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      Trapped in a world she never knew existed, Saga Skånstad throws herself into her new life at Viking Academy. She learns to scale icy mountains, shoot flaming arrows, and ride on the back of a particularly ill-tempered dragon. But when Erik abruptly disappears, and the true reason for Saga’s arrival in his world is unveiled, her fears only increase—not just for herself, but for the Viking who’s captured her heart.

      

      When a surprise attack threatens her new home, Saga quickly realizes her life is on the line. Valkyris’ enemies are determined to bring down her clan, destroy its heir, and force her into a living nightmare. Saga will do whatever it takes to preserve the world her friends have worked so hard to build. But her choice may cost her the life she never knew she wanted . . . and a love she never could have imagined.
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      ERIK HALVARSSON WAS FURIOUS. Mere minutes had passed since we’d learned Clan Bjorn was planning to abduct me, kill Erik, and destroy Valkyris. And in that time, my boyfriend had ordered battalions to each of our borders, orchestrated a round-the-clock dragon patrol, and rearranged my schedule to guarantee I’d be able to defend myself come doomsday. Now, he marched from the beach to the castle, barking orders like the general he’d one day become.

      “Freia and Halvar should already be in the war room. Axel, take Saga and Ingrid to the family suite while I retrieve my parents. Then go to the healing unit and check on the other refugee. What was her name?”

      “Vidia,” I said.

      “Right. Check on Vidia,” Erik commanded. “And be sure you get your injury looked at while you’re there.”

      “It’s fine.” Axel glanced at his arm, which boasted a five-inch gash and an even bigger bruise.

      “It is not fine,” I countered.

      Axel just shrugged and continued to march across the grounds.

      Vikings.

      As we neared the imposing, stone castle, Erik held tight to my hand. The guards opened the front doors, and he nodded at the sword-wielding men before jogging up the grand staircase. He paused on the landing, piercing me with his sky-blue stare before turning to Axel. “Instruct the family guards not to let anyone but my parents into the suite. I mean it.”

      Axel held two fingers to his brow in a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”

      Erik’s low growl wiped the smirk off Axel’s face.

      “Go. You know I’ll take care of the girls,” Axel said softly.

      “You’d better.” Erik squeezed my hand. “I’ll have dry clothes sent up for you and your friend.”

      “Okay,” I said quietly.

      With a nod, Erik turned on one heel and stormed down the hallway. Given the gravity of our situation, I probably should have been more focused on survival than on admiring Erik’s butt. But I was only human.

      And God, his butt was spectacular.

      Focus, Saga. All of Vikingdom wants you dead.

      Right.

      It had been a decent enough day before a ship stolen from Clan Bjorn crashed on our beach, bringing not only my friends Ingrid, Vidia, and Axel, but also news of an impending onslaught. Clan Bjorn was determined to exact revenge on Clan Valkyris for a generation of infractions, the most recent being Erik’s supposed “theft” of their heir’s captive bride—me. Bjorn had rallied members of the allied tribes to their side in the name of vengeance, which meant the most lethal killers in Norway were currently preparing to slaughter my adopted clansmen. The only thing saving us from all-out war was the fact that no one outside our clan knew where Valkyris was located. We owed our privacy to Chieftess Freia and Chief Halvar, who’d concealed the egalitarian tribe of Valkyris on an island protected by watchmen, dragons, and just a hint of fairy dust.

      But we wouldn’t be able to hide forever. Valkyris had a spy—one who was selling our secrets to Bjorn. If we didn’t figure out who was leaking information, it would only be a matter of time before our location was threatened . . . and our lives, right along with it.

      “All right, ladies. Follow me.” Axel marched in the opposite direction from Erik, down a stretch of hallway I’d not yet traveled.

      I raised an eyebrow at Ingrid, who fingered her wild, crimson curls as she trailed after Axel. On the outside she was the picture of calm, but I knew her well enough to pick up on the nervous twitch of her lip and the anxious look in her eye. Ingrid had been my roommate during the two horrible weeks I’d been held captive and nearly forced to marry Clan Bjorn’s heir, Lars. She’d endured horrors I didn’t want to imagine, and I knew it would take some time before she could relax into life on Valkyris. But I also knew that Ingrid was a fighter—a trait that had kept her alive during her captivity and one that would no doubt serve her well if war did, in fact, come to our shores.

      Gulp.

      “Are we really going to Freia’s suite?” I called to Axel.

      “Did Erik sound like he was joking?” Axel glanced over his shoulder. “What?”

      “I’ve never been there before.” I played with the edge of my sleeve. “This threat is really serious.”

      “It is,” Axel said wryly. “But it’s nothing we haven’t faced before. We’ll get through it like we always do. Together.”

      “So, it’s true what you told me.” Ingrid’s emerald eyes darted to Axel. “You do things differently here.”

      “I am many things. But I am not a liar.” Axel didn’t turn around.

      “I didn’t say you were a liar!”

      “You implied it.” This time, Axel treated Ingrid to a wink.

      Her cheeks flushed and she whirled on me. “He’s impossible.”

      “Tell me about it,” I agreed. “Bless his heart.”

      Axel paused outside a massive wooden door. “You’re blessing my heart, but you say it like it’s an insult.”

      Since I didn’t know how to explain the multiple meanings of that phrase, I bit back my grin. “Just get us inside, Andersson.”

      “You and Erik are so demanding.” Axel raked his fingers through his dark brown hair. “You really are perfect for each other.”

      With that, he pushed open the door and led us into a section of the castle I’d never seen. Padded benches lined the wide, cream-colored hallway, off of which stood four intricately carved doors. Armed guards stood at attention outside the tallest of the doors. They palmed the hilts of their swords as Axel approached.

      “Stand down.” My friend held up his hands. “Erik asked me to bring these two to wait for the chief and chieftess.”

      The men released their holds on their weapons. “The chieftess sent a messenger from the war room—she’s expecting Erik, but he hasn’t arrived yet. She didn’t say anything about guests.”

      “I’ll vouch for the girls. You already know Saga.” Axel jabbed his thumb at me. I offered a tentative wave at the guards, who I kind of recognized from the dining hall.

      “Hei, Miss Saga.” One nodded.

      “Hey,” I replied. “This is my friend Ingrid. She’s, uh, going to be living with us. In the academy wing.”

      “Miss Ingrid.” The guards dipped their heads.

      “Hei,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide, probably from the shock of being treated like a human being after living in the hell that was Clan Bjorn. I reached over and held her hand.

      Axel cleared his throat. “Enough staring at the pretty girls. Let us in. And don’t let anyone in after them—Erik’s orders.”

      “Yes, Commander Andersson.” The guards stepped aside.

      “You’re a commander?” Given how big his ego was, I was shocked he’d never mentioned it.

      “Impressive, I know.” Axel shot me a grin so wide, his dimple popped. Ingrid’s cheeks pinked again. So cute.

      Axel threw open the double doors. “Are you coming or what?”

      I tugged gently on Ingrid’s hand and followed Axel into the Halvarsson family suite. I sucked in a breath so massive, I doubled over coughing.

      “Saga. Are you all right?” Ingrid patted the center of my back.

      “I’m—cough—fine—cough, cough!” I straightened slowly, hacking the whole time. “But holy mother, look at this place!”

      We’d stepped into a sitting area that made the one in my impressive academy suite look like a hovel. Erik’s parents’ suite had high ceilings, flameless wall-sconces, and a crystal chandelier that hung over the vast entry. Everything was cream on cream, from the couches to the pillows to the plushy throws tossed artfully over padded mahogany chairs. Two steps led up to a more formal sitting area, where high-backed chairs—all in cream—formed a semi-circle around a massive fireplace. The hearth was framed by two embroidered tapestries, each depicting Valkyris’ ruling family in what I figured was the Viking version of a portrait. In the four months since I’d been sucked a thousand years into my past by a magical—and currently broken—dagger, I’d been learning the Viking equivalents of things I’d taken for granted. Writing feathers and parchment passed for laptops here, arrows and swords served as home security systems, and mutton was the new—old—chicken. Since only Erik and his parents knew I wasn’t from here, it had been a crash course in fitting in.

      “Axel.” Ingrid darted to his side. “You’re bleeding again. You need to get to a healer.”

      “I’m fine,” Axel argued. I tore my eyes from the tapestry to find him gripping his shoulder.

      “You’re not fine.” I shook my head. “Do you want me to walk you to the healing unit?”

      “Erik wants you two in here.” Axel loosened his grip and cringed. “If I get blood on the furniture, Freia will kill me.”

      Oh, God. With all the cream in here, it was a good thing we hadn’t ventured past the wooden-floored entry. Axel and Ingrid were covered in dirt and saltwater from fleeing Clan Bjorn, and my pants and boots were still damp from when I’d run into the ocean to hug Ingrid.

      “I think Freia will be more concerned you aren’t taking care of yourself than she is about her couches.” I nudged Axel toward the door. “Are you sure you don’t need an escort?”

      “Please.” Axel exhaled heavily, whether from irritation or pain, I couldn’t quite tell. “Just don’t leave before Erik comes back. Until we know exactly what we’re up against, we can’t be too careful with you.”

      “Aw, Axel.” I reached up to give my friend a gentle hug. Who knew the assassin had such a big heart?

      “You’re good for us, Saga,” he said gruffly. Then he winced.

      “Go. Get that taken care of. Ingrid and I will be fine here.”

      Axel shot Ingrid a worried look. “You’re sure?”

      “I got your injured self home, didn’t I?” Ingrid folded her arms.

      One corner of Axel’s mouth quirked up. “If you say so.”

      He turned on one heel and strode through the doors. Just before they closed behind him, he called over his shoulder, “Help yourself to the food on the service station, but don’t touch Halvar’s mead without asking first!”

      “Halvar’s mead?” I shook my head. I was in another era, and therefore not subject to twenty-first century drinking-age restrictions, but I’d had zero desire to touch the sweet, brown liquid since my arrival. And I certainly wasn’t about to break into the chief’s liquor cabinet on my first visit to his home.

      “This place is incredible. Are all the rooms this nice?” Ingrid’s quiet voice pulled me back to the present.

      “Huh? No. They’re all really nice, but this is . . .” I shook my head. “This is next-level nice.”

      Ingrid shifted from foot to foot. “I’m a mess.”

      “You and me both.” I opened the door and poked my head out. “Um, sirs? Any chance you guys have a towel or something we could dry off with lying around?”

      One of the guards nodded to a pile of neatly folded clothing on one of the benches. “These were just sent up. I presume they’re for you?”

      Erik! I blessed his heart—in the good way.

      “Thanks.” I took the pile the guard handed over, and slipped back into the family suite. “Erik sent up dry clothes, so . . . I guess we can change here?”

      Ingrid bit down on her bottom lip. “Nobody’s going to walk in on us?”

      “Not if we’re fast.”

      We stuck to the wood-paneled entry, carefully trading our damp and dirty outfits for fresh, dry ones. Only when we were both wearing clean apron-dresses did we dare step onto the cream rug.

      “I’ve never been in here,” I admitted. I padded across the carpet, marveling at the way the soft fibers slipped between my toes. Everything was so much more . . . luxurious than I’d imagined this world would be. The älva had something to do with it, sure, but I had no doubt Freia and Halvar had cultivated the finest animals and the finest weavers to craft the fabrics that made their castle a home.

      “Is that who we’re waiting on?” Ingrid pointed to the tapestries that framed the fireplace—the ones bearing the likenesses of the Halvarsson family.

      “Yes. Freia and Halvar rule this tribe. They have two sons—Erik, who you met, and his younger brother, Raynor. Between you and me, he’s a piece of work.” I shuddered at the memory of Erik’s brooding, angry brother. God only knew where he’d taken off to on his red-scaled dragon.

      “Who’s the girl?” Ingrid asked.

      I studied the tapestry. A beautiful girl with intricate, golden braids sat between Erik and Raynor. Halvar’s hand rested on her shoulder in a gesture that radiated love and strength. The girl was the spitting image of Freia, from her sky-blue eyes to the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. With her raised chin and proud smile, she even exuded her mother’s strength.

      “Saga?” Ingrid questioned.

      “She must be Liana,” I whispered. “She was Erik’s sister. She died in a raid a few years back.”

      Ingrid lowered her eyes. “That’s terrible.”

      I nodded. Liana had been the heir to the Valkyris tribe. Since her death, Erik’s life had been a crash course in leadership—and in giving himself over to a role he wasn’t always thrilled to embrace. He’d once confided to me that he’d rather spend his days on the seas—exploring new lands, acquiring new knowledge, experiencing the world beyond the frigid north. But he knew what Valkyris meant to the world, and he’d accepted his destiny to one day lead it. Even if, at times, his heart craved something else.

      “So . . . you and Erik?” Ingrid touched my elbow, forcing my thoughts back to the present. “What’s that like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re courting the heir to the most feared tribe in all of Norway. That’s crazy, Saga.”

      “It kind of is,” I agreed. “And Erik, I don’t know. He’s . . .”

      “Gorgeous,” Ingrid helped. “And scary as hell. I swear, when I first saw him on the beach, I thought he was going to kill me on the spot.”

      “He does have solid resting angry face,” I agreed. “But he’s not scary once you get to know him. None of them are.”

      Except the crazy brother who took off for weeks at a time on a dragon.

      “So what are they like?” Ingrid asked.

      “Loyal. Above everything, these people are loyal. Once they let you in, you’re family. And they’ll do anything to protect the values that are important to them—you’ll see. It’s kind of great.”

      Just then, Ingrid’s stomach rumbled. She clutched it in embarrassment. “I saw the food,” she admitted.

      I followed her eyeline to a silver serving tray near the fireplace. A fresh plate of lefse and a cup of cinnamon-butter were laid out, along with a silver teapot and two cups. Freia and Halvar must have been sitting down for tea when the battle alarm rang.

      “Come on.” I padded across the rug, and motioned for Ingrid to follow me. I quickly placed several pieces of lefse on a plate and added butter, then held it out. “How long were you on that boat?”

      “Too long.” She shuddered. “Are you sure it’s okay to eat this?”

      “We’re not in Bjorn anymore,” I reminded her. “You’re not going to get in trouble for eating outside of mealtimes here.”

      “But it’s your chieftan’s food,” Ingrid whispered.

      “It’s my food, actually. Halvar prefers the waffles. Though you’re welcome to those, too.” Freia’s lyrical voice filled the room. Ingrid and I spun around to find her walking through the wooden doors, Erik and Halvar on her heels.

      “Your grace.” Ingrid dropped to a low curtsy. “I’m so sorry, I only meant . . . that is . . . I had no intention of . . .” She lowered her chin to her chest. “I’m sorry.”

      By then, Freia had crossed the room. She dropped to her knees beside Ingrid and cupped my friend’s chin in one hand. “You risked your life to protect my tribe. You need never apologize to me.”

      My heart swelled with pride as I held tight to the plate in my hands. I was proud of my friend, whose intel had given us the chance to mount a defense against the oncoming onslaught. And I was proud of Freia, whose ability to see what really mattered had led to the creation of a tribe unlike any other in Norway.

      “Your grace?” Ingrid blinked the moisture from her eyes.

      “In my home, I’m just Freia,” the chieftess said calmly. “And this is my husband, Halvar. And you’ve already met our son, Erik?”

      “I have.” Ingrid glanced at me, and I shot her a look I hoped conveyed, told you they were nice here.

      “Ingrid, is it?” Halvar spoke softly, as if he were trying not to spook my friend. He waited until she nodded before continuing. “We’re very grateful for the information you’ve brought us. I speak for everyone when I say you have a home here for as long as you wish it.”

      Ingrid’s eyes met mine, awe coating her cherubic features. And I couldn’t stop the grin that broke out across my face as I raised my shoulders to my ears and simply said, “Velkommen til Valkyris.”
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      “VALKYRIS.” INGRID SHOOK HER head. “It’s nothing like I imagined.”

      “We have a way of surprising people,” Freia said. She offered Ingrid her hand and helped her stand. My friend followed the Halvarssons to the high-backed chairs near the fireplace. As they settled, Erik discreetly removed his muddy boots and traded them for a set beneath the bench in the entry—a shearling-lined pair that vaguely resembled a set I’d worn back home. It was true what my grandmother said—if you held onto something long enough, it did eventually come back in style. Snort.

      Erik motioned me over, and I set the plate down and moved to his side. I looped my arm through his as he leaned down to whisper in my ear.

      “She doing all right?”

      “So far,” I said quietly. “But it’s going to take a while to get used to all of this. Jeez, Erik. I had no idea your place was so fancy.”

      “My parents’ place is this fancy,” he corrected. “My suite is more . . . understated.”

      “I’ve never seen your suite,” I pointed out.

      “Mmm.” The vibration of Erik’s lips against my ear made me shiver. “And you’d like to do something about that?”

      Good God, yes! You know I do!

      But since the hottest Viking in the history of ever was Mr. Propriety, all I said was, “Meh. Maybe.”

      “Erik, Saga. Is everything all right?” Freia glanced over from her seat by the fire. Heat flooded my neck as I released my grip on Erik’s arm.

      “Yup!” I bleated, scurrying back toward the fireplace. I retrieved the plate and thrust it at Ingrid. “Here. Take it. I know you’re starving.”

      Ingrid accepted the food. “You’re sure?”

      “Eat,” Freia urged. “Erik, will you bring the cart closer?”

      “Of course.” Erik pushed the silver table so it sat beside his mother. He dished up plates for Freia and me, delivering them before doing the same for Halvar and himself. When we all had plates of the sweet flatbread on our laps, Freia turned to Ingrid with a smile.

      “First of all, I want to welcome you to Valkyris. We do things differently here than you may be used to, but if you’re willing to be open-minded, if you believe everyone is deserving of love, kindness, and basic human decency, and if you’re willing to stand up for those whose voices have been taken from them, then you’ll be quite happy making your home here.”

      My tough-as-nails friend blinked moisture from her eyes. “Do you mean it?”

      “Of course.” Freia’s voice was rich with warmth. “I came from a tribe like the one you were a prisoner in. I know what you’ve been through, and I am so very sorry for all that you’ve lost.”

      Halvar reached over to place a hand on his wife’s knee. “But you’re a member of Clan Valkyris now, Ingrid. You and your friend . . .”

      “Vidia,” I offered.

      “Yes. You and Vidia are entitled to the full rights and protection accorded to all members of our tribe,” Halvar continued. “Take the time you need to settle into our world, but never look back. You have a future here, for as long as you choose to stay.”

      Ingrid’s eyes darted to me.

      “It’s not a trick,” I assured her. “They’re really this nice.”

      Halvar’s throaty laugh boomed off the high ceiling.

      “Forgive me,” Ingrid apologized. “We’re just taught that Valkyris is, well . . .”

      “The most brutal tribe in all of Norway?” Erik chimed in. “It’s an act. One we’re quite good at, thankfully.”

      “But why?” Ingrid asked. Then her jaw popped open. “Wait, is this the tribe from the legends? The one where women are given the same rights and responsibilities as men? And you get to choose any vocation you want no matter what your parents did? Anything at all?”

      Halvar smiled proudly at his wife. “That is us.”

      “I thought it was just a story!” Ingrid squeaked.

      “Sweet girl.” Freia clucked her tongue. “What vocation calls to you?”

      “Shieldmaiden,” Ingrid blurted. “I want to be a warrior.”

      “Then a warrior you shall be,” Freia said, “as soon as we teach you the ways of our tribe.”

      Erik crossed his long legs. “Let me guess. You’ll give her a combat-heavy course of study?”

      “With a healthy dose of history, so she understands what she’s fighting for,” Freia added. “I’ll personally draw up her academy schedule.”

      “Academy?” Ingrid furrowed her brow.

      I grinned. “You’re coming to school with me. To Vik—uh, to Valkyris Academy.”

      Ingrid’s eyes widened. “You have a school here? And you let girls attend?”

      “We don’t follow traditional gender roles,” Erik explained. “We place citizens according to strengths—not sex.”

      Ingrid blinked at me. “This place is incredible.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” I shook my head. “Get ready. You and Vidia are going to love it here.”
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      After tea, Erik and I left Ingrid with his parents and headed to the healing unit to check on Vidia. We took the long way, looping around the outside of the castle so Erik could check in with the warriors organizing additional sentries. He wanted to ensure a team was being sent to the eastern watch hut in case Clan Bjorn decided to launch a land attack.

      Once he’d spoken with his troops, he led me to the healing wing. A light snow had begun to fall, and I pulled my cloak tight around my shoulders.

      “Another storm?” I shivered. “That’s the third one this week.”

      “That tends to happen in the winter.” Erik wrapped one arm around me and rubbed as we walked.

      “Seriously, all I wear anymore are cloaks and gloves. I miss seeing my arms.”

      “I miss your arms too.” Erik raised a brow. “Need an excuse to wear fewer layers? Should we double down on training?”

      “No! No more training.” I was exhausted enough already.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have a choice,” Erik said softly. “With a threat this large . . . I’m not going to lose you.”

      “No. You’re not.” I reached up to touch his cheek. My fingertips raked lightly through the blond fibers of his beard, and Erik planted his boots in the snow and turned to face me. He slipped his arms around my waist and pulled me into his chest.

      “I care a great deal for you. You know this.”

      “I do.” I cupped his cheek. “And just so you know, the feeling’s mutual.”

      “Good.” Erik leaned down and brushed his lips against mine. A pulse of heat shot though me, and I slid my hand around the back of his head to pull him closer. Erik ran his tongue across my bottom lip, and when I sighed, he slipped inside my mouth, probing gently. My fingers wound through his hair, and the groan that ripped from his throat drove me straight to the edge of madness. Good God, Erik was hot. And when he did that thing with his tongue . . .

      “Aw, come on, man. Don’t you have a room you can do that in?”

      Axel’s voice downed the tidal wave of hormones that were about to crash over me. I buried my face in Erik’s chest and waited for the heat to ebb from my cheeks.

      “Hey, Axel,” I muttered.

      “Hei, Saga.”

      “Axel,” Erik growled. His massive hand palmed the back of my head, stroking my hair as I drew deep breaths and tried not to hate Axel for his heinous timing.

      “Erik.” Axel’s voice positively brimmed with merriment.

      “I thought you were getting your arm sewed up?” Erik said.

      I turned my head just enough to see Axel clutching his shoulder.

      “I was. But one of the dragons was acting up, so I stopped by the Dragehus first. When you two are done doing . . . whatever this is”—he waved his uninjured arm at us—“you might want to stop in.”

      “What’s going on?” Erik shifted immediately into problem-solving mode.

      “Oh, the usual. Juvenile males are posturing for dominance.”

      “Did you separate them?” Erik questioned.

      “Do I look like it’s my first day?” Axel shot Erik a pointed look. “They’re separated, but chuffing at each other over the walls. More than one fireball has been thrown.”

      Erik nodded. “I’ll look into it after Saga and I check on Vidia.”

      “You can go,” I offered. “I’ll look in on Vidia.”

      “You don’t want to help him settle the dragon fight?” Axel shot me a wicked grin.

      “Nope.”

      Axel tilted his head. “You know, we still haven’t had our dragon-riding lesson. You were so abysmal on horseback—”

      “Hey!” I interjected. “I was not abysmal!”

      “You were, actually. So abysmal that we had to postpone. And then I got stuck in Bjorn, and . . .” Axel shrugged.

      “It’s okay. I’m not in any rush.” I wasn’t. Especially not if fireballs were being thrown. Jeez.

      Erik leaned back to look at me. “You’ve not learned to ride dragons?”

      “It’s not a huge deal,” I muttered.

      “It is a huge deal for an archer,” Erik argued. “We need airborne assassins now more than ever. Is riding on your schedule for the next school term?”

      “I haven’t seen the new schedule yet.” But God, I hope not.

      Erik turned to his friend. “Axel—”

      “On it,” Axel interrupted. “Saga, meet me in the Dragehus tomorrow after classes. We’ll go over the basics and get you airborne as soon as you’re no longer abysmal.”

      I glared at Axel. “I. Am. Not. Abysmal.”

      “For your sake, I sure as hell hope not.” Axel glanced down. “I’ve got to get this arm looked at. See you guys later.”

      With that, he loped through the snow. He reached the castle and pulled open the door to the healing wing, winking over his shoulder before disappearing inside.

      “He’s insufferable,” I complained.

      “True.” Erik kissed the top of my head. “But he’s going to give you another survival skill. And for that, I’ll owe him a debt.”

      “You could teach me to ride instead,” I tried.

      “Axel’s a better teacher than I am. And besides, I’m afraid I’d let my feelings for you mar my judgment. The first time a dragon bucked you, I might be inclined to slaughter it.”

      The blood rushed from my face. “What do you mean the first time?”

      “There’s an inevitable learning curve when it comes to riding. We all go through it.” Erik smoothed the back of my hair. “And since dragon slaughter is an offense against the gods, it’s probably best I not witness your training.”

      Gulp.

      “Now come. Your friend is in a whole new land—no doubt she’ll benefit from seeing a familiar face.” Erik laced his fingers through mine and tugged me gently toward the castle.

      “Don’t you need to take care of the, uh, dragon situation?”

      “The handlers can manage things until I arrive. Your friend’s peace of mind is my priority.”

      God, I adored this man. I stood on tiptoe and kissed him.

      “What was that for?” He smiled.

      “I just like your priorities, Halvarsson.” I grinned as I trudged through the snow.

      Erik squeezed my hand. “If your friends’ report is true, we’ll have dark days ahead of us. It’s important we appreciate these moments while we can enjoy them.”

      “I know,” I whispered. My heart quickened. “It’s going to be awful, isn’t it? If Clan Bjorn attacks?”

      Erik waited just a second too long before speaking.

      There’s your answer, Saga.

      “I don’t want us to dwell on what’s coming,” he finally said. “I know you’re far from your world—removed from all you’ve ever known. But I need you to know that I’ll do everything in my power to protect you, min kjære. You’re not without family, here. Never doubt this.”

      “Thanks,” I whispered.

      Erik’s ensuing wink left me absolutely breathless.

      That Viking was going to be the end of me.
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      THE NEXT MORNING, I knocked on Ingrid and Vidia’s door. My friends were sharing a suite down the hall from me and Helene. As they emerged, Erik’s bubbly cousin skipped out of her room. She barreled toward us in a blur of curls and cheer.

      “You must be Saga’s friends!” Helene stuck out her hand. “I’m Helene—third year, healing arts student, and one of the chairs of the winter ball. Coming in a few weeks; get excited now.”

      “Hei.” Ingrid took Helen’s offered hand. “I’m Ingrid, and this is Vidia.”

      Vidia poked her head around Ingrid’s shoulder. “Hei.”

      “Come on. It’s waffle day. You don’t want to be late, or the boys will have eaten them all.” Helene skipped toward the student dining room.

      “Is she always this upbeat?” Vidia whispered as she closed her door behind her.

      “Yup. Just go with it.” I smiled at my friend. She’d been sleeping off her sea sickness when Erik and I had checked in on her. But today, the color had returned to her cheeks, and her overall vibe was considerably less . . . nauseous. Even so, I felt compelled to ask, “You’re good to start classes? If you need an extra few days, I’m sure—”

      “I want to start,” Vidia interrupted. “The more I act like this is my new normal, the sooner it will start to feel that way. Right?”

      “It worked like that for me,” I agreed. “Ingrid, you’re good?”

      “I’m good.” My fiery friend tossed her curls over her shoulder. “After history, I get my first combat class. Shieldmaiden Squadron, here I come.”

      “I’ll join you for the second half of your class. I have Strategy after lunch, but it’s only an hour. And Erik switched my schedule around to make sure I had all the chances to practice not getting captured.”

      “Hurry up.” Helene turned at the end of the hallway. “Boys eat fast here!”

      “Coming!” I led my friends into the dining room where Katrin waved from a window seat. I waved back, before walking toward the table stacked high with plates, waffles, cheeses, fruits, and an array of breakfast meats. Yum.

      “We eat buffet-style in this dining room, and family-style in the more formal hall on the first floor.” I filled a plate, and Ingrid and Vidia did the same. “We have the option of taking meals in either place, but it’s generally easier to just eat here during school days. Oh, and you have to dress for the other hall, so be sure you don’t show up in your combat clothes like I did my first time.”

      “About that.” Vidia glanced down at her apron-dress as we walked through the tables. “A woman came by really early this morning with huge piles of clothes for both of us.”

      “Was she kind of matronly? With round cheeks and a super kind smile?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Vidia confirmed.

      “That was Magda.” I grinned. “She’s one of the seamstresses, and she’s really nice.”

      “She’s also the best dressmaker in Valkyris. She’ll make your gowns for the winter ball if you ask her to.” Helene materialized at my side. “She made Saga a heated one.”

      “A heated dress?” Ingrid raised her brow. “That’s a thing here?”

      “Right. I forgot to mention they have magic fairies who do . . . magical things here. Flameless candles, special dresses, the bucket-less baths—”

      Ingrid sucked in a breath. “Is that what that thing is in our room?”

      “Yup.” I sat down next to Katrin and popped a piece of waffle into my mouth. “You stand in front of it and tell it you want to bathe, and it just fills with hot water. I’ll come over and show you later. By the way, this is Katrin.” I gestured to my acquisitions and dissemination partner. “Katrin, this is Ingrid and Vidia.”

      “Good to meet you.” Ingrid smiled at Katrin, while Vidia offered a shy, “Hei.”

      “Velkommen to Valkyris,” Katrin said warmly. “You’ll find we’re a bit different from other tribes.”

      “I’ll say.” Vidia raised one arched brow. “Saga just told us fairies do magical things here.”

      She and Ingrid looked at me as if I’d sprouted two heads.

      “It’s weird. I get it.” Except I didn’t, because in my world we not only had bucket-less baths, but cars, computers, rockets . . . My heart tugged as I wondered for the hundredth time what my cousin/best friend Olivia was doing right then. We’d been a week from starting college together at Northern Minnesota University when Freia’s dagger had sucked me a thousand years into the past. And while I was having my own boarding-school experience—in an extremely different way than I’d planned—I hoped Olivia was living out our college dreams for the both of us.

      “It’s not that weird,” Katrin interjected. She smiled kindly at Vidia. “You’ll get used to the conveniences and wonder how you ever lived without them.”

      “Especially if you get a heated gown for the winter ball. Which I highly recommend. Magda didn’t magic up mine.” Helene pouted.

      “You’re really excited about the ball,” I surmised. “You’ve mentioned it, like, ten times already this morning.”

      “It’s a very important event in the Valkyris calendar,” Helene pointed out.

      “Ja. And you’ve been waiting for Zaan to make some kind of move since forever,” Katrin nudged her. “Are you hoping this might kickstart a courtship?”

      “I’ve been hoping that for months.” Helene waved her hand. “But yes, this seems like an opportune time for him to finally do something. What about you, Katrin? Anyone you’re hoping will ask you to dance?”

      “You know nobody at the Academy’s really my type,” Katrin said lightly. Her gaze darted to Vidia, before settling back on her food.

      Interesting. Is Katrin—

      “Well, maybe when you see everyone all dressed up, the courtyard decked out in fairy lights, an orchestra playing under the stars . . .” Helene sighed dreamily.

      “Uh, this is an outdoor thing?” I didn’t care how heated my dress was; Norway in January was straight-up freezing.

      “The älva heat the courtyard, Saga.” Helene rolled her eyes.

      “Right.” Forgot about the all-encompassing fairy powers. “And if their magic gives out, I guess we could always have the dragons light us bonfires.”

      “No dragons. Please.” Katrin shuddered.

      “Bad experience?” Ingrid asked.

      “Let’s just say that some of us are more athletically inclined. And others . . .” Katrin shrugged.

      “Katrin did slightly better in her first riding class than she did in combat,” Helene offered. “But Birna’s dragon spooked and somehow dove straight for Katrin’s, and, well—”

      “I nearly got thrown,” Katrin finished. “Axel got my dragon under control, but I got to drop the class and focus on more, uh, academic subjects.”

      “Lucky,” I groaned. “Axel’s making me meet him after classes for my first riding lesson. I’m dreading it already.”

      Ingrid leaned forward on her elbows. “Axel’s not your keeper. Tell him no.”

      “I wish I could, but he and Erik are adamant that I need to be able to ride. Something about Valkyris needing more airborne assassins, and my needing to have options in case I have to escape masochistic clan heirs.” I rolled my eyes.

      “They have a point,” Vidia said quietly, at the same time as Ingrid blurted, “You get to be an airborne assassin?”

      “We’re short on archers around here.” I shrugged. “But the idea of flying on a fire-breathing reptile and trusting it not to throw me to my death is . . . well, it’s not my idea of a great afternoon. That’s all.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Helene assured me. “Axel’s not going to let anything happen to you. My cousin would kill him.”

      “I’ll cling to that,” I said drily.

      “What’s he like?” Ingrid asked.

      “Erik?” Helene tilted her head.

      “No, Axel.” Ingrid’s cheeks flushed.

      I raised my brow.

      “I mean,” she hastened, “is he always as irritating as he was on the boat? He would not shut up about how much his arm hurt and how he couldn’t believe he’d lost his dragon.”

      “He’s always irritating,” Helene confirmed. “A major pain, for sure. He and my cousin are the best assassins we have, which makes them unbelievably arrogant. And since most of the girls around here lose their minds over trained killers—Odin only knows why—it feeds their egos even more. Of course, now that Erik’s with you, Saga, he’s calmed down considerably. Still, some days, I swear, I want to just whack him over the head and tell him—”

      “So, Axel has a girlfriend?” Ingrid’s tone was just slightly too casual to be believable. Snort.

      “Axel has had lots of girlfriends. Each stupider than the last,” Helene said.

      “Oh.” Ingrid played with her cuticles. “Were you ever into him?”

      “Axel? Gods, no. He’s the egotistical, smart-mouthed brother I never wanted.”

      “Got it,” Ingrid said.

      “Why? Are you into him?” Helene leaned forward. “Tell me you’re not. You can do so much better.”

      “Axel’s a good man.” I jumped to my friend’s defense. “He always looks out for the little guy, which says a lot about his character.”

      “Need I remind you that he has been with Brigga?” Helene leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms.

      “Well . . . that does stink. But he’s good people. If you’re into him—”

      “I’m not,” Ingrid said, a half-second too quickly. “Totally not. I was just curious, since he was so whiny on the boat.”

      “He wasn’t that whiny.” Vidia shot Ingrid a curious look.

      “So, the winter ball?” Ingrid focused on Helene. “How do we get dresses?”

      Whoa, subject change whiplash.

      “Make sure you ask Magda about that,” Helene answered. “Since apparently, if you sweet talk her, she’ll heat your gown.”

      “I didn’t sweet talk anyone,” I objected.

      “Whatever. Just get excited for an absolutely spectacular night. It’s my first year on the committee, and I’m really excited for you to see what we’ve cooked up.”

      “We can tell.” Katrin smiled.

      I looked around the room only to find students already bussing their plates. “Ooh, we’d better hurry. I don’t want you guys to be late on your first day.”

      We all stood and carried our dishes to the bins on the far wall. When her hands were free, Vidia smoothed the front of her dress. “Do we need to bring anything with us?” she asked nervously.

      “No. There should be writing feathers and parchment in your academic classes and plenty of weapons in your physical ones. What do you have this morning?” I asked.

      Ingrid pulled a paper from her pocket. “Vidia and I both have History of Valkyris. Then Combat in the afternoon. I guess we’d better change for that one?”

      “Magda probably included leggings and blouses in your starter wardrobe, but if you’re missing anything, just go into my room and take whatever you need,” I offered.

      “Thanks,” Ingrid said.

      “Where is the history classroom?” Vidia asked quietly.

      “That’s right; you were in the healing unit until late.” Ingrid frowned. “You didn’t get a tour yet.”

      “I’ll show you around. Maybe after your afternoon classes, we could walk the grounds?” Katrin ducked her head. A loose strand of raven hair fell in front of her face, and she tucked it back into her braid.

      “That’d be great.” Pink crept up Vidia’s neck.

      Very, very interesting.

      I knew Helene had had two moms, but I also knew Valkyris was extremely progressive for the time. I briefly pondered the politics of the rest of Vikingdom, and sent a wave of gratitude to the universe for depositing me in this pocket of the medieval world instead of one of the more closed-minded ones.

      “But to get you through the morning, the classrooms are on the first floor—well, the history one is, at any rate,” Helene offered.

      “Katrin and I have Acquisitions and Dissemination down there,” I said. “We’ll walk you so you don’t get lost.”

      “Freia did give us maps.” Ingrid pulled another piece of parchment from her pocket. “But they’re more for the island than the castle.”

      “Well, all you need to know is the classrooms are this way.” Helene skipped from the dining room toward the staircase. “And the seamstresses’ rooms are off the office corridor on the second floor. Remember, you want Magda to make your dresses for the winter ball. Magda.”

      “They get it.” I laughed. “This must be one special dance.”

      “Oh, it will be,” Helene said determinedly. “After all, if I’m going to take my first step toward a marriage offer, I want it to be in style!”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Zaan had always been friendly with Helene, but so far as I knew, he hadn’t expressed a marriage offer level of interest. I hoped my friend wasn’t setting herself up for disappointment.

      When we reached the bottom of the stairs, Helene hung a left and called over her shoulder, “See you guys later—I’ve got to meet with my healing professor before class. Good luck on your first day!”

      “Thanks,” Ingrid called after her. Vidia offered a silent wave.

