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      “I am the warrior maiden, Ingrid, the great and strong.”

      Open grasslands carried her voice along the hillside. She twirled her long skirt in circles as a cool breeze blew her long blonde hair and tugged at her apron. It was a lonely job to bring the sheep to the spring pastures, but at least it was outdoors and away from the weaving loom. Flowers bloomed in vibrant yellows and purples against the lush green grasses. They floated their sweet messages to the bees and butterflies as Ingrid danced.

      The usual shepherds, Lukas and his little brother Nels, had gone hunting with several others the week before, but the group hadn’t returned as it should have. Ingrid had to make the trip in their place.

      I’m a shieldmaiden, not a shepherdess. I should protect the village from raiders and go on voyages to find new lands.

      She would have preferred to go on the mission to find the lost hunters, but her father wouldn’t allow it. Most of the girls her age had several years of combat training already, so even if they never left the village, they could protect themselves. Yet everyone coddled Ingrid and treated her like a breakable doll. No one believed her when she talked about her plans.

      I’ll surprise them one day. Not everything is about brute strength. Let them underestimate me; I’ll show them their mistake.

      Her petite form and lack of strength were no excuse to treat her like she was too fragile to fight, in her opinion. It shouldn’t make a difference that her icy hands dropped things several times a day—after all, that’s why she kept them covered.

      It’s not like I would drop a spear or a shield. Who cares about a stupid broken cup now and then?

      Thoughts swirled through her head as she guided the flock to the high meadow that would be their home for the summer. Softly bleating, the gentle creatures plodded along, nibbled grasses, unfazed by their animated guide.

      A strand of beads, looped between the brooches on her tunic, clicked together while she ambled among her charges. Her scissors, knife, and comb hung from the string like a beautiful utility belt rather than a necklace. Stopping for a moment, she put her hand on them.

      Beads were gifted for various reasons: to note a particular skill, commemorate an occasion, mark a friendship. Ingrid had some carved from stone, wood, and bone, but a special one, made of amber, hung in the center, larger than the others.

      It had been the first she received when she was only five or six years old. A woman passing through their village had spent time with Ingrid’s family. She’d called Ingrid special and said she had an important destiny. It was one of the rare memories she had from her early childhood. She’d lost most of them, like they hid inside a fog she couldn’t see through.

      She gripped the amber bead and began singing again, making up grand adventures in which she was the heroine; like her shieldmaiden grandmother. She’d gone to Valhalla when Ingrid was a baby, and everyone in the village honored her; stories were told around the evening fires about her many victories.

      Ingrid pictured herself in these tales instead—during battles at sea to fight off warriors trying to steal their ship, or standing firm to defend their farms and homes. In her favorite saga, she outwitted a group of raiders, proved her prowess despite her size, and secured the safety of her warriors.

      Picking up a long stick from the ground, she twisted it around in the air, pretending it was a spear.

      “I’m light, but I’m fast,” she told the sheep closest to her, spinning her makeshift weapon around and crouching in a mock fighting stance. “I am the granddaughter of Thorhild, the great shieldmaiden. She was quick and used her wits to win every battle she fought, and I will do the same someday. Take that! And that!”

      Her imaginary enemies fell with each blow.

      “You are no match for me!”

      The stick whooshed through the air as she swung it. Its bark dug into the palms of her hands, even though she wore woolen, fingerless gauntlets. She ignored the irritation, thrusting her spear into an unsuspecting hazel bush, infusing the air with the smell of smoky wood and dirt. A high-pitched battle shriek tore from her throat.

      The sheep continued to munch peacefully on the grass while Ingrid battled on.

      In the middle of an intense altercation with a small birch sapling, the little hairs on the back of her neck tingled. Ingrid stopped moving and tried to calm the pounding blood in her ears. Her chest heaved from the exertion of her warrior moves.

      No birds chirped. Even the breeze stilled, creating an eerie quiet. She noted several clusters of boulders and dips in the hillside that could provide cover from danger as she scanned the field. The rush of her efforts still muffled her hearing, but she gripped the stick more strongly, feeling the bark against the scrapes that had formed on her hands.

      Instinctively, she spun around and dropped to the ground, just in time to dodge a pair of hands grabbing for her. She rolled over her shoulder and came up in a crouching position. Laughter blared into the air before her eyes focused on her brother, Hagen, and his three friends. Two more rose from behind the nearest sheep and joined the others, who had doubled over in hysterics.

      “A grand shieldmaiden you’ll make for sure, Ingrid,” bellowed Hagen. “You have saved the sheep from a vicious raiding party.”

      “Get out of here, Hagen, and let me be,” Ingrid flared back at him. At her full height, she still had to crane her neck to see his square, stubbled jaw—perfect for slapping, if she could reach it with any impact.

      He ruffled her hair as if she was a small child instead of only two years his junior. Lines from his smile crinkled around his gray-blue eyes. He pushed her onto her backside with a thud, then led the boys past her to hunt birds over the ridge.

      “Keep singing and dancing, and maybe next time the bushes will yield,” Hagen called over his shoulder as he trotted away.

      One of the boys, Jorg, stopped and grinned at her. “I thought you looked quite impressive.” He winked, then hurried after the others.

      Ingrid pressed her lips together. Too frustrated for words, but a growl escaped, ending in a muffled screech.

      The quivers bounced against the boys’ backs as they jogged away, the arrows within making melodic clacking sounds as they rattled. Ingrid would have found the effect enjoyable if she weren’t so angry.

      After her brother was far enough away, she willed herself to choke down the lump in her throat.

      “I will not cry,” she declared out loud to the pillowy flock.

      When the silhouettes of the boys had disappeared over the hill, she pulled her knees to her chest, and let the slight breeze caress her cheeks. Closing her eyes, she smelled the sweet aroma of the fresh grasses, as well as the musty odor of lanolin coming from the sheep. It soothed her chafed nerves, allowing her to give thought to the earlier events.

      Hagen had sneaked up on her because she’d let herself become distracted. She had assumed there could be no danger in doing a job so mundane as standing in a meadow with a bunch of sheep. Of course, there were dangers like wolves and shadow cats and such, but not likely during the day.

      “Carelessness—that’s what it was. No denying it, that’s my fault,” she said out loud, restarting her conversation with the sheep. She sucked on her bottom lip and rolled it between her teeth. “I have to be on alert always. Nowhere is safe enough to forget your surroundings. You should all note that mistake, understand?” She narrowed her gaze and pointed her finger at the group. “You will need to be careful when I leave.”

      She walked up to one lamb and wiggled her fingers on its fuzzy head. Smiling at the peaceful creature, she felt a bit more settled.
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        * * *

      

      Ingrid stitched her nålbinding in between daydreams and frolics around the pastures. She had to stay with the sheep until Old Einar relieved her, whenever he deigned to show up. Depending on necessity, he worked many types of jobs for the village, and he would be the one to stay in the little cabin that was wedged into the hillside until the shepherds returned.

      Ingrid didn’t know why he couldn’t have taken the sheep to the pastures himself, but she planned to ask him.

      “I wish Selby could’ve come with me today,” she said to no sheep in particular, plucking a blade of grass and shaking her head.

      Her best friend was loud and obnoxious most of the time, keeping Ingrid and anyone else near them entertained. She’d let her sassy mouth get her into trouble again, though, and was spending the day mucking out the empty sheep pens.

      Ingrid couldn’t help but smile as she pictured Selby standing in the middle of the wet dung with a scowl on her face. No doubt she was coming up with all kinds of new phrases. Ingrid would hear every one of them at the evening meal.

      Late afternoon shadows were crossing over the grasses when she heard the crack of branches just below the clearing. She stashed her unfinished mitten into a pocket of her apron, then lowered herself behind the boulder she’d been using as a seat.

      It was only Einar. She was hoping she would get another chance to prove herself to Hagen. If he was brave enough to pass her way again. She smirked.

      Ingrid hadn’t even bothered to open up the cabin; she’d enjoyed the fresh air too much to care about it. Years ago, so the stories said, strange, dangerous beasts had attacked the sheep, but no one had seen anything unusual within Ingrid’s lifetime. She released an extended breath, stood, stretched her back, and rolled her neck in anticipation of her walk home.

      Einar didn’t wash often, and he spoke only when necessary. His large, bushy mustache and beard hid most of his face, that held a permanent scowl—like a cornered animal ready to strike—which meant no one dared talk to him, either. Ingrid thought there was something about him that seemed sad, almost haunted. She wished she could ease whatever pain he carried.

      “Hello, Einar.”

      A grunt was all the response she got as he strode past her, across the meadow and to the cabin.

      Why yes, I’ve had a beautiful day out here. How nice of you to ask. It was as dull as expected, but enough about me, how was your day? Ingrid rolled her eyes and skipped to the trail, on her way home at last.

      Her eagerness to watch the shieldmaiden practice hurried her. The hour-long trek to the village took Ingrid through briar bushes and muddy bogs. The latter could be chest deep for the average villager, but for a girl of Ingrid’s small stature, the risk of being completely covered was a genuine threat.

      The farmlands surrounding the village were fertile and produced abundant crops. Twice a year, several of the longboats would sail down the river to Jorvik, filled with produce and supplies to trade or sell. Hagen and his friends had gone on their first voyage five years ago, but when she’d reached the same age, Ingrid had not been allowed to join them. The spring trip would sail soon, and she had a convincing argument planned for her inclusion. What she would say to persuade her parents occupied her thoughts as she navigated the trail.

      The vinegar smell of pickled herring stung Ingrid’s nose, signaling she was close to home. Wood cracked against wood, and high-pitched shrieks rang out as she rounded the corner toward the center of the village.

      She pumped her legs faster through the muddy streets until she reached the edge of the practice area, then climbed on top of a barrel, out of the way, to watch. After only a few minutes, Selby hopped onto a barrel next to her. Her coppery brown hair held a couple straggling pieces of straw from her efforts in the pens.

      “Are you not going to join in?” Ingrid asked.

      “I’ll watch with you for a while, and see if I feel like it later.”

      Both girls grinned at each other, knowing that Selby had bested most of the girls at one time or another. However, no one had yet won a match against Selby’s sister, Helka, or her friend, Anka. There was also the little problem that part of her punishment for the day was restriction from practice.

      “How are you supposed to get experience if you can’t take part in training?”

      “That’s what I said. Now I have extra chores for using my witty mind. Again. Whatever. I was right.”

      Judging by the cut on Selby’s lip, Ingrid could tell that extra chores weren’t the only punishment she’d received. Her father was not a patient man. She gave Selby’s hand a quick squeeze, and let the topic drop, turning her attention back to the practice.

      The shieldmaidens used wooden-tipped spears and wood-carved axes, but the knives were sharp iron. The fighters paired up to work on holding the spear, spinning it to use both the blunt end and the tip to defend themselves and to block an attacker. It was serious business, and the blows were hard. Every girl had to be willing to take a hit and continue; a lot of pride went along with every bruised rib and cut lip. Ingrid watched the camaraderie between the girls increase with their skills, knowing they could defend each other when or if the time came.

      I should be in there.

      Toward the end of the drills, the shieldmaidens formed a circle. In the center, a few selected girls prepared for mock battle. Today there were five—Selby’s older sister and her friend against three others.

      “Nice try, but three will not be enough.” Selby’s pride in her sister bubbled over.

      “Shhh, just watch,” Ingrid chastised. Selby was always a little too loud.

      The battle was fierce. The first girl went down right away; Anka dropped low and swept her opponent’s leg, giving Helka the chance to spear her in the chest. But partnerships only lasted while they were needed; the battle would continue until only one girl remained.

      Ingrid’s heart raced like a rabbit running from a hound as she watched them until she felt the sharp sting of something slap against her side. She turned in time to duck another swing. Selby had found a long, thin stick and used it as a mock-spear.

      Selby grinned, her hazelnut-colored eyes glittered, and she tossed another stick to Ingrid. “Come on, let’s practice!”

      Without a word, Ingrid grabbed the stick and swung it at Selby’s knees. Both girls jabbed, ducked, lunged, twirled until they were panting and dripping with sweat. In the end, they fell to their knees in the mud, laughing. When they had rested for a few minutes, a zing of fear struck Ingrid’s heart like lightning.

      Throwing her stick to the ground, she jumped to her feet. Few people now walked about, and the hollers and cheers of the mock battle had silenced.

      “Practice is over! We’re late!” Ingrid cried out. “I’m going to be in so much trouble!”

      “Hurry, and maybe we can sneak in unnoticed!” Selby yelled as they ran toward the longhouse.

      As soon as the girls pushed through the doors, Ingrid met the raised eyebrow from her mother that confirmed her fears. She would be in trouble, but at least not until after supper. She rushed to help serve the food, and didn’t look up again until everyone was eating. Then she found her mother to volunteer herself for a reprimand.

      “Eat first, Ingrid,” her mother told her. “We’ll speak outside when you’re finished.”

      “Yes, Mama,” she answered, casting her eyes to the floor.

      They would use this incident as one more piece of evidence that she was not mature enough to handle the duties of a shieldmaiden.
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      Ingrid filled her wooden trencher and sat out of the way while she ate. The hot, brown stew filled her nose with the earthy smell of carrots, potatoes, and venison. Guilt from neglecting her responsibilities should have put her stomach in knots, making her unable to eat, but all she could think about was the fun she’d had sparring with Selby. And how hungry she was from the activity.

      Prickly furs scratched at her as she settled crossed-legged into her favorite spot in the corner, leaning back against the smooth, wooden wall so that she had a view of the entire room. Tall, arched ceilings bounced the sounds of voices and laughter around the expansive space. Candle sconces hung every few feet, but even with the long, central fire, it was darker where she sat. Shadows played against pillars that towered like guardians over long dining tables, down each side of the room.

      After a few minutes, Selby plopped down next to her to eat. “So, how bad will it be, do you think?”

      “I don’t know. I get to eat first, so that’s a good sign.” Ingrid raised a shoulder.

      “No one in my family noticed me come in,” Selby said. “There’s too much excitement over Helka’s win today.” Envy undercut the pride in her voice.

      Helka was the oldest in Selby’s family of eight, and she carried herself with a noble grace, even though she could fight better than anyone. Much of the time, Selby seemed lost in her sister’s shadow.

      Ingrid decided to distract her friend with a game of fox and geese while they ate.

      As she ran to get the game board and pieces, she failed to notice the leather-clad foot that slipped out in front of her. She tripped, landed on her elbows, slammed the side of her head on the ground, rolled, and finally came to a stop on her back.

