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  CHAPTER 1




  North of Túnsberg, Norway, 1025 A.D.




  Thwack! Stein Magnuson slammed his axe into the soft flesh of the towering pine, inflicting a mortal blow.




  Killing trees was easy. Not killing his father was hard.




  Pain shot up his right arm, stabbing the freshly healed battle wound in his shoulder like a finely edged dagger. He grimaced. The agony would pass. It was the white-hot anger searing his soul that would last a lifetime.




  He held his breath and waited for the tell-tale snap that signaled the tree’s surrender. Crack! Groaning like a wounded animal, it toppled over in slow motion and smashed to the ground with a heavy thud, shaking the earth and scattering needles, dirt and branches. The blended scent of pine and raw wood, the tree’s last breath, invaded his nostrils.




  A movement to his right caught his attention. Emerging from the gloomy forest was his half-brother, Erik, his axe slung over his shoulder. His awkward gait was more exaggerated than usual.




  Damn Magnus! His father had punished Erik too harshly when he was barely out of breech cloths, leaving him with a deformed limb and ill-equipped to face their unforgiving way of life.




  Stein shouldered his axe. “Are you finished for the day, brother?”




  The corners of Erik’s blue eyes crinkled as his face cracked into a broad smile. “Yes, I’m sick and tired of chopping down trees. I also need to give my leg a rest,” he said, hobbling toward his brother. “Karl and his son can bring a wagon tomorrow to load up what we’ve cut.”




  “Tell him to bring along a slave,” Stein said, angling his head toward the towering pyramid of logs sitting next to a jumble of leafy branches and twigs. “I cut more than I expected.” He rubbed his sore shoulder.




  Erik laughed, his breath vaporizing in the crisp spring air. “How is it you can spend the entire day cutting down trees and still look as if you had enough strength to fight a dragon?”




  Stein snorted. “It’s not hard. I think of each tree as our father’s neck. Each blow of my axe cuts deeper and deeper into his flesh until his head is severed.”




  “Don’t joke about such things,” Erik said, frowning. “He wouldn’t hesitate to hang you from the tallest tree if he heard you speak thus.”




  “Let him try. It would give me a reason to fight back.” Stein clenched his fist, digging the nails into his palm. “I can’t contain my anger much longer. It festers and smolders inside me like burning peat. You’d feel the same had it been your woman our father took to his bed and murdered.”




  “It was an accident. He didn’t mean to kill her.” Erik leaned on his axe. “Nothing I say can wipe away your anger, brother. I understand it, but what’s done is done. It’s been six months now. You must overcome your hatred before it consumes you.”




  Stein slashed the air with his hand. “How can I? He took my wife as his mistress and deliberately shamed me before you and the entire clan.” He lowered his arm slowly until it hung by his side like a limp battle flag. “He’s despised me all my life, questioning my judgment and doubting my loyalty. I’m only his bastard, Erik. One of many. I have no rights, no standing. I’m just another warrior for his raids. A good horse has more value to him than I do.”




  Erik’s face sagged, and he nodded slowly. “It’s not easy being his son, bastard or no, but let me tell you this. Though he may not hold you in high regard, I do.” He clapped Stein on the back. “You’re not only my brother, you’re my closest friend, and that’s why I’m concerned. It’s not just Margit’s betrayal that haunts you. There is something else on your mind. What is it?”




  Stein hesitated, scuffing the needle-covered ground with the toe of his boot. A wisp of pine and loamy earth curled upwards, the soothing perfume of the forest.




  “Tell me, brother,” Erik repeated.




  How could he tell Erik he’d give his right arm to leave the clan and be free of Magnus forever? It was pointless even to think about it. He could never leave. His mother and brother needed his protection from the wolf pack that was their family.




  He would share a different truth instead. “I long to avenge my honor, brother. With each passing day, my humiliation grows, but I dare not challenge Magnus to single combat. You know what would happen if I killed him. And kill him, I most certainly would.”




