” She turned her eyes on me. “Two days from today, you’re mine.” She looked back to Torben and pointed a finger at him. “Don’t break her.”

      My mouth dropped open as I watched Freya walk away. Babs, who’d been standing beside Freya, quietly snickered and then turned to follow her commander.

      “I cannot believe she just said that,” I whispered.

      Torben wrapped his arms around me and pulled me to his chest. “Notice I didn’t make her any promises.”

      I tried to wiggle out of his arms, but he was too strong. “We are not having this ridiculous discussion out here in the open.”

      “You’re right. We should go back to the hut and have this ridiculous discussion there,” he said, keeping my struggling body from escaping.

      After a minute or so, I was too tired to keep it up and hung limp in his arms. It felt good. “Okay, if I’m not training, then I’ll admit to needing a nap.”

      Torben leaned down to pick me up, and I swatted at his hands. “I will walk, dammit. You aren’t going to carry me through the village. How weak do you want the clan to think I am?”

      “What if I threw you over my shoulder and promised to give your bottom a good spanking on the way to the hut?” he asked as I began to walk toward Hilda’s former home.

      By the time we made it to the hut, I was out of breath and ready to collapse. “I feel bad taking a nap when everyone else is working,” I said as I took off my shoes. I still had the dress on, as I hadn’t had a chance to change into the garb Babs had gathered for me.

      “You literally just saved a woman’s life, Allete. I’m pretty sure everyone in our clan would agree that you deserve a nap and quite possibly a feast in your honor.”

      “I’ll just take the nap, thanks. No feast necessary,” I said, my words slightly distorted by the yawn that accompanied them. I dropped myself onto the thick bed of furs in the corner and sighed. My eyes slipped closed, and the last thing I remember before falling asleep was Torben’s soft lips against my forehead.

      

      When I awoke some time later, it took my eyes a few seconds to adjust to the dark room. The only light came from the flickering flames of the fire in the hearth.

      “I was just about to wake you up.” Torben’s voice came from the kitchen area. He moved closer, and I could finally see him once he was directly in front of the fire. “It’s almost time for the remembrance to begin.”

      I stood and stretched my arms over my head, then attempted to get my hair somewhat under control. “What, exactly, is a remembrance?” I asked as I braided my long locks.

      “It’s something we do for our loved ones when we don’t have their body for the traditional ceremony of passing. We can’t send them on to Valhalla, so we petition the gods to find their spirit for us, and we celebrate their life. After the prayer is given by the priest, clan members will take turns speaking about Hilda, sharing their experiences with her. It is a way to begin the healing process.”

      “It sounds much more appealing than a funeral,” I admitted. “I like the idea of sharing memories about her. She was a very special person, and I don’t say that just because of what she was.”

      “I agree,” Torben said with a small, crooked smile. “She had a way with words and an uncanny ability to see from the back of her head.”

      That made me laugh. It seemed like all mothers had that ability and wielded it fiercely.

      I got up, and we walked together out of the hut. Torben wrapped his hand around mine, and it felt as though we’d done it a thousand times, as if Torben had always been with me, holding my hand. Even without the bond, I still felt as though I belonged with him. I was under no illusion that just because our relationship had been prophesized it would somehow be easy. Nothing about putting two people together, each with their own wants, needs, ideas, opinions, ideals, points of view, political standings, religious beliefs, child rearing views, or anything else two people could possibly disagree on, is easy. I knew how stubborn I could be and, at times, how selfish.

      Torben may not know it, but he’s in for a treat, I snickered to myself.

      “What’s funny?” he asked.

      “That you’re going to be stuck with me for the rest of your life,” I said, smiling up at him.

      “That’s not going to be a hardship, Princess.”

      “Remember you said that a year from now when I’m not as agreeable. You may no longer think it’s attractive that I have my own mind and confidence.”

      He gave my hand a squeeze. “I don’t have to remember. I’ve no doubt that you will remind me of my words any time we quarrel.”

      “I shall do my best, but only when it’s absolutely necessary.” That sounded reasonable.

      “And who will determine when it is absolutely necessary?” he asked. He sounded as though he were trying to hold his laughter in.

      Okay, so maybe it was not completely reasonable. “We could always get a mediator,” I suggested.