      A tremendous roar of laughter made the ringing in her ears that much more pronounced. Peering up from her defenseless posture, she saw Hagen and his prigs, writhing with pleasure.

      Her brother offered her a hand up, but she slapped him away, doing it on her own.

      “You need to watch your surroundings, Meyla,” he teased, calling her the pet name her father sometimes used.

      “I hope you broke your foot!” She brushed herself off and headed to the shelf, retrieving the game.

      “How could I break even a toe from such a small bird?” He smiled and went back to laughing with his friends.

      “You should be kinder to your sister,” Jorg said in a low voice, but loud enough for her to hear.

      Ingrid shot a glare toward him, but noticed he was the only boy without a smile. What was that about?

      She spun to stalk back to the corner, only to find herself face to face with her mother. She always seemed to appear at just the right moments.

      “You need to check on the horses for the night,” Agnethe said to Hagen.

      “I already did,” he replied.

      The high arch of their mother’s eyebrow made him decide to check again.

      “Leave the game and come with me, Ingrid,” Mother said as she turned toward the door, not waiting.

      Obediently, Ingrid followed, giving a shrug of disappointment to Selby as she passed. It was time to face her punishment.

      Agnethe walked to the well outside of the longhouse, and, to Ingrid’s surprise, invited her daughter to sit down on the edge, facing her—eye to eye, like equals. They’d never sat like this together, in the quiet evening, with only the brightness of the thousand stars overhead, and the far away clanking of the boats in the bay.

      Ingrid stared into her mother’s face as their hands clasped together. Instead of a cross scowl, she saw warmth.

      “I was like you once, Ingrid,” Agnethe admitted. “I wanted to have the adventures of the shieldmaidens. Go on voyages across the sea, defend our homes, be wild and free.”

      “You did?” She couldn’t imagine her mother with a dagger in her hand, a shield over her back.

      “Oh, yes, very much. But I learned I had other gifts bestowed on me, and the life of a shieldmaiden wasn’t one of them. You and I are alike in the way we look—have you noticed?” her mother asked.

      “Yes.” That didn’t mean they wanted the same things, though.

      They shared the same light, golden hair, as well as a paler complexion than most of the others in the village. But Ingrid understood it was their eyes of bright turquoise that set them apart more than anything else.

      They both sat quietly for a few minutes, listening to the muted conversations and laughter of those still enjoying the evening in the longhouse. The smell of meaty stew wafted through the door occasionally whenever someone came or went.

      “Hagen looks like your father. Tall and strong, he will make a great warrior and protector of our village, just as your father has all these years. But I’m not a very tall person, and neither are you. I’ve watched you carry buckets of water to the sheep, and they nearly knock you over.” Mother smiled.

      “I can do it, though. I’m stronger than I seem,” Ingrid insisted.

      “I know you are. But I’m afraid that the strength it takes to hold a shield, and the attitude necessary to throw a spear in the heat of battle, might be more than you are capable of.”

      It was said gently, but Ingrid bristled anyway. If she worked at it, she believed she could learn the necessary skills. Practice and determination. That’s all she needed to fulfill her heart’s desire.

      “I know you don’t believe me,” said Agnethe, “but maybe you’ll understand later. You do have a stubborn heart, and there is so much you don’t yet understand. We can talk about it more at another time. For now, please do your work the best you can, and be on time to help with supper, alright?”

      “Yes, I will,” Ingrid promised. “But I’ll not stop learning to fight.”

      “And you’ll continue to be covered in bruises, but I’ll not stop you. If you want to try, you are old enough to work this out for yourself. But promise me you will pay attention to how you feel, and stop before your injuries are too severe.” Mother’s eyes held a hint of sadness and something else. Something she wasn’t sharing with Ingrid.

      It made no difference in that moment. All Ingrid heard was that she could decide for herself if she joined the practices. She had been waiting to hear those words her entire life.

      Selby was just about to leave the corner when Ingrid came bounding back into the longhouse. She rejoined her friend, picked up her trencher, and shoveled several bites into her mouth while trying to share her news.

      Selby’s eyes widened, and she laughed. “I can’t understand a word you are trying to say. But it doesn’t look like you got into too much trouble.”

      Ingrid swallowed a large mouthful. “I said I get to train.”

      “Your mother gave you permission?”

      “Better. She told me I could decide for myself!” Ingrid kicked her feet and squealed as quietly as she could, but still turned a few nearby heads.

      “Oh, this is the best news I’ve heard, ever. We are going to be the best.” Selby had a grin that practically split her face in two. Her eyes gleamed, and Ingrid could almost read her friend’s thoughts as her eyes drifted toward her sister.

      “I’m going to need a lot of practice before I can keep up with anyone,” Ingrid warned. “Don’t go off and make any threats to Helka. I want to train, not die.”

      “Why would you say that? You know I’m the perfect example of self-control. I’d never spout off anything I couldn’t back up.”

      The two girls stared at each other for a minute. Ingrid wasn’t sure if Selby really thought that about herself or if she was joking until she saw the little tug at the corner of Selby’s mouth. Both girls erupted into uncontrollable laughter, and didn’t stop until they had tears running down their cheeks.

      A voice boomed above all the others in the longhouse, and it hushed the girls’ laughter. Ingrid sat tall as her father took command of the large hall.

      “We should never forget the heroes of our past. As long as we keep telling their stories, we never will,” Klaus said proudly about honoring the deeds of their ancestors.

      Ingrid’s father was the village chieftain. He towered over most of the other men, and Ingrid thought he must be as tall as Odin himself. His hair color was a darker honeycomb shade than hers, and—according to her mother—the deep, dark blue color of his eyes was like the ocean.

      She longed to see water that color. The river in front of the village was a murky, greenish-brown that smelled like dirty feet.

      Ingrid wrapped her arms around her knees, a broad smile on her face, when Klaus looked in her direction and gave her a playful wink.

      “Who should we honor tonight? Gisli the Outlaw?” His voice echoed off the farthest wall of the house. He looked at Ingrid’s bright, expectant eyes and said, “I know! We have not heard a maiden’s story in a long while. How about the adventure of our own Thorhild in Gotaland?” he asked.

      The crowded hall cheered, and Klaus began to wander among the rows of tables, readying the story in his mind. His face glowed from the hearth fire in the center of the open room, captivating everyone’s attention. Bearded faces, glistening from spilled mead, followed his trajectory, and the light danced around each eager listener as they leaned forward to hear his words. A comforting heat from bodies wrapped in furs hugged the room.

      As Klaus started into the tale, the heavy wooden doors of the longhouse burst open, bringing a gust of wind that made the flames of the fire bounce higher. Ingrid’s heart jumped as her father glared toward the intrusion, and the flash of orange glowed against his face.

      Several men stomped into the warmth. Steam rose like a fog off the newcomers, courtesy of the rains that had begun earlier in the evening.

      After a tense silence, they were recognized as the search party and the lost hunters. The room erupted into chaos. Everyone wanted to welcome the lost men, as well as hear the story of where they had been.

      Ingrid and Selby ran to help fill trenchers with stew and biscuits. They passed them around as the men settled near the warm hearth. Sweat glistened on Ingrid’s temple from the increased heat and humidity of the room. One man, in reaching for the wooden bowl, laid his hand over the top of Ingrid’s. The contact tingled on her skin and she paused, muscles and thoughts frozen in curiosity.

      The touch only lasted a second or two, but it felt much longer as a strange sensation filled her body. Her hands heated like branding irons; an effect that even holding the hot stew could not accomplish.

      The man had an injury, and for the moment they shared a touch, Ingrid felt a tug from deep within her chest. Something inside her appeared to search for the man’s pain. She jerked her hands back and put them behind her a little too quickly, causing the man to nearly drop the bowl.

      He peered at Ingrid with narrowed eyes. “What kind of stew is this?”

      “Just the regular skause,” Ingrid said. She looked down and rushed off to bring the hot meal to others.

      She avoided going near that man again.

      Maybe I should tell Selby about this?

      Ingrid served more of the men, careful not to touch anyone else. She stole a glance at the man who’d made her flinch earlier, and he was eating as if nothing had happened.

      No, she’ll think I’m crazy. I think I’m crazy. What else could it be?

      She pushed the thoughts out of her mind and moved nearer to her father.

      “Olin, let’s hear the tale of your journey,” Klaus said, laying his hand on the older man’s shoulder as he sat next to him.

      The room silenced except for the occasional slurp of meat or mead.

      Olin nodded and pushed his food away. He stared into the fire; the flames danced like sprites in his eyes. “On the second day of the hunt, we walked through some thick bog myrtle. We gathered some as we went to make ale later.” He swallowed and rubbed his hands on his thighs.

      “Go on,” Klaus encouraged.

      “There was a screeching sound. It was coming from everywhere and nowhere. We tried to pull together, but the bog was too thick. The soggy peat sucked at our feet and slowed us down as we tried to run. The screeching turned into roars, grew louder. I’m an old man, and I’ve never heard that sound before. It was like a dagger straight into my ear.”

      A loud thump from a fist hitting the table made everyone startle. Some men grabbed at the hilts of their blades and started to stand, but the man who had made the noise just shoved his way through the people crowded around to listen, and headed outside.

      Ingrid’s gloved hand had twisted into her father’s tunic in the tension. She unwound her fingers and wiped them on her apron, but stayed close to her father’s shoulder as he sat in front of her.

      “What was it? The thing that made a noise,” Ingrid asked once the door closed behind the man.

      “Ingrid!” Hagen glared at her from across the table and shook his head for her to stay silent.

      She huffed and turned back to Olin, but glanced back at the way Hagen’s arm folded around Helka. And the way Helka’s hand clutched his tunic, the same way Ingrid’s had her father’s.

      “We didn’t know what it was, but we ran. There was a small strand of trees not far ahead where we could take cover, so we headed there. The skies turned dark as the beast flew overhead; felt a gust of wind, heard a boom. I was the last to make it to the trees.”

      Down the row of tables, someone tried to muffle the sounds of their crying.

      Ingrid looked around. Everyone was either focused on Olin or staring off into the dark. All the bodies huddled so closely together stressed the pungent odor of sweat and fear.

      Ingrid flinched when a hand slipped into hers. She met Selby’s wide eyes, guessing they mirrored her own. They squeezed each other’s palms and turned back to the storyteller.

      “The tree leaves flapped like a storm each time the beast flew low. It circled us, keeping up with its blasted noise. There wasn’t a plan—none of us knew what to do other than hide. Each time that thing swooped around, it was closer.” He paused a moment. “I’ve only heard stories, but I’d stake my life that it was a dragon.”

      Noise broke out around the tables at the disclosure of a beast not seen in generations. Some scoffed that it was untrue while others gasped, but when Klaus demanded silence, everyone leaned forward to listen to the rest of the story.

      Ingrid squeezed closer to her father.

      “It’s true, I assure you. All six of us could stand in its shadow with room for more. Its wings spread out nearly as long as this hall. When they stretched, you could see light coming through them like a bloody haze. The whole thing was the color of fresh, dark blood. Scales at least as big as a man’s hand, and claws on each foot that’d rip anything apart. But the way it swung its head from side to side, its gaze scanning everywhere, told us that nowhere was safe.” Movement across the table caught Ingrid’s attention. She watched as her mother stepped closer, clutching her middle as if she were in pain, and staring at her husband. Then Agnethe turned her stricken gaze on Ingrid, unshed tears glistening in her eyes.

      Ingrid’s own stomach flipped in on itself. Nothing scared her mother; she was always so steady. Reliable. Tremors rolled through Ingrid’s body, but she forced herself to continue listening.

      “Little Nels panicked. There’s no shame in it,” Olin said, bringing Ingrid’s attention back to him. “I don’t know how much longer I could have stayed hidden, either. His little body slipped right past all of us, and he took off running.”

      Olin’s shoulders heaved as he breathed in and out. He picked up his cup, spilling most of the mead as his hands shook their way to his lips.

      After he managed a couple of swallows, he continued. “We shouted at him to get back under cover, and Lukas started to run after him, but then there was a blast of heat. The ground shook and knocked us all down.” Olin tried to check his emotions, but his voice wavered. “When we could look up again, the beast was gone, and so was Nels.”

      Bile rose in the back of Ingrid’s throat. She dropped to her knees and forced herself to breathe. Selby sat down and leaned into her side.

      “Did you try to track the beast?” Klaus asked.

      “The ground was blackened like there had been a pyre, and we didn’t know which way to search. It seemed best to head toward high ground, so that’s what we did. A few days later, we came across a cave in the hillside. It was empty, but there was a huge nest toward the back. Bones were scattered all around—some old, others so fresh, they were practically still warm. None that seemed like a boy’s, though. We hid outside the mouth of the cave for two days, but nothing showed up. That’s when we started back.”

      Nels’ mother moaned and let out a sorrowful cry. It shocked Ingrid to see her standing in the crowd, but she had listened to the story along with the rest of them. Agnethe ran to her. She and several other women carried away the inconsolable mother.

      Olin’s voice was thick as he proceeded. “For three days, we walked in silence; the smallest sounds made us jump. We had settled down to sleep one night, when there were sounds in the dark at the edge of our camp. Next thing we knew, a group of men came crashing through the underbrush. Emotions were running so high it almost came to blows, but it was settled in a couple of minutes. They were a hunting party, too, looking for two men they lost. The thing was, the beast they described was black as tar, not like the one that came on us.”

      The longhouse was still; only a few sniffles and cleared throats could be heard as everyone sat stunned. There was more than one dragon hunting the skies.

      Olin rubbed his face with both hands, then shook his head and stood up. Without another word, he shuffled outside, his arms hung limply from his slumped shoulders.

      “There have not been dragons since before our fathers or their fathers before that,” Klaus said once Olin had gone.

      He was tense. Ingrid could see the muscles in his face moving as he clenched his jaw in time with the fists he was making by his side.

      “We saw it. It is out there,” one of the hunters, Nels’ uncle, countered.

      Lukas and his father were among the returned group as well, but neither looked up. Sitting with untouched trenchers between their hands, they remained silent.

      “I’m not doubting your word, brother.” Klaus stood to set a hand on the man’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “They have just been gone for so long, I’m wondering what has drawn them back. Did the others you came across have any ideas about that?”

      “No, but . . .” He swallowed hard and closed his eyes for a moment before speaking again. “They did say that they’d seen more than one. There’s no telling how many there are out there.”

      Klaus nodded and looked around at the men. “We are glad that you have returned safely. We will mourn for young Nels before we decide what to do next.”