      “Okay, classes are this way.” I led our group down the hall. “You’re in here”—I pointed to the door—“and Katrin and I are three down in A&D.”

      “We’ll stop by after class and walk you to the dining room if you want,” Katrin offered. Her eyes darted to Vidia again before returning to her folded hands. Oh my God, she’s totally into her!

      “Sounds good.” Ingrid drew her shoulders back. “Ready, V?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” Vidia nodded. She played nervously with her cuticles as she walked into the classroom.

      Once my friends were inside, I nudged Katrin with my elbow. “Stop staring.”

      “What? I’m not.” Her cheeks pinked.

      “Whatever you say.” I winked before walking down the hall to A&D. Something told me Katrin’s life had just gotten a lot more interesting.
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      “SAGA, MAY I HAVE a word?”  Freia’s voice made me pause two steps outside the A&D classroom.

      Katrin glanced over her shoulder and bowed her head. “Chieftess Freia.”

      “Good morning Katrin.” Freia smiled kindly. “How is my favorite disseminator?”

      “I’m good,” Katrin said. “We’re getting new shipments to process today.”

      “Ah, yes. The manifests from Rome, I believe?” Freia adjusted the silver clasp on her dress. She’d worn cream and navy today, and the blue played off her eyes perfectly. “I’m hoping we can pull some of their stock for our kitchens.”

      “Kitchens?” Please, God, let this be the day Valkyris finally got coffee.

      “You’ll see.” Freia winked. “Katrin, tell your aunt I’ll see her at our meeting this afternoon. Saga, I won’t keep you long. Walk with me?”

      “Of course. I’ll be there in a few,” I told Katrin. She nodded before heading to our usual table.

      I turned and followed Freia down the hall. “Is anything wrong?”

      “I just wanted to check in with you,” she said quietly. She led me to the social area at the end of the corridor. Since classes were about to start, the room was pretty much empty. Even so, Freia kept her voice low. “I didn’t want to ask in front of Ingrid yesterday, but I do want to make sure you’re okay with everything.”

      By “everything,” I assumed she meant the news that a barbaric tribe had vowed to destroy Valkyris, kill Erik, and abduct me.

      “I’m great. Never better.”

      Not.

      Freia pursed her lips. “I want you to know you can talk with me. We haven’t spoken much about your . . . origins.”

      Freia rarely addressed the fact that I’d come from the future. When she’d asked her magical dagger to bring a leader for Valkyris, she’d had no idea it could summon someone from another time. She’d felt terribly when she’d learned Erik and I had tried—and failed—to magic me home, but since we’d followed the proper protocols, there wasn’t anything she could do. I knew she felt responsible—with good reason. But the fact was, I was here now. And until Erik and I figured out how to get me home, I could either wallow or throw myself into making sure I didn’t die at the hands of a crazy Viking tribe.

      Obviously, I’d opted for the latter.

      “I really am fine,” I assured her. “I’m not thrilled about Bjorn’s threats, but there’s not a lot I can do besides learn to defend myself and protect our tribe.”

      Freia’s lips parted in a smile. “Spoken like a true leader.”

      “Yeah, well.” I toed the ground. “I may as well make myself useful while I’m here.”

      “Saga,” Freia said softly. “You do realize there’s a chance we might not be able to get you back home.”

      I bit down on my bottom lip. “I know.”

      “But my son is doing everything in his power to find a way. I came into our family sitting room just before dawn this morning and found him passed out on the settee. The dagger was in one hand, and a book of ancient incantations in the other. He’d been up half the night trying to get it to activate.”

      “But why?” We had enough going on as it was—he must have been exhausted.

      “He’s worried for you, Saga. Clan Bjorn has taken issue with our tribe in the past, but they’ve never issued a threat this specific. Erik doesn’t want you to be trapped in a world where . . .”

      “Where someone wants me dead,” I whispered. “But what if . . .”

      “If what?”

      I drew a breath. “I care about Valkyris, Freia. And I know I’m not the strongest, or the best swordswoman, or God forbid, the best at Inter-Tribal Relations. But I do have something to offer by way of defense. You’re low on archers, and I’m one of the best you have. What if, knowing everything we’re up against, I’m not ready to leave you all behind?”

      Freia’s smile stretched so wide, it lit up the entire room. “And that, dear Saga, is why the dagger chose you. You are selfless, through and through. And for this, the gods will reward you.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I studied my feet.

      “I do. When the time comes, they will find a way to give you a choice—stay, or return to your old life. Of this, I’m absolutely certain.”

      “Yeah. Maybe . . .”

      “But I’m still concerned for you.” Freia’s eyes narrowed. “Bjorn’s threat must weigh heavily on your mind.”

      “It does,” I admitted. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

      “I figured as much.” Freia nodded. “I’ve had similar troubles when we’ve faced threats in the past. The healers have an herbal tea that’s very soothing. Would you like me to have some sent to your room this evening?”

      “Gods, no.” I blurted. “I mean, no, thank you. I’m not big on the tea here.”

      “Erik mentioned that.” Freia bit back her smile. “I can have them sweeten it for you if you prefer. And I can have relaxing oils sent up for your bath as well. I want you to be as comfortable as possible, considering . . .”

      Considering an evil heir was coming to steal me, murder my boyfriend, and destroy our entire tribe?

      “Tea and oils would be lovely.” I reached out to clasp Freia’s hands. “Thank you for worrying about me.”

      “Sweet girl, I cannot not worry about you. You’re incredibly brave and remarkably determined. But please don’t feel you have to shoulder any of this alone. I’m here if you’d ever like to talk.”

      “Thank you.” I squeezed the chieftess’s fingers. It was nice, having a mother looking out for me. Even if it was someone else’s mother.

      “You’d better get to class. I don’t want you falling behind—especially if you’re working on the spice load I’m thinking of.”

      “We’re logging in spices?” Excitement spiked my voice an octave. “What kinds?”

      “You can tell me after class.” Freia laughed. “Do you use many seasonings where you come from?”

      “Tons,” I confirmed. “My cousin, Olivia, makes this amazing chicken curry. And my grandmother made the best lasagna with oregano and basil and tons of garlic.”

      My heart tugged as I thought of all the family dinners I’d missed since I’d been here. Olivia and I had planned to drive home from college together one weekend a month to maintain our monthly family games night. And we’d have cooked Thansksgiving dinner together with Mormor and the rest of my cousins. And over Christmas vacation, we’d have baked all the pies and gingerbread cookies and lefse and waffles. It had been more than four months since I’d seen my family.

      God, I miss them.

      “Saga?” Freia’s kind voice pulled me back.

      “I’m fine. Honest.” I sucked in a breath. “Thank you for checking on me. It really does mean a lot.”

      Freia’s gentle gaze held mine. “Your birth family may be far away, but you always have us. Never forget that.”

      My throat tightened at her words. I was too touched to do anything but nod.

      “Come. I’ll walk you back to class. Slowly.” Freia linked her arm through mine. True to her word, she took her time guiding me back down the hallway, so by the time we reached the A&D room, I’d regained my composure.

      “Come by the family quarters for tea sometime,” Freia urged. “Halvar and I would love to see more of you.”

      “I will.” I nodded. “And thank you again. For looking out for me.”

      Freia winked. “Get in there and see if any of those spices look familiar. In the ‘recommendations’ portion of your report, feel free to include any uses your family may have for them.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. I gave Freia one more nod before walking into my classroom.

      After apologizing to Professor Spry I joined Katrin and Brigga at our usual table, ignoring the cold looks the icy blonde shot my way as I took my seat.

      “You’re late,” Brigga hissed.

      “You’re rude,” I snarked back. I’d had it with Brigga’s attitude over the past few months. Thank God we were nearly done with this term—if there was any justice in this world, we’d be on different schedules for the spring.

      “We’ve already started on our list,” Brigga said. “Since you couldn’t be bothered to be on time, you can cross reference prior discoveries. This is an eastern shipment, by way of Rome.”

      “Fine by me.” I stalked to the bookshelf, where lists of past shipments were bound in leather. I grabbed the Eastern Shipments volumes and turned back toward my table. Brigga must have jumped into another one of her tirades while I’d stepped away, because by the time I returned Katrin was glaring, arms crossed.

      “I just don’t get you. Why do you have to be such a horrible person?” Katrin’s normally level voice held an edge.

      “Why do you have to be such a horrible fighter?” Brigga spat back. “Your parents are warriors, for Odin’s sake. You’d think they’d have taught you something.”

      Oh no, she didn’t.

      Katrin’s shoulders slumped. Her lack of skill with a sword was a major source of disappointment for her . . . Something Brigga was well aware of.

      “Everybody has different strengths. Even within a family.” My books landed on the tabletop with a heavy thud. “Didn’t you get kicked out of the dragon-riding program? The one your sister’s supposedly the star of?”

      Brigga’s icy eyes shot daggers of pure hatred. “Don’t talk to me about my sister.”

      “Don’t insult my friend.” I crossed my arms. “Katrin’s strengths are academic. I’m still waiting to see what yours are. They’re obviously not of the social variety.”

      Beside me, Katrin tried to disguise her laugh with a cough.

      Brigga braced her palms on the table and leaned forward. “You know what, Saga? You’re—”

      “Do we have a problem, ladies?” Professor Spry’s even tone bore just a hint of warning.

      Brigga leaned back, shooting me one final glare before picking up her writing feather. “Saga’s distracting me from my work.”

      “Oh, that is hardly—”

      “Saga, Katrin—why don’t the two of you take your work out to the sunroom? There’s a fresh platter of lefse and a pot of tea out there. Brigga, you and I can work on your portion of the manifest together. I’d like us to have a conversation.”

      “I don’t need to talk about anything,” Brigga said defiantly.

      “Well, I do.” Professor Spry’s face made it clear there was no room for negotiation. “My desk, now.”

      She picked up Brigga’s papers and gestured to the front of the room. Katrin raised her brow before gathering her own things and stalking outside. With Professor Spry still watching us closely, I bit my tongue, grabbed my stuff, and followed my friend.

      Once in the sunroom, I deposited my books while Katrin retrieved two lefse-filled plates.

      “Yikes,” I said when she returned. “Somebody got up on the wrong side of the bed today.”

      “She’s been like this for months,” Katrin reminded me. “She’s never been nice, but it’s getting progressively worse. I don’t know if she’s fighting with a guy, or having issues with Birna, or what.”

      “Does she have any friends besides her sister?” From what I’d gathered, the two were as similar in temperament as they were in appearance—beautiful blond ice queens with the personalities of venomous snakes.

      “She used to be close with some of the divinity girls—the ones who study as seers and prophets?” Katrin bit into her lefse and chewed thoughtfully. “But right before you got here, she had some kind of falling out with them. After that, she only spent time with Birna. And with whatever guy she was trying to get with that week.”

      “Right.” I remembered both sisters flirting with Axel . . . and Erik. Brigga’s rage when she’d discovered he and I were a thing was a memory I wouldn’t soon forget. “Well, whatever it is, I hope she gets over herself soon. She’s making this class awful.”

      “Awful?” Katrin raised her lefse. “This?”

      “Well, this part is good.” I bit into the doughy flatbread and opened my book. I flipped pages until I came to the most recent entry and read the loopy script. I peered at Katrin’s manifest and scrolled through the names of the spices the ship’s explorers had brought back. Ginger and nutmeg were familiar enough in my world, so I read backwards in the book of prior discoveries, looking for an identical entry.

      “The company’s good too.” Katrin picked up her writing feather with a smile. “I’m glad we’ve become friends. It was awful being partnered just with Brigga.”

      “I’ll bet.” I grimaced. “And speaking of friends, what do you think of Ingrid and Vidia?” It was the lamest segue ever, but I was low on sleep and high on curiosity.

      “They seem really nice.” Katrin scribbled on her parchment. “Ingrid’s obviously got a thing for Axel.”

      “Obviously.” I chuckled. “I’m not sure which of them should be more afraid—they’re either going to rip each other to pieces, or end up being the perfect match.”

      Katrin smiled.

      “What about you? What would your perfect match look like?” Seriously, Saga? You’re better than this.

      Not without coffee, I wasn’t.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Katrin toyed with the edge of her sleeve. “None of the guys here are really my type.”

      I lowered my writing feather. “What about the girls?”

      Katrin’s eyes widened. “How did you—"

      “Where I’m from, love is love. It’s a blessing however it’s found.” I shrugged.

      “You’re from a tiny farming region.” Katrin’s brows furrowed together. “I thought things were very traditional in those kinds of areas.”

      “Um, they are,” I hastened. “In some respects. Others, not so much.” I was seriously the worst at this.

      “Well . . . to answer your question, none of the girls here are my type either. Or they weren’t . . . until recently.”

      I knew it! She was totally into Vidia. “Katrin.” I nudged her with my elbow. “You have a crush.”

      Katrin’s olive skin blazed crimson. “Is that weird?”

      “Not to me. Like I said, love is love. Besides, didn’t Helene have two moms?”

      “She did,” Katrin confirmed. “Freia enforces tolerance here—we’re to be accepting of all lifestyles, so long as they’re rooted in love and kindness. But it’s not that way through most of Norway. And Vidia’s not from Valkyris, so she might not even know different lifestyles are an option. Or if she does, I might not be what she’s into. Does that make any sense?”

      “It does.” I chewed thoughtfully. “But you miss all of the shots you don’t take, right?”

      Katrin tilted her head. “You know I’m not an archer.”

      Context, Saga. That’s not a phrase yet. “I just mean you’ll never know unless you try. That’s all.”

      “True.” Katrin placed her hand on top of mine. “You’re a good friend.”

      “As are you. Now get to work—this manifest’s not going to break itself down. And your aunt already has her hands full with Brigga. We don’t want to give her any more headaches today.”

      “Okay.” Katrin picked up her feather with a smile.

      “Besides, I know exactly what we’re going to cook with these spices once we get them on hand. My grandmother has the most amazing gingerbread cookie recipe. And since we already have cinnamon . . .” I rubbed my belly. “Way better than mutton stew, I promise.”

      “I hate that stew.” Katrin laughed.

      “Don’t we all,” I agreed. I turned my attention to our task. Somewhere in all these spices there had to be something that would improve our most frequently served meal.

      And if there wasn’t . . . thank God we had lefse.
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      THAT AFTERNOON, I RUSHED from Strategy to Combat. I ducked into the changing room to hang up my cloak and re-lace my boots. I knew I needed to get into a fighting headspace, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Professor Steepleton’s lecture. We’d spent the first half of our hour-long strategy class discussing false attacks—the art of sending in a small battle party to determine a foe’s weaknesses, then reassessing the full-scale attack plan in order to strike with maximum impact. Few tribes could spare the numbers for false attacks, but those that managed it nearly always defeated their opponents in the end. Valkyris was strong, but if we wanted to engage in that practice, we’d need to continue increasing our numbers. Recruiting was something to think about, for sure.

      After we’d covered false attacks, we’d spent the rest of the class discussing Clan Bjorn’s threat to Valkyris. Once we’d learned of their plan, Freia had requested a full update from all remote scouts. She’d learned—and passed on to her war council, including Professor Steepleton—that Lars had asked all tribal leaders to help him recover his “stolen” bride and slaves. He’d manipulated the narrative to make it appear that not only had Erik stolen me, but that Axel had absconded with Ingrid and Vidia. Since theft amongst Vikings was considered a high crime, it was only a matter of time before Bjorn, Ragnar, and the rest of the clans descended on Valkyris with one thought on their mind: revenge.

      Gulp.

      Thankfully, we had two things going for us. First, none of the tribes knew where Valkyris was. At least, we hoped they didn’t. We hadn’t learned anything more about the spy who’d leaked our location months back, and we could only pray said spy had been deterred by Erik and Axel’s public executions. And second, Erik was beyond furious at Bjorn’s threat. Which meant any revenge Bjorn planned to extract paled in comparison to the Viking vengeance Erik intended to unleash on his rival. It was kind of terrifying—but also freaking hot.

      “Hey, Saga! You coming or what?” Axel’s voice echoed off the high ceilings. He must have poked his head in to yell at me.

      “I’ll be right there!” I hurriedly finished tying my boots and jogged to the indoor training arena. I picked up one foot and stretched my quads, then dropped into a hamstring stretch. When I was loosened up, I grabbed a sword and stood by the wall. Zaan, Helene’s crush, was my current training partner, but he was working with Vidia on a basic broadsword sequence. She seemed to be struggling beneath the weight of the weapon—either that, or she was just really bad at blades. Vidia’s arms trembled as she lifted the broadsword and swung wildly at Zaan. He stepped backwards in the nick of time—a second later, and he’d have been down an arm.

      Yikes.

      “Why don’t we take a break?” Zaan gently lowered Vidia’s sword with the tip of his own. He wrapped his hand around the hilt and pried it from my friend’s hands. I grabbed a thinner sword from the wall and quickly crossed to stand beside Zaan.

      “Here,” I offered her. “This is my favorite blade—heavy enough to pack a punch, but not so big it’ll overwhelm you.”

      “Saga.” Vidia wiped the sweat from her brow. “How long have you been here?”

      “Long enough to see Zaan started you on the wrong blade.” I pushed the lighter sword at my friend before slugging Zaan in the shoulder. “It’s her first day!”

      “It’s hers, too.” Zaan pointed across the room, where Ingrid was giving Erik hell. My boyfriend occasionally dropped in on the upper-level classes, so his being there wasn’t totally out of the ordinary. But I wasn’t used to seeing him spar with a student. Usually, he corrected form, demonstrated advanced maneuvers . . . more hands-off kinds of things. But right then . . .

      “Holy mother, what’s he doing?” I gaped at the sight of the hotter-than-hell Viking heir going head-to-head with my friend. Instead of his usual shirtless training attire, today he wore a sleeveless tunic that was covered in sweat. His long hair was tied up in a man-bun, and though his eyes bore their signature sparkle, there was a hint of grit in them—as if he might actually be testing Ingrid to see how far he could push her.

      On her first day.

      My friend was more than rising to the challenge. She raised her broadsword over her head, grunting as she brought it down in a fierce arc. Erik blocked the blow, the clang of striking swords reverberating throughout the stone-walled training room.

      “Left high!” Erik shouted. Ingrid swung her sword around to cut to his shoulder. Another clang resonated through the space as Erik blocked the blow.

      “Right low!” Erik barked. Ingrid spun counter-clockwise and struck at Erik’s calf. He blocked again, stepping back before calling, “Jab center.”

      Ingrid thrust her sword forward, aiming straight for Erik’s stomach. He easily parried the move, rotating his wrist to knock her blade out of her hands. She doubled over, panting.

      “Let’s go again,” she rasped.

      “I think you’ve earned a break.” Erik bent to pick up the fallen sword. “You really haven’t trained before?”

      “No.” Ingrid wiped her forehead with the back of her sleeve. “I’ve always wanted to though.”

      “Did my mother formally assign you to a discipline yet?”

      “I told her I want to train for the Shieldmaiden Squadron,” Ingrid said. “She gave me a combat-heavy schedule.”

      “Well, you’ve got the talent for it. They’ll be lucky to have you after graduation.” Erik hung Ingrid’s sword on the wall and grabbed a towel from the table. Droplets of sweat trickled between the deep muscles of his arms, and he dabbed the moisture away. Yum.

      “I hope so,” Ingrid said. “I never want to feel helpless again.”

      “Nothing about you is helpless,” Erik replied. “But you could use some help with your form. Where’s Axel?”

      Oh, this just got good.

      I looked around until I spotted Axel in the corner, walking a group through an advanced sword sequence.

      “Andersson!” Erik shouted.

      Axel turned at the sound of his name. His eyes glinted when he spotted Ingrid scowling at Erik’s side.

      “Need help?” he called over.

      “No!” Ingrid retorted, at the same time as Erik said, “Yes.”

      Axel’s lips quirked upward. He barked instructions at his group before sauntering toward Erik and Ingrid. “Yes?”

      “I changed my mind.” Ingrid whirled on Erik. “I’ll take that break after all.”

      “You said you wanted to go again.” Erik’s brow furrowed. “And he’s a better technical teacher than I am.”

      “Ja, but—”

      “Axel, she’s proficient in the sequencing but needs nuance work—grip, angles, blade positioning, that sort of thing. I’m going to work with the other new student and let Professor Grieg handle the rest of the class.”

      “Sounds good.” Axel eyed Ingrid like a hungry predator. “So, you need some help with your grip, huh?”

      Ingrid’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “Weren’t you too injured to row a boat, like, yesterday? How are you teaching a class right now?”

      Axel shrugged. “We’ve got extraordinary healers here.”

      “Magic fairy medicine, more like it,” I muttered.

      Beside me, Zaan snorted. “The healer who treated him teaches my morning class. She told me they put him on some major stuff to fix that arm—had to make sure he was a hundred percent by morning. The chief and chieftess can’t afford to be down an archer if we’re attacked.”

      All the more reason for me to train harder. My stomach churned at the thought of the dragon-riding lesson I’d have to endure after combat, but Zaan was right—we needed archers. And for the time being, I was one of the strongest ones we had.

      Viking up, Saga. Nobody’s died learning to ride a dragon.

      Not that they’ve told me, anyway.

      “I am holding it at an angle.” Ingrid’s irritated snap pulled me out of my head. She and Axel had moved on from bickering to working on form. And apparently, they had a difference of opinion.

      “The other way,” Axel ground out. “You’re pointing left—rotate your wrist to the right, then arc it in a half-circle. And raise your elbow at the end of your swing. You’ll maximize the force behind your block, and if you’re lucky, you’ll throw your opponent off enough to loosen their grip. That’s when you come in with a fist.”

      Axel mimed an uppercut to Ingrid’s throat. Her nostrils flared as he stepped into her space.

      “Pop the throat—a blow to the airpipe will debilitate an opponent long enough for you to regroup and strike one more time.” Axel slowly spun clockwise, gripping his hilt with both hands and stopping his sword a few inches from Ingrid’s knee. “I like to hit here, but a well-angled blow to the flesh between the ribs and the hips can be equally effective.”

      “Anything else?” Ingrid gritted.

      “Sweetheart, that’s only the beginning.” Axel winked. “But since you’re still using the wrong grip, even after I showed you the right one, why don’t we go back to the basics? Again.”

      An infuriated growl tore from Ingrid’s throat, but she allowed Axel to reposition her hands and demonstrate the angles of striking.

      “Enjoying yourself?”

      I jumped. When did Erik get there? “Actually, I am. Immensely.”

      “Mmm. Well, you should stop staring and start fighting. Your training partner needs the practice.” Erik jutted his chin at Zaan.

      “Hey,” Zaan protested.

      Erik raised a brow. “Am I wrong?”

      “No,” Zaan admitted. He turned to Vidia. “Sorry I didn’t get you the right sword.”

      “Sorry I nearly cut off your arm.” Vidia winced.

      Zaan chuckled. “Erik’s one of the best fighters we have. He’ll teach you far better than I could.”

      “I appreciate your trying.” Vidia shook Zaan’s hand, then turned to Erik. “Just so you know, I’m horrible at this. If you value your arms, stand clear.”

      “I’m sure I’ve had worse.” Erik’s easy grin sent a pulse of heat to my heart. The heat promptly dissipated when he opened his mouth and said, “You should have been here the first time I saw Saga with a sword. Good gods, the woman was a mess.”

      “Hey!” I pointed my blade at Erik’s perfect, irritating face. “For your information, I am not now, nor have I ever been, a mess. I just . . . happen to be better with a bow than I am with a blade.”

      “Which you’ve worked hard to rectify. Just a few months later, and you’re a force to be reckoned with.” Erik smiled. “But your friend over there . . .”

      “I know. She’s brilliant.” I beamed as Ingrid executed a perfect block, sending Axel’s sword to the ground. She was truly in her element.

      “I think my strengths lie elsewhere,” Vidia said honestly.

      “That may be the case. But everyone in Valkyris carries their weight—meaning you need to be able to defend yourself at a minimum.” Erik crossed to Vidia. “You don’t have to be our most brilliant fighter, but you do need to know how to keep yourself safe. Why don’t we go over the basics with the sword, and then we’ll move on to hand-to-hand defenses? Those have more practical applications, anyhow.”

      Vidia nodded. She followed Erik to a corner of the room, skirting around Professor Grieg as he demonstrated what looked like some kind of kickboxing sequence. Since this was an upper-level combat course, multiple disciplines were covered during the course of a single unit. During my time in the class, we’d learned swords, daggers, hand-to-hand combat, and how to strangle an opponent with a shockingly short piece of rope. Soon we’d tackle axe-throwing, and archery—though I was already enrolled in twice-weekly lessons for that. This place was going to make a fighter out of me if it was the last thing they did. And, the way my muscles ached daily, it might be the last thing I did.

      “Ready to get to work?” Zaan’s easy tenor made me look up.

      “Always.” I sighed. For a healing student, Zaan was ridiculously fierce with a sword. “Go easy on me, okay? I’m tired today.”

      “Erik will kill me if I go easy on you. You know that.” Zaan shook his head.

      “I know.” I sighed again. “Think you can fake it, just a little?”

      Zaan’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll try. Come on, Saga. Blade up, and give me hell.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. It was never a dull moment.

      For the next hour, I threw myself into my training, sparring with Zaan until my arms trembled with exhaustion. When Professor Grieg informed us time was up, we shook hands, hung up our swords, and toweled the sweat from our faces. I’d just dropped to the floor to stretch my aching legs when Axel and Erik appeared above me.

      “What now?” I groaned.

      “You didn’t forget.” Erik frowned.

      “Forget what?” I reached forward and touched my toes. The stretch burned in the best possible way.

      “Forget our lesson.” Amusement peppered Axel’s tone.

      “Oh. Skit,” I swore.

      “Get up, Saga.” Axel grinned. “It’s time to ride your first dragon.”

      Never a dull moment. Ever.
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      THE DRAGONS WERE MASSIVE.

      I’d known this, but I’d never been closer than a few hundred feet from one. Now, I stood in the doorway of the Dragehus—a massive stone structure that housed about a dozen fully-grown dragons and a handful of juveniles. Each of the creatures had its own pen, except for the juveniles, who were kept together. Long necks poked over enormous stalls, outfitted with some älva-gifted enchantment that prevented the dragons from jumping over the doors and flying free. But even knowing they were safely ensconced within their designated areas, I was reluctant to actually step inside of the building. Those creatures were huge. Also, they were dragons.

      “Saga.” Axel frowned. “You have to go inside.”

      “Nuh-uh.” I shook my head. “Not happening.”

      “Since when are you afraid of dragons?” Erik asked.

      “Uh, since always. They’re dragons.”

      “Yes.” Erik’s brow furrowed. “And?”

      “And they can eat us. The defense rests.” I folded my arms.

      “You’re feeling defensive?” Confusion painted Axel’s face.

      Right. No judicial branch here. “I’m just saying those things can eat me, and I’m feeling pretty good standing here out of chomping range, so . . .”

      “Get inside.” Axel shoved me. Hard.

      I stumbled into the Dragehus with an irate, “Hey!”

      “They’re just dragons.” Axel and Erik stepped behind me, thwarting my plan to bolt out the door. “And they’re loyal to Valkyris, so you have nothing to worry about.”

      I snuck a peek at the long-necked, pointy-fanged reptiles now poking their heads out of their stalls. It took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to punch Axel in the face and run screaming from the building.

      “Saga?” Erik placed a hand on the small of my back. “You breathing?”

      “Yup.” I gulped in air, drawing strength from the familiar palm against my spine.

      “We wouldn’t ask you to do this if it weren’t necessary,” Erik reminded me.

      “I know.” The tribe needed archers, and I was one of the best we had—or, I would be, once I got myself airborne. A grounded assassin wasn’t nearly as effective as one who could swoop in on a fire-breathing beast.

      Oh, God. A fire. Breathing. Beast.

      Breathe, remember? Erik’s not going to let anything happen to me.

      I hope.

      “Okay.” I drew my shoulders back, looked Erik in the eye, and nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      “You’re sure?” he asked.

      “Quick, before I change my mind.”

      “All right. Axel?” Erik slid his hand from my back and stepped up to one of the stalls. A massive green head with blue horns poked over the top, and my clearly insane boyfriend reached up to stroke the dragon’s scales.

      Bless.

      “We call the team on this side of the Dragehus the Old Guard.” Axel pointed to the stalls on the left. “They were the first dragons gifted to us by Asgard, and they’ve populated our flock ever since. Their children are in these stalls.” He walked to the right side of the barn, reaching up to stroke the purple-scaled neck of a dragon who snorted in greeting. “We call these guys the New Guard, and though they’re a bit more spirited than their parents, they’re still well-trained and take direction when needed. Now these guys . . .” Axel walked to the far end of the Dragehus. “In these pens, on the right? They’re too young to be tame. They’re just a few months old, and they’re basically like a litter of puppies—cute, overenthusiastic, and have no idea of their own strength. Want to see them?”

      “Will any of the other dragons breathe fire on me for going near their babies?”

      “Saga, please.” Axel sighed. “You’re better than this.”

      “They’ve never met me before! And where I come from, we’re taught to respect the mama-bear instinct.”

      “Dragons are intuitive.” Erik stepped to my side and laced his fingers through mine. “They can sense who’s a part of our family. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Right.” I held tight to Erik’s hand. “If you say so.”

      Erik leaned down to whisper in my ear. “You’ve got this.” Then he tugged me gently forward.

      I straightened my spine before following him down the long corridor between the stalls. Red, green, and purple heads popped over the doors, their owners studying me curiously as I moved. But nobody snorted fire at me, or tried to eat me as I passed.

      Thank God.

      “Okay.” I exhaled. “Where are the babies?”

      “In here.” Axel opened a gate and stepped into one of the pens. Erik and I slipped in behind him, and he latched the door shut before dropping to his knees. Four spaniel-sized dragons scampered into his outstretched arms, climbing over each other to claim what appeared to be the coveted spot on his shoulder. “Saga, meet the Littles. Flame, Fang, Borg and Marta.”

      “Marta?” One of these names was not like the others.

      “I named her after my grandmother. She has her eyes.” Axel picked up the smallest dragon and tickled her belly. She blinked up at him, revealing pale, blue eyes before letting out a cat-like mew. Aw!

      “Littles, this is Saga. Play nice. Try not to set her on fire.” Axel winked at me.

      “Ha. Ha.” I turned my head to Erik. “They can’t do that, right?”

      “Not yet,” he confirmed. “When they’re around a year old, it’ll be something to watch for. The juveniles across the aisle did some damage to one of the trainers when they first flamed. But they’ve been taught to manage it.”

      Awesome.

      I lowered myself onto the ground and held out my palm. One of the dragons scampered out of Axel’s reach and came over to me. It sniffed my hand before rubbing its neck against my knee and climbing into my lap.

      Oh my God. This is the cutest thing ever.

      “Borg likes you.” Erik smiled. “She’s the picky one—well played.”

      “Borg.” I stroked her neck, marveling at the slick, scaly texture beneath my fingertips. She felt like I imagined a fish might feel, but less slimy. And a lot more cute.

      “Borg’s mother is one of the most aggressive of the New Guard. She’s more spirited than the others, but since her daughter likes you, she might respond to you, too.” Axel turned to Erik. “What do you think? Should we start Saga on Deathknell?”

      What the actual hell?

      “No. Absolutely not. I’d like to start on one named Fluffy, please. Or maybe Elliot. I could totally ride an Elliot.”

      “What kind of dragon names are those?” Erik frowned.

      Right. No context here.

      Borg turned a tight circle in my lap, curled up, and began snoring. She was so freaking cute.

      “It’s settled.” Axel grinned at the sleeping dragon. “Deathknell’s in the next pen—she’s probably already picked up on the connection Borg has with Saga. We’ll start off there.”

      “Is this negotiable?” I squeaked.

      “Everything’s negotiable,” Erik said quietly. “But I’d trust Axel’s recommendation. He knows the dragons, but more importantly, he wants you to win. As commander of the Airborne Assassins, he’s got the most to gain from your success at this.”

      When he puts it like that . . .

      “Fine. I’ll try.” I stroked the feather-light wings of the dragon in my lap. “But you’d better make sure I don’t get charred. Or bucked. Or dropped from a mile up. Or—”

      “Are you quite finished?” Axel arched his brow. “We’ve only got about twenty minutes of daylight left.”

      “And then we can quit?” A short lesson would be perfect. Less time to die.

      “No.” Axel frowned. “It’s a full moon. We can go all night if you want to.”

      Great.

      “But it gets considerably colder after dark, and the dragons become moodier.”

      Double great.

      “Then let’s get cracking.” I reluctantly removed the sleeping dragon from my lap and stood. Winter nights in Valkyris were no joke. If I was going to do this, I wanted to do it before the temperature dropped below freezing.

      Though I supposed Deathknell could always use her fire breath to warm my frostbitten extremities.

      Gulp.
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      Ten minutes later, I stood in the field behind the Dragehus, my cloak tight around my shoulders and a thick pair of mittens on my hands. A red-scaled dragon wearing a complicated-looking saddle and a thin set of reins stamped the snow in front of me. With her yellow eyes, pronounced brow, and mace-like tail, Deathknell was no joke. She’d already snorted a half-dozen fireballs—none aimed at me, thankfully—and appeared to be highly irritated at being out in the snow at dusk. You and me both, sister.

      “We’re going to ride tandem today,” Axel explained. “I never send a new rider out alone. The first time you’re in the air, your reflexes tend to seize and you forget everything.”

      “Like skydiving,” I muttered. Olivia and I had tried it when we’d graduated from high school. Thank God the place we’d gone had the tandem rule for first-timers—when the instructor signaled for me to pull the rip cord, I’d been too busy trying to remember to breathe to do anything else. Thankfully, he’d done it for the both of us—and Olivia had teased me the entire drive home.

      “I’m going to climb up first. Erik, help Saga after me?” Axel set a foot in the stirrup and launched himself onto Deathknell’s back. She turned her long neck to study him curiously, then went back to stamping the ground.

      “You’re up,” Axel said.

      “We’re not going to let anything happen to you,” Erik murmured. He placed his hands on my hips and pulled me against him. I knew he was just preparing to lift me, but my pulse skyrocketed all the same. Mmm . . .

      “On three,” Erik said. He counted down before raising me just enough that I could slip my foot in the stirrup. From there, I climbed uneasily into the spot in front of Axel. When I was settled, the dragon turned again. Her nostrils flared as she stared at me.

      “Hey there, uh, Deathknell. I’m Saga.” I raised a tentative hand. “Your kid likes me, so we’re good, right?”

      Deathknell’s eyes narrowed, and my heart stalled.

      “Axel,” I whispered. “What’s she doing?”

      “She’s scanning you,” he whispered back. “They do it with every new rider. Let her get a read on you, and we’ll take off in a minute.”

      I held myself very still, trying not to panic at the unblinking reptilian eyes staring me down. After what seemed an eternity, Deathknell turned away and resumed her stamping.

      Thank you, God.

      “That’s settled. Erik, I promise I’ll take care of Saga.” Axel wrapped his right hand around my waist, gripped the reins in his left, and gave a loud “Haw!”

      What the hell did haw mean?

      “Oh my God!” I shrieked as Deathknell’s stamping gave way to a run. I flattened myself against the saddle, holding tight to the slippery red scales of the dragon’s torso as she launched herself from the ground. Leathery wings gave mighty flaps as Deathknell flew high above Valkyris. It had only been a second, and already we were fifty feet up. A hundred. Two hundred. Holy skit, how high were we going to go?

      “Sit up, Saga,” Axel shouted. “It’s hard to hold you like this.”

      “I don’t want to sit up! I want to get down!”

      Axel clucked his tongue. “You’re better than this,” he reminded me.

      If we weren’t hundreds of feet in the air, I’d have turned around and punched him.

      Very reluctantly, I pried myself off the dragon’s back and gripped the front of the saddle. Axel’s grip on my waist tightened, and I permitted myself one brief look at the ground. With the full moon illuminating the darkening sky, one thing was absolutely certain.

      That ground was really far away.

      “How do you tell her where to go?” I called over my shoulder.

      “The dragons take verbal as well as physical commands. Deathknell responds best to verbal—she doesn’t like being kicked.”

      “Why would she?”

      “Exactly. Some of the males prefer the physical cues, which are pretty much what you’d expect them to be—two kicks to take off, one to speed up, pull the right rein to angle right, the left to go left. Pull straight back on the reins to land. If you’re riding bareback—”

      “Why the hell would I be riding bareback?”

      “We don’t always have time to saddle up.” Axel directed Deathknell to the right, looping us slowly toward the mountain range. “And if that’s the case, the rein cueing is moot. In that instance, the takeoff and speed cues are the same, but you’ll steer using your heels—a sharp dig with the right to turn right, the left to turn left.”

      “I think I can remember most of that. But the verbal cues—what are—oh, Lord.” My fingers dug into the saddle as Deathknell dropped fifty feet with one flap of her wings. This was simultaneously the most exhilarating and terrifying roller-coaster I’d ever been on.

      “Høyre!” Axel shouted, and Deathknell drove to the right. “Venstre!” he shouted again, and Deathknell shifted her trajectory to the left. He leaned forward so his face was aligned with mine. “Use haw for takeoff and bakke to land. Why don’t you give it a try?”

      Sure. I’d command the flying dragon for us, no worries.

      “Um . . . høyre?” I called.

      Nothing happened.

      “Sell it, Saga. She’s a dragon—she needs to be convinced.”

