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        “I need you to understand something. You simply cannot be gone. I won’t allow it. I will drag you back from the other side and force you to be with me. You are my sister, my best friend, my confidant, and I don’t want to do this life without you in it. Please don’t make me.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      I didn’t want to remember Dayna laying lifeless on the forest floor. I wanted to remember her as the vivacious, feisty young woman who has constantly driven me crazy from the moment she came screaming into the world. Her entire life, Dayna had never stopped driving me crazy…until Gisele hit her with a blast of power that dropped my baby sister to the ground, leaving her silent and motionless. I chose not to remember that. Instead, I remember Dayna with fire in her eyes and her lips stretched tight with defiance. I remember her this way because when I see her again—and I would see her again—it would be the face she’d be wearing. And I cannot wait to see it.

      “You’re driving your husband crazy,” Brant said as he sat beside me on a boulder. I’d found the spot a week ago. It was perched on a ledge that overlooked the ocean, and it had become a retreat of sorts, a place where I could think, pray, and believe, however weakly, that everything was going to be okay. I’d been making the trek every day the past seven days, seeking solace in the waves of the sea.

      “I know,” I said. “I can feel him.” I hated to make Torben feel helpless and worried, but my spirit was restless. The only time I felt any semblance of peace was when I was training with the other shieldmaidens. I had a feeling this relief came because the struggle and rigor of the drills gave me an outlet for the pain and anger that always seemed to simmer just beneath the surface of my emotions. There was nothing more distracting than feeling my arm vibrating to the marrow from the impact of axe on shield as Freya put me through my paces.

      On top of the anxiety caused by my sister’s unknown fate, Hilda’s prophecies weighed on my mind. They came, went, and usually didn’t make any sense to me at all. I kept trying to sort through them, but there were no points of reference. One timeline bled into another. And being exhausted probably didn’t help my mental acuity.

      “I’m just a bundle of laughs,” I said, mostly to myself.

      “No one expects you to be skipping through the village, Allete,” Brant said. “You’re handling everything with the grace of a queen.”

      “What about you?” I asked, hoping to direct attention away from my pity party. “I expected you’d be on a killing spree by now.”

      He shrugged his huge shoulders, ripped a long weed from the ground, and began wrapping it around his finger. “I’d like to. There’s nothing I’d love more than to sail straight to Calder’s clan and separate his head from his body. But I can’t just ignore Torben’s orders. I respect him, not only as my jarl, but also as my best friend as well. He’s a smart and capable warrior. I will follow his leadership no matter how badly I want Dayna back.”

      I bit my bottom lip, forcing back tears that threatened to fall. “We have to rescue my sister. I know I’ve said it a million times, but I feel like if I don’t keep saying it, then it won’t happen.”

      “Nothing short of death will keep me from going for her. And Torben feels the same way. He would do anything for you,” Brant assured me.

      Turning, I met his eyes. “Thank you, Brant. You are a good friend and a male of worth. I am glad you and Dayna found each other.”

      He gave me a sharp nod before standing. I redirected my gaze to the ocean.

      “Don’t stay out here too long. Freyr, the fertility god, sends wintry weather our way. I can feel it on the wind. You will be little help to Dayna if you freeze to death.”

      I snorted. “Good pep talk, Brant. Watch yourself, or I’ll sick Babs on you.”

      “Say no more.” With a grunt, he shuffled off.

      When he was gone and I was once again alone, I closed my eyes and concentrated on the memories that were a constant shadow. Hilda had unleashed a storm into my mind. The visions would be a welcomed distraction if they didn’t make my head feel as if it were going to split open like a dropped melon.

      “Couldn’t you have organized this a little better, old woman?” I asked the frosty night air. I halfway expected the oracle to answer. If anyone could reach beyond the grave, it would be Hilda.

      I tried to make sense of the foremost vision assaulting my brain—of Torben and his clan. But I couldn’t tell if it was something from the past or future. I didn’t feel a pressing urgency associated with this vision. Instead, I felt a rightness I couldn’t explain. Maybe that meant Hilda’s prophesy of peace and unity for Clan Hakon would indeed come to fruition.

      “Are you going to make me go to bed alone?” His smooth voice washed over me, and I opened my eyes to see my husband approach.

      “Surely you haven’t already gotten so used to sleeping with me that you are incapable of falling into slumber alone?”

      Torben sat beside me as his brow rose. “Maybe I have. Does this mean you would fall so easily asleep without me by your side?”

      “You’ve got me there. I would hate to sleep without you.”

      “It isn’t a matter of growing accustomed to having you next to me,” Torben said. “It’s more the realization that I have been missing something all my life. I didn’t even know I wasn’t whole until I met you, Allete. Now that I’ve come to that realization, not being close to you makes it seem as if a part of me is gone.”

      “All right, I concede,” I said with a smile. Regardless of the circumstances, Torben could always make me smile. How could he not? He loved me in a way I’d never known was possible.

      “Are you all right?” Torben asked, but then raised his hands. “Silly question, I know. Perhaps I should say, what can I do for you? How can I help you, my love?”

      I stared up at him. Despite the fact he sat next to me, I still had to look up to see his eyes. “You’re doing it,” I replied. “You…just being here for me is all I need. Your willingness to hold, talk to, or just listen to me is more than enough.”

      “It doesn’t seem like enough. I feel like I need to do more. I wish I could just roar and force the universe to do what I want it to. I want you to be okay, Allete. More than okay, I need you to be happy. My spirit won’t be settled until you are.”

      I stood, then climbed into his lap. The anguish I could see in his face was practically suffocating. I hated the helplessness I saw in his eyes, but I completely understood it. I felt the same way, not just for Dayna, but for our entire clan. Our clan. It still didn’t sound right to me. There was no way I was capable of leading Clan Hakon, much less the clan’s oracle. I shook away the thought and the anxiety that threatened to come with it.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, wrapping my arms around Torben’s neck. He enclosed me in his strong arms, pulling me tightly against him. There was no place in the entire world I would rather be than in his safe embrace. “I’m sorry you feel like you can’t help. I wish you understood you are being everything I need and more.”

      Torben squeezed me closer, burying his face against my neck. He gently pressed his lips to my skin, and I shuddered. “You smell amazing,” he murmured. His breath was warm compared to the cold November air. One of his large hands slipped under the back of my woolen undershirt to wrap around my waist. His flesh against my own brought a heightened awareness that hadn’t been there only moments ago.

      “Are you trying to seduce me, Viking?”

      “Am I breathing?” Torben chuckled. “Because if so, then I am definitely trying to seduce my bride.”

      Suddenly, he stood, lifting me as if I weighed no more than a feather. He started walking, carrying me in the direction of our hut. Smoke billowed out of the chimney, and I found myself anticipating the warmth that would envelop us when we entered.

      “Pray tell, what are you doing?” I asked in my most regal voice.

      “I’m taking my woman to bed,” he replied with gravel in his voice.

      “I am tired. It’s exceedingly kind of you to carry me.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, my love, but I’m not taking you to our bed to rest.”

      “Oh, why else would you take me to our bed?”

      He pushed the door open, carried me through the threshold, and kicked the door closed behind us. Then he walked across the room where the bed was pressed against the wall. Recently, Torben had spent an entire day building a mattress he felt was ‘worthy of my body’. At least those were the words he’d used when I’d asked what he was doing.

      He set me on my feet, then immediately began unbuttoning my jerkin. His rough hands and thick fingers moved with a fluid grace I wouldn’t have thought possible. His eyes never left mine as he slowly undressed me.

      “I take you to our bed to remind you of how precious you are to me. To remind you of just how needed you are, how wanted you are. I take you to our bed because I have great need of you,” he said. His husky voice was seductive, but I could also hear the sincerity of his words.

      My shirt slipped from my shoulders. It fell silently to the floor, forgotten, as Torben’s fingers traced my flesh. They ran across my shoulders and collarbone, the tops of my breasts, then down my arms. “You are exquisite,” he whispered.

      I helped him remove his clothes, then followed his urging as he pressed me into the bed, covering me with his larger frame. The muscles in his shoulders and arms flexed as he held himself over me. Torben leaned down, pressed his full lips to my forehead, and then to each eyelid. Then he moved to my cheeks, and, at last, my lips. The kiss started soft, but it quickly escalated as our naked bodies pushed closer together.

      “I love you, Princess,” Torben rumbled as our bodies joined.

      He made love to me as if it were the first and last time, touching my body tenderly as though I were the most priceless gift he’d ever received. When I would attempt to speed things up, he held back and admonished me to be patient.

      “Patience is not my strong suit.” I panted against his chest.

      “Haven’t you ever heard the saying ‘good things come to those who wait’?” he asked, skimming his hands down my sides.

      “No, but I have heard the saying ‘if you don’t give me what I want now, I will make you bleed’,” I growled.

      He stopped moving, frowning down at me. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “Here, just now, when it came out of my mouth. Now move, damn it.”

      Torben chuckled. “You’re right sexy when you get all demanding…like a horny kitty.”

      “I’m going to ignore that statement and refocus on how tenderly you were just touching me.”

      “You mean like this?” he asked as he ran his lips down my neck, his tongue retracing the same pattern.

      “Yes,” I breathed, trembling. “Just like that.”

      I have no idea how long my husband tortured me, just that it was the best kind of torment. He managed to make me forget all of my stress and worries until I was finally too exhausted to stay awake.

      “Sleep, Princess,” he murmured against my ear. “I will wake you before the sun rises to ensure you are good and relaxed for the entire day.”

      Muttering something unintelligible, I slipped into the waiting oblivion brought on from the best kind of loving a husband could give his wife.
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        There is a saying—

        "If you cannot beat them, then join them”. Unfortunately, in order to join them, you have to actually be able to do what they do.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “I’ve seen a toothless, starving hag fight harder to chew a piece of stale bread than you’ve been fighting all morning,” Freya yelled down at me where I sat. She’d put me on my backside at least two dozen times in the past hour as we sparred. I could tell the other shieldmaidens, though dutifully continuing their own training drills, watched me out of the corners of their eyes.

      I snapped, “If the hag is starving, then, of course, she’s going to fight hard to chew a piece of stale bread. It’s called survival instinct.”

      “Survival instinct? Is that the problem?” Freya asked. “You don’t feel your survival is being threatened enough to fight? I can easily remedy that.” Throwing down the wooden training sword she’d been holding, she pivoted toward Babs. “Bring me two swords.”

      “Freya,” Torben’s deep voice called, sending a clear warning from where he stood twenty paces away.

      The shieldmaiden leader faced him, then narrowed her eyes. “You put me in charge of the female fighters. Told me to train them to be as deadly as the males. You told me you wouldn’t interfere. Right now, she,” Freya pointed to me, “is not your bride or my queen, she is a warrior, a shieldmaiden of Clan Hakon. The girl will learn to fight correctly, or she will be killed in battle. If it takes a true threat to get her to pull her pretty princess head out of her ass, then so be it.”

      Torben pursed his lips, but he didn’t respond. Babs was back by the end of Freya’s speech. The woman grinned at me like a feral wolf just let loose in a pen of sheep. I wished I could say the sight didn’t unsettle me. After handing Freya a sword, she walked over to me. She held out her hand, pulled me off the ground, then took my practice sword and replaced it with the real one. Fantastic.

      “Most fighters have a tell,” Babs whispered. “Something that gives away their next move. Find Freya’s tell and you will find a chink in her armor. I’m not saying it will allow you to defeat her, but it will give you a better chance of walking away from this unscathed.”

      “You mean I’ll just get my rear end handed to me instead of actually getting killed?”

      “Exactly. And at the end of the day, isn’t that what really matters? That your rear end, which has been thoroughly kicked, is handed back to you?” Cackling her usual disturbing laugh, Babs stepped away from the sparring circle.

      “Thanks a lot,” I yelled at her retreating back. I could feel Torben’s irritation and worry through our bond, but I pushed it out of my mind. Freya, no matter how much I loathed to admit it, was right. I had to be able to fight, even when my emotions were a mess. If I couldn’t focus in a controlled setting, how on earth would I focus in the heat of battle?

      Stretching my shoulders, I bobbed my head from side to side to help loosen the tightened muscles. Then I bounced on my feet a few times, still adjusting to the unfamiliar footwear they’d given me. They were leather boots that came all the way up my calf to just below my knee. The leather was thick, and Freya had said it helped prevent injury to the ankles and lower legs. It still felt weird not to be wearing a dress. It wasn’t that I’d never worn pants before, but it was rarely and usually only when I went on long rides.

      The leather pants fit close against my skin. They allowed easy movement without being cumbersome. The jerkin I had on came to mid-thigh. Over that, I wore a thick leather vest with several straps and pockets, mostly for holding daggers. On my forearms, I wore leather cuffs with silver rivets running up them. In a real fight, Freya said I would also wear light chainmail under the leather vest for added protection. Moving without awkwardness in the new clothing took some practice. Moving quickly and efficiently in the contorted ways often required for battle, well, that was next to impossible. But I’d better make it possible in a hurry. Otherwise, I was in for a lot of pain…or worse.

      The short sword Babs had given me was familiar. Torben and I had trained with it for hours. In the evenings, he would teach me the correct way to wield it outside our hut. Though it exhausted my sword arm after only a few minutes, I’d known I was growing stronger and more capable. Holding a sword was one thing, but actually swinging it around and hitting things with it took an amount of strength I didn’t yet fully possess.

      Just as I lifted the sword, Freya roared and lunged at me. I got my blade up just in time to meet hers as it stopped inches from my face with a loud ringing and reverberation I felt all the way to my shoulder. I pushed back as hard as I could, throwing Freya away from me. She took a couple of steps back, then began circling. My feet moved in tandem with hers as I tried to watch for the infamous tell Babs spoke about. I felt the chances of finding it were about as high as Torben learning to do needlepoint.

      

      “Freya,” Torben rumbled.

      “You aren’t doing her any favors, Jarl,” the shieldmaiden leader snapped even as she continued to circle me.

      “Torben, I have to learn,” I called without taking my eyes from the warrior across from me. “I doubt a real enemy would back up and let me catch my breath…or wait until I get the grip on my sword just right.”

      “I understand that better than you know, Princess. But that doesn’t mean Freya has to put any slashes on you. You can learn without being put in real danger.”

      Freya lunged forward at the same time she yelled, “Wrong!”

      I was so caught off guard I had to backpedal quickly to avoid the jab of her sword. As soon as I had my footing and she stopped her forward attack, I hoped to catch Freya unaware. I stepped toward her while slashing with my sword. Surprisingly, the maneuver almost worked. Frey blocked my stroke only just before it hit her shoulder.

      Freya smiled. “That’s more like it.”

      “Damn it all,” Torben muttered. “By the gods, woman, you will be the death of me.”

      I didn’t so much as glance his way as I responded. “Only if you annoy me too much. I rather enjoy the marriage bed activities, and it would take a lot for me to give that up.” I hoped my words would shock Freya and possibly distract her. They did.

      Eyes widening, Freya inadvertently lowered her sword. Only a slight movement, but it was enough. I rotated left, turning my body in a complete circle while shuffling closer to her. In an instant, the point of my sword rested at her neck.

      “I’m not sure what has made me prouder…” Freya said. Smiling, she knocked my sword aside as if it were an annoying fly. “The fact you finally bested me, that you used a dirty trick to do it, or that you joked about your marriage bed activities in front of your husband and our jarl.”

      “It’s okay to be proud of me for all three. It’s a big moment.”

      When I glanced over at Torben, I found him gazing at me as if I’d grown a second pair of breasts, equal parts awe and lust.

      “I am in awe of you, Princess, and I am most definitely in lust for you, second pair of breasts or not,” he said through the mental connection our anchor bond gave us.

      “That’s a good thing, Northman, because a second pair of breasts will never happen.”

      “Never say never, my love. Not when magic exists in the world. Miracles do happen.”

      My eyes widened as I stared at him. “Miracles?” I sputtered “Umm, even if magic could make that happen, I would never concede to it. Maybe you should have a pair attached to your chest, then try swinging a sword or running in a tight jerkin. They quickly go from asset to liability.”

      “I, along with the entirety of the male population on every continent in the world, would disagree with you…most ardently.” He flashed me a wicked grin.

      “I’ve missed something, and I feel, perhaps, I shouldn’t be present for this conversation,” Freya said idly. “Yet, I also feel the need to stay. I’m sure it’s bound to become even more hilarious.”

      “We should stay,” Babs said. “In case the princess decides to attack her mate with that long arse sword she’s wielding.”

      “Is training over for the day?” Torben asked, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “Afraid not.” Freya sighed, though I knew she wasn’t a bit remorseful. The sadist loved torturing me. “We still have endurance to work on. Some hill sprints should do the trick.”

      Groaning, I threw my head back. Thankfully, I wasn’t the only one. A collective moan came from the surrounding shieldmaidens.

      “Quit your whining, you lazy milk jugs,” Freya yelled. “You won’t be upset about the hill runs when you’re able to stay upright after hours of battle. As females, we are naturally weaker than most men. That means, when we fight them, we must find other advantages. We need to be able to outlast them. Fatigue makes a coward of the strongest man. That is when they show their weakness.”

      “She’s right,” Torben agreed. “Endurance is one of the things that makes shieldmaidens so dangerous. It’s as important, if not more so, than wielding a heavy weapon.”

      No one seemed particularly heartened by their words. With much muttering, we shuffled over to a storage barrel and unceremoniously dumped our weapons into it. Then we marched, panting, with heads bowed, to the hill, a steep mound of earth that rested ominously about a kilometer away. I’d dubbed it the Devil’s Anvil because it never yielded, and it made my life hell. The other shieldmaidens seemed to appreciate the moniker. This hill had become the bane of my existence. I even had nightmares about it.

      “Wait,” Freya hollered. “Don’t forget your shields. Wear them on your backs as you run.”

      “She’s trying to kill us.” Astrid huffed.

      “We’ve been trying to tell you that for years,” Taina, one of the twins, said.

      “I’m sorry I doubted you,” Astrid said. She smiled at the twins, who I noted were rarely far apart from one another. Didn’t Torben tell me Talia once had a fling with Brant? Wonder if Taina hung around for that?

      It was torture, but I knew Freya wasn’t trying to kill us because she never ordered us to do any training she didn’t plan to complete herself. In a few minutes, she’d join us on the hill with her shield and probably her sword as well. And that was why I respected her as a trainer and leader.

      The next hour was filled with much sweat, burning lungs and leg muscles, as well as few bouts of awful retching. I’m happy to report, however, no one passed out. When Freya finally called for a halt on our last run, each of us collapsed where we stood on top of the hill. I rolled onto my back, staring up at the darkening sky. I could hear the labored pants of the other shieldmaidens that matched my own. Though my thoughts were fleeting, I realized Freya’s training was doing more than hardening our bodies and sharpening our skills. It was forging us into something greater than our individual selves. There was something about straining and suffering alongside another human being that formed a bond not easily broken. The mutual misery was like glue. I realized then, because of what we were experiencing together, that each of these women would lay down their lives for me, and I for them.

      I grumbled between gasping for breath. “I’m pretty sure…there are parts of…my body…that hurt, which are definitely not meant to hurt.”

      “Can you walk?” Babs asked.

      “If I say yes, does that mean I will have to do more training?”

      “Maybe,” she answered. “Depends on Freya’s mood.”

      “I’m too tired to listen to any more bellyaching from you slugs,” Freya barked. I realized the sound came from somewhere above me. She was the only one left standing. “Let’s call it a day.”

      “Thank the gods.” Astrid sighed, and several around her echoed her prayer while trying to shamble into upright positions.

      “Need help up?” Lakin asked. I was finally beginning to learn all their names. Now, I didn’t feel like such an idiot from continually having to say, ‘hey you’.

      “That would be great,” I said, placing my hand in her outstretched one. She pulled me to my feet with ease. “Okay, now I feel even worse because you just lifted me as if I were a child and you haven’t been training all day.”

      “You’ll get stronger,” Lakin assured me. “You will probably get stronger than you expect because you have much motivation to do so.”

      I couldn’t argue with her there. Battle was coming quickly. If I weren’t prepared, the Devil’s Anvil would be the least of my worries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: chapter two]
        

      

      
        
        “I am incredibly thankful I have found Allete and that she was destined for me. However, I wish we’d met in a time of peace. I want to protect her from the horrors of war at all cost, but the cost of not going to war could be too great.”

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      “Are you worried Freya is going to put your bride out of commission?” Delvin asked as he lunged forward with his sword. Allete and the shieldmaidens were currently laboring up the Devil’s Anvil. Freya’s muffled shouts at them could be heard even from this distance. Once the women had cleared the training area, I’d ordered my own men to the corral. Not because we needed the additional drills, but because I had to take out my frustration on someone who wasn’t the captain of my shieldmaidens.

      It was true Allete needed the training in the worst way. Growing up a princess, she had no clue what real battles were like. For her, they were something that happened far removed from her castle walls, carried out cleanly and dutifully by her father’s soldiers. She couldn’t fathom the horror that might await her. The sights and sounds were terrifying. The screams of dying men—the vision of their heads severed or entrails removed. The thick of battle wasn’t a place for a princess. But Allete wasn’t a princess anymore. Now, she was the queen of Clan Hakon. As a northern queen, she couldn’t afford to be squeamish. Despite this understanding, I still tensed up every time Freya’s sword connected with Allete’s shield or Freya’s boot connected with Allete’s midsection. My bride would be covered in bruises, and she would groan in her sleep tonight.

      “I’d advise against asking about my wife being in or out of commission, Delvin,” I snarled, whirling and arcing my sword over my head, then bringing it down with a two-handed grip atop my sparring partner. Delvin got his own sword up just in time. The metal clanked loudly, and my arms shook with the force of the connection. We both took a step back, eyeing one another.

      “I meant no disrespect, Torben.”

      “I know, Delvin.” I shook my head. “I’m just a little stressed right now. Seeing our clan so decimated…our homes destroyed…my mother gone…” I lowered my sword.

      “You know we will do anything you ask of us, right?” Amund said as he stepped toward us.

      “I do, and I appreciate you all.” When I shifted, I saw the others circling me—my six closest and most trusted warriors. I met each of their eyes, hesitating for several seconds upon each one. “I have a feeling I will be asking much of you very soon.”

      “And we will answer your call,” Kjell offered.

      “I’m tired. You don’t have to butter me up to get me to call an end to the training.” Chuckling, I re-sheathed my sword.

      “Told ya he was getting old,” Siv said. “Now that he has a woman, he can’t even spar past dusk anymore.”

      “Shut yer mouth, Siv,” Brant growled. “If you want to stay out here and freeze your nuts off, then fine, but don’t expect the rest of us to hang around.”

      “You’re getting old, too,” Siv teased. “Pretty soon, I won’t have any competition with the women. With Torben taken, Brant aging, and the rest of you lot dragging your feet, I’ll have the pick of the bosoms.”

      “And when you finally do settle down,” Amund said, “I am going to take great pleasure in regaling your future bride with all your conquests. I’m sure she’ll appreciate hearing the stories behind each and every one of those notches on your bedpost. Let’s see…first, there was Ingrid. That was the lass—”

      “You’ll be long dead before I settle down,” Siv barked. “You’re even older than Torben and Brant.”

      “You boys are giving me a headache,” I muttered, stretching to rub the back of my head.

      “Luckily for you, I see Freya has finally called an end to the shieldmaiden’s training,” Brant said. He pointed toward the slowly dispersing crowd of women.

      “Finally. Get some rest. Don’t stay up drinking all night.” I directed my comment specifically at Siv. He would be the one who would most likely have to be carried to his bed.

      At one time, the warning would have been given to both him and Brant. But Siv was right about one thing. Since Dayna had come into Brant’s life, his carousing days were all but forgotten. I wasn’t entirely sure if this was a good or bad thing. Before, Brant had been like a mountain of balled-up energy. He’d had no purpose, like a ship without a rudder. His lack of focus led to a shiftless mind and idle hands. This, in turn, led to countless fights in the mead hall, along with brokenhearted women scattered throughout our clan and many others.

      But the one thing that could always focus my best friend’s energy—battle. While wielding his great war hammer, Brant was a man possessed. All that restless energy, that power, was redirected to a single destructive purpose. And woe to the poor soldiers who stood against us. No one could stand against Brant when the bloodlust of battle was upon him.

      Now, given a new target for Brant’s attention, would he still be the same ferocious warrior he always was? Or would he lose his focus? Would Dayna be a distraction, one that would cost us in the most crucial of times? Shaking my head, I tried to push the anxiety caused by Brant and Allete’s sister out of my mind.

      Without another word, I took off at a trot, searching for a limping princess. As soon as I spotted her, I rushed up behind her and swooped her into my arms. Her laughter rang out into the purpling dusk sky, and it brought a smile to my weary face. Holding her lithe form was never a burden, not even when I was exhausted. I began marching toward the river.

      “I need a bath,” I said.

      “You know where the river is,” she replied.

      “I do, and that’s where we’re going.”

      “I don’t see why I should go.”

      “You don’t smell so sweet yourself, Princess.” I nipped her ear playfully as I walked. The river was more of a glorified stream that ran alongside our village. It wasn’t terribly wide or swift, but it did contain a few pleasant pools deep enough for a proper bath.

      She took a heavy sniff. “I can’t smell myself, so I don’t really care. Put me down.”

      “Can’t do that, Allete,” I said, continuing to march. “I cannot let you into our bed while you smell like a dog that’s wallowed in the carcass of a three-day-old dead animal.”

      Her brow drew down, her lips tightening. “That’s a little extreme. Surely I don’t smell that bad.”

      “You wouldn’t know. You just said you couldn’t smell yourself,” I challenged. The river was growing close now. I could hear the water bubbling over the rocks. A few more strides would bring us to its banks. Allete’s face grew flushed with irritation. She didn’t realize how attractive I found her when she got all worked up. I probably shouldn’t mention I often aggravated her for that reason alone. I was taking her to the stream for a bath whether my bride wanted it or not. Despite her protests, she’d feel better afterward, even though the bath itself would be quick. The evening air was crisp, and the water would be frigid. Even the hardiest of warriors couldn’t tolerate the water for long this time of year. Still, there was nothing in the world better for tired, sore muscles than icy water.

      “You better make it quick,” she sniped. “If important body parts freeze off, I will not feel sorry for you.”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that bellowed out of me. Allete never ceased to surprise me. Just when I thought I had her figured out, she would make an outrageous remark like that. If she would have said that in front of anyone else, she’d have blushed as red as a ripe apple.

      “It will be the quickest bath you’ve ever had,” I said.

      “You mean the quickest bath you’ve ever had. I’m not getting—eek!” Her words were cut off by a squeal as I dropped her out of my arms. Flailing and gasping, Allete hit the surface of the water. She came up sputtering and cursing. There was murder in her eyes as she struggled, cold and soaking wet, back onto the bank.

      I reached down, grabbed her hand, and helped her out of the water. Her breath came in gasps. “I’m…going to…cut you. You’ve…been warned.”

      I tried not to laugh. I really did.

      “I’m serious,” she said, recovering. Her beautiful body shivered, and I couldn’t help but notice how nicely the wet clothing clung to it. This was going to be fun. “You won’t know when it’s coming,” she continued. “Might be tonight. Might be a year from now. I’d suggest you sleep with one eye open from now on, warrior.”

      I helped her undress even as I tried to suppress my smile. I didn’t hurry. I was pushing my luck, but seeing her golden hair wet, plastered against her body, and the little goose pimples forming on her supple skin was doing something to me. I wanted to savor this moment. “Okay, maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to toss you in fully clothed,” I said, frustrated when I tried to peel the pants from her damp skin.

      “Far from your best idea, Viking.” She huffed.

      “Don’t be so angry. You look like a feral cat that’s been dropped in a watering trough.”

      “That’s basically what I am! And just like the cat, I should claw your eyes out.”

      “Quit your bellyaching and help me undress, then I’ll let you return the favor.”

      “It’s not quite the same since you’ll be ready for it,” she grumbled but acquiesced.

      Twenty minutes later, both giggling and shivering to our core, Allete and I climbed from the water and dried ourselves with heavy furs Rainah, the clan’s non-magical healer, had left on the bank for us. The healer was a wise woman. Not only had she seen me carry Allete to the river and anticipated our need for the furs, but Rainah had also called out before approaching, ensuring she wouldn’t inadvertently see her new clan leader’s unsheathed longsword. Instinctively, she must have understood Allete hadn’t adapted to our custom of bathing, men and women, alongside one another without shame. Or perhaps she simply understood all women preferred their husband not be seen undressed, even for a moment. This was a lesson I’d learned the hard way after Allete had almost skinned me alive when she’d seen me bathing near Freya. Lesson learned.

      “Here.” I handed her my tunic. “You can’t wear your wet clothes, and that’ll be better than mere furs until we get back to the hut,” I explained. I couldn’t help my disappointment as her creamy breasts disappeared from view when she slipped it on. She took one of the drier furs, then draped it around her body. I took my own furs and wrapped them around my waist, picked up the rest of our clothes, and took Allete’s hand. “Let’s go get something to eat and then go to bed.”

      “You say that as if you’ll be sleeping in the same bed as me,” Allete said.

      Raising a single brow, I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. “You don’t like our bed? It took me all day to make that bed. Where will you sleep then?”

      She laughed. “Ha. No, I like it fine, and I’m sure I’ll sleep great it in it tonight. Only you won’t be in it with me.”

      Now it was my turn to chuckle. “You’ve come a long way under Freya’s tutelage, my love. Your fierceness, Princess, cannot be doubted. Even so, you’re not yet strong enough to kick the jarl of Clan Hakon out of his own bed.”

      “The jarl of Clan Hakon…is an arse.” She yanked her furs more tightly around herself before crossing her arms.

      “I won’t argue with you there. You’re right. Get over it, Princess. We’re sleeping in the same bed, and I will be holding you. You can be spitting mad while I do or you can enjoy my embrace. The choice is yours.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I won’t be mad anymore. But only because I know I will eventually get even.”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself, beautiful.”

      Reaching up, she pinched the back of my arm. “Ow, damn it, woman,” I snarled.

      “Oh, did that hurt?” she asked, her eyes wide with childlike innocence.

      “You’re lucky your cute,” I said.

      “What happens when I get old and wrinkly?”

      I shrugged. “That depends. Lots of old and wrinkly things are still cute. If you’re old and wrinkly, but still cute, then nothing. But if you resemble an arthritic hairless cat, well…then you’ll get your bottom swatted every time you irk me.”

      Allete threw her head back, her laugh ringing out as we entered our hut. “You’re forgetting one thing, Jarl.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

      “You’ll be old and wrinkly, too. You’ll be so old you probably won’t be able to catch me, much less give me a swat on my bottom.”

      Unable to help myself, I tossed the clothes on the floor and then tackled my wife onto our bed. “You have a point. Perhaps I should just swat your bottom extra now in case I won’t be able to catch you in the future. You’re bound to do many things that get on my nerves, and I don’t want you to get off un-swatted if I’m unable to punish you properly.”

      “Are you trying to distract me?” Allete asked suddenly, her head tilting slightly.

      I’d wondered how long it would take her to catch on to my strategy.

      “The river was part of it, too, wasn’t it?” she asked.

      “I knew you’d be sore. I thought giving you something else to focus on would make it easier,” I confessed.

      Allete leaned up. Pressed a kiss to my lips. “How am I supposed to plot revenge when you say stuff like that?”

      “Don’t worry. You may feel fond of me, now, but I’m sure I’ll do something to anger you soon enough. As a matter of fact, I plan to do many things to annoy you, and I plan to keep doing them for an exceptionally long time.”

      She laughed, her eyes dancing with mischief and love. “You’re right. I shouldn’t even concern myself with it. Opportunities for revenge will be plentiful.”

      “Why don’t you put on something clean while I prepare us some food?”

      She nodded. “Then sleep.”

      “Together,” I reminded her with a light pat on her backside.

      “Always have to have the last word, don’t you?”

      “Always,” I said with a wink. After I stood, I tightened the fur on my waist. I went to the small kitchen to make my princess something to eat, hoping she wouldn’t already be snoring by the time I was done.
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        “I’ve always heard that witches burn more fiercely than a normal person. I imagine it has something to do with the magic within them. I hope this is true. And I hope I’m the one who gets to strike the flint.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      “Wake up, stupid girl.” The words were muffled as if the speaker were standing on the other side of a rock wall. A sound escaped my mouth—not quite a grunt, not quite a moan. Pain instantly assaulted my body. I guess I’m not dead.

      “Now!” I heard a thud, then felt something connect with the middle of my back, a boot no doubt. My body spasmed, recoiling away from the strike. I gasped, my eyes flying open.

      “Brant!” The word came out between tremors of pain. I heard laughter.

      “Sorry, Little Princess. No strong Vikings here to save you. Get up. Now. I won’t tell you again.”

      I lurched upward, trying to gain my footing. My head swam and pounded at the same time. Luckily, the trunk of a tree caught my body as I slumped sideways. The pain was so severe I couldn’t even rail against it. I wasn’t even able to curse the one who did this to me. I squeezed my eyes shut. Memories of the bolt of magic, that hideous beam of light striking my chest, came speeding back to me. Though my vision was blurry, I spotted Hilda’s lifeless body on the ground. I tried to turn, ready to spring upon Gisele and rip her throat out. But my limbs wouldn’t obey. I tried to scream, but it only came out as a rasp.

      More laughter. An iron grip seized my arm. “Walk,” Gisele commanded, roughly shoving me toward a worn path through the woods. My feet didn’t obey and I fell forward, barely able to get my arms out in front of me before my face collided with the ground.

      “Give me a break,” the witch said. “I’m not carrying you, Princess. Get up and walk…or you die right now.”

      “Kill me then,” I growled, struggling to my knees. I heard a muttered incantation, then more pain hit me out of nowhere. I screamed and writhed, flopping onto my back. My insides felt as if they were on fire. This was different from the magic that had knocked me unconscious. It was much, much worse. I’d give anything for the sweet release of unconsciousness now. I tried to scream, wail, and cry all at the same time.

      Gisele’s leering face appeared over me, blocking the sky and treetops from my view. “Maybe I’ll kill you, maybe I won’t,” she said. “But know this, if you don’t get up and walk, not only will I kill your sister, but I’ll also make sure she suffers for hours before she dies. Do you think this hurts, little girlie? This is nothing to the pain your sister will feel.”

      I growled, but I was in no position to argue. It took some effort, but I finally forced myself up and put one foot in front of the other.

      “Very good,” the witch said. “Now be quiet and march.”

