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Ever since his brother died, night was no longer kind to Bjorn Kyvansson. 

Terror filled his mind as he slept; inside his dreams, he could see the chasm between the worlds of waking and dreaming, time and timelessness, with no absolution on either side. Scenes of suffering and despair danced in his sight, stringing familiar faces alongside foreign places. Flashes of white and green and red danced together, and agony laced between each beat of his heart as he saw his brother die under the dark shadow of a dragon. 

“Brother.” Bjorn jolted awake, sitting up and clutching his chest, trying to soothe his wildly beating heart. The chill in the air spoke a tangible dread that flowed from his dreams; as his breathing slowed and his heartbeat steadied, Bjorn tasted salt on his lips. 

Tears or sweat? Bjorn frowned, and then he discarded the question. 

Some questions were better left unanswered.

He glanced over at the turf wall separating his room from the rest of his family. From the small  slips of moonlight passing through the roof thatches, Bjorn could see the faintest stream of green trails against the sky, as auroras gradually faded across the horizon. The moon rode high in the clouds, and the sun remained beyond the roof of the world for now, as it would for several hours yet. Bjorn had only slept for a few hours. 

He sighed. His nightmares were nothing out of the ordinary—not after Sterlig’s death.

Bjorn’s harrowing dreams had come the first night after he and his family learned Sterlig was dead. 

At the time, Bjorn thought that his nightmares would go away. 

Several months later, he knew he had been wrong. 

If anything, the dreams have gotten worse of late. He dropped his head into his hands.

“Sterlig,” Bjorn murmured. In his dream, he had seen his older brother face the last moments of his life. Sterlig had struggled to survive as he fought against his enemy, but in the end, he had died, tragically and horrifically—and all alone, far from home, on foreign, enchanted soil.

When Sterlig had announced his intent to go to the island of Eydis to slay the dragon there, Bjorn was not surprised. Ever since the dragon first appeared a hundred years ago, prince and pillager alike had died trying to slay the monster, the dragon of Eydis. Killing the dragon was exactly the sort of challenge his older brother enjoyed. Even if no one had survived a fight with the great beast before. 

Sterlig had dismissed Bjorn’s concern.  

“But what makes you think you’ll succeed, when others have failed?” Bjorn had asked.

“I have a reason to win.” Sterlig’s strong chin jutted out with pride, and there was no hint of doubt at all on his smug, sunburnt face.

Bjorn looked over at his brother’s empty pallet across from his and shook his head. He did not want to think about his brother’s fate any more than he wanted to dream about it. He folded his hands together briefly and tried to say a prayer, grateful that his mother’s god was a god of spirit as well as flesh, and he could trust he prayed to a being who knew what Bjorn did not know how to express—or admit. 

And only God the Allfather knew there was plenty Bjorn did not want to admit when it came to his brother’s death, especially when it came to—

No. 

Bjorn squeezed his eyes shut, forcing himself to stop before he thought about Arja Freydottir. 

He did not like to think about Sterlig, but Bjorn hated thinking about his brother’s intended bride even more. 

Bjorn clenched his fists. He pushed aside the blankets on his sleeping pallet and reached for one of his woolen tunics. He pulled back his shoulder-length hair, tying it back with a band. The potash soap he used to keep it clean during the summer had faded, allowing the dull, natural brown to reappear. It needed to be bleached again, soon. 

Bjorn sighed and pulled on his boots, before he started toward the door. 

Only to stop, as a loud clash interrupted him. 

Bjorn froze; his back went rigid, and his breathing stopped. 

Slowly, he turned around. 

And there it was. 

His sword laid on the floor, the blade radiating a greenish, malevolent glow. 

Bjorn felt his breathing constrict even further.

Many of his countrymen would say the trolls and elves hiding in the countryside had cursed him, that the gods of Forn Sidr, the old way, were playing with him or that Odin’s night dragons wound their way across the coming winter skies and infiltrated his dreams. There were plenty of traders who would offer similar counsel, saying it was the work of the otherworldly and the supernatural. As Bjorn stared at the sword before him—the same one Sterlig had taken to Eydis, the same one that their friends, Finnar and Jon, had returned to him—it was hard to disagree. 