      Apparently, Torben was unable to hold his laughter back any longer and let out a bellyful of it. It sounded good and refreshing, but I felt guilty for enjoying it when we’d both lost people we loved. I felt as though I should be dressed in black, sporting a blank stare. Every smile and chuckle felt as though I were spitting on my sister’s nonexistent grave, as if her death hadn’t killed a piece of my soul.

      “Hey, whoa,” Torben said as he pulled us to a halt about fifty yards from the gathered clan members. “Where’d you just go? One minute we were teasing and laughing, and now your faced drooped as though I’ve just stomped a field of butterflies. Talk to me.”

      I glanced at the clan, but Torben gently guided my chin back so that I was looking at him.

      “You come first. We can’t be the leaders our clan needs if this,” he motioned between us, “isn’t strong.”

      I gave him a sharp nod. “All right. I love these moments we have together. I love hearing you laugh and seeing you smile. But I feel guilty for feeling any amount of good when we’ve lost those whom we love dearly.”

      Torben’s face softened as he ran a finger down my cheek. “My love, we are the ones still alive. As unfeeling as that might sound, we can’t stop living just because of their deaths. They wouldn’t expect it of us, and we have people depending on us to lead them. We can’t just bury ourselves in a foxhole and refuse to take part in life. And just because you have moments of laughter, that doesn’t mean you won’t still have moments of sadness as you continue to mourn them. But mourning them doesn’t mean giving up our lives. We celebrate the lives they had, and then we live ours so that when it’s our turn to leave this world, we’ve lived lives worthy of our family’s celebration.”

      I leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. I didn’t have to stand on my toes because Torben had leaned down to me as he spoke. “You are a remarkable man, Viking,” I said as I held his gaze, “and I get to marry you.”

      “That makes you a remarkable woman by default,” he said with a crooked grin, just before placing a kiss on my forehead. “Are we level?”

      I frowned. “Level?” I really needed to learn his Viking warrior language if he was going to be speaking it on a regular basis.

      “Yes, level,” he said nodding. “Steady, good, on equal ground?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Viking, we are level.”

      He recaptured my hand, and we headed toward the rest of the clan, who were gathered around a large fire. Torben stepped toward the center of the circle.

      “Welcome, Clan Hakon,” he said loud enough that everyone could hear him.

      I noticed Thomas standing next to Babs, and the grin on his face as she spoke to him gave me a small sense of peace. He was just as broken as I was over Dayna, but my sister wouldn’t want us to sit around wrapped in sorrow. She had been so full of life, and she would expect us to keep living.

      “We are here tonight to celebrate two lives,” Torben said.

      My head snapped back to him. I thought we were celebrating only Hilda.

      “Hilda, our Oracle and my mother, lived a life that was selfless. She gave of her energy and time to others when they needed her, and she did it without complaining. I feel honored to have been her son and to have been someone she loved.

      “We are also here to celebrate the life of Dayna Auvray, the sister of my bride. We are not certain she has left this world, but we know she has been placed in mortal peril, and though we hope with everything we have against it—”Torben gave Brant a pointed look, and the large warrior nodded in return”—we may not see her again. If she has passed on, we want to wish her spirit safe travels and give Allete and Thomas an opportunity to share a piece of her with us.” He made a motion toward the circle, inviting others to speak.

      Brant stepped up, his usual smile missing from his handsome face. “Hilda was one of the best women I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing, and I will miss her dearly. She helped guide this clan with patience and wisdom. She used to whip me raw when I was a lad, but I have no doubt I deserved every lash. She helped make me into the man I am today.

      “Dayna, well… I haven’t known her long, but in the brief time I spent with her I knew without a doubt she was the woman for me. She’s fierce and fearless. She’s confident and says what she thinks. I don’t believe she’s gone, and I truly hope this clan will get to meet her.”

      My throat was tight as he stepped back and allowed someone else to come forward. One by one, clan members advanced and talked about Hilda, about their relationship with her, and the life the Oracle had lived. Just in the time I’d known her, I’d come to see the woman was remarkable, but hearing Clan Hakon speak of her with such respect and affection made me realize how much I would be missing now that she was gone. It broke my heart to know the children Torben and I would have wouldn’t get to know their grandmother. If Brant was wrong, they wouldn’t get to know their aunt Dayna, either. It hurt. Gods, it hurt.