      I said nothing. It took all my effort to simply walk and breathe. Eventually, however, the pain of her magic dissipated and I was able to regain the power of speech.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Shut up,” she replied. “No questions. Now, you’re not in a position to try anything foolish right now, but you’ll regain your strength soon enough. Let me give you some advice, sweetie. The instant the thought of escape comes into your mind, the very first second you think it might be a good idea to try to get away, you take that thought captive and you grind it beneath your heel. You pretend it never entered your mind to begin with. Because you won’t be able to. Not only will you never get away, but if I have to expend any energy on making you behave, then I will also be very put out. And when I get put out, I have to take my frustrations out on someone. That someone won’t be you. Oh no.” She giggled. “That someone will be everyone you’ve ever loved. So, for their sakes, honey, please, let’s just get along, huh?”

      I didn’t know how to respond, because I had no doubt she spoke the truth. “Whatever,” I finally said.

      “You may be a spoiled little princess, but you’re not dumb. Just remember my words. You know what I can do.”

      I grunted. Apparently, she took that as acquiescence because she didn’t press the issue. I was grateful since I fully expected to receive another bolt of fire in the middle of my back at any second. Walking forward, slowly and steadily, I searched the surrounding woods with my peripheral vision, constantly aware of Gisele watching me from behind. I learned nothing. The path we walked upon was often used—that was clear—but the surrounding underbrush was thick. I couldn’t see any signs of life in the woods, not even the movement of a squirrel. Large oak trees dominated the forest. Their gnarled roots occasionally grew out into the path, making me have to focus hard on my steps lest I stumble.

      After an hour of walking, I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer. “You’re just going to leave Hilda in the woods?”

      “What does it matter?” Gisele said, still behind me. “She’s dead. I don’t care if the vultures feast on her corpse.”

      “Where is my sister?”

      “Hush,” she hissed.

      “It’s just a question. Maybe she’s dead. Maybe I don’t give a load of manure if you torture everyone I love because they’re already dead. Maybe I take off running into the woods just to see what happens.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Are you sure you want to take that chance?” She cackled. “Now, shut up. I’m trying to think while I walk.”

      “I would advise against that particular pastime. From what I can tell, thinking isn’t exactly your best witchy skill. And doing it while walking? Pushing it a bit, don’t you think?” Probably not a great idea to piss off an already-pissed off witch. But I am Dayna Auvray, youngest sister to Allete, and a princess to the throne of England. Pissing off witches is in my blood. That made no sense, but it sounded good in my head.

      “Do you have any idea what I could do to you?” Gisele asked, menace dripping from her voice.

      “I bet if I continue to anger you, you will give me a very thorough explanation.” I was telling myself to shut up in my head. Really, I was. But my mouth just isn’t following orders. Call it a loss of sanity after seeing Hilda dead, but for some reason, I just couldn’t seem to stop provoking Gisele. Maybe it was my final act of rebellion before death. Or perhaps I was just an idiot.

      “If I tell you what happened to your sister, do you promise to shut your hole?” she asked. She couldn’t see me as I walked ahead of her, but my eyebrows rose. I expected more pain, not reasonable discourse.

      “I promise.” I would take anything I could get at this point.

      “Magnus took off with your sister,” she said.

      “Where?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care…at this point. But remember what I said. I can find them if I want. I can hurt her if I need to.”

      Again, I didn’t doubt her. “Are you sure they got away?”

      “Don’t be stupid. I didn’t follow them down to the coast, nor escort them onto Magnus’ ship to ensure they made it safely away. He carried off your pathetic sister. I don’t know what happened after that, you dullard.”

      “No need for insults,” I said.

      “You insulted me. I can insult you and your sister if I please. Be grateful that’s all I’m doing.”

      I went silent again. Did Allete realize Hilda was dead? I wondered. After witchy knocked me out, I had no idea what happened. I wasn’t sure if Allete was even really okay. For all I knew, Gisele was just blowing smoke over my ridiculously dirty dress.

      The woods on either side grew thicker, pressing in upon the path. Brambles began to pull at my clothing, slowing my pace as I tried to avoid their stinging thorns.

      “Move it,” Gisele growled.

      “I’m going,” I barked at the witch. Eventually, the dirt path became overgrown with leaves and weeds. The grass was broken and trampled in places, but no footprints could be seen. It soon disappeared altogether, and I stopped.

      “Keep going.”

      “There’s nowhere to go.”

      “Forward.”

      Huffing, I began pushing through the undergrowth. It was slow going. The brush became thicker and thicker. The brambles were unavoidable now, and I hissed each time one ripped at my flesh. I ground my teeth when I heard Gisele giggling behind me.

      “You’re a long way from your comfy feather bed now, huh, Princess?”

      I ignored her, trying to show the witch her words had no effect on me. Teeth gritted, I continued to clamber through the woods.

      “Good strategy, Princess. Keep your foul mouth shut.”

      This pace went on for another half hour. Eventually, we came to a wall of shrubbery I didn’t think we’d be able to pass through. I stopped, searching for a crack in the foliage while expecting a shove in the back. Instead, I heard muttering. Suddenly, the bushes parted, revealing a small clearing. Then the shove came. Gisele pushed me through the crack, and I lurched forward into the clearing. I heard a rustling and groaning, then turned to see the gap in the bushes close behind us.

      In the middle of the clearing, a ramshackle cottage was squeezed between two giant oak trees. Upon closer inspection, I couldn’t tell where the building ended and the trees began. Moss hung from the branches, weaving itself into the slats of the roof. The door was nothing but rough wooden planks nailed together horizontally, and wide dark cracks could be seen through the slats. A tumble of loosely packed flat stones served as a chimney. Two grimy windows adorned the front of the shack.

      “Inside,” Gisele commanded when we reached the door to the cottage. I noticed it had no doorknob. Instead, there was a long bone, a femur perhaps, nailed to the door, posing as a handle.

      “I’m not touching that,” I said.

      “Psh.” Gisele grabbed the bone and yanked open the door, shoving me inside at the same time. I stopped after one step. The room was dim, packed with shapes and shadows. Two pale slivers of sunlight fought their way through the pair of grime-covered windows. The illumination they provided did little to dispel the darkness. Another shove caused me to stumble forward. I put out my hands, praying they wouldn’t connect with anything. Thankfully, I didn’t collide with any hidden dangers before I regained my balance.

      I heard a match being struck, then golden light filled the room. Gisele placed an oil lamp on a rickety dining table. Before I had time to survey the room, she grabbed my arm and steered me toward a filthy mattress on the floor.

      “Sit. Don’t move,” she ordered. I yanked my arm free of her grip, but I did as I was told.

      “Your hospitality leaves something to be desired,” I said, staring daggers at the woman.

      “How’s this for hospitality?” Muttering something unintelligible, she thrust her outstretched palm in my direction. The fire came again. I fell onto the mattress, writhing in agony. It only lasted for a few seconds, but it was more than enough. My breath came in ragged gasps as I stared up at her. “That’s a little reminder of what I can do to your sister. You sit there. Do not move. That is your only warning. If I get so much as a weird feeling you’re plotting something…” She moved to a glass-jar cluttered shelf. Gisele picked one up, and I saw an oversized toad hopping around inside it. She unscrewed the lid, reached in, and pulled the animal out.

      After seeing her murder my friend and torture me in countless ways, I didn’t think the witch could surprise me. I was wrong. She placed the head of the toad in her mouth, then chomped down on it.

      The last thing I had eaten was a piece of stale bread aboard Magnus’ longship. The bread might’ve stayed down if the witch had simply bitten the frog’s head off. Instead, she pulled the poor animal away from her mouth, leaving the entrails stretched out until there was a pop and they flopped down on her chin. There was a slurping sound when Gisele sucked the toad’s innards into her mouth. I puked all over the rough wooden floor of the cottage.

      Gisele tossed the remainder of the amphibian into the middle of my vomit pool. She squatted, then grabbed a fistful of my hair. I trembled under her grasp. “If you so much as think of escaping, you’ll be wishing you were this toad.”

      She released me, stood, and turned her back on me, apparently satisfied she’d made her point.
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        “Some might believe that it’s great to be king. Those would be the fools who don’t realize being in control of the lives of others is a curse, not a blessing.”

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      I spied the hulking warrior loping toward the training fields, his oversized war hammer gripped in both hands. Even from this distance, the heavy stride of his gait, the hunch of his shoulders, the whiteness of his knuckles on the hammer haft, gave me a clear indication he was in no mood to receive the order I was about to give. Brant was dangerous at the best of times. Now, he was like a bull kept too long in a small corral next to a herd of cows. It wouldn’t be wise to get in his way. I could tell he was on his way to take out his frustrations on a few of his sparring partners.

      Still, my unpleasant task couldn’t be avoided any longer. I would have to give the order, and he would have to follow it. That was the way of the clan, and Brant would respect that. And his sparring partners would probably thank me for saving them from today’s beating.

      “Brant,” I called, drawing his attention as I approached. “Let’s take a walk.” I beckoned him away from his destination.

      Rolling his eyes, he grunted. “Where am I going this time?” Tossing the huge war hammer over one of his shoulders, he fell into step beside me. “I’m in no mood for your games, Torben.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      “Where are you sending me? Out with it.”

      “What makes you think I’m sending you anywhere. I could simply want to talk about the weather or maybe, uh, new fishing techniques, offshore. Perhaps I merely want some advice concerning the…uh…marriage bed. Yeah, that could be it. You are certainly the most accomplished conqueror of the clan in that area.”

      Brant paused. I took a few steps before spinning toward him. He stared at me, brow lowered. Brant and I had been friends our whole lives. I knew him better than I knew myself. Still, at that moment, I couldn’t gauge his expression. Then his face brightened and he chuckled, a rumbling sound like rough stones tumbling down a rocky incline. “I’m sure I could give you a few pointers. And I’m sure you need all the help you can get. I’d be doing Allete a favor, come to think of it. Poor girl. She’s plucked out of the hands of those puny, pasty English lordlings, only to be stuck with the likes of you. Unfair, that is,” he said as he continued walking.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the man’s trademark smirk as he teased me, a sight that has been growing ever rarer over the past weeks. “Yes, well, we can’t all have as many notches on our bedpost as the mighty Brant of Clan Hakon.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder. “Maybe your bedpost isn’t quite long enough,” he roared, quite amused at his own joke. I couldn’t help but chuckle myself.

      “Maybe, maybe.” I held up my hands in surrender as I walked, the village retreating behind us in the distance. “But I couldn’t help but notice that’s a mighty big war hammer you have there, Brant.”

      “That’s what the lasses say!” He let out another deep belly laugh. We came to a clearing, a field not far from the river.

      “I’m sure they do. But I’ve always heard a man who carries a weapon too big for him to wield into battle is compensating for shortcomings in other areas. Maybe that’s why you insist on fighting with a giant hammer, instead of a more reasonable sword or mace.”

      Brant spluttered. “Too big? Too big! Too big for me to wield? I’ll show you how to properly wield a weapon this large!” He bellowed and leaped at a giant boulder, swinging his hammer down from overhead in a two-handed grip, striking the great stone squarely on its face. There was a tremendous crack as the boulder split down the middle and the two halves fell away from each other. “Let’s see your puny little longsword do that, Jarl.”

      I nodded. “Impressive, very impressive,” I said, surveying the damage. “But sometimes, my overeager captain, pure strength isn’t enough to get the job done.” My longsword hissed as I drew it from its scabbard. I leaped at a nearby hazel tree, then began severing its branches. My sword arm was a blur while I surgically removed the limbs, leaving it nothing but a smooth, pointy obelisk in a matter of seconds. Pausing, I cocked an eyebrow at my second in command. “Occasionally, finesse is required. It’s the same in the bedroom…so I hear. Some men apparently never master the finer points of subtly required to properly please the fairer sex. But I’m sure that’s not the case with you, mighty Brant of Clan Hakon.”

      Brant stroked his beard, admiring the bare tree and ignoring my comment. “All this talk of weapons,” he said, starting forward again. “I think it distracts from the bigger picture.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, taking a few quick steps to catch up.

      “That real men fight bare-handed!” In the blink of an eye, Brant dropped his war hammer and lunged at me, his shoulder connecting with my stomach. Letting out an ‘oomph,’ I fell backward. I dropped my sword and rolled, bringing my knees into Brant’s midsection and kicking my legs upward as hard as I could. The hefty man somersaulted over me, his eyes wide. I hadn’t expected his attack, but he hadn’t expected me to react so quickly. He landed in a somersault and came up in a crouch, a surprisingly agile maneuver for a man of Brant’s size.

      “Ah, see,” I said. “Better to be nimble in bed. That way, you can best react to your woman’s changing needs.”

      Brant wore a wolfish grin as he began to circle me, and I matched his movements. “Better to be strong. That way, no matter what she needs, you will always find yourself adequate.” Roaring, he charged. I mirrored his actions. We met with a force of thunder, the sound of thickly muscled bodies slapping against one another. I tried to go low and take Brant out at the knees. He anticipated the attack, flinging his legs out behind him and dropping his center of gravity as he wrapped his bulky arms around my head and neck. No surprise there. A strike at the knees was always my first go-to maneuver when fighting the bigger man. I’d have been disappointed if he didn’t expect it.

      Quickly, I twisted away, my head popping out of his grip. I jumped on him, trying to get behind him to clasp my arms and legs together so as to control his back. I was only partially successful. I’d gotten my hands together, but not my legs. He jumped up and came crashing down, landing on the only soft spot around—me. I grunted as the breath was forced from my lungs. Still, I didn’t release my grip. We rolled around on the ground, both trying and failing to pin the other.

      This went on for the better part of an hour, a flurry feints, throws, sweeps, headlocks, and suplexes. As we grappled, I couldn’t help but be transported back to my childhood. How many times had Brant and I squared off like this as children? Fighting, struggling, proving ourselves to one another, and becoming stronger and fiercer young men in the process? Hundreds, no doubt. Maybe thousands. And how long had it been since our last wrestling match? How long since we enjoyed the pure thrill of single, unarmed combat without the constant, never-ending drive by our former—now deceased—crazed jarl to raid and pillage defenseless, unsuspecting villages. Far too long.

      As the match went on, my limbs began to feel like lead. Both of our movements were coming slower and with less enthusiasm. I didn’t know how many more times I could escape the huge man’s attempts to pin me. I hoped he didn’t have a reserve of energy he was holding on to for one final, frenzied attack. If so, he’d probably best me this time. Not that it would be surprising. We never kept a tally, but I was sure he beat me as often as I beat him. Brant and I continued to struggle. Just when I was about to yield, Brant tumbled off me and onto his back. “Enough,” he said, gasping for air. “I yield.”

      I followed suit, rolling to my own back and staring at the sky. As I sucked in much-needed oxygen, neither of us spoke for a long time. My clothes and hair were soaked with sweat. I continued to gaze up at the bright blue sky, watching the billowy clouds roll along above me. Soon, my breathing became even again. I could hear Brant’s doing the same, half expecting to hear the man snoring in a few more minutes. Instead, he spoke.

      “You never did answer my question.”

      “What question?”

      “Where are you sending me?”

      Laughing, I rose to a sitting position. “I’m sending you to King Albric. He already knows you, and he will trust you because of who you are to me.”

      Brant grunted and sat up, peering through narrowed eyes. “Why?” he asked. “And please don’t give me the political excuse. What’s the real reason you’re sending me?”

      “You always were too perceptive for your own good,” I muttered. “You need something productive to do. This wrestling match was a welcome distraction. But that distraction will only last so long. I can see the longing in your eyes. You want to go after Dayna. I get that. I do. But if we make any rash decisions now, we could end up losing the whole clan. Cathal and Calder are both dangerous enemies. We have to respect them. Not to mention, according to Allete, Calder has a dark witch at his beck and call.”

      “Rash decisions?” he snapped. “It’s been two weeks since she’s been gone. I’m fairly sure I haven’t made any rash decisions. I feel like we’re wasting time. Who knows what those evil pricks could be doing to her?” he said. I watched as the anger slowly drained from his face. Despair took its place.

      “The faster we gather allies to help, the faster we can get her back.”

      “And how am I supposed to get to England? We have no boats. And horseback is too slow.”

      “Give me a day to get that worked out. Meanwhile, gather your supplies and make ready. That’s an order, Brant, from your jarl. As your friend, I sympathize with your situation. As your king, I have to consider the whole situation, not just what you need.”

      

      “I know. But that doesn’t make it any less of a burr in my arse.”

      I took his arm in a respectful clasp, one only warriors had the right to give, and patted him on the shoulder. “Hang in there a little longer. We will get Dayna back.”

      He merely grunted in response.

      “C’mon, let’s get back to the clan before they send out a search party.” I stood and extended an arm, helping Brant to his feet. We retrieved our weapons, then began slowly marching to the village.
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        “Don’t ever complain about your life being boring. You might just wake up one day and be in the clutches of a dark witch with an even darker sense of humor.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      I sat on the mattress, my back against the wall of the hut. My mind was numb, hazy, as I tried to process what had happened. After the incident with the frog, I thought my brain retreated into a fugue state out of self-defense. I couldn’t believe what had happened, what was happening. It was only a few days ago that I was a well-kept princess, eating the finest of foods, sleeping on the highest quality linens, sneaking off to the stables to undertake forbidden swordplay lessons, and dreaming of adventure. I wished I’d have known adventure was going to hurt this much. My attention was pulled out of my thoughts when I heard Gisele curse and throw something that shattered against the wall.

      “Damn that filthy witch,” Gisele yelled as she stared down at a tome that appeared to be older than dirt. I was surprised the book didn’t turn to dust when she began frantically flipping through the worn pages.

      “Are you talking about yourself in the third person?” I asked.

      “I am talking about my sister,” she replied without facing me. “At every turn, she thwarts my efforts, and I am beginning to regret not strangling her in the womb.”

      “You have a twin? There are two of you in this godsforsaken world?” Surely the gods couldn’t be that cruel. Wait, didn’t you hatch from an egg?”

      “Why on earth would you think I hatched from an egg?” She jerked her head, her eyes flashing dangerously.

      “I thought all snakes were born from eggs.”

      Her arm flew out, and I ducked just in time. A vial of something blue smashed into the wall behind me. I scurried away from it as quickly as my aching body would allow. I had no idea what kind of damage that fluid could do, and I didn’t want to find out.

      

      “You would be wise to learn to keep your mouth shut. I have plenty of spells that require a human tongue, and I don’t mind the mess it will cause when I cut yours out.”

      I wonder what kind of spell requires a human tongue? That was my first thought. Perhaps I should have been concerned it was my tongue being threatened, but that didn’t even cross my mind. Allete would’ve expected such from me. She understood how my twisted mind worked. She’d had to deal with me for almost seventeen years. The thought of my sister made me ache. Where was she? Was she alive? Unharmed? I wish I had some way of knowing. And what about Brant, my family back in England, Torben, Magnus, Cathal? Regardless, any and all hope of rescue from the clutches of this witch was nonexistent. If I were going to get free, I’d have to do it on my own. That returned my thoughts to the frog, and I shuddered.

      Another thought occurred to me, and it only bolstered my desire—frog or no—to figure out a way to escape. What if no one even knew I was alive? What if when Allete was taken, she’d thought I was dead, just like Hilda? After all, the last anyone saw of me, I was motionless on the forest floor. They surely thought I was dead. This notion filled me with a sense of emptiness that almost turned to despair. Almost. Instead, I held on to the thought and allowed it to spark a fire, however small, within me. I held on to the faces of my loved ones. To the expressions on their faces I would see there when I came striding out of the woods toward them, alive and whole, against all odds. One face, in particular, came to the fore—the face of a muscular, handsome Northman.

      “I have to go out,” Gisele said suddenly. “I won’t be gone long. Do not go outside. If you do, I’ll know it. Step outside the door and you’ll wish for death.”

      Where was I going to go? If I left, I’ll just get lost in the woods and probably wind up starving to death or being eaten by a bear or something.”

      “Don’t drink anything in any of the jars,” she said, completely ignoring my comment.

      “It’s a good thing you told me that,” I said. “I was getting a bit parched. I tend to drink strange, unknown liquids that might cause my brain to ooze out of my ears when I’m left alone. It’s one of my few addictions, actually. Hard to control myself.”

      Gisele regarded me with an expression I couldn’t read, then mused, “It’s too bad you’re you or I’d actually like you.”

      “Uh, thanks, I guess.”

      The witch left the cottage without another glance.

      I immediately tried to stand, pushing up with my hands. “Holy mother of lizard balls,” I gasped as my ribs screamed. I released the pressure on my arms and sat right back down, not that I’d made it more than an inch off the mattress. How in the gods’ names was I supposed to escape if I couldn’t even stand?

      I scooted on my bum until my back was pressed against the wall, and I was now on the opposite side of the spilled liquid and shattered glass. Glaring at the vile substance, I groused, “She could have at least cleaned up her mess.” Knowing my luck, the fumes alone would kill me.

      Leaning my head against the wall, I closed my eyes. Again, Brant’s face came to my mind.

      How was he? I wondered. Had he thought about me at all? Was he worried about me? And what was all this sudden fascination about myself? I chuckled. Allete would politely point out I’d always been a bit self-centered.

      “Ugh,” I moaned, running my fingers through my hair. It was a tangled mess, and no doubt resembled more of a bird’s nest on my head than locks of hair. My throat burned from the vomit earlier, and my dry mouth tasted like a horse’s rear end—at least what I imagined a horse’s rear end might taste like. I sniffed myself, then scrunched up my nose. “And to top it all off, I stink.” Hilda wouldn’t have said that was a bad thing. In fact, the oracle probably would have said that being stinky was a good way to annoy a captor, and, in a captivity situation, a person needed every advantage they could get. I felt a deep-rooted ache settle inside of me at knowing I’d never hear a sharp remark from the old woman again, nor glean a grain of knowledge from her stores of wisdom. I hadn’t known her long, but she’d become a trusted ally and friend.

      Briefly, I considered simply walking out the front door and fleeing into the woods. I dismissed the idea for several reasons. First, what I said to Giselle was true. I had no idea where I was, and I probably wouldn’t last long alone in the woods. I’d received plenty of training on statecraft and court etiquette in England, but nary a lesson on fieldcraft. Such a thing wasn’t a subject one generally studied in the castle, even though my father employed several rangers and scouts who would’ve been more than capable of instructing me. What a waste. Not to mention the fact I could barely move. I wasn’t sure if any of my injuries were serious or life-threatening, but they were certainly painful, and the long walk Giselle and I took to get here had sapped all of my energy. The extra jolt of magic she’d zapped me with upon arrival probably didn’t help my failing strength, either. All in all, I was in no position for a cross-country trek, even if I did know where to go.

      Second, though I hated to admit it, I was scared of Giselle. Despite my smart mouth toward the woman, after having borne the brunt of her wrath a handful of times, I had absolutely no desire to do it again. She was powerful, there was no doubt. The witch could have easily enchanted the door to shock me or kill me or do gods knew what when I touched it. Or maybe such a spell wasn’t easy. I really had no idea how dark magic worked. But I was sure it was possible. I had a healthy respect for Giselle’s power now, and I wasn’t going to push my luck.

      Finally, and most importantly, I believed the witch when she’d said she’d torture Allete if I tried to escape. I’d never known anyone or anything as evil as Giselle. When—not if but when—I escaped, it would have to be only after I knew the witch couldn’t hurt Allete. There were only a couple of ways that could happen. If Allete was surrounded by a host of warriors ready to defend her, or if the witch bitch was dead. I knew which one I preferred.

      So, instead of vainly attempting to escape, I rested and plotted. I tried to keep from falling asleep. I really did. Not only did I want to explore my surroundings and attempt to find something—anything—that I might use against the witch, but I also didn’t want Gisele or anyone else to find me asleep and defenseless. No such luck. My body needed rest, and my mind wasn’t strong enough to deny it. My limbs felt like lead. Soon, my muscles began shutting down. I couldn’t keep myself upright on the mattress. In moments, the oblivion of sleep dragged me under. I only wished my dreams would have been of Brant instead of Hilda’s unblinking lifeless eyes.
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        “I’m convinced when Freya helps me fix my hair, she has an ulterior motive. She claims she’s simply trying to keep it out of my face, so I won’t be distracted in the heat of battle. But I think she’s actually trying to scalp me.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “Are all Englishwomen this tender headed?” Freya asked as she stood behind me with strands of my hair laced in her fingers, plaiting the sides. While I could agree the style did keep my hair away from my face while battling an opponent, I would also like it noted that if I kept doing my hair this tightly, then I wouldn’t have to worry about battling much longer, as my eyes were likely to pop out of my head.

      “Are all shieldmaidens as determined as you are to rip out an Englishwoman’s hair?” I growled.

      “Depends on the Englishwoman,” Babs answered from her perch on a stump that doubled as a chair inside the shieldmaidens’ community hut. “Sometimes, we simply take off the whole head.”

      “I’m not trying to rip your hair out, you big baby,” Freya grumbled. “If you wouldn’t insist on taking it down overnight, we wouldn’t have to do this every stinking morning.”

      She did have a point, but I didn’t tell her that. I didn’t really want to get into why I took it down every night…because Torben told me my hair was as glorious as the morning rays of the sun streaming through the trees. I almost melted every time. Nah, best keep that to myself around the shieldmaidens.

      “You’ve really come along in just a under a fortnight,” Astrid said, graciously changing the subject.

      “I agree,” Lakin added. “I expected you to be a softy, but you’ve got some leather in you. That’s good.”

      “A softy?” I asked, shooting the woman a glare.

      “She has a point,” Maarit said. “You kind of look like a pissed-off kitten when you’re mad.”

      “Kittens have some sharp-as-hell claws,” I pointed out. There was a murmur of agreement.

      When Frey finally stepped back and inspected her handy work, I heaved a sigh of relief. The torture was over for now. Unfortunately, the pain was about to move from my hair…to every muscle in my body.

      “All right, men, enough sitting around. Let’s go train,” Babs barked.

      “You do realize we’re women, right?” I asked.

      Babs grinned while the rest of the ladies grumbled. “Of course I know we’re women. Only women can be shieldmaidens. And to have that title, you have to earn it. So, until you earn the right to be a shieldmaiden, you are a man.”

      “Excellent,” I said. “So, I if I get the sudden urge to scratch myself in unsightly places, I should just go with it?”

      Rhetta, the quietest of the she-warriors, suddenly chuckled. “Please do. And do it in front of Jarl Torben.” All the ladies began to laugh as we followed Freya out of the hut and toward the sparring area. Halfway there, we were intercepted by a sprinting Brant.

      “I apologize for interrupting, Freya, but Torben wants to have a quick meeting,” he said, pointing toward the gathering tent located in the center of the village.

      “This better be good,” Freya said as she motioned us to follow. Brant led us into the tent. Torben pushed through the crows of shieldmaidens until he stood in front of me. He took my hand and leaned down, pressing a kiss to my forehead. Then tugged me after him to the front of the gathering.

      “When you are in training,” he murmured, “you are under Freya’s command because you are her charge as a shieldmaiden. But when you are outside of training, you are my queen and the queen of this clan. You stand by my side.”

      I nodded.

      “Sometimes,” he continued, “I will stand at the front, to lead, like this…” He motioned to the clan before us. “And the clan needs to see you next to me, a beacon of light, a symbol of strength and support. Other times, we shall walk in the midst of the clan because to lead, we must serve.”

      “You have me by your side now, Viking, so what is your next move?” I squeezed his hand.

      “Hopefully, to give our people a sense of direction and hope,” he said, then lifted his eyes to the clan. “We’ve spent the past fortnight rebuilding what was lost, not just our homes, but also our warriors as well. I want to tell you how much I appreciate all of you doing your part. It’s not easy to go through all we’ve faced and come out stronger on the other side.” Pausing, he cast his gaze across the clan. I saw him making eye contact with them, silently assuring he would do whatever it took to make our clan stronger. “But there are more trials to come, I’m afraid. Those who’ve sacked our clan cannot be allowed to go unpunished. If we turn a blind eye, other clans, other people across the north, will likewise suffer Cathal’s barbarism. I see a future of peace, of clans united, of Northmen and women striving together for the common good. I have no doubt that vision will come to fruition.”

      “When are we going to hunt down the monster who did this?” Rainah shouted.

      I understood the healer’s anger. Cathal had put her child in danger, and her thirst for vengeance was justified.

      “I am eager, too, Rainah, to defeat Cathal,” Torben assured the woman, “but we must have a plan in place before we attack. We cannot simply chase after King Cathal out of our wrath. That way is folly, and it will end in the needless throwing away of our kinsmen’s lives.

      “And other things must happen before we pursue our quarry. First, we need allies. We must seek out those who can assist us with this war. Cathal’s army is mighty, and we are still recovering from his attack. I do not doubt the ferocity of any man or woman here. And though I wouldn’t trade one of you for a score of Cathal’s men, we would still be foolish to attack him without aid.

      “And Cathal is not our only worry. Another foe rises to meet us, potentially more dangerous. Calder, who you all know was Magnus’s brother, is also a threat. He has a dark witch in his employ, and he has taken the sister of your queen captive.” He gazed down at me. His eyes were tender, and they held so much love. “I wouldn’t leave any of our clan to such a fate. Nor will I leave the sister of the woman I love in captivity.”

      “My father will help,” I said loudly to Torben, but simultaneously broadcasting my voice to the gathered clan. The proclamation was met with muttering and shifting from the clan members. I understood their skepticism. The English had long been the enemy of the Norsemen. The Vikings asking for the help of King Albric would be akin to a cobra asking the aid of a mongoose.

      Torben held up his hands. “I have met King Albric, secretly served in his palace guard. We made a pact as I left his palace. He trusted me to save his daughter. Obviously, I achieved that goal and much more. I’ve peered into the man’s eyes, and I’ve judged him according to the standards of honor among warriors and felt him judge me in return. I believe he understands all Northmen are not savages. I am confident he will come to our aid. An ambassador will soon travel to England to entreat with the king.”

      “Your pardon, Jarl,” Rush interrupted, “but even with Albric’s men, I fear our strength may still be lacking.” 

      Torben nodded in agreement, then looked at me. “Rush has a good understanding of your father’s forces since he worked with them when we infiltrated your home.”

      Torben answers Rush. “We will simply do what we can. As I said before, I wouldn’t trade—”

      “Perhaps I can offer you a solution.” A woman’s voice rose from the rear of the clan. It was a voice weakened by age, yet it bespoke of a strength that could only come from extensive experience.

      “Step forward and show yourself,” Torben said.

      The clan began to part for the woman.

      “Myra?” I asked. I released Torben’s hand, then stepped toward the witch who had helped me several times when Torben and his men had been at my father’s castle.

      “Marriage suits you, Allete,” Myra said with a fond smile.

      “Thank you,” I said, even as my brow drew down. “How are you here?”

      “I have my ways,” she said. Then she looked at Torben. “I need to speak with you and your queen, privately.”

      Torben stared silently at her, an internal debate evident on his face, probably whether or not he wanted to speak freely in front of the clan. But then he nodded. “All right. Allete will take you to our home. I will follow in a few minutes. First, I need to deal with a matter.” Then, he addressed the rest of the clan. “As our plans come together, I will keep you all informed of my decisions. For now, continue training and rebuilding our home.”

      I stood on my tiptoes. Pressed a kiss to his lips. “You’re sending Brant, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “Yes. He needs something to do. He’s getting more restless. I understand his need to go after his woman, but we have to be smart about it. I don’t want to risk failing you.”

      “We will rescue her together, and we will not fail,” I told him with complete conviction.

      “Oh yeah? Because you will it?” he asked with a crooked smile.

      “Exactly.”

      With one last kiss, I walked over to Myra and nodded for her to follow me.

      “I get the feeling you enjoy the shock value of just popping up in random places,” I said.

      She chuckled. “Maybe just a little.”
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        “The longer I live, the more I realize I cannot depend upon anyone else to get things done. There isn’t another soul on the earth I’ve come across with the power, ambition, or intelligence to match my own. Fools, all of them. One day, they will bow at my feet.”

      

        

      
        ~Gisele

      

      

      Gisele strode directly through Clan Thornag’s village without so much as a sideways glance toward the Northmen and women who were watching her. The witch had forced herself to walk the village rather than taking her horse. She’d hoped to use the extra time to calm down and gather her thoughts. It hadn’t worked.

      When she reached the largest of the huts, she didn’t slow down. Knocking never entered her mind. Instead, she grabbed the oaken door and wrenched it open, causing the entire to building to shudder as the door bounced against the wall.

      There were curses and a squeal from under a tangle of furs and woolen blankets on the bed. “I said I was not to be disturbed.” A gravelly voice, slightly muffed, came from beneath the blankets.

      “You promised me a book.” The witch’s voice was like a whip snapping across the room.

      Calder’s bearded head appeared out of the blankets. A mass of disheveled blonde locks, attached to the head of what appeared to be a very confused young woman, soon followed.

      “I’m busy, witch,” Calder growled.

      “You’re an oathbreaker. Where’s my book?”

      “Can this conversation wait an hour?” Fuming, the Viking pulled the covers up higher on his companion as if Gisele cared how much skin the little vixen showed.

      “No, though I seriously doubt it would take that long.” Gisele glared at the woman, “Get out, you little hunting trophy,” she commanded. “Unless you want to be disfigured for the rest of your worthless life. I imagine your jarl won’t be so eager to have you in his bed if you’re covered in lesions.”

      The woman’s wide eyes bounced from Gisele to Calder, clearly hoping for a sign as to whether she should stay put or follow the stranger’s advice.

      “Gisele, you overstep your bounds.”

      “Wrong again, Calder. You have obviously forgotten how much power I wield. I am here to remind you.”

      Apparently, this made up the young blonde’s mind. If this mysterious woman was willing to threaten her jarl so openly, then she was clearly no one to anger. The girl jumped out of the bed, then hastily snatched up her clothes, bursting through the door without even pausing to don her garments.

      “I will not forget your actions here today,” Calder warned.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass about what you will or won’t forget. I want the tome you promised me. You said you could get me access into Magnus’s clan.”

      “When we get Hilda back, we can torture the information out of her,” he said.

      “Oh, and here I thought you were just a bumbling Northman. I had no idea you’d been dabbling in necromancy behind my back.” Gisele crossed her arms, glaring down at the warlord.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Calder threw off the blankets and furs. He stood, stamping hard on the ground as he did so. He spread his stance, crossed his own arms, and faced off across from the witch, apparently unconcerned by his lack of clothing. Gisele could have sworn he thrust his hips forward a little, and she almost smirked. She’d seen bigger members on some of the mountain bunnies she experimented on.

      “Hilda is dead, Magnus has taken the eldest princess captive, and I have the younger princess,” she explained.

      “Start at the beginning,” Calder growled. He uncrossed his arms, then hurriedly began jerking on his clothes.