      He walked over to Nels’ father, and laid a hand on his and Lukas’ shoulders, offering a prayer to the gods for their grief. Ingrid watched as several tears fell to the dusty floorboards by the men’s feet. While the steamy mist had lifted from the room as the men dried, a new fog fell over everyone in the longhouse—one of sorrow, dread, and anger.

      With no more discussion, Ingrid’s father scheduled a meeting for the next day and dismissed everyone for the night. Selby gave Ingrid a quick hug as she left with her family. As Ingrid got ready to head to her room, she felt a prickle at the base of her neck.

      She turned and caught Jorg staring at her. He appeared as if he wanted to approach her, but then he turned and stomped out through the doors.

      Blowing a sigh out of her nose, Ingrid shook her head. She didn’t have the energy to figure out what she might have done to make Hagen’s friend mad at her right then. She walked to her room at the back of the longhouse, and changed into her nightclothes, certain she could not sleep that night.

      Maybe never again.
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      The next day, Ingrid plopped onto the bench outside the front doors of the longhouse, and waited for the men to gather in the open meeting area. Shielded from a wet drizzle by the roof’s overhang, she busied her hands, straightening a basket of wool with a set of combs. People always bustled about near the village well at the center of the meeting space. It made for a wonderful distraction.

      About twenty boats, tied to the wooden docks or simply anchored, rocked in the gentle waters of the bay beyond; all of them unique, built based on the family that owned them. The biggest one, her father’s, sat tall and majestic, ready at a moment’s request to head down the river and out to sea. The giant dragon’s head carved into both ends seemed eager to devour anything in its path.

      Ingrid shuddered that such a creature existed in real life.

      She grabbed a sizeable piece of raw wool from her basket, and used the paddle-like combs, spiked on one side, to pull the tangled fibers in the same direction. When she finished one section, she set the straightened wool down into a waiting basket on her left, and picked up another handful of lumpy wool from her right. Over and over and over. The repetitive task occupied her time, but left her mind free to ponder why the dragons had returned. Selby would show up soon with opinions about it as well.

      Hagen’s group walked around the corner, across from her. His three closest friends—the ‘Stink Brothers’, as Ingrid called them, and Jorg—never seemed far from his side.

      Sten and Ove were older and younger than Hagen, respectively, but neither could plan an intelligent idea on their own. Sometimes, on rare occasions, if they worked together, they could come up with one that might make sense. They were tall and well-muscled, and that’s all they counted on, constantly rushing into fights without hesitation.

      You two are so lucky that Hagen let you follow him around when we were all too young to know better.

      Their hulking size and long, unkempt, dirt-brown hair, and full, bushy beards made them look more like shaggy pets than boys. Ingrid giggled, imagining what animals they might be. As she exchanged another chunk of wool, she peered again at the group of boys and continued her musings.

      Hagen was now about the same height as their father and, while not as filled in, his broad shoulders and muscled arms and legs would equal that of their imposing patriarch soon.

      Jorg was a couple inches taller than Hagen; though he was not as thick through the shoulders, he still wore an equal amount of muscle on his body. There was something different about him; his movements graceful and fluid, even while walking. When he trained, he almost seemed to hold back, yet his skills were still the best of all the men their age. His family had moved to the village only four years before. Shy and quiet, Hagen welcomed Jorg as if by a brother, and they became inseparable. Over the previous winter, they had grown two heads taller than Selby, nearly three more than herself.

      A sigh rattled through Ingrid and she almost dropped the combs from her hands. She sucked in a deep breath to clear her head a little. She peeked again at Jorg casually.

      He kept his dark brown hair shorter than most of the other men, to just below his chin, and left it unbound to show the waves it carried. Among so many hairy men in the village, his creamy skin, revealing the one dimple on his left cheek, stood out like a glowing beacon. His eyebrows had an arch to them that, with his dark lashes, framed his hazel eyes nicely over his perfectly straight, unbroken nose.

      “What was that sigh for?” Selby asked with a wicked little grin, making Ingrid jump. Lost deep in her thoughts, she hadn’t realized Selby had joined her on the bench. “And I believe that wool is a lost cause.”

      The fibers Ingrid worked on were now a tangled mess. She looked at her best friend and shrugged her shoulders the tiniest bit. They both laughed as she tucked that piece down along the side of her finished basket. She’d deal with it later. “I did not sigh.”

      “Oh, yes you did. I’ll bet it had something to do with a certain handsome friend of your brother’s over there.”

      “Jorg? That’s ridiculous,” she lied.

      “It’s not; he’s beautiful—in a manly sort of way, of course.” Selby reached over Ingrid to grab a piece of wool and used her own set of combs to help Ingrid whittle down the pile.

      “He is one of Hagen’s friends; I don’t pay much attention to him.” The need to defend herself prickled her nerves. “Besides, he has picked on me as much as Hagen over the years, and I don’t see him as anything other than a pest.”

      “Yeah, right. Whatever you say, my lying-to-herself friend. It doesn’t matter—Hagen’s still cuter.”

      Selby had had a crush on Ingrid’s brother since they were about seven, and it still held her captive though they’d reached their teens. Her friend pulled in a deep breath and let it out with a little whine.

      “Now that was a sigh,” Ingrid laughed. “You need to stop hurting yourself about him.”

      Hagen had never known about, or at least acknowledged, Selby’s crush on him; he was all eyes for her tall, slender, beautiful sister, Helka. She returned the attention, too, which thrilled both sets of parents. Hagen would take over for his father one day, and Helka had also been raised to be a leader.

      “I know. I will, someday, if anyone better comes along,” she smirked.

      “You think about boys too much.” Ingrid teased her friend, even though she found it happening to herself more and more lately . . . at least one in particular.

      She glanced over at the boys, and swallowed hard when she caught Jorg’s gaze directed at her. He grinned and looked away. Her heartbeat raced, and the paddles nearly slipped from her palms again.

      “Uh-huh. I think about boys too much. Yep, just me.” Selby jabbed her elbow into Ingrid’s side, making her yelp and scoot down the bench a little.

      They both broke into giggles as more and more men milled around the center.

      “Did you get any sleep last night?” Ingrid changed the subject.

      “Not much.”

      “Me either.”

      An involuntary shudder shook both girls.

      “Do you think dragons have really returned after all these years?” Ingrid asked.

      “It sure sounded like it. Poor Nels. Can you imagine being eaten?” Selby stared off into space, her full eyebrows squished together and her mouth turned down into a frown.

      “Don’t say that. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe the beast dropped him somewhere.”

      “It’s nice that you have hope, but I don’t think you’re right.”

      Ingrid’s father walked up to the gathered group of men, and the girls put their combs aside to get closer to the crowd. A wave of nausea hit Ingrid as the smell of sweaty bodies and wet furs flooded her senses. She squished her way through the crowd, and stepped into the open air near Klaus. Selby arrived a half-second later and stuck her tongue out in an imitation of gagging.

      Bath day was not for two more days.

      Ingrid smiled at her friend’s play, and nodded, then turned her full attention to what her father had to say.

      “The information brought to us is too dire to ignore. If the dragons are returning, there is more at play here than we may know. I think it would be best to send word to all the leaders . . . Every clan must address this, for no one is safe. We will call for an emergency meeting in Jorvik.”

      Cheers and conversations erupted throughout the crowd. People seemed excited to take action, rather than wait for more disaster to strike. Ingrid agreed with that sentiment.

      Raising his hands, her chieftain father quieted them again. “I will send messengers today, but we shouldn’t delay our departure. Only three boats will make the journey; there is no need to pull all our men and leave the village vulnerable.”

      He selected two other boat owners from the crowd.

      “Settle your families, load your supplies, and meet back here in the morning. We leave at first light,” he concluded.

      Roars of approval rose into the clouded sky. Ingrid felt the bloom of a thought spread throughout her mind and warm her body. Years of being held back and left out exploded into a crazy idea. She grabbed Selby’s hand and pulled her away from the group, dragging her behind a pile of wooden crates and briny smelling fish nets. After a quick check of the area to prove they were alone, she grinned at her friend.

      “We’re going to Jorvik.” The words rushed out, and Ingrid could feel the flush of excitement in her cheeks, and the tingles that buzzed her skin while she paced in front of Selby, her hands on her hips.

      “What?” Selby let her jaw drop open. She looked back over her shoulder to be sure the rebelliousness hadn’t been overheard.

      “I’m tired of no one believing that I can be a warrior. If we go to Jorvik with the men, they will have to treat us as adults. Then we can help find the dragons!” Ingrid bounced on the balls of her feet.

      “Our fathers will never let us go. Mine wouldn’t even let me join the search party when I asked. How do you expect to persuade them to let us travel on a trip like this?”

      “We’re not going to ask.”

      Selby’s rich brown eyes went wide to match the open hole of her mouth.

      Ingrid pressed further. “Don’t you want the adventure? You’re as strong a warrior as Helka, but no one in your family notices. This way, we have a chance for glory, to have our stories told around the fire.”

      “How would we do that?” Selby looked around, trying to process Ingrid’s idea, and fidgeted with her necklace, rolling a bead between her fingers. “We’d have to sneak onto the boats, and we’d get caught in seconds. They would only throw us back on the docks, if we’re lucky. You would be fine, but you know how my father is; I’d be left with stripes on my backside.”

      “We won’t get caught. We’ll sneak on board while they’re loading—act like we are helping—then, when no one is watching, we’ll hide. When the boats are too far down the river to turn back, we’ll come out, and they’ll have to let us stay.” Ingrid paced and rubbed her hands on her thighs, rolling her lip between her teeth as she thought through her plan. “It’ll work. We’d just have to be really quiet and find a place that no one will check for a while.”

      “You’re mad—and that’s coming from me.”

      “Maybe, but we’re doing this. I’m not getting left behind. Besides . . . Jorvik. How can you not want to see it?”

      “I want to. It’s just . . . where would we hide? What would my family think? My father isn’t going, so they wouldn’t know where I am or what happened to me.”

      “They would figure it out, I’m sure. My mother will talk to them, and they will be fine.”

      “I don’t think I should go.” Selby crossed her arms over her stomach, and the middle finger of her right hand picked at her thumb.

      “It will work out. I know it. Don’t fuss over it so much.”

      Ingrid’s smile stretched across her face, and she bit down hard on her bottom lip. They were going on the boats with the men. No one would treat them like weak little girls anymore. Selby would thank her when everyone cheered for them after they returned.

      They were going to see the Capitol and would have stories to tell.

      They’d be heroes.
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      When the girls resumed combing their wool, as if they were not planning the adventure of a lifetime, neither said anything. Silence filled the space between them for at least half an hour—an unheard-of event since they’d become friends as toddlers.

      Hagen and the Stinks passed the girls to go into the house, but Hagen stepped back and stared at them. “Why are you two so quiet?”

      “We’re busy,” Ingrid said.

      “You could both do that in your sleep. What’s up?” He narrowed his eyes at each girl but settled his stare on Selby. She always blabbed faster.

      “Don’t knock it. It’s about time they shut up anyway,” the older Stink taunted.

      At least, Ingrid thought it was the older; she didn’t bother to look. She rolled her eyes and kept to her work, willing Selby to stay firm to ignore the comments.

      Unfortunately, her friend couldn’t help but take the bait. “You should try it. Maybe you wouldn’t have so many others wanting to kick your arse all the time.” Ingrid nudged her, worried she’d get going and forget to keep their plans secret, but Selby ignored her. “You’re missing one of your followers, aren’t you? Didn’t think any of you went anywhere alone.”

      Ingrid shriveled inside. It would be better if Selby talked about sneaking onto the boats. Don’t ask about Jorg!

      “Why? You worried you won’t see him before he leaves in the morning? Maybe you should offer him a kiss goodbye.” Brother number two laughed at his own comment.

      “Shut up.” Hagen scolded his friend, but bit the inside of his lip to keep from smiling. He looked back at the girls. “You two are never quiet, but I’ll let you keep your secrets. We have work to do before we leave in the morning. Oh, and if you are worried about where Jorg is, he went home to get his stuff ready. He’s staying with us tonight.”

      Ingrid snapped her head up at the information. Her brother smirked before all three men walked into the house.

      She slapped Selby on the arm and growled at her. “Why did you have to ask about Jorg?

      “I was changing the subject, so Hagen wouldn’t ask any more questions. I was afraid I might say something to those idiots and ruin our plans. They always know how to tangle my fleece. Besides, why do you care? They thought I wanted to know about him.”

      “Hagen didn’t. Just don’t do it again. Good job keeping your mouth shut about our plans, though.” She thanked the gods for the small miracle. “Maybe you should stay here with me tonight. It would be easier for us to get on the boats together that way.”

      “I thought that, too. Since my father isn’t going, I’d rather not be at home.” Selby fiddled with her thumbs.

      “Do you think he’s angry about staying?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure he expected to go.”

      That settled it. Too often Ingrid had witnessed the bruises Selby tried to hide because of her father’s anger. “So, you’ll stay here. As soon as they start loading the boats, we help. I’ve never been on one before, have you?”

      “No. I’m not allowed. ‘It’s for the men’.” Selby used a husky voice in a mocking, male tone.

      “We’ll have to guess at where to hide, then. Behind kegs or under something.”

      The girls continued planning, trying to figure out what they would take with them and how they would get it on board. They were so deep in their conversation that they didn’t notice the extra activity building up around the docks until someone shouted, and an argument broke out.

      “They’re loading already.” Ingrid jumped up and tossed her combs into her basket. “They’ll have the boats ready tonight to sail out at dawn. What are we going to do?”

      “Think. We can figure out something. Maybe we just have to sneak on early?”

      Ingrid paced and bit her lip. The plan had to work. She would not stay behind. It was the perfect chance to prove herself. “You’re right. We need to get on early, but not in the morning. We should do it tonight, so we don’t risk being late.” She stopped in front of Selby and smiled. “I’ve got it. I’ll stay with you, and you stay with me.”

      “What?” Selby scrunched her brows together until she thought through Ingrid’s suggestion more. “No one will miss us in the morning, because they’ll think we’re still at each other’s house. Perfect.”

      Ingrid clenched her hangerok apron between her fingers to keep from squealing. “Let’s gather our stuff. When you come for dinner; we’ll leave after we eat.”

      Selby put both hands over her mouth, but it didn’t hide the wide smile on her face. “We are really doing this,” she said behind her fingers.

      Ingrid nodded and gave her a quick hug before gathering up her baskets and heading inside to pack.