      When there was a lull in the remembrances, I took a deep breath and stepped into the center of the circle. The small amount of murmuring ceased abruptly as all eyes focused on me. I smiled and wiped at the tears that had gathered in my eyes. “I am so very blessed to get to be a part of this celebration because it means that I had the opportunity to be a part of Hilda’s life, no matter how brief our time together. I didn’t know her as well as you all did, but the time I spent with her was revealing. She was brave, probably the bravest woman, next to Dayna, that I’ve ever met. She was honest, giving, self-sacrificing, and wise. I am truly filled with sorrow she will not be here to see the prophecy she gave come to fruition. Her memory will live on every day in our conversations and recollections of her.” I paused and pressed a hand to my chest, just over my heart as if I could push the pain out. “I truly hope you all will get to meet Dayna.” My eyes met those of Freya and Babs. “She will love the shieldmaidens and be the hardest worker and fiercest warrior you will ever have the privilege to meet. Dayna is someone that brings energy with her wherever she goes. She walks into a room and fills it up with light and laughter. She’s loyal to a fault. When she chooses to love you, you’re hers for life and she will defend you to the death. She’s my sister, but she’s also my best friend.” I bit my lip to keep the sob from breaking free. I wanted to talk about her without becoming a sopping mess, but it was so hard. I was so scared I would never see her again, and that thought just re-opened the wound that had torn inside me when I’d seen her fall.

      “Brant,” I said, gazing at the large man. “I will be honored to call you my brother-in-law. And if you bring her back to me, I will forever be in your debt.” I stepped back, and Torben wrapped his arms around me.

      “You did good, Princess,” he whispered in my ear and kissed my hair.

      I looked at Thomas to see if he was going to speak. He was watching me. My brow rose in question, but he just gave a subtle shake of his head. I didn’t blame him. Talking about her was not easy.

      As the night continued, the circle broke up and people mingled with one another. Some talked about Hilda, some asked me and Thomas about Dayna and wished us the best for her. It was an evening I would not soon forget.

      By the time Torben and I made it back to his mother’s hut, I was ready to collapse. Torben lay down next to me and wrapped his arms around me.

      “Tomorrow, you become my wife,” he whispered into the dark.

      “We’ll see how you feel in the morning,” I said with a small smile. “You might change your mind.”

      “Never,” he whispered fiercely and hugged me tighter to him.
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        Taciturn and prudent, and in war daring, should a king’s children be; Joyous and liberal every one should be until the hour of his death.

        ~ Hávamál, Book of Viking Wisdom

      

      

      I stared into Allete’s eyes as I held her hands in mine. The priest was speaking, but I didn’t hear a word he said. I couldn’t take my eyes off the beautiful sight before me. Rainah had found the dress she’d worn for her own wedding and had loaned it to Allete. My bride was stunning.

      “Torben, will you take Allete to be your wife? To stand by your side as your helpmate?”

      “I do,” I answered.

      “Do you promise to provide, protect, honor, love, be faithful to, and respect her all the days of her life?”

      “I do.”

      The priest turned to Allete. “Allete Auvray, will you take Torben as your husband? To stand beside you and be whatever it is you need him to be?”

      “I do,” she answered without hesitation.

      “Do you promise to care for, protect, honor, love, be faithful to, and respect him all the days of his life?”

      “I do.”

      “By the power given to me by the gods of life, love, and fertility, I pronounce you man and wife.”

      Our clan erupted into cheers around us, and it made my heart soar. They could have been judgmental. They could have rejected her. But instead, they’d embraced her. I had a feeling some of their acceptance was a residual effect of Magnus’ betrayal, but it didn’t matter to me. If they were willing to give Allete the chance to show them what an amazing leader she was, then I’d take it. They would soon see what a valuable asset she was to the clan.

      “I love you,” I whispered to her as I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers.

      “I love you back,” she said just before our lips touched.

      We spent the evening celebrating. Though I saw sadness in Allete’s eyes a for a couple of moments, her face was full of joy, and that feeling was reflected in my own heart.

      Late that night, as we walked to the hut—which I already had plans to expand for our future children—I smiled as I saw the light shining from within. The clan women had been there, and I’d no doubt Freya and Babs had done something that would make Allete blush.

      As she stepped into the hut, I noticed the soft flush that was already rising on her neck.

      “You okay?” I asked as I closed the door.

      She nodded but didn’t speak.

      After making my way to her, I eased her around to face me, then lifted her chin so she’d see my expressions. “If you want to wait, I will be okay with that,” I told her gently. I cupped her face in my hand, loving the feel of her silky, smooth skin.