      “After the three females disappeared, I went and found them. No help from you, by the way. Despite the fact Magnus and his men told you they would hunt them down, I didn’t trust him. Obviously, I was right not to,” she gloated.

      “He gave me his word, an oath he wouldn’t betray me,” Calder pointed out.

      “Apparently, none of you Vikings can keep an oath.”

      “Maybe not, but I thought my brother, my blood, would be the exception.”

      “Fool,” she hissed.

      “Watch who you’re calling a fool, Gisele. Even you have to sleep sometime,” he warned.

      “And you have no idea where I sleep, and you would never make it past my magical wards even if you could find it. So, save your idle threats.” Gisele thought about ending the fool then and there, but that wouldn’t bring her any closer to her ultimate goal. She would have to tolerate the imbecile, if only for a little longer. “I came upon the women first, but your brother showed up shortly after. Magnus grabbed the eldest princess from behind and carted her off. I was dealing with the oracle at the time or I would have stopped him. The old woman went down much easier than expected, really. A pity. I was hoping she, at least, would pose a formidable challenge. Once the oracle was dead, I still had the younger princess to deal with. I knocked her unconscious. I was faced with the decision to pursue Magnus or stay with the girl. Since I didn’t want to risk losing my consolation prize, your brother got away.”

      “That son of a bitch,” Calder yelled, bringing a meaty fist down on his dining room table. “I’ll kill him.” He began to pace the inside of the hut, his face growing redder and redder as he stomped about. Giselle only watched him, her face a mask of impassivity. “He dares to stab me in the back?” Calder roared as he overturned the table and kicked a chair.

      “Are you really surprised? And is the hissy fit necessary?” Gisele’s shoulders slumped, and she breathed a heavy sigh as she glared at Calder. “That’s unimportant. What is important, however, is I still don’t have my book.”

      “How did the oracle die?” he asked, ignoring her questions.

      “Were you not listening? I was dealing with her when Magnus showed up. For those poor souls like you who aren’t lucky enough to be blessed with magical talent, ‘dealing with’ means I killed her.”

      “Wasn’t that a bit counterproductive to procuring the book you want?”

      “In hindsight, yes. But Hilda and I have been enemies for a long time. The opportunity to kill her was just too tempting.”

      “Witches aren’t known for their patience,” he said. “And your impulse control seems to be nonexistent.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a death wish, or are you touched in the head?”

      “What do you plan to do with the younger princess?”

      “I guess that all depends on you.”

      Calder scratched his beard, side-eyeing her. “What do you mean?”

      “I assume you’ll be wanting to scurry on over to Clan Hakon to take revenge on Magnus. I’m coming along. When we get there, we’ll see what happens. Maybe Magnus kills you. In that case, I’ll use the girl as a bargaining chip.”

      “He won’t,” Calder bellowed.

      Gisele shrugged. “Hardly makes any difference to me. If you’re victorious, I still get the book. Then I don’t care what happens to either princess.

      The witch watched as a hungry look came into Calder’s eyes, one she was all too familiar with. “You could ensure my victory,” he said.

      “Or I could ensure your brother is victorious.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Don’t you dare deign to tell me what I would or would not do, Calder. I have been far too lenient with you. For an entire year, I’ve suffered your foolishness. A year of empty promises. And have you gotten me close to Magnus so I could procure the book? No!” Gisele squeezed her hands into fists, the temperature in the room dropping several degrees. She could tell Calder noticed.

      “Fate brought him to us,” Calder said weakly.

      “And your ineptitude allowed him to escape,” she snarled. “Again and again, you fail me.”

      “If you’re so powerful, then why do you need my help in retrieving this precious book?”

      “Because power has a limit, and I know my own. Unlike you, I am not a fool.”

      Calder stared for several minutes before swallowing thickly. “I want the young oracle princess. That is my price to go to war because that is what I will be doing if I chase after my brother.”

      Gisele took two steps until she was nose to nose with the man. To his credit, he didn’t flinch. “You have no price. You make no demands. You will go where I say and do what I say, or I will rip out your entrails and feed them to the wolves.”

      Calder’s face contorted, changing from red to purple. “Don’t you threaten—”

      “Silence,” the witch screamed. The entire cottage shook. Earthen pots exploded. The fire in the hearth suddenly flared up.

      “This is your last warning, Calder. There is no longer an agreement between us. Your sloth and ineptitude have shown me how unworthy you are as my partner. You will take your warriors, and you will attack Clan Hakon. If you live through that, and if I don’t kill you myself, then you can take whatever spoils you want. All I want is the book. After that, you’d best pray to Odin our paths don’t cross again.”

      His lips tightened, his brow drawing into a sharp vee. She could tell he was fighting the urge to look away, to survey the damage she’d done to his hut. But Gisele knew his pride wouldn’t let him submit so easily, even when he was alarmingly close to a fight with someone entirely too powerful for him to oppose. “I still don’t understand why this book is so precious, worth so much.”

      “And I don’t understand why you continue to ask about it. I’ve told you a hundred times it is none of your concern.” Gisele straightened her shoulders, stepped back, and tugged at her robes, pulling herself together. “Now, how soon can you be ready to go?”

      Calder exhaled, relief the witch had stepped away clear upon his face. “A week and a half,” he said.

      “Why so long?”

      “Some of my men are away on a raid. I won’t go without an adequate number of warriors. It will also take time to get the ship packed and to make sure all weapons are battle ready. I can’t just snap my fingers and make everything happen in the blink of an eye.”

      Gisele shook her head. “Inept. This clan is lucky it wasn’t obliterated under your leadership long ago.” Calder looked for a moment as if he were about to protest, but the witch held up a hand. “Fine. A week and a half and not a day longer,” she said. She turned, then strode to the door that was still swinging open. “Do not let me down, Calder,” she said as she paused in the doorway. “If you do, I will curse your clan, your bloodline, and put your head on a spike as a warning to others who might be foolish enough to cross me.”

      “Good to see you again, too, witch,” Calder called as the door slammed shut.
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        “Pride can be a good thing, or it can be a wicked thing. I am learning when to be proud and when to be humble. A leader who learns this lesson well will gain the respect of many.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “To what do we owe the honor of your presence, Myra?” I asked as I offered her a seat at the small table in the kitchen area of our home.

      “A matter of some importance. But it will be better if we wait to discuss my news until your husband joins us. I’m too old to waste time repeating myself.”

      I smiled. She reminded me of Hilda. While it was a warm memory, it also uncovered the empty place in my heart where the oracle had once resided.

      “You look well,” Myra said.

      “And you are being kind. I resemble a dog who has been kicked one too many times and left out in the gutter to die.”

      “You seem stronger.”

      “As would the abused dog, I’m sure. Freya, the leader of the shieldmaidens, is training me in the ways of warfare. She has no mercy. Which I know is a good thing. It may save my life one day, I have no doubt. At the moment, I want to take a switch to her backside.”

      She reached over, then placed her hand on mine. “You will be a fierce warrior for this clan. But you have a perilous road ahead of you.” Myra’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Much blood will be shed and lives will be lost before this clan is victorious.”

      My stomach rolled, and I swallowed down bile. I didn’t want her to speak of death, not when we’d already lost so many. Not when the pain of Hilda’s death was still so fresh in my spirit.

      The door opened, and Torben stepped in. Myra snapped out of her trancelike state.

      “Myra, it’s good to see you again,” Torben said as he came in. He walked over to the chair where I sat, then leaned down to press a kiss to my forehead.

      “It is good to see you both doing so well,” Myra said. “I knew Magnus would not be able to win against Torben. As soon as Magnus took you, Allete, I began watching for you in my cards and scrying. I would love the details of how Magnus was defeated when we have more time, but I do know Torben is in his rightful place, just as you are.”

      “I know you aren’t here for a holiday with Clan Hakon,” he jested. “Why have you come?”

      “A few reasons. The first being I know of your loss. I am so sorry Hilda is no longer with us in this life.” She paused at what had to be my extremely confused expression. “I keep tabs on the people I care about,” she said, staring straight at me. “The last time I scried for Hilda, I learned of her death. Though I don’t know the details.” Myra eyed Torben as she continued. “And I have news that may benefit your clan. When I arrived, I heard you telling your people of the need for allies. I agree. Clan Hakon is threatened on two sides. You cannot face both foes on your own. And I also agree that King Albric’s army, strong and disciplined though they may be, will not be enough to achieve victory. I hope I have a solution for you.”

      “What do you mean?” Torben asked.

      “You may not be aware, but other Northern clans have been attacked.”

      Torben ground his teeth. “I suspected as much.” My heart skipped a beat, and I lost my breath for a moment. Innocent lives lost. Though Torben had expressed his concerns that Cathal, unaware of the exact location of Clan Hakon, would have harried the coast until he found it, we hadn’t yet verified the suspicion. Now, our fears were confirmed. Seeing firsthand how Cathal had decimated our clan, I was heartbroken to know other clans had suffered similar fates. Cathal had been searching for me. When he wasn’t able to find me, he took it out on anyone in his path. I was the cause of those poor people’s suffering.

      Frowning, Myra studied me. “This isn’t your fault,” she said as if she could read my mind. “Cathal is an evil man with no goodness inside of him. All of these attacks are his fault and his fault alone.”

      “How many?” Torben asked.

      “Three other clans were attacked. Clan Akefor, Clan Bjornvik, and Clan Brending.”

      Torben folded his arms across his broad chest, and I felt his anger through our bond.

      “All three north of here,” Torben said. “He must have landed north of Clan Akefor, then worked his way south until he found us.”

      “Leaving a path of destruction in his wake,” I offered.

      Myra nodded. “They’ve been hit at least as hard as Clan Hakon. They’re likely to want the blood of Cathal just as much as you do. You should seek them out. Forge an alliance. I know the clans have fought amongst themselves in the past. Those days are over, Torben. Battles waged together can form lifelong loyalty.”

      “Wise advice. But how did you learn of the clans?” I asked. “How did you even know where to find me?”

      “Being a witch of my caliber does have certain advantages,” she said. “It is not an easy spell to cast. Certainly, it does require some sacrifices, but I can scry the location of lost objects if the need is great enough. The need of a king who has lost his daughter certainly qualifies. And, as I said, I’ve been keeping tabs on everyone.” She winked at me, then turned to Torben. “The ships are moored down at the beach.”

      Torben nodded, and I could tell his mind was working. “Well, at least we know how Brant can reach your father,” he said. “I’ll send him back with Albric’s guard, and he can explain to your father what has happened and what we are planning.”

      “King Albric is already preparing for war against Cathal. He will be an able ally when the time comes,” Myra said.

      “We need all the help we can get,” Torben replied.

      “If you want my counsel,” she said, “I would travel to the other clans as quickly as possible. Neither Cathal, nor Calder, is stupid. They’ll be expecting a counterattack. The longer they have to prepare, the more difficult your task will be.”

      “Albric asked me to give you this.” Myra held out an object to Torben.

      I gasped and stood, recognizing the Auvray crest. “My father’s seal?”

      Myra nodded. “Show it to the clan leaders, Torben. Then they will know you speak the truth when you tell them the king of England plans to come to your aid.”

      Torben took the seal, then wrapped his fist tightly around it. I could see in his face he knew the significance of the gift. The king’s seal was as good as a signed edict, a personal pledge on his honor. Not only had my father given his personal seal, but he’d also presented it to a Northman, a group whom we’d previously considered barbarians, sworn enemies to England.

      After a minute, Torben spoke. “I want you to stay here, Allete.” My stomach lurched. It seemed like we’d only just been reunited, and now my heart and soul would be ripped away from me again. I wanted to argue, to vow to remain by his side no matter what. But I understood why he wanted me to stay behind, and I knew he was right. My training was incomplete. I had made great strides, but I wasn’t a shieldmaiden yet. More importantly, I had to stay because Clan Hakon needed a leader. Torben’s earlier words came back to me. Other times, we shall walk in the midst of the clan because to lead, we must serve. I was the clan’s new queen. With Torben and Brant both gone, someone needed to stay and keep up the clan’s morale. That someone was me.

      “All right,” I said, not able to stop my laugh when he frowned.

      “No argument?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I like to keep you on your toes.”

      Cackling, Myra slapped her knee. “You two are perfect for one another. It’s a good thing since you’re stuck with each other for life. I will stay here to help Allete. Even though I’m not an oracle, there is wisdom even this old witch can share with one such as Allete.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Have you found Hilda’s book of prophecies?”

      My eyes widened. “I…I…wasn’t aware such a book existed.”

      Myra nodded.

      “You mean all this time I’ve been trying to work through the chaos she left in my mind and I could have just been reading a bloody book?” I growled. “Even from the grave, your mother is aggravating,” I told Torben, though I hoped he heard the affection in my voice.

      His eyebrows rose, and he shrugged. “Beats me. I’m no oracle. Half the time, I thought she was simply making stuff up as she went.”

      “She would have put the book somewhere sacred,” Myra explained.

      “I do have an idea where that might be,” Torben said. “There is a circle of rocks just over the hill.” He pointed in the direction behind the hut. “She said whoever left the circle also left their magic within it. It’s where she spoke a lot of her prophecies.”

      “Then we will start there. We will need a tool to dig with as she probably buried it. I can’t imagine she’d just leave it lying about willy-nilly.”

      “Do you want some of my men to help?” Torben asked.

      Myra shook her head. “The book is sacred. It contains things only the oracle should know. There may be prophesies within that Hilda never disclosed to the clan, and she would have had good reasons. It was, after all, her choice to share the prophesies or not.”

      Myra stood, then moved toward the door. “I’m going to give you two a moment to say your goodbyes. You need to leave as quickly as you can, Torben. Allete, meet me behind the hut.”

      Once the witch departed, I smiled wryly at my husband. “She’s a bossy little thing.”

      “Kind of like another small woman I know,” Torben said as he took my hand. He wrapped his strong arms around me, holding me tight. I could have stayed there forever, safe in his embrace.

      “Please be safe,” I whispered. “I can’t lose you.”

      “You’re not going to,” he rumbled. He ran his hand down my pleated hair. Gave it a gentle tug. “I love you, Princess,” he whispered in my ear.

      “I love you back, Viking.” His lips pressed to mine. Seconds later, the kiss turned into something more desperate. Torben’s hand pressed against my lower back while his other wrapped around the nape of my neck, holding me still.

      I let my hands slide into his hair and tugged slightly, loving the sound he made. The heat of his body against mine was intoxicating, the taste of his mouth addicting. I wondered if we’d ever get enough of each other.

      “No,” he said, answering my thought. I must have been thinking it very loudly.

      My breath was rapid as I gazed into his eyes. “Hurry home. There’s more of that waiting for you upon your return.”

      He grinned. “You do know how to motivate a man, Princess.” With one last kiss, I started for the door. Before I could push it open, Torben smacked me on my backside. I glanced over my shoulder. “Behave,” he said in a deep, warning-filled voice.

      “I always do,” I said with a smirk.

      “Right, and I wear a dressing gown to bed every night.”

      I laughed. “That’s a lovely mental image to give me, my love. Thank you.”

      He shook his head, though there was a smile on his lips.

      When I rounded the corner of the hut, I found Myra staring at the ground. Intrigued, I headed over and peered down. She was inspecting a collection of stones bearing strange symbols carved into their faces.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Scrying, or at least trying to. It’s not exactly the simplest and most reliable of spells.”

      “Any good news?” I asked.

      “There is evil at work, that much I can tell. Another witch.”

      “Gisele?” I asked.

      Myra snapped her head up. “You know of her?”

      “She’s the witch who took my sister,” I said, wondering how on earth Myra didn’t know that. She seemed to know everything else.

      “That’s not good.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know, Myra.”

      “It’s worse than you fear. Gisele is my sister.”

      “What?” My mouth hung open. Myra had said she knew Hilda died, but not how. Which meant Myra had no clue her own sister had murdered Hilda. I didn’t think this moment was exactly the time to tell her something so horrible.

      She nodded.

      “But she’s so…”

      “Evil?”

      “Uh-huh, and you’re so…”

      “Wonderful, delightful, generous, and kind?” Myra said.

      “I was going to say not evil, but I guess we can go with your words.”

      “I don’t know how not evil I am, but I try to help when I can. Gisele, unfortunately, chose a different path. I haven’t been able to find her for a long time. She can block my efforts when she wishes. Gisele uses dark magic—blood magic—and it is immensely powerful.”

      I shuddered, remembering the last time I saw my sister, she had been at the evil witch’s mercy.

      “Our fight will be more difficult than I first anticipated,” Myra said.

      “Our?”

      “You cannot hope to defeat Gisele without my help. I doubt someone lacking elemental magical ability could kill her, even if they had a sharpened axe raised overhead and she was bound and gagged.”

      “Of course not. That would make things a little too easy, and easy doesn’t seem to be in the cards for my life.” I blew out a deep breath. It could be worse. Myra was plotting the death of her own sister. Dayna made me want to pull my hair out at times, but at least she wasn’t a crazed, evil witch.

      “Nothing worth having comes easily,” Myra said.

      “I think Hilda told me that once.”

      Myra laughed. “I imagine she probably told you more than once. That old woman loved to dole out full cups of refreshing wisdom from her never-ending fountain of supply, whether you wanted a drink or not.” Myra reached down, picked up her runestones, and pocketed them.

      I followed the witch as she started up the hill. “Are you going to be able to make it,” I asked, pointing at the incline.

      She tsked. “I’m not an invalid…at least not yet.”

      I didn’t say another word, but I did stay beside her as she moved slowly and steadily toward the top. When we finally crested the hill, I saw the circle of stones Torben had spoken of. Myra started toward them, but she held up a hand to stop my progress.

      “Let me examine the magic first,” she said. She began to walk in a slow circle outside the rocks. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what she said. Myra held her hands out over the rocks. Light began to glow from the stones. A barrier seemed to shimmer into view, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared.

      “As I suspected, she’s put a protection spell on it. Only Hilda could enter the circle. With her death and the transfer of her power to you, however, you should now be able to enter it.”

      “Should?” I asked skeptically. “And what happens if I’m not able to?”

      “It will most likely fry you up like bacon,” she said without inflection.

      “Gee, thanks for being concerned,” I muttered.

      Myra shrugged. “We won’t know unless you try. Sometimes, it doesn’t pay to be the chosen one.”

      I took a step closer to the circle. “Please don’t fry me. Please don’t fry me,” I chanted over and over as I continued to move closer and closer until I was only inches away from the rocks. I could feel a pulse of power from the circle. The magic felt familiar, like an old blanket from my childhood.

      “We don’t have all day, Allete,” Myra said. “Suck it up, shieldmaiden, and show us what you’re made of.”

      Had to love it when people challenged others outright. Now, my pride spurred me on. It wouldn’t let my fear of becoming bacon keep me out of the circle. Stupid pride.

      With a deep breath, I stepped over a rock and planted my foot upon the ground. Nothing happened. Taking another breath, I brought my other foot over and stood inside the stones. Freezing, I waited to see if the frying reaction was delayed.

      “Guess you’re good to go,” Myra chirped as if my life hadn’t just been on the line. I was beginning to think that all witches, good or evil, had a measure of donkey butt in them.

      “Now what?” I asked, giddy over having successfully managed not to get fried.

      Suddenly, Amund came up over the hill. He gripped a spade. “Torben said you needed this—something about planting a garden?”

      I couldn’t help the smirk that spread across my face. A garden, Torben, really?

      Myra took the spade. “Thank you. This will be immensely helpful in the herb garden.”

      “If you need anything else, just let me know,” Amund said.

      “Thank you,” I replied with a wave.

      He shrugged, turned, and marched off. When he was out of earshot, Myra yelled, “Watch out,” then tossed the spade at me.

      Yelping, I jumped backward. The shovel landed pointed end down in the ground right where I’d stood seconds ago. I glared up at the witch. “You couldn’t have thrown it to the side of me?”

      “I wanted to see how much the shieldmaidens have taught you.” She grinned. “You’re definitely quick on your feet.”

      I had a few choice words I wanted to retort, but I thought it would probably be better if I just kept my mouth shut. She was a witch, after all. I didn’t want her to turn me into something unsavory.

      “Close your eyes,” Myra instructed. “Hold out your hand, then let the magic inside of you seek out the magic in the book. They will be drawn to each other.”

      I did as she said. Slowly, I began to walk around the inside of the circle, one hand holding the spade and the other held out in the air. I imagined I probably looked like I wasn’t right in the head, but such was often the outcome when magic was involved. Or so I was learning.

      “Anything?” Myra asked.

      “Hold your caldron, witch,” I said. “I’m trying to focus.” Myra grumbled something about the younger generations having no respect for their elders. I didn’t bother to respond because I was beginning to feel warmth in my hand. Stopping, I slowly began to crouch. The closer I got to the ground, the hotter my hand became. When I finally made contact with the cool grass, my hand felt like it could set the blades on fire.

      I snapped my eyes open. Myra watched me intently. “I think this is it.” I took the spade, then plunged it into the ground. It was somewhat soft from recent rain, so it wasn’t difficult to shovel the dirt out. When I was beginning to break a sweat and nearly cursing Hilda for burying the stupid book so deep, my spade hit something solid.

      “Finally,” I blew out. I gave the object another prod to ensure it wasn’t simply a rock. It had a hollow sound, like wood. When I began to remove dirt around the object’s edges, a square shape eventually revealed itself—a small wooden box. A few more shovelfuls and the box began to come loose. I fell to my hands and knees to grasp the box, pulling and wrenching until the thing came free. Brushing off the dirt, I sat it on the ground. I could see no devices or designs upon its surface, just pitted wood. There was a hinged lid, but no lock or clasp. With little effort, I pulled open the lid and peered inside.

      The inside was completely clean and empty except for one item. A thick book. “Either this is her book, or some other crazy oracle has been burying things in Hilda’s circle,” I said without taking my eyes off the tome. What its protective box lacked in terms of decoration, the book more than made up for. It was thickly leather bound, its cover the color of mahogany. Two filigreed metal bands held it closed. The corners were riveted with ornate metal designs. In the center was another circular metal design. In the center of that, there was a green gem that appeared to glow of its own accord.

      I reached in and removed the book, half expecting to receive some kind of magical jolt when I touched it, one last protective measure put in place by the oracle. Instead, I only felt its soft leather cover and sharp metal inlays. It was heavy, as though it carried the weight of the world inside. Maybe it did. Secrets, after all, could be massive burdens.

      I stood, leaving the box, and clutched the book to my chest. When I took a step toward the ring of rocks, Myra halted me with a word.

      “Stop,” she commanded. “You might be able to hop in and out of that circle as easy as you please now, but the book, I’m sure, is bound within.”

      “Um, okay.” I was sure Myra could read the confusion on my face. “What happens if I try to take the book?”

      She shrugged. “Could be any number of things. Maybe the book simply hits an invisible brick wall and falls to the ground. Maybe it disintegrates. Also, the frying-bacon scenario we spoke of earlier is still a possibility.”

      “Great. What do I do then?”

      “In order to leave the protective circle, you need to bind the book’s magic to your own…obviously.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And how might one bind a magical book to oneself, pray tell?” I grimaced.

      Myra shook her head. “Wow, that woman didn’t teach you anything, did she?”

      “Well, there wasn’t a lot of time for training, what with the kidnappings and escapes, and, oh yeah, your sister murdering her!”

      Oh, crap. That just sort of came right out. I did not mean to tell Myra something so awful in such a snotty way.

      Her mouth dropped open, and she blinked several times. “Gisele killed Hilda?”

      I nodded, not sure what else to say. Not wanting to relive the moment, I didn’t plan to share the details unless Myra insisted.

      “I’m so sorry, child,” Myra said, closing her eyes and shaking her head. “I’m so sorry, Hilda,” she whispered, and it was obvious she wasn’t speaking to me.

      I stayed quiet, letting her have the time she needed to process the information. After several minutes, she opened her eyes. There were unshed tears glistening in her aged eyes, but she had gathered her composure.

      “All right, it’s a straightforward process,” she said, getting right back to the business at hand. Not going to lie—I was really glad she hadn’t asked for details. “Magical objects are bound through blood.”

      “Of course, they are,” I muttered. “And that means what? I cut myself, sprinkle my blood on the book, say some magic words, and then poof, I get to be the book’s new owner?”

      “That about sums it up. You’re not as dull as you look. Maybe Hilda wasn’t completely foolish in choosing you as her successor.” Myra said Hilda’s name with even more fondness than she had before, and I knew she probably felt some sort of kinship with the oracle. They both, after all, had suffered at the hands of Gisele.

      “She didn’t choose me. There was this whole prophecy thing…never mind. Just tell me the words to say.”

      Myra guffawed. “That’s up to you, Little Princess. I wouldn’t begin to know the magic words Hilda used to bind that book. You just better hope they’re hiding somewhere deep down in that little oracle head of yours. Otherwise, I might as well go down to the village and get some ink and a quill.”

      I glanced at her sideways. “Why is that?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Forget what I said earlier, you are as dumb as you look.”

      “That’s a bit rude. I’ll have you know—”

      “If you can’t remove the book,” she interrupted, “and we obviously need the information contained within the book, then the only way for us to take that information is for you to start reading and me to start writing. And given my age and arthritic hands, I’d prefer not to spend several days atop this hill acting as your scribe. So, dearie, get to slicing and start wracking that little brain of yours to find the right magic words.”

      I growled but complied. In a flash, I pulled a dagger out of my boot and gripped it in my hand, one the many edged weapons I now carried on my person thanks to Freya. It’s official, Dayna would think I was a total arse kicker. Tucking the book under one arm, I pushed the blade into my palm. I was proud to say I didn’t even tremble. But I had to confess to wincing a bit as the steel bit into my flesh.

      Just as quickly as I’d retrieved it, I wiped the blade on my pants and resheathed it. Carefully, with my uninjured hand, I pulled the book from under my arm. Pressing a finger to the green stone that pulsed on the front of the book, I felt warmth travel up my hand, my arm, my shoulder, and all the way up to my head. Suddenly, Hilda’s voice echoed in my mind.

      Earth and stone, hide and tree.

      Bind this magical tome to me.

      Muttering the words, I watched my blood soak into the stone. I felt the magic within me being transferred to the object. After a few heartbeats, the stone stopped pulsing and the warmth disappeared. A weight seemed to be lifted from my shoulders, one I hadn’t even realized I carried.

      “Well done.” Startled, I almost dropped the book in the dirt. Myra stood right next to me, gazing over my shoulder.

      “I guess it worked,” I said. “You don’t smell like bacon.”

      “Indeed.”

      “What now?”

      “Now, I’d like to see what Freya and those shieldmaidens have taught you.” There was a gleam in her eyes as she said it. “We can start uncovering your former mentor’s secrets this evening. Magical books are best examined properly under the cover of darkness. Swordplay, however, that’s a daytime repast.” She pointed back down the hill in the general direction of the training area.

      “You’re as bad as Hilda. You just want to see my tail get handed to me.” I closed the book, then held it against my chest. It felt as if it were a part of me now, some sensitive part that shouldn’t be out in the open, exposed in the light of day, on display for the gods and everyone else to stop and take a peek at.

      “Maybe, or maybe I want to watch you grow as you become the powerful woman you are destined to be.” Myra placed her hand on my shoulder. Squeezed it gently. “It is an awesome thing to behold—watching good leaders rise up and give their people hope. You and Torben have no idea how much turmoil you will prevent if you stop Cathal and Calder. All our actions have a ripple effect, and yours will be felt through generations to come.”

      “No pressure,” I said as we marched slowly back down the hill.
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        “I’ve only had her in my life for a mere moment. But that brief glimpse of what it could be like with her has given me a thirst that cannot be quenched by anything but her. If I cannot have her, then I want no life at all.”

      

        

      
        ~Brant

      

      

      “Hurry up,” I growled as I paced back and forth along the small dock that served as a mooring point for our clan’s ships. We hardly had a harbor, but our small cove was protected and deep enough to handle our longships with ease. I’d wanted to be gone with the sunrise. Instead, it was already mid-morning and Torben, my clanmates, and King Albric’s men still loaded the two cogs Myra had brought from England, as well as finalizing plans for an invasion of Tara.

      “It’s a three-day journey, Brant,” Torben said. “A couple of more minutes isn’t going to bring you any closer to Dayna.”

      Hoisting my hammer, I unceremoniously tossed it over the side of the English ship where it landed with a clunk. I briefly wondered if I might’ve put a hole in the flimsy vessel. Though Myra and Albric’s men she’d brought with her both repeatedly assured me the ships were seaworthy, I had my doubts. I’d much prefer one of my own clan’s longboats to these strange, stubby tubs. But since that rat Cathal had burned them all, I was left with these floating piles of driftwood the English called ships. “But I’m not going toward Dayna, am I? I’m playing messenger boy,” I said to Torben. “Do I even need to go on this trip, Jarl? Can’t these men take our message to King Albric? I should stay here and guard the clan in your absence.” I gestured toward Albric’s men, who were busy loading the boats.

      “I’ve already given you my reasons,” Torben said. “Albric’s men cannot communicate our plans to the king. They won’t know our battle strategies. They won’t know what’s been done to the other clans. They don’t know our numbers, our strengths in battle, none of the information the king will require. Only you know that. Besides, I won’t be gone long, and the clan is perfectly protected by the shieldmaidens. The last thing they need is a great lumbering oaf glowering at them while they’re trying to train.”

      “I could help them train.”

      “You could not. Freya knows how to properly prepare them. She knows how to leverage the skills and abilities of a woman fighter, as well as how to compensate for their weaknesses. You do not. All you know is ‘Me Brant. Me smash things with big hammer’. That’s not the kind of training they need.”

      “I’d like to smash something right now,” I muttered.

      “Listen, the sooner you reach England, the sooner you’ll be able to return with Albric’s army and we can deal with Cathal. Then we can pursue Calder and rescue Dayna from the witch.”

      His words only agitated me more. Hearing the plan laid out like that made me realize with painful clarity how long it would be before I saw my English princess again. And reminded me that my woman was in the clutches of a witch who was doing gods-knew-what to her. I swore loudly, yelling to those gathered nearby. “That’s it. I’m going whether you all are ready or not!” I grabbed the rope mooring the English vessel, untied it, and tossed it into the ship. Then I clambered over the gunwale and started hoisting the ship’s lone square sail, wishing the tub had more than one rowlock.

      “Brant, maybe you should wai—” I heard Allete’s voice on the dock. I sensed more than saw Torben silence her with an upraised hand as he shook his head. He knew me better than anyone. Knew my patience was gone. The time for plans was over. Now was the time for action.

      “You’d best climb aboard. Don’t think for a second he’s going to wait on you.” Torben spoke to the three of King Albric’s men we’d agreed would accompany me back to England.

      There were shouts and curses as the men dropped their burdens, then hurried after me onto the ship as it pulled away from the dock. The last one had to leap. He barely made it, landing with an oomph as his belly hit the gunwale and his comrades had to haul him over the side.

      “You handle this damn sail,” I said to one. “I’ll get us going.” I grabbed the oars and began to pull hard, propelling the ship out of the cove and into open water. One set of oars and one sail. It’s no wonder these English fools can’t conquer anything. They’d die of old age before they got there.

      “Meili’s speed,” Torben called after us as the ship retreated from the coast, beseeching the god of travel to bless my journey.

      “The same to you, Jarl,” I called over my shoulder without breaking the rhythm of my rowing. The same to you, I repeated under my breath. Though I wished I weren’t beseeching the god of journeys, Meilie, knowing I had a long three days of sailing ahead of me. I wished I were swinging my hammer at my enemies, asking Thor to guide my strikes. Instead, I would have to take my frustrations out on the oars, at least for now.

      In a matter of minutes, Clan Hakon was retreating at our backs. In an hour, the coastline was gone altogether. Still, I rowed without ceasing.

      “You can stop now,” one of King’s Albric’s men said, a sergeant by the name of Alfred, I believe. “The sail is full, and we are moving at speed. You aren’t helping us get there any quicker.”

      I grunted.

      “C’mon Brant,” one of the men said. “We can relax now. Let the wind do its thing.”

      My face darkened. Yet still, I rowed. I’d relax when Dayna was in my arms where she belonged, and that witch Gisele’s head was smashed under the weight of my hammer. Until then, I would row.

      

      Three days later, my arms were about to fall from their sockets. I hadn’t stood from the bench except to relieve myself over the side of the ship. Albric’s men finally gave up trying to convince me to stop striving at the oars. Eventually, they simply ignored me, except to occasionally bring me food and water. The food I mostly left untouched. The water I drank so I would stay hydrated.

      It was early afternoon when Sergeant Alfred yelled, “Land ho!”

      “About damn time,” I muttered, but I didn’t relinquish my grip on the oars. Not long after, we were gliding into the English harbor. One of Albric’s men worked the tiller and steered as another started working the downhaul to reel in the sail. Finally, with a groan, I stood and stretched, trying to simultaneously flex every muscle in my body at once. I didn’t think there was one that didn’t ache. I could see Albric’s castle on the hill, a massive stone structure. Scattered along the beach, I could still see swathes of soot-covered land where a burning ship had once sat, a victim of Magnus’ folly. In a few moments, I felt the cog bump against the wooden dock.

      “Let’s go, men,” I yelled, leaping onto the dock, not bothering to tie off the ship. The fact I left my beloved war hammer on the deck in my haste was a testament to how eager I was to get this errand completed.

      “Brant, wait,” Alfred shouted from the dock.

      “Come on, you dogs,” I yelled. “Cathal isn’t going to attack himself. I need to speak with your king as quickly as possible. Thomas, get your arse up here and tell your uncle that your sisters are safe.”

      “What about Dayna?” Thomas asked as he jogged up beside me.

      I shook my head. “Torben and I think it’s best we don’t tell him about Dayna just yet. Torben is worried it will divide your father’s attention. I understand his point of view, even if it frustrates me.” I narrowed my eyes. “My question to you is are you going to be loyal to your uncle, or loyal to your cousin’s jarl?”

      Thomas’s jaw clenched. “Does Torben have a plan for getting Dayna back?”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure he does. But I’ve got a better one. I just need you to keep your uncle focused on getting to Ravenscar.” A plan had been forming in my mind as we’d traveled. Now that I was in England, I was sure I was going to follow through with it.

      “I’m trusting you, Brant,” Thomas said. “I’ll make sure my uncle goes to aide Torben, but you’d better do right by Dayna.”

      I didn’t respond. There was no need. If Thomas couldn’t see the determination in my eyes, then my words wouldn’t matter.

      Albric’s men caught up and surrounded us. We sprinted to the castle. It was a longer distance than I remembered when I’d been chasing Magnus as he carried off Allete. Maybe that was because I was running downhill, toward the coast, and now I was laboring uphill…and I’d been pointlessly rowing a boat for three days. We finally reached the castle walls. The drawbridge was lowered and the guards on duty waved us through. Apparently, they’d been expecting us. I assume I could thank Myra for this. A steward met us in the courtyard.