      Her stomach wobbled, but her heart soared.
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      Activity created a buzz through the village all afternoon. Like busy ants storing food for the winter, those who were going on the voyage bustled about, packing their boats. Small wooden planks bounced up and down as large bodies hurried supplies onto the ships. Taut ropes creaked as they rubbed against the hulls. Those who would stay behind prepared to keep the village productive and protected with fewer men.

      Ingrid and Selby hurried to help others so they could watch how the boats were loaded. The smooth, wooden sides of the boats rose high out of the water in a crescent shape. Ingrid craned her neck to see inside, but even at the lowest point the boats rocked with the bustle of motion. The sides were still too high for a peek.

      “Papa, can I take this onto the boat for you? It’s a crate of extra linens that mother packed,” Ingrid called to her father, who was standing in the ship near the mainmast.

      “Leave it there on the docks, and I’ll have it brought onboard.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She put the crate on the dock and turned to walk back toward the village.

      “Ingrid.”

      Turning, she looked up at her father. “Yes, Papa?”

      “Would you like to come and see what the boat looks like?” He smiled at her.

      “Oh, yes! Thank you.”

      She ran to the plank laid from the docks to the ship’s edge. She stood at the bottom to gain her balance before she plodded up the small, unsteady board. When she made it to the top, her father reached out his hand to guide her over the rail.

      “It’s so much bigger than I thought it was,” she admitted as she looked around. She stretched high on her toes but could barely see over the side rail to the dock below.

      “It has to hold forty men plus supplies.”

      Each crewman brought a trunk of personal items that sat along each side of the hull. The chests doubled as benches where the men worked the oars to propel the boat through the calm river waters. The center mast held the one large sail that was the boat’s dominant power. At both ends, there were raised platforms where supplies were stored below and men could sit above.

      Ingrid made a mental note of those areas.

      “Whoa,” she huffed as she lost her balance, stretching out a leg to widen her stance.

      Her father smiled at her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “It’s a feeling that feeds the soul, once you get it in your blood. I actually miss it if I’ve been on land too long. Someday I’ll take you for a small trip, and you can see how it feels with the sail up.”

      “Could I go this time?” She had to ask since he brought it up.

      “This is not a time for fun. There is too much at stake, too much danger on this trip.”

      “You are letting Hagen go.”

      “Hagen is a man now, and it’s time for him to join me. Mind your place, Ingrid.”

      “He’s only a little older than I am; I could help. And I can take care of myself.”

      Klaus rubbed a hand over his face. “Meyla. I believe you, but not this time. Show some respect and let this go. Stay with your mother, work hard on your training—I expect to see how much better you are when I return.”

      A sly grin etched her face. “You know that I’ll be training? And you’re okay with it?”

      “Of course, I know. Your mother and I don’t keep secrets from each other. I am fine with my strong-willed daughter fighting for what she wants. It makes me proud.” He leaned over and smiled like he had a secret. “You remind me of your stubborn Papa. Just be careful, and rest when you tire.” He pulled her into a hug. “Now, go back and help get things ready for the boats.”

      Ingrid brushed aside his comment about resting; she’d heard all of that before. She hugged him tight once more. “Okay, Papa.”

      She took one more look around the boat. She hoped her father would feel the same about her fighting spirit in the morning when she and Selby came out of hiding.

      The docks still buzzed with activity. Ingrid strolled toward the village center and came upon Hagen and Jorg. They carried packs on their backs, and were rolling kegs toward the longboat. Ingrid took a deep breath and stood a little taller as she approached them. Expecting to be teased for staying home, she steadied herself. There was no way she’d let them rile her up.

      They will be surprised in the morning . . .

      Movement along the shoreline caught her attention over Hagen’s shoulder, yet nothing was there. Ingrid stopped in her tracks. Her mouth went dry, and her vision spun like she was standing on a high ledge. For an instant, the scene in front of her changed. A child stood near some tall grasses, and something shined on the ground all around her.

      Panic crashed over Ingrid like a wave, and she blinked several times.

      The child was gone, and light flickered in and out of Ingrid’s perception. Her bones turned to water, and she felt her knees crack against the wooden dock at the same time that a sturdy pair of arms pulled her away from the edge.

      Jorg’s wide, hazel-green eyes stared into hers as her focus returned.

      Shouting rang out in the distance and vibrations from the dock bounced beneath her. The cold wood cut into her fingers as she pushed herself to stand, succeeding only when Jorg wrapped his arm around her waist to steady her.

      The commotion finally broke through her daze. She turned to see what had happened.

      A young boy lay on the dock in the middle of a pool of liquid, pieces of splintered wood scattered around him.

      Without hesitation or understanding for why she felt so compelled, Ingrid ignored her wobbly legs and rushed to the boy. She shoved past the gathered crowd to kneel next to his supine figure. The smell of ale stung her nose. The coppery tang of blood hung in the air. The boy’s chest barely moved up and down; a quick glance told her why. A splinter of wood, longer than Ingrid’s hand and a third as wide, protruded from his leg.

      With a deep breath, she latched onto the splinter and pulled as hard as she could. It slipped out easier than expected, and her arm flung wide from the force she’d used. She released the bloodied piece, slapped her hand over the hole in the boy’s leg, and closed her eyes. Her thoughts focused on one thing: willing the injury to close so the boy could wake. She ignored everything and everyone else.

      In a heartbeat, she felt a jolt through her chest. A strange, warm, nearly hot sensation ran down her arms and into her hands. Ingrid held her breath, but she dared not release the pressure until an unbidden signal eased the tension from her shoulders. Her hands fell away from the boy’s leg and dropped into her lap.

      With a small flutter, the boy’s eyelids lifted.

      He coughed, and Ingrid barely had time to scoot back before he vomited all over himself. Every muscle in her body felt as heavy as iron, and she sagged back onto her heels. A couple of men helped the child to sit up as he sputtered some more, but the color crept back into his pale face.

      Ingrid stole a glance at his leg and gasped; his bleeding had halted.

      Her head drooped toward her chest.

      “What did you do?” one of the men asked, his eyes as wide and unblinking as an owl’s.

      “Nothing. I . . . don’t know . . . I just wanted to help him, that’s all.”

      An arm reached out and scooped Ingrid back, away from the crowd. She stared into the worried faces of Hagen and Jorg. Over their shoulders, her father strode closer, coming from his boat.

      “This way.” Hagen put his hand on her shoulder and turned her toward their father. “You need to get out of here.”

      “Why?” Disoriented and wobbly, she feared she might fall.

      “Why are your hands so hot?”

      “What happened?” Deep lines carved across Klaus’ brow as he reached them.

      “Ingrid fell, and Jorg caught her before she tumbled from the dock. But the keg he was rolling got away and crashed. It broke and hit that boy; he was bleeding, but now he’s better,” Hagen explained. Then he turned to Ingrid. “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know . . .” her voice trailed off as she shook her head. Air caught in her dry throat as she tried to breathe. What did I do?

      “Why are your hands warm?” Hagen asked.

      “They aren’t.” Jorg was clutching one of Ingrid’s hands despite her blood-soaked gauntlet, smearing his sleeve.

      When did that happen? She looked up into his strained face.

      Hagen snagged the hand Jorg held, then the other one. “They were. Not just warm, but hot. I swear it, Father.”

      “Ingrid, what caused your fall that started all of this?” Her father narrowed his eyes at her and waited for an answer.

      “I saw a child, Papa. I don’t know. It’s like I was here, and then, for a second, I was seeing something else. I can’t explain it.”

      Her eyes stung, and she tried to keep the tears from falling by digging her nails into her palms, but it was no use—they slid down her cheeks, anyway. She dropped her focus to her toes, hiding behind her curtain of hair.

      A finger under her chin raised her eyes to meet her father’s. His expression stern as he stared at her with an intensity that made her want to spin and flee as fast as she could. “Go home. Stay inside with your mother until I get there.”

      Nodding, she hurried to leave, but when she did, many in the crowd around the boy watched her. She willed herself to stroll as if no one else existed. She ignored the stares and headed for home. Whispers and mumbles reached her ears; tones ranged from confusion to awe, and even some fear. The hair on Ingrid’s neck stood on end, and her insides caved in on themselves. As soon as her feet touched the soft earth of the shore, she sprinted as fast as she could, not stopping until she flung herself down onto her bed.
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      Ingrid rolled over on her bed and blinked her eyes several times in the darkness. They scratched like they were filled with sand and were tender when she rubbed them. Apparently, she’d cried herself to sleep.

      Voices drifted in from the main room; it had to be meal time. Light flashed briefly when the door flap was moved to admit someone. It closed as the visitor tiptoed toward her.

      “Oh, good. You’re awake,” Selby said when Ingrid sat up.

      “Yeah. Did you hear what happened?”

      “There are different stories floating around. I wanted to come to you earlier, but I had to help my mother. She insisted on helping supply food and extra linens for the trip, even though my father was staying home.”

      “What are people saying?”

      “Well, it varies, but most versions have something to do with you, causing a keg of ale to smash into a boy. His injuries range from a broken leg to a wooden spike through his leg to near death.” Selby used her fingers to keep track of the different options as she spoke. “But they all end with you doing some kind of seiðr magic to heal him.”

      Ingrid shook her head and rubbed her face. She took slow, deep breaths to force down the bile rising in her throat. “They think I used Freya’s magic, like a völva—a witch? I didn’t even know what I was doing, I just did it.”

      Selby smiled and sat down on the bed next to her friend. “Most people around here farm or fight—thinking isn’t necessary. Besides, they’ll forget about it and move on to their next problem soon enough.” Lowering her voice, she leaned closer to Ingrid. “Especially when we won’t be here for them to see.”

      “You still want to come with me?” Ingrid’s shoulders softened.

      “What you did is odd. I won’t lie, but I’m not worried. I am curious about what really happened, though. Not because I’m afraid, but because I’m nosy.” She bumped Ingrid’s shoulder and gave her friend a wide grin.

      Ingrid smiled back, took a deep breath, and told the truth of what happened.

      “So Jorg saved your life. You could have fallen off the dock and been crushed by a boat, or drowned.”

      “That’s what you take from what I just said? I had a vision, or something, and somehow healed an injury, a bad one. Those are the bigger issues, here.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Those we need to deal with, too. What do you think the vision meant?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They sat in silence for a couple of minutes.

      “I felt different when I touched the boy.” Ingrid said it so quietly she wasn’t sure Selby would hear her.

      “How?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like my body moved, but I was separated from it, wrapped in a big, warm blanket. When it was all over, Hagen grabbed my hands and said they were hot, but when Papa took hold of them, they were cold again.”

      “Maybe you have some kind of awesome healer skills.” Selby smiled, but was staring at Ingrid’s hands.

      “How would I have anything like that? I’m just regular. Not even shieldmaiden-worthy, so I’m told.”

      “Don’t let it bother you. I’m sure there’s some kind of explanation we can’t see right now. One problem at a time. The first thing we need to do is eat—I’m starving. Then, we figure a way onto your father’s boat, and hide until morning when we will be far down the river. See? We have much bigger things to worry about right now.” She smiled again and snatched Ingrid’s hand to drag her toward the door.

      Ingrid thought Selby’s face looked a little pinched, but she excused it as hunger, and followed her out of the room.

      The place was packed. It was tradition for the departing men to bring their families to the longhouse for a feast the night before warriors left for battle. Or taking news of dragons to the king, apparently. In their usual corner, the girls tried to ignore the occasional stares and whispers directed Ingrid’s way.

      Selby crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue at a mean, older woman who kept sneering. Ingrid held back her chuckle as the woman huffed and walked away.

      “Idiots,” Selby muttered.

      Songs of brave warriors and tales of old battles began after most of the meal was finished. Ingrid and Selby used the distraction to talk with their parents and put their plan into action. In Ingrid’s earlier panic, she hadn’t packed anything, so they wasted no time with that chore. Selby already had her pack stashed outside, ready to grab as soon as they could leave.

      “We should go now while everyone is singing. That way no one will notice us on the docks,” she suggested from her place on Ingrid’s bed, as she watched her friend tie a piece of leather around her clothes bundle.

      “I think so, too. Let’s say a quick goodbye to my parents and get going.”

      “Maybe we should just leave. What if they ask too many questions?”

      “I need to say something. You know my mother; she’ll probably walk to your house later if I don’t tell her goodnight before I go.”

      “True.” Selby sighed and looked at Ingrid. “You have a wonderful family, you know that, right?”

      Ingrid hesitated a moment. A moment of doubt crept through her at how her mother would worry, but she shoved it aside. “Let’s go before I talk myself into acting like the obedient girl everyone expects me to be.”

      “This was your idea, remember? Don’t even think of backing out.”

      They grinned at each other and held hands as they walked into the other room.

      Both of Ingrid’s parents sat in their chairs on the dais at the back, where her dad presided over the village business. They flashed concerned looks when Ingrid approached, but said nothing about the day’s earlier events, letting her leave after hugs. Her father promised to bring her a gift from Jorvik, which made her stomach clench. She hated lying to her parents, and might have surrendered at that moment if Selby hadn’t grabbed her wrist and pulled her away.

      Hagen stopped them as they passed his table. “Aren’t you going to say goodbye?” He directed the comment to Ingrid, but shot Selby a small grin. He was such a pest to toy with her like that.

      “Goodbye. Enjoy your journey; I hope you don’t find too many surprises you don’t know how to deal with,” Selby replied. Her voice dripped with sweetness, and Ingrid wanted to slap her.

      “There’s nothing we can’t handle.” He motioned to all of his friends sitting beside him at the table.

      They laughed and patted each other on the back—except Jorg, who stared at Ingrid with his brows knit together.

      “Are you feeling better, Ingrid?” he asked.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “While we’re gone, don’t let anyone bother you about what happened today.”

      Ingrid narrowed her eyes. “Why would they? The only people who give me a hard time are sitting at this table.”

      He gave her a half-grin that made his dimple peek out at her. Heat filled her chest and rushed to her cheeks. “Then I guess you should be safe,” he teased.

      The other boys laughed again.

      Ingrid grabbed Selby’s sleeve and steered them both toward the door, unwilling to risk any more conversation.

      Selby retrieved her pack, and they strolled around the village center casually, checking the docks for anyone who might see them. They headed toward Ingrid’s father’s boat, where it waited at the end. It would be first in line to leave in the morning. The sparkling gleam of the moon reflected in the gentle ripples on the bay.

      “Eek! I can’t believe we are really doing this.” Selby practically vibrated with excitement.

      “It sounded a lot less scary before—now I think I might throw up.”