      “Høyre!” I called again, this time with feeling.

      My fingers dug into the saddle again as Deathknell took a sharp right turn.

      “Holy mother!” I screamed.

      “She’s testing you. Dig your left heel into her rib to steady the course.”

      “I thought you said she hated that.” I did not want to make this dragon mad at me.

      “Just do it,” Axel urged.

      I bit down on my bottom lip and dug my heel into Deathknell’s side. She snorted loudly, but softened her turn.

      “Oh, thank God.” I practically wilted in relief.

      “Now try a left bank,” Axel said.

      “Venstre!” I called.

      Deathknell immediately shifted to the left, flapping until she scaled the peak of the nearest mountaintop.

      “Whoa,” I murmured as we crested the hill. I’d never seen this part of Valkyris before. We were on the other side of the mountain now, and the snow-covered trees were broken up with occasional sentry posts. There seemed to be a hut every mile or so, each with a lit torch and, I presumed, a warrior scanning for threats.

      Threats like Clan Bjorn.

      “Are those the sentries?” I called over my shoulder.

      “Ja,” Axel confirmed. “We send a rider out every morning and every night to collect their reports. We have stations all over the region.”

      So that was how they got information so fast.

      “Where’s the mainland colony?” I asked. “Valkyris East?”

      “It’s a five-minute flight in the other direction. Want to get us there?”

      “I’ll try.” I venstre-ed Deathknell in a U-turn, and needed only minimal coaching to get her back over the mountain and across the snow-covered terrain. Four-and-a-half minutes later, Axel pointed to a torch-lit settlement in the distance.

      “That is Valkyris East. We do checks on this site less frequently, though they send in daily reports by horseback. We try not to draw attention to it, and the dragons, well . . .” I could almost see Axel’s shrug.

      “I get it. I take it landing tonight’s not an option?”

      “Definitely not. Høyre!” Axel yanked on the reins, pulling until Deathknell made an about-face. My stomach lurched, and I flung myself against the dragon’s neck and held tight.

      “Axel!”

      “Sorry. I just don’t want us getting too close. With everything that’s going on, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      “I understand.” I pushed myself unsteadily back up. “Thanks for showing me.”

      “You need to get the lay of the land if you’re going to protect it.” Axel turned Deathknell back in the direction of the main Valkyris settlement. “Okay, you get us home from here. Bakke is the landing cue—wait until right before you’re ready to ground to say it. See if you can set us down in the field behind the Dragehus.”

      I took the reins and nodded determinedly. “Deathknell, take us home.”

      “They’re only trained to respond to the cues,” Axel said slowly.

      “You never know.” I shrugged. I tugged lightly on the reins, steering the dragon back to the island. A few høyre and venstres later, we were circling above the Dragehus. “Okay, Deathknell, set us down in the field. And . . . bakke!”

      The dragon flapped once, angling toward the barn. She lowered her head and dove. My braid whipped behind me. My heart pounded with such ferocity, I was positive all of Valkyris could hear the evidence of my fear.

      “Bakke! Bakke gently!” I screamed.

      Deathknell, still diving, turned her head to stare at me. I could have sworn I saw a twinkle in those yellow, reptilian eyes.

      “Axel!” I shrieked.

      But before Axel could respond, Deathknell opened her wings and flapped backward once. Our death fall abruptly ended, and we were suddenly touching down in the exact spot I’d requested—the field behind the Dragehus.

      Deathknell turned her long neck, looked right at me, and straight-up laughed. Her dragon eyes crinkled, and she chuffed rhythmically while bearing her teeth. If I wasn’t trying so hard to not pass out, it would have been kind of cool. Also, rude.

      “The landing was a little rough, but you pulled it off.” Axel slapped me on the back. “Nice job, Saga. We’ll give it another go tomorrow.”

      My stomach lurched in protest.

      “Erik, a hand, if you don’t mind?” Axel slipped easily from the dragon’s back, leaving me to fumble after him.

      “How’d she do?” Erik’s reassuring hand helped me down. My knees buckled as my feet hit the ground, and he swept me against him with one arm. “Hey, you okay?”

      “I’m alive.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and held on tight. “I’m calling that a win.”

      “She did great,” Axel praised. “We’ll do it again tomorrow. And the next day. And the next. Until you can ride solo. Then shoot. Then ride and shoot while being shot at.”

      “And I assume you’re going to be the one teaching me all of this?” I groaned.

      “Erik’s going to help. He just didn’t want to be the one to take you out your first time.” Axel pulled Deathknell’s reins over her head and led her back toward the Dragehus.

      “Would have been nice though,” I muttered.

      Erik shrugged. “I knew I’d give in if you’d asked me to abort the lesson. And I know it’s a skill you have to learn—not only for Valkyris’ safety, but for your own.” Erik ran the hand not holding me through his tangled, blond mane. “Sooner or later, we will be attacked. And I have to know my girl can look after herself.”

      My heart completely melted. I reached up to stroke a loose strand of hair from his forehead, losing myself in the way the moonlight bounced off the angular lines of his face. Without thinking, I stood on tiptoe and pulled his head to mine, giving in to what quickly turned into an absolutely toe-curling kiss. Erik’s hand snaked up the back of my cloak, and he pressed me against the hard muscles of his chest. I shivered as his lips left mine, roaming downward along my neck and settling on the delicate patch behind my ear. His tongue flicked against my lobe, and I groaned as a wave of pleasure shot due south. I pressed myself tighter against him, running my hands through the silky strands of his hair and wishing we weren’t standing in the middle of a snowbank.

      “Ahem.”

      In front of Axel.

      “Ahem, ahem!”

      “Go away.” Erik’s lips didn’t leave my neck.

      “I’m trying, but the two of you seem to be distracting my dragon.”

      I reluctantly turned my head to find Deathknell’s twinkling eyes studying me. They flickered between me and Erik, before fluttering closed. When they opened again, Deathknell stepped forward, her head bowed.

      “No. Way,” Axel murmured. “That was fast.”

      “What’s she doing?” I whispered to Erik

      The dragon nudged my side with her head.

      “She’s acknowledging you’re family.” Erik smiled as Deathknell nudged me again. “And she wants you to accept her back.”

      Shut the front door.

      “How do I do that?” I asked.

      “Touch her horns,” Erik answered.

      I raised a brow.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      With a sigh, I released my hold on Erik and shifted my attention to the red-scaled reptile before me. I tentatively reached up, and Deathknell shifted her head so I could reach her horns. I wrapped my palms gently around them, and lowered my forehead to touch hers.

      “Please don’t try to scare me to death again, okay?” I whispered. “That was terrifying. Don’t tell Axel.”

      The dragon chuffed rhythmically, but nodded once.

      I gave her horns a gentle squeeze, and stepped back into Erik’s arms. “Now what?”

      “Now we get you back to the castle.” Erik guided me away from the Dragehus. “You have to be starving.”

      “Also exhausted,” I agreed.

      “Axel can take your new friend back to the barn. How about you and I grab dinner and call it a night?”

      “That sounds perfect.” I turned to Axel. “Thanks for the lesson.”

      “Any time.” He shot me a wink. “You two stay out of trouble. Erik, behave. Or better yet, don’t.”

      Erik swore over his shoulder in farewell.

      As we walked through the snow, I looped my arm around Erik’s waist and smiled. “Sorry to tell you this, but I’m Team Axel on this one.”

      “Pardon?” Erik glanced down at me.

      “You don’t have to behave. I’m just saying.”

      Erik’s sky-blue eyes darkened a shade. “One of these days, I won’t.” His hand slid down my back, pausing at the curve of my butt. He squeezed lightly, sending a surge of heat coursing straight through me. When I shivered, he dipped his head to rake my earlobe between his teeth.

      Holy. Freaking. Mother.

      “The only question is,” he murmured, “are you going to be able to handle it?”

      I had no idea. But I desperately wanted to find out.

      Soon.
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      MUCH TO MY DISAPPOINTMENT, Erik did not break his perfect control that night. Or on any of the nights that followed. Instead, he made good on his promise to implement two-a-day trainings, and thoroughly exhausted me with sword-fighting workouts in the morning and hand-to-hand sessions at night.

      The rest of my days blended together in a series of classes, trainings, and riding lessons. Axel hadn’t been kidding when he’d promised to take me flying every day. We’d put in countless airborne hours, and I had the perma-burn in my quads to prove it. He’d pulled the saddle once I’d shown I could control a dragon with verbal commands, and after that first bareback session, my muscles had ached so badly that I’d spent a solid hour in my bucket-less bath. But when I’d climbed back on the firebreather the next day, my body had hurt a little bit less. And when Axel had handed me a bow and told me to fly, exhaustion gave way to exhilaration. I hadn’t been born an assassin, a warrior, or even a Viking. But I’d fallen into a world threatened by fear, and this was something I could do to help my adopted tribe . . . for however long I was a part of it.

      Despite the looming dangers, life on Valkyris carried on with a bizarre sense of normalcy. When I asked Erik how his people could act as if it were business as usual—save for the increased trainings and rise in weapon production—he reminded me that Valkyris had spent most of its existence under threat of attack.

      “If we were to give in to every fear,” he explained, “to cease to embrace each day to its fullest . . . it would be as good as ceding to our enemies. Life is short, Saga. And we must enjoy it while we have the chance . . . or we’ll not have lived at all.”

      And so, the island carried on with the business of living—seizing each day to the greatest extent possible, and squeezing in bursts of happiness all the while being mindful of the need to prepare for the worst. In this spirit, weekdays were devoted to classes, strategy, weapon production, and combat trainings. Monday through Friday from dawn ’til dusk, Valkyris was fully dedicated to preparing for an all-out attack. Weekends, however, continued to be devoted to sports. Since the weather had cooled, my clansmen abandoned knattleikr and swimming for skiing, snowshoeing, and what seemed to be a medieval version of curling. A small lake in the center of the island had frozen over weeks ago, and on Saturdays it hosted two teams, each intent on gliding a smooth stone into a painted circle.

      The curling was fun, but I usually chose to ski around the island. I’d only done downhill at home, and it took me a while to get used to the Viking version—they practiced a style somewhere between cross-country and telemark, and Erik had demonstrated tremendous patience—and only minimal laughter—in teaching me to stay upright.

      On the last Saturday of the academic term, Erik skipped his usual axe-throwing competition—which apparently, transcended all seasons—and joined my friends and I in the ski races. Ingrid took the lead in our relay, edging out Zaan’s team to be the first to pass the stick to Helene. My friend lost time to Axel when one of the curlers accidentally threw the stone across our track, but Erik more than made it up during his leg. By the time he handed me the stick, we were neck and neck with our opponents. Poor Katrin didn’t stand a chance as I lowered my head and skated as hard as I could through the light layer of powder. My skis slid easily across the finish line, cinching our victory as my teammates barreled toward me on long, wooden sticks.

      “We did it!” Helene launched herself at me. I landed hard in the snow, my skis tangled in hers.

      “Ouch!”

      “Oops.” Helene extracted herself, and I sat up to untie my bindings.

      “Way to go, us!” Ingrid pumped her fist in the air, and Erik offered a hand to help me up.

      “Nicely done, min kjære.” Erik kissed the top of my head. “I was afraid I’d have to chop Zaan’s firewood for a week, but instead, he has to chop mine.”

      “You guys do know we can use the castle wood supply, right?” Helene placed her hands on her hips.

      “Ja. But then how would we keep these exquisite muscles?” Axel kissed his biceps, and I laughed.

      “I don’t know. By torturing the rest of us in the training arena? Or the air?” I raised a pointed eyebrow.

      “Hey. You can shoot an arrow from a flying dragon all because of me. You’re welcome.”

      My retort stalled on my tongue. He had a point. “Yeah, well . . .”

      “Speaking of dragons, look who the Helbeast dragged in.” Helene pointed to the sky where a winged creature had just crested the mountain. It dove for the ground, pulling up at the last second to land neatly in the center of the sporting field. Its rider slid from its back, slung the reins over the dragon’s head, and stalked angrily toward us.

      “Raynor,” Erik growled.

      I studied Erik’s brother. We hadn’t heard from him since he’d left to recruit new members for Valkyris East.

      “Do you think he knows about Bjorn’s threat?” I asked quietly.

      “No idea.” Erik shifted so he stood slightly in front of me. “But we’re about to find out.”

      Raynor held out his arms as he approached. “I see you’re all hard at work, protecting your precious freedoms.”

      “Either deliver your update or leave,” Erik commanded.

      “How nice to see you too, brother.” Raynor spat the word. His eyes ran over our group, flicking from Helene to Zaan before settling on Ingrid. “I see you have fresh blood in Valkyris.”

      Axel stepped in front of Ingrid. “What do you want?”

      Raynor’s eyes narrowed. “While you’ve all been playing your sporting games, I’ve been amassing an army of converts. Valkyris East has a hundred new members, thanks to me.”

      “The riders have reported as much,” Erik said. “The combat captains are training them for battle.”

      Raynor’s dragon stamped the ground, and he reached up to stroke its chest. “Have your riders also informed you of Bjorn’s recent acquisition of warships?”

      My heart stilled. “What?”

      “Clan Bjorn has amassed a trove of warships, and they’re recruiting the soldiers to man them. While you’ve been skiing, Chief Olav and Lars have been hard at work raising an army to take Valkyris down. I understand they’ve already delivered their message—they fully intend to recover their slaves. And their bride.” Raynor’s eyes ran down my body, leaving me with a chill that had nothing to do with the snow. “And they will see that Valkyris—and its heir—are destroyed, once and for all.”

      “How do you know of their threat?” Erik’s jaw clenched.

      “It’s not a threat. It’s a vow—one all of Norway knows about.” Raynor clucked his tongue. “Theft of an ally’s slaves—not to mention their bride—is punishable by death. Valkyris has committed both without any explanation, and Bjorn now threatens to destroy anyone who doesn’t stand against this disturbing precedent. The rest of the tribes have no choice but to side with Bjorn. We’ve done nothing to defend our actions, and nobody wants to be on the losing side of a war.”

      Skit.

      “He’s right.” I whirled on Erik. “We have to respond. I know our practices are outside of the norm, but we need to tell everyone there was never a theft—I left Bjorn willingly, as did Ingrid and Vidia. We should reveal ourselves to the tribes, and let them see the life we can offer them. Freedom from brutality; equality for all citizens, regardless of gender; an open-minded approach to lifestyles and vocational choices and—”

      Erik held up one hand. “Have you spoken to Mother and Father?”

      Was he even listening to me?

      “Did you miss the part where I just landed in this field?” Raynor’s eyes rolled skyward.

      “Stable your dragon, then meet me in our family quarters,” Erik snapped. “Go.”

      “Whatever you say.” Raynor gave a mock bow, and pulled his dragon toward the Dragehus. As he walked, he called over his shoulder, “And since you forgot to ask, our location remains secure. For now.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Axel turned to face Erik. “Is he threatening us?”

      “I don’t know what he’s doing.” Erik grimaced. “Axel, go find my parents and tell them to meet me in our quarters. Zaan, keep an eye on the girls—make sure Raynor doesn’t come back to bother them. Saga, come with me.”

      Erik picked up his skis and stalked across the snow. I shot my friends a confused look before shouldering my own skis and hurrying after him. He didn’t slow down until he reached the exterior door of the academy wing. There, he deposited his skis in the pile, opened the door, and waited for me to come inside.

      I dropped my skis beside his and stepped into the warmth of the social area. A couple was having a moment in front of the fireplace, but they scattered when Erik stormed into the room. He dropped into one of the massive chairs in front of the fire and glared into the flames.

      “Erik?” I took the seat next to him and waited for him to speak.

      After an eternity, he opened his mouth. “I don’t trust him,” he spat.

      “I don’t trust him either. But he has a point—if Bjorn’s building an army against us, we need to speak out—be a voice for the tribes that are being bullied into a war that’s not theirs.”

      “Tribes have wanted to take us down for years.” Erik rubbed the thick stress lines that had formed atop his forehead. “We’ve never revealed our policies before, and I’m not sure it’s in our best interest to now.”

      “I think it is. Listen—”

      “Saga.” Erik raised one hand. “I respect your opinion. Very much. And I do want to hear it, but now is not the time.”

      “Maybe not, but—”

      “My primary concern is your safety. There’s a conspiracy brewing—one aimed at taking us down, possibly from the inside. There’s a strong chance my brother may be the spy who leaked our location, and if his presence here is meant to be some kind of distraction . . . a way to keep me from being where I need to be to protect this island and you, then I need to know it immediately. Before any more damage is done.”

      Whoa. My worries jumped straight to the next level.

      “Okay,” I murmured. “How can I help?”

      “Promise me you’ll stay away from him. Whatever Raynor does or says, don’t buy into it. It could be a trap.”

      “Understood. What else?”

      Erik reached over to grasp my hand. “Have patience with me. I need to interrogate and dispatch Raynor, and until he’s off the island, I want you to stick close to Axel. Let him look after you while I can’t.”

      “I don’t need to be looked after,” I said gently. “I can just steer clear of your crazy brother. Honest.”

      “Perhaps. But can you evade a potential abductor?”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

      “Humor me, min kjære. Just for now.”

      “Fine.” I snapped my mouth shut. “But tell Axel he has to go easy with the riding lessons. Between your swords and hand-to-hand, and his dragon workouts, I can barely move most nights.”

      Erik leaned closer and pressed his lips to mine. “Thank you. I owe you one.”

      “Mmm.” I pulled his head closer and gently nibbled on his bottom lip.

      “Saga,” he groaned.

      “You said you owe me,” I reminded him. “I’m collecting.”

      Erik ran the back of his fingertip along my cheek. “I’d have thought you’d ask for something bigger.”

      “Can I?”

      Erik kissed a trail from my mouth to my ear. “Patience, sweet Saga.”

      I swear if I hear that one more time . . .

      Erik sucked gently on my earlobe before withdrawing his lips. I all but howled in protest.

      “Come on.” He stood and offered his hand. I reluctantly allowed him to pull me to my feet. “Let’s go find Axel. We can pick up where we left off after my brother leaves Valkyris.”

      For both of our sakes, I hoped Raynor left soon. The only question was, where would he go?

      And who would be waiting for him?
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      THE FOLLOWING WEEK MARKED the start of a new term. New class schedules were slipped under our doors early one morning, and I eagerly read mine as the snow fell in front of my big bay window. I was relieved to lose Inter-Tribal Relations, and its cranky Professor Idrissen, but definitely was not looking forward to the plethora of pain I was going to endure with classes ranging from Advanced Combat to Archery to Blades—not to mention daily extra trainings with Axel and Erik. I mean . . . yikes.

      

      
        
        Course Schedule for Saga Skånstad

        -Valkyris Academy-

      

      

      

      
        
        Mandag (Máni’s day):

        Morning – Exploring (Professor Kristensen – room 221)

        Afternoon – Archery (Professor Sterk – training field)

        Extracurricular – Combative Swordsmanship (Teaching Assistant Halvarsson – outbuilding 2)

      

      

      

      
        
        Tirsdag (Tyr’s day):

        Morning – Acquisitions & Disseminations (Professor Spry – room 125)

        Afternoon – Strategy (Professor Steepleton – room 202)

        Advanced Combat (Professor Grieg – indoor arena)

        Extracurricular – Dragon Riding (Teaching Assistant Andersson – Dragehus)

      

      

      

      
        
        Onsdag (Odin’s day):

        Morning – Exploring (Professor Kristensen – room 221)

        Afternoon – Archery (Professor Sterk – training field)

        Extracurricular – Combative Swordsmanship (Teaching Assistant Halvarsson – outbuilding 2)

      

      

      

      
        
        Torsdag (Thor’s day):

        Morning – Acquisitions & Disseminations (Professor Spry – room 125)

        Afternoon – Strategy (Professor Steepleton – room 202)

        Advanced Combat (Professor Grieg – indoor arena)

        Extracurricular – Dragon Riding (Teaching Assistant Andersson – Dragehus)

      

      

      

      
        
        Freydag (Freya’s day):

        Morning – Blades (Professor Olsen – training field)

        Afternoon – Survival & Subterfuge (Professor Svenssen – room 204)

      

      

      

      Holy hell. I was going to be exhausted.

      By Friday afternoon, fatigue had set in big time. Helene, Ingrid, and I had brought afternoon tea up from the dining hall and were picking at our snacks while draped across the couches and chairs in my room. I was almost too tired to raise my hand to my mouth, but the waffle was so delicious, it was worth the extra pain.

      “It’s decided,” Helene moaned. “Everybody’s new schedule is exhausting.”

      “Vidia’s so tired, she’s taking a nap right now,” Ingrid confirmed. She lifted her head from the table. “I have at least one combat class every day.”

      “You’ll be a shieldmaiden in no time.” I finished chewing my waffle and forced myself to sit semi-upright. The minute I walked through the door, I’d collapsed into the armchair by the window, and there was a very high chance said chair would become my sleeping spot for the night. I was too tired to move.

      “What about you?” Ingrid picked up my class schedule, which I’d left lying on the table. “Gods, Saga. This thing is insane.”

      “Tell me about it. Between the classes and the extracurriculars, I think my body might actually give out.”

      “Either that or you’ll end up the strongest girl in Valkyris.” Ingrid shot me a grin. “Until I claim the title.”

      “You can have it,” I groaned. “Thank God for my academic classes. At least I get to sit for a few hours a week.”

      “Which is your favorite?” Helene asked.

      “Survival and Subterfuge is pretty neat. Did you take it yet?”

      “I had it last year.” Helene nodded. “I loved it. We learned all kinds of outdoorsy stuff, like how to climb a mountain, and build a shelter from sticks and mud. And how to hide in the side of a cliff during a blizzard—look for an outcropping and build a snow shelter. Nothing we’ll ever use, hopefully, but definitely a good break from my science classes.”

      “That sounds amazing.” Ingrid blinked at me. “What did you learn this week?”

      “Week one was ice week—we learned all about frozen mountaineering. What grips to use on our boots, how to use a blade to scale a frozen surface, tips for escaping a crevasse if we ever fall into one . . .” I shuddered.

      “Ice week was definitely a high point,” Helene said. “But wait until you get to rock week. You have to wait for the snow to melt, but Professor Svenssen will take you across the water and show you how to climb a mountain. Try to get a spot right below his rope—you’ll get a great view of his butt.”

      “Helene!” Ingrid balked. “He’s a teacher!”

      “So? He’s cute.” Helene grinned at me.

      “He is pretty cute,” I agreed.

      “You’re terrible.” Ingrid shook her head.

      “Oh, like you’re not into your teaching assistant.” I waved my hand.

      “Who?” Ingrid’s eyes narrowed.

      “Axel,” I said innocently.

      “I’m not!” Ingrid said.

      “Uh-huh.” Helene snorted.

      “I’m not,” Ingrid repeated.  She turned to Helene. “You said he had lots of girlfriends, and I don’t want to deal with that.”

      “He has none at the moment that I know of.” I shrugged.

      “Ja, well . . . I don’t want to talk about it.” Ingrid picked up my schedule again.

      Fair enough.

      “What’s Exploring?” she asked. “You have it on Mondays.”

      “That one’s seriously cool.” I sat up straighter. “Professor Kristensen’s been on, like, fifty voyages. He’s seen everything, and not only will he teach us what the different regions are like, but he’ll teach us how to navigate, prepare food in a boat, steer a ship in inclement weather, chart progress, and approach indigenous people without looking like the threat most Norse explorers are—all of it.”

      “I could have used that ship-steering lesson a few weeks ago,” Ingrid muttered.

      “I’ll bet,” I sympathized. “I’m so grateful you guys made it here okay.”

      “You and me both,” Ingrid said.

      Helene lifted her head. “What did Blades turn out to be, Saga? I never took that class.”

      “It’s axes and daggers, mostly. The sword-fighting is a whole other class—or in my case, private sessions with Erik.”

      “Mmm. Erik.” Ingrid waggled her brows. “Things seem to be pretty serious there.”

      “I guess.” I ducked my head.

      “You guess?” Helene bolted upright on the couch. “I’ve never seen my cousin like this with anyone. Ever. Has he made a marriage offer yet?”

      “What? No! I mean, uh, no.” I struggled to regain my composure. I knew that things worked differently around here—people got married at eighteen, not thirty. And they didn’t date for years—they courted for a few months, tops. Still, none of this was my normal . . . and sometimes I failed at faking it.

      “Well, maybe he will tomorrow night.” Helene clapped.

      “What’s tomorrow?” I asked casually.

      “I have no idea. I think I’ll spend it studying,” Ingrid replied, shooting me a wink.

      “Me too. Just another Saturday.” I shrugged.

      “Funny.” Helene sniffed, and we all laughed.

      “I’m sorry. The winter ball will be amazing. I can’t wait to see what you’ve created.” I meant it. Helene had been up late every night this week, decorating the ballroom with the other girls on her committee. I had no clue what a normal medieval dance was like, but if Helene’s work ethic was any indication, this one was going to blow all the others out of the water.

      “You’re both all set with dresses, shoes, hairstyles, jewelry . . .” Helene ticked the items off on her fingers. “Oh! Flowers!”

      “Flowers?” I glanced at the snow falling outside the window. “Is anything blooming now?”

      “Not real flowers, silly. Magic ones!” Helene clapped her hands. “I’ll bring them over tomorrow when we’re getting ready. Magda made these special flowers she enchanted with älva dust so they glitter-glow. I asked her to make one to match each of our gowns—Vidia and Katrin’s, too. You’re going to love them!”

      “That was really nice of you.” Ingrid smiled.

      My heart tugged. “I can’t wait to see them.”

      Helene glanced out the window. “It’s getting dark—I’d better get going. Last night to make sure every decoration is absolutely perfekt!”

      “I should probably check on Vidia, see if she wants to keep sleeping or grab dinner.” Ingrid reluctantly stood. “What about you, Saga?”

      “I think the waffles will be my dinner. I’m going to take a long, hot bath and turn in early.” And, if the go-getter Vikings would let me, sleep halfway through Saturday’s sports day.

      Dare to dream, Saga.

      “Yes. A good night’s sleep is very important,” Helene urged. “We’ll meet in Saga’s room two hours before the dance to get ready, then all walk down together. Ingrid, be sure to remind Vidia.”

      “I will.” Ingrid yawned. “Never mind. Forget dinner. I’m going to bed, too.”

      “Good night.” I waved at my friends from my chair.

      When they’d gone, I sat staring at the storm. The snowflakes had thickened since I’d sat down—they now fell in large clumps outside my window. I hoped the weather didn’t interfere with whatever Helene and her team had planned for tomorrow night. And I hoped, for my friend’s sake, that the winter ball was everything she dreamed.

      I couldn’t wait to see it unfold.
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      The next day, an exceedingly cheery Helene knocked on my door at an ungodly hour.

      “Saga! I brought waffles!”

      I pried my eyes open, reluctantly extracting myself from my bed and padding across the floor to open the door.

      “I thought we weren’t meeting until later,” I grumbled.

      “Great Odin, were you still in bed? If you’re serious about wearing your hair down, you should have washed and set it already!” Helene pushed past me. “Good thing I’m here. Go. Get in your bath, wash your hair, and once it’s dry enough, I’ll help you set it.”

      “I’m good, really.” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. “Just come back with the others in, uh, a few hours?” And let me go back to sleep, please and thank you.

      “Friends don’t let friends go to dances with bad hair.” Helene set the plate down on my table, and pointed to the bathroom. “Go. I’ll be here waiting. Eating waffles.”

      “Seriously, I’ll be fine. You can just—”

      “Seriously, get in the bath and do something about the bird’s nest on top of your head.” Helene smiled sweetly. “In the name of friendship.”

      I gave a long-suffering sigh. “Fine.”

      “You’re welcome!” Helene called after me.

      “Thank you,” I called begrudgingly over my shoulder.

      Ugh, chipper Vikings.

      Once my hair was clean—and Helene deemed it dry enough to set—I sat patiently in front of my window while my friend wound long strands around cloths and pinned them to my head.

      “Two hours from now, you’ll have perfekt curls!”

      I watched as she stuck her tongue out of the corner of her mouth, tied in the final strip, and pinned it. But a flash from outside caught my eye, and I leaned around Helene to see what it was.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “There’s something out there.”

      Helene turned, and we both leaned forward to peek out the window. Below, a massive dragon soared over the water, then landed with a flourish on the snowy shore. Its rider slid easily from its back, his lanky frame practically trembling with . . . anger? I scanned his fisted hands, squared shoulders, and the clenched line of his jaw before settling on his face. Raynor’s eyes absolutely blazed with fury as he stormed across the snow.

      “Uh-oh,” Helene murmured.

      “No kidding,” I said. “What’s he so upset about?”

      “I don’t know, but it looks like he’s going to give Erik an earful.”

      Oh, no.

      I craned my neck until I spotted Erik. He stood a hundred yards from the castle, his posture mirroring Raynor’s from his balled fists to his set shoulders. He didn’t move as Raynor approached, and kept his hands at his sides while his brother waved his arms and spoke furiously.

      “What do you think he’s saying?” Helene whispered.

      “I have no idea.”

      “They’re such opposites,” Helene said sadly. “I know Raynor sees things differently than the rest of his family, but I wish he’d try harder to understand their point of view.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. I knew Raynor wanted to implement slavery in Valkyris—something Erik and his parents vehemently opposed. Thank God. But I didn’t know if their differences of opinion went beyond that.

      “Raynor’s always believed we should use our might for more than just show—that we should force tribes under our dominion, and require they obey our laws or be slaughtered. He doesn’t understand why his parents are so adamant that tribes come to our way of life by their own free will.”

      “I thought we gave clans the choice to convert or die?” I didn’t take my eyes off the tense confrontation in the snow. Now, Erik’s arms were folded firmly across his chest. He wasn’t betraying so much as a shred of emotion.

      “Once we expose ourselves as being equitable then yes, they do have to make a choice,” Helene said. “But we don’t explain what Valkyris truly is until a tribe has shown they’d be amenable to our way of life. In those instances, it’s our duty to offer a different lifestyle to those who choose it.”

      “And Raynor wants to force everyone to live like we do?” Was that because he wanted the world to be a better place, or did he just want more subjects under his rule?

      Erik’s rule. He’s the heir, remember?

      “Raynor is like the rest of the allies—he sees might as the means to the end. Freia, Halvar, and Erik are different. They believe if we force everyone under our dominion, those who don’t agree with us will revolt and destroy us from within.”

      “Oh.” They kind of had a point.

      “But Erik and Raynor . . .” Helene shook her head. “They were so close when we were kids. It’s sad to see them like this now.”

      “What happened?” I whispered.

      “They—oh!” Helene gasped as Erik pulled his arm back and punched his brother in the gut. Raynor doubled over, clutching his stomach as he stumbled backward.

      Oh, skit.

      I pressed my nose to the glass, my breath fogging the window as Erik stormed back to the castle. A minute later, Raynor stood up. He limped to the dragon, climbed onto its back, and took off.

      When the reptile was no more than a speck in the sky, I turned to Helene. “What. The. Hell?”

      “I have no idea.” She shook her head.

      “I should go check on him.” I turned for the door, but Helene’s hand on my arm stopped me.

      “Your hair,” she pointed out.

      “I don’t care about my hair.” I shrugged her off.

      “Saga.” She wrung her hands together. “Erik and Raynor have been at each other for a long time. They need to work this out between themselves. If they can’t, then Valkyris . . . then our tribe . . .”

      I waited, but she seemed to have run out of words.

      “Just wait,” she urged. “Please.”

      “Fine. But I am going to talk to him eventually,” I said quietly. “He needs to know he’s not alone.”

      “He does know that.” Helene’s eyes flashed. “My cousin finally has someone who challenges him in all the right ways. You’re true partners.”

      My heart warmed.

      “Shoot, I need to go.” Helene glanced at the sky. “I have to make one final adjustment to the ballroom. I’ll see you soon?”

      “See you.” I reached out to squeeze her hands. “And thanks, Helene. For everything.”

      She smiled. “What are friends for?”

      Helene scampered out the door, returning with Ingrid, Vidia, and Katrin a few hours later. By the time we’d finished dressing and primping, the sun sat low in the sky, and the mountains surrounding the island had faded to a deep purple. The first stars of the night burst through the dusk as I put down my comb and stepped back to appreciate the hairstyles we’d spent the past hour crafting. While my friends had swept their hair up in intricate crowns of braids, I’d chosen to leave mine loose. Long, golden curls tumbled down my back, my face framed by a narrow headband of a braid. I’d added a silky ribbon in the exact shade of my dress, and its shimmery blue cascaded down my back.

      “You all look absolutely beautiful.” Helene stood in front of us, her purple gown a near match for her indigo eyes. “Saga, that dress is just . . . show us again.”

      I twirled in a slow circle, laughing at the appreciative oohs that erupted from my friends. My dress was pretty amazing. Magda had crafted it from a delicate, blue fabric in a shade slightly darker than my eyes. It had thick straps that hung off my shoulders, and a deep V neckline that was so low, my grandmother would have called it “immodest.” It definitely made the most of my cleavage, showcasing a feature I’d yet to display in my billowy apron-dresses and loose training blouses. I self-consciously tugged the neckline up. Maybe it was too much . . .

      “Stop it.” Ingrid readjusted my dress, putting my assets on maximum display. “Erik will thank me later.”

      “You’ll thank her too.” Helene waggled her eyebrows.

      Heat crept up my neck. “Helene!”

      Ingrid laughed as she smoothed the fabric along the narrow waistline, fluffed the voluminous skirt, and stepped back. “That thing is seriously to die for.”

      “Magda outdid herself,” Helene praised.

      “I love it,” I agreed.

      “It’s perfect for you,” Vidia said.

      “Thanks.” I smiled. “So, are we all ready? Should we go downstairs?”

      Erik had told me he’d meet me in the ballroom. Apparently, that was the norm—guys weren’t encouraged to visit the girls’ rooms, except to help us carry heavy things, because chivalry. And since my Viking was the picture of proper, he’d declined my invitation to pick me up at my door.

      Bless.

      “Almost. There’s one more thing.” Helene picked up five sparkling flowers. “These are enchanted with älva dust for good luck. They’re meant to bring the fulfillment of all your wishes.”

      She handed a glittery bloom to each of us, then pinned her own to the front of her dress.

      “So, yours is going to kick off your courtship with Zaan?” Katrin teased.

      “Naturally.” Helene flicked an invisible piece of lint from her shoulder. “What’s yours going to do, Katrin?”

      Katrin’s eyes darted to Vidia. “I just want to dance,” she said lightly.

      Oh, God. Dancing. I’d been to enough Syttende Mai and Midsummer celebrations with my family to know traditional Norse folk dances were complicated. And despite the fact that my mother had danced en pointe, I’d failed to inherit her natural grace. After being kicked out of my third ballet class, my poor family had finally signed me up for archery lessons.

      “I’ve never been to a ball before,” Vidia said quietly.

      “Me neither,” Ingrid added. “Is there a story behind this one?”

      “Freia began the winter ball as a way to celebrate making it through the harshest time of the year,” Katrin said. “Winters are dark here, and Freia wanted to mark the halfway point with an evening of light.”

      “Ooh, you guys are going to love the fairy lights!” Helene clapped her hands together.

      “So, every year we dance, and eat, and forget our studies and work and stresses—we just come together for a night of fun,” Katrin said.

      “Which means we need to get downstairs and get started!” Helene waved us toward the door. “Come on. I don’t want us to be late. Oh! And, Saga?” She turned to pin me with an impish smile. “You’re going to love the arches.”

      “Huh?”

      “You’ll see.” Helene winked, skipping from the room and leaving me wondering what in the world she was talking about.

      But she disappeared around the corner, leaving me to follow my friends out the door and down the stairs. The ball was waiting.

      Here we go.
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      THE BALLROOM TOOK MY breath away. It had always been elegant, with its high ceilings, sparkling chandeliers, and enormous windows that overlooked the moonlit snow. But tonight, it was absolutely magical. Helene and her team had gone all out, decorating every conceivable surface with flowers, candles, and a fine golden glitter. Tall, silver vases stood on each table, each bearing a ball of all-white blooms, while candles flickered in a circle of votives around their bases. Wreaths hung from the top of each window and connected to each other via a swath of greenery wrapped in twinkle lights. A quartet played in one corner of the room, their instruments ranging from a lyre to a smallish harp played by a serene-looking woman. Tables lined the edges of the room, each set with rich, cream tablecloths and holding ample buffets of food, while two ornate chairs sat on a raised dais at the front. Though the chairs remained empty, I had no doubt they belonged to Freia and Halvar—who, as heads of the tribe, would have the honor of performing the first dance.

      Dance . . . yikes. I crossed my fingers, sending a silent prayer to God, the gods, and any other deities who might be listening. I really didn’t want to embarrass myself tonight . . . or out myself because I didn’t know a single Viking dance move.

      “Well?” Helene’s voice pulled me out of my worries. “What do you think?”

      “It’s beautiful.” Ingrid exhaled beside me. “I’ve never seen anything so . . . so . . .”

      “Whimsical? Elegant? Meticulously planned?” Helene offered.

      “Sparkly,” Ingrid finished. “Every single thing is covered in candles or glitter or is somehow glowing. How is that even possible?”

      “We had access to a nearly unlimited stash of älva dust,” Helene admitted. “Some of us went a little wild.”

      “A little?” Erik’s deep tenor caught me by surprise. I’d been so distracted by the ballroom, I hadn’t seen him come in.