      “Sir Thomas, it is good to see you. The king awaits you in the throne room,” he said. “Follow me.”

      I was forced to slacken my pace. The steward wasn’t going to break decorum because I was in a hurry. I fidgeted as I walked, willing the man to move faster. Finally, we approached the throne room doors, which two guards swung open at our approach.

      “King Albric, the men you dispatched to the barbarians have returned. And they’ve brought your nephew along with an…emissary.”

      I glanced sidelong at the steward, but I kept my quip to myself. Albric rose to greet us. The man seemed to have aged a decade since I’d last seen him. His face was etched with worry, and his eyes were hollow.

      “Thomas,” the king said as he opened his arms to his nephew. They embraced, then Thomas stepped back beside me. “Welcome, Brant…I believe? I recall you from before. Thank you for coming all this way.”

      I nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty. We have much to discuss.”

      “Please, Brant, before we discuss anything else. How are my daughters? Tell me they’re well.”

      Swallowing thickly, I put on a mask of impassivity. “They are in good health, Your Majesty.”

      He looked at Thomas as if for confirmation of my words.

      Thomas nodded.

      It would be the first of many lies I would tell the king that day.
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        “When that small voice in your head that annoys you talks…it’s probably a good idea not to argue with it and give it your full attention. Lest you end up like me…”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      Something cold splashed across my face. Gasping, I sat up, even as I felt the water begin to run down my neck and chest. I nearly screamed as a sharp pain in my ribs kept me from jumping to my feet. Well, whatever painful spell the witch had inflicted upon me hadn’t gotten any better since our little march through the woods. Great. I had to force myself to take short breaths.

      Gisele’s loomed over me, fury in her eyes. She glared with such malice I was a little concerned she might set me ablaze with merely the hatred burning in her gaze, then threw an empty bucket that clattered off the wall of the hut.

      “If I don’t get to sleep, then neither do you,” the witch spat.

      “You told me not to touch anything or to try to escape,” I snapped. “That didn’t leave me much to do. Sorry, I got a little bored, okay? Besides, the human body can only take so much damage before it has to shut down.”

      “I’m here now, and I don’t give a rat’s ass about your fragile human body. Either toughen up or die.”

      “I’ll get right on that,” I grumbled. I watched as Gisele stomped, literally stomped, like a child throwing a fit, while slamming books and jars on a small counter pitted with gouge marks and stained with a myriad of colors, from bright acid green to a blood-red crimson so dark it almost black. I shuddered to think about what had caused the latter marks. The woman had been a giant ball of fluff and sunshine before she’d left. Now, though, the cheeriness was almost too much for me to bear.

      “Did you have a bad morning? Perhaps your evil schemes aren’t going as well as you planned?”

      “You know nothing,” she snarled.

      “I know you’re acting like a rooster with its neck in the farmer’s grip.”

      “How was I to know his half-wit brother would show up and highjack the princess?” Gisele muttered. She was no longer speaking to me. In fact, it was almost as if I no longer existed. So, I just sat back and listened to see if I could glean any helpful information.

      Gisele picked up a small black cauldron, a miniature of the one that was currently hanging in the hearth. She started opening those bottles with the weird, swirling liquids, then pouring various amounts in the cauldron. Then she reached up to one of the baskets that hung above the counter, pulling down an honest-to-gods dead blackbird. When she picked up a wicked-looking knife, I stared, oddly fascinated. I watched as she spread one of the bird’s wings and brought the knife down in a fluid motion, cleanly separating the wing from the body.

      Gisele tossed the rest of the bird into the basket, then reached into another container. She pulled out a snake, but it was most definitely not dead. Had I known I’d been sleeping in the same room with the serpent, I might’ve been keener on escaping earlier. It wrapped its body around her arm, constantly coiling and uncoiling itself. All the while, its tongue darted in and out as it peered around at its surroundings. In my mind, I imagined he was searching for something to strike at. Vile creatures, snakes.

      “Aren’t you a sweet pet?” Gisele cooed to the serpent.

      I snorted. “If by sweet, you mean ‘wants to bite your face,’ then I suppose it could be considered sweet,” I muttered.

      The witch uncoiled the creature from her arm before setting it down on the counter. It began to glide away, but it was stopped mid-slither when Gisele’s knife hand came down a second time. She severed it, almost exactly in half, with one clean stroke. She picked up the two halves, both still wriggling wildly in death throes, and tossed them into the cauldron.

      Apparently, that’s what happens to creatures in Gisele’s care that she considers sweet.

      By the time the witch was done chucking things into her mini-cauldron, I was genuinely curious about what she was trying to concoct. But then my stomach sank. What if she wanted me to drink it? Being forced to drink a disgusting witch’s brew seemed like just my luck.

      Gisele muttered some words under her breath, then sliced her hand and held it over the mixture. A line of crimson rose quickly. The woman’s blood dripped into the caldron, hissing as it splattered on the surface of the dark liquid within. Acrid smoke rose from the cauldron and permeated the cabin, causing me to gag.

      “That cannot be good,” I whispered.

      Gisele’s eyes suddenly snapped to where I sat on the ground. “Thirsty?”

      My eyes widened. Great. “Not at all,” I replied. “Actually, I just had a huge drink of water earlier. I’m very refreshed. Thank you for the offer, though.”

      “Oh, but I insist,” Gisele practically purred like a cat that had just found a dead bird she wanted to roll around in. She grabbed an earthenware cup from a shelf, then dipped it into the cauldron. Putting one hand on her hip, she held the cup out to me.

      “It’s very thoughtful of you to include me in whatever witchy spell you have brewing there, but I am more than okay to be left out. It won’t hurt my feelings at all, believe me,” I said. I tried to swallow, but a knot of fear had formed in my throat.

      “Oh, come now,” Gisele said. “It’s not polite to decline your hostess’ hospitality. Just take a little drink.”

      “I’m going to have to staunchly decline.” I clamped my lips shut as if that would somehow prevent the witch from getting the disgusting liquid in me. At this point, I would try anything. I made to scoot backward, but my back collided with the damnable wall behind me.

      She glared down at me as if I were an errant child who had just refused to eat my dinner.

      “This would be so much easier if you would just do as you’re told,” the witch spat, all sanguinity gone.

      Yep, an errant child, I thought as I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I made a commitment to myself that I would never make a witch’s life easier by simply doing what she told me to. I feel extremely passionate about sticking to my commitments.”

      “I really didn’t want to do this the hard way because the hard way means you’ll drool. I hate drool,” Gisele said, her face scrunched.

      “Me too,” I offered. “I don’t look good with drool. Let’s try something else. Like not making the nice prisoner drink the nasty potion. That would probably be best for all those invol—” Gisele threw out the hand that had been resting on her waist. A flash of illumination pulsed from her hand. Something hit me hard in the chest, cutting off my words. That was when the lights went out.

      I had no idea how much time had passed before my eyes slowly blinked open. The world was blurry. What did come into focus was doubled. I jumped when I saw two of Gisele. “Please, not two. Surely, the world cannot handle two of her,” I muttered as I tried to clear my sight. I rubbed at my eyes and blinked. My lashes fluttered like those ridiculous floozies in court vying for the men’s attention.

      Finally, when the room righted itself, I stared up at the witch who hovered over me. She was watching me entirely too intensely. “You’re acting a bit bizarre, even for you,” I said. I felt as if she were waiting for me to turn into a waddling duck that barked like a dog.

      “How do you feel?” she asked as she narrowed her wicked eyes.

      I thought about it for a moment. How did I feel? At first, I didn’t feel anything. Then, I realized I didn’t want to claw the witch’s eyes out as I had before. In fact, I felt quite agreeable, which made me nervous. Agreeableness was not a quality I valued highly in myself. But now I felt…as if I wanted more than to please the woman before me. I narrowed my eyes. That couldn’t be right. I hated this witch. She killed Hilda, after all. I would stab her in a heartbeat if I could. Wouldn’t I? No, that wasn’t right either. I was being silly. Gisele was my friend. I should do what she said. I scrutinized her through slitted lids. “You’ve done something to me. I should want to kill you. But I can’t seem to muster the strength to hate you. What did you do?”

      Gisele grinned. “Nothing too bad,” she said. “I just improved your disposition a little. Gods know you needed it. Now, you won’t try to escape, and I won’t have to worry about fighting you.”

      “Why would I want to escape? Or fight you, for that matter?” I shook my head in confusion.

      “Exactly, why indeed?” she practically sang. “Now, let’s just do some experimenting—just to be sure things worked exactly how I intended.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” I said, then immediately wondered why in the gods’ name I thought doing any sort of experimenting with Gisele, the mad witch, was a good idea. But the thought fled as soon as it materialized.

      “Stand up,” she commanded.

      I knew standing wasn’t going to feel good. My body still ached. But Gisele had asked, so it must be best for me. I pushed myself onto all fours. Though it took some time and was accompanied by repeated huffing and guffawing from my spectator—I hated I was disappointing her. I knew my friend’s time was valuable—I finally managed to gain my feet. “Ta-da,” I said, feeling accomplished and wanting to kick my own arse at the same time.

      “Now, let me devise an appropriate test,” Gisele said. “What would a spoiled little princess never do? Aha, I know. You’ve always wanted to befriend a rat, Dayna. Ever since you were a little girl. You feel like it would complete your life. Go find a rat and convince it to be your bosom buddy.”

      The witch’s words—Witch? That word sounds so negative. The woman’s words filled my mind, and it sounded absurd and completely logical at the same time. Of course, I’d always wanted to befriend a rat. Naturally, who wouldn’t?

      Sane people, maybe, a little voice in the back of my mind countered. The voice sounded strange to me.

      Who are you? I asked the voice.

      I’m the part of your mind that hasn’t succumbed to the spell the witch put you under.

      I shook my head, dismissing that immediately. That was silly. There was no way I was under a spell. I was much too strong-willed to ever have my own mind commandeered by another.

      “The rat, girl. You’re searching for a rat,” Gisele growled.

      “Oh, right. Of course. The rat.” I began walking slowly around the cottage, leaning down and clicking my tongue. “Here ratty, ratty, roo,” I sang. How else would I call a rat? Surely, they’d be more inclined to be my friend if I sounded inviting and sweet, right?

      You sound like an idiot. There was that blasted voice again. Deciding it was best to ignore it, I continued my hunt for a new rodent best friend.

      Because that’s a completely rational thing a person in total control of their own strong will would do.

      Shut up, damn voice.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I’ll give you cheese and a warm blanket to curl up in. Rats like warm blankets, don’t they?” I glanced over at the witch.

      She barely glanced my way as she waved her hand. “Sure, sure. Whatever. Just keep looking.”

      At some point, I got down on all fours, despite the pain it caused, and crawled, going from one end of the room to the other. I was beginning to think that no rats lived in the cottage. Or maybe none of them wanted to be my friend? That couldn’t possibly be true. Who wouldn’t want to be my friend?

      Pretty much any person who didn’t want to appear a fool, the voice piped up again.

      Hush, voice. Gisele is my friend.

      Suddenly, there was a tiny scratching sound in the corner to my right. Scurrying over, I slowly moved a dusty stack of books. Sitting there on its hind legs was a rat, its beady little eyes staring at something it held in its tiny clawed hands. I didn’t even think. I reached out, then snatched it up before the creature had even realized it had been spotted.

      The rat squawked and wiggled ferociously, trying to get free. It even tried to turn its head and bite me. Holding it close to the neck so it couldn’t move, I hugged the body against my own. I stood from my kneeling position. To Gisele, I shot a triumphant smile as I said, “Got it!”

      Gisele studied the rat in my hands, her lips pursed. “It doesn’t appear the creature wants to be your bosom buddy.”

      “Well, we just met. You can’t expect us to just suddenly jump in a relationship. We have to get to know one another. He’ll come around. Or maybe it’s a she…not exactly sure yet.”

      The woman’s lips twitched, and I felt as though she wanted to laugh at me. “By all means, please get comfortable and get to know your rat.”

      Don’t. Do NOT get to know the rat. You’ll look like a bigger idiot than you already do. For goodness sakes, pull yourself together, woman, the voice practically yelled.

      Quit your hollering, I replied. You’re giving me a headache.

      I went back over to the same spot on the floor where I’d been sitting earlier, then slid down the wall until I was seated. The rat stilled itself, but its eyes appeared no less terrified. “Hello,” I said, attempting to sound nonthreatening. “My name is Dayna Auvray, and I am a princess.” I told the rat this in hopes that my title might encourage him or her to want to be my friend. Who didn’t want to be friends with a princess?

      “What is your name?” I asked. I’d decided to call her a girl because it just seemed more appropriate I befriended a girl and not a boy.

      Of course, it does, the voice sighed. Staring at the rat, I shrugged. “I understand if you’re shy. I’ll just give you a name until you want to tell me yours. I shall call you…”

      “Asinine,” Gisele interrupted. “You will call it Asinine.”

      I frowned. “Really? That seems like an odd choice for a name.”

      “You love it,” the witch said.

      “Yes, of course, I do,” I chirped. “I love Asinine. It’s a great name. And I can call you Assy for short.”

      The witch’s cackling averted my attention, and I was shocked to see her bent over and clutching her stomach. “I may just have to keep you solely for entertainment,” she said between chuckles.

      “Ignore her, Assy,” I said, turning back to my friend. “She’s a bit mad in the head.”

      Really, the voice said, because she’s not the one befriending a rat and calling it Assy.

      The voice sounded so rational. So, why did I want to disregard everything it said?

      Because you’re under a spell, it said slowly. The idea of being under a spell that allowed Gisele to control my mind made me shudder. The mere thought of it made me want to dig my brain out of my head. Surely, that couldn’t be the case. I ignored the possibility. Ignoring difficult mental problems was always the best course of action.

      “So, Assy, since you are a bit quiet, I shall tell you a little about myself.” I leaned back, got comfortable, and held her a little snugger when she started wiggling again. “As I said, I am a princess, the youngest heir to the throne of England. I’ve lived a privileged life, and I can admit I’ve been a bit spoiled. However, I am very thankful for all that I’ve been given. My eldest sister is my best friend. Her name is Allete. You will love her. And I’ve no doubt she will simply adore you. Although I think we will have to give you a bath before you meet. I hate to be rude, but you sort of smell like moldy bread.”

      “Is that what you tell all your friends?” Gisele asked.

      “I am honest with them. There’s no point in being friends if you aren’t willing to be honest.”

      “Do I smell?” the witch asked, sounding very curious.

      “I would like to point out that we aren’t friends. I don’t have to be honest with you, but, on this matter, I will be because I am the one suffering. You reek. Your scent is so repugnant I have to fight the urge to gag, and I’m beginning to believe the smell of my own vomit might be a better alternative to your stench.”

      Gisele’s eyes began to glow an eerie green color.

      “Too, honest?” I asked, quirking my brow.

      “Tell your rat she means more to you than anything, and you will protect her with your very life. And then be sure to follow through if it comes to that,” she spat.

      “Of course,” I replied. I was trying to befriend Assy, and I wanted her to feel safe because I wanted all my friends to be safe. “Assy, I pledge my loyalty to you, and I promise to protect you with my life should yours come into danger.”

      Later on, you will look back at this and want to bury your head in the sand because of what a fool the witch has made of you, my friendly, encouraging voice said.

      Ignoring the voice, I returned to my new friend and continued to tell her about myself. Occasionally, Gisele would say something that wasn’t helpful, and I simply ignored her.

      “You are a very good listener,” I told Assy an hour later. “Although, I do wish you would share a little about yourself. Like where did you come from? Do you have any siblings?”

      “Do you have any diseases?” Gisele chimed in.

      “As insensitive as that sounds, Assy, I have to admit it’s a valid question. You are a rat, after all. Your kind isn’t exactly known for being clean and pure,” I pointed out.

      “As entertaining as this has been, I have something useful you can actually do, Dayna, now that I know our experiment has worked. Bring your asinine friend here, then stick it in this cage.” When she held up the cage, I stood and did as I was told. For some reason, this act of obedience felt rather odd. I couldn’t ever remember doing as I was told before.

      I watched as Gisele hung the cage on a hook. “She can rest there, and you can play with her later.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I can play with her later.” Why am I repeating her?

      “I want you to go outside to gather mushrooms like this.” She held up an example. It had a fat stem and a rather egg-shaped top that hung down over the stalk. “Do not go so far that you can no longer see the cottage. When you have gathered enough to fill the basket,” she held out a brown wicker basket to me, “then you may return.”

      “And what if I run out of mushrooms that are within sight of the cottage before the basket is full?”

      “Then wait until more grow.”

      “What if I die before more grow?”

      “If you feel like you’re going to die, dig yourself a grave first and then lay down in it. You will make perfect mushroom fertilizer.”

      I titled my head slightly, feeling like something about that statement should bother me. But Gisele said to do it, and I felt like I wanted to. And it seemed rational.

      Really, the voice screamed, filling my head with a shrill noise. Digging your own grave and laying down in it to die seems rational? it asked.

      Well, who else is going to dig my grave? I challenged.

      How about not waiting around to die and trying to escape instead of gathering the bloody mushrooms?

      I rolled my eyes. You obviously weren’t listening. She doesn’t want bloody mushrooms. Regular mushrooms will suffice. Now, hush, I have work to do.

      I headed out the door, instantly spotting the mushrooms Gisele had been talking about. They were everywhere. That was great. It shouldn’t be too hard to fill up the basket before I died. For some reason, it felt important that I not die.

      Yeah, great plan you got there, Princess, the voice grumbled.
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        “When you are beginning to feel dumber than an inanimate object, it’s time to take a step back and remember you are a sentient being and the object in question is nothing more than a collection of materials pieced together to make something useful. And though you should be above such things, and the object certainly won’t hear or feel you, I won’t blame you if you give the damn thing a good cursing and pounding. If no other reason than to simply to make yourself feel better.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “Open, damn it!” I pounded my hand down on the table, making Hilda’s book of prophecies bounce.

      “We’ve tried yelling at it. It doesn’t seem to be effective,” Myra said.

      Whirling on the old woman, I glared before saying, “It’s been two days since we found this gods-forsaken book! Why won’t it open?” It wasn’t terribly fair of me to yell at Myra. It wasn’t her fault we couldn’t separate the blasted book’s covers. Why on earth would Hilda want me to find the book, but then not give me any way to open it? Because she’s Hilda, that’s why.

      “I know you’re frustrated,” Myra said. “But we’ll crack this tricky nut. We just need to think outside of the box. In life, Hilda tended to be a bit unconventional. It’s no surprise her idiosyncrasies still torment us after she’s gone.”

      “You say unconventional—I say bat-wing crazy,” I said dryly. Myra and I had already tried everything I could think of to open the book. She knew plenty of un-binding spells, none of which had the slightest effect. We even tried the blood magic stuff again. After another nasty cut to my hand, the book was still closed. Blood to bind, but apparently not to open. It almost felt as though Hilda’s spirit lived in the book, and the old woman was having a great time cackling at our feeble efforts. You won’t be laughing if I chunk your bloody book in the ocean, will you, Oracle?

      Myra tapped her chin as she hummed an unknown tune. I noticed the witch seemed to hum unconsciously when she was thinking. Making no noise apart from the occasional muttered curse, I simply glared at the useless object and resisted the urge to stomp on it. Mature, I know. Everyone was entitled to two-year-old moments occasionally, especially when they needed a vitally important magical book to open and it stubbornly refused to do so. And the two-year-old moment was doubly appropriate when the knowledge within the book was likely the only thing that could defeat my powerful enemies. I pounded the table again.

      Myra suddenly sat up straight, her eyes widening.

      “What? Have you thought of something?” I asked.

      Myra’s lips turned up slowly into a grin that gave me the chills. “I think I might.” It seemed the woman was channeling her inner-Hilda. Everyone should have an inner-Hilda, by the way. Or at least an inner-Dayna.

      “You look like a woman not right in the head,” I said to Myra.

      “Spit,” she replied.

      “Pardon me?” I frowned.

      “Spit,” she repeated.

      “At the risk of sounding like an uppity twit, let me assure you that queens—or princesses for that matter—do not spit. Though my sister is certainly an exception to the rule. I’ve seen her challenge members of the palace guard to distance competitions. Disgusting.”

      Myra rolled her eyes. “You’d best get over your inhibitions,” she said. “You’re not just a queen. You’re an oracle and a shieldmaiden. And I’m quite certain Freya and Babs don’t mind hocking the occasional loogie.”

      I shuddered. “So gross.”

      Myra waved her hand in front of her face. “When you fight in dusty conditions, you see, all the particles get caught up in the nasal passages and… Never mind, it’s not important now. It’s not a warrior’s spit I need—it’s an oracle’s.” She grabbed the book and flipped it, spine side down so I was looking at the closed outer edge of the gilded pages. “Spit here,” she commanded, pointing to the gilding.

      I leaned away, my face scrunching up as I stared at her like she’d grown two heads. “You want me to spit on the book?”

      “Must I always repeat myself?”

      “When it comes to spitting on magical books, yes,” I replied. “I don’t think taking a moment to ensure a certain amount of clarity is unreasonable.”

      “Do you think spitting on a magical book is ridiculous?” she asked.

      “Obviously.”

      “And do you think your old mentor would find that hilarious?”

      “She would.”

      Shrugging, Myra raised her eyebrows. I rolled my eyes. Of course. Hilda tended toward the ridiculous, or, rather, making someone else do something ridiculous so they felt like a completely incompetent moron. It was exactly the sort of thing Hilda would do—make her princess daughter-in-law have to spit against her will. Thanks, Hilda. Raising my head as if I could see her in the heavens, I glared. “I will not forget this when I die and see you again, old woman. Making me spit on a book like a drunken sailor who’s been chewing on mushrooms,” I muttered as I took the book from Myra.

      I held it as she’d instructed, then grimaced as I gathered moisture in my mouth. Ugh.

      “What’s wrong, Allete? Are you sick?” Torben’s voice rumbled in my mind.

      “No, I’m fine. Just being reminded of how wicked your mother could be. And I mean that with complete affection.”

      He laughed. “No, you don’t. But I know you still miss her.”

      “That I do. I will speak with you later about how your travels are going if that is okay?”

      “Yes. I love you.”

      “And I you.”

      “Done talking to your Viking?” Myra smirked.

      “He felt my disgust,” I said, then just got it over with. I expelled my spittle on the edges of the closed pages, then cocked an eyebrow at Myra as if she should be able to tell me what to do next. She giggled.

      “Look,” the witch said, pointing at the book.

      “That little she-devil,” I whispered, watching in disbelief as the saliva absorbed into the book. The gilded edges of the pages began to glow. Suddenly, the book fell open as if it hadn’t just been shut as tightly as a clam protecting its pearl.

      I frowned. The book was open, but the pages were blank. I frantically started flipping through the rough pages, expecting something—a drawing, a paragraph, a sentence, a word, a scribble, a recipe for crab pickled trout, anything, by the gods—on the next page or the next. Nothing. “No way,” I growled. “No bloody way.”

      Myra started laughing. Raising an eyebrow, I wondered if maybe she was going a bit mad. Perhaps puzzling out this book had been a little too hard on her ancient brain.

      “Nothing could be simple with her,” Myra said, continuing to cackle like a damn witch. Yes, I realized she was a witch but geez, did she have to carry on like one?

      “Please tell me she didn’t leave an empty book as a joke and now we have to go find the real one,” I said. “I will warn you if that’s the case, I’m going to throw some things. You might even want to remove yourself from the hut. I’m not responsible for bodily injuries.”

      Myra finally quit laughing to shake her head. “No, nothing like that. This is the correct book, I’m sure. But it appears to be under yet another protection spell. We have to figure out how to get the writing to appear.”

      “Have I mentioned I don’t really like puzzles?”

      “I’ve sort of figured that out on my own,” Myra said.

      “So now what?”

      “I think we need to take a break.” She stood and moved stiffly, stretching her back as she pressed her hands against it and leaned back. “You should get some rest, and I would like some as well.”

      “You know we could make you up a bed here so you won’t have to walk back to the shieldmaiden hut every evening.”

      She waved me off. “Walking is good for the spirit. And the night air clears the lungs. And who knows when your husband might return? I don’t want to be around for that reunion. Far be it for me to stand between a newly wedded Norseman and his bride. I’m old, but I haven’t forgotten everything that goes on in the marriage bed.”

      After she let herself out, I continued to stare down at the book. I understood the need to protect the information inside, but why couldn’t Hilda have passed on the key to unlocking the book when she zapped me with all of her memories? I supposed, in her eyes, that would have been much too easy and not nearly as fun for her to plan.

      I tucked the book under the piles of fur out of which Torben had constructed our bed, not wanting the tome out of reach for even a second. I’d felt a connection to it from the moment I’d first held it, but now that it had been opened, the tether was even stronger.

      By the time I crawled into bed, my body felt as heavy as lead and my mind as slow as molasses. I was simply worn out. But not too tired to reach out to my anchor, my husband.

      “My love?” I said through the bond.

      “You sound weary, Princess,” Torben answered, his voice full of the tenderness he only ever showed to me.

      “Working out your mother’s puzzles is tiring. I’ve no doubt she is looking down at me and laughing her oracle arse off.”

      When he chuckled, I took comfort in the familiar sound. I imagined my head laying against his chest as I felt the warmth of him. “I miss you,” I said honestly. “I know it’s only been two days, but it’s two days too many.”

      “I agree. Life seems too short to spend any of it apart from one another. When this is all over and peace reigns in our clan, we will spend many days simply wrapped up in one another.”

      “Best idea ever, Viking,” I teased. “Have you made it to the first clan yet?”

      “We will arrive in the next hour. It’s late so we will not approach until the light of day. Approaching at night might make them feel as though we are a threat. We’ll send a signal of peace before we approach,” he explained.

      “What are we going to do if they will not help?”

      “Honestly, Allete, I haven’t worked that out yet.”

      I loved it when he shared his vulnerabilities with me. Loved he could admit he didn’t have all the answers. Not because it made me feel better about myself, but because a man who could acknowledge those things was a man who was willing to learn and listen to others instead of letting his pride ruin him. “I guess, at this point, there is no point in worrying about what might not even happen. Although I have found that is one of my strong suits,” I said.

      “Your worry isn’t necessarily a negative quality, though I don’t want you to drown in it. But it oftentimes gives insight to something that others haven’t thought of.”

      “One day, you won’t see my eccentricities with silver linings,” I chided.

      “And one day, you won’t enjoy that I can’t keep my hands off you,” Torben countered.

      “Whatever shall we do then?”

      “I will choose to be blind to your eccentricities so it won’t matter if there are silver linings or not, and you will get a horse whip to swat at me with when I won’t stop touching you. But I warn you now I will simply turn it into a game, and it will probably just make me more amorous.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I asked.

      “Because I am a man who loves his wife’s body?”

      “I think you can just stop at ‘because I am a man’. That should be explanation enough.”

      “Wicked-tongued woman,” he said in the sultry voice he knew I loved.

      “None of that,” I warned, knowing he would be able to feel my attraction toward him. “Save it for when you get home. I will be waiting for you.”

      “In our bed? Unclothed and drunk with desire for me?”

      “Maybe there’s something wrong with you, and it’s more than the fact you are a man.”

      “No, Princess. Every man wants their woman waiting for them in bed and naked.”

      “Every day?”

      “Every. Day. All day if work and time permit.”

      “Maybe I am the one who wants my husband in bed and waiting on me, instead,” I said.

      “Really?” he asked, his voice rising a notch.

      “No, but for a brief moment, you got excited, didn’t you?” I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Go to sleep, you evil, teasing woman,” he grumbled, though I could feel his own humor at my teasing.

      “Maybe I’ll see you in my dreams?”

      “And reward you for your jesting? I think not, my sweet. I love you.”

      “I love you as well.” His presence faded, but I could still feel him in my soul. Regardless of his words, I knew I would see him in my dreams. The man wouldn’t miss an opportunity to hold me, even if it were only in our sleep. “See you soon,” I whispered into the night, knowing Torben would feel my intent.
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        “What causes a man to become loyal to something or someone? What causes him to be willing to die for his beliefs? What motivates his courage to run into battle and be willing to take the life of another? I want to be a man of deep conviction. I want to be a man of such loyalty. But I want to be those things for the right reasons. Otherwise, I’m not a man. I am simply a fool.”

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      I wished I would have time to get in a little sleep after speaking with the Akefor jarl. I wanted to see my bride in her dreams. To see her soul and know she was okay. But I had to take care of the clan before I could rest, which meant ensuring we had allies. My love would just have to wait.

      “This first stop will be Clan Akefor. I do not know the name of the jarl there,” I said to Rush. We began slowing as our boat pushed closer to the land.

      “I hope we’re doing the right thing, Torben. What if they hold us responsible for what happened to them?” he replied.

      I shared my clanmate’s concerns. But Myra and I had spoken about the issue, and she seemed confident they wouldn’t blame us. So I pushed the worry aside, and we rowed on.

      After I had helped Brant get on his way, I immediately readied my own vessel. I couldn’t let fear and doubt keep me from at least trying to get more allies. Time was of the essence. I hoped by the time I returned to Clan Hakon, King Albric would be there waiting for me. Then we would be ready…but for what? I still wasn’t sure how the attack against Cathal would happen. And there was the issue of Dayna’s rescue hanging over me like a storm cloud. Clan Thornag, unfortunately, was in the opposite direction of Cathal’s kingdom. I doubted the other aggrieved clans would be interested in waiting around for their revenge while I rescued my sister-in-law. Still, I hated leaving Dayna in the clutches of Clan Thornag while we waged war against Tara.

      “It appears Cathal simply went north along the coastline of Norway attacking northern clans as he came to them,” Rush asked.

      “Looks that way. Clan Akefore, Clan Bjornvik, and Clan Brending, all three in Norway and a couple of days’ ride in between one another.”

      Rush shook his head. “Who knows how many innocent people he killed?”

      “I dread having to tell Allete when we find out,” I said. I knew she would feel responsible, even though she had no control over Cathal’s actions.

      Once we had the ship on course, there hadn’t been much discussion amongst my crew and me. There was a sense of urgency about us, and I could see all the men shared it. It was a small crew, just enough to man the boat. I’d brought Rush and Siv out of my top six, and I’d left Kjell and Amund behind with the clan.

      I prayed to the gods that nothing happened while our clan was divided. Though I hated to leave Allete, knowing we had the bond between us made it more bearable. At least I would be able to contact her. Though if there were trouble and I knew about it without being able to help her, I might go a little mad. But I’d still rather know than to have no clue.

      After a long day of sailing, we finally made it to the first clan’s village. It was midnight. The moon was full in the sky, and it left an eerie glow on the surface of the water.

      “Siv, shoot a flame up. Rush, run up a white flag,” I instructed. The first thing we needed them to know was we came in peace. I didn’t want to be met with a volley of arrows as soon as my feet hit the beach.

      Once we’d done our part, we waited for a return signal. I imagined a watchman was rousing their jarl and relaying the message that another clan had requested to come onto their territory.

      A quarter of an hour later, I saw an arrow being lit. It shot up into the air, then a fire was lit on the beach. A white flag was tied to a stick, stuck in the ground near the fire.

      “That’s it. Let’s move,” I said, and Siv and Rush went to put the dingy in the water. “The rest of you stay on the boat.” Climbing over the gunwale, I muttered, “Hopefully, this won’t take too long.”

      As soon as we reached the shore, I stepped onto the wet sand and scanned the Northmen and women who were standing in a semicircle, hands on their weapons—all still sheathed, thankfully—watching me.

      “I am Torben, Jarl of Clan Hakon from Ravenscar,” I said. “I formally request an audience with the Jarl of Clan Akefor. I apologize for entreating you noble people in the dead of night, but this is a matter of urgency that could not wait until brighter hours.”

      A man of significant girth, though not great height, stepped forward into the semicircle. He wore grey wolf furs around his shoulders, dark breeches, and fur boots. On his head rested a crown fashioned from the antlers of what appeared to be several adult elks. His grey eyes were cunning as he stared at me, clearly taking my measure.

      “I am Rafal, Jarl of Clan Akefor. What is this urgent matter that drives you to seek an audience with me in the middle of the night, Torben of Clan Hakon?”

      “Well met, Rafal,” I replied. “I entreat you to discuss a common enemy of our clans. But first, I would have Clan Akefor understand that Clan Hakon comes in peace. Regardless of the outcome of this parley, we shall not harbor any ill will toward your clan.”

      “Understood,” Rafal said.

      I nodded and then continued. “We know your clan was recently attacked,” I said. “By an army led by a ruthless savage called Cathal. Not only did he attack your clan, but also others as well, including my own.” There was a rumbling of anger and muttered curses. I understood their simmering rage all too well.

      “Indeed, we have,” Rafal said. “This man claimed to be searching for his English queen. He said she belonged to him, and she’d been kidnapped by a Northman. When we told him there were no English women in our clan, he said that wasn’t good enough. He wanted to search our village. I told him that he was not the only king standing on this beach, and I would not bow to his will. He acted as if that were the end of it, and he returned to his boat. We watched his boat leave.

      “That night, we were attacked while we slept. We lost many warriors and many homes were destroyed. It was swift. But I heard his voice, even though I did not see him.” Rafal was no longer looking at me, but staring at the flames of the fire as he relived that awful night. “He called out into the night, ‘let this be a message to all who would think to deny the king of Tara what he deserves.’”

      “I am sorry this happened to your people, Rafal,” I said, and I truly meant it. “Cathal is a dog, and he deserves to be trampled under our bootheels. I come now in hopes of offering you an opportunity to seek restitution.”

      Rafal’s chin rose as he took a step closer to me. “I’m listening.”

      “The English queen for which Cathal searched is, in fact, Allete Auvray, my bride.”

      An excited murmur ran through the surrounding clan members at these words. Rafal raised a hand to quiet them. I understood their reaction. It was unheard of for a Northman to take an English wife.

      “So, you brought this hell down upon us?” came a voice from the crowd.

      I ignored it. “If you will indulge me a moment, Rafal, I will explain how this all came to pass.” Pausing, I stared at him.

      “Continue,” the jarl said.

      “My mother, Hilda, was a renowned oracle. She saw many prophecies come to pass in her lifetime.”

      Rafal nodded. “We know of Hilda the Oracle. Why do you speak of her in the past tense?”

      “Unfortunately, my mother was murdered by a witch in the service of Clan Thornag.” Now gasps ran through the crowd, as well as curses, murmurings, and a few spats upon the ground.