His home, Kyvan, was only an outlying trading post in a small corner of the world, but he also knew it was a mistake to give legends more credence than they were due. His dreams were not from other creatures, nor did they have divine origins. They came from the questions which had been running ceaselessly through his mind since he learned of his brother’s death. 

Or so he thought. 

Just as Bjorn reached out for the fallen sword, his father let out a loud groan from his bed one room over. Bjorn jerked his hand back, and the sword gleamed with ghoulish amusement. The eagle head he had designed for the pommel twinkled while his father fell back into mumbling silence. 

“Thank you, almighty Father.” Bjorn let out a grateful prayer of praise as he picked up his sword. If the choice lay between waking up his father and carrying a cursed sword, Bjorn was more than happy to risk the latter.

After Sterlig died, Keyvak Ragnork was only ever angry or drunk while he was awake. While it strained their family, Bjorn knew his father was grieving in his own way. Keyvak and Sterlig had bonded over the years as they hunted and sailed on Viking raids. The proudest Bjorn had ever seen his father look was when the chieftain of Kyvan had named Sterlig among his favorite soldiers and sparring partners.

But that was before Sterlig decided to go off and face the dragon of Eydis. 

Bjorn ran his hand over his sword, studying it carefully. Even in its scabbard, he intimately knew every fine detail of the pommel, the hilt, everything—right down to the runic inscription on the blade. While his father and brother hunted and pillaged, Bjorn had worked with his Uncle Lodd to become a blacksmith and bladesmith. After years as his uncle’s apprentice, he prepared his own sword for battle and training, pouring his heart into his work. 

Naturally, Sterlig had taken the sword from him, claiming it as his own before heading off to Eydis. 

Bjorn’s fingers dropped from the sword as the greenish tint disappeared entirely. 

The glow disappeared, but his guilt did not. 

As fine as the sword was, he couldn’t help but wonder if he was to blame for Sterlig’s death. 

Soft footsteps approached him from behind, and he tightened his grip on the hilt. 

“There is nothing you could’ve done, Bjorn."

Elska Eliadottir’s voice was gentle as it cut through the air between them, but pain struck him squarely in the heart. He did not deserve his mother’s graciousness, no matter how much he knew she loved him. Elska’s assurance was meant as absolution, but Bjorn found no truth or comfort in it. 

“I know,” he lied.

“When you speak like that, you sound just like your father,” his mother replied smoothly as she brushed back her loose curls of dark hair, now streaked with gray, that trickled out of their braided knot. A small glimmer of wry amusement sparkled in her jasper eyes. “Especially after I tell him he needs to stop drinking.” 

“I’m nothing like Father.” Bjorn cleared his throat and tried to soften his tone. “He tells me that often enough.” 

“All men are prone to self-destruction,” Elska told him quietly. “Keyvak has mead and ale as his poison of choice, a slow-acting one that easily passes through his system, assuming he doesn’t injure himself on the way home. But you’re young, Bjorn—no matter if you’ve reached eighteen summers and you’re a head taller than me. I know you well enough to know your method of personal affliction has nothing to do with the head and everything to do with the heart.” 

Is it possible she knows? Bjorn stiffened, briefly thinking of Arja again. He did not like the thought that his mother could guess at his secrets. 

“There’s no need for you to keep blaming yourself for Sterlig’s death,” Elska continued, allowing Bjorn to slowly breathe again. “Your father says many things and repeats them many times, but you and I know that doesn’t make them true.” 

Despite his mood, Bjorn laughed quietly, still unwilling to wake his father with careless noise. “He seems to think that’s how it works.” 

“Authority without truth is only imagined power.” Elska came up beside Bjorn and put her hand on his shoulder. “And if you are blaming yourself for my grief, you may stop. The Living God has given me peace over Sterlig’s death. And he can do that for you, too, my son.” 