      “Hey, you.” I turned around.

      “Hei hei.” Erik took my hand in his and bowed deeply. He pressed his lips to my fingertips before lifting his gaze to meet my eyes. “You look absolutely beautiful tonight.”

      “So do you,” I murmured. And I meant it. Erik wore what seemed to be an early version of a bunad—a traditional Norwegian outfit, complete with silver-blue vest, navy jacket and three-quarter-length pants with knee socks. The cuffs of his pants and jacket were accented with ornate silver buttons, not unlike the ones men in my time wore. Being from Minnesota, I’d seen outfits like it before—at the Syttende Mai and Midsummer celebrations I’d attended with Mormor. But I’d never seen one on an actual bearded, long-haired, card-carrying Viking. Erik took the whole Norse god look to next-level hotness. I mean, wow.

      “Good evening, ladies.” Axel appeared at Erik’s side, wearing an outfit similar to Erik’s. He’d tied his hair up in a bun, and he shot me a grin that made his dimple pop. “Saga, that dress is . . .” His low whistle made me blush.

      “Magda made it,” I said by way of explanation.

      “Ah, Magda.” Axel nodded sagely.

      “You know Magda?” Ingrid crossed her arms.

      “Nope.” Axel shrugged. “But Saga sounded impressed, so I went with it.”

      “Opportunist.” I laughed.

      “Shh!” Helene waved her hands. “The chieftess and chieftain are here! Quick, grab a drink.”

      “Huh? Oh!” As if on command, waiters swarmed the room, holding trays filled with goblets. Erik swiped two glasses, handing one to me before moving my free hand so it rested atop his forearm. I sniffed at the liquid inside my cup. Please don’t be mead.

      Erik arched a brow at me, and I shrugged. With a smile, he shifted us so we faced the front of the ballroom where his parents strode arm-in-arm along the dais. When they reached the twin chairs, they turned to address the room.

      “Velkommen,” Freia began, “to our annual winter ball.”

      A warm cheer erupted as Freia raised her goblet in greeting. “Every year, Valkyris gathers on this night to mark the passage of the darkest days of winter. Spring is nearly upon us, and soon we will be blessed with fertile crops, an abundance of livestock, and endless opportunities to spread our virtues throughout the northern territories.”

      “But tonight,” Halvar said, “we celebrate. We celebrate having made it through the worst of the darkness. We celebrate the friends who have strengthened our spirits over the past year, and those who will push us to be our best selves in the year ahead. And we celebrate Valkyris—her honor, her virtues, and her absolutely unyielding spirit.”

      “We celebrate the gift we have been given,” Freia continued, “living as we do in a civilization that is truly unique among the tribes. We celebrate the kindness, love, and camaraderie of Valkyris. And we celebrate you.” She lifted her cup again, and Halvar mirrored her movement. “Without you, our world would be a dimmer place. Thank you for shining your light in the darkness. For sharing your kindness with the world. Thank you for espousing all the best that Valkyris has to offer . . . and for challenging all of us to reach our highest potential. To you!”

      “To you,” Halvar echoed. “Skål!”

      “Skål,” the room repeated.

      Erik tapped his glass lightly against mine. “Skål, min kjære.”

      “Cheers,” I said. I lifted my goblet to my lips and held my breath.

      Not mead. Not mead.

      My heart soared as a sweet taste coated my tongue.

      It’s not mead!

      Erik chuckled beside me. “You should see your face right now,” he murmured.

      “I thought it was going to be mead,” I whispered back.

      “I’ve never seen you touch alcohol,” Erik said quietly. “And I assume you have your reasons, so I grabbed two of the juice goblets.”

      “Juice goblets?” I glanced around. Sure enough, everyone else in our group held a bronze goblet. Erik’s and mine were silver. They must have separated the drinks by color. “Oh. Wow, thanks.”

      “Thank you for wearing that dress.” Erik’s eyes moved from my face to the deep V of my neckline. “Thank you very much.”

      Oh. My. God.

      “Mmm-hmm,” I mumbled.

      Erik took my goblet from my hands and set it on a nearby table before sliding his arms around my waist. Heat surged through me, pinging around my body before settling in a pool in my lower abdomen.

      “I was thinking . . .” Erik lowered his forehead so it rested against mine, “. . . once everyone’s distracted with the dancing, maybe you and I could duck out of here and head to—”

      “Erik!” Helene hissed. “You’re up!”

      What?

      Erik wrenched his head away from mine to glare at his cousin. “I’m busy.”

      “Your parents.” Helene jerked her head to the front of the room. I followed her gaze to find a bemused-looking Freia and Halvar standing in the center of the dance floor.

      “Well?” Freia asked.

      Well, what?

      “Well . . .” Erik said slowly.

      Halvar cleared his throat. “As our heir has come of age, it is only fitting that he open the dancing with us this year. Erik? Would you and Saga kindly come to the floor?”

      Oh, God. Oh God, oh God, oh God. No.

      I was going to humiliate myself.

      “Right.” Erik shook his head. He reluctantly stepped back and offered me his arm.

      “No, thank you,” I whispered.

      “We have to,” he whispered back.

      “I don’t know your dances,” I hissed. Because I’m not from here. Or now.

      Erik blinked in recognition. A second later, he’d schooled his face into a relaxed grin. “Just follow my lead. I’m an excellent teacher.”

      I most certainly hoped so.

      I placed my forearm atop Erik’s and allowed him to lead me to the dance floor. I shot Freia the side-eye, but she seemed blissfully oblivious as she smiled up at Halvar. Erik grasped my hand in his and angled me so we stood side by side, facing his parents.

      Don’t blow this Saga. Also, breathe.

      The musicians began to play, and Freia, Halvar, and Erik all bowed. I hurriedly dipped my shoulders, and held tight to Erik’s hand. When he straightened, he gently nudged me with his elbow, pushing me away.

      What?

      Freia stepped to Halvar’s side, and I understood. Erik was guiding me.

      Here we go.

      I stepped out, then in when Erik tugged me gently back. We repeated the movement three times, mirroring his parents before Erik squeezed my hand and stood firmly in place.

      Oh, God. What does that mean?

      Freia and Halvar trotted forward, then backward. Erik nodded encouragingly, then picked up one foot and pulled my hand.

      Right.

      We copied his parents, trotting forward and back, then waiting for them to repeat the steps. After we’d done enough trotting, Erik nudged me away from him and held out his other hand. I did the same, and Freia and Halvar joined hands with us so we stood in a circle. When they trotted to the left, I followed suit, nearly tripping over Erik when everyone shifted directions and trotted right.

      “Just keep smiling,” Erik said through his teeth.

      “We’re supposed to smile?” I was literally the worst at this.

      “You’re doing fine,” he said without moving his lips. “Now, one hand in the center.”

      Everyone released hands, and brought their palms to the center of the circle. I quickly copied and followed their skip-steps in a clockwise direction. This time when we reversed, I was ready.

      “I’m getting it!” I whispered.

      “Go with my father,” Erik whispered back.

      Huh?

      Halvar wrapped one arm around my waist and spun me away from Erik. We skip-stepped for eight counts before returning to do another group circle. Then Erik pulled me away, repeating the eight-count in the opposite direction.

      Suddenly, Erik released me and hooked his arm through his father’s in a move that bore an uncanny resemblance to the square dance I’d learned in junior high P.E. class. Erik shot me a look over his shoulder that I figured meant, you’re next, and when he stepped back, I repeated the move with Freia. As I returned to Erik’s side, he wrapped his arms around my waist and leaned to the left while pushing me to the right. We swapped, and he spun me out and back. I was just along for the ride.

      We finished the dance by holding hands with his parents and doing another four clockwise circles before stepping back and bowing.

      The whole thing was over and done in less than two minutes, but it was the single greatest victory of my time in Vikingdom. I, Saga Skånstad, had danced. Not only danced, but Viking danced. And not embarrassed myself while Viking dancing. It would be a day long remembered—at least by me.

      The guests burst into a round of polite applause, and Erik leaned over to whisper in my ear. “See? No big deal.”

      “It was a huge deal,” I whispered. “I don’t dance.”

      Erik’s lips brushed against my ear as he said, “You do with me.”

      My pulse quickened as he pulled me to his side. Wrapping one arm around my waist, he nodded at his parents and guided me toward one of the big windows.

      Outside, the moon illuminated the lightly falling snow, and I marveled at the expanse of white that stretched all the way to the ocean. While the rest of Valkyris filled the dance floor, Erik tugged my back to his chest and held me against him.

      “Sorry about that,” he murmured. “They didn’t tell me.”

      “A heads up would have been good.” I shivered as Erik brushed his lips against my neck.

      “Mmm.” He slid his hand across my stomach and pulled me closer. “How about I make it up to you. Walk with me?”

      “Of course.”

      Erik led me away from the window and out of the ballroom. We slipped out of a side door into a greenery-filled courtyard where only a handful of snowflakes now fell from the sky. Trellises marked a pathway from the castle to the frozen fountain, the frosted branches illuminated with a sea of fairy lights. Tall votives stood at three-foot intervals along the snow-covered ground, protecting pillar candles from the light wind, while encased lanterns hung from a series of flower-covered arches along the path. They must have been the ones Helene had mentioned. They were gorgeous.

      “I asked my cousin to create an outdoor space.” Erik laced his fingers through mine and strolled into the snow. “She assured me it would be warm. Was she correct, or shall I give you my coat?”

      I quickly scanned my bare arms. Despite the snow on the ground, and the icicles hanging from the castle ledges, I wasn’t the slightest bit cold. “I don’t understand. How is this possible?”

      “Helene was given access to an abundance of älva dust,” Erik explained. “She also enchanted the space to do this. Belyse.”

      At his word, the courtyard lit up with thousands of tiny sparkling lights. It looked as if the entire space had been coated in a fine sheet of glowing glitter.

      “Whoa,” I whispered.

      Erik slipped his hand around my lower back. All thoughts of fairy lights disappeared as his palm slipped lower to cup my butt. My breath hitched when he hiked me against him, pulling my hips into his and driving all cohesive thought from my mind. All but three things were wiped from my awareness: Erik’s hand on my butt, the intensity in his eyes, and the growing heat building just below my navel. There was a very strong possibility I might actually combust.

      “Saga.” Erik rested his forehead against mine. “I know what you’ve given up to be here—the life you left behind, the family you’ve unfairly lost. In a perfect world, I’d have fixed the dagger so you had a choice in whether or not you stayed. And I swear to you, one day I will. But until then, I’m grateful for every moment we have together. How or why the gods decided to share you with me, I’ll never fully understand. But I am thankful beyond measure.”

      “Erik.” I reached up to stroke his cheek, tangling my fingertips through the coarse fibers of his beard.

      “You were brought here to help lead this tribe, but you’ve already done so much more than that. You’ve guided me back to a path I was walking away from. I never wanted to lead Valkyris—I’ve always been pulled beyond its borders—drawn away by the lure of lands unexplored, adventures unseen. But you, Saga.” Erik closed his eyes. “You are my greatest adventure. Being with you, teaching you of our life, seeing all of this through your eyes . . . it’s given me a fresh perspective on not only our world, but my purpose within it. Finally, after all these years, I’m where I’m meant to be . . . with the person I’m meant to be with.”

      My heart thundered against my ribcage as Erik brought his lips to mine. He claimed my mouth in a slow, deliberate kiss that left my pulse racing and all remaining blood dive-bombing due south. He slipped my bottom lip between his teeth, raking the sensitive skin as he pulled back. My head dipped forward as he broke contact, a whimper escaping my throat.

      Why? God, why are we not kissing right now?

      “Saga,” he said.

      “Mmm?” I dragged my eyelids open.

      Erik brought his hand to my face, cupping my cheek in his massive palm as he stared straight into my soul. A flicker of vulnerability crossed his stoic, angular features as he murmured three absolutely perfect words. “I love you.”

      And just like that, my world settled into place. Erik Halvarsson, heir to the most-feared tribe in all of Vikingdom, loved me. Me—a girl from another country; another time; another everything. It defied all logic, all sense of reason, except that it didn’t. When I was with Erik, things just made sense—not the external things, like how the hell I’d managed to travel a thousand years into my past, or how I was going to survive an attack by a vitriolic Viking clan . . . or several vitriolic Viking clans . . . but things that mattered somehow fell into place when we were together. My heart was full, my worries ebbed, and my entire being felt centered. When I was with Erik, I was just . . . home.

      It was impossible. It was illogical. But it was.

      I stared into the eyes that in the unlikeliest of circumstances had somehow become my world. And I stood on tiptoe so my lips brushed against Erik’s as I whispered, “I love you too.”

      Heat flared in those sky-blue depths, and Erik’s hand pressed tighter on the small of my back. He slid the other hand around the back of my head, crushing my mouth against his as he claimed me in a kiss so fierce, my feet lifted right off the ground. Erik slid his hand along the backs of my legs so I was cradled in his arms. I wound my fingers through his silky blond mane, pulling his head even closer. A thousand unspoken truths passed between us as our kisses intensified, the connection between us growing stronger with each passing moment. Erik had come to mean more to me than he had any right to, given his position in my life was more than likely temporary. And yet the very real likelihood of losing him made my feelings more urgent—my need to fully inhabit this moment even more compelling.

      I never wanted this kiss to end.

      When we finally pulled apart, my heart raced, my breath came in short gasps, and I was pretty sure my carefully crafted curls were the hottest of messes. Erik looked at me with hooded eyes, his own hair tousled and his perfect lips swollen from our kisses. It took everything I had not to club him over the head and drag him back to my room right then and there. But duty called.

      As it always did.

      “We need to close the dancing,” Erik said. “I don’t want to, but . . .”

      “I understand.” I drew a shaky breath. “You go ahead. Have fun.”

      Erik frowned. “I said we.”

      “And I said ‘go ahead.’”

      One corner of Erik’s mouth tugged up. “Saga.”

      “Erik . . .”

      “You’re my partner in all things. Including dancing.”

      I reached up to smooth his hair. “Any chance I can delegate that one?”

      “No.” Erik lowered my feet to the ground. I held tight to his arms as I regained my balance. “But I promise to cue you. And if you truly loathe it, I won’t make you dance again until our midsummer celebration.”

      “Promise?” I held up my pinky.

      Erik stared at it. “Why are you pointing your finger in the air?”

      “It’s how we make oaths where I come from.” Among grade-school girls, anyway.

      “Oh.” Erik raised his own pinky. “I promise.”

      “No, we hook them together and shake them. Like this.” I extracted a pinky promise, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing at the sight of my Viking beau pledging his fealty with his pinky.

      “Now you’ll dance with me?” Erik asked.

      “I suppose.” I wound my arm through his and allowed him to lead me through the twinkling arches and into the castle.

      Back in the ballroom, things were pretty much as we’d left them—the floor was filled with dancers, including a blissed-out looking Helene spinning circles around Zaan—whose expression clearly indicated he did not realize the magnitude of what he’d just gotten himself into. Katrin and Vidia chatted happily in front of one of the windows. And at a nearby table, Axel stood before an irritated-looking Ingrid. From the animated way he moved his hands, he seemed to be trying to convince her of something. With a hearty eye roll, she begrudgingly stood, placed her hand in his, and allowed him to lead her to the floor. I nudged Erik with my elbow and whispered, “Look.”

      His eyes followed my sight line, and he chuckled at the sight of Ingrid and Axel, who’d taken their dominance struggle to the dance floor. “They’re both trying to lead.”

      “Yup.” I grinned. “My money’s on Ingrid.”

      “No way. Axel’s too stubborn to submit to a woman.”

      “And Ingrid’s too independent to bow to a man.” I rested my head on Erik’s shoulder. “This should be good.”

      “Mmm.” Erik’s lips brushed the top of my head. “Come, min kjære. Let’s give them their privacy.”

      “They’re at a ball,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, but nobody likes to be stared at. And besides, you owe me one last dance.”

      I groaned. “Then that’s it. Until summer.”

      “If you wish it, yes.” Erik winked.

      “Fine.” I let Erik lead me onto the dance floor. He twirled me in a slow circle before falling into step with the rest of the revelers. I let my eyes scan the room, taking in the laughter, dancing, and overall joy. Darkness crept toward Valkyris, but in this moment I was safe and happy, dancing the night away in an enchanted ballroom.

      It was a memory I’d never forget.
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      AFTER THE BALL, THINGS on Valkyris quickly returned to normal—normal for an island in the throes of preparing for attack, that was. My insanely exhausting class schedule resumed first thing Monday morning, and it took a full two weeks before I was able to get through my two—sometimes three—a-day workouts without limping. By the middle of February, I was settled enough in my new routine. There had been no new updates from Clan Bjorn, but I knew Freia and Halvar had appropriated troops around our borders and increased airborne watches not only for the island, but throughout the northern territories. If something was coming for us, we’d most definitely have a heads-up. Meanwhile, Erik and Axel worked with me whenever I wasn’t in class. When Bjorn struck, I would be able to protect myself . . . and my tribe.

      One February morning I lay in bed, mentally girding myself for the frosty fun of sports day. A pert knock on my door forced my head from the pillow. Seriously?

      “Saga? You busy?” Helene called.

      “You know the sun just rose, like, a minute ago. Right?” I yelled.

      “The sun doesn’t rise early in the winter!” she yelled back. “Open the door, lazy!”

      “Fine.” I threw my comforter to the side, slid my feet into the slippers I kept by my bed, and shuffled groggily to my door. I flung it open with an unceremonious, “What?”

      “Ooh. Somebody woke up grumpy.” Helene skipped past me and drew open my curtains. “There. That’s better.”

      “Do you ever sleep in?” I closed the door and shuffled to the sofa, flopping onto its thick cushions and closing my eyes.

      “I’ll sleep when I’m dead. Besides, I have big news for you,” Helene trilled. “The prophets have asked for a meeting.”

      “A meeting of what?”

      “A meeting with you, silly. They’ve just received a vision that involves you, and they’ve summoned you to the temple.”

      I opened my eyes to see Helene bouncing on her toes. “A vision? Isn’t it bad luck to look into your future?”

      “Why would it be bad luck?” Helene’s brow furrowed. “When we know what’s coming, we can better prepare for it. Why else would the gods reveal things to us?”

      “Well . . .” I bit the inside of my cheek. “I think it’s more important to live in the present. Fully embrace each moment. Carpe diem, you know?”

      “What?”

      Right. Context. “Never mind.” I sat up. “So, what happens when the prophets have a vision about you?”

      “They summon you to the temple and reveal what they’ve seen. Just so you know, they’re not so big on explanations, so take what you get and don’t get upset. After that, what you do with the information is between you and the gods . . . and sometimes the chieftess.”

      “Freia? Does she go to these meetings too?”

      “If the prophesy affects the tribe, she does. I don’t know if she’s going to be at yours—I just bumped into Audhild in the dining hall this morning, and she asked me to tell you.”

      “Audhild.” I mentally scrolled through the scores of new faces I’d met over the past few months. “Isn’t she that girl in your healing arts program?”

      “Ja, but she’s taking Visions this term, and I guess the seers held an early meditation this morning.”

      “On a Saturday?”

      Helene placed her hands on her hips. “Fortune favors the prepared, Saga.”

      “Right.” I covered my yawn with my hand. “So, when am I supposed to be in the temple? Wait, is that the same as the church?”

      “No. The temple’s in the forest. Do you still have your map?”

      I yawned again. “Top drawer of my desk, I think.”

      Helene bounced across the room, retrieved the parchment from my desk, and plopped onto the sofa beside me. “It’s here.” She pointed to a figure marked simply “building.”

      So that’s what that is.

      “I can walk you there,” she offered.

      “When do they want me?”

      “Now.”

      “What? Why? In God’s name, why? I haven’t even had breakfast yet!”

      “It’s not our fault you sleep so late.”

      “It is maybe seven thirty in the morning!” I groaned. “Fine. Give me ten minutes and I’ll meet you outside your room.”

      “I’ll grab you some food for the walk over.” Helene bounded cheerfully to my door and let herself out.

      One day. Was it too much to ask to sleep past eight for one freaking day?

      Yes. Yes, it was.

      Welcome to Vikingdom.
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      Twenty minutes later, Helene and I stood in the forest in front of a single-story wooden building. At least, the front door was wooden—the rest was almost entirely encased in snow-covered turf. Grass grew up the sides of the structure, climbing its walls and covering its roof in a blanket of green and white. The thick planks of the door were covered in elaborate ironwork, and a circle was carved just below the structure’s peak—a small window that I presumed existed to let air circulate. The whole thing seemed to be lifted straight from a fairy-tale. I’d never seen anything like it.

      I turned to Helene. “Do we knock or do they already know we’re here because they’re psychic, or . . . oh. Hi.”

      I snapped my mouth shut as a sober-looking woman stepped from the temple. Her long white robe swished around her bare feet as she held the door open and beckoned me inside. “You stay outside,” she admonished Helene. “The prophesy is for Saga alone.”

      “I know.” Helene curtsied. “I just wanted to make sure she found the temple. See you, Saga!”

      I froze at Helene’s jaunty wave. “You’re leaving?”

      “You can find your way back,” she assured me. “Just follow the sound of leikar. We’ll try to hold the ski relays until you’re done.”

      Perfect.

      “Thanks for walking me,” I called.

      “Any time.”

      Helene’s footsteps crunched on the snow. Once she’d disappeared into the trees, I turned and followed the prophet into the temple.

      Two more white-clad women sat on pillows on the floor. They stoked a small fire that emitted a slightly sweet scent—was it sage? Olivia had gone through a phase where she was into incense and crystals. I’d never been sure what she was burning, but this definitely smelled familiar.

      “Um . . . hi.” I stamped the snow off my boots before stepping onto the wooden floorboards. “I’m Saga.”

      “Velkommen, my sister.” The standing woman held out her arm. “Please sit by the fire.”

      “Do you want me to take off my shoes, or . . .?”

      “Do what makes you comfortable.” The woman didn’t crack a smile. She must have been friends with my inter-tribal relations teacher.

      “Oh. Okay.” I quickly read the room. Since everyone else was barefoot, I removed my boots and cloak before sitting next to Unsmiley Two and Unsmiley Three.

      The first prophet sat beside me so we formed a little circle. The three women closed their eyes and began to chant in a guttural language my internal translator must not have understood. When the dagger had dragged me into the past, it had flipped some switch in my head that allowed me to both speak and understand Vikingese. But the version of Norwegian these ladies spoke remained incomprehensible. As their voices grew more heated, and they began to wave their hands, my stomach wound itself into knots. What was going on?

      After what felt like an eternity, the ladies pressed their palms together and opened their eyes. The first prophet held her hands over the smoke and waved its wisps toward her face, seemingly dousing herself in its scent. Then she rested her palms face-up on her lap, parted her lips, and spoke in a hushed tone. “Saga Skånstad, daughter of Valkyris. The gods have blessed you with the gifts of strength, compassion, and sight.”

      I exhaled heavily. So far, so good.

      “They have brought you to our people so that you may immortalize our world,” the prophet continued. “But have caution, for in doing so you may also bring about its end.”

      Wait. What?

      “What does that mean?” I whispered.

      She repeated her words. “The gods have brought you to us so that you may immortalize our world. But have caution, for in doing so you may also bring about its end.”

      Was she in a trance? Was I going to get any answers?

      I leaned forward. “Listen, I’m new to this. And I’m not trying to disrespect your traditions or your process or anything. But you can’t just tell me I might end the world without giving me some kind of context or explanation or . . .”

      The woman stared blankly at me.

      “Nothing?” I pressed.

      “Go in peace, sister Saga.” The second prophet bowed her head. “May the gods bring you favor through all of your days.”

      That was it? I was dismissed?

      “Can’t you tell me anything more?” I pleaded. “I love your world. I want to build it up, not destroy it!”

      My outcry was met with three serene stares.

      “Go in peace,” the third prophet reiterated. “Bring glory and honor to the gods.”

      Seriously? Nothing?

      My heart sank as the women’s eyes shuttered closed. That was all I was getting. Immortalize, and try not to destroy. That was my prophesy. It was the reason the dagger had brought me to Valkyris.

      And I had no idea what it meant.

      A weight settled on my chest as I stared at the three women, willing them to open their eyes and tell me what the hell that prophesy meant. How was I to immortalize their world? What did I need to be careful of? How might I bring about its end?

      Help!

      Either I seriously sucked at the whole clairvoyant thing or my silent message had been received and denied. The women sat calmly, their hands on their knees as I tumbled down the abyss of mental turmoil. After all the months of study, and training, and learning to ride dragons and wield swords and shoot arrows . . . after everything Erik and I had worked for, and everything we planned to fight against . . . there was a chance I might destroy this amazing civilization his parents had literally built from the ground up.

      And nobody was going to tell me how?

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek, the pain distracting me from emotions I didn’t want to feel. Then I gathered up my boots and cloak and braced myself for the cold. When I was dressed, I paused with my hand on the doorknob.

      “Please,” I begged. “Isn’t there anything else you can tell me?”

      The first prophet opened her eyes and pinned me with her stare. “Ours is simply to relay the gods’ message. What you choose to do with your fate is up to you.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I can advise you, as I advise all who come through my door, to put your faith in those you love. Only through trust and teamwork can greatness come to pass.”

      “What does—”

      “Go in peace,” the prophet said, and closed her eyes again.

      I stepped through the door and into the snow. But instead of joining the rest of the tribe for sports day, I walked the forest, pulling my cloak tightly around my shoulders as the cold settled in.

      Immortalize Valkyris. Put your faith in those you love. Try not to end the world.

      I had no idea what to do with that.

      But I knew someone who would.
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      “ERIK!” I CAUGHT HIM as he was about to walk into the dining hall. He immediately turned around, relief flooding his eyes.

      “There you are. I missed you at leikar, but Helene told me you were with the prophets.” He held out his hand. I slipped my fingers through his, letting his warmth rush up my arm and settle around my heart. “Come. Eat with me.”

      “Can we take dinner to go?”

      Erik’s brow furrowed in concern. “Did everything go all right?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” I raked my free hand through my hair. In my haste to leave that morning, I hadn’t had time to braid it. And after a day pacing the woods, it had turned into a tangled mess.

      “Saga, you’re worrying me.” Erik frowned.

      “My mind is a wreck.”

      “I see.” Erik glanced down the hallway. “Wait here. I’ll fetch plates for us, and we can eat in the ballroom.”

      “I was hoping for somewhere private,” I said.

      “There aren’t any events this weekend—nobody will bother us in there.” With a nod, he released my hand and ducked into the dining hall. I fidgeted with the hem of my cloak until he returned, a plate in each hand, and marched toward the ballroom. “Follow me.”

      I did as instructed, darting ahead of him to open the enormous wooden door. Erik stepped through, and as I closed the door he deposited our plates on a table near the window, and pulled out my chair.

      “Sit,” he said. “Talk. What did the prophets say?”

      “I don’t know! That’s the problem.” I wrung my fingers together as I hurried across the room and dropped into my seat.

      “Ah.” He sat opposite me. “They’re not particularly forthcoming, and they tend to speak in riddles. Drives us all nuts. But we’ll figure it out together.”

      I worried my lip. “They said that the gods had brought me to Valkyris to immortalize your world.”

      “Well.” Erik’s lips quirked upward. “That’s not so terrible.”

      “They also said I should have caution, for in doing so I might bring about its end.”

      “Oh.” Breath whooshed from Erik’s lungs as he leaned back in his chair. His shoulders caved in until he resembled a deflated balloon.

      That was definitely not good.

      “They told me to put my faith in those I love. And that ‘only through trust and teamwork can greatness come to pass,’” I quoted.

      “That’s their standard post-prophecy disclaimer. I think it absolves them of guilt in the event their predictions make us go crazy.” Erik rubbed his jaw. “But skit, Saga. That’s heavy.”

      “I know,” I whispered. “What do I do?”

      “Try not to end the world?”

      I glared. “Not helpful.”

      “I know.” Erik stared out the window.

      I picked at my bread. “Look. I’ve been thinking about what Raynor said a lot.”

      “Pay my brother no mind.” Erik picked up his knife and cut into his meat.

      “And I’ve been thinking about my prophesy all day,” I continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “And I think the two are related.”

      Erik’s head snapped up. “How so?”

      “The dagger brought me here to help lead Valkyris. When I arrived, I didn’t understand what that meant because I knew nothing of the tribe, its customs, or what it needed. But in the months that I’ve been here, I’ve come to understand how unique your civilization is for this era. Valkyris gives freedoms to women, and that is virtually unheard of for this time. It operates on a system of fairness and equity not often found at any point throughout history—including my own. It’s Camelot.”

      “Cam who?”

      Context, Saga. “It’s a perfect society,” I amended. “But it’s doomed to fail because it’s founded on an innately flawed principle.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “You seem to believe that the world outside of Valkyris is bad.” I released my bread and leaned forward on my elbows. “And I’m not going to lie: from what we’re taught in my era, you’re living in one of the more brutal periods of history. The raiding, the pillaging, the disease, the famine . . . it’s dark times, Erik. But you’re wrong about the rest of the world. People at their core are good in every era, including this one. They always have been, and I believe they always will be. And by keeping Valkyris a secret—by denying people the opportunity to embrace the virtues you fight so hard to protect . . . you’re doing the world a huge disservice.”

      Erik’s face was unreadable. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying . . .” My heart thundered in my chest. “When the prophets said I came to immortalize your world, I believe I was meant to help you open Valkyris to everyone—to reveal what we truly are, and to invite all of Norway to join us.”

      Darkness flickered across Erik’s eyes. “And what of the second part of the prophecy? The destruction of Valkyris?”

      “That frightens me,” I whispered. “If we don’t do it right, the risks are . . .”

      “Too great.” Erik shook his head. “I can’t allow it.”

      “What choice do we have? You heard Raynor—the tribes are rallying behind the biggest threat. Nobody wants to be on the losing side of a war. If we don’t give them a reason to stand with us, they’ll fall for Bjorn’s lies and destroy everything your family has worked so hard to build.”

      “Our system works. We identify tribes with strong females and an openness to egalitarianism. We conquer them, reveal our true nature, and offer them conversion or death. It is a slower system than perhaps we’d like, but it is effective. Our reach has spread through several regions of our own country, and in time—”

      “We don’t have time,” I urged. “Bjorn’s gathering an army against us, and we have to act. But we have to be smarter about it—if we truly believe in egalitarianism, we can’t force our choices on others. That goes against everything we stand for.”

      “And you propose what, exactly?”

      “I want to draw up a report—like the ones we put together in Acquisitions and Disseminations. It will outline our moral code, our system of governance, and our political infrastructure. And it will contain a manual for gradual conversion, outlining the best ways to implement our practices as well as potential perils. I’ll write up a fiscal breakdown that demonstrates exactly why our system works from an economic standpoint, with subsections for productivity, morale, and innovation. By the time it’s finished, no chief in their right mind wouldn’t want to come onboard. Of their own free will. What do you think?”

      Erik shook his head. “It’s too much of a risk. My answer is no.”

      No? Just no?

      Had he not heard anything I said?

      “What about the other prophecy?” I pressed. “The one you and your family were talking about months ago, in the church?”

      Erik’s eyes narrowed. “What about it?”

      “You said your prophets had seen a battle that would mark the end of a great tribe of the north. I believe if we stay our current path, we will be that tribe. But if we expose ourselves, give the rest of the clans something worthy to fight for, then Bjorn will be the tribe that falls. Or Ragnar. Or any of the allied tribes who rule through fear and darkness.”

      “Saga—”

      “Light always triumphs, Erik. There are plenty of dark times throughout history, but good always prevails in the long run. Showing the world the goodness that is Valkyris may be our only way to save it. I truly believe the light will—”

      “Enough.” The single terse word startled me into silence. “You’re a wise woman, Saga. And while I respect your opinion, you’ve been here only a short time. Your ideals are grounded in the reality of your world—not mine. And in my reality—the reality you would do well to realize you’re currently in—weakness is preyed upon. Liabilities are exploited. And clans are slaughtered, all in the name of politics.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But nothing.” Erik’s voice was deadly soft as he stared me down.

      Seriously? “Listen, Erik. I—"

      “Saga.” Erik leaned forward on one elbow. “You’ve only been here a few months. Do you believe that in that short time, you’ve learned enough to tell us how to govern our world?”

      “I—”

      “Look me in the eye,” he continued, “and honestly tell me that you know better than the chief and chieftess who founded and fought for the very existence of Valkyris; than the scholars who transcribed and disseminated knowledge through the northern territories; than the warriors who died upholding our virtues. Tell me, Saga, do you truly believe it is in our best interests to cede decades of protocols and protections on the advice of a relative newcomer?”

      Ouch.

      “What I believe,” I said, “is that light will overcome darkness.”

      “Then you’ve learned little about the reality of life on Valkyris.”

      “That’s not fair.” My hands balled into fists.

      “Life’s not fair, Saga. We deal with it, and we move on.”

      Oh. No. He. Didn’t.

      “Since when do you get to dismiss me?”

      “Since you asked me to risk the safety of my tribe because you believe in light.”

      “What I believe is that when faced with the choice between light and dark—provided those offering the light also possess the might to protect their followers—people inherently choose the light.”

      “And I know that people value survival and will bow to the greatest threat—which has always been Valkyris. If we show our true selves, we risk handing all power over to Bjorn. And we risk losing our stronghold not only on the northern territories, but on our own tribe.”

      “Erik, you have to see that—”

      “What I see”—the vein over his jaw bulged, as if he might be clenching his teeth very hard—“is that you have been here a very short time. And you know little of the history between the allied tribes and the rest of the northern territories. Where you hope to see light, I know of darkness. And it is my literal duty to be practical. The fate of this tribe rests squarely on my shoulders.”

      “Which is why you should reveal Valkyris to the world,” I pressed.

      “I will not do that.” Erik’s voice carried an edge.

      “But Erik, I—”

      “This isn’t a negotiation.”

      “Then you put us all at risk.”

      Erik’s hands gripped his biceps so tight that his knuckles turned white. “As heir of Valkyris, that burden is mine to bear. Alone.”

      Ice shot through my veins. “I thought we were a team.”

      “We are a team. And if you value our lives, you will drop this matter immediately.”

      “And if you value our lives, you’ll hear what I’m saying.”

      We stared at each other for what felt like an eternity. Erik’s impassive gaze chilled me to my core. How could he not see that this was a way to preserve the world he’d sworn to protect? How could he just ignore what I was telling him?

      How could he ignore me?

      “My answer is no,” he finally said. “I will not expose my tribe.”

      “It’s my tribe too.” Bitterness seeped into my voice. “And if you’d look at the big picture, you’d see that the best course of—"

      “Enough, Saga. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Valkyris is my tribe.” Erik’s words cut through me like daggers. “I have spent a lifetime understanding it, and I’ll spend the rest of my days defending it. I am its heir; its protector; its future. And I will not let anyone put it at risk. Anyone.”

      Liquid ice coursed through my veins as Erik’s insult ran on repeat across my brain. You don’t know what you’re talking about.

      I couldn’t look at him anymore. I wrenched my head to the side and stared out the window.

      I’d thought we were equals. I’d thought we were supposed to work together to make Valkyris—and the world—the best it could be. I’d thought our connection was so strong, that one day, we’d be true partners like Freia and Halvar and spread light where there was darkness, offer hope where it was most needed. Instead . . .

      Instead, I was relegated to a secondary role—a bit player in my own life. My views were innately lesser than, for reasons I might never fully understand. Erik couldn’t see that as an outsider, in the truest sense of the word, I was uniquely positioned to offer him advice.

      And because of that, we were destined to fail—as a tribe . . . and as a couple.

      Moisture filled my eyes, and I blinked it hastily away.

      Not now.

      Erik returned his attention to his food. The rough pads of his fingers gripped his knife as he speared another piece of meat. Was he seriously going to eat after telling me I didn’t belong? That I was just . . . anyone to him?

      “I’m not hungry.” I pushed my chair back and stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room.”

      “Saga, please. Just eat your food.”

      Just eat my food? Was he insane?

      “So, that’s it?” I drew my shoulders back. “You’d rather I blindly agree with you? Like the women of all the other allied tribes do with their heirs?”

      A shadow passed over Erik’s eyes. “That’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair is your point-blank dismissal of what you know full well is a valid perspective.” Anger coiled in my gut. “I came here unwillingly—I was taken captive twice, and immersed in a world I knew nothing about. But I have dedicated myself to this tribe, to you, and to making sure that I contribute the best I can for as long as I’m here. I care just as much about Valkyris as you do, and if you’re too thick-headed to see that, then there’s nothing else I can do.”

      “I’m aware of your dedication.” Erik spoke carefully, as if he were afraid I might punch him in his perfect face. In all fairness, I might. “But in matters of governance, you must cede to me.”

      Cede to me? Was he out of his God-forsaken mind?

      I was not about to cede to anyone. In any era. Ever.

      “I. Am. Not. Your. Subject,” I growled. “I am your partner. When did you forget that?”

      Anger flashed across Erik’s face, a wave of tension roiling over his normally stoic features. “When did you forget my duty to this tribe?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe around the time your mother summoned me from the freaking future to help you run it!”

      “This is not your tribe to run!” Erik thundered. “You don’t know what’s best for Valkyris, because you’re not one of us! And if you insist on risking our safety, you never will be!”