      “Do it now, before we hide. There’s no way I want to go through all this trouble if we’re dragged out of hiding before they untie the ropes.” Selby smiled, but her voice sounded shaky and lacked her usual bravado.

      Ingrid took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s do this.”

      Striding quickly up to the boat, she heaved her pack harder than necessary to be sure it would clear the railing. Selby followed with her own, and then they each took hold of a different rope that kept the boat in place.

      “Together on three,” Ingrid said. “One, two, three!”

      They pulled themselves up and wrapped their legs around the rope to shimmy to the rail. Ingrid refused to need Selby’s help and pulled herself over the edge almost at the same time as her strong friend. Both girls fell with a thud, and groaned as they knocked against the wooden chests, then fell to the floor. When they had caught their breath, untangled their skirts, and checked for broken bones, they crouched onto their feet.

      “Do you think anyone heard us?” Selby asked.

      “No one is out here, and inside, it’s too loud. I’m sure we’re safe.”

      They hurriedly grabbed their packs, then headed toward the bow. The moon overhead provided some light, but in the near dark, shadows played tricks with their nerves. Both girls stumbled as they made their way, unsteady on their feet as the boat rocked and bounced against the dock.

      All the supplies were packed in tight under the front deck. The girls had to squeeze between two kegs to find enough space to hide next to some crates along the hull. Ingrid stuffed her pack under her and leaned against the cool, rough wood, trying to slow Thor’s hammer beating inside her chest.

      Selby, just out of arm’s reach, settled in much like Ingrid had, only a little more squished.

      They looked at each other with huge grins across their faces, and whispered squeals of delight escaped their lips as they settled in for their long, cramped wait.
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        * * *

      

      During the night, Ingrid’s legs had gone numb. It could have been from being tucked up under her, or from the freezing cold coming through the planks of wood. She slept in small amounts. Selby had, too, judging from her occasional snores. Now, both were wide awake, as activity on the boat buzzed all around them, and Ingrid’s jaw ached from clenching her teeth, unsure if her discomfort came from the cold, her nerves, or her screaming bladder.

      Finally, horns sounded as a signal for the ships to leave the harbor, and her father’s boat drifted away from the docks. Butterflies took flight inside Ingrid’s stomach. Oars sloshed water against the side of the boat as they pulled out of the bay. Rowers held tempo with a rhythmic “ho” as each oar sliced into the water like a perfectly timed dance. Each time the boat moved forward, a little jolt made Ingrid’s back bump against the boat’s hull.

      There was a lot of laughing and conversation above her, but she could still hear ducks quacking among the reeds on the shoreline. The hint of a pear tree in full spring bloom tickled her nose. She inhaled, long and deep, but instead of smelling flowers, the scent of the fish stored in the barrels surrounding her flooded her senses.

      The excited butterflies turned into honeybees, jostled from their nest and angry. Another jolt from the oars, another waft of smells, this time the sour milk barrels. She squeezed her eyes tight and clamped her hand over her mouth. The last thing she wanted to do was throw up in such tight quarters. The confinement closed in on her. Sweat rolled down the side of her face, and her body trembled.

      “Ingrid, stop holding your breath and blow out, slowly, through your mouth,” Selby whisper-screamed.

      She did, but that just made her stomach more restless, and the back corners of her mouth tingled with more saliva.

      “Picture yourself floating on your back, letting the sun warm you like we do when we go swimming.”

      Selby tried to help, but Ingrid couldn’t listen. It took all of her effort to calm the storm raging in her middle. She opened her eyes, but slammed them closed again. With only enough warning to lean over as far as she could, out flew the bees in an angry horde.

      Shaken and clammy, her insides wobbled like a wrung-out wet rag. One more heave, then she sat limp with her head hanging between her knees. Pangs of regret washed over her, and she wished she could lie down in her bed at home.

      We shouldn’t have done this. What was I thinking? She’d gotten them stuck under the platform for who knew how long.

      Ingrid battled her stomach and her conscience until her exhaustion won.

      Sometime later, she woke with a start, disoriented.

      It took a second to remember where she was, but then the gentle, rocking rhythm of the boat cradled her nerves. The thrust of the oars was gone, which meant they must be under sail. Selby grunted from her left.

      “Are you ok?” Ingrid whispered to her hoarsely. Her throat thick, like she’d swallowed a burning twig.

      “I need to get out of here. Do you think it’s been long enough?” Selby answered.

      “I think we’re under sail now.”

      Selby nodded her head in agreement. “Let’s go, then.”

      Stuck, Ingrid couldn’t feel her legs, and wasn’t sure how to unfold herself. She rocked forward onto her hands and knees, thankful she had thrown up away from where she needed to crawl out.

      Inch by inch, the girls squished between the crates and kegs until filtered light peeked through the space. Seeing the terrified look on Selby’s face, Ingrid guessed it matched her own, and she reached out, giving her friend’s hand a squeeze of false reassurance.

      Leaving their packs for the moment, they crawled out into the open air . . . right smack into a pair of leather boots, worn by one angry Norseman.

      “What is this?” a voice bellowed.

      Ingrid cringed at the tone, immediately recognizing her father’s deep timbre. Strong hands grabbed her arms and pulled her to a standing position, but she struggled to feel her legs. Rather than crumple to the ground, however, he lifted her high. Eye to eye with her father, he stared lightning bolts into her brain. A vein at his temple pulsed at the same speed as Ingrid’s racing heart.

      “What are you doing here?” he growled between his teeth, his lip curled up on one side. She’d never seen him so angry.

      “I . . . we . . .” Ingrid’s throat closed so tight, she couldn’t get the words out.

      “We?” Klaus twisted to find Selby propped up by one of his men. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes for a second before stepping toward the platform deck they’d hidden under all night. Ingrid’s legs dangled over the edge when he plopped her down.

      He spun and walked away. The man holding Selby deposited her next to Ingrid.

      “Don’t move, if you know what’s good for you,” he said, glancing at each of them.

      They both nodded, saying nothing. Every man on the boat glowered in their direction. Ingrid lowered her gaze into her lap. Footsteps, growing closer, thudded on the ship’s wooden planks, and she pinched her eyes closed.

      “I specifically forbade you to come when we talked yesterday. Why would you disobey me and put yourself in this kind of danger? Look at me, Ingrid!”

      Her body jerked as Klaus yelled.

      “I wanted to prove I was brave enough to be a warrior,” she blurted. Her voice was hoarse, but she lifted her gaze and met his narrowed stare.

      She couldn’t remember hearing him raise his voice at her before. Tightness squeezed her chest, but she sat up straighter and gathered every ounce of her courage.

      “Which one of you came up with this plan?” He directed his stare at Selby. “Was it you?”

      Selby’s lips trembled, and her face turned ashen white with a wide-eyed stare at Klaus, saying nothing.

      “It was my idea, Papa.” Ingrid’s voice held stronger than the last time. “I persuaded her to come along.”

      “And I’m sure that was difficult. Did you think the two of you were going to have a grand adventure?” Ingrid knew better than to think he wanted an answer. “How long have you been under there?” This time, he expected an answer.

      “We climbed in last night, while everyone sang in the longhouse.”

      He rubbed his hand down his face and looked into the sky. He strode away, braced his arms on the rail, and stared out toward the shoreline. Ingrid’s heart pounded so hard as she watched his back; the blood rushing through her ears covered any sound. Klaus motioned over his shoulder for her to join him. She rolled over, slid to her feet, and stumbled to his side at the rail.

      “I should put you on Rolf’s boat and make him take you home,” he said without taking his gaze from the horizon. Ingrid held her breath. “We are going to a dangerous place to talk about dangerous things with dangerous men. You should not be here.”

      “Please let us stay. We won’t get in the way, and we’ll be helpful. I know it was wrong, and I’m sorry for disobeying you, but . . . please, Papa. Let me do this.” Fixated on his face, she squared her feet and pushed her shoulders back, the muscles rigid in her arms as she held them tight to her sides.

      “This ship is no place for a child,” he spat between gritted teeth.

      “I am not a child. It’s time you stopped treating me as one. I’m here now, and I won’t go back.” She swallowed hard and struggled to keep her lips from wobbling or her knees from buckling. It took all her effort to act as brave as she hoped she sounded.

      Klaus scratched the back of his neck. “Your mother is going to kill me when she finds out.”

      Ingrid sucked in her lip and bit down on it to keep herself from smiling—not successfully. “She’ll be fine when we’re back home and understands that we’re safe.”

      Klaus turned to face her. “So say you. It’s not your hide that will be missing some parts.” He smirked. “Go sit at the bow and stay out of the way.”

      A broad grin spread across her face, and it took all her willpower not to jump up and down.

      A snort from behind made her turn to the left, and she caught Jorg trying to stifle a smile of his own.

      She raised her chin and strode with as much dignity as she could on a moving boat. Concern flooded through her about how she would get up to the platform without looking like a fool?

      A wooden box half-protruded near the edge where Selby’s legs dangled. Ingrid stepped up as if it were a common daily occurrence, and settled next to her friend.

      “We get to stay,” she said with as calm a voice as possible, doing her best to keep her face neutral.

      A few seconds later, Selby nudged Ingrid with a shoulder, and she nudged her back. They both stared down at their laps while little giggles escaped.

      She would work on being mature later.
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      Several hours passed while the boat glided through the waters of the river.

      “I love this so much,” Selby said. There was a softness to her voice that surprised Ingrid.

      From their position high on the platform, the girls could see the expanse of countryside beyond the dense brush of the shoreline. Feathery, green bracken, and clusters of yellow star flowers colored the landscape and gave the breeze a fresher, sweeter scent than it had back home. Birds trilled and crickets chirped.

      The river was wide enough that all three boats could sail even with each other, but they formed a V-shape, like migrating geese. Now and then, water would spray over the bow as the current picked up and increased the rocking motion of the boat.

      Ingrid spent most of her time distracted by the argument taking place in her stomach. A bustle of motion jostled her as Selby suddenly switched places and shoved her next to the rail.

      “Lean over the side. You’ll need to, if you stay that color of green much longer,” Selby said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Look further away, toward the horizon. It will help your stomach to settle,” she added.

      “How do you know that?” Ingrid asked, dabbing the corners of her mouth with her fingers.

      “I’ve heard my uncle say it. He gets teased sometimes for the same problem.” Selby scanned the scenery again. “Look, over there. Two otters. Do you see them?”

      “Aw, they’re cute.”

      They were rolling and playing, sliding into the water and then back onto the shore, chasing each other.

      “I don’t think I’ll be content to stay home anymore after this,” Selby told her as they watched the creatures play. “I thought I wanted that before: a home, a family, a peaceful, quiet farm.”

      “Why haven’t you told me that before?” Since when has my warrior friend wanted to be a simple farmer?

      “I’ve never told anyone. My house is always loud and messy. I have to be bold and fight for everything. I have no time for myself. But out here . . . I didn’t know this existed.” She swept her arm in an arc to include the boat, the river, and the shore.

      “I’m not sure boats are my thing.” Ingrid breathed a laugh and then settled her gaze again on the horizon. “I’m so glad you came with me to see all of this.”

      “Me, too.”

      The rest of the afternoon drifted slowly by, with the occasional need for men to move the sail or shift some of the cargo. The girls talked or rested, learning quickly that privacy would be a rare commodity on a ship full of men. As shadows began to stretch across the water, Klaus gave an order to pull over to an expanse of shoreline where the brush was sparse.

      The lazy pace shifted immediately. As soon as the boats were secured on the shore, everyone sprang into action. There were extra sails to unload and use as tents, all the supplies needed for the evening meal, blankets, bedding, and other sleeping essentials to arrange for everyone. No one sat idle.

      Ingrid set about to her task of helping prepare the fish. When she opened the lid to the large cask, a pungent smell of vinegar burned the small hairs in her nose. She had to ladle out enough for everyone and load the shimmering silver herring into two large pots. By the time she was finished, her sleeves and the front of her apron were soaked with the sour-smelling whey. Water leaked from her eyes, even though her nose had given up the battle for fresh air.

      She hauled buckets of water to and from the river—the fish would need to be rinsed several times before getting warmed in buttermilk to eat—then she hung a cauldron of skause from a tripod over the fire.

      The early evening air cooled down rapidly, and rosy-gold streaks of sunlight peeked out from the clouds. Ingrid had spotted a large patch of bilberry bushes not too far back along the river, so she grabbed a basket and went to collect some before darkness settled in. Her mouth watered at the prospect of a slab of bread covered in honey and berries. Selby had been recruited to help somewhere else, so Ingrid headed out to find them by herself.

      She had filled the basket with a couple handfuls of berries, then she heard rustling among the grasses by her feet. A small bird hurried over her toes. With a shriek, Ingrid jumped back, losing her grip on the basket, and before she could blink, a hand grabbed her arm, and she was hurled behind a dark figure.

      Squealing, tall weeds engulfed her as she landed on her knees in the mud. Dazed, confused, and frightened, she could make out the shape of a person, male, standing with his back to her.

      It was the lean body of Hagen, straightened up to his full height.

      Tightening her lips, she huffed and tried to push herself up, but her hands sank into the mud. Hagen turned around, holding something that made her body freeze and her eyes grow wide. Whether it was the thick, dung-like odor of the mud, or the oozing insides of the headless snake still quivering in Hagen’s hand that filled her nose, she didn’t know, but it made her queasy either way.

      The fragments of images came together, and she recalled the open mouth that lunged toward her foot a split-second before she flew backward. Hagen had thrown her to safety as he charged at whatever danger had scared her.

      Anger subsided into a mixture of fear and gratitude.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He smirked at her, but before he could remark, she added,

      “I know it’s a snake. What kind, though?”

      “Oh, it’s just a grass snake,” he said. “I was trying to decide if it was worth trying to eat it.” A puzzled look crossed his face. It was big enough, for sure, considering the body filled Hagen’s large hand, where it hung like a slippery piece of thick rope.

      “Wouldn’t it make us sick?” Ingrid wrinkled her nose in disgust.

      “No.” He reached down and inserted his knife into the snake’s cut-off head. He gave it a solid toss, and the chunk sailed off the blade, far out into the deep of the river. “On second thought, I don’t think I want to eat anything that thought your scrawny foot looked like a tasty meal.” He chuckled.

      “A young plover scampered across my boot first.” She shuddered at the memory.

      Hagen snorted his understanding, and with a giant heave, flung the dead body far out into the lazy current. The momentum of the toss made the headless carcass twist into an “S” shape. For an instant, it looked as if it had come alive again before landing with a splat.