Bjorn finally turned to face her, his eyes catching the twinkle of gold from the small chain around her neck. The necklace disappeared under the collar of her woolen aprondress, hiding the golden crucifix it bore. He knew from her stories growing up that it was the last gift his grandmother gave to her before she passed, and it was his mother’s most prized possession. 

“I’m thankful God is willing to give you peace.” Bjorn kept his tone neutral, not wanting to admit how he envied his mother.  

“I know Keyvak has not been easy on you,” Elska murmured quietly. “Don’t let him fill your mind with falsehoods.” 

“I can handle the falsehoods better than his debts.” 

The light in his mother’s eyes dimmed. “If he’s not careful, Keyvak is going to end up a slave.”

Bjorn quickly pressed a kiss to his mother’s cheek, already sorry he had said anything. It had been an act of self-defense to keep her away from his secrets, but he had caused her pain. 

“There are plenty of details Father and Frey Gilsson haven’t discussed,” Bjorn told her. “Jon’s told me that he and Finnar are in just as much trouble. Father blames them for stealing our family’s knarr.” 

“I’m sure Sterlig was behind that. He needed a ship to get to Eydis.” 

“But Frey’s thralls are the ones who ended up burning it.” Bjorn gripped his sword uneasily. “They said it was haunted.” 

“What foolishness. But in regards to our family’s debts, I will remain hopeful for now,” Elska murmured, touching the gold chain at her throat. “No sense in worrying when there’s nothing else to be done.”

“Frey will give you plenty of grief if you let him. He’s always been a miser.”

“Arja’s always said so, too.”

A telling silence slipped between mother and son as Bjorn busied himself by tying the sword to his belt. 

“I’ve missed Arja’s visits.” Elska gave Bjorn an amused look. “I was hoping she would still come by, but perhaps it’s too painful for her yet.” 

“Perhaps.” Bjorn’s jaw tightened. “For now, we should respect her wishes.” 

“Have you seen her in town at all?” 

Yes. 

Bjorn could conjure a picture of Arja inside his mind in the blink of an eye, and he’d done it often enough there was no lack of detail in his memory. He could see her bright blonde hair styled back from her large, bright green eyes and her smooth, wintery skin. He’d seen her at least four times in the last three days as he delivered his commissions and haggled for goods in Kyvan. The last he had seen her, she was beside the perfume traders from Eydis. Her small mutt, Ulf, had been barking happily at the crowd while she talked with a large, dark man in a friendly manner.  

“I haven’t talked with her,” Bjorn said. “If I see her when I go to town later, I will pass along your greetings and well-wishes.”

“Thank you.” Elska smiled. “So, you are going to town? Geira mentioned you have a good reputation for your work. Lodd would be proud.” 

A small lump formed in his throat at the mention of his uncle. His good humor and insightful instruction, not just in metalworking but in other areas, sustained Bjorn’s spirits even on the worst days. When Lodd had succumbed to a fever two winters before, it was the first time Bjorn had felt truly alone. 

“I miss him,” Bjorn admitted. 

“We will see him again one day,” Elska whispered, her own grief evident. She patted Bjorn on the shoulder. “Until then, honor his legacy for me, will you?” 

“Yes, Mother.” Bjorn nodded. It was not a question of honor. Honor was a given, was sacred to their way of life in Snæland, among families and communities alike. Everyone from the chieftain of Kyvan, Jarl Vidur Thordirsson, down to the youngest farmhand had a duty to fulfill to others. Bjorn took his duties and his honor seriously. He knew firsthand how destructive the sacrilegious could be.

Bjorn walked out of the house to his forge, watching the freedom of the auroras dancing in the sky. They didn’t have a place they needed to go, and they were not bound by the dictates of his home as he was. Stuck between his nightmarish dreams and his daytime concerns, Bjorn was certain of the passage of the time, but not of his purpose within it. 

When he glanced down at the sword, he was not surprised to see it glowing with its eerie green aura, matching the trails of the light across the night sky. He tightened his grip on the hilt of the sword and hurried toward his forge. Despite the weakness of the firepit’s flames, the air’s chilliness dissipated a little. He leaned the sword that had failed to save Sterlig against the doorframe, eager to leave it behind as he lost himself in his work.