      “I am sorry, Torben. May your mother’s spirit fly swiftly to the halls of our ancestors.”

      “Thank you, Jarl Rafal,” I said. “The most recent prophecy my mother gave was that I would marry a foreign bride. The previous jarl of Clan Hakon, Magnus, had grown unstable and greedy. He was crippling our own clan by requiring me to discipline our warriors through dismemberment for ridiculous claims. The oracle claimed it was my destiny to defeat the jarl and take his place. This has all come to pass. I challenged Magnus for the jarlship, then slayed him in trial by combat…and Allete is the foreign bride the oracle spoke of.”

      Rafal’s face was grim. He grunted. “News of Magnus’ evil is not surprising. I’ve treated with your former jarl in the past. The man was powerful—that cannot be denied. But never did I think him a wise or just leader. Should you prove a better leader of your clan, Torben, then I shall congratulate you on your victory over Magnus.”

      “I certainly hope to lead Clan Hakon more honorably than Magnus, and your congratulation is most welcome. Before I defeated Magnus, he abducted the English princess, whom I’d already met and realized would be the woman about whom the oracle had prophesied. She had been promised as a wife to Cathal by her father, King Albric of England. This was a political alliance made before King Albric knew what kind of man Cathal really was.

      “When Magnus fled with the princess, Cathal, in his wrath, pursued. But Cathal didn’t know exactly where Magnus had gone. Cathal attacked four clans trying to find the princess. Yours, mine, and two others, Bjornvik and Brending.”

      Another man stepped forward. He glanced at Rafal, who gave him a sharp nod. “Why didn’t you just give him the princess once you got her back from this Magnus? Then, all of this could’ve been avoided.”

      I clenched my teeth, biting back the sharp retort I wanted to spew. The thought of my Allete anywhere near Cathal made me want to retch. I drew in a deep breath, then released it before I answered slowly. I knew much hinged upon my next words.

      “Practically, I could not. Cathal had already attacked our clans before I was able to rescue the princess. As I said earlier, Cathal is not worthy to be ground under our bootheels. He cannot be called a man. A true man, a warrior in his heart of hearts, would not attack innocents. He murdered children and women in cold blood. I would not turn over a dog to that kind of monster, much less a princess of Allete’s worth.

      “But that matters not. As I said earlier, the princess is my bride. Such was prophesied by the oracle, and it has come to pass.” I glanced from Rafal to the rest of his clan, trying to meet each one of their eyes. “I know what I’m saying may sound like lunacy to your ears. But the oracle’s prophesy wasn’t only about me. She also prophesied that Allete would help me bring peace to the northern clans. But not through battle and violence. Not through conquest. Magnus tried that several times over. It didn’t work.” I gestured behind them toward their village. I couldn’t see it well in the darkness, but I knew it would be in various states of repair, just as Clan Hakon was. “We northerners are a strong people. I would happily fly into battle with you, outnumbered ten to one against any foe upon this earth. But you have seen what happens to us when we are divided. We are picked apart by outsiders. Today, I stand here before your jarl asking for cooperation. Asking for an alliance.”

      Rafal’s eyes narrowed. “What is it, exactly, you are saying, Torben?”

      “I will soon attack Cathal with King Albric’s help.”

      Again, the clan began muttering in disbelief.

      “Why would the king of England help you?” someone asked.

      “Because he has been aggrieved by Cathal as well. Cathal did violence upon his daughter. Such a thing stokes the fire of a man to action, be he Viking or Englishman. And Albric is now my father-in-law. He is a just man, as are we. He would see the tyranny of Cathal end, just as we would. Which is why he has pledged me his aid. Here is Albric’s royal seal. He has given it to me as a token to prove he will join in the battle.” I pulled the seal from the inside pocket of my tunic, then held it out.

      Rafal stepped closer to take it from my hand. He examined it, flipping it this way and that to check for authenticity no doubt. Finally, he grunted. “It’s real.”

      I nodded. “If you join us in this battle, you can receive restitution for the people Cathal took and the damage he caused.”

      “When do you sail for the kingdom of Tara?” Rafal asked.

      “I must go north first and seek the aid of the other two clans, that will take two more days. Then, I will sail back to Ravenscar, which will take another three days. By then, King Albric should have arrived at Clan Hakon. We will plan our attack as swiftly as possible. I would say a fortnight at the most.”

      Rafal turned to the man who’d asked the earlier question. “Call in the warriors on the borders. Ready the army. Ready the boats. We sail for Ravenscar in a week, then we sail to war.” He dropped the seal in my hand before holding out his arm. Clasping his forearm, I shook it.

      “Thank you. I truly am sorry for what your clan has suffered,” I said.

      Rafal shook his head. “I do not understand why you’re on this path, but if an oracle put you there, then you’d best not stray. Perhaps if this Cathal had been able to secure the English princess as his wife, it would have given him the ability to conquer lands north of him, which would have led him to us anyway. It is not folly to hunt the wolf you know is stalking you today, rather than to wait and become dinner tomorrow.”

      “That is true. Whatever could happen, anything involving King Cathal is bad. He is a malicious man who lives with no honor.”

      “Then he will die with none as well.” Rafal pulled his sword, then raised it into the sky. The rest of Clan Akefor did the same. In one voice, they roared their battle cry.

      Rafal offered to let us to stay the night, but I declined. We needed to keep moving. We needed to get to the other clans, and I hoped they would be as well receiving as Clan Akefor.

      Once back on the ship, we set course for the next clan. I had Siv set up a rowing rotation so the men could get some rest.

      “You need to sleep as well,” Rush encouraged. “No one wants to be allied with a tired and weak king.”

      I shoved him as he laughed. “I am neither weak, nor tired. But I will sleep for a bit. Wake me in an hour so you can nap,” I instructed, then found a barrel to lean against as I sat. When I closed my eyes, the rocking of the ship sent me straight to sleep.

      She was there almost immediately, sitting on the grass next to a quiet stream. “Princess,” I said. I sat behind her, scooting close enough to wrap my arms around her. I tucked her back against my chest, then buried my face in her neck, breathing in her scent and wishing I were back in our hut, in our bed.

      “Took you long enough,” she teased.

      “I apologize for making you wait, my love. But I can report we have our first northern ally in the coming war,” I said.

      “How bad was the attack on their clan?” My heart sank. I didn’t want to answer, but I knew I’d best deliver the news without any attempt at sugarcoating.

      “Bad enough the jarl is willing to sail to the kingdom of Tara with the king of England as an ally.”

      Sighing, she laid her head on my shoulder. “I hate he did this to them, and I hate it was in search of me. If Magnus hadn’t taken me, then Cathal wouldn’t have had any reason to sail near those clans.”

      “I don’t think it matters, Allete. Even if you’d married him, Cathal is power hungry. He would have used your father’s resources to take more land. He’s done it to the south of his kingdom. England was an opportunity to move north. You can’t try to rationalize the decisions of a madman. All they want is power.”

      “No sense in stressing over it now, right? We just move forward. And Dayna,” she said, her body growing tense. “How are we going to get her back? And what do you think Brant is going to tell my father?”

      That was the thousand-pound question. I hadn’t given Brant any instruction on what to say to the king in regard to his other daughter. “Damn it,” I bit out through clenched teeth. A knot coiled in my gut as realization hit me. Without given commands about what to tell Albric, Brant would decide based on what he thought was best for Dayna and the clan. I knew Brant. I knew him too well.

      “What?” Allete jumped in my arms.

      “I don’t know what Brant will say, but I have a hunch. I don’t want you to worry yet. You have enough to worry about. Let me know as soon as your father arrives, please,” I said, not wanting to burden her with what I believed my commanding officer would probably do.

      “I will. I will let you know the minute we see the sails,” she promised.

      “You need to get your rest.” I squeezed her tighter, wanting to tuck her inside me, somewhere safe where nothing could ever hurt her. It was completely unrealistic, but it didn’t stop me from giving it a go. “I love you, Princess.”

      “Be safe, my Viking. Come back to me,” she said.

      As I pulled back from the dream, I could feel Allete’s emotions in my soul. I could feel her love and her worry. Could sense her desperation to get her sister back, but to also not to sacrifice any one person for another. She was a truly selfless leader, and she was mine. What I ever did to be blessed by the gods with one such as her, I would never know.

      “Torben. Torben. Jarl.” I could hear my name being called and feel my shoulder being shaken, but I struggled to blink my eyes open. The cool morning air was crisp, and there was a wet layer of dew all over the ship. My shoulder was nudged again, and I blinked.

      “You let me sleep all night?” I asked unnecessarily.

      Siv shrugged. “You needed it.”

      “Damn it, why do I give orders if you bloody fools won’t take them?” I grumbled. Pushing to my feet, I stretched out the kinks. “Where are we?”

      “That’s why I was waking you,” Siv said. “We’ve arrived. There are clan flags on this beach.” He nodded toward the land about three hundred yards away, maybe a little farther. “We have the white sail raised. And they’ve returned the signal.”

      Nodding, I patted his shoulder. “Good man, Siv.” I took care of some quick morning business, snatched up a chunk of bread from a barrel turned makeshift table, and bit off a piece. “Is the dingy in the water?” I asked Rush.

      “It is,” he confirmed.

      “Then let’s get this done. Thank you for letting me rest, though it is not what I wanted,” I said to the crew, getting nods in return. Rush and Siv were the only ones who had the nerve to give me lip about it.

      “Our job is to protect you, Jarl,” Rush said. “Even from yourself.”

      I motioned him over to the ladder where we would climb over to the dingy. “Tell yourself whatever you need to in order to justify not doing as your jarl told you,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Get in the dingy before I push you overboard.”

      Rush chuckled, but he climbed obediently over the side.

      We rowed to shore. And so began the process of recruiting new allies, much like the night before.

      After presenting the same information to Jarl Hagen I had previously relayed to Jarl Rafal, Hagen took time to confer in private with his general and top warriors. Rush and I stood on the beach with axes and swords held on us. I thought the response was a little overkill. There were only two of us, but I understood Hagen’s paranoia and desire to keep his clan safe. When it was all said and done, they, too, agreed to become allies and join us in a week’s time at Ravenscar.

      By the time we reached the third clan, it was late into the night again. It took nearly two days to get there. They were farther north than I’d realized. The moon wasn’t bright, and there was little visibility. We shot the flaming arrow, then held torches up to light the white flag in hopes they would be able to see it. We didn’t want to get within range of their archers if they decided we were the enemy.

      It was an hour before we saw or heard anything. Finally, they responded in kind, so we were able to row ashore.

      Jarl Blaine of the Brending clan was young, though not as young as me. He was also a tad aggressive for my taste. He raged for a good hour about Cathal, and he’d apparently even come to blows with the Taran king.

      “I cut his face.” Blaine laughed. “He ain’t so pretty anymore.”

      I imagined Cathal was beyond pissed someone had been able to get past his sword. I admitted I wished I had been the one to do it, but I would get my turn. And when it came, it wouldn’t simply be a slash across the cheek. It would be across the neck…and deep enough that his head would roll at my feet.

      In the end, Blaine happily agreed to join our attack. His ferocity would be an asset, but his foolhardiness might prove a detriment. Perhaps engaging in this undertaking with jarls who were more levelheaded would curb Blaine’s appetite for destruction. If nothing else, it would be good to have Blaine as an ally before he goes too far off the deep end.

      After five and a half days sailing and meeting with the clans, we made our way home, knowing our allies would soon be joining us at Ravenscar.

      “Thank the gods,” Rush breathed as the afternoon sun warmed our faces from the November chill. “I honestly didn’t know if Blaine was going to be on board.”

      “Me either,” I admitted. “I’m surprised he didn’t chase after Cathal when the king fled.”

      “There was probably too much destruction to even begin worrying about going after him. Blaine’s general, Latham, mentioned they’d considered going on a raid in the spring to Tara. So, it sounded like they were planning to deal with Cathal one way or another,” Siv added.

      “I just hope we can direct his rage while sating it as well,” I said. “The last thing we need is another power-hungry jarl about—regardless of whose clan or kingdom he belongs to.”

      As we sailed home, I considered my thoughts on Brant and what possible decision it was that he made when he approached Albric in regard to his daughter. I would bet my life Brant would not be at Ravenscar with Albric when I arrived.
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        “If ever you feel like you’re being an obtuse moron, then you probably are. It might be pertinent to evaluate your behavior instead of ignoring it. I should take my own advice. After all, I give great advice.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray.

      

      

      “Why won’t this rat talk to me?” I whined, much to my own chagrin. “You told me to stare at her until she began talking and that she would eventually. So, what’s the deal?”

      Do you hear yourself? the annoying voice asked me, the one I was about ready to dig out of my head.

      “Maybe it speaks a different language,” Gisele suggested as she flipped through one of her many dusty old books. She always seemed to be searching through some ancient book. I wondered what she could possibly be reading that was so interesting.

      “What do you seek in all of those books?” I finally asked, taking my attention away from the obstinate rat that refused to talk to me. Dumb rat.

      Gisele briefly glanced up before returning to her task.

      “Is it something I could help with? I could flip through books, too. I mean, four eyes are better than two, right?”

      “It’s private,” the witch snapped.

      “Ooh, is it some horrible secret from your past. A spell gone bad? And now you’re trying to figure out how to undo it? Oh! Maybe it’s a man. It’s a man, isn’t it?” I asked, clapping my hands as I sat on the stool across from her.

      If her eyes could have killed me with a glare, they would have. She slammed the book, then tossed it to the side. Then she snatched up another and yanked it open. “It has nothing to do with a man,” she said, sounding like that was the most preposterous thing ever. “I don’t have time for something as trivial as a relationship with a male.”

      “You’ve never been in love?” I asked, surreptitiously beginning to slide a book toward me.

      Gisele took the book she was reading, stood it up on the table, then hunched over to read it, presumably to try to pretend I didn’t exist. Shrugging, I sneakily slid the book into my lap. I figured if I got quiet now, she would get suspicious, so I kept up my dialogue as I opened the book.

      “Is there a rule somewhere that says evil witches that play with dark magic can’t fall in love? I mean, it seems like a ridiculous rule. Why can’t someone evil fall in love? Perhaps if they did love, then they wouldn’t be evil. Maybe it is the lack of love that made them that way in the first place.” I was trying to turn the old pages without making a sound, but the crinkly age of them made that difficult.

      As my eyes ran over the pages, I realized it was a diary. I quickly turned back to the inside of the front cover to see if there was a name. In small, scrolling script up at the left-hand corner, Gisele Eliza Kent was scrawled. My eyes widened, and I glanced up to see if the witch was still preoccupied. She was still hunched over her own tome. When she shifted, I immediately started speaking again. “I’ve never been in love. I think I could be very soon. If I get to see him again, that is.”

      “You’re too young and too naive to know what love is,” Gisele muttered.

      “How would you know that?” I asked, flipping yet another page and coming to an entry that grabbed my attention.

      “Because you’ve lived in your parents’ home, safe behind those castle walls, your whole life. Never have you faced true adversity. Facing challenges are what make you wise. What have you faced, Princess?”

      “Maybe a couple of months ago that was true,” I admitted. “But since then, I’ve been kidnapped by a madman, held captive by said madman’s deranged brother, violated by barbarians, punished those barbarians by removing their hands, and now been held captive by a dark witch…I’d say I’ve got facing adversity down to an art.”

      “And what have you learned?” the witch challenged. “Have you learned you can trust no one but yourself? Have you learned people always look out for themselves first? Have you learned you are powerless in a world where there are those who wield magic and have all the power?”

      My mouth dropped open as I stared at the back of the book behind which she was crouched. “Wow. Someone really did a number on you. Are you sure it wasn’t a man?”

      Apparently, that was all she could handle. To be fair, I was a lot to handle. She slammed the book, grabbed a cloak, and stalked to the door. “I’m going out. You don’t want to leave. You love it here. It’s your favorite place ever.” The door closed hard enough to shake the cottage.

      “This is my favorite place,” I sang. “My best friend Assy is here. Where else could I possibly want to be?”

      Maybe with your sister or that guy you think you could fall in love with, the voice pointed out.

      I was sure it had a point, but it made me feel wrong. I didn’t like to be wrong. “Moving on,” I said, returning my attention to the diary. With Gisele gone, I was free to read without the worry of her catching me.

      

      October 30, 995

      

      Tomorrow is Samhain. It is the only time of the year the spirits will share their power with the living as the veil between the dead and living will be lifted. I have made all the necessary preparations for the incantations, and I have the offerings for the ones who would bless me with magic. My twin sister will no longer be the only one who wields power in our legacy.

      

      Frowning, I flipped back to the very beginning of the diary, to the pages I’d simply skipped. I wanted to see if there was anything about Gisele not being a witch. According to the entry I’d just read, there’d been a time in her life when she’d had no magical ability.

      I was in luck. The first page seemed to contain her first ever diary entry. “What happened to you, you evil little witch?” Okay, so she really wasn’t so little, but saying ‘you evil big witch’ didn’t sound as good.

      

      December 3, 994

      

      Why does she not understand? She is my twin sister. We have been together since our mother carried us in her womb, yet she looks at me as if I am a stranger.

      I only want to be like her. Myra has no idea what it is that flows in her veins. She has the power to control, not only herself and her destiny, but also others as well. She is never beholden to the whims of another person because she has magic. I have nothing. I am nothing.

      Today, she held my hand and let me feel what she does all the time. The power was incredible. I felt invincible. Yet, she does nothing with it. Why? I asked how she could essentially hide this part of her, and she said she didn’t want it to own her. What does that mean? The magic is her.

      She told me she knew certain spells, but she did not know how she knew them. They were just there, in her mind. I asked her to show me a spell, and she made a flower grow in seconds from a seed. I suppose that is helpful when we need our garden to grow food more quickly, but I wanted to see something that revealed her superiority to everyone else. I asked her to mix a spell that would allow her to control a person.

      Myra had gasped, then practically yelled at me. She went on and on about how taking someone’s free will was cruel and evil. I suggested making her crush, William, want to be with her. Would that really be cruel? I mean, it wasn’t like she was going to hurt him. How would it be evil? Myra claimed she did not want him unless he chose her of his own desire, not because of a spell she had cast.

      Ridiculous, that is what she is being. She is wasting this amazing power. Why was she the twin born with it? I would have used it correctly. I would have proven I was worthy of the magic.

      I am not going to give up. I will figure out a way to get magic of my own. With or without my sister’s help.

      

      “Holy baby gods,” I whispered. Gisele hadn’t been born a witch. Instead, her twin, Myra, of all people, had been. Myra was the woman who had helped Allete and Torben. She wasn’t evil, twisted, or creepy. How on earth had she and Gisele come from the same woman, let alone the same womb at the same time? Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe the midwife swapped Myra’s real twin with another child because she was drunk on mead from celebrating the blessing of new children. Seemed reasonable. Okay, it didn’t. Not reasonable at all.

      Now you attempt to be reasonable?

      “Quiet, you damn menace,” I all but growled at the voice.

      I turned to the next page, anxious to see what Gisele did next. This was better than any book I had ever read back in the palace library. I did wish I had some cucumber sandwiches and lemonade. It would make this time reading with my friend Assy absolutely perfect. Because this was my favorite place to be—in Gisele’s hut. Why did that not sound right? I knew it was. I shook my head, then began reading again.

      

      January 3, 995

      It has been a month since I began this documentation of my path to power.

      

      “Wow, someone thinks they are awfully high and mighty,” I said under my breath.

      

      I’ve managed to convince Myra that I simply like seeing the fun little tricks she can do. It took a few days to convince her I was no longer power hungry. But she finally believes me. It would be so much more fun if she could just see things my way.

      

      “I think that’s how we all feel, witch, but we don’t all become evil simply because people don’t see things our way,” I said. Yes, I was talking to a book. It was no weirder than talking to a rat. I thought. Maybe.

      

      So far, she has shown me her ability to heal maladies with various potions. She has treated several people in our village, though they only think her concoctions consist of simple herbs. If they knew that magic was involved, they would lynch Myra in an instant.

      She has held my hands and shared her thoughts with me! I will admit that was pretty amazing—to hear my twin in my head as if we were really one. It made me ache for the closeness we once had. Now, things are strained between us.

      Last night, she formed a ball of light in her hand from a crystal. I asked her where she got the crystal, and she said a butterfly led her to it. I asked if it had spoken to her, and she said it hadn’t spoken with words but emotions. She could feel the desire of the butterfly. I asked if she felt she could control the butterfly, to tell it to go find a flower for instance. Myra had said she believed so.

      I imagined all the ways I could use animals to my own benefit. I could have a cat that eavesdropped on the conversations of others, then report them back to me. I could have wolves at my beck and call. Owls and ravens telling me of the things happening in other villages. And yet, my sister was consorting with butterflies.

      By the gods, the girl has no clue. I asked if she knew anyone else with her powers, and she hesitated. She always hesitates when she is about to lie. Poor Myra has never been a good liar. She finally admitted she did know someone. The witch, Evelyn, had apparently felt Myra’s magic and sought her out. When I asked more about her, Myra snapped to drop it and forget the woman. Of course, that only makes me want to meet her more.

      I had a name and persistence on my side. I plan to find Evelyn to discover exactly why my dear sister wants nothing to do with a woman who could no doubt help her with her magic.

      

      “Well that can’t be good,” I said to Assy. “What do you think? If I were a betting woman, and I am, I would bet this Evelyn woman played a very big part in why Gisele is cutting up crows in a creepy cottage instead of growing pretty flowers and frolicking with butterflies.”

      Assy made a chirping noise I interpreted as agreement, though I admitted it really was more likely her telling me to let her go and forget the whole friendship thing. “Fat chance, Assy.” I chuckled. “You and I are in it for the long haul.”

      “Did you ever consider that I am Assy?” the voice suddenly spoke up.

      I slowly turned my head back to the rat that stared at me from the cage. “Nah-uh,” I said slowly. “Seriously? Gisele was right? You can talk?”

      “If I’m so inclined. Now that we’re buddies, let’s you and I figure out a way to escape this wretched place,” Assy said.

      I frowned. “Why? This is my favorite place to be.”

      “Do you hear yourself? Look around at this cottage. How could this be your favorite place to be? Surely your taste isn’t that bad. You just said this house is creepy,” Assy pointed out.

      “I think I liked it better when you just chirped,” I said.

      I turned the page in the diary just as the door to the cottage opened. Closing the book fast, I then slipped it down my legs until it slid to the floor with a soft thud. “Did you have a good outing?” I asked as I smiled at Gisele.

      She stared at me with cold eyes and tight lips. “You’re too damn chipper. Be less chipper.”

      Frowning, I tried to deepen my voice. “I hope your outing was horrible, and you broke an ankle.”

      “Better,” she huffed, then dropped several dead rabbits on the table.

      “Couldn’t you do better than that?” I asked. “Only pathetic witches kill less than five bunnies in a day.”

      Gisele stabbed a knife into the table next to the rabbits. “Careful. Don’t be chipper, but don’t be insulting, either. Find a happy medium.”

      “There’s always someone who takes it too far,” I said, nodding and pointing at myself “Hello, I’m that girl.”

      Gisele grumbled something under her breath that sounded a lot like ‘should just kill that girl and save myself the headache,’ as she began to skin the rabbits.

      “I know how to make a decent rabbit stew,” I said. “Cook taught me how one day because I kept coming into her kitchen. She said if I was going to drive her mad, then I was going to at least make myself useful while doing it.”

      “Why are you talking?” Gisele asked, flicking her eyes up to me and then back to the bloody rabbits.

      “I like to talk.”

      “No, you don’t. You hate talking. It’s the worst,” she huffed.

      Tilting my head, I tapped my chin. Then I blanched. “Nope. I really do like talking. Allete says I just like the sound of my own voice. She’s probably right.”

      Gisele tossed down the knife, then dipped up some of the liquid in the cauldron. She handed the ladle to me. “Drink this. You like it.”

      I took the ladle, then tipped it back. When I swallowed, I immediately gagged. “It’s great,” I practically gurgled.

      Gisele stared at me for so long I was beginning to wonder if what I drank had made me grow a third eye.

      “You hate talking. It’s the worst,” she said.

      “Very much so,” I agreed. “I loathe talking. I’ll shut up now.”

      “Really? Doesn’t that seem strange to you? Who loathes talking?” Assy asked.

      “Apparently me, so leave me alone. I don’t want to talk,” I replied in my mind. Since Assy had been hearing me in my thoughts before, I figured she could probably still hear me. I was right.

      “And you’re not disturbed that a rat can hear your thoughts…or vice versa?”

      I shrugged. “I’m in the cottage of a witch who is beyond evil, yet it’s my favorite place to be and I loathe talking. Is talking to a rat, even in my thoughts, really that strange?” I supposed she must have figured I had a point because she didn’t respond.
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        “If you meet an oracle, make sure you don’t let her die until she reveals all of her secrets. This process may take some time. By the time her secrets are revealed, you will probably want to kill her yourself. Try and refrain until you have all the information you need. I realize it will be tough, but I believe in you.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “If you tell me to pee on this book, I might have to hit you with it,” I said to Myra as I glared at her from where I stood in the small kitchen.

      She quirked an eyebrow. “It’s an idea.”

      “A bad idea,” I pointed out.

      “Do you have any alternative suggestions?” she asked.

      I began pacing, which I seemed to be doing an inordinate amount lately…unless I was sitting and tapping my fingers on the table. The finger tapping seemed to annoy Myra, which, in my opinion, was a positive thing, but she didn’t quite feel that way.

      “What about salt?” I said. “Isn’t salt used in spells and stuff?” I thought I remembered reading that somewhere. Or maybe Dayna had told me.

      “Sometimes, but Hilda wasn’t a witch,” Myra said.

      I pursed my lips and asked, “Are you sure about that? Everything surrounding this book seems pretty magical to me.”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Myra said. “I’ll admit Hilda could be quite cantankerous, but she was no witch. Her magic is different from mine.”

      “How?” I asked. “I really don’t understand how it’s different. Isn’t magic just magic?”

      “That’s like saying trees are trees,” Myra said. “Trees may have the same properties, trunks, limbs, and leaves, but they are not the same. They are shaped differently, they grow at different speeds, they smell differently, and they serve different purposes.”

      “Okay, I get that, so how is your magic different from Hilda’s?”

      Leaning back in her chair, she folded her hands in her lap. Myra’s hair was spun up into a bun on her head, and her eyes were intense for one of her age. “A witch’s magic is tied to nature,” she began. “The energy that feeds my power is drawn from the very elements around me. The wind, the earth, the water, and the fire. Each element gives my magic a different magical property. For instance, water can be used for a cleansing or healing spell. Fire can make a purification spell…or a cloaking spell because fire produces smoke. Are you with me?”

      I nodded. Having stopped my incessant pacing, I took the seat on the other side of the table from her and rested my elbows on the table’s surface. “Please, continue.”

      “Earth can create spells for beautification or for life. Wind or air can create spells that suffocate or cleanse in a different way than water. They can be combined to increase their power. But I cannot create magic without them.”

      “And my magic? Is it not tied to the elements?” I asked.

      She slowly shook her head. “Your magic is tied to your very essence. It is a living part of your body. In your blood, your skin, your bones, and your soul. There is no Allete without your magic. It cannot be taken from you and should someone try, it would kill you.”

      “Well, that’s encouraging.”

      Myra shrugged. “Just a fact. A witch can be stripped of her magic. But oracles are special in a different way. I have no idea everything an oracle is capable of, but I know their magic isn’t limited to healing or seeing the future.” She paused. ”Tell me briefly about your encounter with Gisele. How did you have the unfortunate luck of meeting her?”

      I told Myra all about what happened after being kidnapped by Magnus. About the awful time on the ship before arriving at Calder’s clan.

      “My sister must be blocking me in some way because I have not seen her in any of my scrying. I knew you’d come in contact with Calder, but Gisele was never present in anything I saw. She must have a reason for working with Calder,” Myra said, speaking more to herself than to me.

      “What might that be?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Gisele never does anything that won’t benefit her.”

      “Well, I didn’t get that impression at all. She seemed entirely altruistic when I met her,” I said, my tone of voice in complete contrast with my words. “I found her quite lovely.”

      “About as lovely as sitting on a cactus.” Myra chuckled.

      “Was she always that way?” I asked. I still found it unbelievable that this woman was Gisele’s twin sister, not the least of which because Gisele appeared young and beautiful. Myra appeared to have been around when dirt was invented. And I couldn’t for the life of me picture Gisele as a child. How could anyone so wicked ever have been an innocent little one?

      “In some ways, yes, she was always…I’m not sure evil is the right word, but she was certainly willing to do evil things to get what she wanted. I think she was born with an innate need for power, for control. But she hid it well. And she didn’t know how to get the power she craved. Until she came into contact with magic for the first time. Then, I believe, her path became crystal clear to her,” Myra explained.

      “How did she first encounter magic?”

      Myra hung her head, letting out a laugh that sounded anything but amused. “Where do you think? Her lovely twin sister.”

      My eyes widened. “You?”

      She nodded. “You see, I was born a witch. Gisele, however, was not. She had no magical ability to speak of. When I started to realize I was different, that I had power, I wanted her to experience it, too. She was, after all, my twin sister. We did everything together. But when I began to come into power and she did not, a wedge was driven between us. I’d do anything to remove it. So, I thought I could remove the wedge by allowing her to feel what I was experiencing. But from the moment she felt my magic for the first time, things changed. She changed.”

      “She saw all the ways the magic could benefit herself?” I said.

      “Exactly. It was all about her and what she could gain.” Myra sighed. “I lost my sister that day. After that, she was never the same.”

      “I’m sorry, Myra. I miss my sisters, even Lizzy back home, who I am not as close to. I can’t imagine what it was like to lose your sister to something that was more captivating to her than your relationship.”

      “A lot of time has passed since then. The girl I once knew is long gone now.”

      “I’m going to ask you this and I hope it doesn’t sound rude, but why does she appear so young?”

      She chuckled. “And why do I look old?”

      “You said it, not me.” I laughed, rolling my eyes.

      “She uses blood magic to keep herself young and beautiful. Mixing blood with any of the elements makes it stronger. The addition of blood gives a witch the power to make the magic obey their commands and follow their will. With that type of magic a witch can do almost anything, including make oneself beautiful. She has kept herself young by using the life force of others,” Myra explained.

      “What do you mean by life force?” I asked.

      “I mean, I doubt she stops with a little scratch on the hand as you did.”

      My eyes went wide. “You mean she has killed people to get their blood?” My stomach turned. How could someone take another person’s life for their own personal gain? I could understand self-defense. But I couldn’t understand cold-blooded murder.

      Myra shrugged. “She is what she is, and nothing will change her at this point. She is too far gone.”

      We just quietly sat there for a few minutes. I wondered if, like me, Myra was taking a moment to mourn the loss of someone to the clutches of evil. I didn’t know Gisele, other than the brief, awful, encounters I’d had with her, but it made me sad she’d chosen the path of evil.

      “Enough with the history lesson and the stroll down the dark, morbid memory lane,” Myra said as she rubbed her hands together. “We need to figure this out.” She pointed to the book that was sitting in the center of the table.

      “I say we chuck it in the ocean and let the fish eat it,” I grumbled.

      “I know you’re frustrated. I am, too,” Myra said. “But time is of the essence. If there’s anything in this book about what is to come of the battle with Cathal and the joining of the clans, or even the fall of Calder, we need to know. Are you sure you haven’t had any dreams? Maybe something that feels like more than a dream?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m so tired I don’t even dream at night.” Frowning, I glared at the book. It had become the bane of my existence. “Tell me your secrets, you pesky leather-bound nuisance.”

      “I’m sure that should work,” Myra chortled.

      “We’ve tried all of your bright ideas.”

      “Not peeing,” Myra interrupted.

      I ignored her. “Maybe it is time to be a little ridiculous—without the urine,” I added quickly. “Hilda, after all, could be quite ridiculous.”

      Myra tapped her chin as she rested her elbow on the small table. Every evening after my training for the past two nights, we’d come back to the hut and worked on trying to open the book. Now that it was open, on this third night, we were trying to figure out how to get the pages to reveal their contents. I was certain Hilda hadn’t buried a blank book. If she had, I might have to bring her back from the grave just to hit her over the head with it.

      “You may be right,” the witch finally said. “Hilda was nothing if not unconventional.”

      “We’ve said spells. We’ve used blood. We’ve used herbs.” I ticked them off on my fingers. “What are we missing that the crazy, old oracle would find amusing?”

      “There doesn’t seem to be any oracle magic on it. Otherwise, your spit would have worked again,” Myra pointed out. “Perhaps she used elemental magic.”

      “But you said she wasn’t a witch.”

      “True, but maybe she knew you would have a witch’s help.”

      “Are you telling me the woman knew you would be here helping me? That would be the only reason she would use elemental magic, right?”

      “She was an oracle, Allete,” Myra pointed out for the hundredth time. “I’m sure there is much she saw she never shared with anyone. Things only she needed to know. Perhaps she saw my assistance in a vision.”

      “I remember her telling me once the future wasn’t set in stone. Even the things she saw could change because of people’s abilities to change their minds. What if you had changed your mind and not decided to come help me? If she knew there was even a small chance you might not come, why would she take such a great risk?”

      “Whatever she saw must have convinced her I wouldn’t veer from my course,” she answered. She stood then and headed out the door. “Just stay there. I’ll be right back.”

      I sat there, eyes on the open door, wondering what she was doing. After less than a minute, Myra returned with a handful of dirt.

      “I don’t think this will be it since the book was buried in the earth, but we will try,” she explained as she sprinkled the dirt onto the book pages. “Earth, rich of life-giving soil, show us the words for which we toil.”

      We both stared expectantly, but nothing happened. After a couple of minutes, I sighed. “That would have been too easy.”

      Myra dusted the dirt off the book, and I made a mental note to sweep the floor later.

      “What now?”

      “Air,” she said as she picked up the book and held it up to her face, flat on her palms. “Breath of life, I breathe on thee. Reveal your treasure, let us see.” She took a deep breath, then slowly blew the air out, moving her face around so her breath touched the pages.

      Ironically, I was holding my breath as I waited, hoping this would work. But again, several minutes later, there was nothing. “I’m beginning to hate magical books.”

      “I’m beginning to think they don’t like us too much, either,” she replied.

      I snorted. “Hilda probably enchanted the thing to loathe royal blood.”

      “I’m sorry, but if she did, I will laugh my backside off,” Myra said unabashedly.

      “Water next?” I asked, because I didn’t see how she could use fire without burning the damn book to a crisp. “I wonder if it has to be consecrated somehow.”