      The words socked me in the gut, evicting all the air from my lungs. As I struggled to breathe, a wave of sheer exhaustion rolled over me. It had been one hell of a day, and I was tired of fighting—fighting to be heard, fighting to survive, and fighting for my sanity. I missed my family desperately. I missed feeling normal desperately. I missed . . .

      I shook my head. “Goodbye, Erik.”

      “Saga.” He jumped to his feet, snaking his arm out to grab my hand.

      But he didn’t apologize. And he didn’t take his words back.

      I pulled my hand from his and walked for the exit. “If you decide you want a true partner, you know where to find me.”

      “You are my partner,” Erik growled. “But on this matter you—”

      His words were cut off by the click of the door. I walked alone through the corridors of the castle, ducking my head to hide behind my hair. When I reached my room, I kicked off my boots, flopped face-first onto my bed, and cried.
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      I DIDN’T SEE ERIK on Sunday. I ventured out of the castle in the middle of the day, braving the cold for some fresh air and a chance at clearing my mind. But a hike around Valkyris brought me no closer to inner peace than I’d been during my restless night, and a few hours later I ended up back in my room, staring at the fire while I warmed my hands. After a while, I migrated to my desk and began drafting the report I’d discussed with Erik—the one that would outlay the economic and social benefits of adopting the Valkyris lifestyle, and hopefully, convince tribes to support us over Bjorn. It was probably pointless, but it kept my mind off my fight with Erik. And maybe, someday, someone would actually read it.

      I hoped.

      On Monday morning, I crawled out of bed and stumbled into my training clothes. Another sleepless night had left me exhausted and grumpy, and as I dragged myself to my morning workout, I resolved to set my differences with Erik aside. We may not have been on the same page, and he may have behaved like a grade-A jerk, but I was too tired to hold on to this level of anger any longer. I could be right, or I could be rested.

      I was choosing rested.

      Erik usually met me in outbuilding two at seven a.m. By ten after, I’d stretched and chosen my weapon from the rack on the wall. By quarter after, I’d run through the warmups and was staring out the window. What was keeping my tutor? Surely, he hadn’t stood me up. He wasn’t vindictive—at least, not toward me.

      But after an hour he still hadn’t showed, and I was forced to return to the castle for my first class of the day. Maybe he’d overslept, or gotten held up by some pressing tribal business—though what could be pressing at seven a.m. on a Monday, I did not know. Whatever had happened, I told myself Erik’s absence was a good thing. The more time I had to cool down, the less likely I was to rip Erik’s head off for being a grade-A jerk twice now.

      My steps were heavy as I trudged up the stairs to my room, traded my sword-fighting gear for my exploring text, and headed to Professor Kristensen’s classroom. Erik probably had a perfectly good reason for blowing off our morning training. And if he didn’t . . . well, we’d deal with that later.

      Loudly.

      Exploring passed uneventfully, and after class I headed to the common area. Erik usually met me there before lunch, so I waited by the fireplace expecting the best. There was no way he’d stand me up twice in one day. Right?

      Wrong.

      I stormed upstairs, threw my gear on my bed, and barreled down the hall to pound on Helene’s door.

      “Hei, Saga! Are you going to lunc—” Her face fell as she took in my fisted hands, set jaw, and angrily squared shoulders. “Great Odin, what’s wrong?”

      “Have you seen your cousin?” I ground out.

      “Not today. Why? Is everything all right?”

      “Everything is not all right.” I stomped past her, flinging myself onto her sofa and crossing my arms. “He stood me up twice today. Once at our morning training session, and just now.”

      “Why would he do that? Did you two have a fight?”

      “We sure as hell did,” I muttered. “Concerning my prophesy, and the best course of action for Valkyris in light of it.”

      Helene closed her door and crossed to the armchair opposite me. “I’ve been wondering about your prophecy. Is it something you’ll share with me, or . . .?”

      “Oh. Yeah.” I waved my hand. “I’m destined to immortalize our world and possibly end it.”

      Helene’s mouth fell open. “What? How?”

      “I don’t know. The prophets aren’t so big on details, remember?”

      “Ja.” Helene snapped her mouth shut. “But that seems like one they should be more forthcoming on.”

      “I know, right?”

      “I don’t know where Erik is.” Helene fingered the end of her braid. “But I saw him take off on a dragon yesterday. Maybe he went to Valkyris East, or spent the night at one of the watch huts?”

      “Maybe.” Something nudged at the back of my head. “But if he did those things, wouldn’t he have sent word that he wasn’t going to make our trainings?”

      “He’s pretty reliable. That seems like something he would have done.” Helene leaned forward. “Do you think he’s hurt? Should we go talk to his parents?”

      “I don’t know. We’ve never had a fight before. Maybe this is how he deals with conflict?”

      “No way.” Helene shook her head. “Erik’s many things, including absurdly stubborn, but he’s not petty.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Skit. Did I have to worry about that thick-headed Viking?

      “He probably just got held up wherever he is and couldn’t get word back to you. Have you checked with Axel?”

      “No. I don’t want him to know Erik and I are arguing.”

      Helene bit back her smile. “Axel’s a decent guy, Saga. And he’s known Erik a long time. He might be a good person to talk to right now.”

      “Maybe.” I stood.

      “I’m sure he’ll be back soon with a perfectly good explanation,” Helene offered. “And, if he’s smart, some sorry-I-stood-you-up flowers.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Helene.”

      “Any time. But if he isn’t back soon, you should definitely talk to Aunt Freia.”

      Fair.

      “So, do you want to head to lunch?” Helene asked. “I’m starving.”

      “Sure.”

      “I told Axel I’d meet him in the main dining hall.” Helene arched one brow. “He wanted to ask me about some healer thing. My guess is he got a dragon burn and can’t go to the healing wing because one of his former conquests is on duty.”

      “Ha!” I mulled that over as I crossed to the door. “Just let me change—I’m not dressed for the fancy hall.”

      “Five minutes,” Helene called after me. “I’m really hungry!”

      “Okay!” I hurried to my room and traded my school clothes for a red-and-cream dress. Then, I ran a brush through my hair, re-braided it, and tied the end with a crimson ribbon. If Erik decided to show up at lunchtime, I wanted him to remember exactly who he’d stood up that day. Twice.
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      Erik didn’t come to lunch. Axel hadn’t heard from him all morning, which meant he was probably still wherever he’d flown off to on Sunday. Whether that was by choice or circumstance, I didn’t know.

      What I did know was that on the subject of our fight, Axel was firmly Team Erik. At Helene’s urging, I told him what had transpired between us. Axel agreed that Erik should have chosen his words more carefully, and he definitely shouldn’t have insulted my value to the tribe.

      “But Saga,” he said gently, “Erik’s not wrong. He only brought you to Valkyris a few months ago. You don’t have enough perspective to understand how things work around here—or what opening ourselves up will most likely mean for our safety.”

      “Maybe not, but I do know the way you’re doing things isn’t working. Bjorn’s amassing an army.”

      “Someone’s always amassing an army.” Axel shrugged. “We’re constantly getting ready for some battle or another. We prepare for the worst while simultaneously living our lives. You have to understand that Erik’s been doing this a lot longer than you have. He’s been raised to protect Valkyris, and for the last few years he’s been training to lead it. Did you really think you could show up, train for a few months, and tell him how to run his tribe?”

      “It’s my tribe too!” I threw my hands in the air. “Why the hell do you think I’m working so hard?”

      “I get that,” Axel said calmly. “But I also get that Erik inherited a title he never wanted and dedicated his life to doing a job he didn’t ask for. He does it because he loves his family, he loves his clan, and he believes in the world his parents have built. And for you to tell him he’s doing it wrong . . .” Axel’s low whistle followed the trajectory of the lead ball in my gut.

      Ouch.

      “Look, I’ll ask around to see if anyone knows where he is. If he doesn’t show up by the time classes get out, we’ll go track him down together.” Axel sighed. “But based on what you’ve told me, I’d imagine the guy just needed some space. I know I would.”

      Double ouch.

      “Erik scheduled us for an extra training this afternoon,” I said. “If he doesn’t show, I’m coming to find you.”

      “Ja.” Axel rubbed his beard. “That’s probably a good idea.”

      I cut class after lunch, changing into training gear and opting for the comfort of the big armchair in my room. I curled up under a thick blanket and just stared at the light snowfall outside my window. Occasionally the sun would peek through the clouds, illuminating the mountains on the far side of the Valkyris shore. The craggy peaks were covered in a thick layer of white, and when the wind picked up I could see the snowy swirls whipping off their edges. We’d made it through the worst of the winter, but a bitter cold still blanketed Norway. I was grateful to be ensconced in my suite, with a soothing fire lapping in the hearth. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. It wasn’t like Erik to disappear like this. If he wasn’t at our afternoon training, I was going out after him.

      Wherever he was.

      By the time classes ended, the storm had intensified. Thick flakes dropped from the sky as I trudged through a fresh layer of powder, reporting to outbuilding two with a guarded optimism. But Erik was nowhere to be seen, and my stomach immediately went into a tangle of knots. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      “Did he show?” Axel’s low voice made me jump. I spun around to find him standing in the doorway.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “He wasn’t in his room—I checked before I came here.” Axel turned on one heel and marched outside. “Follow me.”

      “Where are we going?” I threw my cloak over my shoulders and hurried after my friend.

      “The Dragehus. I haven’t been in there since early Sunday morning, and I want to see if any of the dragons are missing.”

      Oh, God. Helene had seen Erik on a dragon yesterday. Were they still out in this storm?

      Axel was silent as we clomped through the thickening layer of powder. When we reached the Dragehus, I shook the snow from my hair while Axel scanned the stalls.

      “Anyone missing?” I asked.

      “Rage is gone,” he confirmed. “Let me check the chart—it’ll tell me who checked him out.”

      Of course. There’s a dragon named Rage.

      I followed Axel to the end of the barn, where he scanned the sheet of paper tacked to the wall near the juvenile pen. Borg mewled at me as I passed, but I was too worried to do more than nod at her.

      “Skit,” Axel swore.

      Dread filled my veins. “What?”

      “Erik took Rage out yesterday. He didn’t give a departure or return time, and under ‘reason’ he just wrote, personal.”

      I wrung my fingers. “Oh.”

      “That means he’s been gone for about twenty-four hours. He might be staying at Valkyris East, or one of the huts, or . . .”

      “Or he could be hurt. And with this storm getting worse by the minute, we need to know for sure.”

      Axel didn’t waste a second. He grabbed a saddle from the wall and hauled it to the pen of a purple-scaled dragon. “I’m going out. I’ll scan the mainland first, and if he’s not there I’ll check with the watch huts. Go back to the castle, and I’ll find you when I have some information.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I shot him the side-eye as I marched to the wall and hauled my own saddle to Deathknell’s pen. “Obviously, I’m going with you.”

      “You can’t fly in this storm. It’s too dangerous.”

      “It’s just as dangerous for you,” I pointed out, before grabbing a carrot from the bucket on the floor.

      “Saga.” Axel crossed his arms. “You’ve never flown in this kind of weather. Erik would kill me if anything happened to you.”

      “I have to learn sometime. And if Erik’s hurt, we don’t have time to waste arguing.” I hauled the saddle into Deathknell’s stall, tossed her the carrot, and signaled her to lie down. She chomped happily as she lowered herself onto her belly. Without waiting for Axel’s approval, I flung the saddle on the dragon’s back and tied it tight.

      “Fine.” Axel gave a mighty sigh. “Grab skis, an excavation kit, and survival packs from the cupboards by the door. I’ll pull the carrying nets and cold weather gear for both of us. We need to be dressed, loaded up, and in the air in five minutes.”

      “Aim for three.” I threw the reins over Deathknell’s head and slipped from the stall. I ran to the far end of the barn and pulled items from the cupboards. After dropping Axel’s gear in front of his dragon’s stall, I carried mine to Deathknell’s and waited. Half a minute later, Axel tossed a bundle of clothing at me and stepped into my dragon’s stall.

      “Carrying nets are attached,” Axel called. “Slip your skis and excavation kit on one side, and the survival packs on the other.”

      “On it.” I darted past him, entering the stall and securing my rescue gear on either side of Deathknell’s saddle.

      “Now layer up,” Axel instructed. “It’s freezing in the clouds. And we’re no good to Erik dead.”

      Gulp.

      I slipped the thick cloak, mittens, and warm hat Axel had brought me over my clothes. Then I led Deathknell from her stall and waited for Axel at the front of the barn.

      “What’s our plan?” I asked him.

      “I’ll scan the huts while you take Valkyris East. It’s a straighter shot in the storm, and you’ll get a fast answer as to whether they’ve seen him.” Axel guided the purple dragon from a stall. “Wait for me on Valkyris East, and if neither of us have found him we can scan the mountains together.”

      Fear churned in my gut. “He’s okay, right?”

      Axel just stared at me. His silence spoke volumes.

      “I get it. The odds of that decrease by the minute. We need to move.” I climbed into Deathknell’s saddle, and held tight to her reins. “I’ll see you in Valkyris East.”

      “Be careful, Saga.” Axel opened the Dragehus door before climbing onto his dragon. “Don’t do anything dangerous.”

      “I could say the same to you. Haw!” I nudged Deathknell with my heel, and she lunged forward. The second we’d cleared the barn, she stretched out her leathery wings and launched herself into the air.

      I screamed.

      “Holy hell, it’s freaking c-c-cold!”

      My teeth chattered as I ordered Deathknell higher. In the time it had taken me to saddle her up, the wind had increased considerably. It stung my face as we leveled off just below a cloud. The storm had reached all-out blizzard levels, making visibility near impossible and comfort the stuff of dreams. Icy balls pelted my cheeks, the sharp, snowy pebbles embedding into my already raw skin. I was cold, and sore, and utterly miserable. But I wasn’t about to turn around. Not when Erik needed me.

      I shuddered, and Deathknell angled us toward Valkyris East without being prompted. I took advantage of the act of kindness and dropped my cheek toward her neck, shielding myself from the storm. Maybe she sensed my fear, or maybe she was as worried about Erik as I was. Either way, we raced for Valkyris East, cutting through the blizzard as if it were no more than a light dusting.

      God willing, Erik would be there waiting for us.
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      “SO YOU’RE SURE HE’S not here?” I clung to Deathknell’s reins beside a small wooden watch hut on Valkyris East. The wind was so fierce I had to shout to be heard. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “A few weeks ago.” Valkyris East’s tall, red-haired watch captain shouted back. She wore a thick hat and thicker mittens, and a fur vest over her high-necked woolen top. She appeared to be managing the cold like a champ, whereas my teeth were still chattering and I was pretty sure I had icicles hanging from my completely frozen nose.

      “A few weeks ago?” Skit. “You’re absolutely positive he hasn’t been here since then? Like, maybe yesterday?”

      “We’d have known if Major Halvarsson was here. My guards always present themselves for inspection on his arrival.”

      “Right.” I stamped my feet in the snow for warmth. “So . . . he’s not here.”

      The watch captain frowned. “What exactly is going on?”

      “Nobody on Valkyris has seen Erik since Sunday. He took off on a dragon and never checked back in.”

      “A dragon?” The woman crossed her arms. “One of my guards spotted a dragon flying toward the North Mountain yesterday. We thought it was one of you doing a routine check.”

      My already-chilled veins froze over. “Which one’s the North Mountain?”

      “Up there.” She pointed above the wooden buildings that made up the colony’s primary residences. The mountain was barely visible through the storm, but from what I could see its peak crested well above those of its neighbors. And its slopes looked infinitely steeper.

      Perfect.

      “You said you saw the dragon yesterday?” I ran numbers in my head. If Erik really had been out for a full day . . . and if the storm had been raging for even a portion of that time . . .

      The captain switched into command mode. “I can have a team to the mountain within an hour.”

      “There’s no time.” Fear pulsed through me but I shut it down as I climbed onto Deathknell’s back. What I lacked in riding experience, I more than made up for in determination to keep my boyfriend alive. “Axel will be here soon—tell him I went up to look for Erik, and send him after me.”

      “I will.” The woman nodded. “Send the distress signal if you find yourself in trouble.”

      I turned my head. “Distress signal?”

      “Have your dragon flame.” The wind whipped my braid into my face, and the woman stepped closer. “Three short bursts of fire, shot straight up. It may be difficult to see through the storm, so keep at it until we find you.”

      “How do I make her flame?”

      “I’ve only seen it done a handful of times. But it sounded like the riders shouted ild before their dragons shot fire.”

      “Eeeld,” I said slowly. Deathknell craned her head around and flared her nostrils. Oh, Lord, was she going to burn down the watch hut? “I was just practicing,” I said quickly. “No ild yet, okay?”

      Deathknell chuffed, and I turned back to the woman. “Thank you,” I said earnestly. “For everything.”

      “Be safe,” she said by way of farewell.

      I angled my dragon toward the North Mountain, nudged her with my heels, and with a mighty “haw” we were again airborne. I used the reins to steer Deathknell low to the ground as we soared over the rudimentary structures of Valkyris East. Unlike its island counterpart, the mainland colony was designed to resemble a typical Viking settlement. Where we had a castle, they had small wooden homes. Their barn was a sizeable wooden structure—one that I knew contained goats, sheep, and chickens, not dragons. But their outdoor training arena rivaled ours in both size and scope. Even through the snow, I could make out archery and axe-throwing targets. I figured the swords and hand-to-hand materials were kept in one of the small buildings that lined the field, though nobody was out training today. Nobody should have been out, period, in this weather. And if Erik had been exposed for any length of time . . .

      I urged Deathknell forward, driving her toward the mountain. Fierce swirls of snow whipped in rotations off the peak, making the mountain look like a massive, white tornado. My dragon lowered her head and flapped faster, carrying us through the blizzard until we’d reached the base of the hill. I held tight to her reins and ordered us onward, circling the bottom quarter of the mountain until I was positive no Viking heirs dotted the snowy base. We repeated the pattern on the next section up, Deathknell flying low around the second quadrant as I scanned the snow for any sign of life.

      I was just about to take us higher when three fiery bursts from the top quadrant caught my attention.

      The distress signal!

      “Did you see that?” I shouted at my dragon, before remembering she wasn’t supposed to understand me. But before I could høyre her in the right direction, Deathknell dipped her head and swung around. She soared straight for the top of the mountain, flapping backward and drawing up at the edge of a massive crevasse a few hundred yards below the tip. At this altitude, the wind was even more ferocious. It battered my face to the point of numbness, and I tucked my chin into my cloak to lessen the pain.

      “Where did the fire come from?” I leaned forward in the saddle, scanning the snow. I’d just decided I’d imagined the whole thing when a fireball burst from the depths of the crevasse. Deathknell flapped backward, putting us out of range as two more balls surged upward.

      Erik!

      I steered Deathknell to the ground.

      “Stay here,” I ordered the dragon. I leapt off her back and scrambled through the knee-deep powder, until I reached the edge of the crevasse. “Erik! Erik, are you down there?”

      “Saga?” My knees buckled at the sound of his voice. “Stay back! It’s unstable.”

      “Erik, my God! Are you hurt?”

      “My leg’s pretty banged up,” he called. “But my dragon’s worse. I think her wing is broken.”

      I stepped as close to the ledge as I could and peered down. Erik lay on his back a good fifty feet down. A green-scaled dragon was curled around him—must have been the one who’d sent up the distress signal.

      “Your dragon’s kept you warm,” I surmised. “But you must be starving.”

      “Ja,” he admitted. “Is Axel with you?”

      “No. He’s still out looking for you. Let me try to get his attention. Deathknell, ild. Ild!”

      My dragon craned her neck and blinked, apparently verifying that I meant it this time.

      “Ild,” I repeated. “Now.”

      Deathknell’s nostrils flared, and she reared her head back before firing three flaming shots into the sky. I could only hope someone in Valkyris East was watching. This would have been an opportune time to have a smart phone. Or even a flip phone. Anything to tell Axel to get his butt up this mountain and help me out. Immediately.

      “You flew all the way out here on your own?” Erik yelled up. “In this storm?”

      “Turns out Axel’s a good riding teacher,” I called down. “But I’ve only had one academy lecture in crevasse rescue, so you may need to walk me through this.”

      “Are you with Deathknell?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. She’s done this before. Have her keep up the distress signal until someone responds. Rage’s is getting weak, and you’re going to need Axel’s help to get him out of here.”

      “How do I get you out of there?” I asked. I didn’t know how long Axel would be, and I wasn’t sure how safe a crevasse was in a storm. If Erik got buried, I didn’t know how long it would take to get him out.

      If we even could.

      “Do you have rescue gear on the dragon?” Erik called.

      “I do.”

      “Good. You’ll need a pickaxe, rope, and blanket. Stake the axe far enough back from the ledge to be stable. Secure the rope, and throw it down. Then tuck the blanket beneath the rope near the ledge, but not too close. I don’t want you falling in.”

      “On it.” I trudged through the snow and retrieved the items from Deathknell’s nets. Before I returned to the ledge, I tilted my head and studied the dragon. “Any chance you know how to set the distress signal on repeat?”

      Her yellow eyes blinked twice.

      “Can you fire it every couple of minutes?” I tried again.

      Another blink.

      “Please?”

      Finally, Deathknell nodded. She tilted her head back, opened her mouth, and shot three streams of fire into the sky. Then she dropped her head and stared at me, as if waiting.

      “Thank you?” I guessed.

      She nodded before stamping the snow.

      Whoa. Who knew a dragon named Deathknell had a thing for manners?

      “Keep doing that at two-minute intervals. Axel’s bound to see it eventually—or someone at Valkyris East will.”

      Deathknell narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Please,” I amended. Deathknell pulled her lips back and chuffed.

      Is she laughing at me?

      I grabbed a carrot from the food bag in the net, tossed it to her, and slogged through the powder. When I was fifty feet from the ledge, I jammed the axe into the snow. I checked that it was secure before I knotted the rope around its handle, then made my way to the ledge. I anchored the blanket, tossed the rope over it, and called down to Erik. “Now what?”

      “I’m going to tie the rope around my waist and pull myself up. I need you to man the anchor, and make sure it doesn’t come loose under my weight.”

      “Okay.” I ran back to the pickaxe, knelt in the snow, and pressed my hands to its edges. “I’m ready!”

      “So am I.” Erik grunted. There was a tug on the rope, and I held tighter to the axe. It felt secure in the ice, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Are you doing all right?” I called.

      “Ja.” Erik didn’t sound so confident.

      “What’s happening?”

      “It’s my leg,” he called up. “I’ll be fine once I stabilize it.”

      “Do you want me to pull on the rope, or do you think Deathknell can pull you up?”

      “If she falls in, she’ll crush Rage and me both. Just hold . . . the rope . . . steady.” He grunted again. “I’m nearly to the—whoa!”

      The axe jostled beneath my hands, jerking forward and sending my heart straight into my throat. I held tight to the blades and shifted onto my butt to dig my heels into the snow.

      “Arugh!” Erik’s pained cry echoed through the mountain.

      “I have it!” I shouted, gripping the anchor and jamming it back into the snow. “Are you hurt?”

      “Nearly. There.” He sounded exhausted. Half a minute later, his arm appeared at the ledge. He hauled himself up hand over hand, using one leg to push off while the other hung limply at his side. His hair and beard were matted with ice, and the redness of his nose and cheeks were visible even at this distance. But he was free. He was alive. And in that moment, that was everything.

      I waited until Erik was a safe distance from the ledge before releasing the anchor and running to his side. I dropped to my knees, ripped my cloak off my back, and flung it around his shoulders.

      “Oh, Erik. Thank God you’re alive!” I pulled my mittens from my hands and shoved them over his frozen fingertips. He winced as he dropped onto his butt, shifting his weight off of his injured leg.

      “Thank Odin you showed up. I don’t know how much longer I could have lasted down there.”

      “Can I touch you, or—”

      “Come here.” He raised a hand, and I crawled into his arms. I tucked my head into his chest, pressing my cheek against his heart. He was absolutely freezing and no doubt exhausted beyond measure. But he was here. We were here. Everything was going to be okay.

      “I was so worried about you.” I wrapped my arms around one of his, and clung to his bicep. “The last time I saw you, we were both upset. And I thought . . .”

      “Shh.” Erik pressed his lips to my hat. “We’re okay. We’re going to disagree, Saga—that’s part of being in a relationship.”

      “But you just dismissed my points as if they were worthless,” I whispered.

      “And I’ve had a day at the bottom of a crevasse to think about how wrong that was.” Erik stroked my back. “I’m sorry, Saga. I was angry, and I spoke without thinking. I never should have said what I did.”

      “You said I wasn’t one of you,” I whispered.

      “I was stupid.” Erik’s fingers pressed against my spine. “You may not be from Valkyris, but you’ve proven to be every bit as dedicated to our tribe as members who were born into it. I didn’t agree with your ideas, but I had no right to suggest you didn’t belong.”

      “I’m sorry I walked away,” I said softly. “We should have talked it through.”

      “No, you were right to walk away. I wasn’t open to hearing your point of view that night, and if you’d stayed . . .” Erik rested his chin atop my head. “I’m still not certain revealing ourselves is the best course of action, but I’m open to exploring the option. After we get off this gods-forsaken mountain.”

      Erik’s stomach rumbled, and I pulled my head back. “I have rations on the dragon. I’ll get you something to eat.”

      “Thanks. I finished the last of my food earlier this morning.” Erik shifted his weight, grimacing again. “Any chance there’s a healing kit on the dragon, too?”

      “Axel packed everything. I’ll check.” I extracted myself from Erik’s embrace, and scrambled to Deathknell’s side. She jerked her head backward, as if she were trying to tell me something.

      “You want me to back up? Go down the hill?” She jerked her head again. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak head movements.”

      Deathknell angled her head back and shot three short flames into the air. Then she stared at Erik before jerking her head back again.

      “You want me to get him back here?” I tried.

      Deathknell did the weird lip-curl chuff thing.

      O-kay.

      “Erik?” I called. “I think the dragon wants you over here. It’s probably smart to get farther away from the ledge, anyway.”

      “I’m not sure I can walk,” he admitted.

      “I’ll drag you.”

      “Never mind. I’ll crawl.”

      It took some maneuvering, but between the two of us, we managed to get Erik back to where Deathknell stood. She fired off another distress signal, then lay on her side and used one leg to pull Erik against her chest.

      “Oh, my God. She wanted to warm you up.”

      “Rage did the same thing down in the crevasse.” Erik curled into the dragon. “They do it with their young, too. It’s a survival thing.”

      I rooted through the net until I found some food and instruments to splint Erik’s injured leg. “Just stay there.” I handed him the rations and turned my attention to his leg. “I’ll secure your injury, and we’ll wait for Axel. I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

      “Thank you, Saga. If you hadn’t come when you did . . .” A deep shudder wracked his torso.

      “We’re a team,” I said lightly.

      “That we are.” He reached up to grasp my arm. “But still. Thank you.”

      I nodded, turning my attention to Erik’s leg. Once it was splinted, I curled up against him and closed my eyes.

      And I waited.
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      “WHAT THE HELL, SAGA? Where are you? Are you hurt?”

      I heard Axel before I saw him. The storm had let up while Erik and I huddled against Deathknell, but a thick layer of clouds still blanketed the mountain.

      “I’m fine,” I shouted. “I’m over here—next to Deathknell.”

      The flap of dragon wings was followed by the muted thud of four paws landing in snow, two feet jumping to the ground, and one absolutely livid Viking storming toward me. “You were supposed to wait for me in Valkyris East, not come up here by yourself! I saw the signal, and I thought you were—"

      “Hello to you too.” Erik shifted me against his chest. “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”

      “Erik?” Axel’s footfalls increased as he ran around Deathknell. When he came into view, he dropped to his knees, wringing his mitten-clad hands together before rubbing them against his red-rimmed eyes. “Gods, man. You scared the skit out of us. Are you hurt?”

      “Ja.” Erik jutted his chin at his splinted leg. “But I’m stable. And alive, thanks to Saga.”

      “Thank Odin.” Axel exhaled heavily. He apprised Erik, taking in the heir’s injured leg and exhaustion-lined face, before glaring at me. “You have a serious lack of respect for protocol and survival.”

      “I told the watch captain to have you follow me,” I objected. “And we’re all alive, aren’t we?”

      Axel scanned the mountain. “Where’s Rage?”

      “At the bottom of the crevasse.” Erik pointed to the crack in the snow. “Saga just extracted me. We’re going to need both dragons to pull Rage out—he tore his wing and can’t fly.”

      “Skit.” Axel narrowed his eyes at me. “You could have been killed.”

      “But I wasn’t,” I pointed out.

      Axel’s glare didn’t falter. “I have never been so scared in my life.”

      Despite the cold, a warmth filled my chest. “Aw, Axel.”

      A low growl erupted from his throat. “Don’t ever take off like that again. Do you hear me?”

      “I can’t promise that,” I said honestly. “And I don’t think you really want me to. What if it had been you up here? Or Ingrid?”

      Axel’s eyes twitched. “Saga . . .”

      “I’m just saying that I’ll always look out for my family. I love you guys.” I held out my hand, my fingers pinked with cold. Axel crawled forward on his knees and grasped my palm before ripping his mittens off and stuffing them onto my hands.

      “You’re going to get frostbite,” he muttered. Then he threw his arms around me and held on tight. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “And me too, right?” Erik piped up from behind me. “You’re glad I’m okay?”

      “Ja.” Axel muttered into my hat. “I’m glad you’re okay too.”

      “Your sincerity warms my heart,” Erik said drily.

      Axel pulled back, settling on his heels and staring at his friend. “What the hell, man? Why’d you take off without telling anyone? And how did you end up way out here?”

      Erik pulled me tighter against him. “I was upset. Saga had made some points I wasn’t ready to consider, and I dismissed her. Wrongly.” He ran his thumb across my arm before continuing. “I needed to clear my head, so the next day I pulled a dragon and took off. Then the storm came in, and we got blown up here, and . . .”

      “And you fell in a crevasse?” Axel shook his head. “Gods, you’re stupid.”

      “In more ways than one,” Erik agreed. “And I’ve had plenty of time to think on that, trust me.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re alive. Now we just have to figure out how to get you and your injured dragon off this hunk of ice.” Axel looked around. “Saga and I have nets, but they’re not going to be strong enough to carry Rage. Think you can stay out of trouble long enough for me to get to the colony and back? I’m sure Valkyris East has something we can use.”

      “Erik can’t move,” I pointed out. “And I’m too cold to get into trouble right now.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it,” Axel muttered. He pushed himself to his feet, pulled off his cloak, and tossed it at me. “Stay here. I’ll be back in ten.”

      “Thanks, Axel.” I tucked his cloak around me like a blanket, and nestled deeper against Erik’s chest.

      “Ja. Thanks, man.” Erik stretched his arm out, and Axel clasped his hand. Then he clomped through the snow, mounted his dragon, and disappeared into the thick grey clouds.
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      Ten-ish minutes later, Axel was back with the watch captain and a thick net.

      “Mage wanted to help.” Axel jabbed his thumb over his shoulder as the woman leapt from the saddle. So that’s her name. “She felt partially responsible for Saga’s act of stupidity.”

      Hey!

      “Heroism,” I corrected. “It was an act of heroism.”

      “I didn’t realize who you were. I thought you were one of Axel’s warriors. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have let you go up the mountain alone.” Mage bowed her head. “I’m sorry, Miss Saga.”

      “Who I am?” I shot her a puzzled look.

      “You’re Erik’s,” she said simply.

      “Saga belongs to no one,” Erik corrected. “Though she does hold my heart.”

      My own heart swelled. I reached up to stroke Erik’s beard.

      “We need to get Erik back to Valkyris,” Axel said. “Mage, you’re sure that net’s strong enough to carry a dragon all the way there?”

      “It’s älva enchanted, so it should be,” the watch captain answered. “The question is, can the dragons carry something so heavy for that long?”

      “They’ll be fine,” Axel assured her. “They train to carry three times their own weight.”

      “Good.” Mage nodded. “Axel, you and I can attach the net to one of the dragons. If it flies low enough to the opening, one of us can climb down and help the injured creature climb inside. Then we’ll use a rope to run the other side of the net up, and attach it to the second flier. We can secure it on stable ground, then take off.”

      “Sounds easy enough.” Axel waded through the powder and attached the net to his dragon. He guided the animal toward the crevasse, and issued his commands. “Saga, keep Erik warm while I borrow Deathknell. Mage, attach that rope”—he pointed—“around the red dragon’s mid-section. Get her close enough to the ledge to toss it down, but not so close she’ll compromise its stability. I’m going in.”

      He directed his dragon to fly just above the crevasse. Then, he leapt from the ledge. His hands wrapped around the fibers of the net and he climbed carefully down.

      “His left wing’s the injured one,” Erik called out.

      “Got it!” Axel grunted, and a burst of flame shot from the crevasse. God, I hoped he didn’t get charred.

      It only took a few minutes for Axel and Mage to extract the injured animal. And it took a few more to secure the net between the two dragons, and help Erik on the back of Deathknell’s saddle. I didn’t look back as we flew away from the North Mountain, an injured Rage moaning quietly in the net between his two barn-mates. If I had my way, I’d never see that frozen wasteland again. Ever.

      Landing on Valkyris proved more difficult than I’d hoped. Rage roared furiously as the dragons touched down on the snow-covered field behind the Dragehus, but he didn’t shoot fire at us. And he didn’t appear to come out any worse for wear. The second we landed, he extracted himself from the net and thundered toward the barn. Poor thing was probably freezing.

      I know I am.

      While Axel tended to the dragons, Mage and I helped Erik toward the castle. His leg was injured enough that he couldn’t put weight on it, so he mostly hopped across the seemingly endless field. By the time we’d reached the castle and handed him off to the white-clad healers, the weight of the day had set in. My limbs trembled as I lowered myself into a chair beside his bed and waited for the healers to assess Erik’s injuries. I knew I’d need to find Freia and Halvar and let them know what was going on. But for just a moment, I allowed myself to bury beneath the thick blanket one of the healers had thrown over me and close my eyes.

      Just . . . one . . . minute . . .
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      “Saga, min kjære.” Erik’s breath was warm against my ear.

      “Mmm.” I opened my eyes, blinking against the faint moonlight. “Where are we?”

      “The academy staircase,” Erik said softly. “The healers just discharged me, and you were sleeping so heavily I didn’t want them to bother you.”

      “So you carried me out?” I pressed my hands to his chest and glanced down. Sure enough, I was cradled in the arms of the Viking who, last I’d known, had been unable to walk. And now he was taking care of me? “You’re hurt! You need to be resting, not taking me to . . . wait, where are we going?”

      Erik shifted me in his arms. “It took medicine and magic, but the healers managed to fix my leg and reverse what, apparently, was a mild case of frostbite.”

      “Oh, Erik.” I buried my face in his neck. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m so glad you came looking for me.” He pressed his lips to my ear. “I’m sorry, Saga. I may not always agree with you, but I’ll never dismiss you again. You have my word.”

      I nodded. “Just promise me you won’t take off like that again.”

      “I promise,” he murmured. “But I have a question for you.”

      “Mmm?” I inhaled again—pine and sweat and safety. Erik’s neck was a veritable cocktail of yumminess.

      “We’re nearly to your room. And I can leave you at your door and come check on you tomorrow, or . . .?”

      “Or?” My skin tingled.

      “Or I can stay. I really don’t want to be away from you right now, but we both need to rest, and I don’t want you to be uncomfortable, so I can sleep on the sofa, or—”

      “I want you to stay with me,” I whispered. “I don’t want to be away from you either.”

      Heat flashed in Erik’s eyes. He nodded once before climbing the final stair and turning toward my room. A thick cloak of silence blanketed the hallway, with only the flickering wall sconces illuminating the corridor. Erik stopped outside my door, shifting me to one arm and turning the knob. He paused at the threshold, those clear blue eyes studying me intently.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” I reached up to stroke his beard. He leaned into the touch, relief spreading across his solemn face.

      “Thank Odin. Because after everything we’ve just been through, I’m not sure I could walk away. I’d probably sleep on your doorstep.”

      “I don’t want you on my doorstep.” I stroked his cheek with my thumb. My throat caught as he turned his face to kiss my palm.

      “And where do you want me?” he murmured.

      I drew a shaky breath before whispering, “In my bed.”

      Erik’s eyes darkened to midnight blue. “We’re not wed, Saga.”

      I ran my thumb along his jawline. “It’s just sleep.”

      Erik held my gaze for what felt like forever. Tension crackled between us, the air becoming so charged I half expected to see actual sparks. By the time he finally carried me across the threshold, my heart pounded as if I’d just run a marathon. And when he set me down on my bed and crossed to stand in front of the window, my nerves were wound so tight my hands trembled.

      Get it together, Saga. You said it yourself; it’s just sleep.

      But I’d never shared my bed with a guy. And I’d certainly never shared my bed with an insanely gorgeous Viking heir. One who was currently bathed in moonlight, his long blond hair trailing down his back as he pulled his shirt over his head to reveal a sea of muscles that stretched from his broad shoulders all the way down to his—

      “Saga?” Erik glanced over his shoulder. “Your breathing is . . . strange. Are you all right?”

      “Never better,” I squeaked. “You?”

      He folded his shirt and placed it beside my armoire with a frown. “Are you sure you want me to stay here? I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

      “Trust me, I want you here.” I probably should have said it to his face instead of his abs. “This is just . . . it’s new for me.”

      Erik stepped out of his boots and set them next to his shirt. “If you recall, you and I have shared a room before.”