  Erik nodded slowly. “The last thing we need is a clan blood feud. Haakon is itching to be Magnus’s heir. He tells everyone I’m not fit to be chieftain and jarl because of this.” He tapped his crooked leg. “He’d challenge me before Magnus’s body was cold and, truth be told, I could not beat him in a fight.”




  “I would be your champion, Erik. You know that.”




  “If Haakon challenged me, he’d make sure you fell, as well. He wouldn’t think twice about slaying both of us and anyone else who stood in his way.”




  Stein huffed. “At least then I’d be out of my misery.”




  Erik put his arm around Stein’s shoulder. “Stop it, brother. Your melancholy shows me you’re in need of comfort.” He squeezed Stein’s upper arm affectionately. “Perhaps you should consider taking a new wife to soothe your wounds.”




  “A wife?” Stein’s voice rose. “I doubt that would help.”




  “Of course it would help. The right woman would ease your troubles and be a safe haven from the storm. More importantly, she would give you children. You need children, Stein. They are a man’s real legacy.”




  Yes, they are. If he ever broke away and sailed to Iceland, as he dreamed, he’d need many sons and daughters to establish his own clan. “You may be right, but how do I make sure Magnus doesn't lure a new wife to his bed? Tell me that.”




  “Margit was an ambitious woman and a calculating shrew. She took advantage of your absence to advance her position within the clan. She saw Magnus as a means to an end, nothing more. She didn’t love him, and she didn’t love you. You’ll make a better choice next time.”




  Stein stepped away. “Yes, a meek, subservient wife with no brains. Perhaps she should be homely, as well, so Magnus will leave her alone.”




  “It doesn’t matter if she’s wise or witless, beautiful or ugly as a troll. What’s important is that she honors you and puts your needs above her own.”




  Stein harrumphed. “A new wife. This is your best brotherly counsel?”




  “Yes, and the sooner, the better." He looked skyward. "Perhaps you should ask the gods for their help.”




  Stein jabbed his axe toward the heavens like a spear. “Do you hear him, Freyja?” he shouted. “Send me the perfect woman to warm my heart and my bed.”




  Erik chortled. “Hah! Your bed has hardly been empty of late.”




  “True enough. My mother takes pity on me and each night finds a bed slave to comfort me, but I tire of such couplings.”




  “Perhaps you should amuse yourself with a fresh bed partner until you find the proper wife. The change would do you good. On your next trip to Túnsberg, visit the market and find a new plaything. Perhaps an exotic woman from an eastern land far, far away." Erik stroked his beard thoughtfully. "I've got it! Find yourself a pair of twins, and you'll have twice the fun."




  "Two women? You must be mad!"




  "You can handle it. You've got the stamina of an ox, brother." He whistled. "Think of it: two vaginas, four breasts, four hands, and two mouths. It makes me hard just to think about it."




  Stein collected his water flask and the remains of his mid-day meal and stuffed them in his rucksack. Buying a new bed slave would neither ease his pain nor slake his desire for vengeance, but if he didn’t placate his brother, the discussion would go on all night.




  "Stop fantasizing, Erik. One woman at a time is enough for me. Nonetheless, I shall consider your advice.”




  “All right, then.” Erik raised his axe to his shoulder. “Come, let’s sample the new ale, and if Sigrid has supper ready, you may share it with us. We’ll ask your mother as well.”




  The late afternoon sun slanted through the trees in narrow shafts of light, piercing the deep shadows that heralded evening’s imminent arrival. In the distance, the disjointed tapping of a woodpecker serenaded them as they walked the mile back to the farmstead.




  “Thank you for the invitation. My throat is as dry as a barley husk, and I’m sure Mother would like to fuss over the baby.” They walked a ways in silence before he went on. “It pleases me to be part of your family. Sigrid is a good woman. You'd best treat her well or I’ll steal her from you.”




  Erik raised his left eyebrow. “You jest with me, I hope?”




  Stein clapped him on the back. “Of course, I do. She’s safe with me. It’s our father you need worry about.”




  *****




  That night when Stein retired, the slave woman sent by his mother was already in his bed, a sleepy half-smile on her pudgy, red-hued face. The faint odor of onions hung in the air, the remnant of an earlier meal, or more likely the aroma of the woman who lay before him.