      “What are you doing out here?” Ingrid asked as she scrabbled to her feet.

      “I followed you. I thought we should talk, and I might have a little fun, knock you into the mud, but not like this. I’m sorry you were truly afraid,” he said gently as he perused all the mud she wore.

      “Hmm. Well, whatever, I guess you got your wish. It adds to the smell of herring.” She brushed at her clothes, but it did no good. “Why did you want to talk to me?”

      He dropped his gaze and kicked at the base of a clump of grass. Sighing, he said, “I’m angry that you’re here.”

      She stared at him. He slumped his shoulders a little and bit the inside of his cheek. He hadn’t shaved for a few days, and a small beard was growing along his jaw; it sparkled with red highlights in the waning sunlight. He did look handsome, if she was forced to admit it.

      “Why?” she asked finally.

      “Because this is my chance to show I’m a man. To prove myself. But now you’re here, like it’s some kind of shopping trip we’re all going on for the fun of it. Father will be so distracted making sure you stay safe that he won’t even notice me.”

      “That’s not true. Besides, he already knows you’re a man. You’re right by his side whenever he talks to the others, and he slaps you on the back like you’re one of them. I’m his little baby girl, not capable of anything. I’m the one that needs to prove myself.”

      “You’re capable,” Hagen argued. He glanced at her and shrugged. “Annoying, but able to take care of yourself.”

      She glared at his half-grin. “Thanks.”

      “Truthfully, I’ve followed all the rules and done what I should. You’re my silly little sister who sings and dances around all the time, yet you had the guts to come out here, and to stand up for yourself.” He pressed his lips flat and shook his head. “All of my training in weapons, hunting, fishing, working on the boats, even in business dealings—is all so that I can learn how to be the leader after Father. Now you’re here, like it’s some sort of game.”

      Ingrid felt her mouth go slack, but couldn’t move to close it. He is jealous of me? “You can’t be serious. You have nothing to prove.” She narrowed her eyes and peered sideways at him. “Except that you can stop picking on me.”

      He chuckled under his breath and bothered the mud with his foot. “You make yourself an easy target.”

      Ingrid bit her lip and forced the sting out of her eyes. She didn’t dare respond for fear her tears would fall.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I haven’t realized that you are getting older, either. I’ll work on that.”

      “Humph.” Ingrid looked away, took a couple of steps, and picked up her basket. “Will you get your friends to stop, too?”

      “Yeah. They’ll leave you alone if I tell them to.” Watching her for a moment, he sighed. “I haven’t noticed Jorg teasing you in a while.”

      Ingrid rolled her eyes, but didn’t know how she felt about that. “Tell him he should keep it that way. If he wants me to see him as a man I can respect someday.” She surprised herself by saying the words out loud.

      Her brother darted a glimpse sideways, trying to keep the grin off his face. “I’ll let him know.”

      A few seconds of silence followed, with neither of them looking at the other.

      “You have a tender heart,” Hagen said finally. “We will face dangers on this trip; promise me you’ll try to stay safe.”

      Ingrid fiddled with the basket handle and kept her gaze on the ground. “I’m stronger than you think, you know. I can be a shieldmaiden.”

      “I know. But this isn’t the village where you can practice. The dangers aren’t pretend. This is real, and you aren’t ready for it yet.”

      “I’m more ready than you think,” she snapped.

      “Don’t get all crabby. Just be careful.” He blew out a long sigh. “It’s getting dark. Forget about the berries; let’s go back.”

      The berries no longer sounded good to her anyway, so they started along the path toward camp.

      “I won’t give up on my dreams.” She said it out loud, as much for herself as for Hagen. She lurched forward from a shove on the back of her shoulder. “Hey, what’s that for? You’re trying real hard to stop being a jerk, I see.”

      Hagen laughed. “You need to see the genuine talents that you have. You care for others, and try so hard at things. I would have given up a long time ago, if I had kept getting bruised and battered by my friend during ‘practice’,” he chuckled.

      “I never thought you could sound so grown up. It’s weird.” She smiled.

      “Don’t tell anyone, or I’ll toss you into the river with the snake!” he teased. After a moment, he asked, “What was all that about on the docks yesterday, by the way?”

      “I don’t want to talk about that.” They walked the rest of the way in silence.

      Real talents? Was that how she helped that boy? Her head ached, and she wondered again if staying home would have been better.
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      After dinner, everyone went straight to bed except Ingrid.

      She ducked behind some bushes with a bucket of water, took a quick bath, and scrubbed her clothes after the men went to sleep. They would be leaving at first light, and a good night’s sleep was important, but so was getting rid of the fish smell and caked-on mud.

      She eventually went to bed, but between worry of another snake, and mulling over what Hagen had said, Ingrid barely slept at all. Grumpy and tired, she roused the next morning to help with breakfast and get the ships reloaded.

      “You need to fix your braids,” Selby said without preamble as she settled next to her in their spot at the bow.

      “What do you care?”

      “Sor-ry.” She looked past Ingrid with her lips tight together.

      “I didn’t mean to snap. I didn’t sleep well. How are you so rested?”

      “I don’t know. I enjoy being out here, I guess. And I didn’t have a snake try to bite me, so I’m sure that helped,” Selby said, and Ingrid shuddered again at the memory she’d shared over dinner. “Do you want me to help you with your braids?” she offered.

      “I really don’t care, but sure, if you think I need help.”

      “Well, you might be too grumpy to notice, but you have an admirer. I’ll help you, and you can thank me later.”

      “What? No one admires me.” Ingrid didn’t have the patience to talk about boys right then.

      “Mmhmm. Then why does Jorg keep looking over at you and smiling?”

      “Because he’s a jerk and probably making fun of me. Why do you keep thinking it’s something more?”

      “You need to open your eyes. There.” Selby finished, tying the ends of the two plaits together. “You’re welcome.”

      “Thanks.” Ingrid stole a glance in Jorg’s direction and straightened her clothes. Selby smiled. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Ingrid turned her attention to the horizon and ignored the others. The crisp morning air brought hints of chamomile and sweet balm.

      The rest of the journey down river was much the same as the other days had been, with Ingrid fighting her nausea by day and camping by night. Finally, Jorvik came into sight, and the crew prepared to land.

      Everyone jumped ashore and tied the boats along the wooden docks, leaving a few men with each to guard their property. People and boats lined the walkways, making it difficult for Ingrid to see the city.

      “I know you are excited, but this is a dangerous place,” Klaus warned her. “Watch your surroundings and stay close to me. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      They made their way to the main street and headed toward a small hill that rose above the ramshackle rows of huts about a quarter mile away. As a group, they made a formidable impression on the narrow streets. Ingrid watched as Hagen followed their father. It amused her how hard her brother tried to mimic their father’s movements. Selby sighed, and Ingrid followed her gaze for the source. Her friend’s eyes were fixed on Hagen as well, but apparently for a different reason.

      “You need to look around. Find another target for your affections,” Ingrid told her, smiling.

      “Why? Look at him. He’s as tall as your father now, and so commanding. I’d follow him anywhere.”

      “You’re pathetic. Get a hold of yourself, or I’ll make you walk between the Stinks.”

      Selby snorted. “Yeah, like that’s going to happen.”

      “This isn’t what I thought the capitol would be like,” Ingrid said, changing the subject and drawing Selby’s eyes away from her brother.

      “Yeah. I thought it would be nicer than our village, not the other way around.”

      There were a lot more houses than in their village, but they were not as well constructed or cared for. They were made the same, with stone or plank walls and thatched roofs, but there were gaps that hadn’t been repaired. The grasses of the thatch was rotted in places, and many sagged dreadfully. More than one they passed had caught fire at some point, and the entire structure looked tired and weak. Yet families still inhabited the rickety hovels.

      The view in front of them did not match the images Ingrid had formed in her mind before they arrived. Gray skies and drizzling rain made their trek a muddy mess. Streams of water flowed in deep ruts made by carts and wagons that lumbered along what passed for roads.

      She’d expected something much grander.

      The smell of rotten midden heaps pushed in from every side. There wasn’t a central market, but peasants either set up tables outside the door of their own homes, or parked a wagon somewhere and sold wares from it.

      Even so, ships from faraway lands filled the harbor. What was for sale was brilliant: glass from Italia, spices from the Indies, and embroidered silk from Frankia.

      “Hagen thought I would think of this as a shopping trip; I told him I didn’t, but I might have lied. There are so many amazing items,” she whispered to Selby, nodding toward a cart boasting fabric in the deepest shade of red she’d ever seen.

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      Even though they didn’t have to go far, getting anywhere in a hurry was difficult. Thick mud coated them in splatters to their knees. Ingrid stared at herself in disgust.

      In the middle of grumbling about the need for clean, dry clothes, a sound grabbed her attention, and she halted in the middle of the road.

      “Where is that music coming from?” she asked.

      “Just ahead. I’ve never heard anything like it,” Selby answered. Ingrid nodded in agreement and followed the sound, intrigued.

      Warm, fresh bread smells wafted out of one door they passed, and Ingrid’s stomach rumbled. A slab of bread and a warm mug of spiced cider would be delicious right then. Thoughts of warm food and dry clothes kept her occupied until they finally reached a stand at the end of the street, where dead geese hung from their feet.

      Around the corner, they found a man dressed in a pair of stained and patched breeches, with an equally patched, loose shirt hanging over a protruding belly. A large, floppy hat kept the rain away from his face, and he played a bone flute made from a swan’s leg. A jolly little tune fluttered through the air. Under his feet lay a mat of woven reeds, and he tapped his toes to the beat.

      Ingrid swayed in time with his tune, and Selby clapped wildly with her when he finished. The crowd persisted, calling for another song, and much to Ingrid’s delight, her party stayed to listen. This song was different, however. It was beautiful and slow and melancholy.

      Mesmerized, Ingrid closed her eyes and rocked her body to the music, picturing grasses on the moor back home rippling in the breeze, the purple heather flooding the hills with their earthy, floral smells, and the sad call of a heron looking for its mate.

      Voices shouted in the back of Ingrid’s awareness, interrupting the beautiful scenery. Suddenly, she realized the music had stopped. She opened her eyes in time to dodge a large body hurtling past her. She stood frozen like a deer in a meadow. Selby’s hand grabbed her arm in a vice-like grip, and yanked her to a run.

      Shouts and swords being pulled from scabbards hissed all around them. The coppery smell of blood filled the air as men clashed, driving their weapons into each other. The girls dove under a nearby wagon as the clamor of metal meeting metal and shrieking battle cries rang out.

      Shivering in the mud, they huddled together, struggling to distinguish one person from the next. Selby screamed and covered her face with her hands as Ingrid lay silent, rooted to the ground while her entire body trembled.

      Within a few harried moments that felt like hours, the fighting was over. The raiders had flashed upon Klaus’s men and jumped away just as quickly.

      Stunned, Ingrid and Selby emerged from hiding. Several injured men moaned nearby. Without thinking, Ingrid ran to their side.

      The first warrior she reached was bleeding so profusely that his shirt had soaked through. Ripping the sopping material away from the wound, she held her breath to keep from retching. He was splayed open from collarbone to navel. Touching the man’s forehead, she said a quick prayer, then moved to the next man.

      “Ingrid!” Selby ran after her. Not all the men were convinced the fight was over, and weapons still clanged in the distance. “This isn’t safe. You need to come with me.”

      “No.”

      The man in front of her also had a gash across his chest, but it was not as deep as the previous man’s had been. Closing her eyes, she laid both hands on the sliced flesh. Warmth embraced her as she concentrated. In only a few seconds, she felt the cool air around her again and, without checking her impact, scrambled to the nearest body. She continued to move from one to the next.

      There were no sounds in her ears except the thrum of her own heartbeat. Time didn’t exist. Nothing mattered to her at that moment except the next injury. She didn’t notice the person, only blood, broken bones, and ripped flesh until she pulled her hands from the last man she could help.

      Then, cold air blasted around her as if her warm blanket had been snatched away, and everything went dark.
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      Ingrid blinked her eyes, and her vision adjusted to the darkened room in which she stood. The only sliver of light filtered in from between the curtain and the frame of the room’s single window.

      As a stranger in the corner, she viewed the scene: a family huddling together over a woman holding a small child on her lap. Soiled towels lay on the ground. The woman was crying, but Ingrid could not hear any sound as she watched. Silence encased her like a tomb.

      Recognition squeezed her heart and burned through her chest; this was her home and her family.

      Her mother, with disheveled hair pulled loose and falling over her shoulders, held the child. Her father sat back on his knees, his head bowed, but tilted enough that Ingrid could see tears streaming down his face. Hagen was there too, only much younger. He screamed at her. Not the her standing in silence, not the stranger witnessing their pain, but the small her, the her who squatted near the ground, several feet away from the others, her arms around her legs as she rocked back and forth. There was blood on her hands and arms.

      Ingrid struggled to stay upright. Swirls floated through her vision. Unbalanced, she bumped into the wall behind her, feeling sweat break out at her temples.

      Is this real? Is it one of my lost memories?

      Walking toward her mother, she stepped past her younger self. No one else saw her; they had no idea she was there it seemed. The child, no more than two, was soaked in blood that flowed from its middle, thick crimson smeared its skin from obvious attempts at helping the poor thing. But she was dead.

      Ingrid let her tears fall over her cheeks without care. The sting in her eyes told her that she was somehow connected to this scene, yet also separate. Darkness tried to swallow her into the pain. She had to get away, leave this terrible space. She spun, searching for a way out of the room, but stiffened when her own young face stared at her.

      Young Ingrid bore glowing turquoise eyes into the true Ingrid, acknowledging her presence among them. “I tried to save her, but I don’t know how to use it.”

      Her younger self’s voice was small, but it vibrated against the inside of Ingrid’s head as if she’d shouted—an intensity that made Ingrid swallow the dry lump in her throat, and want to run.

      Her younger self stood calm, eerie, detached, and said, “Learn.”

      The room spun, and blackness swallowed her again. It sucked all the air from her. She saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing.

      Then noises pricked at Ingrid’s mind. Voices. Far in the distance, as if something trapped her in a dark pit, and they were leagues above. Her surroundings were cold and damp. She wanted to climb up to the people. They called her name.

      I have to get to them.

      A blast of bright light blinded her, and sounds pounded into her skull. She struggled to cover her ears against the clamor, but her arms were trapped by her sides. Crying out, she pulled her hands free and lifted them to her head. Hesitantly, she opened her eyes to find her father staring down at her. His forehead furrowed in lines, his lips moved with her name over and over.