      “I remember,” I said softly. As if I could ever forget the night Erik rescued me from Lars. I’d been scared out of my mind, wondering what my future would look like. But not for one minute had I feared Erik. He’d been gentle, and respectful, and above all else, kind. It was what had struck me most about the allegedly brutal Valkyris heir. He’d turned out to be absolutely nothing like I’d expected.

      “You need to change,” Erik surmised.

      “My nightgown’s in the armoire,” I said.

      Erik opened its door and called over his shoulder. “Where?”

      “Top shelf on the right. The blue one’s my favorite.”

      Erik rifled through the appointed shelf. When he’d extracted my nightgown, he hurtled it across the room. I snatched it from the air, smiling as he turned his back to give me privacy.

      “You can’t possibly prefer it to the one you wore at the cabin,” Erik said. “You were a vision in . . .”

      “In a fluffy monstrosity?” I stood to change, dropped my clothes on the floor, and pulled the silky, blue gown over my head. “I’m pretty sure that thing belonged to your grandmother.”

      Erik chuckled. “It definitely wasn’t Valkyris-made.”

      “God, no.” I shuddered. “Magda would have died before she let anyone wear that thing.”

      Erik angled his chin up, staring at the stars. His moonlit profile was absolutely spectacular. “Are you decent now?”

      “Yes.” I smoothed the front of my nightgown and tried not to pant as a half-naked Erik strode across my bedroom. His bare torso was even more impressive by moonlight, with his endless abdominal muscles stretching down to form a deep V along his stomach. And his chest . . . good God. The broad planes gave way to those thick shoulders and biceps I wanted to stroke for hours. Or wrap myself in, and—

      Breathe, Saga. In through the nose, out through the mouth.

      Oh, who am I kidding? I may as well start drooling now.

      While I tried not to ogle, Erik crossed the step that led up to the sleeping area. When he reached the bed he removed his pants so he wore only his long underwear. He pulled the blankets back, arching a brow as he climbed into bed.

      Oh, God. Here we go. In through the nose, out through the . . .

      Screw it. Breathing normal is overrated, anyway.

      I mirrored his movements, tucking my feet beneath the comforter and trying really hard not to launch myself across the bed and pin him to the sheets. God, he was beautiful. And for reasons I’d never understand, he was mine.

      “Saga?” Erik propped himself up on one elbow. “Are you hurting?”

      “No.” I wiped the traitorous tear from my eye. “I just . . . I was so afraid I was going to lose you today. And now you’re here.” Also, shirtless.

      “Sweet girl.” Erik held out his arm, and I nestled into it. “You’ll never lose me.”

      I buried my face against his chest, inhaling his familiar scent. My lips brushed against his bare skin as I murmured, “I hope not.”

      “I am yours, Saga Skånstad.” He kissed the top of my head. “For as long as you wish to have me.”

      Forever?

      I placed my palm atop Erik’s stomach. His soft skin stretched across hard muscles, and my fingers settled into the valleys of his abs as I let loose a contented sigh. This was heaven. I’d died, and gone to Viking heaven. Valhalla? Wasn’t that what they called it? Whatever it was, I was definitely in the place where people went when they’d lived very good lives and earned the highest possible level of happiness. What other explanation could there be for a half-naked Erik Halvarsson cradling me in his arms, his heart beating beneath my cheek, while his fingers . . .

      A slight pressure made me lift my head. Erik’s forefinger gently pushed my chin upward while his thumb stroked my bottom lip. My breath hitched at the touch and our gazes locked, a silent question passing between us.

      Is this really happening?

      My lips parted as I drew a shaky breath. Erik’s gaze shifted to my mouth, his eyes darkening a second before his hand snaked around my back. He slid his palm across my butt, hiked me against his hip, and lowered his mouth to mine with painstaking slowness. I couldn’t stifle the moan that ripped from my throat as his tongue moved against mine and his hand traced a pattern across my lower back. After all of that worrying, he was finally here—kissing me. Wanting me. Moving his hips against mine in a slow rotation that was absolutely, without a doubt, going to be the death of me.

      I hoped the castle’s magic included soundproof walls.

      Erik groaned as I moved my fingertips down the ridges of his abdominal muscles. There were so many, each one firmer than the last. When I reached his waistband, I slid my hand to his hip bone and ran my fingernails across the skin. Erik responded by sliding his hand up my spine, winding his fingers through my hair, and tugging my head back. His teeth raked my bottom lip as he drew me away, the pressure on the sensitive skin drawing another moan.

      “Shh,” he murmured.

      Oops.

      I slid my hand up his stomach, relishing the feel of the taut muscles beneath my palm. When I reached his chest, he grabbed my wrist and pulled me on top of him. He used the other hand to press my hips against his, and the sudden pressure sent all of my blood on a bullet train straight south.

      Holy. Freaking. God. “Shh” was going to be straight-up impossible.

      I dropped my head, kissing Erik’s neck as he moved his hips against mine. The tension continued to build, and as my lips moved lower, he tightened his grip on my wrist. In one swift movement, he’d flipped me onto my back. He lowered himself on top of me, and this time I moaned so loud, Erik brought his hand to my mouth.

      “Shh.” His eyes twinkled.

      “You shh,” I muttered into his fingers.

      But all coherent thoughts flew straight from my head when Erik dropped his head to my neck and sucked gently. A searing burst of heat shot from my chest to my belly, and my back arched as I drew a sharp breath. Erik kissed lower, running his tongue along my collarbone before nipping at the delicate hollow of my neck. He raised his head, locking eyes with me as if asking permission to proceed.

      Good God, yes. A thousand, billion yesses.

      In that moment, I would have let him do absolutely anything he wanted to.

      I shimmied beneath him anticipating the next breathless burst of contact. But as he studied me through hooded eyes, he drew an unsteady breath and slowly rolled off me.

      No! Why? In the name of all things good and holy, why?

      Erik flopped onto his back, his chest rising heavily with the effort of breath. I turned my head, imploring him with my eyes. Please, please, pretty please come back. Also, do that thing with your tongue again.

      Erik rolled his head to the side and met my gaze. “If I don’t stop myself now, I’m not going to be able to.”

      “I’m totally fine with that,” I whispered.

      Erik reached up to stroke my lips with his thumb. “We’ll see if you feel the same way in the morning.”

      “I swear to you, I will.”

      “Sweet Saga.” Erik cupped my cheek in his hand. “We don’t need to rush into anything.”

      My hormones said otherwise.

      “Come here.” Erik rolled onto his side and tucked my back against his chest. He slid one leg between mine, and a thousand nerve endings pinged to attention.

      “Not helping,” I groaned.

      “Mmm.” His lips vibrated against my ear. “We have all the time in the world, min kjære. Let me just hold you tonight.”

      His palm spread across my stomach as he tugged me closer. With a sigh, I nestled my head against the pillow and allowed myself to be cradled by the Viking who owned my heart. I raised my hand to Erik’s arm, my fingers spreading wide as I cupped his thick bicep. If I could have, I’d have frozen the moment forever—Erik’s warm breath against my neck, his heart beating steadily at my back as we lay together, bathed in the gentle winter moonlight. In that instant, I was completely and totally at peace—lost in a perfect moment I wanted to remember for the rest of my days.

      I turned my head to plant a soft kiss on Erik’s cheek. His eyes fluttered open, shifting to a midnight shade as he ran his thumb along my stomach.

      “I love you,” he said. Warmth spread from my chest all the way to my toes.

      “I love you too,” I whispered back.

      Then I nestled my face against his neck, closed my eyes, and drifted off to a deep and blissful sleep.
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      I AWOKE THE NEXT morning, pretty sure I was still in a dream. Warmth wrapped around my torso, and the scent of pine filled my head. Something simultaneously hard and soft rested beneath my cheek, and a light pressure rubbed circles at the small of my back.

      Either my subconscious-self thought it was in a spa, or I was having the morning of my life. Had Valkyris finally invented massage chairs? No, wait. I was lying down. Massage beds?

      Wait. Massage beds?

      My eyelids fluttered open, and I blinked against the too-bright sunbeams, ruing myself for forgetting to shut the curtains again. But what had made me forget this time? I hadn’t been up late studying, or reading, or hanging out with Helene. I’d been . . .

      The circles at my back took a linear trajectory as the massage moved up my spine and settled at the nape of my neck. I pried my eyelids open again, this time registering the sky-blue eyes twinkling back at me. I took in the tousled mane, wild beard, and bare chest of the Viking cradling me in his arms.

      And I remembered exactly who had kept me up late.

      Erik.

      “Hey,” I murmured sleepily.

      “Hei.” He continued his massage. “You slept well.”

      “Mmm.” I reached up to run my fingers through his beard. How was he even more beautiful in the morning? “Did you sleep okay?”

      “Better than I have in a long time,” he murmured. “I like being with you.”

      “I like it too.” I nuzzled into the crook of his arm, curling my body into his and committing every detail of this moment to memory: the morning my life was absolutely perfect.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking.” Erik released his hold on my neck, shifting his hand so he could stroke my hair. “You said that in your time, eighteen is too young to make a lifelong commitment.”

      Had I said that? Perhaps I’d been too hasty.

      “But I love you, Saga, and I don’t want to spend my nights away from you. I want to be your partner in every sense of the word. What if—”

      “Saga? Saga, are you in there?” A pert rap on the door interrupted what I had no doubt was going to be a very important moment. “The whole castle’s saying you took off on a dragon in the middle of that storm, but I know you wouldn’t do something that stupid without telling me, and I just had to make sure that you’re—”

      My chest seized as the door opened, and Helene stepped through. Not knowing what else to do, I grabbed the sheet and tugged it over my head.

      What are you, five? If you can’t see her, she can’t see you?

      I peeked out so just my face was visible above the sheet.

      “O-kay.” A canary-eating grin stretched across Helene’s face. “Well, well, well. Morning, Saga. Cousin.”

      “Helene.” Erik nodded.

      “Hey.” I offered a tentative wave.

      “I see you two had a good night.” She waggled her eyebrows. “No need to stop on my account. I just wanted to check in, make sure you were all right. Though I see you’re doing quite well.”

      “It’s not what it looks like.” Heat shot up my neck.

      “No?” Helene covered her lips with her fingertips. Was she laughing at me?

      “It’s not. We didn’t—I mean, it looks like we—but actually, all we did—you see—”

      “Shh.” Erik placed a finger over my lips. “Helene doesn’t care. She’s going to be extremely discreet about all of this. Isn’t she?”

      The last two words were definitely a threat.

      “Oh, I’ll be discreet all right.” Helene shot me a look that clearly said until we’re alone, girlfriend.

      Oh, God.

      “Good.” Erik removed his finger from my lips and slipped his arm around my waist. Mmm.

      “Your mom, however, might not be so thrilled.” Helene glanced at the door. “I just saw her in the dining hall, and she was looking for you guys.”

      “What?” I sat straight up.

      “Axel told her Erik had been discharged from the healing wing, and she freaked out. She and Uncle Halvar have been so wrapped up with strategy meetings, they didn’t even know their son had gone missing. Nobody did! Saga, you should have told me you’d gone out looking for him. I’d have joined in the search, or kept watch, and sent a team after you if you didn’t return in a certain timeframe, or—”

      “Can we get back to the part where Erik’s mom is looking for us?”

      “Huh? Oh. Right. She’s upset with herself for not knowing Erik took off . . . and not sensing he was in trouble, though why she’d blame herself for that is beyond me. She’s not a prophet. Anyway, now she needs to see for herself that you’re both okay.” Helene placed a hand on her hip. “Erik, were you really stranded for a whole day?”

      “Ja.” Erik grimaced.

      “And you’re not injured? No frostbite or hypothermia or—”

      “The healers took care of everything last night.” He sat up and pulled me back against his chest. “Part medicine, part magic, and I’m good as new. Now if you’ll excuse me, Saga and I were in the middle of a conversation.”

      “Conversation. So that’s what we’re calling it.” Helene snorted.

      “I mean it, Helene. Get out of here.” Erik waved his cousin away.

      “Fine. I’ll go. But you might want to wrap things up soon,” Helene warned. “Aunt Freia’s bound to check Saga’s room eventually.”

      “Erik, you need to leave,” I hissed.

      He leaned back, looking at me with amusement. “You’re afraid of my mother?”

      “I don’t want her to know you spent the night!”

      Helene burst into a fit of giggles.

      “I said, ‘get out of here,’” Erik groaned.

      “I’ll stall your mom if I see here,” Helene promised. “Though I don’t know how long you’ll take to, uh, finish, and I might run out of excuses before you—"

      “Out!” Erik thundered.

      Oh. My. God. I buried my face in Erik’s naked chest.

      “Fine,” Helene huffed. “You’re welcome for covering for you!”

      I waited until the door clicked shut behind her before I dared lift my head. When I finally did, Erik’s eyes twinkled with barely contained amusement.

      “Saga? You okay down there?”

      “You have to go,” I whispered.

      “I’ll go when I’m ready,” he said gently. But he did get up to lock the door. His insanely massive arm muscles flexed as he turned toward me and reached overhead in a stretch.

      Good morning, gorgeous.

      Erik dropped his arms and sauntered toward me. His eyes lowered when he passed my desk, and he paused to pick up a piece of parchment. “What’s this? ‘Action Plan for Dissemination of Valkyris Lifestyle?””

      “It’s the draft I drew up over the weekend.” I leaned back against my headboard, glancing down and discreetly making sure my nightgown was covering my boobs. Whew.

      “May I read it?”

      “I’d love that,” I said honestly.

      Erik carried the paper back to bed. He slipped beneath the sheets and extended an arm. I nestled against him, my cheek against his chest as I waited for him to finish reading. I hoped he’d meant what he’d said—that he really was willing to consider extending Valkyris’ borders. Exposing our lifestyle made sense from not only a military standpoint, but an economic one as well. The more tribes working under our model, the more Norway would be poised to thrive; to become a major world power; to, God willing, usher in an era of increased peace and equalitarianism, saving the planet another thousand years of suppression and strife.

      Not that I knew what was coming, or anything.

      “Saga?” Erik’s chest rumbled against my face.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re hurting me.” He gently pried my fingertips from his abs. I glanced down, flinching at the sight of freshly dug nail marks.

      Oops.

      “You don’t need to be nervous.” He lay the parchment on his lap. “This is a well-formulated argument. Though I’d hesitate to call it an action plan just yet.”

      “I didn’t get that far,” I admitted. “Part one is just a breakdown of the fiscal and military benefits to the Valkyris lifestyle. Part two will outline the social benefits, and part three will be the action plan—the detailed breakdown of how, where, and when to roll out societal changes, beginning with the least impactful.”

      Erik arched one brow. “I have to say, I am impressed. I have concerns, of course. But looking purely to the economic analysis, I see the advantages to a more public offering of conversion.”

      “I don’t know how Freia and Halvar would feel about taxes—if they’d want to collect from tribes, or if they’d look at this as a purely humanitarian mission. But I’m prepared to perform an evaluation from both standpoints, and if it’s something you’re onboard with, maybe we could present it to your parents together.”

      “There are a lot of points we’d need to evaluate before then. But I see a lot of potential. And I look forward to discussing it once it’s more fleshed out. But for now . . .” Erik pushed the paper to the foot of the bed and rolled to his side. He framed my shoulders with his forearms and lowered himself so he lay directly on top of me. Goose bumps broke out across my arms, and my breathing quickened as he dropped his mouth to my neck and sucked gently.

      I arched my back, pressing my chest to his and trying not to whimper at the surge of heat that shot straight through me. Erik raised his head, placed a finger to his lips, then resumed his ministrations.

      Then he dipped lower.

      Tension coiled deep in my belly as Erik’s lips made their way downward, passing my collarbone, and settling just above the fabric of my nightgown. His lips grazed the sensitive skin, and I clamped my mouth shut as his tongue settled in the deep V of my neckline. I would not make a peep. Not with Freia potentially walking the halls. I. Would. Not—

      “Shh.” Erik raised his head again. His eyes carried a mixture of amusement and frustration.

      “You can’t do . . . that,” I panted, “and expect me to be silent. It’s just not possible.”

      He ran one hand slowly along my ribcage, his fingertips tracing my hip before spreading wide across the outside of my thigh. He squeezed, lifting my leg so it hiked around his butt. Holy mother . . .

      “Not. Possible,” I reiterated.

      “Mmm.” Erik lowered his forehead so it rested against mine. “You’re going to be trouble. You know that?”

      “I’m not,” I promised breathlessly. “I swear.”

      “I beg to differ.” Erik sucked gently on my bottom lip, and I dug my fingernails into his back to keep from crying out. God, he’s amazing at this.

      “Why?” I exhaled.

      “I’m only kissing you, Saga,” he pointed out. “How am I going to keep you from waking the entire castle once we finally make love?”

      I slid my hands down his back and squeezed his butt. “Can the fairies soundproof rooms?”

      Erik’s laughter ripped from his throat in a burst of pure joy. “Gods, I love you, Saga Skånstad. You know that?”

      “I do.” I stretched upward to kiss his nose. “And just so you know, that was a serious question.”

      Desire flooded Erik’s eyes. “We have much to discuss, min kjære, but I meant what I said. I am yours for as long as you’ll have me.”

      Emotion pooled in my heart. “I know you are. It’s the only thing that’s kept me grounded these past few months. And it’s the only thing that makes my still being here make any sense.”

      Maybe the truth was that I’d been brought here not only to lead Valkyris, but to . . .

      No. I couldn’t go there.

      Not yet.

      Because I knew in the back of my mind that one day, I’d have to decide if I wanted to return to my old life. And the harder I fell for Erik, the harder it got to imagine going home . . . and leaving him behind. But someday, I’d have to.

      Wouldn’t I?
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      THE NEXT FEW WEEKS were a whirlwind of classes and training. Our sources reported that Bjorn’s army had nearly doubled in size since their initial threat. They still didn’t seem to know where we were, and though Erik was hopeful we’d scared the spy into silence, I had my doubts. My gut told me the traitor was waiting things out, buying time while the conflict percolated. When a superior party emerged—or a significant loyalty bid came in—they’d make their play. The only question was, which side would they choose?

      By March, the blizzards had given way to windstorms. Axel chose one particularly blustery afternoon to take me and Deathknell out for shooting drills. Because of course he did. Masochist.

      I shot him a glare as our dragons flew in tandem over the Dragehus. “You cannot possibly still be mad I tracked Erik by myself.”

      “What makes you think I’m mad?” Axel jutted his chin toward the water before changing course.

      Crap. The wind was even colder over the ocean.

      With great reluctance, I høyre-ed Deathknell. She glanced over her shoulder at me, her look clearly communicating that she thought I was a lunatic. You and me both, sister.

      “You’re taking me out in below-zero temperatures, with a wind-chill factor of frozen wasteland.” I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck. “You’re either mad at me, or completely insane. You choose.”

      “You and I are Valkyris’ best chance at an airborne defense,” Axel pointed out. “Do you really want to leave your tribe vulnerable because it’s cold outside?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying and you know it,” I grumbled. We hung right, flying for the western mountains.

      “Then stop complaining,” Axel called over his shoulder. He pulled his dragon back so he hovered a hundred yards from the nearest hill. “Last week, I set ten targets at intervals along this mountain. They’re all level with our current height, but because of the storms, some of them have been obscured.”

      “Great,” I yelled to be heard over a fierce gust.

      “Flushing out threats is a big part of our job—since we’re airborne, we’re able to see things our ground troops can’t. And conditions aren’t always optimal. Sometimes it’s windy. And cold.” Axel pinned me with a look.

      “I knew it. You’re still mad at me. I said I’m sorry!”

      “I don’t want you getting yourself killed,” Axel yelled back.

      “I don’t want any of us getting killed!” I pulled Deathknell up so she was level with Axel’s dragon. The wind was so intense, I had to lie nearly flat on her back to keep from being blown off. “I’d have done the same for you, and you know it. So, let it go.”

      Axel’s dimple popped. “Locate and strike all ten targets, and I will.”

      I changed my mind. He was insane after all. Regardless, I’d give it a shot. Because I wanted to do all I could if we faced an attack.

      “Fine.” I scanned the mountain. In addition to being covered in snow, it was currently being buffeted by a veritable wind cannon. Even if I did manage to locate the targets, I’d have one hell of a job actually hitting them.

      But no way was I complaining to Axel.

      I squeezed Deathknell with my knees and slung my bow over my shoulder. After shifting my quiver to my hip, I withdrew an arrow and held it in my bow-hand. With the other, I gripped my dragon’s reins and guided her closer to the mountain. We did a quick lap, during which I spotted a handful of Axel’s marks. Several chunks of hay stuck out against the snowy white backdrop, cuing me to the target’s locations.

      I’ll show him.

      I brought Deathknell around for a second pass, guiding her as close to the mountain as the wind would allow. After making calculations for wind, I fired off my first arrow.

      It missed by a solid thirty feet.

      “You’ve just alerted the enemy to our presence!” Axel shouted. “Though you did that when you flew right over him at short range. Care to take a different approach?”

      “Yes.” I gritted my teeth and pulled Deathknell back. We circled around and approached again, this time doubling our distance from the mountain. I reworked my wind allowance, drew another arrow, and shot.

      “Better!” Axel yelled as my arrow struck the target. “Now do it nine more times.”

      “I was planning to!” I shouted back. I did as he instructed, flying alongside the mountain and firing arrow after arrow at the marks. I made seven out of ten, even with the crazy wind, and returned to Axel feeling inordinately pleased with myself. “How was that?”

      “Fine.” Axel shrugged. “But those three guys you missed just took out half of our men.”

      So, it was going to be one of those lessons.

      “I’ll go again.” I pulled a fresh quiver from the net that hung from Deathknell’s saddle, swapping it for the one I’d just emptied. I did another lap around the mountain, this time hitting nine of the targets. When I drew even with Axel, I didn’t wait for him to open his mouth before I graded myself. “I know, that last guy just killed half of Valkyris. I’ll go again.”

      “And from a greater distance,” Axel added. “You’re still flying too close to the marks. Surprise is our greatest advantage as airbornes.”

      “Right.” I swapped quills and circled again. And again. And again.

      I’d run through a full hundred arrows before Axel finally called it for the day. “Your accuracy’s improved,” he praised. “Next time, we’ll work on increasing range.”

      I nodded. “Are you going to help me collect the arrows, or do I have to do that myself?”

      “I’ll help you, if . . .”

      Oh, God. “If what?” I asked warily.

      “If you tell me what the hell I did to piss off your friend.”

      “Deal.” I directed Deathknell to the first target and told her to land on the narrow outcropping. She shot me a look that clearly communicated you and me are having words when we get back to the Dragehus, but flew close enough to the narrow ledge that I was able to slide off her back. Once I was knee-deep in snow, she cleared out and made room for Axel’s dragon. He jumped off, landed next to me, and immediately commenced plucking arrows from the snowdrift.

      “But you’re going to have to be more specific.” I waded toward the haybale. “I’m sure you’ve upset a lot of my friends—you being a massive player, and all.”

      “A what?” Axel’s brow furrowed.

      Context, Saga. “You tend to go through a lot of girls in a short amount of time,” I explained. “From what I hear.”

      “Oh. Well.” He frowned.

      “So, who have you wronged now?” I plucked an arrow from the hay.

      “Apparently, Ingrid.”

      “Ingrid?” I plucked another. “What’d you do to her?”

      “I have no idea!” Axel threw up his arms. “But between her requesting to train with another swordsmanship tutor, and ignoring me completely when we pass in the halls, I’m pretty sure she can’t stand me. Which, I’ll be honest, is new territory for me as far as girls are concerned.”

      God bless the Viking ego. “Is she ignoring you, or is she just not falling all over you like Brigga and Birna and whoever else you’ve hooked up with?”

      “Saga, please.” Axel retrieved another arrow. “I think I know when someone hates me.”

      I shrugged. “What I think is that you’re so used to girls throwing themselves at you, you’ve developed a bit of a god complex. And you don’t know what to do when someone treats you like a regular guy.”

      “A god complex?” Axel asked.

      “You told me you’re descended from Asgardians,” I reminded him. “So . . .”

      “That’s fact. Not complex.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” I pulled the final arrow from the snow.

      “That woman irritates the hell out of me,” Axel grumbled as he followed me to the next target. “She claims to be so determined to join the Shieldmaiden Squadron, yet she’d rather train with an inferior swordsman? It’s irrational.”

      I shrugged. “Why don’t you just ask her if you did something to offend her?”

      “That’s not how I do things,” Axel said drily.

      “Clearly.” Why would it be, when every other girl in the tribe fawned all over him? No wonder he was confused. “Are you still seeing Brigga and Birna? Were you actually seeing two sisters at the same time?” So gross.

      “I haven’t been with either of them since they were rude to you and Helene.”

      Ew! So he had been with both of them. Men.

      “I wonder if that’s why Brigga’s been so awful in Acquisitions and Dissemination.” I shuddered. “She’s horrid, Axel. I can’t believe you ever liked her.”

      “I never said I liked her.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to find Axel wearing a cocky grin. “You’re terrible. You know this?”

      “All part of the charm.” He reached forward to cuff me on the shoulder.

      “No. Not charming. Gross.” I swatted his hand away. “What about Birna? You ever see anything in her besides . . . well, you know?”

      “Birna was even worse than her sister. She’s a total user—always looking to move her way up.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.” I stopped at the next hay bale and began withdrawing arrows. “I haven’t seen her around the castle lately. Is she off on a mission, or . . .”

      “A mission? No. Birna’s in her final year at the academy.” Axel came up next to me and stood on tiptoe to pull a particularly misfired arrow from a ledge. “She has one more term of study before she ranks as a full-on dragon trainer.”

      “Guess we’re just hitting the dining hall at different times then.” And the Dragehus. And the classrooms.

      Not that I minded not seeing Brigga’s sister around. But it was kind of weird, considering Valkyris was an island and all. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen Brigga that much either.

      Huh.

      Axel pulled another arrow. “You don’t think Ingrid’s mad at me?”

      “Again, you should be asking her.” I shoved my arrows into my quiver. “But if you’re too stubborn, just know that she’s been through a lot, and she’s really focused on building a good life for herself here. She believes the best way to accomplish that is through joining Shieldmaiden Squadron. I’d imagine she doesn’t want any distractions.”

      “So, you’re saying I’m a distraction.” Axel’s dimple popped.

      Seriously. That ego.

      “I’m saying you’re the village player.” I pulled the last arrow from the second target and marched toward the third. “And someone who’s gone through everything she has doesn’t want to get mixed up with all of that.”

      “I should just let her train with any idiot because she doesn’t like that I have a past?”

      “You should let her have the space she’s asking for, yes.”

      “It’s her career she’s throwing away,” Axel muttered.

      I bit back a smile. “Why do you care so much?”

      “Because our tribe needs warriors,” Axel said. “And she has the makings of a great one. But she’ll never reach her full potential if she trains with Einar.”

      “That’s it, huh? This is just a professional courtesy? Nothing to do with the fact that she’s the first girl in ever not to throw herself at you?”

      “Please.” Axel pushed past me.

      I quickly bent down and lobbed a snowball at his head.

      “Do you really want to start that?” He raised one brow.

      “It just so happens I’m an excellent shot. And apparently, your ego needs to be taken down a notch. Or twenty.”

      Axel’s eyes narrowed as he scooped up a chunk of snow. “In your dreams.”

      For the next few minutes, we forgot all about training, and threats, and strategy. We were just two friends, standing on the side of a mountain, pelting each other with snowballs.

      While our dragons looked on.
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      I VOLUNTEERED TO TAKE care of the dragons after our lesson. Axel was soaked from our snowball fight, and I wanted to check on Borg, anyway. She’d grown a lot since I’d first met her, but she was still no bigger than a Labrador . . . and she was still a killer snuggler. After an afternoon being buffeted by wind, baby dragon cuddles were exactly what I needed. Well, baby dragon cuddles and a long, hot bath.

      After feeding the big dragons and making sure they were comfortable in their stalls, I slipped into the Littles’ pen. Fang, Flame, and Marta looked up from their heated game of tug-of-war, while Borg dropped the rope they’d been fighting over and barreled straight toward me. I barely managed to latch the gate behind me before she leapt at my chest, claws out.

      I covered my face a split second before two reptilian paws landed square on my elbows.

      “No, Borg! Your nails! Retract!” Borg struck with enough force that I stumbled backward. I tripped over my own feet and landed on my butt in a thick pile of hay.

      Fang, Flame, and Marta looked up as I yowled. Apparently, human pain passed for dragon sport, because they loped toward me to lick my face.

      “Ugh. Thanks, guys.” I wiped a thick layer of drool off my cheek before checking my arms. No blood! Either Borg had missed me, or she’d mastered the claw-retraction trick we’d been working on. I reached out to scratch her head.

      “Thanks for not goring me,” I whispered.

      She chuffed in response, wiggling under my hand so I could scratch her favorite spot—the one below her left ear. When I hit her happy place, she purred.

      God, they’re so cute.

      The rest of the Littles jostled for my attention, and I relegated both hands and one elbow to dragon-petting duty. After a while, Fang and Flame went back to their game, and I was left with Borg and Marta. The two curled up on either side of me, nestling their little heads on my lap before emitting tiny puffs of smoke. Low whistles escaped from their nostrils, giving way to rumbles as they slipped into a deeper sleep. This was it. This was my happy place—for the moment, at least.

      That hot bath would have to wait.

      Careful not to wake the sleeping dragons, I reached for the basket in the corner of their stall, withdrew a blanket, and spread it over my legs. Then I leaned against the wall and settled in for a good, long rest.

      A familiar, nasally whine jostled me from my nap.

      “What do you mean you haven’t seen my sister? Don’t you oversee the dragon departures? What kind of an idiot are you?”

      Brigga.

      I scooted closer to the stall door, wondering who’d gotten on her bad side this time. She hadn’t shown up to our last few acquisition and dissemination classes, and while her absence had meant a more peaceful environment for all, Katrin and I had started to wonder if she planned on returning. Maybe she’d dropped the class?

      “I’m sorry, Miss Brigga.” The voice belonged to one of the more junior dragon trainers—a soft-spoken girl named Anna. “Birna didn’t check out a dragon—are you sure she’s not on the island?”

      “Do you think I’d be here if she was?” Brigga’s words absolutely dripped with disdain. “I’ve been looking everywhere for her for weeks.”

      “Weeks?” Anna’s voice rose. “Have you alerted our guards? Surely they’d want to—”

      “This is a family matter,” Brigga snapped. “And I’m dealing with it. My sister had to have taken off on a dragon. One must be missing—find it.”

      “None of the adults are gone,” Anna hedged. “Unless she’s managed to control one of the juveniles, which none of us have been able to yet . . .”

      Oh, no.

      Please don’t come over here. Please, please, please.

      I held very still, willing the snoring dragons in my lap to stay quiet.

      “Where are the juveniles?” Brigga demanded.

      Skit.

      I tugged the blanket over my head and flattened my back against the wall. If I was lucky, maybe they’d think I was one of the Littles hunkered down for a nice, long nap.

      Yeah, right.

      Angry footsteps stormed down the barn. I held my breath as they paused outside my stall. “Is it this one?”

      “No, those are the babies.” Anna’s work boots padded toward the pen across the aisle. “The juveniles are in here. And they’re all accounted for.”

      “Well she took something off the island. What else do you have here? The gods sent dragons; did the Valkyries send pegasus?”

      “We don’t have winged horses, ma’am. And if we did, we certainly wouldn’t keep them in here—the dragons would eat them.”

      “Well, where would you keep them?”

      “We’ve not received any other animal gifts.” Anna’s voice wavered. “I don’t know what to tell you—your sister didn’t take one of our animals. You might want to check with the domestic barn—perhaps she’s taken one of the horses to the mainland.”

      “She’s a dragon-training student,” Brigga snapped. “If she was going to disappear, she’d have taken a dragon.”

      “Well, she didn’t,” Anna said quietly.

      Footsteps stormed away from my stall. With a relieved sigh, I lowered my blanket into my lap.

      “This stall’s empty. Where’s this dragon?” Brigga demanded.

      “That stall belonged to Axel’s old dragon,” Anna said sadly. “Clan Bjorn killed him when they discovered Axel working with their slaves. Surely you knew about this?”

      The silence stretched out for so long, I wondered if Brigga and Anna had left the Dragehus.

      Finally, Brigga’s biting words pierced the calm. “When exactly was this?”

      “About two months ago, I believe? Maybe less?”

      This time the tension was so thick, I had no doubt they were still here. Gulp.

      “I see.” Why did Brigga sound defeated?

      “If Birna is missing, we should organize a search party,” Anna said. “Once the storm passes, I’ll gather the riders and—”

      “I told you,” Brigga said quietly. “I’m handling it.”

      “But Miss Brigga, your sister’s life could be at risk. The winter has been brutal, and if she’s out there in these storms she could well be—”

      “I said I’m handling it,” Brigga snapped. “Now get out of my way.”

      “I only want to help ensure—”

      “I don’t need your help,” Brigga spat. “She’s my sister, which makes this my problem. I’ll figure it out.”

      Furious footsteps stormed down the aisle.

      “That’s not how things work in Valkyris,” Anna called after Brigga. “We look out for each other!”

      But the slam of the door let me know Brigga was gone. She left behind a sighing Anna, two snoring Littles, and a thousand unanswered questions.

      What the hell is going on?
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      That night after dinner, Erik, Helene, and I gathered in the social area. While I tried valiantly to beat Erik in our third game of hnefatafl, Helene sat in front of the fire, knitting what looked like a very crooked scarf. Or part of a sweater. Or a hat?

      It was hard to tell.

      “What exactly are you making?” Erik glanced over from our game.

      “Mittens,” Helene said proudly. “I’m going to give them to Aunt Freia.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Erik captured one of my pieces before turning to his cousin. “And would her hands be the size of my forearm?”

      “I think I’m supposed to loop this end around here.” Helene tugged on the fabric. “Or maybe it’s like this?” She tried again from a different angle. “Gods, I’m the worst at this.”

      “Ja,” Erik agreed.

      “No, you’re not.” I glared at Erik. “If it’s too long—or the wrong shape—for mittens, why don’t you make Freia a scarf? I’m sure she’d love one, especially since the weather doesn’t seem to be improving at all.”

      “Tell me about it,” Helene mumbled. “I had to deliver a message to the domestic barn this morning, and I nearly got blown over on my way there!”

      “Ha! Try flying a dragon in this wind. Axel took me out shooting during the worst of it, and I swear I thought I was going to disappear forever.”

      “Axel made you fly in this?” Erik raised a brow.

      “He said it was important to practice in inclement weather. Apparently, war strikes at inconvenient times.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Erik agreed. “You going to move, or what?”

      “I’m thinking.” I studied the board. Seeing an advantage, I moved into a square and snatched up one of Erik’s men. “Ha!”

      “Ha yourself.” Erik plucked up another of my pieces. “Two more and that’s a game. You sure you want to keep playing?”

      “I will beat you, Halvarsson. Maybe not this round, and maybe not the next, but one day. And soon.”

      I jumped squares, and Erik secured his victory. Dang it.

      “You keep telling yourself that.” He chuckled. “Helene? You want to play?”

      “I’m making a scarf.”

      “I thought it was mittens,” Erik said.

      “Now it’s a scarf. Try to keep up.” Helene bit down on her bottom lip.

      “Ja. Well . . .” Erik leaned back in his chair and stroked his beard. “What do you say, Saga? Ready to lose to me a fourth time?”

      “We could chalk this up to you being a terrible teacher,” I pointed out.

      “Hey! I taught you too,” Helene objected.

      Oops.

      “Either way, I’m due for a break.” I nestled into my armchair. “Did I tell you what happened in the Dragehus today?”

      “No.” Erik leaned forward and began packing up the game.

      “Brigga was there.” I kept my voice low. “And she was mad.”

      “When isn’t Brigga mad?” Helene rolled her eyes. “What was it this time?”

      “I guess her sister’s missing—sounds like she’s been gone for a while.”

      Erik stilled. “Missing? What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Brigga said she’d been looking for her for a few weeks—she thought Birna must have ridden one of the dragons somewhere.”

      “Were any of the dragons gone?” Erik resumed cleaning up our game.

      “None. Well, except the one Axel took to Clan Bjorn. But . . .”

      A storm passed across Erik’s face. “Bjorn will pay for what they did to that dragon.”

      “It was an act against the gods,” Helene agreed. “But what does it have to do with Birna’s disappearance? If she’s even missing at all. She probably just found another guy and couldn’t be bothered to tell her sister she’d be sleeping over indefinitely.”

      “Maybe. But wouldn’t she have come to class? No guy’s worth flunking out for. No offense,” I added to Erik.

      “None taken,” he said seriously. “I agree.”

      “So, nobody’s worried about Birna?” I asked.

      “Birna’s a big girl. She can take care of herself.” Erik folded his arms.

      Where I came from, there was no way a teenager could just take off like that. Apparently, adult supervision worked differently in Vikingdom, and truancy wasn’t the high crime it was in my era. But still . . .

      “Haven’t her teachers noticed she’s gone?” I asked.

      “I’m sure they have. And her marks will likely suffer because of it. But we don’t mandate academy attendance,” Erik said. “We expect our citizens to evolve to the best versions of themselves, but how they choose to do that is up to them. My parents are big on free will.”

      “I guess,” I said. “Brigga just sounded really stressed out.”