  He drew the wool blanket off her naked body and studied her. Though young, she was plump, with large, pendulous breasts and wide hips. He ran his hand over her body, fascinated by the soft, abundant rolls of flesh.




  “What is your name, girl?”




  “It is Neave, master,” she replied in broken Norse.




  He bent over to take off his leather boots. “Yes, from our last Irish raid. You’ve shared my bed before.”




  “Yes, master.” She gazed at him with hooded eyes and grinned.




  He stripped off his tunic and loose leggings, and stood naked before her.




  “You are...huge, master. Like a stallion, I think.” She giggled as she reached out to caress his erect organ.




  “Yes, like a stallion.” He lowered himself over her fleshy body and positioned his cock at her entrance. “And you are my mare.”




  With one hard thrust, he seated himself inside her to the hilt. She gasped at the force of his penetration, but then settled down, smiling placidly up at him. She was not a pretty girl, but her face was pleasant enough and her channel was tight.




  Pumping in and out of her, he imagined Margit beneath him, the tendrils of her flowing red hair teasing her small pointed breasts, her green eyes glowing with passion. Beautiful in face and body, she still filled his dreams and ignited his desire. What a shame such beauty hid an ugly soul. That he had loved her in spite of it proved he had no judgment when it came to women.




  But, fool though he was, he needed a wife. If and when he left for Iceland to start over, he would need an obedient woman to give him sons and daughters, enough to work the land and found his own family. Perhaps Erik was right. It was time for him to move on...if only he could.




  Visions of Margit and Magnus swam before his eyes, and a shaft of exquisite pain pierced his heart. Like a wound that refused to scab over, the agony of their betrayal was as sharp and fresh as it had been six months earlier.




  The girl moaned, bringing his attention back to the matter at hand. Grasping her upper arms, he leveraged himself against her, and drove his cock like a sword in and out of her fleshy mass. His mood black with pain and misery, he willed himself to release his seed, but it held little pleasure for him.




  Over the months, he’d sought comfort with an army of bed slaves, but meaningless sex had left him feeling emotionally dead. It was not the women’s fault. Forced into sexual slavery, they bravely tried their best to please him, but they could not ease the pain that clawed at him from the inside.




  Breathing rapidly, the girl gazed up at him with a question in her eyes. “Have I not pleased you, master?”




  He withdrew from her body and reached for a nearby cloth.




  “Yes, yes, you pleased me.” He wiped himself. “The fault lies with me. I am not myself tonight.” He tried to smile kindly as he tossed her the rag. “Here, clean yourself and then leave. I’d like to be alone.”




  “But, master, your mother told me to spend the entire night.” She gazed at him with pleading eyes as she swiped the cloth between her inner thighs. “I don’t want her to be angry with me.”




  He stood and pulled on his leggings. “Do not be afraid. I’ll make sure she understands.”




  The girl scrambled off the alcove bed and grabbed her coarse woolen shift, quickly pulling it over her head. “Thank you, master. Will you ask for me again?”




  He forced a smile. “Yes. Now go, please,” he said gently.




  “Thank you, master.” She bowed several times, then scurried from the room.




  Poor girl. He’d been so occupied with his own needs, he'd paid no attention to hers. He usually tried to please his partners, but tonight he had nothing left to give.




  He walked to the nearby table. Leaning on it with outstretched arms, he sagged wearily as his chest constricted. Would this pain never disappear? A constant reminder of his own failings, it bubbled up from the depths of his being, hot and deadly, endless and unstoppable, like the lava of an erupting volcano.




  And so did his hatred of his father.




  He snatched a small clay bowl from the table and hurled it with all his strength toward the back wall of the longhouse. It shattered to bits against the massive pine logs, making him feel worse.




  He collapsed onto a stool and held his head in his hands. Was there no way out? Desperation gripped him as he prayed out loud.




  “Freyja, great goddess, grant me strength and calm the fury in my soul.” He was interrupted by an ear-splitting clap of thunder. How odd. There was no evidence of a storm brewing. Perhaps she really was listening. He continued. “Heal my wounds and stay my hand. Do not let me slay my father.”