      “It shouldn’t matter,” Myra said. “Water is water.” She set the book on the table, then walked over to the pot of water hanging in the hearth. It was cool now since I had boiled it the day before so we would have clean drinking water. She dipped the ladle in before returning to the table. Dipping her fingers in the water, Myra sprinkled the droplets on the blank pages and said, “Cleansing water, refreshing flow, reveal the words and what they show.”

      When that didn’t work, I threw my hands up in the air and growled. “You have got to be kidding me! Fire?”

      “Or smoke,” Myra said.

      “You know it’s not smoke. Not after all this. That old bitty made fire the thing that would reveal the words. It has to be, and it’s perfect because she would think it was hilarious. The fact that fire would usually destroy a book in a matter of minutes would be the thing that actually makes the book reveal its contents.”

      “Might as well get it over with,” Myra said.

      We moved the pot from the hearth, then lit the wood. When the fire was crackling nicely, we both got on our knees in front of it. I held the book open in my hands. “Now what?”

      “Hold it into the fire,” Myra said as if that were the most normal thing in the world and the act wouldn’t melt the skin from my bones.

      “Of course,” I muttered. “Why wouldn’t I hold a book into a fire? How silly of me to even have to ask.”

      “You’re stalling.”

      “No shite, witch,” I growled. “I’m not eager to feel the pain of fire. I usually try to avoid getting burned, if possible. It’s not high on my list of pastimes.”

      “Just get it over with. If Hilda wants fire to reveal the words, then she will have made it so the fire wouldn’t hurt you.”

      “I hope you’re not just blowing smoke up my petticoat.” I raised up a bit on my knees so I could lean forward. The heat of the fire was intense, but it wasn’t burning me so far. After another second of hesitation, I plunged the book into the fire along with my hands. I gasped. I could feel the heat on my skin, but the searing pain I expected never came.

      “Told ya,” Myra muttered.

      “Yeah, yeah. Gloat all you want. It wasn’t your hands going into the fire,” I said.

      Myra ignored me as she began another spell as she’d done for the previous elements. “Refining fire, bright and bold, reveal on your pages what you’ve been told.”

      I took a sharp intake of breath when I began to see a subtle change in the open pages. “Something is happening.”

      Myra scooted closer. I worried she might topple into the flames if she wasn’t careful. Then I couldn’t help but wonder if I fell into the flames while holding the book, would the rest of me burn or would the magic prevent me from going up in a fiery inferno just like it was doing with my hands?

      “Well, I’ll be a witch’s cauldron.” Myra chuckled.

      Refocusing my gaze on the book, I nearly dropped it as I read the words that appeared.

      “Took you two long enough. I was beginning to think I’d be reincarnated into a second life before you figured out how to read my book.”

      “Is she insulting us from the grave?” I glared at the book as if it were Hilda sitting right in front of me. What could I say—the woman brings out the best in me, even in death?

      “Looks that way.”

      I shook my head. Starting to pull the book from the flames, I stopped abruptly. “Do we have to leave it in the fire to read it? Or can we take it out now?”

      “You’ll have to pull it out and see. There’s no telling with that oracle.”

      I was beginning to sweat from the heat of the fire, so I decided it was worth getting out of there, even if for a few minutes. If the words faded, I’d go back in.

      When we were both seated at the table, the book angled between us, I was relieved to see the words hadn’t faded. “Thank the gods for that. I really didn’t want to have to sit in the fire to read the blasted thing. I would have, but I would have complained the whole time.”

      “I’ve no doubt you would,” Myra said, a smirk on her wrinkled face.

      “All right, time to dig in,” I said. I flipped all the way back to the beginning of the book. “Shall I read out loud?”

      Myra nodded, getting comfortable in the chair.

      “Within this book are the prophecies, spells, magics, and thoughts of Hilda, Oracle of Clan Hakon,” I began. “Those who read this book and do not possess the magic to deserve it will understand nothing and face consequences for their breach of privacy. Heed my words, interloper. I will not let your attempt at thievery go unpunished.”

      Pausing, I lifted my brow as I grinned at Myra. “Sounds like she expected someone to find the book, someone besides us.”

      Myra’s face was grim as her eyes met mine. “Let’s hope she was wrong.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 15]
        

      

      
        
        “There are many reasons to go to into battle. Many things have driven me to fight. And I’ve never been afraid. Not of losing, not of dying. But today, I fight for the one I love. And, for the first time ever, I’m scared. I’m terrified I won’t come through for her.”

      

        

      
        ~Brant

      

      

      The fresh, salty air assaulted my senses as I carried another box of supplies onto the longboat, then handed it off to one of Albric’s men. I loved being on the sea. It was home away from home for me. I loved the salt in the air, the heat of the sun off the water, and the crisp coldness when I dipped my hands below the surface

      The week had crawled. I’ve been waiting on pins and needles for Albric’s men to gather from the far reaches of his kingdom. Other than gathering supplies and weapons, I’ve had little to occupy my mind over that period. Albric made the decision to take his forces to war and leave only a handful of men behind to guard the palace.

      As far as he knew, there was no Calder, no evil witch, and his daughter, Dayna, wasn’t being held prisoner against her will. Thomas had stuck to his agreement not to tell his uncle anything about Dayna. The decision wasn’t an easy one. I’d turned it over in my mind the entire journey to England. With every oar stroke, my mind changed. On the one hand, if I had told the king his daughter was being held captive, he likely would have immediately summoned whatever forces he could and flown toward Clan Thornag’s settlement to try to rescue her, declaring war on any northern clan he passed along the way. At first, I thought this preferable, as it might mean my Dayna was back in my arms sooner rather than later. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized it was the wrong strategy. Not only would it hurt relations between the Northmen and the English, something Torben was trying to repair, but it also put Dayna at greater risk.

      Dayna wasn’t a high-value prisoner. She had no special gifts like her sister Allete. Beyond being a bargaining chip because of her royal status, what use was she to Calder and Gisele? None. If Albric landed with an army, Calder or Gisele would likely slit Dayna’s throat without a second thought. No, the more sensible move was to utilize stealth to rescue Dayna. I wasn’t the stealthiest of men, but I was much quieter than an English army. I’d just have to slip in and steal her back before anyone knew she was missing.

      I already had a plan, well…the beginnings of a plan. Actually, it wasn’t so much of a plan as I’d simply made up my mind to slip away when no one was watching and sail as fast as possible to Clan Thornag under the cover of darkness. I’d figure out the rest along the way.

      I decided to take the ship in which I’d arrived. Torben and I had originally planned to use this ship to transport Albric and his men back to Ravenscar. But Albric had salvaged two more ships from the burned wreckage Cathal had left behind and made them ready to sail to travel to meet Torben. While my third ship would be of value in transporting additional men, Albric would just have to do without it. Sorry, Your Majesty, it’s for your daughter.

      Much more difficult was finding a skeleton crew to help me pilot the thing. I could have asked Thomas for assistance, but I didn’t want him to know my plans. I’d already asked him to lie about one thing to the king. I wouldn’t ask him to tell even more lies. All Northmen prided themselves on their seafaring acumen, and I was no different. I could sail a hollow log across the English Channel blindfolded with both hands tied behind my back. But the lumbering English cog I was forced to pilot was cumbersome and would take more than just one man, no matter how skilled. Unfortunately, I was completely alone in this foreign land and had no idea who I could trust. I couldn’t simply grab a couple of Albric’s guards and force them to accompany me across the water to the crags of Scandinavia to rescue the king’s daughter. And by the way, guys, don’t tell the king where we’re going You know, just in case he asks. But I would have to figure out something quick. Every day that passed brought with it more anxiety, more fear that Dayna was being hurt, tortured, or worse.

      That evening, Albric called a final meeting to discuss our plans. I made it a point to notice everyone in attendance, hoping to find an ally. Thankfully, once I was gone, Thomas would be able to assist his uncle because Albric wouldn’t know how to get back to Clan Hakon. He might have a general idea and he might be able to find it eventually, but time was of the essence. We needed the English fighting force to meet Torben as quickly as possible. Not only that, the last foreigner to land on northern shores, King Cathal, hadn’t exactly left a good impression. It wouldn’t do to have Albric wandering up and down the beaches of Ravenscar asking, ‘excuse me, can you give me directions to Clan Hakon?’ One of my countrymen from another clan might decide to take his head off rather than point him in the right direction. Therefore, leaving the exact coordinates of Clan Hakon with Thomas would be perfect. Hopefully, he won’t rat me out before I was able to get away.

      One of Albric’s subjects, a wealthy nobleman by the look of him, addressed the king. “Aren’t we taking a substantial risk here, Your Majesty, by sending so many of our army away to war? Our shores are hardly invulnerable, even with our entire force here defending it.” He cast a withering glance in my direction, as if I had somehow assaulted his castle and kidnapped the king’s daughters.

      Okay, so I did infiltrate it, but I did everything I could to stop the actual kidnapping itself. I chose to ignore him. Now was the time to forge alliances, not new enemies. Gods knew we’d had plenty of those already.

      King Albric narrowed his eyes on the man. The look the king gave his subject was almost as bad as the one the spoiled nobleman had just given me. “We are. It is a risk we must take. We cannot allow the insult King Cathal has dealt us to stand. His attack was merely a precursor, I fear. A test to determine not only our strength, but also our resolve. If we don’t answer in kind, he’ll know England is ripe for the plucking. His next attack will be in force. In truth, we are weak. You know our military isn’t strong enough to protect our lands. For that, I take responsibility. But I aim to change that. And it starts with allies in the north like Clan Hakon and others. Peace with the Northmen will not only remove them as a threat, but also help us to grow stronger together.

      I agreed with the king wholeheartedly. Men like Cathal only understood one thing—violence. He wouldn’t stop until England was under this control. And then, no clan, village, settlement, city, or kingdom within a thousand miles would be safe.

      The meeting soon broke up with little more said. The men were of grave countenance as each returned to his own designated room in the palace. They knew they were sending their own armies into danger, and some of them would not return. But they also recognized the necessity of Albric’s decision.

      But not all was lost, at least for me. I’d spotted one man at the meeting I felt I could trust with the coordinates of Clan Hakon, a weathered gray officer by the name of Captain Clay. He appeared to be the most loyal and levelheaded man amongst Albric’s advisors. It was a gamble, but I was desperate. As I sought him out, I prayed to the gods I was making the right decision.

      I found the captain speaking to two guards at the front door of the palace. I waited until the guards left and then approached him, just as he was about to head in the opposite direction.

      “Captain,” I said just loud enough he would hear me. He stopped and turned to face me.

      “Brant? Did you need something?” he asked. Apparently, he could tell by the expression of consternation on my face that I wasn’t simply hailing him for a chat about the weather. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is as good as it can be, but I wish to speak with you in private. I’ve something to share with you of a sensitive nature,” I said.

      Clay watched me for several seconds, then nodded and motioned for me to follow. We walked down the corridor, then descended a flight of stairs. The air grew cool and stale, which told me that we were entering the bowels of the castle. When we reached the bottom of the staircase, Clay led me through a door and into a small room.

      “Close the door behind you,” he commanded. When I did, the small space became completely dark until Clay struck a match and lit an oil lamp and a couple of candles. The light they emitted was enough for me to see I was in a cramped library of sorts. Bookshelves overflowing with leather-bound tomes, bottles of ink, quills, and scraps of parchment, both big and small, surrounded me. There was a wooden desk and two chairs. Clay sat in one, motioning for me to take the other.

      “This is my personal study,” Clay said. “King Albric gave it to me when he saw I had a need to get away, but he couldn’t have me far from the castle or guards. It’s nice to have a place where I can read or think or sleep without interruptions every few minutes.”

      I chuckled, sure Torben could appreciate what Clay said. Leaders were seldom allowed time to themselves.

      “Now, what can I help you with, Brant?”

      “Before I tell you, I need your word you won’t go to Albric until the appointed time…after he’s sailed for Ravenscar. The news is grim, and it may cloud his judgment. Much depends upon him. He must sail to the aid of Clan Hakon. My jarl believes the fate of both our people depends upon it.”

      Clay frowned. “I cannot make such an oath. Surely, you know that, Brant. Lying to the king, even by omission, is treason. Could you make such an oath to betray your jarl?”

      I sucked in a deep breath. What he said was true. I would never promise to keep anything from Torben, so I tried another tact. Clay had been in Albric’s service a long time, and he’d guarded the princesses for their entire lives. I hoped he’d developed a soft spot for the youngest Auvray daughter. I exhaled. “What if I told you Dayna’s life depended on it?”

      Clay’s eyes sharpened. “What do you mean?”

      “I cannot say more, Captain. I want to. But, for her sake, I must be certain you will not deliver this news to her father.”

      Sitting taller, he spoke slowly. “My life has been devoted to the protection of everyone in the royal family. I would lay it down willingly to protect any of them, including Dayna. Still, Brant, you ask a hard thing of me.” He shook his head.

      “You are a man of honor, Clay,” I said. “Which is why I’ve chosen to entrust this information to you. I believe you’ll do what is best—not just for your king, but also for his daughter as well.”

      Several moments passed, but the captain said nothing. I stared directly into the man’s eyes, pleading, hoping he would see the sincerity in my own. Finally, he spoke. “I believe you, too, are a man of honor, Northman. And I trust you. But I cannot knowingly withhold information from the king without good reason.”

      I felt myself deflate. My plan was unraveling. “However,” he continued, “I will make this promise to you, Brant. Tell me the information, and I will weigh it carefully. If I feel it is in the best interest of the kingdom to deliver the information after we have sailed to Ravenscar, then I will do so. You have my word. It is toeing the line of obedience to my king, but if it helps protect Dayna to withhold the information from Albric for a short amount of time, I will do it. I can only hope he will understand. It is the best I can do to retain my honor and protect the kingdom. And I must ask, what about Thomas? Is he aware of the danger his cousin is in? If so, has he agreed not to tell the king?”

      I groaned inwardly. Clay was putting me in a very tight spot. If I told him Dayna was a captive and he relayed that information to Albric, all hope of her rescue was gone. All hope of defeating Cathal was gone. Still, the captain was acting honorably. I cannot say I wouldn’t have done the exact same thing in his position. I hated to trust him, or anyone for that matter, with Dayna’s life on the line, but I had no choice. If he didn’t help me, I’d likely not be able to rescue Dayna anyway.

      “Thomas is aware and has agreed to keep it a secret for now.” I paused and then just blurted out, “Dayna wasn’t rescued with Allete.”

      His face registered no reaction. He’d likely puzzled that much out when I’d first mentioned the girl.

      “What’s happened?” he asked, his voice low.

      “Remember when I told Albric they’d been rescued?”

      “Yes.”

      “I meant Allete and our clan’s oracle, Hilda, who’d traveled with Magnus when he captured Allete and Dayna. Unfortunately, Hilda is in the afterlife, where mouthy oracles go after they’ve passed on.”

      “You’d best start from the beginning, Brant.”

      “I don’t know if we have time for that,” I said. “But here’s what happened, as quickly as I can tell it. When Magnus left England, he took the king’s daughters to his brother’s clan in Denmark, Clan Thornag. There, he made a deal with his brother, Calder, in exchange for sanctuary. Magnus gave Dayna to Calder as a prisoner.”

      Clay’s eyes darkened as I spoke about one of his former charges being traded amongst Vikings like so much chattel. I was sure my own eyes reflected a similar sentiment. “But Calder had a witch in his employ,” I continued. “The witch killed our oracle, then took Dayna as a prisoner. Magnus, however, escaped with Allete. After he sailed back, he challenged Torben for the leadership of the clan. You know the rest.”

      “So Allete is safe at your clan, but Dayna is being held by Calder?”

      “Or with the witch,” I replied. “We cannot be certain. But I aim to get her back.”

      “A witch?” Clay growled.

      “I see you’ve had dealings with witches before,” I said dryly.

      “I’ve come across a few in my day, none of them any good,” he said.

      “From what Allete has said, the witch working with Calder is as bad as they come.”

      “And she has Dayna…” he muttered.

      “I give you my word, Clay,” I said. “I’m going to rescue Dayna. But I need you to get these coordinates,” I pulled a folded piece of parchment from the pocket of my breeches, “to Albric. They will take you all straight to Ravenscar. Thomas can help guide you there.”

      Clay’s brow furrowed. “You’re going alone?”

      I nodded. “That is why you mustn’t tell the king until you’ve already set sail. If I go alone, I might have a chance to get her back. But if he arrives on Calder’s shores in numbers, who knows what might happen? He might scare them into doing something terrible. I don’t want anything to hap—”

      “I’m sorry, Brant,” he interrupted, “but I must ask, why do you care what happens to Dayna? You don’t even know the princess.”

      Shifting uncomfortably, I scratched the nape of my neck. “Uh, actually, I do.”

      “How?”

      “Remember when your guard was infiltrated by Magnus’ men?”

      He made a noise of disgust, but then his eyes widened. “You were among them? Of course, I remember now. How could I have forgotten that?”

      “I had the…uh…pleasure of guarding the princess. We got to know one another. I guess we may have…formed a friendship of sort?”

      “A friendship?”

      Shifting again, I cast my eyes to the floor, but it was too late. He’d read the truth there.

      “You love her?”

      “I’m going to marry her.”

      Clay smirked. “Does she know this?”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll tie her to my side and force her down the aisle. The brat is stuck with me.”

      “She’s young,” Clay pointed out.

      “I’ll wait ‘til she’s old enough. But she’ll be staying with our clan even while I wait. She can sleep in the shieldmaidens’ hut. I don’t ever want to be apart from her. It tears me up inside that I wasn’t able to protect her.”

      “You sound like she’s as good as rescued.”

      In my mind, she was. No other outcome was acceptable. I simply gave a single nod because there was nothing else to say. I knew the expression on my face said it all.

      “I can’t let you do th—” he started, but I interrupted.

      “My mind is made up.”

      Clay held up his hand. “Wait,” he said calmly. “Listen. I was going to say I can’t let you do this alone. I will come with you. Thomas will be with the king on his journey to your clan. He can guide him and keep him calm about the fact you and I aren’t accompanying them.”

      I started to open my mouth, but he held up his hand again.

      “Do you even have a plan on how to get to Dayna?”

      “I was going to use the longboat I arrived on,” I explained.

      “What of a crew?” he challenged.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t exactly got all the details worked out yet.”

      “Just as I thought. You’re a hardened warrior, Brant. But you, too, are still young in some ways. I was young and hotheaded once, too. And I know what it’s like to be in love. It makes you do foolish things. You asked for an oath, and I promised to weigh your words carefully before I decided. I have. I will not tell Albric of Dayna’s capture if you allow me to accompany you to Calder’s clan.”

      I exhaled a breath I hadn’t even known I’d been holding, feeling as if a weight had been lifted from my chest. “I’d be grateful for your help,” I replied.

      “We can’t take any of the king’s men. They will need all they can get to help your clan defeat Cathal,” he said. “But I have some men down at the docks who owe me favors. I can get us a crew.”

      “The bare minimum,” I said. I didn’t want to put anyone else in unnecessary danger.

      Clay nodded. “Just enough to keep the ship moving in the water.”

      “And what about treason?” I asked, a small smile playing on my lips. Just a moment ago, the captain had seemed appalled by the idea of lying to his king, but now he was essentially deserting his post.

      “If Thomas is willing to keep this from his uncle because it could endanger Dayna’s safety to do otherwise, then I can only trust that Dayna’s cousin has her best interest at heart,” he said with a sly smile. “How could I go against Sir Thomas’s wisdom?”

      I had to admit I liked the way Clay thought.

      “I believe the king will agree I’ve acted in his best interest,” he continued. “You go ahead down to the boat. I’ll get these coordinates to Thomas, then gather the crew. Be prepared for grumbling about having to get up and sail in the middle of the night,” he warned.

      “You forget I fight alongside Northmen. Never was there a surlier lot. They grumble about the sky being too blue and the grass being too green.”

      Clay laughed. “Then you all should get along just fine.”

      We marched up the stairs and through the halls of the castle. When we reached the front door, we went our separate ways without a word. I headed down to the harbor, paying close attention to where I placed my feet so I didn’t stumble in the darkness. The moon was especially dim, which was bad for walking but good for trying to sail away undetected. I felt as if the gods were blessing my journey. There was a part of me that was even glad Clay was coming along. Not because I was afraid to go on my own, but because having backup was always smart and he seemed experienced and capable.

      When I finally made it to the ship, there were a few guards posted along the beach. One at each boat. I nodded to the one guarding the longship I’d arrived on.

      “Hail, friend,” he said as I approached. “Bit late to be out, isn’t it? Or do you Northmen require less sleep than the rest of us?”

      “I wish,” I replied. “I’m meeting Captain Clay to go over some of the cargo. Make sure everything’s set to go for tomorrow. How long have you been out here?”

      The guard tried hard not to appear tired. “Not too long,” he said.

      I knew this wasn’t true. I’d seen him at this post earlier that day. “Uh-huh. You’ve been here since well before dark.”

      He nodded.

      “Go take a break,” I said. “Your captain and I will be here to watch over things. I’ll come get you when we’re done.”

      He seemed like he was about to protest, but then Clay’s voice halted his words.

      “Weston,” Clay said as he came walking briskly down the opposite side of the beach where the other boats were docked. “Brant and I are going over the ships’ cargo, so we don’t have to waste time with it in the morning. I’ve relieved the other guards for a few hours while we do this. Get some rest. I’ll alert you when it’s time to return.”

      Weston looked as if he was about to sigh with relief, but he caught himself. He gave a sharp nod and turned on his heel, practically marching away.

      “He’s still new enough he watches his words and movements when he’s around me,” Clay said, his voice filled with amusement. Then he pivoted, cupped his hands around his mouth, and made a sound like a nightingale’s call. With seconds, a group of men came hurrying down the dock from the same direction in which he’d appeared.

      “Our crew,” he said, nodding toward the newcomers.

      “Well met.” I nodded, and they responded in kind. Thank the gods, I thought. When I’d decided to go after Dayna myself, I honestly hadn’t known if I could get to Clan Thornag, but I was willing to do anything to try. Treason, lying to guards, stealing a ship—none of it mattered.

      A thick fog had settled over the beach. I couldn’t see the castle. I’d bet if someone had been peering in our direction, they wouldn’t be able to see the dock or the ship slowly gliding away from it. The sea god had given his blessing. The crew worked quickly and quietly. I didn’t even need to give any commands. They clearly knew their way around an English cog. In minutes, we were far away from the harbor. No alarm sounded. No noise of any kind came from the shore. The wind was in our favor. If it kept up at the current speed, we would make it to Clan Thornag in just a few days’ time.
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        “If you come across a diary belonging to an evil witch, don’t read it. Or do read it. I don’t really care. But be advised, if you do choose to read the diary, you are going to read some disturbing stories…seriously disturbing.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

        

      
        July 10, 995

      

      

      I have finally found the witch Evelyn. It took months. I was beginning to believe that maybe Myra had just made the woman up to distract me from my quest to gain magic of my own. She should know better. Once I set my mind on something, I never give up until I get it.

      

      “Do you think their parents spoiled them? She sounds spoiled,” I said, glancing at Assy.

      Gisele had left early that morning without saying anything other than ‘this is your favorite place, never leave’. I wasn’t sure why she was worried. This place was stupendous, and I didn’t ever want to leave. It seemed silly she’d felt the need to keep reminding me.

      “Do you hear yourself right now?” Assy asked.

      “Which part? My thoughts or my out-loud words?” I asked.

      “Any of it,” Assy yelled.

      “Why don’t you speak with your mouth and not just your mind?” I asked, ignoring her scream.

      “The real question is why a rat is talking at all,” Assy points out. She was probably right, but that wasn’t important.

      “What is important is we figure out how Gisele became this crazy, evil madwoman,” I said, focusing on the diary. I’d admit I’d become a tad obsessed with it. Flipping the pages forward, I skimmed until I saw Evelyn’s name again.

      

      July 15, 995

      

      I finally was able to speak with the woman named Evelyn. I found someone who told me she lived in a nearby village, about a day’s walk from my own. Since then, I’d been on pins and needles, waiting for the opportunity when I’d be able to get away and seek her out. Two days ago, I did. My family traveled to a nearby village to trade. During the journey, I slipped away and made the trip to Evelyn’s village, knowing there would be hell to pay upon my return. There was. My parents caught sneaking in the back door of our cottage after dark the following evening. They, along with Myra, had searched for me the entire day. No one believed the story I’d wandered off and gotten lost.

      

      So, I got stuck doing all the chores, which is why I’m just now getting a chance to get this written down. Luckily, Myra, being the perfect twin she is, refused to make me do the chores by myself. She helped me, but she also badgered me to death to tell her where I’d really been. I wish I could trust her. I would love to tell her all Evelyn shared with me. But I have no way of knowing if she will tell our parents, and I can’t risk them preventing me from going back.

      As it turns out, Evelyn is indeed a witch. But she was not a born witch. She is a self-made witch! How splendid is that? It is only a matter of time before I get the woman to tell me her secrets.

      

      “We are all just dancing in the village square, let me tell you,” I muttered dryly. I could practically feel Gisele’s excitement from the old ink on the page, and continued to read on.

      

      Turns out, Myra isn’t the only one in our family with the potential to wield magic. Evelyn explained that anyone can become a magic user. However, those with magic in their blood—which I apparently had to have some residual magic because my twin is a natural witch—have an even greater aptitude for it than those with absolutely no magic anywhere in their family.

      Evelyn has told me that she will be able to teach me how to reach the magic hidden in my blood. I’m not powerless. Myra isn’t the only special one. There’s just one small price. I have to kill someone.

      

      Freezing, I stared at the words on the page, reading them over and over again. There’s just one small price. I have to kill someone. That was only a small price? A person’s life meant so little to Gisele, even at that young age? I couldn’t believe it.

      “Now are you ready to escape? At least try?” Assy asked.

      “Would I seem naive if I said maybe we can change her?” I asked.

      “You would seem as dumb as you have seemed from the moment you started climbing around on the floor searching for a rat to be your best friend.”

      “Well, at least you’re honest,” I said, then refocused on the diary. I was dreading what was to come. Had she actually wrote about the life or lives she’d taken? I didn’t want to know, yet I needed to. I had to know.

      

      I asked Evelyn who I would have to kill. She told me it was up to me. When I asked her how to choose, she told me it had to be someone I knew. She explained the power I would receive drew its strength from the blood bond between me and my…victim. Evelyn said the closer my relationship with the sacrifice, the more power I would gain. I didn’t want to ask the next question, but I did. The answer was exactly what I expected. If I wanted to be more powerful than Myra, I could take all of my sister’s power by taking her life. I wish I could say I hadn’t considered it, but that wouldn’t be true. The thought crossed my mind, if only briefly. But I dismissed it. I couldn’t kill my twin. Killing her would be like killing a part of myself.

      

      “Not to mention it would be really wrong,” I threw out just because I felt like, even now, decades later, the words needed to be said. And yes, I realized Gisele couldn’t hear me. She was out doing whatever it was she did during the day, and I was being completely inconsiderate by digging into her past. Even though I knew this was my favorite place, I was still under no delusions she wasn’t holding me captive. So, I figured we were even.

      “Are you sure you’re not being a little delusional?” Assy said. “She’s holding you captive, and she’s got you enchanted to believe you’re talking to a rat who is your new best friend. You think that’s completely rational?”

      “Are you feeling a little jealous?” I asked Assy. “You know Gisele doesn’t hold a candle to you.”

      “I was really worried about that,” the rat said. “I’d hate for anything to come between us.”

      The rat crouched in her cage, her beady eyes glancing around the room, her nose doing its usual little twitchy thing. “You do look very concerned.”

      “Told you I was.”

      That sounded exactly like something I would say—as if the rat’s voice and my own were the same. A strange thought crossed my mind. What if the rat were simply a projection of my own subconscious? I paused, then shook my head. “That would just be weird.”

      “So much weirder than a talking rat,” Assy added.

      I ignored the talking rat and went back to the diary, both anxiously anticipating what it would contain and simultaneously dreading the memories within. I was sure the book was about to reveal just how twisted little Gisele was…even as a child.

      

      It took me three days to decide who needed to die. Soon, I would gain the powers I had been denied at birth. The deed wasn’t as difficult to plan as I thought it would be…and even easier to execute.

      I chose Tate, the stable boy. He was actually a little older than a boy, but still not quite a man. He was a friend to Myra and me both, so the necessary emotional connection was satisfied. He trusted me, so luring him away was not a problem. I could spare you the gory details, but it’s important I relay the events. Evelyn said the moment of sacrifice is extremely powerful. She said if I connect in some meaningful way with my victim during the moment of their death, then the blood gains even more power. So, that was exactly what I planned to do.

      I lured Tate away from the village by telling him my horse had gone lame in a riding accident. I’d managed to make myself appear rather tussled by tearing my skirt and smearing dirt all over my face. He seemed quite sympathetic. As we were walking toward the woods, Tate began to flirt with me. I was surprised but not disappointed. I’d seen him flirt with Myra on many occasions, but she never seemed to understand what he was doing. He’d never paid me any attention. I wasn’t bitter. The boy wasn’t exactly the most sought-after male in the village. At seventeen, Myra and I were both the perfect marrying age, but our parents hadn’t pushed us to find suitors.

      As Tate continued to tease me and pay me compliments, I began to encourage his advancements. I giggled at his jokes and put my hand on his arm as I spoke to him, taking every opportunity to gaze at him with innocent doe eyes. We came to a clearing, and I feigned exhaustion. I sat upon a boulder and asked him to join me, which he willingly did. He had no idea someone was watching from the bushes, waiting for me to accomplish my task.

      It didn’t take long before we were staring at one another, our lips inching closer. It was my first kiss, and it didn’t stop there. Up until that moment, I’d never given much thought to how my first sexual experience with a male would feel. I’d always assumed it wouldn’t happen until my wedding night, in a feather bed, enveloped in the soft glow of lighted candles. Instead, it happened in the woods with a stable boy under the stars. A hopeless romantic might’ve thought the experience terribly exhilarating. It was, but not because of anything Tate was doing to me. Instead, I tingled with excitement because of what I knew I was about to do. Finally, I was about to get my power.

      Afterward, Tate rolled off me, panting. I continued to stare up at the sky. I hurt down there. I hadn’t expected the experience to be so painful. It was a good pain in some ways, but a pain, nonetheless. He rose up on an elbow, peering at me intently. I saw something in that gaze. Love, maybe. No, that wasn’t it. No, it was a fascination. A fascination with me, with my body, with what he’d just done. I could tell he thought himself a man now. And I realized it had been his first time as well.

      I could feel his body next to mine, completely relaxed. With his free hand, Tate rubbed my cheek softly with the back of a finger. I wiggled my skirts down to their proper place. As I did so, I retrieved a dagger from my riding clutch. Then I matched Tate’s posture and leaned up on my own elbow, my other arm resting behind my back, gripping the dagger. I inhaled deeply, trying to steady my breathing.

      “Thank you, Tate,” I whispered.

      I trembled, adrenaline coursing through my veins. The hand holding the knife shook. I knew I’d have to be quick. Evelyn had said the act wouldn’t be easy. She’d told me to strike quickly. To use all my force to thrust in the blade. Otherwise, the knife would glance aside, and all would be lost. She’d said she would intervene if I couldn’t complete the deed, but the power wouldn’t transfer to me unless I alone took his life. And that was exactly what I intended to do.

      “Thank you, Gisele,” he replied, staring deeply into my eyes. “That was amaz—”

      The rest of the words caught in this throat, unable to escape around the cold steel I’d just thrust into his neck. His eyes went wide. I’m sure mine were as well. He fell back, ripping the knife handle from my grasp. He clutched at his throat, his legs thrashing wildly, the knife still protruding from his neck. Tate’s gurgling and thrashing were the only sounds. It was as if every nocturnal creature in the woods had stopped to watch the boy in his final throes. Even the wind had stilled. The boy managed to wrench the knife free. When he did so, blood spurted up from his throat, covering us both. Had I been thinking rationally, I might’ve worried how I would explain the bloodstains to my parents. Instead, I was too excited. My entire body tingled as I crawled on top of him, my chest pressed to his. I wanted to feel him as he went still. I wanted to watch the light leave his eyes. I needed to experience his death as intimately as possible to ensure I received every last drop of power from the sacrifice. His blood was warm as it flowed over my hands. I took his face in my hands. He looked at me as if he wanted to say something. What? I couldn’t hazard a guess. Instead, he moaned, his eyes rolling into the back of his head. I placed my lips on his, then kissed him deeply. I imagined myself sucking every bit of life force from his body. Evelyn hadn’t said anything about that, yet it somehow seemed appropriate.

      “Well done,” a voice purred next to me. I rose to my knees, focusing on Evelyn. I had no way to express what I was feeling. Every nerve in my body seemed to be tingling. “Very well done,” she repeated. “Now, gather as much of his blood in your hands as possible.”

      I did as I was told. It wasn’t hard. The blood was still coming from Tate’s neck, though the flow was becoming a sticky trickle. Meanwhile, Evelyn reached down and grabbed her own handful of blood. After smearing it on her face, she stepped away. She began chanting and drawing a circle in the dirt around me with her foot. When the circle was complete, she stopped chanting and stared down at me.

      “When I say so, you drink the blood. Consume as much as you can. The more you imbibe, the more power you will steal.” I nodded.

      Evelyn spread her arms wide and threw her head back, facing the moon. The air became electric, and goose pimples formed on my skin. The wind, silent and still a moment ago, began to whip around the clearing with a fury. Evelyn’s loud voice rang out into the night.

      

      Spirits of darkness, pay heed to my call,

      A new servant arises, forsaken of all.

      Blood of an innocent flows through her veins,

      Taken from her victim through terrible pains.

      Grant her a boon, her power long denied,

      I give you, Gisele, a sorceress, long past her time!

      

      When she said the word time, she kicked at the dirt circle she’d created, breaking it. I wish I could describe what happened. I wish could somehow put into words what I felt when the power came crashing in upon me. It was as if I’d been nothing but an empty hearth my entire life and someone had finally filled me with a blazing, refining fire. Throwing my hands out wide, I roared to the heavens. The four elemental powers flowed into me—earth, wind, water, and fire—though I had no idea what was happening at the time. I only know it felt amazing. I felt ten feet tall and stronger than the biggest bull. I knew, at that moment, that I could accomplish anything. But the feeling only lasted a few seconds. I took a step toward Evelyn, but then collapsed, shaking violently. I tried to gain my feet, but all my strength was gone. I felt as if I’d just run for miles. I rolled over and vomited, spewing blood and bile all over the ground.

      “Easy, child,” Evelyn said. “Your mortal flesh isn’t used to housing such power. Relax now.”

      My head swam. I tried to rise to my hands and knees. Then the world turned upside down, and darkness took me.