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to wait. I want to be with you.” Taking my hand, Allete began pulling me toward the bed. She paused a moment, shook her head, and laughed.

      “What?” I asked, glancing around her. There were crushed plants scattered across the furs on the bed. “What is that?”

      Allete leaned down, picked up some of the plants, and lifted them to her nose. She breathed in before chuckling again. “It’s crushed fennel. It’s a plant known to heighten desire.”

      I grinned. “Do we eat it?”

      Allete looked over her shoulder at me. “You can steep it in water and make a tea. Do you need some?”

      I frowned. “Seriously? Have I not made my desire for you known? Does it seem lacking?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder how you so easily keep your hands off me,” she said coyly.

      “If that dress didn’t belong to Rainah, I’d rip it in half this moment,” I said, the desire that had been simmering between us beginning to grow. Her breath caught as her lips parted. Allete’s tongue darted out, wetting her bottom lip. Whatever control I’d been holding on to was gone.

      I wrapped my arms around her, then kissed her as if the air in her lungs was the only thing that could keep me alive. Her hands were shoving at my clothes, and mine weren’t moving with much finesse in my need to remove everything between our bodies.

      As more skin was exposed, the caresses became less frantic and more reverent as we marveled at each other’s bodies. She was absolutely beautiful, and I told her so, repeatedly.

      As I laid her down on the bed and covered her naked form with my own, I pressed kisses across her collarbone, whispering, “You’re perfect.” My hand skimmed down her side, brushing the curve of her breast and dipping into the indention of her small waist until I gripped her hip, pulling her closer to me. She lifted her leg and wrapped it around my hip, and I groaned at the sensations it provoked.

      “I love you,” Allete whispered breathlessly as our bodies became one for the first time.

      I gasped as I felt a pull deep inside me, and the bond that had been missing suddenly snapped back into place. All of a sudden, it wasn’t just my desire I was feeling, but Allete’s as well.

      “Uskit’r,” I cursed as I pressed my forehead to hers. “Do you feel that?”

      She nodded as her eyes met mine. “I feel your own emotions within me.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. It was overwhelming, addictive, and all-consuming.

      Our bodies continued to move together, our skin growing damp with sweat. Our scents mingled as our voices filled the room. She was mine. I would do anything to keep her safe and healthy and, hopefully, happy. My fingertips ran across every soft piece of skin, memorizing her form as my mouth followed in their wake. Never had I experienced such emotion as I had while making love to Allete. It was something I would never get enough of. I hoped she wouldn’t, either.

      Hours later, we lay wrapped in each other’s arms, breathless, coated in sweat and sated—at least for a little while, I thought.

      “Whatever your mom did,” she said, “I mean, whatever cloaking spell she cast on me, is gone. It broke when we started making love. That’s why we could feel each other again. It also opened my mind to her memories.”

      Turning my body so I could prop up on an elbow and see her face as we spoke, I asked, “You can see her prophecies?”

      Allete nodded. “But they’re all jumbled. I feel like I’m going to have to just sit and sort them out in my mind.” She frowned, and I smoothed away the crease in her forehead.

      “Don’t worry about it tonight, my love,” I said. Wrapping an arm around her waist, I pulled her against me. “Rest while you can. I’m not done with you for the night.”

      I heard her soft laughter as I closed my eyes and drifted into a light sleep, feeling more at peace than I had in my entire life. I knew it wouldn’t last. I knew that in the next few weeks we would be preparing for the battles ahead of us. We would need to learn Dayna’s fate once and for all, and we would need to visit Allete’s parents to fill them in on everything that had happened and propose an alliance with Clan Hakon against Cathal. Regardless of whether Cathal still pursued Allete, the man needed to be brought to justice.

      But none of that could be dealt with tonight, and so I pushed it aside and simply held the woman who possessed my heart and soul. I would use this night and any others I could to make sure she knew just how much she meant to me.

      “I love you, Princess,” I whispered and smiled when I felt her snuggle closer.

      “You better. You’re stuck with me now.”

      

      
        
        The End
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        Brant

      

      

      The sound of the waves crashing onto the beach was relaxing, or as relaxing as it could be right now. There was never a second of the day that Dayna wasn’t on my mind. When I wasn’t envisioning her beautiful face, I was planning my assault against Calder. I knew she was alive, and I would get her back. I didn’t know how I knew she yet breathed, I just did. In my gut, I knew she was alive, and I was certain she would remain that way because Dayna was a fighter. She would not easily leave this earth.