Nothing could stay close for long as he worked—not his mother’s worry, his father’s neglect, and not even Arja’s love for Sterlig—when he was focused. His world fell into order, and it remained so, until a sharp clashing sound suddenly cut through his concentration. 

Bjorn jumped at the noise behind him and glanced back. His sword had fallen over again. 

Flashes of his dream ran through his mind as his steady rhythm tapered off. 

Bjorn carried the sword back to his worktable and set it down, forcing himself to ignore the glow it emitted. 

It had to be the auroras—or were the colors his own imaginings, born out of guilt?

Bjorn shook his head. His mother was right—there was nothing he could’ve done to stop Sterlig from going to Eydis. Bjorn knew his brother very well, and discouraging Sterlig from going would have only pushed his brother there faster. 

There was nothing he could do now, either. 

Sterlig was dead.

Bjorn could only move forward with his own life. 

But the thought of moving on only made him more uneasy, and his guilt increased further as Bjorn went back to work. 

He was certain God would grant him peace if he asked for it, but he knew that it wasn’t peace he wanted. 

He pictured Arja’s face again, with her pert little nose, her creamy skin and her silken hair, giving him one of her wry smiles and standing firm with her stubborn confidence. He could imagine the softness of her cheeks, feel the warmth of her skin ... taste the sweetness of her lips.  

“Arja.” 

He whispered her name, softly calling to her as he allowed his heart an instance of freedom. 

The last thing he was expecting was her to answer him.

“What?”

Bjorn dropped his hammer as he whirled around, only to see the vibrant green eyes of Arja Freydottir alight with amusement as she looked at him. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


2

[image: image]




۞ ۞ ۞

Arja clasped her hands behind her back, digging her fingernails into her palms, forcing back a laugh as she watched Bjorn compose himself. She had caught him off guard, and she enjoyed the sensation of doing so—especially since he’d surprised her, too. 

When she’d made the decision to head over to his family’s house, she had expected to wait for him to awake; it was still very early in the day, and even her youngest brother Frig was still asleep. But once Arja had seen the fire inside the forge, she felt a rush of vindication. The first spark of hope since Sterlig’s death flared to life. 

She had slipped into the forge, only to find Bjorn working diligently. 

That was when her determination waned. Sweat glistened on his skin, and since he had rolled up his tunic sleeves, she could see the well-defined muscles of his forearms. Paired with the thoughtful determination on his face, he made it all too easy for her to stop and stare at him—just as his flustered reaction at finally seeing her made her smile. 

“By the Allfather, Arja ... I didn’t know you—I mean, you’re here, but ... I could’ve hurt you.” Bjorn hurried to pick up his hammer. 

Arja smirked. “Are you certain of that? You seem fairly distracted.” 

“As opposed to unfairly, I presume?” Bjorn sighed, set down his hammer, and stepped forward, placing himself between Arja and the firepit. 

He’d always been protective of her, Arja remembered wistfully while she watched him run his hands through his hair; she noticed it was growing longer, and the way it fell to his shoulders made her wish she could reach out and touch it. 

The hope she’d felt earlier grew. 

Is it possible Bjorn’s forgotten about our last argument? 

Arja curled her fingers into her fists. There was a line between hope and wishful thinking, she knew she was dangerously close to crossing it. Her hesitation increased when the thoughtful, contemplative look faded from Bjorn’s face, and only a guarded expression remained.

“Why are you here?” Bjorn narrowed his eyes at her. “Did you need something repaired?” 

“Yes, actually. But it’s not something you can fix with your tools.” Arja walked around the forge, taking note of the different tools. There were hammers and anvil stumps, various wedges, pliers, and tongs. 

For all her determination, Arja knew she should’ve had a better plan. She could manage him when they were getting along; in some ways, he’d always been eager to please her. But now, it was harder to say if she could do so, especially considering their last encounter.

“It’s too early for your riddles,” Bjorn said. There was a new weariness in his voice, and Arja’s temper flared.