      “Please. Don’t. Shout,” Ingrid whispered.

      Her father’s strong arms squeezed her close to his chest and rocked her back and forth. With her head turned to the side, breathing came easier, and the overwhelming racket and bright light dimmed. She wriggled to lean back and blinked until her eyes focused; her heart stuttered as concerned faces surrounding her in all directions. She lay on her father’s lap in the mud, while everyone stared. Selby, Hagen, and Jorg were closest, sitting on their knees next to her.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “You need to tell us, baby girl,” Klaus said as he brushed strands of hair away from her face. “But not now. Let’s get you inside so you can get dry and warm.”

      He rose with her still in his arms, and strode toward a large, open gate. The others followed close, creating a protective circle around the pair. Beyond the gate was a longhouse, and they walked directly through the door without stopping. A woman ran up and ushered them to follow her to a back room.

      A large bed chamber opened up with sconces holding lit candles that flickered against the shadowed walls. Several woven rugs in yellow, indigo, and red overlapped and covered the floor. A bowl filled with white and purple crocus petals sat on a small table, adding a sweet scent to the air.

      “Can you stand up, Meyla?” Klaus asked. Ingrid nodded, and he lowered her from his arms until she was standing, but he didn’t let go.

      She swayed and held onto his arms until she was sure she felt her legs under her. “I’m okay, Papa. I can stand by myself now.”

      “Go out. I’ll help get her clean and warm,” the woman told Klaus, and pushed Hagen and Jorg out the door with him.

      Selby brushed against Ingrid’s side and wrapped her arm around her shoulders. Sagging into her friend, Ingrid gave her a slow smile, grateful not to be left alone.

      “I’m Greta. My husband is the king. Well, he wears one of the crowns. You are safe here with us.”

      Behind them, someone knocked on the door and, without waiting for an answer, several people hurried in with a tub and buckets of steaming water. They filled the tub and then left a couple buckets to use to warm it up, if necessary; then they left.

      “Now, let’s get you out of these filthy clothes so you can warm yourself.”

      Selby and Greta helped Ingrid bathe and dress in some borrowed clothes before tucking her into a bed filled with warm furs. The scent of heather wafted up from the bed.

      Ingrid’s teeth chattered despite all the coverings.

      “You will warm up soon. Try to rest. I will be back to look in on you,” Greta said, then she turned to Selby. “You should wash and change, too. There are more clothes in that trunk.” She flashed a smile to both girls, then hurried out.

      “She is really nice,” Selby said.

      “Y-yes. Sh-sh-she is.”

      “Don’t talk, just work on getting warm.” Selby searched through the trunk Greta had showed, then chose some clean clothes. She hurried into the now tepid water.

      “Wh-what happened?”

      “Which part?” Selby paused with her cleaning cloth held midair. “Before or after you fell into the mud, and we all thought you died?”

      Ingrid stared at the ceiling, trying to remember. Had she died? She couldn’t have. Did she? “I remember the fight was over, and there were bodies on the ground. Something inside me forced me toward the injured men. It’s hard to explain—like needing to breathe, only I needed to touch.” She stopped to take a couple deep breaths, as her stomach churned with the memories. “I don’t know why I did it. There was blackness, and then I was in the middle of a room and saw . . . something. It’s fuzzy.” She shook her head and tried to bring it all back into focus.

      The furs poked between her fingers as she clutched the blankets. She looked over at Selby, who silently stared at her from the tub.

      “We tried to grab you. To pull you away from the mess, but it was like you were stuck to those men, covered in their blood and crawling through the filth. You were possessed or something.” Selby resumed scrubbing away her own gore as she recalled the scene. “Your father, Hagen, me, even Jorg—we all tried to pull you away, but none of us could. And you didn’t go to the men who were dying or already dead. It was like you knew exactly who to help. To heal.” She looked directly at Ingrid for the first time.

      “Did I? Heal them?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “When you fell at the end, your hands were hot. Just for a minute, but Hagen said they’d felt that way on the docks, too. When you healed that boy.”

      Ingrid rubbed one hand over the other. It was a weird sensation, to feel her hands without her gauntlets, as she rarely took them off, but they were cold. Not just on the inside, but cold to the touch, as if they’d been stuck inside a snowdrift.

      Selby slipped a simple tunic over her head and sat on the edge of the bed. She took one of Ingrid’s hands into her own.

      “They are so cold. Do they hurt?”

      “My whole body feels cold inside, like I’ve been drained. It doesn’t hurt, but I’m tired.” Gooseflesh no longer covered her skin, but the heat of the blankets had yet to seep into her core.

      “You’re pale. You should rest before you have to talk with your father about all of this.” She rubbed Ingrid’s hand gently.

      Greta pushed through the curtain door, carrying a tray with steaming mugs that smelled like roasted meat. “I’ve brought you both some warm broth. Eat up, then rest so you can regain your strength. I won’t let anyone else disturb you, and what I say goes around here.” She cocked an eyebrow at each of them.

      Ingrid shoved herself to sit up. Selby wrapped more blankets around her shoulders, then climbed under the mound of covers, too, when Ingrid insisted. They snuggled next to each other while they’d finished their broth.

      Late afternoon light filtered into the room despite the covered window and door. Exhaustion held Ingrid in place, but she couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, images of bodies covered in blood, or worse, plagued her mind.

      “Are you awake?” Selby nudged Ingrid.

      “Yes.”

      “I know what happened out there today was weird and hard to understand, but you need to know, no matter what happens—I’ll always stay by your side. And, whether or not you like him, I’m not the only one. Jorg is all about you.”

      “What?” It took her a second to realize what her friend had said. I can’t think about that right now.

      “He went wild trying to get you away from all those men. He even fought a couple, standing guard over you like some sort of protector. He almost hit your father before he realized who he was,” she said with a giggle.

      “Why?” Wings fluttered inside Ingrid’s chest as she thought about what Selby told her. An image of Jorg’s dimple when he grinned made her bite her lip to keep from smiling.

      What has a hold of me?

      “You need to open your eyes, girlie. He’s always staring at you like he wants to grab you and run off into the woods.” She gave Ingrid a couple little jabs with her elbow and snickered.

      “He does not. You’re terrible.”

      “Maybe, but if he looked at me like that, I wouldn’t run away. You need to pay more attention.”

      Ingrid thought about that. He liked her? Am I ready for that?

      “For now, I’ve got to deal with whatever this hot-hands-that-heal thing is that’s turned me into someone crazed.”

      Selby snorted a chuckle through her nose.

      “Besides, I’ve seen lots of girls flirt with him—including you, I believe.”

      “I flirt with all the cute boys, that’s just fact. And not the point.”

      “You’re impossible. Let me rest, I’m tired,” Ingrid said dismissively, and closed her eyes.

      Jorg’s smile and drool-worthy dimple replaced the gruesome images behind her eyelids as she drifted to sleep.
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      Queen Greta insisted that Ingrid and Selby continue to stay with her as the days passed. She had their clothes washed and returned to them, and even brought in a tafl board for them to pass the time. Ingrid’s strength returned, and she had no more visions, but she enjoyed the warmth and care of her kind benefactor. Selby, however, itched to get out and explore the city, follow the men, and have the adventure she’d been hoping for when they left.

      When Ingrid’s father arrived on the third morning to resume his meetings with the king, Ingrid asked him to allow them some time away.

      “I can’t spare any men to go with you, and it’s too dangerous for you and Selby to go alone,” Father said.

      “We will be careful and stay together, Papa, please. We’ve been inside for too long. Did we work so hard to get to Jorvik only to see the inside of a room the whole time?”

      “That’s not a very good argument. I could just say it’s a fitting punishment for your disobedience.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But I will be busy and feel generous today. I’ll allow you to go along with Hagen on his business.”

      Ingrid pressed her lips flat and sighed through her nose. The last thing she wanted was to give Hagen any more chances to lord over her and make her feel like she was too young to be there. “Can’t you spare anyone else, Papa?”

      “If you don’t want to follow the leadership of your brother, you can stay here.” He walked to the doorway and then turned back to her. “I have meetings to attend. Shall I tell Hagen of his duties today, or are you staying put?” He cocked his eyebrow, and she knew he would not tolerate a plan to sneak away.

      “We’ll follow him. But does he have to bring his friends? I think Selby might try to kill one if we spend too much time together.”

      Selby let out a choked snort from the other side of the room.

      Chuckling, Klaus shook his head. “I will tell him to just choose one other to go with him. You do your part to keep your friend in line, and we’ll see who makes it home at the end of the day.” He pushed through the curtain door, and she could hear him chuckling as he walked away.

      It was better than staying in.

      “Finally. I’m so tired of being in this room.” Selby threw herself onto the bed.

      “I’m so sick of being coddled, though. We don’t need to be escorted.”

      Just then, a knock came from the doorway. “Ingrid, we are leaving in five minutes. If you want to come, get your arse out here, or get left behind,” Hagen growled from the hall.

      Four minutes later, Ingrid adjusted her gauntlets over her wrists as she and Selby hurried to where Hagen and Jorg waited outside.

      “Let’s go. Stay close, understand?” Hagen commanded, looking from Ingrid to Selby.

      Ingrid rolled her eyes, but Selby cocked her head sideways and gave a wicked little grin. Taking a step closer to Hagen, then another, she stood only a half-arm’s length away from him. “This close?”

      Exhaling through his nose, the muscles in his jaw twitched.

      “Just keep up.” He spun and strode off toward the gates.

      Selby looked back and gave Ingrid a muffled giggle, which made her bite her lip to keep from laughing.

      From the corner of her eye, Ingrid noticed Jorg shake his head before he turned in Hagen’s direction. He smiled in a way that made his hazel-green eyes shine like sunshine on a meadow, and his one dimple was fully on display. Her heart jumped and made her forget everything else.

      I need to stop listening to Selby’s nonsense!

      “After you, ladies. We’d better do as he says.” Jorg stretched out his arm, gesturing for them to go ahead of him.

      Selby slipped her hand through Ingrid’s arm, and they strolled off after Hagen. Ingrid shook her head. If nothing else, the day would be eventful.

      They wandered through the streets toward the pier where they had first arrived, and Ingrid was again struck by the stench of waste and the mucky grime that covered everything. Rows of small houses sat side by side, leaning on each other as if for support. Ingrid questioned her desire to explore the city until they turned a corner and came upon a market street.

      The same dilapidated houses lined each side of the road, but each had tables out front with wares for sale. Packed with buyers and sellers, the corridor resembled a crowded, muddy stream filled with hungry fish.

      They absorbed the sights for a couple of minutes before navigating through the narrow passage. Handcarts were pushed, and wagons pulled among the crowd. They even harnessed some to goats, and the group learned to jump out of their way.

      The girls stopped at a table featuring beautiful beads. The jade, teal, and cobalt-colored glass ones drew Ingrid closer as they sparkled in the light. As she ran her fingers over them, the amber bead of her own necklace illuminated, as if it had come to life.

      Ingrid felt the surrounding air thicken. The little hairs on the back of her neck tingled, and her lungs tightened, making it hard to breathe. Turning slowly to her left, she saw a woman in the middle of the street. The flesh on Ingrid’s arms rose in small bumps. The woman stood the length of two wagons away, yet even from that distance, a power radiated from her. Ingrid shivered as if it was mid-winter, but she felt drawn to the woman.

      She moved to take a step toward her and felt a hand on her elbow. Dazed, she broke her gaze from the woman to trace from the hand up the arm, and she found Jorg looking back at her. He had creases in his brow and a question in his eyes.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Yes. I was just going to go see that woman over there. “

      “What woman?” His eyes roamed back and forth, scanning the street.

      Turning back to where she had seen her, Ingrid examined every face. “She was just there,” she pointed, “watching me.”

      “What did she look like?”

      “Tall, wearing a beaded cloak with the hood pulled up, but I could clearly see her face. It was beautiful, and she had long, brown hair spilling over her shoulders.”

      Jorg furrowed his brows further. “If you see her again, don’t go to her alone. Make sure I’m with you.” He hesitated, then added, “Or Hagen. Promise it.”

      “What’s with the overprotective act? You two boys need to give us a little space,” Selby interjected.

      “There are many people here, and it would be easy to get separated and lost, that’s all.” Jorg still held Ingrid’s elbow while he stared at her.

      She nodded to him and looked down. Up ahead, Hagen haggled with a man selling skewers of some type of meat. They walked up to him.

      “Here, try one of these. It’s dried elk, and tastes delicious.” He handed a skewer to Ingrid and one to Selby. “Don’t say I’m never nice to you.”

      As Ingrid took a bite of the snack, she felt the familiar tingle on her neck. She turned to find the woman watching her again.

      This time, the woman nodded with her chin that Ingrid should follow her.

      Ingrid nudged Jorg without taking her eyes off the woman, and he followed her gaze. Pushing Ingrid behind him, he glared at the woman, who raised an eyebrow like she found his action amusing.

      As if a question had been answered, she dipped her chin to Jorg before turning and disappearing into the crowd.

      Hagen had noticed his friend’s movement. “What’s wrong?”

      “There was a woman watching Ingrid, but she’s gone now.”

      Hagen questioned Ingrid, and she repeated the woman’s description.

      “Let’s keep walking,” he decided. “We have business to take care of at the skeldergate, but speak up if you see her again.”

      “We don’t know that she means any harm.”

      “You are too trusting.” He arched an eyebrow at her. He jutted his chin to Jorg. “You stay on that side.”

      Jorg nodded, and they strolled away, with Ingrid in between them.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll stay right here, behind all of you. Safely protecting myself,” Selby whined in a mocking voice.

      Ingrid smiled over her shoulder. The boys pushed through the crowded street, making room for them to keep three abreast, and ignoring the angry comments as they did. Selby shook her head and followed.
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      They walked among the scattered barrels and baskets, stopping to admire fine fabrics or braided leatherwork. Selby purchased a beautiful filigree box filled with kohl.

      “Since when do you wear kohl?” Hagen asked.

      “Mind your own business,” Selby answered.

      “He just wants to make sure you’ll share with us,” Jorg teased.

      Ingrid chuckled as they enjoyed a moment of fun. Her mind was distracted, though, with the sticky mud and the clamor of the crowds that reminded her of the battle days before. The coppery smell of blood while she had tended the wounded, and the way her hands squished with gore plagued her memories.

      Can I really swing a spear or an axe at a person? Will I?

      Maybe everyone was right; she wasn’t a shieldmaiden.