      I picked up a fistful of sand and watched it flow through my fingers, like time slipping away. Every time, the sand trickled back to the ground no matter how tightly I squeezed my fist to try and contain it. I couldn’t stop it, just like I couldn’t stop the passing of time. It was infuriating. I wanted to be gone already, but I knew rushing in without a plan would not result in a favorable outcome. I didn’t begrudge Torben his wedding or time with his wife, but I was jealous. Jealous because I so badly wanted the same with Dayna. I wanted to lie in the dark with her and listen to her laughter and the sound of her breathing as she slept. I wanted to feel her soft, warm, supple body against my own and taste her lips. I’d never wanted anything with the ferocity I felt for Allete’s sister. It was surprising but not unwelcome. I’d finally met my match, and I couldn’t be more pleased. But I could feel no pleasure until she was returned to my side.

      “Hang on, my little warrior,” I said into the night, imagining the waves carrying my words to her. “I’m coming for you.”
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        1. WINGS

        NORA

      

      

      
        
        If I had wings, they would be black, thin, and feathered. Not a flat color… but iridescent. Shining with hues of purple, green, and blue. Catching the light with the barest fingertips. And when I needed, I could fold into the darkest shadows and hide.

        

      

      This time between the dark and the dawn is mine.

      I roll from my bed and slip quietly across the floor, avoiding the creaks in a shadowy dance no one will ever see. My ears tune to the nonexistent noises around me and I sigh, ghostlike, with relief. Because in this time, he sleeps.

      A snap of a memory flashes through my mind and body as I feel the sharp, short cracks delivered this time. This time.

      I ease the dresser drawer out, holding my breath as tiny splinters catch the sides, and reach underneath the lace and silk to the boys’ pants hidden beneath. Quickly, I slide them on, my bruises objecting as I bend to fasten them. Tucking the ends of my nightdress into the waist, I pad to the window.

      Across from our brownstone, one light shines dimly through a dirty window. Someone leaving for or returning from a shift; a refrigerator light; something simple and easy. I crinkle my nose and think, Of all the hundreds of people who live in that apartment building, how is it that only one solitary light shines? I quirk my lips into an unsure smile, a new split stinging as it stretches apart. This is why it is my time.

      Bending and flexing my legs, I take a deep breath and push the window ajar. It protests, groaning as I push my torso out and use my back to push it up. Settling on the windowsill, I close it down, pulling a small comb from my pocket and wedging it in the gap so I can get back in.

      Perched like a bat ready to launch into the night, my eyes dart to the corner of the building, to the rickety fire escape that would be much easier to climb. A car light bends over the gaps in the iron and fans out like the punch in a comic book. Wham! I snigger to myself, the laugh seeming foreign, jarring. I’m not supposed to laugh. I’m a sad girl, with a sad life.

      But it is my life, and tonight… I’m going to fly.

      I face my window and grasp the drainpipe that runs the length of the building. Staring up at the sky for a moment, I search out my destination. The one error in the building, which grates on him, invites me. One beam they forgot to trim sits out from the wall like a pirate ship plank. I dig my bare toes into the worn spaces between the bricks and climb.

      I’m a shadow taped to the wall, scaling the pipe in solid but fast movements. Breathing hard and forgetting everything. The sky and the stars hang around just for me. They cling to the fading darkness, and I let them spark my senses. The night air closes in like the wings of a crow, folding over, protecting and gifting me something I lack. I pass the window of our sleeping neighbors and shake my head. They won’t hear me.

      I breathe in deeply. Car exhaust films the air but it lightens, sweetens, as I climb. Overhead, the plank casts a cool shadow over the building, lengthening as the moon starts to dip away and the sun coaxes the sky into pinks and oranges. My time is only minutes. My mind is only on the hands pulling me up and the legs stabilizing me.

      I dig my toes into the brackets holding the pipe. It cuts in, but my skin is toughening through scars crisscrossing over other scars. I throw my head back, my hair wisping and sticking to my cheeks. Sweat makes my grip slippery. It takes more concentration, more strength to hold on, but that’s why I like it. This risk sends flickers through my heart; pinprick lights like the points of a star. It keeps something beating that could be dead, should be dead. But I can’t let it.

      I won’t.

      The pipe trembles under my weight, the screws wriggle in their brackets, and I hold tighter. Moving faster up, up, up, until I reach the beam. I link my hands together around the plank, the dry wood soaking up some of my sweat.