  CHAPTER 2




  Asgard, Minnesota, Present Day




  Esme Pederson snaked the wooden shuttle over and under the grey wool warp threads of her loom, interlacing the mauve weft threads that would make up the border of her rug. This was the happiest part of her day. She’d escape to the basement for one or two hours to lose herself in her art, put on a Black Eyed Peas CD, and forget her troubles. She’d be in seventh heaven if she could afford to quit her job at the college library and weave full-time, but it would be a bold move, especially now that her father needed her.




  “I think this will be really pretty. What do you think, Darce?”




  Mr. Darcy, her irascible Maine Coon cat, yawned and thrust his butt high in the air, stretching his long body like a taut rubber band. He jumped up on the old stuffed sofa near the stairs and searched for the best spot to lie down. Finding the perfect location for a nap, he kneaded the worn upholstery a few times, curled into a ball and buried his nose under his lush tail.




  Esme started to get up, but sat back down when she heard footsteps on the creaky wooden stairs. “Everything okay, Daddy?”




  “Sure, honey. Myles just called to say he’d be here in twenty minutes.” Professor Thor Pederson steadied himself on the handrail, his once handsome face now ashen and drawn from weeks of brutal chemotherapy. “I thought I’d better remind you.”




  “I didn’t forget, Daddy. Time just flies when I’m weaving. I’ll be up in a jiffy.”




  “Okay, honey.”




  It pained her to watch him labor back up the stairs. A one-time cross-country ski champion, he was a pale shadow of his former robust self. Colon cancer had sunk its deadly claws into his once-strapping physique, ripping away his vigor and his dignity, until all that remained was a frail body and a wounded spirit.




  Esme sucked in her breath and stiffened her shoulders. “I’ll be right up, Daddy,” she called out as he reached the kitchen. She turned to her cat. “Oh, Darce, it kills me to see him this way.”




  Mr. Darcy unfurled his tail and spread it like a fan over her dog-eared copy of The Vanquished Viking, her favorite romance novel. She’d read it five or six times, but never tired of the story and the heroic characters. She’d loved romances since girlhood, but she was embarrassed to admit it to her colleagues at the Asgard College library. They only read ‘real literature.’




  She got up from her bench and wandered over to the sofa to scratch Mr. Darcy’s ears. Picking up the book, she admired the bare-chested male model, who stared back at her with a sexy half-smile. The paperback cover was badly creased and one corner had been torn off, but the image was largely intact. She’d studied the drop-dead gorgeous Viking with the long blond hair and whopping muscles a million times, but he still made her heart go pitter-patter.




  “That’s the kind of man I want, Darce. An alpha warrior who’ll sweep me off my feet and make me quiver with desire.” She snorted. “Unfortunately, that’s about as likely as a Minnesota Vikings’ Super Bowl victory.” She set down the book and scratched Mr. Darcy’s ears. “Gotta go, sweetie. See you later.”




  She’d better get a move on. She wasn’t looking forward to the lecture by Dr. James Weston, one of Myles’s physicist heroes, but they’d made a bargain: she’d attend the boring talk if he went with her to the annual Spring Fling Art Show next weekend in downtown Asgard.




  She trotted up the stairs to the kitchen. The room was filled with the mouth-watering, beefy aroma of the New England dinner bubbling away in the crock pot on the counter. She’d fixed one of her father’s favorites, hoping it would stimulate his long-lost appetite.




  She cocked an ear. The Doobie Brothers' Long Train Runnin' drifted from the living room, signaling her father’s location. She smiled, glad he was playing his old vinyl LP’s again. The classic rock music took him back to happier times. She wandered into the front room.




  “Hi, honey,” he said from behind two towers of stereo albums stacked on the coffee table. “I can’t believe Myles talked you into going to a physics lecture.”




  “Yeah, I know, but he’s promised to go to the art show with me next weekend.”




  “Well, don’t stay out too late.” He pointed at the TV, which was on, but mute. “Channel 7 is predicting bad storms later. Maybe even tornados.”