      

      When I awoke three days later, I knew the ritual had worked.

      

      “I think I’m going to vomit.”

      “Please don’t do it in my cottage. I do so hate the smell of stomach bile.”

      The sound of Gisele’s voice startled me so much I dropped the book and fell off the stool, stumbling like a drunken fool. “You’re back,” I said, sounding completely innocent…as if I hadn’t just been browsing through her personal record of ritual sacrifices.

      “Of course I’m back, I live here,” Gisele snapped. “Why do you make it sound like it’s so hard to believe I’d come back to the place where all of my possessions reside?”

      “Why are you making a big deal out of my comment?” I asked. “I don’t really feel like it warrants that much emotion.”

      She frowned. “Emotion? I’m being emotional because you’re saying, ‘You’re back,’ like I shouldn’t be back, which I think is odd.”

      “And now I feel like we’re having a completely irrational argument, like unreasonable females,” I pointed out.

      Gisele’s face scrunched up as if she smelled something vile. “Never. I’m not irrational, nor am I unreasonable. Ever.”

      “Same,” I chirped, folding my arms across my chest.

      “Then we shall forget it ever happened,” she said, tossing her usual dead pile of animals onto the counter. “How are you enjoying reading my diary?”

      My eyes widened, my arms immediately dropping to my sides. “Reading? I’m not reading. I don’t even know how to read.”

      “Really? You, the youngest of three English princesses, who has no doubt had the finest tutors in the land since the day you were born. And you expect me to believe you don’t know how to read? Don’t be silly, child. And I’m fairly sure you told me only a few days ago that you knew how to read, in multiple languages.”

      “I was lying. I know how to lie. I do not, however, know how to read. At all.”

      Gisele smirked as she began chopping off rabbit legs. “I wish you weren’t my enemy. Then I could like you. You’re surprisingly funny for one so…English.”

      “And you’re surprisingly clean for one so…bloody,” I said.

      “We all have our talents. Clean kills happen to be one of mine.”

      “Don’t forget lying, corruption, blackmail, and an overall love for all things vile,” I added because I clearly had a death wish.

      “You have a very wicked tongue this day,” Gisele purred. “I wonder if I’m growing on you.”

      “Like an infectious disease.”

      This made the witch frown. “How is your rat?”

      “She’s much chattier than when I first met her,” I replied.

      Gisele’s eyes snapped up to mine. “She talks?”

      “Why do you sound surprised? You were the one who told me she would talk,” I pointed out.

      She shrugged, her lips dropping into a slight pout. “I guess I figured she wouldn’t open up to you because you’re very annoying.”

      “You literally just said that you would like me if I wasn’t your enemy.”

      “I’m a witch who loves dark magic. Did you really expect me to be honest?”

      “Good point.”

      Gisele went about the routine of cleaning her kills. “What does the rat say to you?” she asked.

      “Don’t tell her. Just say I mumble ridiculous nonsense,” Assy quickly said.

      “Nonsense mostly,” I said. “A lot of grumbling about being in a cage and wishing for a new best friend.”

      “If she’s annoying you, I can always kill her and use her tail and innards as ingredients for a spell,” Gisele offered.

      “I’d rather you didn’t. I wouldn’t have anyone to talk to while you’re gone.”

      “You never answered my question. How are you enjoying my diary?” she asked again.

      I shrugged. There was no point in denying it any longer. But how honest should I be with the witch? She hadn’t killed me yet for my less-than-complimentary statements, but that wasn’t to say she wouldn’t change her mind at any moment. She was, after all, a diabolical, malevolent dark witch. But then, if I were nothing else, I was brutally honest in circumstances where it would most likely benefit me not to be. Maybe I really did have a death wish. “I find it to be quite disturbing,” I confessed. I’d like to say I curbed the level of disgust in my voice, but I hadn’t. Not at all. “Did you ever consider that maybe you needed…help at some point in your childhood?”

      “Help?” she asked, confusion etched on her face. “What on earth would I have needed help for, other than learning the things my dear friend Evelyn taught me?”

      “Basic human compassion? Moral right and wrong?” I suggested.

      “Boring,” Gisele sang.

      “The gods forbid you live a life that doesn’t include killing the innocent all in the name of remaining entertained.”

      “Glad we understand one another. Now, make yourself useful and come help me chop these up.”

      My eyes widened as I gaped at the witch. “I draw the line at chopping bunnies.”

      “No, you don’t. You love to chop bunnies,” she said with a smile that was downright scary.

      “You’re right. I do love to chop bunnies.” I shook my head. “I must’ve forgotten,” I muttered as I walked over to her. She handed me a cup of the vile liquid I apparently also loved.

      “Drink up,” she said.

      I took the cup, then downed the liquid in one swallow. “Why do I love this stuff?”

      “Because it makes you happy…but not in a chipper annoying way.”

      “Do you really not see what’s wrong with this?” Assy suddenly spoke up.

      “I feel like something is wrong with this,” I thought. “But, at the same time, it feels so right.”

      “Fine, chop bunnies, drink nasty stuff, and stay with the mad, evil witch. Because all of those things seem soooo right.” Assy growled. Were rats supposed to growl?

      After I took the knife from Gisele’s hand, I began chopping away as if I’d been doing it all my life. Why did I love chopping bunnies? I wished I could remember.
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        “I want to be strong. I want to be steadfast. I want to be able to protect those I love. But no matter how much I want those things, I feel completely and utterly inadequate.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “Get your lazy English arse out here right now, or I’m sending Babs in after you. I’ll have her drag you out by your breasts if I have to,” Freya bellowed from just beyond the door to my hut. Freya was entirely too much of a morning person. She awoke all chipper, smiling with the sun and singing with the birds…all while issuing threats to have women dragged around by their breasts.

      “Just wait until you’re old,” Myra joined in. “Then your tits sag. If someone were to try to drag you by them, you’d have a good ten feet before you’d even feel yourself begin to move.”

      “By the gods,” I roared. “Why in the twelve hells are there women standing at my door talking about dragging breasts and stretching tits!” Did they have no common courtesy? I could hear snickering and decided that no, they didn’t.

      “Would you rather we be men?” Taina asked.

      “We can go get some men. They’d be happy to discuss breasts,” Talia, her twin, said.

      “And tits, too,” Taina added.

      “Although they wouldn’t want to be dragging you out of bed,” Maarit said. “They’d be trying to keep you in it.”

      “Is everyone out there?” I asked. By everyone, I meant the shieldmaidens.

      “Where else would we be?” Astrid asked. “Torben isn’t here to run us off so we get to harass you.”

      I rolled out of bed, trying to get my bearings. Though I must’ve slept soundly—I didn’t even remember nodding off the previous evening—I was still fatigued. It took me a minute to even recall what day it was. Between long days training with Freya and late nights with Myra trying to decipher Hilda’s book, my body and mind were both becoming exhausted. With some mental effort, I recalled the events of the past few days, realizing ten had passed since Torben and Brant left. That meant my father should be arriving any day. Hopefully, my husband as well.

      Thus far, Myra and I had found little helpful information in the book. We’d only been able to discover old prophecies that had already come to pass. And we only knew they had because Hilda had written ‘came to pass’ on those pages. A sane person would merely flip through the book until they came to prophecies yet to be fulfilled. Of course, I would have had the cantankerous old oracle not put in a failsafe to ensure I read every blasted word she’d written. The words to the next page only appeared after I’d read the previous page…out loud. Sneaky, sneaky old woman.

      I glanced down to verify everything was covered by a sleeping gown. I let out a—probably overdramatic—sigh as I walked to the door and pulled it open. The bright morning light nearly blinded me, and the crisp morning winter air sent a shiver down my back.

      Astrid was telling the truth. They were all there, as well as Myra. She stood with Freya at the forefront of the lot, both wearing expressions of smugness that made me want to claw their eyes out.

      “You look lovely this morning,” Freya said sweetly. “I understand you need your princess sleep, but we’ve got work to do before the witch here can snag you up and secret you away.”

      “There’s no secreting about it,” I snapped. “You all know exactly where we are. And we’re not just in here sipping tea and eating crumpets. I’d almost rather be out there training with you all than trying to unlock the damnable secrets your previous oracle left for me.” I pointed to the hut at my back with a growl. But Freya was right about needing to get to work. My fighting skills were improving but I still had a long way to go to match the skill of the other shieldmaidens. The only way I’d ever catch up was practice, practice, and more practice.

      “Cry me a river,” Freya said.

      Babs yanked her short sword from its scabbard, then placed the flat of the blade up to her ear. “What’s that, Thorn?” she asked the blade, then she nodded. “Oh, you don’t care if the wittle princess is tired? Me neither. Oh, and you’d like me to use you to smack her upside her head if she doesn’t get her pretty little head dressed and ready right now? That sounds like a great idea, Thorn. I think I will.”

      “Really? You talk to your sword?” I asked.

      “He’s the only one who gets me,” Babs said, her face decorated with a smarmy grin.

      “Need some help with your hair?” Lakin asked quickly, taking a step forward before I could respond. It hadn’t taken me long to realize she was the peacemaker of the group.

      I inclined my head. “That would be helpful, yes. Thank you, Lakin.” Seeming to take that as their cue, the whole bunch headed straight for me. I backed up, then stepped aside just in time to avoid getting barreled over by the mob as they shoved their way through my front door.

      Within a matter of minutes, the women had me out of my sleep attire and into my battle gear. I was soon at the mercy of Lakin’s and Freya’s hands as they plaited my hair to keep it out of my face. The intricate braids they made weren’t just practical, but beautiful as well.

      When they’d finished, I stood and glanced at Myra, who had simply sat quietly and listened while the shieldmaidens talked. “You’ll be all right while they beat me up?”

      Myra laughed. “I’m sure it won’t be as bad as all that.”

      “Oh, it will,” Babs corrected. “Probably worse, actually.”

      The witch looked back to me, but she still didn’t appear the least bit worried on my behalf. “I’ll be fine. When you are done, we shall continue our studies and work on improving your skills as an oracle.”

      Myra didn’t mention the book, even though she did say we were working on my oracle magic. It wasn’t a secret that I was an oracle. As far as I knew, the only secret was the book and what it contained within.

      Once outside, Freya handed me my shield and a sheathed sword. I slung the shield over my back and then glanced at the sword, noticing it wasn’t my usual practice weapon. Pulling it out, I tested the edge. It had been recently sharpened. With an expression of confusion, I resheathed it and belted the sword around my waist. “What’s on the schedule for today?” I glanced out over the clan village, noticing everyone was up and about. It must be later than I thought. The shieldmaidens had actually let me sleep in.

      “Today, we’re going hunting,” Babs answered, then cackled. The rest of the girls joined in, beginning to make wolf calls and battle cries. None of this was normal behavior for a training session, and I began to sense an anxious excitement among the women I had noticed while they’d helped me get ready. The girls only got this excited if they were actually going to kill something. A long day of training was cause for dread, not excitement. A hunt, however, that was fun.

      Freya began to lead the women toward the village, her stride quick and steady. I hurried to catch up. “Freya, talk to me.” The catcalls of the shieldmaidens continued around me. Some banged their fists and weapons against their shields. What the hell?

      “Our hunters and gatherers have reported seeing tracks around the village for the past three days,” she explained, refusing to slow her determined pace.

      “Okay. They wouldn’t be very good hunters if they didn’t notice tracks.”

      “Except these aren’t animal tracks,” she said. “They’re footprints.”

      “Okay, so what? When people walk, they leave footprints. What’s the big deal? These girls are wound up like a raiding party is on the horizon and the war horns are sounding.”

      “Maybe it is.”

      “What does that mean, exactly? Remember, you’re speaking to a former English princess. I sewed pillows and learned languages.”

      “Ahh, right,” she said with a smirk. “That makes sense, I guess. You’re probably not used to guarding against potential raiders.”

      “Exact— Wait, raiders, what?” I sputtered. “Are we in danger? Do they mean us harm? Do we need to sound some sort of alarm?”

      Babs stomped toward me, then put her hands on my shoulders. “You need to slow your chariot. Put away your bullhorn…and definitely do not have a princess panic moment or I will put an arrow in your arse just to watch you screech.”

      Taking a step away from her, I straightened my tunic. “All you had to do was say ‘remain calm.’ There will be no need for arrows in arses. Now, Freya, if you wouldn’t mind, please explain the situation.” I took a calming breath. Without even realizing it, I’d clenched the handle of my sword tightly in my fist.

      “Based on their tracks, they’re traveling light. About a dozen. All men.”

      “Unless they have some women with boats for feet,” Astrid added.

      “Like Babs,” Maarit said.

      “Hush you,” Babs said, brandishing a fist at the girl.

      Smiling, Freya continued. “What’s got an arrow in my foot is the tracks completely circle our clan. They’re about five miles out, but they make a complete circle. They’re checking us out from all angles. It’s a scouting method.”

      “What do we need to do?” I asked. “Send out an emissary to try to speak with them?” The women began laughing at me. Babs roared, doubling over to clutch her belly.

      “Great idea, Allete,” Astrid said. “Or maybe we invite them to an afternoon tea party? C’mon, girls. Let’s drop these silly weapons to go put on our ball gowns. We want to look appropriate when we meet the nice raiders. I’m sure they are fine gentlemen, every last one.”

      “No, wittle princess,” Babs said. “We don’t send an emissary. We hunt and chase them away, or we fight them.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because people who have honest intentions don’t sneak around in the night,” Freya answered. “If they wanted to simply talk, they would have walked up to us in the light of day. Now we have to show them that we are the stronger predator. If you sneak up on a mongoose in its den in the middle of the night, you get clawed. Otherwise, you’re just prey. And prey gets eaten.”

      “What does that mean for me?” I really wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.

      “It means we find out if your training has done any good,” Freya said. “You don’t truly know what you’re capable of until you’re fighting for your life. We’ll soon find out if you’re a predator…or prey.”

      “Oh,” I said slowly. “Great. I’ve been wondering what I’m capable of.” And then I shook my head. “No, actually, I haven’t. I have no need to find out what I’m capable of.”

      “You left your princess underthings on the boat you arrived on, Al,” Maarit called. “Time to pull up your shieldmaiden drawers and unsheath your sword.”

      “Al?” I scoffed.

      Babs and the other women shrugged. “It’s what we call you when we’re talking about you. You know, when you’re not around.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said, but then shook my head. “But Al? You couldn’t come up with something better like oh, I don’t know, Lettie, Ally, or anything other than Al?”

      “Give it up,” Freya said, chuckling. “Once they give you a nickname, that’s it. It sticks.”

      “But I’ve never heard anyone else called by a nickname before.”

      They all glanced at one another. “We don’t really have them, I guess,” Freya finally said. “Just you.”

      “Then how do you know that ‘when they give you a nickname, it sticks’?” I asked.

      “I just know my girls,” Freya countered, not the least bit flustered by being called out on her load of bull. “Now, enough chatting, Al. We’ve got hunting to do. Let’s go,” she called before trotting toward the wilderness on the other side of the clan.

      I tried to quiet my steps since I’d noticed the shieldmaidens had the ability to run while making almost no noise, even when wearing full battle gear. I felt like a dog on a table set for tea, clanging around with my tail wagging furiously to keep my balance.

      “Aren’t we bringing any of Torben’s men?” I whispered, mindful that no one else was talking.

      “Amund and Delvin are heading out in the opposite direction. We’ve got a signal in place for whoever finds the raiders first,” Freya explained. She wasn’t the least bit winded, and I nearly smiled when I noted I wasn’t either. The training was paying off.

      For at least another fifteen minutes, we continued at a fast pace before Freya held up a fist to indicate we should stop. We froze instantly. I watched as Freya knelt, her eyes darting around.

      After she stood, she began moving slowly moving forward. We waited. She hadn’t given the hand signal to move, so she had to still be searching for something. Her eyes continued to scan the ground. All the while, she took slow, soundless steps.

      I let my own eyes rove over the area. We were in a small clearing, though the trees around weren’t so thick we couldn’t see through them. The sky was a dull grey color, and the trees had nearly lost all of their leaves. There wasn’t much coverage for anyone who might be waiting to ambush us. That was the last thought I had before I heard the telltale sound of an arrow soaring through the air.

      “Arrow,” I yelled, and we grabbed for our shields. Whipping my head around, I tried to find the source of the projectile. I didn’t see any movement besides the other women around me. I’d just begun to lower my shield when my eyes met Lakin’s. She started to shrug. Before she finished her movement, an arrow plunged through her left shoulder. Her shrill cry sent everyone scrambling.

      “Shields up,” Freya bellowed. “Get them over Lakin. Al…” She whirled on me where I’d clambered over the ground to hold my shield above Lakin’s fallen form. “Get over here and do your thing. We will surround you.”

      A wall of shields surrounded us, so I dropped my own shield to the ground. Babs retrieved it, then added it to the protective dome. Freya picked up Lakin’s. I forced myself not to worry that a horde of raiders might be descending upon us, and we’d have no way to fight them off while the women were shielding me. Instead, I gazed down at a woman who’d become a beloved comrade—just like the others.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I told her.

      Gritting her teeth, she nodded. “I trust you, Al.”

      Steeling myself, I rolled Lakin on her side. The arrow had gone all the way through. That was a blessing. “I’m going to need to pull it the rest of the way out. I can’t heal you with it still inside,” I explained. “Feel free to call me every curse word known to Odin. I won’t be offended.”

      Lakin didn’t wait until I started to begin cursing me. I sat on my rear end, then scooted close to her. Putting both my feet against her back, the shaft protruding in between, I grasped the arrow. To her credit, Lakin didn’t wince. “Okay, Lakin, on the count of three, I’m going to jerk this damn thing as hard as I can.”

      “Do it,” she growled.

      “One…two…” Before I got to three, I pulled as hard as I could while extending my legs. Screaming, Lakin jerked away from me. I held on as tightly as I could. The blood made the thing slippery, but I was able to maintain my grip. With a rip, the thing came free. I toppled backward. Blood began to pour from the wound.

      “Bloody mother, damn it all and everyone,” Lakin yelled.

      “You’re not a very creative curser,” I said, throwing the arrow away. I crawled to her, gently rolling her onto her back.

      “Damn it,” Lakin bellowed.

      Pressing my hands to the wound, I closed my eyes and began to speak the words that filled my mind.

      “Heal the flesh that’s torn apart,

      Staunch the blood that flows,

      Use my magic let it start,

      Healing now quickly grows.”

      

      “We don’t have all day, Al!” Freya’s voice broke through my concentration just as I began to pull my hands away. I opened my eyes, making sure the wound had closed. The skin under her tunic was slightly pink, but it was otherwise unmarked.

      “Allete?” Torben’s voice filled my mind. “Are you okay? Who’s hurt? I felt your power.”

      “Am I good?” Lakin asked.

      Grasping her hand, I yelled, “We’re getting up. Make room,” to the women protecting us so they knew to raise the shields a little higher. “How do you feel?” I asked Lakin. Since I could still feel Torben in my mind, I tried to send him feelings of comfort, despite the fact I wasn’t feeling comfortable at the moment.

      “I think I’ll live,” Lakin said, then hugged me. “Thank you. That would have been a death sentence if you hadn’t been here.”

      I patted her back. “You’re tougher than you know. You’d have survived.”

      “Maybe, but my arm wouldn’t have worked the same. Considering I’m a hunter and a fighter for my clan, that would have royally pissed me off.”

      “If you two are done with your bonding and shite, could you please join the party?” Babs asked as she handed over my shield. Freya offered Lakin hers. Suitably outfitted, we joined the circle of females. Swords out and shields up.

      Eyes widening, I studied the group of men about fifty feet away. They were big. Instead of pointing out the obvious, I tried to sound hopeful. “No more arrows?”

      “Only the one,” Freya said. “Now we just have to deal with them.”

      “What did I miss?” I asked.

      “Nothing much,” she said. “I asked them why they’ve been creeping up on our clan.”

      “And they answered with?”

      “You’re looking at it.”

      I frowned. “They answered with a silent, menacing stare?”

      “Yep.”

      “What now?”

      “Allete,” Torben roared into my mind.

      “Bloody hell,” I snarled.

      “Now is not an appropriate time to have a meltdown on us, Al,” Taina, one of the twins, said.

      “But if it’s bad enough, it might scare the intruders away,” Talia said. “If you’re going to lose it, make it good.”

      “I’m not going to lose it. Give me a sec,” I said, then inwardly focused. “Hey there, Viking. Everything is good. Nothing is wrong at all. Lakin got a little arrow to the shoulder. I ripped it out. She’s right as rain, and life is great. Miss you. Love you. Bye,” I said the words as quickly as I could, then tried to shove him from my mind.

      “It doesn’t work like that, Princess,” he rumbled. “You can’t kick me out. Whatever the bond between us, you actually pull me to you as your anchor when you use your magic. Don’t try that again. Now why in the hell does Lakin have an arrow in her shoulder?”

      “Had, not have. She had an arrow in her shoulder. I took care of it,” I reminded him. “And now we’re grand. But I can’t really chat right now.”

      “Who shot her?”

      The one time I needed him to not be observant, he was suddenly a detective. “I’m not sure who shot her. But it doesn’t really matter since she’s completely fine now. I feel like we’ve gone over this. Lakin is fine. Arrow gone. No more boo-boo. Kisses!”

      “It matters because they need to be taught how not to shoot a comrade,” he oh-so-helpfully pointed out.

      “She wasn’t shot by a comrade,” I said. I was sure it had sounded as if the words came out through gritted teeth because they had.

      “Are you listening to anything I’m saying?” Freya shoulder bumped me, and I nearly dropped my sword.

      “Would you believe me if I said yes?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Hold on a sec,” I said, then pulled out the big guns with my husband. “About fifty yards away from me and the other shieldmaidens, there are ten or so men. They are holding swords. Possibly foaming out of their mouths. I cannot sit here and explain all the details that led up to this moment because, if I do, I might end up taking an arrow to the face. I will explain things once I’m no longer putting my comrades in danger by focusing on you and your damn questions. Be safe. I love you.” I could feel his anger, shock, irritation, and fear, but he didn’t say another word. For that, I would kiss him hard when I saw him again.

      “Okay, I’m here. What’s the plan?” I said to Freya.

      “If we live through this, you are going to tell me what in Odin’s name was happening with you just now. That’s the plan. Got it?”

      “Yep. Now, have do we plan to live through this?” I nod in the direction of the men.

      “Our backup should be here any minute,” Freya explained. “I sent out the signal while you were working on Lakin.”

      Sure enough, one of the threatening men fell forward a second later, an arrow sticking out of his back. The men who had been facing us quickly spun around, searching to see who had snuck up behind them. I saw no one. Apparently, neither did they because they crouched, searching the horizon.

      “Now we fight,” Babs yelled.

      As one, we lunged forward. I joined my voice to their battle cries, running full force toward the now-startled men. As we charged, I saw two more men fall with arrows in their eyes and hearts.

      “Keep moving,” Freya yelled. “Remember, they will tire before you will so stay out of their sword reach if you don’t think you can take them.”

      “Right—move, sword, don’t die,” I muttered. Metal clashed as swords met. Deep voices joined the higher pitch of the shieldmaiden. I shifted to intercept a man who charged toward Babs, but Rhetta was suddenly there. She was easy to forget because she was the smallest and quietest, but she met the warrior’s sword with her own and used her shield as a battering ram.

      As I turned to face another male, Astrid stepped in front of me. “I got this one, Al. You just stay alive in case someone falls.”

      I realized then Freya had no intention of letting me fight.

      “Watch out!”

      Freya’s voice broke through my thoughts. I turned, raising my sword at the same time. A sword met my own with such force it nearly drove me to my knees. As soon as it lifted, I backed up and darted to the side, never letting my eyes leave my attacker. He was a mountain of a man, at least a foot taller than me, with a full beard, black eyes, and a crooked nose. The man didn’t appear as if he’d missed any meals either, which was good for me. He would definitely tire faster…I hoped.

      When he lunged a second time, I dropped to the ground in a forward roll and jumped up, pivoting so fast I didn’t even lose sight of him. He whirled around and snarled. I tried not to grin, but I failed.

      “Are you going to fight him or just grin and dance around?” Babs hollered.

      “I’m going to stay alive, just like Freya told me to,” I said, darting to the side again. The third time he lunged, he was met with Freya’s and Babs’ blades. They both moved in front of me at the same time I took a step back.

      “Drop your sword,” Freya barked at the man. “You’re the only one left alive.”

      At her words, I stopped and slowly scanned the area. She was right. The rest of the raiders were in the dirt. Some groaned, holding hands against grotesque wounds. Most were motionless.

      “Anyone hurt?” I asked, surveying the shieldmaidens.

      “I got some cuts, but I want the scars so don’t even think about healing them,” Maarit said.

      “Same,” Taina and Talia said together.

      “I’ve got a deep one you could take a gander at if you don’t mind,” Rhetta said quietly from beside me. I hadn’t even heard her approach.

      “Of course,” I said, sheathing my sword. I slung my shield onto my back. “Where?”

      Rhetta pointed to her arm. There was a three-inch slash across her bicep. Blood poured freely from it, and it didn’t appear to be slowing.

      I placed my hands on the wound. Calling my magic to the surface, I chanted the words that appeared in my mind. I could feel Torben’s fear, but I had to push that aside until I had time to address it. He was probably having a meltdown right about now. I certainly would be if our positions had been reversed.

      “Good as new,” I said to Rhetta when I was done.

      Her eyes were a little wider, her lips shifting into a smile. “Thank you, Allete. It won’t be forgotten.” She gave me a slight bow before joining the rest of the women who stood alongside Freya and Babs.

      “How are you?” Delvin said to me.

      “I’m fine. I take it I have you and Amund to thank for the arrows that shifted things in our favor?” I asked, spotting Amund jogging up to us.

      “We heard Freya’s owl call. She does a dead ringer of a barn owl mixed with a spotty,” he explained.

      “I’m glad you two showed up when you did,” I admitted.

      “You ladies could have handled them without us,” Amund said.

      “Of course we could have,” Taina said, overhearing our conversation. “But we don’t like listening to men cry like little babies when you miss the fights.”

      “Am I surrounded by children? I’m trying to question a prisoner,” Freya growled, her voice rising above everyone else’s.

      When I hurried over to her, she stepped aside. “This is the queen of our clan. She has the power to let you live,” Freya told the man. His eyes widened.

      “You mean she has the power to kill me?” he asked.

      Freya laughed. “Of course she does. But you’re already dead. She has the power to bring you back to life. You would be wise to plead a compelling case. Give her a reason to want to see your corpse rise.”

      “Wow, she does have a way with words,” Delvin muttered. I had to agree.

      “Who are you and why have you been scouting our clan?” I asked, using the voice I’d heard my father use when he expected to be obeyed.

      “We are not anyone, and we seek the oracle,” he said.

      Freya didn’t miss a beat. “Oracle,” she spat. She subtly shifted her body closer to him, forcing me to take a step back. “Are you one of those clans that sniff mushrooms and dance naked under full moons?”

      The man narrowed his dark eyes. “We’ve been sent to ask the oracle for a telling,” he said, fixing those eyes on me. “We need to know the outcome.”

      “Who sent you?” I asked.

      “The wind, the water, the fire, the earth,” he said.

      I forced myself to keep a straight face even though I wanted to point a finger and yell something ridiculous like ‘witch’—because why else would he have just spouted off about the elements? Hadn’t Myra and I just discussed how witch magic came from the elements?

      “Who. Sent. You?” I asked again, emphasizing my words.

      “Evelyn,” he finally said, her name like a prayer on his lips. Closing his eyes, he leaned his head back. “Evelyn.” This time, he whispered, “I have found her.”

      We stared at the man who now had his head facing the sky, almost appearing serene.

      “Can I kill him now?” Babs asked.

      When I started to speak, his head suddenly snapped up. His eyes popped open, he pointed at me, and he wailed. “She has found you!”

      The sound was abruptly cut off when his head rolled off his shoulders and his body fell over. I felt my eyes go wide as saucers as I gaped at Freya, who breathed heavily after having just swung her sword to silence the man.

      She shrugged. “What? That shite was creepy. You can’t go pointing and yelling at people without expecting someone to cut your head off.”

      “Agreed,” the twins said.

      “And who the bloody hell is Evelyn?” Babs asked.

      “Don’t,” I said quickly. “Don’t say her name.” They frowned. “I don’t know why, but it almost feels as if we’re drawing her attention. No, I’m not sniffing mushrooms. Just trust me.”

      Freya shrugged. “As long as you don’t start pointing and yelling about someone finding you, we are good.”

      “Excellent,” I said with a loud breath. “Now we need to get back because I have to find out what in the gods just happened.”

      Freya nodded. “Right. You, you, and you,” she pointed to Delvin, Amund, and Babs, “deal with the dead. The rest of us will get our oracle safely to the witch, who will hopefully know why people were pointing and yelling at Al.”

      “You point and yell at her all the time,” Astrid said as we started in the direction of the clan.

      “I’m the only one allowed to point and yell at Al. Everyone else gets their heads chopped off.”

      “What about Torben?” I asked with a small smile.

      “He’d chop his own head off before he yelled at you like that beast did,” Freya said.

      “Tell me you’re all right,” Torben’s voice said in my mind.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said, then added. “I’m fine, Viking. Freya beheaded the bad man and saved the day.”

      “Freya beheaded a man?” he bellowed.

      Sighing, I attempted to prepare myself for the long conversation with my husband. I was also going to mention Freya liked to chop off the heads of men who yelled at me. But I doubted anything I said would calm him down.
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        “The secret to being successful at anything is to convince yourself you’ve already done it. Convince yourself that you have already accomplished what it was you set out to accomplish and all you’re doing now is reliving it.”

      

        

      
        ~Brant

      

      

      It only took three days to arrive at Clan Thornag’s territory. The wind and the sea allied to spur us on, propelling our ship through the waves with unnatural speed. As we approached Thornag’s beach, I began searching the coastline. After a few minutes, I spotted an alcove where we might anchor the boat and go ashore without being seen.

      I listened as Clay gave the crew strict orders to stay on the boat and keep watch, but my eyes were on the land. Dayna was out there, somewhere. After weeks of sitting idle, I’d finally made some progress in actually getting her back.

      “You ready?” Clay asked.

      “The dingy is already in the water,” I said, speaking of the small boat we would row to the shore.

      When we arrived, we both climbed out and tied the dingy to a tree. I pulled out a compass, then found north pointed in the opposite direction. “I think we need to go south. It’s been a while since I’ve been to their clan. I’m not exactly sure how to get there from here.”

      “How far will it be from the coast?” Clay asked.

      “A good hike. They have a river that runs close to their village, so they have access to fresh water. They don’t need to be close to the beach. If I recall correctly, I think their village is about ten miles from the coast. Still, they’ll most likely keep a rotation of guards on the beach, so they’ll have plenty of warning against potential invaders.”

      “How do we find the village? Should we follow the guard rotation back to it?”

      Yes, we could. But I hated the idea of just sitting and waiting for the guard change to happen. What if we got to the beach and a new shift had just started? That meant we could be sitting and waiting for hours before another change happened.

      Seeming to sense my reluctance, Clay said, “Why don’t we just scope the beach? Wait for a little bit and see if we can pick up any talk between the guards on when their shift is ending. If it’s going to be too long, we’ll continue.”

      It was a wise move, and I had to force myself to not think with my emotions. I wouldn’t do Dayna any good if I couldn’t keep myself calm and think clearly. “That will work,” I said.

      We started off in the direction of the beach where Clan Thornag’s longboats were docked. Thankfully, the moon was full, making it easy to see. I made sure we stayed in the thicker parts of the trees and foliage. If we were spotted, all hopes of rescuing Dayna would be lost.

      We reached a break in the trees, and I was able to see the first longboat. Sure enough, there were five guards patrolling the beach. Every now and then, they would stop to talk before continuing. They were probably trying to keep from falling asleep. I knew from experience patrol duty at night could be insanely boring.

      We got as close as we could, hiding behind some overgrown brush and a couple of large trees. I knelt, and Clay crept up beside me. Now we just had to wait. I hated waiting.

      Within a few minutes, the guards closest to us stopped to converse.

      “You staying behind on our next campaign?” the one on the right, wearing a black tunic and a crossbow on his back, asked.

      The guy on the left shrugged. “The jarl hasn’t told me if I’m going. I heard that witch has something to do with it. I don’t like her. She makes my skin crawl.”

      “Yeah, but she’s something to look at,” crossbow guy said, slimy grin obvious.

      “I don’t like to even glance at a wench who could make my jewels fall off. I don’t care how easy on the eyes she is. Not worth going there,” the other said. “She’d probably turn you into a toad afterward…or cut off your member and use it in a spell or something.

      A third man approached. He had two sword handles sticking up on either side of his shoulders, indicating he was a two-handed fighter. He would be a worthy opponent if he were any good.

      “What are you two lazy wenches gabbing about?” the newcomer asked.

      “About sailing out in a few days,” the man with the crossbow answered.

      “Waste of time if you ask me,” the third man said. “Gisele is holding something over the jarl’s head, forcing him to make us her guard dogs.”

      “She’s blackmailing him?” the other asked.

      The man with double swords nodded. “I was standing guard outside his hut when she met with him. She’s got one of those English princesses captured, the younger one, and she wants to use her as a bargaining chip for some book she thinks is hidden with Magnus’ clan.”

      “What the hell does that have to do with us? Why is Calder even worrying with this?” the man with the crossbow growled. “Magnus was supposed to come back, which he failed to do. We were supposed to end up with one of those oracles, and I think the jarl was even considering taking the one Gisele cut as his woman. How in the gods’ name did Gisele even get one of the English princesses after they escaped?”

      “She’s a witch,” double sword answered. “She can probably do whatever the hell she wants.”

      “Then why didn’t she capture the older one who actually has powers?” the first guard challenged.

      “How in the gods am I supposed to know?” double sword snarled. “All I know is sailing to Clan Hakon for some damn book is a mistake.”

      “Has anyone pointed this out to Calder?” crossbow asked.

      “Are you going to question the jarl?” double sword countered. “And what if that witch gets angry and decides to call down lightning on us? I’ll rest easier when we get the witch her book and get her the hell away from our clan.”

      No one responded. Seeming to take that as the end of their little gathering, the three dispersed and returned to patrolling.

      I sat with my back against the tree. Holy Valkyrie, Dayna wasn’t even here. I rubbed both my hands down my face, feeling exhaustion from lack of sleep catch up with me. How was I going to find out where this witch was holding my Dayna?

      “Let’s stick with the original plan,” Clay said. “We go to Clan Thornag. Maybe there, we can find out where this Gisele woman is.”