      This part, the upside-down part… I love.

      I hug the beam and creep my feet up the wall until I can wrap my legs around it, swinging like a raccoon on a telephone wire. My head drops down and I stare out at the inverted city, the skyscrapers hanging from the earth like stalactites, dripping their lights into the clouds and piercing the sky. One shake and the people would spill from their locked-in positions, sprinkling like pepper into the atmosphere.

      Just float away.

      Light as air… I want to be a speck carried by the wind.

      My hair swings in coils and clumps on either side of my eyes, and my head starts to beat like a drum full of water from too much blood. I work my way around until I’m right way up, lying stomach to beam.

      I push back to sitting, my legs dangling, my chest filled to bursting with cleaner air, the flames of sunrise singeing the top of my head.

      If I had wings… They’d need to be strong enough…

      Closing my eyes as the round edge of the sun pokes above the horizon, I spread my arms wide. I let the small breeze flutter under my limbs, cool my skin, and free my hair.

      If I had wings, I could fly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        2. ACCIDENTS

        NORA

      

        

      
        Paths are usually stamped-out, well-defined things. They’re like that for a reason. They point toward a way through. They are hope in a lost place.

        My path is patchy, indeterminate, and young. Thousands of feet have not walked this path. Although, sadly, I know some have.

      

      

      The sun splits the willowy curtains into strands of green and cream, dancing over each other with the breeze. Groggily, I blink and watch the delicate performance, unwilling to move and waiting for the pain to set in. Branches tap out a Morse-code message on the window. I flinch, mistaking it for sharp knuckles rapping on my door. A dull ache courses through my stomach and pins itself to my back, wishing me good morning.

      I carefully straighten under the covers, pointing my toes and testing my limbs. I’m okay. These wounds are ordinary. Nothing I haven’t dealt with before.

      Through the narrow crack of my bedroom door sails the ordinary clatter of the morning—spoons rattling in empty bowls as they are thrown in the sink and a copper kettle whistling, high-pitched and impatient. That new Perry Como song plays on the radio, my mother’s humming sounding like nails on a chalkboard in my sore head. I wait. Sure enough, halfway through the song, his controlled, sharp-as-icepicks footsteps cross the kitchen and the radio squeals across the bands to classical music. I clasp my head with both hands at the squeal and then the twanging violins.

      I want to sleep. I need to sleep. I won’t get to sleep.

      “Nora!” my mother screams, matching the sound of the kettle with its impatient trill. Her loud voice pushes its way between the fingers holding my head together and vibrates inside my skull. “I need you downstairs and ready for school in five minutes!” I can almost see her pointing sharply at the tiles as if I should materialize that instant right where she’s indicating.

      I release my hands from my ears and lay them in my lap, palms upward. Everything I do is slow because my body is trying to avoid the pain. I want to tell it not to bother, swallowing dryly at the state of my wrists. Fingernail impressions separate the thin veins that run across my pale skin. I pull the sleeves of my nightdress down and tie the ribbons tightly over the marks.

      A loud groan rumbles up the stairs. “Ugh! Nora, I’m not kidding. We’re going to be late… again.” For someone so small, she can bellow like an overweight opera singer.

      I sigh, pull the downy covers over my head, and am clouded in darkness. Just a few more minutes. I am afforded none as a scrawny, angular weight lands on top of me. Knees like shelf brackets dig into my ribs.

      “Nora, Nora, Nora… Get up.” My name piles one on top of another without a breath in between. Thin fingers clamp onto my arms and shake.

      I pull away. “All right,” I mumble, my voice muffled by the heavy quilt.

      “Nora. Nora. Noraaaaaa.” Because she can’t hear me, Frankie’s poking continues. It feels like she’s taken two forks from downstairs and is jamming them into my sides. I curl down the covers carefully, squinting at all the lights she switched on when she entered my room.

      Frankie shuffles back and smiles, gummy, three teeth missing. Her hearing aid is in her open palm. “Can you help me put thissss in, Noraaaaaaa?” she says, her Ss hissing through the gap. I sit up and tuck her long, straight hair, which is the color of autumn leaves, behind her ear. She giggles and rasps, a slight wheeze in her defective chest. Bobbing her head back and forth, she sings some unintelligible song as I wrangle with her hair and constant movement.