      “Brigga will be fine,” Helene chimed in. “It’ll do her some good to think of someone else for a change.”

      Since neither of them looked the slightest bit concerned, I resolved to let it go.

      “Ugh. My scarf is unraveling.” Helene threw her knitting to the ground. “Forget it. This is too hard.”

      Erik bent over to pick up Helene’s creation. “Maybe Axel can fix it.”

      “Ooh! I didn’t think about him!”

      “Hold up.” I raised a hand. “Axel? The guy who just tortured me on dragonback . . . he can knit?”

      “Axel’s a brilliant knitter.” Helene nodded. “Anybody know where he is?”

      “Drying off. I kicked his butt in a snowball fight.” I snorted.

      Erik tilted his head at me. “Really?”

      “You would have been proud,” I confirmed. “He’ll probably join us later.”

      “Fine. I’ll wait.” Helene snatched her knitting from Erik and scooted her chair closer to the table. “Now reset the board if you want to lose to a real hnefatafl player.”

      Hey!

      Erik frowned. “But I just put it away.”

      “Well, un-put it away,” she retorted. “Unless you’re afraid of getting beaten by a girl.”

      “I’ve beaten him before!” I protested.

      “Not recently. You seem to have lost your edge.” Erik patted my hand. I growled. “It’s okay, min kjære. You’ll get it back.”

      “I have not lost my edge,” I gritted.

      Helene rubbed her hands together. “Get ready to lose, cousin.”

      “In your dreams.” Erik laughed.

      For the next hour they traded victories, alternately ridiculing and begrudgingly praising each other as their luck shifted back and forth. While they played, I leaned back in my chair, tucked my feet beneath my butt, and tried not to worry about what was or wasn’t happening with Brigga and Birna. My friends were right—they could take care of themselves.

      So why couldn’t I shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      I DIDN’T HAVE THE luxury of dwelling for long. The next morning, I was back in the thick of it in Acquisitions and Dissemination. Brigga was still absent, which meant Katrin and I had to work through the latest manifest on our own. This shipment had contained a lot of weapons—mostly swords, but there were a few things we were unfamiliar with. We pored over the notes and drawings, trying to extract information that could be useful to Valkyris or the rest of the northern territories.

      “This one’s interesting.” Katrin looked up from her page. “It’s a sword, but with a thin blade—maybe two inches thick? And the handle is almost ornamental. Look.”

      She held up a piece of parchment. In addition to the notes, it contained a rough sketch. It was definitely a sword with a long blade that tapered to a point at its end. But instead of the basic T-shaped hilt I was used to, this one had a small dome covering the handle, with an intricate metal wrap that looked a bit like a sculpture. I racked my brain, trying to remember where I’d seen something like it before. It was rough, definitely a rudimentary version of the 18th century weapon, but I was pretty sure this was the very distant relative of a rapier. Cool!

      “The notes say it’s lighter than a standard broadsword, with greater flexibility.” Katrin looked up again. “What do you make of that?”

      “I think these will be of great use to a certain shieldmaiden trainee.” I grinned. Ingrid would love working with a rapier. Even if it would be known by another name for the foreseeable future. Shieldmaiden blade? Lady sword?

      Blech. It was a good thing the actual disseminators oversaw those kinds of decisions. Naming things was definitely not my forte.

      “What should we put in the report?” Katrin asked.

      “I’ll take that one. You want to parse the spice list?” I slid my parchment across the table.

      “More spices, huh?”

      “They seem to be the thing these days. This so-called weapon shipment had a whole section dedicated to them.” I cracked a smile. “Apparently, we’re not the only ones who are desperate to improve the mutton stew.”

      “You’d think they’d take it off the menu,” Katrin complained. “Ah, well. Spices it is. Trade.”

      She passed me her paper, and I grabbed a blank piece of parchment. I drew a line vertically down the page, writing “Object” on one side and “Uses” on the other. After scribbling “long, thin sword with dome-shaped handle” under the object header, I placed my writing feather to the uses side and paused. I knew from Shakespeare’s plays that rapiers had often been paired with daggers and that they’d been used in some epic pirate fights . . . at least, they had in movies. But what uses would be applicable in Viking times? And more importantly, how could I disclose the sword’s uses without looking like I knew too much?

      I re-read the explorer’s notes and decided I’d just expand from there. I put my feather to paper and wrote.

      

      Long, thin sword with dome-shaped handle. Uses include: (1) Flexible blade for fighting in more confined spaces. Allows for maximum force with minimal windup. (2) Lighter weight allows for prolonged usage, or usage by less muscular fighters. Ideal for lighter-weight warriors. (3) When paired with a second blade, perhaps one shorter in length, it will allow for fighting at both medium and close range. User can throw opponent off balance with longer blade while delivering a fatal blow at close proximity with shorter one. (4) Since hilt is dome-shaped, user’s sword hand has some additional protection. May be useful for combat situations in which traditional T-shaped hilts have proven less effective.

      

      When I finished writing, I picked up the manifest. A cursory read revealed a series of swords and axes, most of which Valkyris already possessed. One or two had a slightly different blade shape, including one that looked a lot like a samurai sword. I’d never seen one in person, and I wondered if any of those had come home with the explorers. My mind drifted to a world in which a considerably more agile me spun cat-like around the training arena, kicking Erik’s butt with a curved blade in each hand.

      The fantasy didn’t last long before Katrin’s bemused voice broke my focus.

      “Something funny?” she asked.

      “Huh? No. Just thinking of all the fun we could have with these blades.”

      “That’s not exactly the word that comes to mind,” she said dryly.

      “Hey, now. You passed Basic Swordsmanship.”

      “Ja. But I’m barely surviving Swords II. Why’d you have to move to the advanced level so fast?”

      “Because.” I grimaced. “Erik kicks my butt daily in practice. Sometimes twice daily.”

      “Oh. I guess that’s fair, then.”

      “How are the rest of your classes going?” I asked.

      “Fine. Thankfully I’m in an academic-heavy rotation, so there’s minimal shame for my parents.”

      “Katrin, they adore you.” I bit back a smile. Katrin’s parents were both warriors, and though she joked about their disappointment in her lack of athleticism, I knew they were proud of her many intellectual accomplishments. If Viking Academy had a valedictorian, she’d definitely be in the running.

      “I know. That’s why they only have minimal shame!”

      I laughed. “Hey, speaking of academic-heavy stuff, any chance you’d be willing to help me with an extracurricular project?”

      “As long as it’s not sword fighting with Erik, sure. What’s going on?”

      “I’m working on a report—like the ones we put together here, but with a more detailed action plan. I’m trying to show that exposing our lifestyle to the world is fiscally, socially, and military—militarily?—advantageous. And I want to draw up an action plan for implementation of our policies. What do you think?”

      Katrin leaned forward. “I think it’s a great idea. I’ve wondered for years why we keep an enlightened society to ourselves while the rest of the world lives in darkness.”

      “Great. So you’ll help me?” I beamed at my friend.

      “I’m also thinking,” Katrin continued, “that you’ll never get the Halvarssons onboard, and the minute you bring it up to Erik you’re going to have a major fight.”

      “We already had the fight.” I raised one finger. “And he’s onboard with the proposal. He says we have a lot of details to work out before he’s willing to commit, but that he’ll read my report with an open mind—and talk to his parents if he agrees with my reasoning.”

      “Erik said that?” Katrin’s jaw dropped. “Jeez, you two must be really serious.”

      “Or,” I countered, “it’s a really good idea and progress can’t be ignored forever.”

      “I like the way you think.” Katrin nodded. “I’m in. I’ll help however you need me to.”

      “Thanks.” I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “I’m going to work on it tonight after dinner. Stop by if you’re free?”

      “Sure. I’m interested to see what you’ve written so far.”

      “It’s not much,” I warned. “But I’ll grab lefse and you can read what I’ve got.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Katrin smiled at me before returning to her manifest. “Nutmeg again, huh? Must be catching on.”

      “Speaking of catching on . . .” No. That was a terrible segue. Try again, Saga. “Uh, how’s Vidia?”

      “She’s fine.” Katrin looked up. “I haven’t told her I like her, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Why not?”

      “We talked for a long time at the winter ball.” Katrin frowned. “She’s been through a lot.”

      “Clan Bjorn was a nightmare,” I said quietly. “And she was there a lot longer than me.”

      “But even before that. The tribe she came from wasn’t much better—and her parents basically sold her to Bjorn to ensure their own protection. Ingrid was the only person who ever looked out for her before you came along.”

      My heart tugged. Vidia had never talked to me about her past. It said a lot that she’d opened up to Katrin.

      “She needs a friend more than anything right now.” Katrin returned to her manifest. “I want to be that for her.”

      I reached across the table to place my hand atop hers. “You have a good soul, Katrin. The world needs more people like you.”

      “I could say the same about you.” She smiled. “Now, get back to work. Figure out how to use that . . . complicated arrow-weapon thing.”

      Huh?

      Katrin tapped her writing feather to a page I hadn’t examined. I picked it up, studying a drawing of a T- shaped bow. It was rudimentary, and its notes said it was made of wood, not metal, but it looked to be some kind of a crossbow. They had crossbows in Viking times?

      I tried to remember the history lessons that had been a part of my archery training back home. I was pretty sure versions of crossbows had been around Asia and Greece since the B.C. days, but I wasn’t sure exactly when they were invented—or how they’d made their way to Scandinavia.

      Duh, Saga. Viking ships brought them to Scandinavia. And disseminators spread them throughout the northern territories.

      Right.

      “What is it?” Katrin leaned forward to study the page.

      “It’s a crossbow.” I stared at the drawing. “See how it forms the shape of a cross? Well, kind of?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Katrin nodded. “What does it do?’

      Exactly how much had the explorers gathered that it did?

      I read from the page. “It fires arrows at a higher speed, increasing accuracy during inclement weather and force of impact during battle.”

      “Gods. I hope Bjorn doesn’t have those. Or any of the tribes who are siding with them.” Katrin shuddered.

      She had a point.

      “How long ago did this shipment come in?” I asked.

      “Last week. Why?” Her eyes widened. “Are you thinking we should stall our report?”

      “Kind of,” I admitted. “I’m thinking we take this schematic and create a prototype. If we can get it functional, it could provide a major advantage if Bjorn attacks.”

      “When they attack,” Katrin corrected. “Even if they never locate the island, they’ll find ways to draw us out. And you’re right—when they do, we’ll need every tool we have.”

      I carefully folded the paper. After glancing around the room to make sure nobody was looking, I slipped it into the pocket of my apron dress and tapped my fingers on the table. “Let’s tell Professor Spry that we have this, but ask her to keep it between us. We can log the rest of the manifest so nobody suspects anything, and take this page to Erik. He’s good with his hands—maybe he can build one of these for us. Or twenty.”

      Katrin’s eyes twinkled. “He’s good with his hands, huh?”

      “Stop!” I flung my writing feather at her.

      “You said it. Not me.” She tossed my feather back.

      “You’re terrible.”

      “I’ve heard worse.” She winked and went back to sorting through spices. I got through a few more weapon entries before class was over, and I left feeling optimistic. If Katrin and I were right, this could change everything—from a tactical standpoint, at least. And from a political one . . . well, we’d make some headway on our Valkyris report tonight. We had to convince Erik—and then his parents—that sharing Valkyris with the world was in everyone’s best interest.

      Our entire future depended on it.
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      ON SATURDAY, ERIK TOOK me on a ski date. The sky was a breathtaking blue—for once—and the weather had risen to a balmy not freezing, so we strapped our skis onto our boots and headed into the forest. As soon as we hit the shadows, the temperature dropped another ten degrees. But at least the wind was mercifully still. And the company wasn’t half bad, either.

      Even if he was unusually tense.

      “Okay, spill, Halvarsson. What’s going on?” I glanced at Erik as we glided through a fresh layer of powder. His torso was rigid, as if he were clenching his shoulder blades together. “Erik?”

      “Huh? Sorry, what did you say?”

      I staked my pole in a snowbank and pushed forward. “What’s wrong today? The uptightness coming off you is nuts right now.”

      “The uptightness?” Erik’s mouth quirked.

      “You know what I mean.” I pushed off the other pole. “Even for you, this is intense.”

      “Ja, well . . .”

      I waited, but apparently that was his entire statement. Ja, well.

      Men.

      “Erik Halvarsson, tell me what’s up right this minute or so help me, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .” I bent down, scooping up a chunk of snow as I skied. “I will chuck snowballs at you until you start talking.”

      “Do you really want to start a snowball fight with me?” Erik bent at the waist and retrieved his own handful of snow. He wasted no time patting it into a tight ball and cocking his arm.

      “If it gets you to talk to me, then yes.” I lobbed my snowball. It struck his chest, splattering in an explosion of white against the black of his cloak. A wicked gleam glinted in his eye, and with a somewhat sinister chuckle, he threw his own snowball at me.

      I dropped my poles and turned so it pinned me on the back, hitting with just enough force that I jumped. “Ow!”

      “That wasn’t hard,” Erik pointed out.

      “No, but I wasn’t expecting you to actually hit me!” I scooped up another ball and chucked it.

      “Did you think I’d throw a match?” Another snowball struck my back. Then another.

      “I thought . . .” I lobbed two in quick succession, “. . . that you’d miss on purpose, on account of I’m your girlfriend!”

      “Well, you thought wrong.” Erik’s next shot hit my arm. “But I am going easy on you, if that makes you feel better.”

      “This is easy?” I ducked as another snowball flew at my chest.

      “If you were Axel, you’d be flat on the ground by now,” he said. “With ice-welts on your face.”

      Maybe this hadn’t been such a great idea.

      “Come on!” I threw one more snowball, then paused with my hands on my hips. “I just want to know why you’re so stressed today. Everything okay with your parents? Raynor? Is your bromance with Axel on the rocks?”

      “Bromance?” Erik stopped molding his next weapon and blinked at me.

      No way was I going to explain that one. “Just talk to me already.”

      Erik palmed his poles and resumed skiing. “Another report came in from the east. Bjorn’s recruited two new tribes to their cause. The numbers from their known allies alone already more than triple ours. And we don’t even know what’s happening to the North.”

      “Oh, God.” I hurriedly picked up my poles and skied after him. “What are we doing about it?”

      “There’s not much we can do. Our warriors are readying for battle, both here and on Valkyris East. Our smiths have upped production of weapons, and the älva handlers have doubled down on protecting the island. We’re safe here, but at some point the fight will reach the mainland. Or . . .”

      “Or?” I asked.

      “Or they’ll commit acts so heinous, they’ll force us to act. They know we’re not likely to let innocent people suffer.”

      My breath caught. “What do you mean?”

      Erik rounded a thick-trunked tree, glancing up at its icicle-laden branches. “In extreme circumstances, Valkyris has been known to step forward to defend weaker tribes.”

      “How extreme have the circumstances been?”

      “You’ve seen how Bjorn operates—I’ll let you imagine.”

      Yikes.

      “But they’re horrible to their slaves, and worse to their enemies . . . and you let that slide.”

      “You said it yourself; ours is a rough world. Things have to get pretty bad for us to invoke our might. But when we do . . .” Erik let loose a low whistle. “We don’t tend to leave survivors.”

      My mind drifted to the story Ingrid and Vidia had told me when we’d been captives together—the one about the brutish clan of Valkyris, who’d descended on a village and obliterated it in the night. By the time they’d left, not a single resident was left alive.

      Skit. Was it going to come to that?

      “You think Bjorn is going to start terrorizing tribes? More than they already do, I mean?”

      “I do,” Erik confirmed. “They want a fight, and I wouldn’t put it past them to do whatever it takes to get one.”

      I pushed forward so we were side by side. “Then we have to act fast. Katrin’s helping me with my report now. Once it’s finished, we’ll go over it with you, and then we can present it to your parents for approval. And I think we’ve found a new weapon that might give us an advantage—or at least make us less vulnerable. Katrin and I have been working on a new manifest, and we discovered a prototype for something called a crossbow.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a weapon—a long-range, high-impact bow and arrow. I have the schematic back in my room—I meant to show it to you when I found it on Thursday, but Katrin and I got so involved in the report it slipped through the cracks. Sorry.”

      “Understandable. Tell me about it now. How big is the weapon?”

      “It’s smaller than our current bows—or at least, this particular design is. I’m sure it can be scaled up or down. And it looks like it has a fairly straightforward design. How are you at building slide mechanisms? Or building anything, really?”

      Erik shot me the side-eye. “Are you questioning my carpentry?”

      “Yes,” I said honestly.

      Erik drew his shoulders back. “I’ll have you know that not only am I an excellent woodworker, but I’m a reasonably competent smith. Are these crossbows made of metal or wood?”

      “Both,” I said. “Though I think this one is wooden.”

      Erik nodded. “I’m free all day. What do you think? Should we cut this run short and—”

      A booming crack filled the air, as something shifted overhead.

      “Saga! Go right!”

      I flung myself into the snow, covering my head and waiting for an impact that never came. Instead, the ground reverberated and a shower of powder exploded, covering me in a cool, white dust. I lifted my head to discover a tree limb laying no more than ten feet from where I’d been skiing.

      “Holy skit!” I scrambled to my feet, looking up to see if another assault was imminent. But instead of a breaking bough, or even one weighted down with icicles, my gaze settled on a massive red dragon hovering just above the tree line. Its leathery wings flapped slowly, so it dipped precariously close to the branches. It must have landed on one, nearly causing my impalement. Who would be stupid enough to fly so close to the—

      “Raynor!” Erik thundered. “Get your dragon away from the trees!”

      “We need to talk.” Raynor poked his head around the dragon’s thick neck. “Immediately.”

      “It’s not safe to land here,” Erik shouted. “You nearly killed Saga.”

      “Pity.”

      The growl that ripped from Erik’s throat was equal parts go to hell and I will cut you.

      “There has been a development,” Raynor called down. “Where can we talk?”

      Erik skied closer and slid an arm around me. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” I shuddered. Another development?

      “Time is of the essence,” Raynor hissed.

      Erik growled again. “There’s a clearing past the temple. Meet us there.”

      “Hurry,” Raynor barked. Then he pulled his dragon back and flew away.

      My stomach churned as I watched him go. “What do you think it is this time?”

      “I don’t know, but if it’s big enough to warrant his return then it’s not good. Raynor hates coming home almost as much as we hate having him.”

      “Erik.” I frowned. I wished he wasn’t holding on to so much anger—especially toward his brother.

      “Come, Saga. Let’s get this over with.”

      His arm slipped from my shoulder, and he skied into the trees. With a sigh, I dug into the snow and pushed off. Whatever their issues, Erik and Raynor were united in stopping Bjorn, at least. Unless . . .

      I forced the thought from my head. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t quite shake the feeling that Raynor had a secondary agenda where Valkyris was concerned. For reasons I couldn’t put my finger on, I just didn’t trust him.

      And judging from the tension that had returned to Erik’s shoulders, he felt exactly the same.
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      Raynor and his dragon were waiting when we reached the clearing. The reptile’s long claws tapped tersely against the snow, while its rider stood with crossed arms and furrowed brows.

      “What took you so long?” Raynor spat.

      “We had to navigate the rest of the branches you felled.” Erik glared at his brother. “Ridden a dragon, lately?”

      “Staved off an uprising, lately?” Raynor retorted. “What are you doing here? Your enemies are staging a war, and you’re having a ski day?”

      When he put it like that, it did seem kind of frivolous.

      “What news was so important you nearly decapitated Saga to bring it?” Erik asked.

      “What more news do you need? Your enemies are staging a war. You, Mother, and Father may have buried your heads in the snow, but I’ve been to their camps. I’ve seen the armies they’ve amassed. You’re going to lose.”

      “You think we aren’t aware of the risks?” Erik pushed back. “We’re preparing on our end. But you wouldn’t know that, since you’re never here.”

      “And why is that? You and Father practically banished me from the island.”

      “You bring nothing but misery when you’re here. If you managed to curb your unpleasantness, we wouldn’t be forced to assign you remote jobs.”

      Ouch.

      Raynor snorted. “That’s all I have to do to be welcomed into the family fold? Curb my unpleasantness?”

      Erik shifted his poles to one hand and crossed his arms, mirroring his brother. “You asked to be a scout. If you’d had any interest in helping from the ground, you could have said so.”

      “Please,” Raynor spat. “After Liana died, Mother grew obsessed with preparing you to be the heir. There was no room for the second spare.”

      My throat tightened. For a split second, I felt sorry for him.

      “So, you just took off?” Erik ground out the words. “Left the rest of us to deal with our family’s loss, and try to hold the tribe together?”

      “Seems like you managed just fine in my absence.”

      Erik and his brother squared off in the snow. The hatred firing between them was so intense, I worried they were about to come to blows. And I was pretty sure whose side the dragon would take.

      Fix this, Saga! Before Erik gets eaten . . . or charred.

      I skied in front of Erik, shielding him from both Raynor and the dragon. And I blurted the only thing I could think of. “Raynor, you said there was a development. What is it?”

      Raynor’s eyes narrowed. “You need a woman to fight your battles for you, Erik?”

      “What we all need,” I said loudly, “is to make sure Valkyris is safe. If you have an update for us, please tell us so we can get to the solution already.”

      Raynor’s nostrils flared. “Fine. Ragnar and Bjorn have united and are amassing an army.”

      “We know that,” Erik said.

      Not helping.

      “Well, do you know that teams of warriors are currently canvassing Norway, trying to locate Valkyris?”

      I sucked in air through my teeth. “Are you sure?”

      “We knew they would be,” Erik said. “It’s why we’ve increased our protections. Is this all you have for us?”

      Raynor’s eyes narrowed. “I suppose it is. Unless you’re interested in hearing the price they’re offering to anyone who gives them information leading to the location of this island.”

      Erik skied forward so we stood side by side. “What?”

      “The price Bjorn is offering,” Raynor drawled. “It’s very substantial.”

      “How substantial?” Erik asked.

      “In addition to a small fortune in gold, Bjorn is offering a leadership position to the person who leads them to the island.”

      Skit.

      “Has anyone taken them up on their offer?” I asked.

      Raynor rolled his eyes. “Is this island currently being invaded by warriors who clearly value training more than taking a ski day?”

      Erik glowered beside me.

      “Is anyone considering their offer?” I rephrased.

      “Not that I know of. But it is a very attractive combination. Money and power?” Raynor clucked his tongue. “That will be very hard to turn down.”

      I glanced over at Erik. Was his brother threatening us?

      Erik pulled his shoulders back. “Only a traitor would sell out their tribe.”

      “A traitor,” Raynor said slowly. “Or a survivor.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I blurted.

      “What do you think it means?” Raynor turned his hate-filled eyes on me. “You should know by now that nobody wants to be on the losing side of war.”

      “Including you?” I challenged.

      Raynor’s silence was all the answer I needed.

      “I won’t pay for your loyalty,” Erik warned.

      “I didn’t ask you to.” Distaste flared in Raynor’s eyes.

      Huh?

      “But Valkyris is being threatened from the inside,” Erik continued. “We know of the spy. If it turns out to be you, our mother’s heart will break for a second time. Would you really do that to her?”

      Raynor’s hands balled into fists. “I’m the least of your worries, brother. War is coming, whether to these shores or on the mainland, I don’t yet know. But when it does . . . when you willingly lay down the lives of your men, your family, I hope you can tell yourself she was worth it.”

      He spat the last words at me as if they were a curse. Then he stormed to his dragon, climbed on its back, and soared into the air. I didn’t take my eyes off them until they’d crested the mountain and shrunk to no more than a tiny red speck in the sky.

      My God. This is all my fault.

      When I finally lowered my head, Erik was staring at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Come here, min kjære.” He held out his arms.

      I sidestepped in my skis until I was close enough to rest my cheek on his chest. He dropped his poles, wrapped his arms around me and held tight.

      “Don’t listen to Raynor,” he said quietly.

      “How can I not? Lars wants me. If I weren’t here, none of this would be happening.”

      “That’s absolutely untrue.” Erik’s chin bobbed atop my head as he spoke. “This conflict with Bjorn has been years in the making. They’ve never wanted to be the second-most powerful tribe—it has always been their plan to take us down and usurp our title.”

      “Maybe, but—”

      “But nothing.” Erik pulled back so he could look into my eyes. “My conflict with Lars is practically as old as we are—his father taught him to hate our tribe, and by default, my family. I’ve kept him in check of late, but we were always going to come to blows. Whether you’d landed on his shores or not.”

      I let my head drop to my chest. “Why couldn’t I have landed in another tribe? Maybe then all of this would—”

      “No, Saga.” Erik lifted my chin with two fingers. “This was always going to play out. I’ve known since the prophets delivered my prophecy.”

      Wait. What?

      “What did they say?” I whispered.

      “That I was fated to lead our tribe to dominance . . . but in the process, destroy much of our world.”

      My throat caught. “You’re going to destroy the world too? God, what are we even doing together?”

      Erik smiled sadly. “This is the way of our world. For one tribe to rise, another must fall. I believe in Valkyris—in what we do and in what we can offer. But in no way have I ever wanted to destroy any part of this world. I’ve always hoped I could live out my days in relative peace, opening Valkyris’ doors to those who share our values and shutting out the rest. But I see that isn’t possible—not so long as Bjorn is in power. They must be taken down, Saga. It’s the only way we’ll be free to live as we wish.”

      “And your brother?” I hedged.

      Erik closed his eyes. “I will take care of my brother. He is my burden, not yours.”

      “Hey.” I reached up to touch his cheek. “We’re a team, remember?”

      “I do.” He turned his face to kiss my hand. “But you don’t need to deal with him. I’ll speak to my parents. If Raynor is to be managed, they are the best parties to do so.”

      Fair enough.

      Erik tilted his head. “You’re shivering.”

      “I’m cold,” I admitted. Either that or my nerves had finally caught up to me.

      “Come. Let’s go back to the castle and warm up. Are you all right to ski, or would you prefer we walk?”

      “I don’t think we could walk in this.” I jabbed my pole into the snow. “It’s still too fresh. Besides, I like skiing.”

      “Very well then. You lead the way.” Erik released me and held out an arm, gesturing in the direction from which we’d come. Then he picked up his poles and gave a slight nod.

      I led us home, around the fallen tree branches and through the darkening forest. As we covered ground, I vowed to make myself as useful as possible until . . . well, until things played out, one way or another. I would train, strategize, craft crossbows—whatever it took to make myself an asset to Erik and our tribe. And when the time came to fight, I would do so at Erik’s side, his equal in every conceivable way.

      And I’d pray that everyone I loved would be okay.
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      THE NEXT DAY, ERIK and I met in the woodshop. I’d brought the crossbow schematic, and he’d brought hands that had actually wielded a saw without drawing blood and getting kicked out of junior high woodshop—sorry again, Mr. Mac!—so between the two of us, we should have been set.

      Except that neither of us had actually built a crossbow before. And, on closer inspection, the schematic was really complicated.

      “It says the first thing we’re supposed to do is measure the stock—so pick a piece of wood and hold it up on your shoulder, like you’re firing a . . .” Not that. Guns don’t exist here, remember? “Well, just hold it up to my shoulder. We’ll measure this first one to me.”

      “Okay.” Erik chose a mid-sized piece of wood from the pile. He passed it to me, and I held it up, using my thumbnail to mark off a divot.

      “Cut it here.” I handed it back.

      Erik carried the wood to one of the shop tables, where he’d laid out an array of cutting tools. He sawed off the end, and glanced back at me. “What’s next?”

      I spread the schematic out on the table, and studied it.

      “We need to create a hole for the trigger.” I picked up the stock, then handed it back to Erik. “Right here. About a finger’s length, and a thumbnail’s width, I think?”

      Erik used one of the smaller saws to cut a rectangle into the wood. He popped it out, then carved a groove across the rectangle for the string, and another across the stock length-wise for the bolt. After securing a piece of wood as a grip at the end of the stock, he set to work crafting the bow. He secured the bow to the stock, strung it, and stepped back to admire his handiwork. The crossbow had taken its T-shape, and now all it needed was a trigger.

      “This is interesting.” Erik lifted the weapon and studied it. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Hopefully, Bjorn won’t have seen anything like it, either. Katrin and I didn’t share this schematic with the disseminators—and we didn’t include it in our report, either.”

      “Why’s that?” Erik turned the bow over and squinted down the wood.

      “Because we still don’t know who’s leaking Valkryis’ information,” I reminded him.

      “And we need every advantage we can get,” Katrin piped up. Erik and I turned around to find her standing in the doorway, a plate of lefse in one hand and a stack of parchment in the other.

      “Hey!” I grinned. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought you guys might need a snack.” She lifted the plate. “And I figured if you’re as abysmal at woodworking as you claim to be, Erik would be doing all the hard work and you and I could work on our report.”

      Erik turned to me. “You’ve worked with wood before? We could be making two at a time. Why am I doing all the carving?”

      I didn’t want to get into the day Mr. Mac had banned me from woodshop, so I just said, “Because I’m awful at it. Trust me.”

      “Fair enough.” Erik pointed to the table on his right. “You and Katrin can set up there. So long as you keep reading me instructions, we can all work together on the report.”

      “Really?” Katrin walked over to the empty table. “That’d be great. We’ve covered all of the data analysis, and now we’re on to the action plan.”

      “Ah, the dreaded action plan.” Erik glanced down at the schematic. “What’s my next step on this, Saga?”

      “The trigger.” I frowned at the paper while Katrin set up on the nearby table. “You need to cut out an L-shaped piece, then smooth it out. And then . . .”

      I pointed to the edges of the trigger, showing Erik the holes and divots.

      “This will take a while.” He frowned. “Go. Write. I’m here if you have questions.”

      “Thanks.” I stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek before grabbing the schematic and crossing to Katrin’s table. I snagged a piece of lefse from the plate and turned my attention to the papers spread out on the work surface. “Okay. Where are we?”

      “Same place we were yesterday,” she said. “Trying to figure out how to convince a country of raiders to embody a civilized lifestyle. Any ideas?”

      “I still vote for conquer with brute force,” Erik piped up from the workbench.

      “That’s always a last resort,” I agreed. “But since we’re attempting to establish an egalitarian society, we’re looking for a more . . . inclusive approach.”

      Katrin tapped the soft end of her writing feather against her face. “What if we sent a negotiator? Someone intimidating enough to inspire fear so they’d be willing to hear him out, but compelling enough to convince them to actually listen to the benefits . . . and, hopefully, implement them.”

      “That could work,” I agreed. “But do we have anyone who’s both intimidating and compelling?”

      “I can think of half a dozen warriors who would intimidate the hell out of the clans,” Erik offered. “Ivar and Hilf come to mind.”

      “Ivar and Hilf would slaughter the first person who refused to convert.” Katrin shook her head. “We need someone who has a way with words; who can relate to outsiders without offending them.”

      “What about Axel?” I suggested. “He’s really good with people. And he can be as intimidating as hell when he needs to be.”

      I still hadn’t forgotten my initial impression of him, his bow drawn as he assassinated intruders on my first day in Valkyris. Yikes.

      “Axel could work.” Erik cut into the wood. “But he’d need a second. And I’m not sure anyone here is quite his equal.”

      A slow smile tugged at my lips. “I can think of someone who’s exactly his equal. Possibly even his superior.”

      Katrin covered her mouth. “You wouldn’t do that to her.”

      “To her? Are you kidding? She’d be the first to volunteer if it meant she saw some action.”

      Katrin giggled. “Can you imagine them trying to work together?”

      “What are you laughing about?” Erik lifted the trigger to his lips and blew away the sawdust.

      “Saga thinks we should send Ingrid to negotiate along with Axel.”

      “Ingrid.” Erik made one more cut, then set the trigger down. “That could work.”

      “She’s unseasoned in battle, but she’s got the drive. And she really wants to make a difference here,” I said.

      “She’s already more accomplished on most weapons than half of our Shieldmaiden Squadron.” Erik leaned back against his table. “But how is she with negotiations? I assume she’s untested there.”

      “So far as I know, yes. But she’s a fast learner. If someone trained her, I’m sure she’d pick the skill up fairly quickly.” I lifted my own writing feather and pressed it to the parchment.

      Negotiation/conversion team: Axel and Ingrid.

      I had to admit, it looked promising.

      I looked up. “What happens after they make initial contact?”

      “The negotiator attempts to amicably convert the targeted tribe using the data contained within this report.” Katrin tapped the parchment.

      “And if negotiations fail, they call in reinforcements to take the tribe by force?” I asked.

      “The conversion would involve explaining the situation,” Erik corrected. “They’d relay the tactical advantages of siding with Valkyris, including use of dragons and älva for defense, and the sheer volume of troops we’ve already amassed.”

      “But we haven’t brought in many new troops.” I frowned. “Have we?”

      “They don’t need to know that.” Erik winked.

      “I suppose not.” All’s fair in love and war, right?

      “If they still don’t convert after that, we let them go.” Erik shrugged. “Saga’s right; if we truly believe in egalitarianism, we cannot force our choices on others.”

      Finally!

      “There will be other clans who do wish to take us up on our offer, and we don’t want to waste our negotiators’ time. They’ll have a lot of ground to cover. Saga, what’s my next step with the weapon?”

      I studied the schematic. “Attach the trigger, then craft the handle and the end piece.”

      “Show me?” Erik asked.

      I stood and carried the schematic to his table. “This one’s complicated; I should leave it here. But basically, it’s these.”

      I pointed to the drawings, indicating where the trigger should attach, and the proper application of the other pieces. Erik set to work, and I returned to Katrin’s table. We hashed out a few more details before Erik finally called over his shoulder.

      “I think I have it. You want to go outside and test it out?”

      “Um, yes!” I scribbled one more note and looked across the table. “Katrin, you want to come?”

      “So long as nobody asks me to use that thing, I’m in.” She pushed her chair back and stood.

      “It’s probably safer than Katrin with a sword,” Erik deadpanned.

      “Hey!” Katrin objected.

      “I’m kidding.” He held up one hand. “You’ve come a long way. You should be proud of yourself.”

      “Oh, I’m proud of myself. I just know my own limitations.” Katrin followed Erik to the door. “Saga, you coming?”

      “Yup.” I wrote one last instruction before throwing down my writing feather and chasing after my friends. I’d never fired a crossbow before—and certainly never fired one handmade by a Viking. This was shaping up to be a very interesting—and potentially game-changing—day. It hadn’t taken Erik long to produce the weapon. If we put our makers on crossbow duty, we’d have a sizeable arsenal—one that could conceivably tip the scales in our favor. If this worked . . .

      My heart pounded as the best possible outcome played through my head. Bjorn defeated. All of Norway willingly converted, living in villages governed by Valkyris’ values of love, honor, and fairness. And Erik and I, finally free to explore a relationship outside the confines of imminent attack, impending death, or outright annihilation.

      Until I had to go home.

      My fantasy came to a screeching halt as I followed Erik outside. His hands were steady as he set up the targets, and I couldn’t help but remember the way they’d felt on my waist, my arms, my face, as he’d held me close through that one blissful night. We’d barely begun to figure out what we might mean to each other, but at some point, through some magic, all of that could be ripped away. The dagger wasn’t working now, but when it was . . . wouldn’t I have to go back?

      More importantly, didn’t I want to?

      I wasn’t sure I knew the answer to that anymore. And with everything else that was going on, I didn’t have the energy to figure it out.

      Instead, I shook my head, jogged toward my friends, and took my place at the shooting line. The time would come for hard decisions. For now, I just wanted to enjoy this unbelievable, completely improbable journey.

      And hope that when it came to an end, I’d be able to pick up the pieces and carry on.
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      OUR CROSSBOW WAS A success. Not only did it perform as predicted, but it proved so easy to handle that even Katrin had braved a shot . . . and come within thirty feet of the target, which she claimed was a personal best. We’d promptly handed the schematics off to our makers for immediate full-scale production, and sworn them to secrecy regarding the design. If everything went as planned, we’d have mechanized bows for each of our archers—and a handful of trainees—within the week.

      After my Monday classes, I marched through the snow to outbuilding two. Erik and I had our standing sword-fighting lesson after my afternoon archery class, and I walked into the training room expecting to find Erik by the broadswords we’d been working with for the last few weeks. Instead I found him standing by a rack of long sticks, a glint in his eye.

      “You look entirely too happy,” I deduced. “I’m nervous.”

      “You’re getting comfortable with the sword, so it’s time to switch things up.”

      “A bõ staff? I didn’t know you guys used these in . . . whatever year this is.” I crossed the room and picked up one of the weapons.

      “I’m not familiar with that name, but stick-fighting is an artform our clansmen are taught from the time we’re old enough to walk. If I had a piece of silver for every time I’ve taken Axel down with these . . .” A nostalgic smile broke out across Erik’s face.

      “Yeah, yeah. The good old days. I get it.” I tossed the bõ from one hand to the other, weighing it. “So, what are we learning today? Besides how to kick Axel’s butt?”

      “Let me start by saying that I don’t anticipate you ever being in a position where you have to defend yourself from a surprise attack.” Erik began.

      “O-kay,” I said slowly.

      “But in the event that you do, and you don’t have a weapon with you, a stick can provide a strong impromptu defense.” Erik picked up a weapon and paced in front of me. “If you’re in a forest, remove a tree-branch and snap it to a length roughly proportional to your height. If you’re in a dining hall, break a chair and use one of the legs. If you’re in your room—” His voice cracked.