  She stood in the doorway, her arms wrapped around her waist, feeling chilly. “Thanks for the warning. I didn’t plan to be gone long anyway.”




  “Tell me something.” He patted the seat next to him. “I don’t mean to pry, but how serious are you two?”




  How she missed her mother. Talking to her dad about her love life was weird and embarrassing, especially since she usually picked guys who didn’t meet his approval. The one exception had been Myles, a first-year physics instructor, about whom she had decidedly unromantic feelings.




  Parking herself next to her father, she took his hand in hers. “Myles is a nice guy and everything, but we’re just friends.”




  Her platonic relationship with Myles had been safe and convenient. A way to hide from guys like Sven Nydahl, the Norwegian heartbreaker, her first and only lover. But it was time to cut Myles loose. It wasn’t fair to him, and she had other things to deal with right now.




  Her father's brow creased. “Oh? I ’m sorry to hear that. I thought you two got along very well.”




  “I guess we do,” she pushed a clump of hair behind her ear, “but he’s not my boyfriend. Actually, I’ve been working up the nerve to tell him he should start seeing someone else.”




  Her father’s frown increased. “Really? That’s too bad.”




  “I don’t want to hurt him, but it’s time we both moved on.”




  “Do you want to see someone else?”




  “I’m not sure. I’ve got a lot on my mind right now, and frankly potential dates aren’t exactly beating down my door.”




  He squeezed her hand. “You’ll find another young man. You’re a very pretty girl, Esme. Maybe you just need to spruce up a bit,” he pointed to her shapeless green sweater, “and stop hiding yourself. Maybe trade in those glasses for contacts and cut your hair.”




  “Thanks for the advice, but I’m fine with this.” She smoothed her free hand over her sweater. “I don’t like to draw attention to myself.” Unfortunately, her height did that for her. At five feet nine inches, she stood out from most other women like a wayward corn stalk in a field of soy beans.




  “You look so much like your beautiful mother,” he replied. “If you did a little make-over, you’d have plenty of dates. In fact, I’d like to introduce you to Dr. Mitgang’s new lab director. He’s...”




  “You’re very sweet,” she said, stepping on his words, “but I don’t want to see anyone else right now. It would just complicate things.” She clasped her father’s hand to her cheek. “Right now, I’ve got you to take care of.”




  “Esme,” he said in his fatherly-advice voice, “you spent almost a year taking care of Grandma before she died, and now you’re my nurse. You need to do something that makes you happy. Going out with Bill Seybert might be just the thing.”




  Another egghead academic isn't what I need. “Thanks, but I don’t think so.”




  “Are you sure?”




  Maybe it was time to tell him what really did make her happy.




  “I’ve been selling my rugs downtown at the Blue Heron Gallery,” she blurted out. “The owner, Lisa, really likes my work and...” She hesitated, unsure if she should go all the way. “And she thinks I could do well selling my stuff at other galleries and art fairs, too. She says I’m good enough to make some real money.”




  She doubted he would agree. Supportive in so many ways, her father had always made light of her weaving, telling her she was too smart to waste her time making crafts. He wanted her to go back to school, get her master’s, then her doctorate, and climb the golden ladder to librarian heaven – the University of Minnesota.




  “That’s nice, honey. It’s a fun little hobby, but you don’t want to spread yourself too thin.”




  “No, I guess not.” There was little point in arguing the matter. He wasn’t likely to change his mind.




  He took back his hand and patted her on the knee. “I’m glad you enjoy working with your hands. I’m sure it’s relaxing, and that’s something you need right now. But I’d rather you spent your free time working toward another degree.”




  She pressed her nails into her palm and studied the cover of an Eagles’ album on the coffee table, her gaze fixed on the handsome, long-haired bass player. Of course a Master’s would be great. It would get her a raise. But honestly, she’d die of boredom before she ever finished.




  “I don’t know, Daddy. Maybe next year.”




  “Life is short, honey. Don’t waste your time. Make the most of it.” He began again to organize his LP’s. “I’d still like to see you settled with someone, though. I don’t want you to be alone if I die.”