      I clamp my hand down on top of her head. “Hold still, Frankie,” I plead through gritted, fuzzy teeth.

      She lurches forward just to make it more difficult, but I manage to slip the aid into her tiny, peaches-and-cream-colored ear. I position the headband my mother lovingly wound with pink satin ribbon. The aid whining itches my teeth as I grab her clothes and still her while clipping the little black box onto her sash. Smiling, she glances up at me with dark blue eyes, yellow streaks streaming from the irises like the rays of the sun. “Tanks!” she whispers and licks my hand.

      “Oh yuck, Frankie!” I roll my eyes and watch my ferrety little sister bound out of the room and tear down the hall, sounding more like an elephant than a seven-year-old.

      The bathroom door slams. I know I’m going to be waiting a while so I slip down into the bed and cross my arms over my chest, resting like I’m lying in a coffin. The warm air and street noises flowing through the window tell me I’m going to be sweating in a long-sleeved, high-necked dress, but I don’t have another option.

      My mother’s holler coasts over the dark brown banister and hits my ears again. “We’re going to be laaate!” Her voice is shrill and getting shriller.

      I hear a plate slam down on the counter. Heavy footsteps approach, darker and more electric than a storm cloud.

      “I’ll get her,” my father says loudly, knowing all he needs to do is threaten. I hold still, out of stubbornness, out of fear, I don’t know, but I wait until I hear him slowly and deliberately stomping up the stairs. One, two, three…

      I stay clamped still until he’s at the top and then I scramble out of bed, grabbing my clothes from yesterday off the back of a chair and scurrying to the door. My heart pounds hard for the moments it takes to remember that Frankie is in the bathroom, and then it steadies. Because my heart has a memory. It understands the pattern, and it prepares me.

      I gingerly nudge my door further ajar with my foot to reveal him standing proud, gripping the bannister and looking like a painting of one of our long-dead relatives. His eyes are an oily swirl of an amber brush. Not a man, a figment, and definitely not a father.

      He gives me a flat, unimpressed smile and says, “Good girl,” as he tracks my movements. My gaze connects with his for a moment before I have to look away. In his eyes are the reflections of the beating I didn’t know how to stop, and even though my heart remembers, the rest of me would like to forget.

      I pad down the hall, eyes down, hands clasped, just like a good girl should, toward the bathroom door. He turns, clicking his heels sharply, and takes one step down. A good girl. I snort at the comment and he hesitates, one foot hovering in midair. I sense the angry electricity charging his bones and tightening his fists.

      I knock on the bathroom door, gently at first, but quickening with every bad thought that enters my mind. He wouldn’t. Not with Mother just downstairs. I stare at the carpet and nervously blow air through pursed lips.

      The boards of the stairs creak, always in the same place, and he pushes his weight down on it—testing, warning, and playing with my nerves. My mouth tastes metallic, and my hands pump nervously.

      “Christopher, let me…” my mother shouts from the foyer, her voice edged in trepidation. The top of her head nods up and down over a tailored jacket and an unfashionably long skirt. She is graced with the same autumn-leaved hair color as Frankie. Her clothes may be dated, but she still looks beautiful. I sigh stiffly and tuck my slightly frizzy, dirty-blond hair behind my unfortunately prominent ears. My father watches me, his eyes crinkling in disgust with my every movement. I have his ears, nose, and hair… and he can’t stand it. I wish I could scrub out my face and start again. Not because it would protect me, but because it would mean I wouldn’t see him in my reflection.

      My eyes round as he takes a threatening step in my direction, fury building in his arms, coursing down into his fingers that clench into solidity. I feel them even though they’re yards away. I know how each fist feels as it strikes my skin. Knuckled like clam shells and as hard as rocks. I grab my stomach, nausea and pain swirling together inside, and tap on the door more urgently. “Frankie, open the door,” I plead. I give him a sideways glance, and there’s a sickening look of satisfaction playing across his face because he likes to see me afraid.

      The door cracks and I get a glimpse of Frankie pulling her underpants up while walking away. She grins at me as she flushes the toilet, and then shudders when she sees Father’s shadow growing behind me. I watch her shrivel before him, and I armor myself.

      Footsteps hurry up the stairs with the swish of thick material batting at slender legs.

      I turn, breathing in the word shield.

      My mother climbs anxiously, her waned eyes on my father, her hands out in front as she rushes. Brittle hope rises, and I wonder if she’s actually going to say something this time. If she’s going to say stop.