“I’m sorry if I’ve interrupted your work, although I’m surprised you’re out here this early.” 

“What it is you need, Arja?” 

“I can leave if you want.” Arja bit down on the inside of her cheek at her careless taunt, reminding herself she needed his help, and if she was going to get it, she had to be pleasant, especially because this was the first time they talked since the day before Sterlig had set sail for Eydis. 

The memory scorched her mind again. She tried to push it away.

Bjorn turned back and spilled a small bucket of water onto the fire pit. Half the flames roared in protest; the other half died down. 

“It might be early, but I couldn’t sleep,” Bjorn said. “I figured it was better to work.” 

He hadn’t responded to her offer to leave, and she softened, grateful for his kindness again, no matter how begrudgingly he gave it. 

“I would’ve done the same. And I know you like to work.” Arja thought of reaching up and cupping his cheek, but she saw his eyes darken as she stepped closer to him again. He was still wary of her, and he had good cause. She gestured toward the anvil. “What have you been working on?”

He held up the small scythe he’d been hammering as she arrived. 

“I lent it to Oleg last week,” Bjorn explained. “I had my reservations, and it seems they were wise.” 

“I heard he had a small scuffle with Leif when they finished collecting the harvest for Kyvan’s storehouses.” Arja rolled her eyes. “Over Helga Arnesdottir, of all women.” 

“She’s known for her beauty.” 

“But nothing else, Bjorn,” Arja snapped. “She gets sick every year, mostly due to her own foolishness, and then expects everyone else to wait upon her every moment until she’s better.” 

“Perhaps that is why Vidur didn’t punish Oleg, even though a portion of grain reserves was lost during the battle.” Bjorn finally smiled. “Helga will punish him when he marries her.”

“It would be fitting.” Arja glanced over at the small pile of broken tools on the nearby table. With the harvest season over, it wouldn’t be long before Bjorn would be overwhelmed with requests to repair tools and commissions to sharpen or inscribe weapons. “And at least you have the scythe back.” 

“Not that it’s needed as much, now that the harvest is over.”

Before Arja could reply, the sword on the table caught her attention. 

Sterlig’s sword. 

Arja shivered. Carefully, she reached for it, her fingers trembling as she took hold of it. 

“I see you kept Sterlig’s sword,” Arja said. She tried to keep her voice light, but it still came out slightly strangled. Arja pulled the blade out of the scabbard, examining it carefully. 

It was the same one her brothers described from their nightmares, the same sword she’d seen a hundred times in her own terrifying dreams. Every detail matched her memory, right down to the dried blood stuck inside the blade’s decorative inscription. 

“It’s actually my sword,” Bjorn told her. “Sterlig took it from me to go to Eydis.”

“Well, that certainly sounds like him.” Arja bit back a sigh as she ran her fingertips over the runic inscriptions on the blade. A slight whisper of ghostly green formed around the blade. 

She looked up at Bjorn. Their eyes met, and a second later, she flinched. 

“What is it?” Bjorn asked. 

“Nothing.” Arja pushed some of her loosened hair behind her shoulder and then sheathed the sword, trying to hide her lie. “I’ll just never understand why you never took swordsmanship more seriously. You’re strong enough to be a great warrior for Kyvan.” 

“There was never any need for me to fight,” he said simply. “Not with Sterlig around.” 

“He never did like competing with you.” 

“No, he didn’t.” Bjorn finally reached out and took the sword back from her, letting his hands brush gently against hers. 

Arja felt her heart skip a beat. “You should work on it more. You’d be good at it.” 

“Perhaps I will,” Bjorn said with a small laugh. “Gilda mentioned that, too.” 

“Vidur’s daughter?” Arja’s brow furrowed. “The one who always walks around with her nose in the air, tossing her hair over her shoulder like a long horse tail?” 

“Yes.” Bjorn looked amused. “I spoke to her the last time I was in town. She’d asked me to take Sterlig’s place in the chieftain’s warriors.” 

“Oh, was that it?” Arja scoffed. “I’ll bet she was really asking you into her bed.”