  Her gut twisted with the dull pain she’d been experiencing since his diagnosis. Why was life so unfair? She’d already lost her mother and all her grandparents. Did she have to lose her father, too?




  “Don’t say that, Daddy.” She threw her arms around his neck. “We’re going to fight this thing. You’re not going to die.”




  He held her close. “You have to face reality. The chemo may not work for me.”




  She pulled away, her eyes brimming with tears. “It has to work. I can’t lose you.”




  “Esme, we must be realistic...”




  “No. You still have so much to do. Your research and your plans to go to Québec...”




  “I may not have enough time.” He sagged back into the cushions.




  “Don’t say that. You’re only sixty, and you’re so close to proving your theory.” The tight knot in her throat made it hard to speak. “You’re going to get well and go to Québec next summer. It’s so important. Finding the Viking settlement would silence those old fossils who say you’re crazy. You’ll have the last laugh, just watch. You’ll be in the history books.”




  “Even if the chemo works, I doubt I’ll be in any shape to travel, much less hike around Montmagny, hunting for artifacts.” His face drooped with fatigue and defeat. “We’ve got to face it, Esme. My career may be over.”




  “No, Daddy!” She buried her face in his shoulder and clung to him. “You’re going to get well, and you’re going to go to Québec.”




  The chiming of the doorbell jolted her upright. “Oh, gosh, that’s Myles.” Jumping up, she plucked a tissue from the box on the coffee table and dabbed her eyes. She didn’t want Myles to see her tears. Her emotions were her own business.




  Pasting on a smile she didn’t feel, she walked to the front door, ready for an evening as exciting as watching paint dry.




  *****




  The house was quiet as Esme closed the front door behind her. She leaned against it, happy to be home. Myles had tried to talk her into going to the lake, but she’d refused, saying she had to get back to her father. There was no way she’d spend another minute listening to him pontificate about quantum tunneling. Or worse, wrestling with him in the front seat of his car.




  She threw her jacket on the hall chair and tiptoed upstairs. Peering into her father’s darkened bedroom, she smiled. He and Mr. Darcy were sound asleep, snoring softly and curled up together like contented littermates. A rumble of thunder broke the comfortable silence, and she mentally crossed her fingers that the coming storm wouldn’t wake them.




  She headed down the stairs just as another, louder, clap of thunder boomed. Sleep would have to wait. Having seen the aftermath of several Minnesota tornados, she’d keep vigil until the bad weather had completely blown over. She was edgy and keyed up anyway, plagued by a low-level anxiety that often kept her awake long into the night. Her father’s cancer was turning her into an emotional and physical wreck.




  What would she do if she lost him? She could stay in Asgard and continue to work at the college library, but could she spend the rest of her life doing something she wasn't passionate about? She pictured herself twenty years into the future, an elderly recluse surrounded by books and cats. I don’t think so.




  Or would she have the guts to follow her dream and become an artist? She’d inherit the house, which her father had paid off years ago, and her inheritance would give her enough money to live on while she established herself. She could do it. If she was careful. If her father died. Her stomach heaved at the thought.




  Aargh! She needed to relax. Maybe a little wine would help. She headed back downstairs.




  Entering the kitchen, she was pleased to see the crock pot sitting on the counter, empty and clean. She opened the refrigerator and noticed a small, clear plastic container with the remaining stew. He’d eaten well. “Way to go, Daddy,” she said under her breath.




  She pulled out a half-empty bottle of German Riesling and plucked a clean wine glass from the dish strainer on the sink. With the bottle tucked under her arm, she opened the sliding glass door and stepped onto the cracked concrete of the patio. Though terrified of tornados, she was strangely fascinated by thunderstorms. The thunder and lightning, loud and wild, was like something out of a Wagnerian opera. Primitive and elemental, the crash and boom thrilled her to her core. She gazed skyward. From the eerie glow in the night sky and the growl of thunder nearby, this one promised to be a doozy.