      “Christopher,” she pants just before she reaches the top stair, her lip curling on the ‘pher’ part as she blows a loose strand of hair from her eyes. It floats up and lands back over her delicate brow. “It’s fine,” she says as she takes another step up, her long skirt trapping her leather heels and snagging her feet. “I…”

      A loud siren wails outside. My mother’s attention abruptly snaps to the long, arch window over the landing, her face crossed with the black line shadows of the frame and the morning sun.

      A collection of events. Each on its own is harmless. But together, one after the other, they change the world.

      Startled and off balance, her hands grab at the air in front of her. Her eyes close and she falls backward. My father reaches out, but there’s endless space between them.

      “Rebecca!” he sort of sighs and screams because he’s helpless. His voice is sucked away by the shocking sight of her body plunging downwards and her legs kicking like she’s riding an invisible bicycle. The shattering sound of her breath knocking from her lungs with every crack on the hardwood stairs pounds us both with airy hammers.

      It’s just air. Air and tumbling. Pulling down, down, down. And as her body breaks, so does my very thin thread of safety.

      There’s beauty in the fall, the weightlessness, the gravity fighting against the will. The curve of her body is a thin stream. And for one ridiculous, far-fetched moment, I believe she will fly. But there is no magic in my life. This world offers no pixie dust to lift our feet from the floor. So I watch her non-flight with detached horror and know that any chance I had just fluttered to the floor like a released pack of cards.

      The landing is ugly. It’s hard and final. Weight catches up and she skids across the tiles in her slippery skirt. Her hair flounces out of its pinned updo, too much life to the curls bouncing over an ashen face. The view of her lying there spins up from the ground and hits me square in the chest. The pain is bigger than anything I’ve ever imagined. It keeps pushing, prying, trying to open me up right here in the hall.

      Frankie shoves on the door, and my palm snaps to the panel to block her way. “I thought ya needed to go, Nora. Nora, let me out.” Her voice is panicky, high-pitched. She is unaware what exactly is wrong but she knows something is.

      I brace the door as little, freckled fingers curl around the outside.

      Shouldn’t it be slow when your world changes? It’s not my experience. It’s fast as lightning and stings as much. She was at the top of the stairs, alive, talking. A flush to her creamy skin from exertion. Now she lies on the black-and-white tiles of the entry hall, her body angled all wrong. Her mouth open. Her eyes still closed.

      That hard, tumbleweed of reality is still pushing against my chest, trying to get me to release something. I pull at my clothes like they’re strangling me. I can’t breathe.

      There were no words. There was no time. I didn’t get to say anything, barely opened my mouth before it was over.

      It’s over.

      I take a heaped breath in and hold it. My lungs bursting with numbing pain.

      I turn to see my father perched at the top of the stairs, staring at me mutely for several seconds, the wail of more sirens gathering seeming otherworldly. The sky screaming for a take back. We move our eyes millimeter by millimeter to the body at the bottom of the stairs, neither one really wanting to see what we already know. Frankie’s tiny fists pound on the door like a heartbeat. “Nora, what’s wrong?”

      Everything.

      Everything.

      Realization is heavy and it adds weights to my father’s shoulders until he sinks to his knees in a knight’s stance, mangled sobs heaving from his chest.

      I think, He won’t move.

      I think, He should run down and help her.

      I know it won’t do any good.

      She looks like one of Frankie’s dolls, a frozen sculpture, robbed of life, of grace. I almost expect her face to be cracked, shattered inwards like she was in fact shaped from porcelain. But she looks untouched. She looks like she was arranged this way, a mannequin that was never alive.

      My father rotates slowly, still crouching, dirty-blond hair falling over his forehead. Hate waves creep toward me, pulling me to him. It’s a look I’m already very used to, but it darkens with every breath he takes.

      Eyes half measured with tears and steely hatred, he whispers, “This is your fault,” and something inside me breaks, painfully pulled open with strong hands that hurt again and again. It’s my heart, my armor, my survival, all shattering and crashing to the floor.

      Gently, I pry Frankie’s fingers from the bathroom door and close it carefully, ignoring her pleas. I don’t want her to see this. She can’t see this. Oh God, she can’t see this. Panic winds my breath tighter. I turn my back to the bathroom door, look up at the ceiling, which seems black and swirling with empty stars, and I scream.

      

      
        
        Order your copy of Nora & Kettle today!
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