      “I get it,” I said gently. “Curtain rod, chair leg—lots of breakable options.”

      “Right.” Erik pulled himself together. “Like I said, hopefully this will never be an issue. But if it is, the basic sword-fighting principals apply—try to catch your opponent off guard, go for the leg sweep, strike hard, and strike fast.”

      “No mercy?” I bit back my smile.

      “Exactly.” Erik nodded solemnly. “The most important thing to establish off the bat is the balance. In the heat of a fight, you may not have much time to work this out, but even if you take just a few seconds, it’s important to swing your stick, and get a sense of its center point. To be effective, you need to become one with your weapon—just like you do with your sword, and your bow and arrow.”

      “Got it.” I found the center of my bõ and twirled it in my right hand, moving my wrist in a figure-eight pattern so the stick circled easily at my side.

      “Now switch hands,” Erik instructed.

      I did, quickly discovering twirling a five-ish-foot-long stick with my non-dominant hand was far from a walk in the park.

      “Try again,” Erik said. I picked my stick off the ground, and twirled again. This time, I lasted ten seconds before I hit myself in the back of the head.

      “Ow!” I dropped my weapon and rubbed my injury.

      “You okay?” Erik didn’t move to help me.

      “I just clocked myself with a stick,” I said drily. “I’ve been better.”

      “I don’t see any blood. Go again.”

      “Jeez, sympathetic, much?” I picked up my stick and twirled slowly. This time, I held my arm as far from my face as I could manage.

      “It’s more important to me that you survive than that you like me.”

      I gripped the stick in two hands and stared at Erik. “Have things gotten worse?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Raynor hasn’t returned, and our report from Valkyris East is a few hours late. It could be the weather. Or it could be something else.”

      “Did we send a rider to check on them?”

      “If their report hasn’t come in by nightfall, we will. Standard procedure.” Erik spun his bõ in one hand. “Now get back to work. Just fight me left-handed, for now, since you seem more confident with that one.”

      I nodded. “How do we do this?”

      “There are three basic attacks—left and right strikes, which are diagonal slashes to either shoulder, and jabs, which are the same as they are with your sword. Jab to the gut, the groin, or the face if you want to immediately debilitate your opponent.”

      As opposed to having a long, drawn-out stick fight? Gut, groin, or face it was.

      “Show me?” I asked.

      Erik nodded. He demonstrated the strikes before moving on to jabs. When he’d finished, he stepped back. “Now you.”

      I practiced the motions several times on my own before trying them on Erik. He blocked each blow with apparent ease, our sticks coming together in near-deafening claps.

      “Again,” Erik demanded when we’d worked through fifteen rotations.

      “I’m tired,” I admitted. “The movement is different enough that I’m not used to it.”

      “Wait until we take on axes.” He grinned. “But go again.”

      I ignored my screaming abdominal muscles and ran through the circuit again. And again. And again. When I was fairly confident my arms were going to fall off, Erik granted us a brief water break. Then he returned to the center of the arena, stick in hand.

      “We’re going to work on power, now. Your strength should come from your legs—they’re going to be the force behind every blow. Bend like this”—he demonstrated—“and launch yourself into each move.”

      He showed me the sequence, this time exaggerating the movements from his lower half. Then he stepped back and held out his hand.

      Here goes.

      I mimicked Erik’s movements, bending my knees and throwing myself into each strike and jab. He parried with seeming ease, but I noticed his stick trembled slightly with my later attempts. And by my tenth rotation, his forehead was definitely sweating.

      Nice!

      “That was good,” Erik praised. “Now let’s practice parrying.”

      “Or we could take another water break?” I asked, hopefully.

      “We could,” he agreed. “But there’s not going to be break time in a fight. And if—”

      The wail of a horn cut him off. My knuckles whitened as I held tight to my stick. “Is that . . .”

      Erik’s eyes locked in on mine. Fear rippled across his face as the horn blared, three short blasts followed by a long one. I’d heard that pattern only once before . . . the day Bjorn’s ship had sailed on Valkyris. It had been carrying Ingrid, Vidia, and Axel, but we hadn’t known that at the time. The only thing we knew was that—

      “We’re under attack,” Erik barked. He kept his grip on his weapon while he hurriedly crossed to the wall. He grabbed a mid-sized blade and slid it across the floor. While I snatched it up, he chose a second, broader sword for himself, and strode for me. He transferred both weapons to one hand and wrapped the other around my back, pulling me close.

      “I love you,” he whispered into my ear. “Don’t die.”

      I stood on my tiptoes, tugged his head to mine, and kissed him soundly. “Back atcha,” I whispered as I pulled breathlessly away.

      Then I slipped both of my weapons to my left hand and slid my right into Erik’s. Together, we jogged out of the arena and into the cold, winter air.
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      The atmosphere outside was eerily calm.

      “Where is everybody?” I looked around, but there wasn’t a soul to be seen. Dusk had nearly settled, and as the late afternoon sun dipped below the mountains, it cast eerie shadows across the island. Valkyris was bathed in a sea of blues and purples, the tail end of the alpenglow that would give way to darkness within an hour. A chill had settled in the air, but there was something else . . . something sinister that hovered over the island, and sent goosepimples rippling up my arms. I released Erik’s hand and transferred my bõ to my right hand, raising my sword in my left. “Something’s not right.”

      “The attack isn’t here,” Erik deduced. “It’s on the mainland. Or in one of our settlements. Follow me to the war room, now.”

      Erik ran toward the castle. As he moved, he called over his shoulder. “In the event of an off-island attack, our warriors stage on the first floor while the general addresses her officers in the war room.”

      “That’s where everyone is,” I surmised. As we neared the castle, I saw a handful of people running toward us. Apparently, everyone knew this protocol but me.

      “Upstairs. Hurry.” Erik ran for the castle door. The guards wrenched it open and Erik hurtled through it, with me close on his heels. We raced up the grand staircase, hung left at the top, and didn’t stop until we reached an imposing double door. Erik stopped so quickly I very nearly rammed right into him. I veered to his side just in time, tucking my sword into my belt and gripping my stick tightly in one hand.

      Erik glanced at me. “You good?”

      I nodded.

      My breath hitched as he reached up to tuck an errant strand of hair behind my ear. With my free hand, I grabbed his wrist and brought his palm to my lips.

      “I love you,” I murmured, my lips brushing against his calloused skin.

      “I love you, too.” Emotion clouded his eyes, but it was gone in a blink. He leaned forward, pressed his lips lightly to mine, and pulled away. He opened the door, and held it for me to step through.

      Inside, Freia stood at the head of a long, rectangular table. She moved pieces around a large-scale model on the tabletop while a dozen seated officers looked on. Halvar stood just over her shoulder, occasionally chiming in to answer the officers’ questions. Erik had explained enough over the past few months that I knew this was the war cabinet—the group who oversaw not only Valkyris’ security, but also the expansion and protection of its colonies. They were hand-selected by Freia from among her most-respected warriors and leaders. And according to my quick count, they were overwhelmingly female.

      God, I loved this place.

      “Erik. Saga.” Freia waved us over. “Take your places.”

      “Sorry,” I whispered. Heat crept all the way to my ears. I was late to my first ever war meeting.

      “Apologies for our delay, General.” Erik dipped his head.

      Freia pointed to two empty chairs at the far end of the table. Without a word, I scurried after Erik and planted my butt in one of them, letting my weapons fall to the floor with a loud clatter.

      “Sorry,” I whispered again. I was seriously the worst at this.

      To their credit, none of the ladies at the table gave me a second look. The one next to me leaned over, quietly catching Erik and I up.

      “Valkyris East didn’t report in so one of the riders did a welfare check. He just reported back. Clan Ragnar sent a small attack party, and though our warriors seem to be holding the first wave back, two more ships were spotted offshore. They should be arriving within half an hour.”

      My God.

      Erik leaned his weapons against his chair and folded his hands together. His knuckles whitened with the terse grip.

      “What’s our offensive strategy?” he asked his mother. “Obviously, you’re planning to head them off.”

      “We need a team on Valkyris East to back up our warriors there,” Freia ordered. “Ragnar’s fighters are strong, and it’s not clear how long they can be held back. Gerta and Johanna, I want your teams on the ground. If you need reinforcements, send up the distress signal—the riders will be instructed to watch for it.”

      “Yes, General.” Two red-haired women saluted.

      “Axel and Erik, lead the riders to the boats,” Freia continued. “It’s nearly nightfall, and you should be able to move undetected. Approach from behind and light up those ships. Dragon fire, flaming arrows—whatever it takes to make sure they never reach the colony.”

      “Yes, General,” Axel said. I hadn’t noticed him when I’d come in, though he occupied a seat just two over from Erik.

      “Mikali, make sure our scouts continue to scan for threats. I want at least two riders checking in every quarter-hour with the watch huts, and reporting back to you. If you hear of any new threats, I want to be informed immediately.”

      “Of course, General.” A woman with jet-black hair nodded tightly.

      “The rest of you, man the island,” Freia concluded. “For all we know, this is a diversion. If another wave is coming for Valkyris, we don’t want to leave it unattended.”

      The remaining officers voiced their agreement.

      “Time is of the essence, so move swiftly. And may the gods be with you.” Freia placed her hands together as if in prayer, and bowed her head. The rest of the table mirrored the movement, so I folded my own hands and dropped my chin to my chest.

      I didn’t look up until I heard the scraping of chairs on the ground floor. The officers were rising to their feet, so I hurriedly snatched my weapons from the ground and pushed my chair back. I stood, following Erik and Axel to the corner and waiting for my instructions.

      “The ships are sailing from the north. They’ll probably expect an attack from the mainland, so they’ll be keeping their eyes to the east,” Axel summarized. “Erik, I want you leading a team from the west. It’s dark enough that so long as none of the dragons flame, you’ll be able to approach undetected. Wait for my team to launch the aerial attack from the north. We’ll fly in from behind, and send a wave of blazing arrows directly into the ship. At that point, your team can fly low and light them up at close range.”

      “Why use arrows at all?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it be more effective for our dragons to just flame the boats straight away?”

      “It’s too risky,” Axel said. “We’d need to be in short proximity to do that, and we’ve already seen that the allies are willing to kill dragons. We’re better off distracting them with arrows—and hopefully diminishing their numbers as we do so. Then Erik can send the firewall in.”

      Fair enough.

      Axel crossed his arms. “I want Saga with me. She’s one of the best shots we have, and I promise I won’t let her die.”

      What was it with these men and that word?

      “You’d better not,” Erik threatened. “Saga, are you all right with this?”

      “Riding a dragon into war and murdering intruders with my flaming arrow shots?” No! “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Good.” Erik nodded. “I assume the riders are awaiting instructions on the floor?”

      “I told them to wait for me in the Dragehus.” Axel turned on one heel and marched for the door. “Figured it’d save us a few minutes.”

      “Good call.” Erik laced his fingers through mine and pulled me after Axel. We’d nearly reached the door when a gentle voice made me stop.

      “Saga. A word?” Freia still stood at the head of the table. I shot Erik a look before releasing his hand, and approaching his mom.

      “Yes, General?”

      “Saga.” Freia placed a hand on my arm. Warmth flowed from the touch, filling me with a quiet confidence. “You do us proud.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said honestly.

      “You misunderstand.” She shook her head. “You’re here to take on a fight that isn’t yours. The loyalty that shows; the honor . . . you’ve already done us proud.”

      Moisture pricked at my eyes, but I blinked it away. “Thank you, Freia. I won’t let you down.”

      She reached up to squeeze my shoulder. “Sweet girl. You never could.”

      Erik’s hand at the small of my back was the only thing that kept me from throwing my arms around Freia in a very un-warrior like moment of affection.

      “Saga,” he murmured. “We need to go.”

      “Right.” I drew my shoulders back.

      “Be careful, my son.” Freia clasped Erik’s elbow. “Come home safe.”

      “I always do,” he promised.

      He leaned forward to kiss his mother on the cheek. Then he shook his father’s hand, a look of understanding passing between them before Halvar’s gaze shifted to me.

      “Be well, Saga,” Halvar said.

      I pushed my nerves down and squeezed Halvar’s hand before letting Erik guide me out of the war room, into the hallway, and through the corridors of the castle to the Dragehus.

      Here we go.
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      THE DRAGHUS WAS A hive of organized chaos. Two-dozen riders and trainers moved between the supply area and the stalls, saddling the dragons and loading them with the weapons and tools needed for our mission. Though all of the dragons were being dispatched, half would stay behind with their riders to guard Valkyris, while the other half would go off with Erik and Axel. Erik’s team would fly south before circling around to flame the boats from the west, while I’d go north with Axel and another rider named Jax. It was a fairly cut-and-dry mission—one that should be over almost as quickly as it began.

      So long as we did everything exactly right.

      No pressure.

      I stepped carefully through the craziness, navigating the path to Deathknell’s stall. A pile of cold-weather clothes were neatly folded on the stool outside my dragon’s door. While I stared at them, one of the trainers relieved me of my weapons. She promptly deposited them into Deathknell’s net.

      “Suit up,” Erik called. He stood at the stall beside mine and was already trading his cloak for what seemed to be some kind of a weatherproof cargo jacket. The black fabric was covered with pockets, into which someone had stuffed an array of close-range weapons. Rope peeked out of one pocket, metal handles on a chain from another, and needle-like objects protruded from the ones at Erik’s triceps.

      “Are those blow darts?” I asked incredulously.

      “Rider uniform,” Axel offered by way of explanation. He now stood outside the stall to my right, shrugging into his own fur-lined cargo coat. “One of the explorer teams recently returned with a few, along with samples of the herb used to poison victims.”

      “They’re poison blow darts?” I balked.

      “Ja.” Erik slipped a hat over his long, blond mane. “They’re capped, but still. Don’t fall on that arm.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it,” I muttered.

      I shot a side-eye at the needles sticking out of my own jacket. Then I hurriedly—and cautiously—donned my coat, hat, and fingerless gloves, while a trainer loaded Deathknell up with an array of weapons. Some I’d seen, some I hadn’t. I definitely wasn’t throwing that axe at anyone. Or the spear.

      Gulp.

      “The trainers pack the dragons according to the rider’s weapon strengths and dominant hand. So you’ll find your regulation weapons in the net on your left,” Erik called from his stall. “Sword, bow and arrow, and one of those sticks we were working with this morning.”

      “Excellent.”

      “The ones you’re less familiar with are on the right. I brought the crossbow here when Valkyris East failed to report—just a hunch. So that one’s in the net on the right, as well. But you shouldn’t need to access that side unless things get really bad and you lose the weapons you’re comfortable with.”

      “I see the quivers—we’re packing a lot of arrows. How do we ignite them?” I buttoned my jacket all the way to my neck.

      “Flaming arrows are one of our standard tools—you’ll find sets with accelerant-soaked heads in your dominant hand net,” Axel called over. “Before you set your bow, have your dragon breathe on them. Just be careful not to ignite multiple quivers at once . . . or be prepared to shoot really fast. Your call.”

      “Got it.” I pulled the fur-lined hood over my head. “I’m ready.”

      Except that I wasn’t. I’d never ignited anything mid-air. Or flown into war with an army of dragons. But I loved Erik. I loved my friends, my home, and all that Valkyris stood for. And I was going to do everything in my power to make sure it not only survived, but thrived.

      It was time to Viking up.

      I straightened my spine, stepped into Deathknell’s pen, and climbed onto the leather saddle on her back. When the trainer handed me her reins, I guided her out of her stall and into the frosty air. I pulled the bow from my net, slung it over one shoulder, and attached a quiver to the hook on my jacket. When Axel, Erik, and the rest of the airborne team emerged from the Dragehus, I put on my game face and awaited my orders.

      “Erik, your team has more ground to cover so I want you to go first. Saga, Jax, and I will give you a minute’s head start, then head north to overshoot the ships. We’ll meet at the rendezvous point and lay siege to those bacraut before they ever know what hit them.”

      My internal translator didn’t have a read on that word, but the self-satisfied smirks that lit up the rest of the riders’ faces let me know that Axel had delivered a real zinger.

      “Ja!” One of the riders threw his fist up.

      Erik’s dragon moved up alongside mine. “Give ’em Helheim,” he murmured.

      “You know I will.” I shot him a grin, and he treated me to an unfairly sexy wink. But the next moment he was gone, leading his team into the air and disappearing over the mountains.

      Axel, Jax, and I waited sixty seconds before taking off after them. We changed course just over the mountain range, doubling back to the east and heading due north. The wind picked up as we flew higher, and I lowered my torso to the saddle, letting Deathknell’s neck divert the gusts away from my face. Even though it was nearly nightfall, we were careful to avoid flying over the major settlements. We weren’t yet sure which tribes had sided with our enemies, and we didn’t want anyone alerting them to our whereabouts. The element of surprise was our biggest weapon.

      Well, that and the six fire-breathing dragons currently moving on Ragnar’s ships.

      In and out. This mission will be over before we know it.

      I silently guided Deathknell after Axel, looping in a half-circle as the sun disappeared and the stars began their nightly show. They twinkled against the midnight-blue sky, and I took a moment to admire their calming presence. For a split second, I wondered if my cousin was seeing the same stars, a thousand years in the future. And I wondered what she was doing right then—if she was studying, or going to a sorority event, or—

      “Saga! Fall back in!” Axel’s order pulled me back to the present—or the past, depending on how I looked at it. I quickly steered Deathknell into formation, shouting a breathless, “Sorry!” at Axel. If I ever wanted to see Olivia again—or anyone, for that matter—I had to survive this attack.

      And that meant giving all of my attention to the task right in front of me.

      With a nod I flew alongside Axel and Jax, hurtling through the sky toward a ship filled with Viking warriors.

      Skit was about to go down.
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      The ships came into view long before our arrows could have reached them, thanks to the unexpected appearance of the northern lights. The winter had been so fierce, I’d only seen the phenomenon a handful of times since my arrival in Valkyris. And as much as I appreciated nature’s light show, its timing couldn’t have been more unfortunate.

      As Axel, Jax, and I attempted to sneak up on Ragnar’s ships, a green light burst across the formerly dark sky. It danced across the horizon, slowly making its way toward the war ships. Any doubt we’d had as to whether Erik’s team was on schedule was immediately obliterated as three dragons came into sharp, uncomfortably-illuminated, view.

      This was not good.

      “Look.” I pointed to the approaching dragon team. “If we can see them, Ragnar’s men sure as hell can.”

      “New plan.” Axel grimaced. “Pick up the pace and fire. Fast.”

      “On it.” I urged my dragon forward and pulled a handful of arrows from my quiver. Then I called to Deathknell, instructing her to flame. She turned her long neck around and blinked at me with uncomprehending yellow eyes. Reasonable. I’d never asked her to shoot fire at me before.

      “It’s for the arrows,” I explained.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she angled her head to my right. She fired a burst backward, sending my heart leaping for my throat. Thankfully, she was a decent shot—the fire blasted right past my body, allowing me to stick my arrows out for ignition. I angled my quiver away from my torso, tucked all but one of the flaming arrows into it, and pulled my bow from my shoulder. Gripping tight to my dragon with my knees, I took aim at Clan Ragnar’s ships and let my weapon fly.

      Thwack!

      Despite the distance, the arrow’s impact on the wooden ship resonated in my ears. Without bothering to see whether retaliation was imminent, I sent another flaming arrow at the wood. And another. And another. Beside me, Axel and Jax were doing the same, so a sea of blazing arrows rained from the green-and-blue light show in the sky. It must have been a spectacular sight—the colors playing off each other, bursts of brilliance illuminating the otherwise dark night. If we’d had a film of this moment, I probably would have watched it over and over, taking in the colors, the dragons, the fleeting thrill of victory.

      Until Ragnar fired back.

      “Divert!” Axel cried out as a wave of arrows burst from the sea.

      Deathknell dove so sharply that I was thrown off balance. I clung to her neck with one arm, angling the remaining flaming arrows away from my body with the other. She circled lower, avoiding a second wave while getting me near enough to fire a closer-range shot. I drew one of my arrows from the quiver, set its course, and released. Its flaming head tore into the chest of one of Ragnar’s men, eliciting a cry that echoed across the otherwise silent-night.

      I didn’t have time to process the fact that I’d just shot a man. Chaos erupted on the boat as warriors scrambled to extinguish their burning comrade. My team took advantage of their momentary distraction, firing another series of arrows and lighting up two more warriors. The second boat went on the offensive, sending wave after wave shooting up at us. Deathknell dove and diverted, circling in a dizzying pattern that left my stomach churning. All the while, I clung tight to her belly with my knees, keeping my arms free to rain arrows down on the now-smoldering boat beneath me. The first boat was completely out of commission, its warriors too focused on their flaming ship—and friends—to pose any kind of a threat. But the second boat was fierce in their determination to destroy us. And as Deathknell dodged another wave of arrows, a cry ripped from my throat.

      “Arugh!”

      It took a moment before I registered the pain. Agony exploded inside my right calf, and I released my grip on the saddle to clutch my leg. When my fingertips brushed against the tip of an arrow lodged firmly inside my body, I tried not to scream.

      Oh, God. Oh, God, oh, God. What do I do?

      “Axel?” I cried. “There’s an arrow in my—arugh!”

      I released my hold on my leg and pressed myself against my dragon as Deathknell dove again, this time spiraling away from what looked suspiciously like an axe.

      “Pull up!” Axel ordered. “Get out of range until we can regroup!”

      He didn’t have to ask me twice. I tugged on Deathknell’s reins and we shot for the sky, flying far enough from Ragnar’s one functional warship that they couldn’t throw axes, or fire arrows, or hurt us in any way.

      I hoped.

      “Saga, where’s the arrow?” Axel pulled up alongside me.

      I pointed to my calf. I was in too much pain to speak.

      “Skit,” Jax swore from my right. “You got hit?”

      I nodded again.

      “Jax, continue the assault but do it from a distance—we’re not going to be able to cover you for a minute.” Jax saluted, and Axel turned his attention to me. “Saga, I’m going to remove it. Just so you know, it’ll hurt like hell.”

      “It already does,” I ground out.

      “Check your left chest pocket—there should be a piece of cloth in there. Once I remove the arrow, wrap it tight around your calf to stop the bleeding.”

      “Awesome.” I groaned as I withdrew the material.

      “You ready?” Axel flew just below my dragon, close enough that he could reach up to touch my leg. I pressed my chest to Deathknell’s saddle, wrapping my arms around her neck and holding on as much for comfort as I was for support.

      “Just do it already,” I gritted.

      “Okay, on three. One.” He pulled. Hard.

      Skit!

      “You said three! Arugh!” I shrieked as a fresh surge of agony ripped from my calf. “Holy mother of—”

      “It’s out,” Axel soothed. “But it’s bleeding. Wrap it, fast.”

      Ignoring the complete and total misery ebbing from my leg, I tied the cloth around my wound. The fabric quickly turned red as my calf throbbed painfully, but after a few seconds, the intensity lessened and I was able to breathe again.

      Barely.

      “You good to engage or do you need a few minutes?” Axel asked.

      “I could use the distraction,” I called back. “But if I black out and fall off my dragon, try to catch me, okay?”

      Axel’s dimple popped. “On it. Just stay on my flank, and fire when you’re ready. The blaze team’s ready, so this should be short.”

      Blaze team?

      I glanced to the west where three massive dragons glowed beneath the northern lights. Erik and his riders tore toward Ragnar’s ships, racing against time to destroy the second ship before it destroyed us. When they were within range, all three dragons opened their mouths and sent columns of fire at it. Jax’s dragon dove out of the way just in time to avoid being singed, while Jax fired arrows into the chests of two of Ragnar’s warriors.

      My nostrils flared as the air filled with the scents of charred wood—and flesh. I wasn’t used to being this close to death, and whether it was the noxious smell or my recent loss of blood, I didn’t handle it in a very Viking way.

      “You all right?” Axel called. “You’re swaying.”

      “I’m fine.” I shook myself. “Let’s end this thing.”

      Axel shrugged, pulling back to hover alongside me. “You’re sure?”

      “Do it, Andersson.”

      The dimple appeared again, and Axel nocked an arrow in his bow. “I’ll follow you.”

      I prepped my weapon, ignored the surge of pain in my calf, and gave a mighty haw.

      Deathknell lurched forward, diving for our target. She flew so fast that wind pelted my face, the night chill practically freezing my eyeballs. I squinted through the pain and released a series of shots that felled three warriors, while Axel took out another two. We pulled up as Erik’s team made a second pass, and repeated our rotation two more times. Before long, Clan Ragnar’s warriors were all dead, drifting to sea aboard blazing ships in an extremely surreal Viking funeral.

      A Viking funeral I’d helped create.

      I leaned over Deathknell’s side, clung tight to her neck, and tried not to throw up.

      I allowed myself exactly half a minute of freak-out. It was definitely warranted, seeing as I, Saga Skånstad, had taken a life. Many lives. Sure, it had been kill-or-be-killed—or let my entire tribe be killed. And sure, this may have been a fairly common thing in this world. But I hadn’t been born here. And where I came from, killing a man—even if it was to save the lives of the people I loved—was a really big deal.

      How do I ever get used to this?

      My leg still throbbed. But with the threat of imminent death now vanquished, I looped around to where Axel and Jax hovered above the water. When Erik joined us, he immediately turned his attention to me.

      “You’re injured,” he assessed, eyeing the bandage at my calf.

      “I’ve been worse,” I reminded him. “What’s our next move?”

      “I take you to the healing unit, and—”

      “We don’t know the situation on the ground, and I want to help.” I shivered against a fresh gust of wind. “What’s our next move? As a unit?”

      Erik gave me a long look, the kind that clearly meant you and I are going to have a talk about your safety, missy. But he turned to Axel. “Your call, Andersson.”

      Axel nodded. “We survey the area to make sure there aren’t any more ships, then go help the ground teams. Hopefully, they’ve taken care of the threat already. But if not, it never hurts to have an airborne unit.”

      With that, we gripped our reins and turned our dragons toward the mainland. As I swooped low over the water, a fresh wave of horror clenched my gut.

      “Oh, God. Erik!” I shouted.

      “What?” He looped around until he was level with me.

      “Their mast—it’s not Clan Ragnar’s.”

      “What?” Erik flew closer, getting as close to the burning ship as safety allowed. When he returned, he motioned Axel over, calling up to his friend as he flew. “It’s not Ragnar’s ship.”

      “It has to be,” Axel called back. “Ragnar attacked Valkyris East. Our scouts saw their ships approaching.”

      “Our scouts saw these ships,” Erik said grimly, “and they don’t belong to Ragnar.”

      “Then who the Helheim do they belong to?” Axel asked.

      My gut churned. Though the symbol atop the mast was quickly being consumed by flames, I recognized what was left of it from my inter-tribal relations lessons. This wasn’t good.

      “The ships belong to Bjorn,” I whispered.

      “There’s no way,” Axel frowned. “Bjorn’s warriors are nearly our equals—they’d never be defeated so quickly—not even by air strike.”

      “Then those weren’t their warriors.” Dread coursed through my veins, and I gripped Deathknell’s reins so tightly my knuckles cracked. “They were their slaves.”

      Erik’s eyes narrowed. “Why would Bjorn send that many thralls—highly valuable thralls—into battle? They had to know we’d send a strike team.”

      “They knew, all right. Those ships were a decoy.” My eyes widened as the realization hit me. “We just walked straight into a trap.”
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      SIX DRAGONS AND THEIR riders hauled butt across Norway. My mind ran through every conceivable scenario as we flew toward Valkyris East—Bjorn had distracted the riders while they burned down the colony; they’d taken all residents captive and would hold them hostage until we revealed our location; they’d tortured the location out of someone, and were on their way to Valkyris right then; they—

      “We’re here. Circle and assess!” Axel ordered.

      I forced my doomsday visions from my head, høyre-ed Deathknell, and focused on the ground. There were definitely bodies scattered around, most of them clustered near Valkyris East’s entry point. Whatever battle had taken place, it hadn’t made it past the front quarter of the colony. The residences, training ring, and communal buildings seemed to be intact. And, from all appearances, the fight was over—vigilant Valkyris warriors stood over the bodies, around the perimeter of the settlement, and in front of the church. But if the primary conflict was resolved, and the secondary threat had been nothing more than a collection of likely-unwitting slaves . . . what kind of trap was this?

      One of the warriors waved from the ground. I glanced over at Erik, now flying directly beside me.

      “She’s giving us the all clear to land,” he said.

      “I see that.” I grimaced. “But I don’t trust it.”

      “Neither do I.” His lips pressed together in a tight line. “Axel, my team will land and assess. Keep your team in the air and watch for additional threats.”

      “Good idea. Saga, Jax.” Axel jutted his chin. “Follow me.”

      “Be careful,” I called as Erik dove for the ground. He raised one arm in a wave, and I shifted my attention to Axel. Pulling Deathknell around, I followed him and Jax in a slow circle around the colony. My eyes shifted from the ground to the sky, but I didn’t pick up on any additional presences—by air, ship, or land. We were safe.

      At least, for now.

      Erik waved from below, signaling we were clear to ground. Axel dove and scanned the area one more time before directing me to follow him. We landed in the field beside the church, where Erik stood, staring at the door. Even at a distance, I picked up on his worry. His shoulders were taut, his jaw clenched, and his hands had balled into fists so tight, the whites of his knuckles were clearly visible.

      Things were definitely not good.

      “What is it?” I slid off Deathknell’s back and ran through the snow. When I reached the church, I climbed the two steps and peered over his shoulder.

      A note? That’s what has him this upset?

      Erik’s fingers trembled as he reached back to grip my hand. I stepped closer, struggling to read the untidy script scribbled on the paper that had been nailed to the church door.

      Soon, you’ll meet our real warriors.

      Valkyris will fall. Its heir will be slaughtered.

      We are coming.

      For her.
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      I wish I could say I took the note in stride. Or that Erik hadn’t been so furious, he pounded his fist into the church door and cracked it. Or that Axel hadn’t gone on a rampage that resulted in the destruction of no fewer than two benches in the church garden. I’d like to say we calmly returned to Valkyris, met in the war room, and strategized our next steps.

      And we did strategize . . . eventually. But first, we raged.

      We were Vikings.

      After we calmed down, and after Erik met with Mage to discern what had transpired on the mainland, and after Axel promised to repair the damage he and Erik had caused, we dropped onto the one remaining garden bench.

      And we debriefed.

      “So, none of it was real?” I stared desolately at the northern lights. They’d continued to illuminate the sky since their appearance over the ocean.

      “It was real,” Erik corrected. “It just wasn’t what we thought it was.”

      “Explain,” Axel muttered, his head cradled in his hands.

      “Mage told me Bjorn sent a small team of warriors here,” Erik explained. “Enough that it seemed like wave one of a full-scale assault, and raised all of Valkyris East’s defenses. They fought for most of the day, drawing our forces out, then retreating, as if it were all a game. Maybe the ships were meant to arrive earlier and trigger the call for reinforcements, or maybe Bjorn was just trying to watch every conceivable defense scenario play out. But either way, they got what they wanted.”

      “My God. This was a false attack.” We’d learned about them in Strategy. Professor Steepleton had explained the art of sending a small battle party to suss out an enemy’s weaknesses, then take that information and use it to better plan a full-scale attack. My throat tightened as I whispered, “They’ve flushed out our battle tactics.”

      “I’m more concerned that they attacked Valkyris East.” Erik pulled off his hat and ran his hand through his hair. “They’ve never been this bold before.”

      “We have to obliterate them.” Axel turned his head just enough to stare at Erik. “All of them. Forget diplomacy. We just need to slaughter them all. If we don’t . . .”

      “I agree.” Erik’s lips pulled down. “But if they just willingly sacrificed forty thralls for a false attack, then their numbers are even greater than we’d imagined.”

      “We have the might, but we don’t have the numbers.” I mirrored Axel and dropped my head to my hands. “Great.”

      “Hey.” Erik rubbed light circles atop the small of my back. “We’ve faced worse odds before.”

      “Really?” Axel said. “When?”

      Erik just growled.

      “It’s okay,” I said softly. “You don’t have to sugarcoat this for me.”

      “Sugar what?” Axel asked.

      I might never get used to the Saga-Viking context barrier. “I just mean I know it’s bad. But I won’t let it make me afraid. I’m Team Axel; let’s recruit like hell, then kick Bjorn’s butt.”

      Erik’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “That’s my girl.”

      “Team Axel.” Axel rubbed his hands together. “I like that.”

      I rested my head against Erik’s shoulder. “So, what do we do now? Talk to your parents about our action plan? Convince Raynor to go on another recruiting mission . . . and pray he doesn’t sell us out to the highest bidder?”

      “About that.” Axel’s voice carried an edge. “Can we trust your brother, Erik? Someone’s selling information.”

      “I have no idea if we can trust Raynor,” Erik said honestly. “But the intel leak must have dried up—Bjorn had to resort to this to evaluate our battle strategy.”

      “Maybe,” I said slowly. “Or maybe that was part of this attack too. They could be trying to lull us into a false sense of security about the spy. There’s clearly a conspiracy in the works. The problem is, whoever’s orchestrating it is so good we have no idea how to stop it.”

      “Skit,” Axel swore. He pushed himself to his feet. “We’d better get to work.”

      “You go ahead.” Erik rested his hand on my thigh. “We’ll catch up.”

      “You sure?” Axel asked.

      “We just need a minute.”

      “I’ll check in with Mage—see if she needs anything before we head out.” Axel marched through the snow, passing the field where the dragons stood and heading toward the far end of the colony.

      When he disappeared from view, Erik shifted so his hands gripped my hips. He pulled me onto his lap and lowered his forehead so it rested against mine. My pulse quickened as he reached up to brush his thumb along my cheek. “You doing okay?”

      “I’ve been better,” I said honestly.

      “You know I won’t let anything happen to you,” Erik vowed. “I give you my word.”

      Warmth rushed through me, and I leaned forward to brush my lips against his. “I know you won’t,” I said. “Just like I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Emotion clouded Erik’s eyes. “You’re something else, Saga. I never imagined finding someone like you.”

      “Trust me, that works both ways.”

      I kissed him again. This time, he shifted his hand to my head, crushing his mouth against mine in a kiss that left my skin tingling and my breath coming in short gasps. When we finally pulled apart, he withdrew the poison darts from each of our jackets and set them in the snow. Then he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me to his chest.

      “I love you, Saga Skånstad. To the far reaches of our world and back.”

      I glanced up at the light show still dancing across the sky. “And I love you, Erik Halvarsson. From here to the northern lights, and back.”

      Erik’s lips brushed against my ear, and I nestled into the warmth of his chest. We had no idea what our future held—whether the next attack would come before we’d amassed the numbers to take Bjorn on; whether we’d be injured, captured, or worse when the next battle began; whether we had mere days or an entire lifetime together. But we had this night, huddled together in the snow while the most spectacular light show played out above us.

      As the sky shifted from navy to green to gold, I snuggled into Erik’s embrace and thanked God, the gods, and whatever other entities had conspired to bring us together. Because sitting with the Viking I loved, watching the sky dance while dragons lazed nearby, was an experience I’d never imagined . . . but it was definitely one I’d never forget.

      As Erik ran his thumb lazily along my arm, I angled my head back, brushed my lips against his, and grinned.

      “What was that for?” He smiled down at me.

      “For giving me all of this.” I waved my hand. “This view, this life, you. Right here, right now, everything feels exactly as it should be.”

      Erik lowered his head to mine, stealing my breath with his kiss. And for the next few minutes, all thoughts of attacks and battles and threats were swept from my mind as I reveled in the absolute perfection of the moment.

      It was a memory I’d cherish for the rest of my life.

      

      I hope you enjoyed the second book of Viking Academy. You can read book three here. And join my Reader’s Group to get freebies, prizes, and sneak peeks at upcoming books.

      

      While you wait, meet Axel Andersson’s not-so-mythical Asgardian relation in Perfekt Order. I promise he’ll make you smile.
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      Saga Skånstad knows three things to be true: (1) She’s trapped a thousand years in her past; (2) She’s in love with the heir to the unconventional Valkyris clan; and (3) A vitriolic Viking is hunting her new family . . . and he won’t back down until he’s claimed their entire world.

      

      With their enemies closing in, Saga and Erik undertake the near-impossible task of raising an army strong enough to defeat their fearsome foes. If they fail, it will mean the fall of Valkyris, the death of their clansmen, and an era of unimaginable darkness. Saga will do anything to protect the home she’s come to love . . . even if that means walking away from the greatest happiness she’s ever known.

      

      Let the battle begin.
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      All's fair when you're in love with War. 

      

      For seventeen-year-old Mia Ahlström, a world ruled by order is the only world she allows. A lifetime of chore charts, to-do lists and study schedules have helped earn her a spot at Redwood State University’s engineering program. And while her five year plan includes finding her very own happily-evah-aftah, years at an all-girls boarding school left her feeling woefully unprepared for keg parties and co-ed extracurricular activities. 

      

      So nothing surprises her more than catching the eye of Tyr Fredriksen at her first college party. The imposing Swede is arrogantly charming, stubbornly overprotective, and runs hot-and-cold in ways that defy reason…until Mia learns that she’s fallen for the Norse God of War; an immortal battle deity hiding on Midgard (Earth) to protect a valuable Asgardian treasure from a feral enemy. With a price on his head, Tyr brings more than a little excitement to Mia’s rigidly controlled life. Choosing Tyr may be the biggest distraction—or the greatest adventure—she’s ever had.
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