“What?” Bjorn’s mouth dropped open. “No, I’m sure it wasn’t that.” 

“Oh, Bjorn.” Arja giggled. “Gilda’s not the only woman in town who’s been paying you plenty of attention lately. Haven’t you noticed at all?” 

Bjorn shrugged, and Arja was incensed. 

“They’re all eager to know who you’re going to marry, now that you’re the only heir to your family’s estate.” Arja handed him the sword again before she crossed her arms. “Perhaps it might be easier for you to go viking, if you don’t like the attention.” 

“You said it yourself, I didn’t even notice it.” 

She had no way to know if he lied or not, but there was also no way to be sure unless she asked, and she would cut off her arm before asking Bjorn if he wanted more attention from the women in town.

“Besides, I don’t have a need to pillage with the others,” Bjorn added. “I’m happy to trade and smith for myself.”

“You’ve never been one to take what belonged to others.” Arja gave him a rueful smirk, and then she brightened. “I can teach you sword fighting if you want.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Maybe,” Arja mimicked, rolling her eyes. “I’ll have you know I’m one of the best shieldmaidens in Kyvan. Even Jarl Thordirsson says so, and you know how Vidur is with his compliments.”

“It wasn’t an insult,” Bjorn assured her. He gave her a pat on the head, which only frustrated her more. “You know me very well, Arja. And you know I wouldn’t dare insult you to your face.”

“You could if you did it in such a subtle and nice manner that I missed it. I know how you are, with all the reading that you do.” 

“The runes and the sword both have their uses, and their own advantages. The sword has the power to take over a man’s body, while stories can take over his mind.” Bjorn laughed. “But today, in this case between us, I will declare you the winner, since you’ve managed to sidestep my questions impressively this morning.” 

“Do I get a prize for such a victory?” As if to tease him, Arja rounded on him, placing herself between him and the firepit. She’d meant to surprise him, but their closeness stunned her instead—and she was even more overwhelmed when her eyes met his, and his gaze lowered to her lips. 

Her heart began to pound in her chest, and her breathing suddenly staggered. 

“I’d give you a prize,” Bjorn said slowly, “if I thought I could pay the price for it in the end.” 

Arja finally stepped around him again. “I’ll take that to mean you owe me a favor.”  

Bjorn looked uneasy. “Why? What are you planning?” 

“Nothing for you to worry about right now,” Arja said. “I just like to keep track of my boons, Bjorn.” 

“When it’s to your advantage,” Bjorn pointed out. “You’re quick enough to forget the ones you promise to others.” 

“That’s not true!” 

“It is, too,” he insisted. 

“Not all of the time.” 

“Most of the time.” Bjorn leaned back and crossed his arms. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re even here in the first place, and then we’ll decide who owes who favors?”

Arja’s confidence dimmed. “Why wouldn’t I be here? We’re friends.” 

“If I recall our last conversation correctly, you never wanted to speak to me again.”

Arja’s cheeks flushed. “I was hoping we could forget that.” 

“It would be nice.” The sadness in his voice reignited Arja’s cautious hope until he added, “But Sterlig is dead now.” 

“That is exactly why we should move on.” Arja clasped her hands together in front of her. “He’s dead. And we are not. Not yet, anyway.” 

“Still—”

“Do you really miss him?” Arja asked, suddenly skeptical. “I know you didn’t exactly get along.” 

Bjorn sighed. “I am sad that he is gone; my mother is in mourning, and my father is mad.” 

“I’ll say he’s mad.” At the mention of Keyvak Ragnork, Arja couldn’t stop a small chuckle. “Father has been saying for years if Keyvak wasn’t such an amusing drunk and accomplished Viking, he would’ve been dead or disowned by our chieftain by now.” 

“My father is rude and rough, but there’s no need to say he’s insane. He is upset, not crazy.” 

“He is mad, Bjorn,” Arja insisted. 

Why does he have to take his father’s side? Keyvak was hardly a supportive father to Bjorn, and the whole settlement of Kyvan knew it. 
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