      She trudged along behind Selby. They left the tight corridor and turned a corner toward the sounds of water. Up ahead, the river snaked around to a different set of docks, and shield-makers lined the entire street on both sides. Ingrid gasped and halted.

      Skeldergate. She couldn’t believe her eyes.

      Row upon row of shields leaned against each other. There were large ones and small ones. Some had pounded iron elements, while others were made of all wood. All of them possessed a beauty that entranced Ingrid. The intricate carvings of dragons, snakes, wolves, and bears marked some. Vivid colors or none at all made no difference in their beauty. They were formed with extraordinary craftsmanship.

      Ingrid walked from artisan to artisan, admiring all the work. Some crafters also made weapons, and there were spears, hammers, axes, and maces.

      Lost in the dazzle of sights, she startled when Selby spoke next to her.

      “This is incredible.”

      Ingrid nodded as she continued to stare.

      “We need to speak to a man farther down to have a few more shields made for father’s men,” Hagen said.

      “They are all so wonderful.” Her voice held a reverent quiet, as if she stood in a holy place.

      “Come on, Ingrid.” Selby walked quickly down the street, but Ingrid slowed her steps, mesmerized.

      She came to a cluster of shields that were smaller than most. Ingrid put her hands on one, and a voice from just inside the hut’s doorway said, “Go ahead. Pick it up and see how it feels.”

      Amazed by his offer, she slipped the leather straps over her forearm. It was so lightweight; her arm didn’t strain to keep it in position.

      “How is this possible?” she asked. “It’s so light. Wouldn’t it splinter apart if it was used?”

      “I use linden wood. It’s coated in linen rather than leather, so it stays light. Still just as hard, and works just as well. It’s a good shield for tight places and quick action.”

      Ingrid looked down the street to where the others stood. Selby turned toward her, and she gestured to tell her not to worry.

      “Do you think you could make me one? Light like these, and to fit my size?” she asked, lowering her voice as she spoke.

      He peered sideways at her, skeptical, before he answered. “Why are you asking me? Who does your family buy their shields from?”

      “They have a maker, down the way,” she pointed toward her group, “but theirs are not as light as yours. I have money and I will pay you myself.”

      This was true. Her skills at spinning thread and nålbinding rivaled someone twice her age, and the women of her village paid well for her help.

      “There’s no need to worry about what my family does,” Ingrid assured him. She pulled her shoulders back and met his eyes with an unflinching stare. “When can you have it ready for me?”

      “I can have it ready when you need it, but the faster I have to work, the more it will cost you,” he warned with a smile.

      Ingrid reached into the pouch hanging from her belt and pulled out a couple coins. “I will give you this now, and the rest when the work is finished,” she said. “I will be back to let you know when I need it.”

      “Fine, I’ll get started, but if you don’t come back today, I will not continue.”

      “I’ll be back. And I’ll expect your best work when it’s finished.”

      The crafter gave a snort but smiled. Ingrid savored the independence as she strolled toward the others.

      An hour later, as the group made their way back down the street, Ingrid stopped to adjust her gauntlets.

      “Is there something wrong? Are your hands feeling warm?” Selby asked.

      “I’m fine. Really. Go ahead with the others. I’ll catch up.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      “It’s okay. Keep walking and make sure the boys don’t make a big deal about me stopping.”

      “You’re up to something. What is it?” Selby squinted her eyes and chewed on her lip. Her eyes popped open when she looked beyond Ingrid. “You are going back to the shield-maker I saw you at earlier, aren’t you?”

      “Shhh.” Ingrid glanced toward Hagen and Jorg, but they were still ambling up the street. “Yes, but be quiet.”

      “Will he make one for me, too?” Reaching into her own purse, Selby pulled out some coins. “This should be enough to start, shouldn’t it?”

      “Keep them busy so I can go over there. How do you want yours to look?”

      “Surprise me!” Her friend’s eyes gleamed, and she gave a little squeal.

      “Hurry and catch up to them,” Ingrid pointed toward the boys. “I’ll be as fast as I can.”

      “They are a couple of mother hens when it comes to you.” She snickered and hurried off down the street while Ingrid rushed over to the shield-maker.

      Not long after, Ingrid strutted up to Selby with a satisfied smile and gave a pump of her eyebrows.
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      When they returned to the shield-makers’ street later that week, Ingrid was anxious. She wasn’t sure how she would explain what she’d done, or how she would pick up her and Selby’s shields unnoticed. To decrease the risk, she decided she’d pay for Selby’s, but leave it for her to snatch up on her own when they rolled by with the wagon.

      It had all been an unwarranted worry, however. Everyone was so busy inspecting and loading the new shields onto the cart that no one even noticed when Ingrid slipped away.

      To her bigger surprise, the shield-maker had understood her perfectly when she explained she wanted something light for her size. He’d also gathered her desire to assert her independence, and had taken it upon himself to make another item for her: a wooden mallet.

      Instead of being made of heavy fir or alder in the usual manner, he’d used the lighter linden wood, like the shield. A sturdy loop of leather laced through a hole in the end of the handle to secure the instrument around Ingrid’s wrist.

      The hammer was perfect, and when the man saw how well it fit Ingrid’s hand, he offered to give it to her at no charge.

      “This is quality work and you deserve your fee.” Even if it were perfect for her, she wouldn’t accept it for free. She’d forced her way onto this trip to prove herself and she would pay her way.

      After a few moments of negotiations, they finally settled on a price that Ingrid suspected was still below value. But that might be helpful to show her resourcefulness to her father when she explained to him what she’d done.

      The man had anticipated her acceptance and took her to the back of his shop, where he had nailed a straw-filled shirt to a post. Here, he had her hold the red and yellow painted shield in her left hand, and then slip her right hand through the leather loop of the hammer before gripping the handle.

      Ecstatic, Ingrid beamed like a one-hundred-foot bonfire.

      The weight of the mallet felt like an extension of her arm rather than a heavy burden. She thrust up and across, contacting the dummy with an ease she’d never known before. Her training had only ever involved sticks, but she mastered the movements in no time, jumping up in order to come down on an enemy with all of her weight.

      The merchant guided her for more than a quarter of an hour. She paid him the rest of the balance for all three items and was grateful that she had earned enough to pay the extra cost of the mallet.

      Without another thought about what she’d say to her father, she strutted out onto the street. Holding her possessions properly in each arm, she made her way over to the others.

      Klaus noticed her first and walked over to where she stood. “So, what have you got there?” he asked.

      “A shield I commissioned for myself,” she answered boldly, without a hint of remorse.

      “Ah.” He nodded and jutted his chin. “And what of the other?”

      “This was a surprise, but he made it just for me, and I can wield it well.”

      “How did you make these purchases?” Klaus sounded stern, but there was a sparkle in his eyes.

      “From the extra work I do around the village. I used my coin.”

      “Then you have earned the right to keep them.” He winked.

      A smile broke across Ingrid’s face. Pride and satisfaction coursed through her veins. She’d made a mature decision and he would honor it.

      By afternoon, the shields were all loaded, and the slow journey to the boats began. While the skies currently held their moisture, enough rain had fallen earlier to make the busy area sloppy and thick. Wagons slipped and sank into the mud at regular intervals, making progress agonizingly slow.

      Ingrid, useless to help with either the large ox or the heavy cart, distracted herself at the market tables. She kept an eye on the group while perusing beads, pottery, and jewelry. One vendor had hair combs made of gold, some inlaid with jewels or ivory. They were far too expensive for what coins she had left, though, so she wandered on. The next table had containers filled with various colors of body paint. Intricate carvings on the pots made them as beautiful as the contents promised on the inside. Ingrid had never decorated her face like most of the other girls her age. Selby had urged her to try, but the effort didn’t interest her.

      Maybe it’s time I tried. I’d look more mature.

      She ran her fingers over a small, round pot carved from wood and painted with red, yellow, and green swirls. She was reminded of the grassy fields back home, adorned with their floral jewelry.

      “That would be a good choice for you,” the woman next to the table said. She grinned at Ingrid. “A little kohl would make your turquoise eyes brighter.”

      Ingrid’s chest tightened, and she flashed a glance toward the wagon. It was stuck in the mud again, and no one noticed her where she was.

      I could borrow Selby’s . . . though it wouldn’t hurt to have some of my own, for special times. “How much?” she asked the woman.

      After wrapping the box in a section of linen, Ingrid secured it in her purse. Her two remaining coins jostled alongside her purchase. She looked over to the wagon, still anchored in the mud; everyone’s focus was on getting it moving again. Satisfied with her choice, she tied the purse to her belt and ambled toward the next vendor across the alley.

      Without warning, a hand snaked out from behind and covered her mouth. Another wrapped around her waist and pulled her back into the alley behind the market huts. A girl and a boy stood in front of her. Both were taller and weighed more than her, but they were about her age, as far as she could tell. The warring smells of body odor, bad breath, and general stink came from a third captor, the boy behind her, causing her to gag behind his rough fingers.

      Her legs quivered, and her heart pounded against her rib cage. She’d watched this scenario while the girls practiced at home, but it wasn’t entertaining when it was for real.

      The boy behind her released her and stepped back, but she could still feel the heat of his too-close body. She stood her ground, hoping they couldn’t see the tremble in her hands.

      The option of screaming flashed through her mind.

      No, I can handle this myself. I need to handle this myself.

      “Nice shield,” the girl sneered, and black holes gaped between yellowed teeth. “If you drop it now, I’ll let you run home to your mother.” Dark eyes peered out of tiny slits below bushy eyebrows as their owner spat the words. As dirty as the boys, her hair matted into stiff ridges above a scar over her left eyebrow.

      Ingrid remembered from one demonstration how Helka had stood poised and ready before her attackers. Mimicking that attitude, she squared her shoulders.

      “You can try,” she said with forced indifference. Her gut churned, and a trickle of sweat slid between her shoulder blades. She willed her arms to relax as she tightened her grip on the shield.

      “I was hoping you’d stay.” The girl curled her lip into a crooked grin.

      The boys stepped back, deferring the fight to their leader, and gave the girls an impromptu arena. The mallet hung by its cord on Ingrid’s wrist, limp against her knee.

      Quick as a cat, the girl lunged at Ingrid. On instinct, she raised her shield and pushed her weight into it. Stunned not by the impact, but at her ability to stop the girl, Ingrid’s courage soared.

      Smug with her skills, her arm dropped for a brief second—enough for the girl’s hand to reach over and take hold of Ingrid’s hair. Surprised, Ingrid stumbled over her feet as she flew forward.

      A solid thud landed on her back from the girl’s other fist.

      Disoriented, Ingrid barely kept herself from falling face-first into the mud. She stumbled two steps but stayed on her feet, spinning around in time to use her shield to deflect the next blow. Within a split second, she leaned down to let the mallet touch the ground so she could wrap her fingers around the handle. Before she could stand up, a fist struck her hard across the face.

      Blood filled her mouth, and one of her teeth wiggled as she spat the coppery-tasting liquid. Ingrid jammed the shield’s edge into the girl’s stomach before she lunged for another strike. The girl’s eyes widened, and she grunted a heavy breath. When the girl doubled over, Ingrid swung her mallet sideways; the crack reverberated through her arm with a shudder as the mallet landed on the back of the girl’s shoulder.

      The girl’s body lurched forward. Her head slammed awkwardly against a barrel. The girl looked up for a moment before her eyes rolled into unseeing white orbs, and she crumpled to the ground.

      Ingrid’s chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. Both the boys stared at the girl in silence for a second until the boy nearest Ingrid reached for her shield. She pulled it back and faltered, but readied for a second attempt.

      As if from a slingshot, a body hurtled into the boy from the direction of the main road. The second boy launched himself at the new attacker while Ingrid abandoned the melee and rushed back to the girl.

      She dropped to the ground, her own injuries ignored, and huddled over the girl’s wilted body. A light moan and raspy breath proved she was still alive. Ingrid’s shoulders slumped, and she scrunched her eyes closed. Blood soaked the girl’s hair and trickled into her ear. Ingrid reached out to touch her, but before she could, a strong arm swooshed her through the air and slung her, undignified, over a shoulder. Her mallet hung from her wrist as her arms dangled toward the ground.

      She had no energy to fight anymore, and bounced along, barely able to breathe, as her stomach pressed tight against the strong shoulder. When her captor dropped her behind a stack of wooden boxes, he held her down, and his barked whisper ordered her to ‘stay still’. A few silent moments passed before he allowed her to sit up.

      She found Hagen crouched next to her. He had his lips pressed into a tight line, and he huffed angrily from his nose.

      “Ingrid!” he growled. “When you wound an enemy in battle, you leave them there to bleed, not rush to their side.”

      She turned away as tears welled up behind her eyes. Crying like a baby won’t help.

      Hagen blew out a big sigh of air, then said in a soft voice, “You can’t have it both ways, Meyla. Either you fight without hesitation, or you help the wounded.” His voice had lost its anger, and he spoke with tenderness. “If you can’t do that, you will get yourself killed.”

      He was right. She hated that he was, but hated herself more for not knowing what to do. It was her first real fight; she’d done well and wanted to revel in it. The coppery taste of blood still swirled in her cheeks, and her jaw ached. It would surely bruise. Her heart couldn’t feel joy, though, as the look on the girl’s face before she fell crossed Ingrid’s mind.

      How could I do that? What if she’d died? “I was so proud of myself. Scared at first, but then . . .” Her voice trailed off. “I thought I was lucky—it was a chance to prove myself.” She put her hand over the side of her face, where the swelling made talking difficult. A warming sensation spread across her cheek, under her hand, and she pulled her hand away. I deserve the pain.

      Hagen rubbed her arm. “Decide which way it’s going to be,” he said plainly. Concern for her surged through his gaze.

      Lowering her stare to the ground, she answered in a small voice, “I know. I could do it, though. I’m stronger than everyone thinks; faster, too.”

      Hagen bumped her shoulder. “You did well. I was going to jump in right away, but there was no need.”

      “Humph.” A pleased grunt came from her throat as she let her smile fade.

      “Let’s go catch up to everyone.” He pointed to the red and swollen area on her jaw. “You’ll have to explain that, though. Better think of how you’ll tell the story.”

      She nodded, too sore for any more words.

      They peeked cautiously around the crates before they stood, but the boys hadn’t followed them. Ingrid pushed up from the ground and winced as her back screamed with the movement. Light danced at the edge of her vision, but she trudged after Hagen. He handed her the shield he’d carried for her.

      It was light compared to the weight of indecision riding heavily on her shoulders.
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