  She sat down on the ornate, wrought iron love seat near the rose bushes and poured herself a big glass of the semi-sweet white wine. The night was humid and close for late-April, a portent of the sticky summer weather just around the corner.




  She settled back into the cushions her mom had made and took a long sip of the pale liquid. Gazing up at the first wave of storm clouds, trying to clear her mind, she was surprised when a mental image of Sven Nydahl popped into her brain.




  She might have a pretty sparse track record with men, having slept with only one guy in her twenty-five years, but her fling with Sven Nydahl made her feel like a veteran in the war of the sexes.




  Tall, blond, and with eyes the color of a cold-water fjord, the visiting Norwegian journalist was as handsome as the Viking warriors in her romance novels. Within a week of his arrival on campus, he’d ignited the white hot flames of her passion and, for the first and only time in her life, she’d fallen hard.




  They’d spent the entire fall semester screwing each other’s brains out in his tiny room at the college’s Foreign Press Institute. It was incredible! Exhilarating! But then it ended. Or rather, she ended it.




  The scheming bastard had lied to her the whole time, assuring her he was divorced and ready to settle down again. When he talked about extending his visa to stay for another semester, she’d begun to fantasize about becoming the second Mrs. Sven Nydahl. Then she’d accidentally discovered that someone already had the job. You were such a fool, Esme.




  She looked up at the approaching storm. It swept in from the west like a dark, ferocious sea. Thunder rolled non-stop, the unremitting cracks and booms punctuated by fiery bolts of cascading lightning. A strong gust of wind scattered last year’s oak leaves all over the yard, while another bent the aging birch tree next to the garage into a graceful arc, like a ballet dancer taking a bow.




  As a few cautionary rain drops plopped onto her hair and shoulders and into her wine glass, the skin on the back of her neck prickled and an odd sensation came over her. Not fear, exactly, but rather a feeling of expectation, as if something momentous was about to happen.




  She rose just as a blinding crack of lightning struck the metal porch roof behind her. Thrown to the ground by the shock wave, she struggled for breath as the acrid odor of ozone filled her nostrils. She thought her head would explode from the build-up of pressure inside her skull, and her heart nearly stopped as searing pain ripped through her body like a serrated blade.




  No, no! I don’t want to die!




  Aware of a soft sizzling sound, she saw sparks of fire dance on her skin like a million fireflies.




  Then, she saw nothing at all.




  CHAPTER 3




  Swallowed up in silent, tomb-like blackness, Esme heard her thudding heart and knew she was still alive. Unable to see or hear anything, she should have been terrified. Instead she was strangely calm and eager to see what would happen next. Drifting along gently, like a cork bobbing down a lazy stream, she sensed there was a purpose to her journey. But what it was, she had no idea.




  As if on cue, a pinprick of light appeared in the distance. She couldn't make it out at first, but as she hurtled toward it, she saw that it was a spinning whirlpool of luminescence, like a galaxy floating in the vastness of space. It was beautiful.




  A tiny bolt of fear pricked her consciousness, but she tamped it down. No, she would not be afraid. The lightning had not killed her for a reason. Somehow she knew her destiny lay on the other side of the swirling eddy, and she would meet it head-on.




  She sped toward the vortex with startling speed. Steeling herself, she plunged feet first into the churning mass and blasted through it...landing on her fanny in a mound of hay.




  What the heck? Dazzled by the blinding sunlight, she shielded her eyes with her forearm and looked down. The pile of green, freshly-cut alfalfa was soft and fragrant. Inhaling the sweet, earthy aroma, she was reminded of the Minnesota countryside in summer.




  Bewildered, but unhurt, her eyes gradually adjusted to the brightness, and she looked up to survey her surroundings. The long, narrow hayfield was bordered on three sides by a living fence of tall, dark green pines so dense, no light penetrated the canopy. On the fourth side, about a football field away, sat a small farmstead. Over the tree line to her left, a wall of jagged mountains thrust its snow-covered peaks, like so many pointed teeth, into a cloudless, bright blue sky.




  That was strange. The closest snow-capped mountains were the Rockies, hundreds of miles west of Asgard. Could the tornado, or whatever it was, have carried her all the way to Colorado or Montana?




  “Wow!” She got to her feet and dusted herself off. Still a little shaky, she turned slowly around, searching for signs of people. “Where in the world am I?” She pulled her cell phone from the pocket of her jeans and flipped it open. No service.




  She'd head for the farm to see if she could use their phone. Her father would be worried sick when he discovered her missing.




  The sing-song cadence of female voices drew her attention to the far end of the field. Three women, dressed in ankle-length skirts and colorful, long-sleeved tunics, strode toward her, looking like they just stepped out of a Norwegian folk tale. The costumes weren’t fancy enough for a festival or parade. Maybe they were historical re-enactors from one of those living museums. If so, they looked quite real. Surely they could tell her where she was.




  As they came closer, however, she became less certain. Two of the women carried wicked-looking scythes over their shoulders, and all three wore scowls that told her they weren’t happy to see her.




  “Hello,” she called out, “I’m wondering if you could help me.” She stretched to her full height and planted her feet, trying to look confident.




  “Who are you?” the tallest woman shouted as they neared. “What clan are you from?” She spoke in what sounded like authentic Old Norse.




  Esme swayed on her feet. She didn’t know Old Norse. How in the world could she understand what the woman said?




  “I’m lost,” Esme answered, shocked at the foreign words coming out of her mouth. “I was carried off by a tornado and deposited here. Could you tell me where I am?”




  Her world tilted, and she nearly fell over. She’d answered in the same alien language as the woman. She’d said the words in English, but they’d come out in Old Norse. That was impossible. Where had she landed? In the Twilight Zone?




  The tall woman squinted and pointed her scythe handle at Esme. “I asked you what you are called and where you are from. Answer me, girl.”




  Esme’s heart pounded as she tried to process what had just happened. She took a breath and squared her shoulders. “My name is Esme, and I’m from southern Minnesota.” Again, she’d spoken English, but it came out as Norse. Oh, lord, what’s happening to me?




  “Ez-mee?” The woman narrowed her eyes and moved closer to her. “What kind of name is that? And where is this ‘minn-ee-sew-ta’ you speak of?”




  Another of the trio, a short, plump blonde, pointed to Esme’s jeans. “That is strange cloth.” She circled like a hungry wolf. “She wears trousers like a man, and her hair is chopped off at the shoulders.” She turned to the tall woman. “What say you, Mechthild? What sort of creature is this?”




  “Are you in disguise? Are you trying to pass yourself off as a man?” Mechthild leaned in to inspect Esme’s glasses. “And what is that...thing...on your nose?”




  Esme touched the bow of her wire-rims. “You’ve never seen glasses?” This was getting stranger by the minute.




  “No, what does it do?”




  “Glasses help me to see, of course.”




  The third, and youngest, woman held out her hand, demanding. “Let me see it.”




  Esme hesitated, then removed her spectacles and handed them over. The young woman looked through them and spat on the ground. “You lie. I can see nothing at all. Everything is fuzzy.”




  The one named Mechthild grabbed them and peered through the lenses. “Yes, everything is wavy and distorted. It must have magical powers if it helps you see clearly.” She pocketed them in her apron. “I think you are either a witch or a runaway slave.”




  This was getting really freaky. “No, no,” Esme cried, trying to stay calm. “I’m not a slave, and I’m certainly not a witch. I’ve just lost my way. Won’t you please help me?”




  The second woman nodded. “I agree, Mechthild. From her looks, I’d say she’s fled from her master and is trying to pass as a man.”




  Esme’s stomach did a cartwheel. “Whoa, did you say ‘master’?”




  “Yes, the man who owns you,” Mechthild said slowly, emphasizing each word, as if she were speaking to a child.




  “I have no master,” Esme protested, still amazed she was conversing in Old Norse. “I am a free woman. Won’t you please just tell me where I am?”




  The trio surrounded her, their expressions intent and decidedly unfriendly.




  Mechthild got in her face. “You are lying. You’re a runaway slave, and there’s an end to it.” She and the youngest woman each grabbed an arm and began to march her toward the farm.
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