      I wanted to growl at Odin—ask the gods why he wasn’t being more helpful in my plight to help an innocent girl—but then it would be pointless. The gods didn’t care about us, not really. I learned that a long time ago.

      Twenty minutes later, I was re-thinking my dismissal of Odin when new guards showed up to take over.

      “Thank the gods,” I muttered hesitantly. As soon as the others started to leave, Clay and I were up and moving. The man wielding the crossbow was closest to us, so he had the honor, unknowingly, of leading us to their clan.

      Though I knew we were moving quietly, it still seemed like we sounded like a herd of animals coming through the forest. Every now and then, we’d have to duck behind a tree because crossbow would glance behind him. I didn’t think he heard us, but I thought he felt his eyes on us. I knew that feeling all too well. It was annoying as shite not to be able to figure out who was watching.

      When we finally reached the clan village, the place was quiet. Everyone was tucked away in bed, except for a few of their nightly guards. Calder was paranoid—or smart—to have so many guards about. Then again, if I were associated with a dark witch, I’d want a lot of eyeballs on the surrounding forest, too.

      We continued walking in the shadows, silently taking notice of any places that would make good hiding spots. When we’d made it nearly halfway around the village, I paused when I heard a familiar voice.

      “I need you to tell her it’s going to be four days until we’re able to leave, not three.”

      Calder, I thought, recognizing his deep rumble.

      “And why do I have to do this at night, in the dark?” a second voice responded.

      “Because she needs to know as quickly as possible. She will be angry enough at the delay—waiting to tell her until the last minute will only incur more of her wrath,” Calder explained. “Besides, she fancies you.”

      “Do not remind me. I made a mistake with that one. I should have never gotten into her bed.”

      “She wasn’t any good?” Calder asked.

      “I didn’t say that.” The man’s eyes took on a faraway look for a second. He grinned goofily, but then shook his head quickly. “I said it was a mistake. It was like getting in bed with a black widow. She could have killed me in the blink of an eye. Still could.”

      Calder chuckled. “But she won’t. Just give her what she wants, and you’ll be safe from the halls of Valhalla.”

      “By the gods, if I didn’t think you were a worthy jarl, I would slit your throat for the things you make me do,” the other man practically growled.

      “You’d miss me too much to kill me,” Calder said, sounding a little too much like Magnus for my liking.

      “Yeah, yeah. Keep telling yourself that. I’m going.”

      Clay and I backed up as we heard the man’s footsteps coming our way. We let the darkness of the trees cover us until he passed, then we began to trail him. Even though it was nice the moon was so bright, it also meant we had to be careful to stay far enough away the shadows would cover us.

      When we’d been walking for close to an hour, I was ready to just grab the other warrior from behind and demand he tell us where the bloody witch was and then slit his throat. But I knew Torben wouldn’t want me to kill someone unless I absolutely had too. Actually, Torben was going to be enraged I’d come on my own, so it might not matter who I killed because he was most likely going to kill me anyway.

      Finally, we came to the end of the path. I could see nothing but a wall of trees and tangled brush. Just when I thought the man must’ve made a wrong turn somewhere in the dark, he approached the foliage and stared at intently. We could hear him muttering curses. “Damn stupid bushes.” Finally, he seemed to find what he was looking for. With a groan and a grunt, he shoved himself through a small crack in the brush. One moment, he was there. The next, he’d disappeared through the dense undergrowth.

      We crept up to the wall of foliage. If I hadn’t seen the man disappear through the brush, I’d never have found the tiny passage through the vegetation. It was a tight squeeze made even more difficult because I still had to remain quiet rather than shoving violently through the branches, but Clay and I eventually made it through the tiny gap. Across a clearing, I saw a light and smelled the smoke from a fire. A small cottage came into view. The closer we got to the cottage, the faster my heart pounded. If what those men on the beach said was true, then Dayna was alive and in that cottage.

      I was practically shaking with the need to burst inside and snatch her up, to see for myself that she was okay. And then to kill the damn witch with my bare hands.

      “Calm down.” Clay’s voice and his hand on my shoulder pulled me from my violent thoughts. I frowned at him. Sighing, he shook his head. “You were growling like a bloody wolf.”

      “Oh, sorry,” I muttered, though I wasn’t. At the moment, I didn’t really care if we were found out. I just wanted to get to Dayna.

      We found a spot behind some trees that allowed us to see the front door. The man Calder sent stood there with his head tilted up at the sky, looking like he wanted to be anywhere else in the world but at the witch’s lair.

      He finally knocked, then took a step backward and fidgeted, shifting his weight from one foot to another. Nothing happened. The man continued to move about anxiously. It appeared as if he were going to knock once more, but he lowered his hand. I thought he was on the verge of bolting toward the woods when the door finally opened. The woman who answered wasn’t what I expected. Even though I’d heard the guards talking about her beauty, I still pictured her in my mind as haggard and old, hunched over with grey hair and scraggly teeth. I hadn’t encountered many witches in my day, but I expected the evil living inside her to have tainted the outside as well. But she wasn’t any of those things. She was tall and willowy with long red hair and milky pale skin.

      When she lifted those pouty lips into a smile, the beauty was gone, her face transformed into one of pure predatory evil. Apparently, even a pretty exterior couldn’t hide the rot inside her.

      “To what do I owe you the honor of my company?” Gisele asked. Her voice was sultry. It might have been sexy if I hadn’t heard the hiss of a viper in it.

      “I need to talk to you,” the warrior said. “Calder asked me to deliver a message.”

      The smirk dropped from Gisele’s face, and she folded her arms in front of her. Her eyes narrowed like a hawk spotting its prey. “I hope for your sake it’s a good message.”

      I could almost hear the man swallow. His back suddenly became ramrod straight. He cursed under his breath, then seemed to come to some sort of decision. “Listen, he’s trying to get everything ready in the time frame you requested, but there are other things to take care of besides getting ready to go take on another clan. He said we will be delayed one extra day in leaving.”

      Gisele looked as if she was going to spew fire out of her mouth. The warrior must have sensed it as well because he took another step back.

      “I believe it’s time I took a stroll down to see Calder again. He’s apparently forgotten our last conversation.”

      “He remembers fine, but he has to think about the clan’s welfare, too. We’re trying to prepare for winter, which is just around the corner. We can’t just stop everything because you want us to,” the man said, his voice growing more frustrated.

      She stared at him for several heartbeats before saying, “Don’t move. I will be right back.” And then she slammed the door in his face.

      Less than five minutes later, she stepped out of the cottage wearing a long, black cloak. “Let’s go see your jarl so he can explain to me exactly why he needs an extra day, then I can explain to him why that isn’t going to happen.”

      Sighing, the Thornag warrior tossed his hands up in an ‘I give up’ gesture. He seemed tired and worn. His face held creases that someone as young as he shouldn’t have, as though the life had been sucked out of him, leaving his skin with extra room to sag.

      

      We watched as the two walked in the direction of the foliage barrier. We’d moved far enough over that the brush covered us. I started to shift, but froze when I heard the witch’s voice.

      “Wait,” she snapped.

      She turned and stared directly at the spot where we were hiding. I had no idea how she could’ve seen us, concealed in the darkness as we were, but when she squinted her eyes and started to take a step in our direction, my heart leaped in my chest.

      “It’s getting late. Calder won’t be up all night,” the man said, weariness evident in his voice.

      Gisele hesitated a moment longer before saying, “Of course, let’s go.” They continued toward the foliage wall. Instead of pushing through it as we’d done, Gisele stopped and muttered a few words. The dense brush parted, leaving them a clear path through which to walk.

      Clay and I stayed still, watching until the forest wall closed back together behind them. We remained quiet and hidden for at least fifteen minutes.

      “They’re gone,” I whispered unnecessarily. Clay nodded.

      The need to run to the cottage, to check on Dayna, was overwhelming. Was she really merely a few yards away, waiting within that dilapidated, overgrown hut? Without thought of whether someone else was inside guarding Dayna, or whether the witch had placed some kind of magical defenses upon the house, I got up and began jogging toward it.

      “I’m going in,” I said over my shoulder. In a few strides, I stood at the door. Without knocking or saying a word, I clasped the door handle and pulled it open. To my surprise, it swung easily. I was even more surprised when I heard singing coming from within. My breath caught in my throat. It was Dayna’s voice. I peered inside, searching the small room until I saw her. She stood from a crouch behind a table.

      “Dayna,” I breathed. She didn’t seem to hear me. She was holding a rat in her hands and…uh…singing to it? I expected her to be on the floor, maybe chained to the wall. I expected her hands and feet to be bound. I expected her to be unconscious, perhaps. I didn’t expect her to be singing to a rodent as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “Dayna,” I said, loudly this time, and took a step toward her.

      She yelped and jumped into the air, almost losing her grip on the rat. It clawed and scrambled, trying to get away, but she held on tightly. “Why are you sneaking up on me?” she yelled.

      “Dayna,” I said again, taking another step toward her. I wanted to run to her. I wanted to lift her in my arms and hold her tightly to my body. I wanted to check every inch of her to ensure she was unharmed. But I saw no recognition in her eyes. There was nothing to indicate she remembered me at all…or that she…loved me. What had happened? Where was the feisty, flirty girl the was stolen from me? This wasn’t Dayna. Someone else was peering out at me from Dayna’s eyes.

      “What? Why do you keep saying my name?

      “I’m Brant,” I said. “Do you remember me?”

      “Of course I remember you. Someone your size is hard to forget. Why wouldn’t I remember you?” she asked, frowning fiercely as if I was the one who had lost their mind.

      I realized the witch had done something to my beloved’s mind, addled her brains somehow. A terrible spell, no doubt. “You’re talking to a rat,” I pointed out as if that would explain my question.

      “Yes, so what?”

      “Why are you talking to a rat?”

      Dayna glared daggers at me. “She’s my best friend. It would be very rude to ignore her.”

      What in Odin’s army was she talking about? Her best friend? A rat. Seriously? “I thought Allete was your best friend.”

      She paused and turned her head, a quizzical expression passing her face. “Allete?” She almost whispered the name.

      “Yes, All—” I began.

      “Hi, Captain Clay,” Dayna said, looking past me. Her lips turned up in a smile.

      Why does he get a smile? I wondered. My mouth was probably hanging open. I couldn’t believe this was the same Dayna who’d threatened to run me through with a hidden dagger so many times.

      “Hello, Princess,” he said, his voice becoming much more formal than I’d heard it in days. “We’ve come to take you home.”

      Dayna’s smile immediately dropped, and her eyes turned suspicious. “Why on earth would you do that? This is my favorite place to be in the entire world.”

      Clay stepped up beside me. I felt his questioning stare, but I didn’t take my eyes off my girl. This wasn’t the rescue I’d envisioned.
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        “I think it is important to remember that if people are staring at you like you have gone mad, it’s probably because you have.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      It takes everything inside of me not to throw Assy aside and jump into Brant’s arms. I couldn’t believe he was actually here. How’d he get here? Where’d he come from? Was Allete here? I immediately dismissed that question because if Allete had been here, she would have been squawking like a pissed-off mother hen telling me to drop the rat and get outside. So, no, there was no way Allete was here.

      “They said they’re here to rescue you. Perhaps you should go with them,” Assy suggested, and I peered down at her.

      “Why on earth would I do that?” I whispered through gritted teeth.

      “Because whether you like it here or not, you don’t belong here. You belong with your family,” the rat answered.

      I had to give it to Assy—she was quite the sentimental rat. I hadn’t known that rats had any sort of emotional depth. I thought they just searched for cheese, pooped in cupboards, and made holes in places they shouldn’t. Showed what I knew about the animal kingdom.

      “Dayna,” Brant’s deep, smooth voice rumbled. “Why in the hell would you think this place,” he motioned to the room, “is your favorite place in the world? I thought your favorite place in the world was wherever Allete was.”

      Oh, wow. He was coming out with cannons blasting. Bringing out the sister argument right at the start, which, I had to admit, was a very compelling one.

      “It’s compelling because it’s true,” Assy said.

      “How do you know it’s true?” I muttered. “You’ve only known me a couple of weeks.”

      “You dream about her,” Assy said, her voice gentle. “You dream about the man called Brant, as well,” she said, her voice even softer.

      Scanning Brant’s body, I said, “Well, look at him. Who wouldn’t dream about him? He is a huge Adonis, all broody and handsome.”

      “Is she talking to the rat?” Clay asked. He wasn’t asking me, so I didn’t respond.

      “I think so,” Brant answered, sounding slightly amused. “Does your friend have a name?” he asked me. “We can bring the rat with us. You don’t have to leave it behind.”

      I tried hard not to make a sarcastic comment. “Yes, she has a name. I certainly don’t walk around calling her rat all day.” Failed.

      “Are you going to tell us what it is?” Brant asked.

      I quirked an eyebrow. Just a minute ago, he pointed out I was talking to a rat and his voice made it clear he thought that was about the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. So why was he suddenly interested in her?

      “Her name is Asinine, but I call her Assy for short,” I explained.

      I heard coughing. When I studied the two men, I could see they were fighting back laughter. That was rude. My friend’s name wasn’t funny.

      “But it is ridiculous,” Assy said.

      Ignoring her, I walked over to her cage. After I gently sat her inside, I shut the door. I ignored his statement about taking Assy if I left with them because I simply could not leave…for some reason. Oh yeah, because this was my favorite place to be. Then I turned back to face the two men. “Why do you suddenly want to know about Assy?” I asked.

      Brant shrugged. “She seems important to you. You’re important to me, so that makes her special. Not to mention, we came all this way to get you. If you don’t want to go with us, I want to at least spend some time with you. I’ve missed you. I’ve been sick with worry over what could be happening to you.”

      I simply stared at him. His words were sincere, but I still felt like there was some secret motivation behind them.

      Before Gisele had left, the last words out of her mouth had been ‘be suspicious of everyone and remember you don’t want to leave. This is your favorite place, and you will fight to remain here.’

      Was I suspicious of Brant because Gisele told me to be? Or because I truly had a reason to be?

      “Now you’re asking the right questions,” Assy said.

      Questions? Right, suspicious. I should be asking Brant and Clay questions. Assy sighed but ignored her as I once again focused on my surprise guests.

      “You said you came here to rescue me,” I said. “Why would I need to be rescued from a place I love to be?”

      “Dayna, you were brought here against your will,” Brant said. His hands were fisted at his sides, as if he were trying to keep from grabbing me. “You’ve never been here before in your life, and you don’t belong here. Whatever you’re feeling, it isn’t real. Think about it. Do you actually like Gisele?”

      “No, of course not.” I thought about the things I’d read in her diary, feeling my stomach roll. “She’s evil.”

      “Then why in the hell would you want to stay with an evil woman?” he asked.

      Why did I want to stay with Gisele? I had always known my own mind. Always made my own decisions based on what I thought was important. Sometimes my parents intervened, and sometimes they let me be. Never in my life had I let someone else make decisions for me. The idea Gisele was able to somehow force my compliance and make me enjoy her behavior, that was downright revolting. And it angered me he would imply that I didn’t recognize reality.

      “At this exact moment, I do not have an answer for why I want to stay. My head is beginning to hurt, and thinking makes it hurt worse. And I know what reality is,” I practically spat. “There’s no way I am being forced against my will. Or do you not remember how strong-willed I am?”

      His lips form a crooked smile. “Oh, I remember. Vividly.” The smile faded as he took another step toward me. Once he was close enough I was able to catch a whiff of his smell, I nearly closed my eyes just to soak it in. I remembered his scent—how the first time I’d smelled him was when he’d held me in his arms after having effortlessly disarmed me.

      “You smell good,” I said. I should have been embarrassed, but I couldn’t muster up the energy. I was too busy trying to figure out why I’d want to stay in this cottage when Brant was out there in the world. A great idea hit me. “You could stay with me,” I blurted.

      His eyes widened. “Stay with you?”

      I nodded, “Yeah, here. With me, Gisele, and Assy.” Then I’d have my best friend and the man who has stolen my heart with me in my favorite place in the world.

      “Could you stop saying and thinking that?” Assy asked. “You’re just reinforcing the lie.”

      “What about Allete? Your parents?” Brant asked. “What about your life and plans? You’re wanted and needed by people who love you, Dayna. Do you really want to throw that away?”

      His words struck a chord in my heart. Suddenly, my head felt fuzzy—that was really the only way I could describe it—as I tried to think about my sister. The pain in my head became a throbbing ache. “What about them? Plans change. Life changes like the weather. We never really know from day to day what is in store for us.” My words sounded both true and hollow at the same time.

      Brant’s eyes narrowed, his lips drawing tight across his face. “Do you remember what happened to Allete? To Hilda? Do you have any memory of anything before being in this place?”

      “Of course I remember. I remembered you and Clay, didn’t I? I remember I usually want to kick you in your family jewels rather than listen to you bark orders.” How’s that for remembering, Mr. Huge Warrior Man, I thought.

      “I really think at this point, you should just stop talking,” Assy said.

      Whirling on the rat, I bared my teeth at her like I was a feral animal. “I will not stop talking. You stop talking. Until you have anything helpful to say.”

      “Dayna,” Brant yelled, making me jump and whip around. “Please try to think about what you really want in life. Think about when you were a child. Think about all the dreams you had. Think about your sisters, all the fun you had. Think about when you saw me for the first time. Remember the first time I told you that you would be mine one day. I told you that you were the one my soul could not live without. You agreed to be mine if I would wait for you and not bed any other women. You said if I so much as looked at another woman, you would cut my eyes out and feed them to the fish. Remember for me, Little Princess. Remember our promises to one another.”

      I did remember those things. I remembered my feelings for Brant. I’d thought about him while I’d been in this cottage. Why wouldn’t I want to go with him? Why couldn’t I remember exactly where Allete was? And Hilda, did I know what had happened to her? I felt like I’d known these things a few days ago, yet now it was just gone.

      For some reason, I had the urge to smack myself in the head in hopes it would clear the fog that seemed to be filling my brain. I actually did give my head a little shake. It made the pain worse. Still, the thoughts about Allete and Hilda were just out of my reach. I knew who they were. I knew I cared about them. But if I tried to grasp onto anything more, it was like grabbing a handful of smoke and watching it slip through the cracks between my fingers.

      In my gut, I felt like something big had happened. Why wasn’t Allete here? I’d known immediately when Brant and Clay appeared that my sister wasn’t with them, but why? I gasped as a sharp stabbing sensation pierced my mind. For a brief second, I saw Hilda’s blank stare.

      “Something bad happened…” I wasn’t sure if it was a statement or a question. I was on the verge of panic. How in the holy hell could I forget my sister, or at least what happened to her? How could I forget Hilda dying? I was certain there had been no life in the blank stare I’d seen.

      “Maybe you should sit down,” Clay offered as he motioned to a stool. It was the one upon which I usually sat when Gisele cut up her rodents and birds.

      I stepped away from Brant and reached over, pulling the stool toward me. Once I was perched on the seat, Brant moved close again and stared at me so intently it made me want to squirm. He was so tall I had to tilt my head back to look up at him.

      “I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, but I need you to think for me. Has Gisele done anything to you? Given you anything?”

      “The nasty drink,” Assy said. “Tell him about the nasty drink.”

      “She’s given me something to drink,” I said. “I think I like it…but, at the same time, it’s disgusting.”

      Brant frowned. “You like it, but it’s disgusting?”

      I shrugged. “Similar to how I like you, but you can be disgusting.”

      That got a laugh out of the stoic Captain Clay.

      Brant smirked. “How do you know I can be disgusting? We haven’t known each other that long.”

      I raised a brow. Holding up a hand, I started ticking things off. I raised one finger, “You’re male.” I raised a second finger. “You’re a warrior.” I raised a third finger. “You’re male.”

      “You said I’m male twice,” Brant said, his voice smug.

      “That’s because you’re the size of two men,” I said.

      “Fine, I’ll give you that one,” he grumbled. “Now that we’ve established you like me, how about you come with me so you can learn more about me?” He rested his hand on the table and leaned in closer, so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. “Maybe grow to love me?” The smugness was gone. In its place was a pleading expression I’d never have expected to see on the huge warrior.

      I felt my chest get tight as I met his gaze. His eyes were tender, but also held a fierce determination. “Brant, I, this is, I mean, the rat and…” I stuttered like a child who had been caught red-handed in Cook’s fresh-baked pies. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I said finally, feeling myself deflate. Because something was definitely wrong.

      “Finally,” Assy shouted.

      I leaned a little closer to her. “Do you really talk?”

      “No, it’s not the rat you hear, Dayna. I’m your soul. I’m the piece of you that’s tucked away deep inside.”

      “Dayna, we really need to be—”

      I held up my hand, still staring at the rat for some reason, and shook it at Brant. “Shh… shh… shh. I’m having an enlightened moment here.” If he said anything else, I didn’t hear it. I was too focused on the voice in my mind that claimed to be my soul.

      “I’m the piece of you that fights for the good in this world. The part of you that longs for the light and runs from anything that threatens to take that light away. I’m the part that tries to pull you back when you’ve chosen darkness or innocently stumbled into it.”

      I sat there, my eyes glued to a rat—who apparently hadn’t been talking to me for over a week—and I felt something shift inside of me. Suddenly, I felt a white-hot pain shoot through my head. Hands flying up to either side of my face, I snap my eyes closed, my face scrunched up from the agony. “Bloody hell,” I screamed. Then, the same feeling ripped through my chest. I slammed my hand over my heart as if that would somehow push the affliction out.

      “Dayna!” Brant’s voice sounded as if it were coming from far away, and I felt him give me a little shake. “What is it? What hurts?”

      “I would wager a guess her head feels like it’s going to split open and her chest like it might implode. But that’s just a guess.” Gisele’s voice penetrated through my torment. I opened my eyes to find her standing in the doorway to the cottage. Captain Clay had pulled his sword, and Brant brandished a giant hammer. Both faced the witch who simply smiled as if they weren’t wielding deadly weapons.

      “The king of England demands you release his daughter,” Clay said. His voice didn’t waver, nor did his hard glare.

      “Did you ask the princess if she wanted to leave?” Gisele challenged. “Because she’s been giving me the impression she really enjoys being here.”

      “She’s only saying that because you’ve done something to her.” Brant’s booming voice filled the hut.

      “You’ve been giving me a drink, Gisele,” I said through gritted teeth, trying to stay focused on what was going on. I feared I was going to pass out from the anguish going on inside of my body. “What does it do?”

      Chuckling, she gave me a little wave as she said, “That’s nothing—just a little potion to make you feel better. Nobody likes to listen to someone moan and groan all the time, Princess. It’s really an unattractive quality.” Sighing, she folded her arms in front of her. “I’ll make you a deal, boys. If you can get her to leave with you, then you can have her.”

      Brant glanced at me, his face hard as stone. “Dayna, I need you to come with me.”

      I started to stand.

      “Dayna, you love sitting on that stool. You really don’t want to get up from it. Right?”

      My butt hit the stool so hard it nearly took my breath away. “Yes, of course. I love this stool.”

      “No, you don’t. Fight her, Dayna. You have to recognize the darkness to fight it. She masks her lies with your compliance, but everything she says is a lie,” my soul said fiercely.

      The reality was I didn’t want to stay on the stool. Who in their right mind would pick a hard stool as a place they loved to sit? No one. Lies. All lies. Who would pick a cottage in the middle of who knew where, with an evil witch and all her witchy items as their favorite place in the entire world? No. One.

      “Oh, my gods,” I said slowly as these realizations finally hit me like a smack to the face I apparently needed. “I’ve been duped. I have been made a puppet. A puppet who had a damn rat as a best friend, and I believed it could talk!” I was screeching at this point. It was not my finest moment.

      “Dayna, despair later, escape now,” Brant said with incredible calmness I did not feel.

      I tried to stand up again, but it felt as though there were hands pushing down on my shoulders, trying to force me to stay seated. The pain in my head increased, and my heart beat so hard I feared it might come straight through my chest. “I do not love this stool,” I bit out. “I do not love this cottage. I do not want to stay.” I was panting like a racehorse as I forced the truths out of my mouth, despite the fact I was sure it was killing me to speak them somehow.

      “What’s happening to her?” Brant growled. I felt his finger stroke across my cheek, and I met his eyes.

      “Oh, I guess I forgot to mention if she attempts to fight my will, her mind and her soul will separate,” Gisele said. “They will be ripped apart because her soul holds her heart’s desires. Her mind, however, is able to be swayed under the right circumstances.”

      “How can her soul be separated from her mind?” Clay asked.

      She rolled her eyes as if she thought it was ridiculous she had to explain it. “She dies. Bye, bye, Princess. No more witty comebacks and rat conversations. It really won’t be a loss for me, other than the fact she has gotten good at dealing with my dead rabbits. But that’s beside the point. I would have wound up using her blood eventually so now, later, whenever. It really matters not.” Her words were so flippant, as though she wasn’t talking about my bloody life.

      “But that’s not true, is it?” Brant said in a dark voice as he tore his eyes from mine and glared at Gisele. “You need Dayna alive. We heard your plans for her. You need her to have something to bargain with Clan Hakon for some book you want.”

      Gisele tried to hide her reaction to Brant’s words, but I saw it—the little tick in her cheek and the slight narrowing of her eyes. He’d called her bluff.

      My head was still screaming, and it was getting difficult to breathe from the pain in my chest. I tried hard to stay conscious, but I feared I was going to pass out at any moment.

      “You’re done, Gisele,” Clay said. “You’ve lost. Just let us take Dayna, and we will ask the king to grant you a quick death.”

      Laughing, Gisele threw her head back. “Done? Oh, stupid man, I am only just getting started.” She darted forward, grabbed a tall jar of amber liquid, and threw it on the ground, shattering the glass. The liquid whooshed out, but it quickly turned into a vaporous fog that began filling the room around us.

      Clay lunged for her, but his movements were uncoordinated and sloppy. I watched him begin to fall, then noticed Brant, too, was struggling to stay upright. The last thing I saw before my own eyes closed was Brant hitting the ground, his body still as death.
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        “One should never underestimate the ability of a witch to continue to exist. Their ability to adapt and survive, I am learning, is as remarkable as it is disturbing.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      By the time we made it back to the clan village, the rest of the shieldmaidens were singing a bawdy song about victory in battle and walking arm in arm. Within minutes of our arrival, someone had produced several horns of ale that were being passed back and forth amongst them. Judging by their behavior, an outsider might’ve thought they’d been drinking since early that morning. But they were simply drunk on bloodlust and the adrenaline surges of battle. I had to admit I was a little giddy myself.

      I made a beeline for mine and Torben hut. I needed to recuperate and regain the strength I’d lost when healing Lakin. A loud horn blared, and I stopped in my tracks. I turned to Freya. “What is that?”

      “It means there’s someone at the beach,” she said, then changed directions.

      Blowing out a deep breath, I jogged after her and the other women. Amund and Kjell were beside me. In a matter of seconds, we crested the hill. I could see the beach spread out below me. Two dark dots on the water moved toward our beach. I held my hand over my eyes to shield it from the sun. The ships were of a familiar design. Sure enough, I saw my father’s banners furling along behind each vessel.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods,” I muttered, watching them bringing the ships in closer. I stood there for a few minutes, Torben’s two trusted warriors on either side me, neither speaking, for which I was grateful. My father and his army had arrived. Torben had been able to get the three clans as allies to join us in the fight as well. Now we just needed Dayna back. I began to feel that maybe—just maybe—this was all going to work out. Maybe Hilda wasn’t crazy, and her prophecy was actually going to come fruition. Maybe there would be peace for Clan Hakon. That all sounded a little too good to be true. But it was better than considering the alternative.

      “Ready to go down?” Amund asked.

      I nodded, then started down the hill. By the time we reached the shore, my father and his men had already made it onto the beach. I broke into a run when I saw him. “Father!” I practically bowled him over, leaping into his outstretched arms. His arms wrapped around me, and I could smell his familiar scent beneath the salty ocean air.

      “Are you all right,” he asked against my hair. He held me tightly.

      I nodded, but I didn’t speak. At least not at first. I couldn’t. I was too choked up as I recalled my throat being slit by a dark witch and thinking I’d never see my family again. But Hilda had healed me. She had sacrificed herself for me. Because of that, I had this moment with my father.

      When we finally disentangled from our embrace, he examined me from head to foot, obviously cataloging I indeed had all my limbs and was not bleeding to death. I was dirty and probably smelly, considering I’d just come back from a bloody skirmish.

      “How are you? Mother, Lizzy, and Lidia?” I asked in quick succession.

      “Slow down, child.”

      It nearly made me laugh when he called me a child. Though it had been a mere couple of months since Magnus had kidnapped me from the castle, I felt as if I’d aged twenty years in that time. I supposed stress and witnessing death would do that to a person.

      “They are all well, aside from worrying about you. When Brant arrived and brought news of you, your mother was finally able to rest easy again. Where is Dayna?” he asked, gazing past me to see if she was somewhere among those gathered on the beach.

      I could see him register the confusion on my face. “Brant didn’t tell you?” I asked slowly.

      He frowned. “Tell me what? Brant isn’t even with me.”

      I gasped. “What?”

      “He and Captain Clay left a note with Thomas they had to take care of something important and they would explain when they saw me next. They pleaded with me not to wait for them, but to come straight on to Torben’s clan. Clay isn’t one who would do something hastily, so I figured whatever it was must have been important. And Thomas assured me that we needed to go ahead and come to Ravenscar.”

      Bless Clay. Brant must have confided in him about Dayna. And knowing what I did of Brant, he couldn’t waste an opportunity to go after the woman he was in love with while his jarl couldn’t stop him. Clay wouldn’t have let Brant go alone. He’d have demanded to accompany Brant to rescue my sister.

      “Allete, where is Dayna?” my fathered asked again.

      “Perhaps we should go up to my hut and have a seat,” I suggested. I noticed my cousin was conveniently absent. He probably scurried off as soon as they hit land, not wanting to have to admit to his uncle he’d kept such serious news from him.

      The king of England narrowed his eyes, his lips drawing into a straight line across his face. His skin was ashen, making him seem stark and unapproachable. It was an expression he’d perfected over the years to hide his emotions from his enemies. It was clear he wasn’t going anywhere until I told him the whereabouts of his youngest daughter.

      After I took a deep breath, I began to explain everything that had happened to us. How Magnus took us to Clan Thornag, though only briefly mentioning he held us captive there. I did not go into detail about what Dayna and I had endured, nor that she’d cut off a man’s hands. I told him about our escape and Hilda’s death, then how Magnus captured me again and Gisele’s attack on Dayna.

      “A witch?” my father said. “My daughter is being held captive by a witch? I’m going to flog Thomas for keeping this from me.”

      “Thomas was only doing what he felt was best, as are Clay and Brant. They’re no doubt on their way to rescue her. Which Torben and I had also planned to do, but we are currently waiting on more allies.”

      “Then you believe your sister is alive?” he asked, obviously dreading a negative answer.

      “I do. I feel like I would know if she were gone.”

      His shoulders slumped as if I’d just settled the weight of the world on them. I hated to see him so worn and tired.

      “Dayna is tough,” he said, a small smile tugging at his lips. “I imagine the witch is probably wishing she’d not kept her.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure Dayna is keeping the woman on her toes.”

      “Where is Torben?”

      “He is visiting other clans, seeking allies for our assault on Cathal. They, too, have been attacked by the bastard and will likely come to our aid. They want restitution, and they should be willing to join in the fight with us,” I answered. “I expect Torben back tonight.”

      “And Myra, is she still here?”

      “Yes. She’s been much help, but she’s also a pain in my arse.”

      My father chuckled. “Most witches are.”

      “Come join me, Father. I’ve some new information I need to speak with Myra about.” I glanced over his shoulder toward the boats. Freya gave orders to the other shieldmaidens who were helping my father’s men set up tents. “Freya,” I yelled. She turned, and I motioned for her to follow us. Freya gave me a thumbs-up, then said something to Babs before jogging toward us.

      When she reached us, she wore her stern warrior face. “My Queen?” she said. The words caught me off guard. Freya wasn’t teasing this time. She was actually addressing me respectfully. I wasn’t sure it suited her.

      “Freya, this is my father, King Albric.” I motioned to him. “Father, this is Freya, General of the Shieldmaidens.”

      Freya pressed her arm across her chest, her fist over her heart, and bowed at the waist. “It is an honor to meet you, Your Highness. You have raised a tough woman.”

      Smiling, my father inclined his head slightly. “It is an honor to meet you as well, Freya of the Shieldmaidens. And thank you for helping my men with the camp setup,” he said.

      “Happy to do it.”

      “All right, introductions made,” I said. I rubbed my hands together. “Now, we need to go speak to Myra about the headless man and this Evelyn character.” The woman’s name came out very softly. After learning about elemental magic, I did not want to send anything nefarious off into the wind where it might find a place to land, grow, and later be reaped to our detriment.

      By the time I opened the door to our hut, I was in desperate need of a drink and something to eat. My father and Freya followed me inside.

      “Leave the door open, Father,” I said when he went to close it. Myra stood from her seat at the table, moving slowly as though she were in pain.

      “King Albric,” the witch said. “It is good to see you have arrived safe and sound.”

      “Thank you, Myra,” he said, then pointed at the chair she’d been sitting in. “Do not stand on my account. Please.”

      I ladled water out of our drinking cistern into cups before handing them out to everyone. Then I unwrapped a loaf of bread and cut off slices, setting them on plates and passing them out. I didn’t ask if they wanted the meal because I figured if they didn’t eat it, I’d happily scarf it down like the lady I was.

      Freya and my father each took a seat, as did I. I picked up the bread, then raised it to my mouth. My portion was gone in the blink of an eye. I wasn’t even sure if I tasted it. Then I drank all the water in the cup in one long draught. As I set my cup on the table, I noticed three sets of eyes staring at me.

      “What?” I asked, then belched.

      “I’m sure Torben must think they broke the mold when you came into this world,” my father said, shaking his head as he picked up his own slice of bread.

      “Al, we’ve had this discussion before,” Freya said. “If you’re going to do it, then go all the way. None of this girly belching.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, oh wise one. I will try harder to be a Neanderthal.”

      “Excellent,” Freya said with a smile. “Now, let’s tell witchy about our now headless man and his Evelyn.”

      Myra choked on the water she was sipping, then quickly set the cup down. I patted her back until she got herself under control.

      “What name did you just say?” Myra asked when her coughing fit had passed.

      “Evelyn,” Freya repeated.

      Myra’s eyes took on a haunted look as they seemed to lose focus.

      “Myra?” I said gently.

      “You’re sure it was Evelyn?” she asked. “Absolutely positive?”

      Freya and I both nodded. “Completely,” I said. “The man was fanatical. There were no mistaking his words.”

      ‘It can’t be,” Myra whispered, her lips trembling slightly. “It simply cannot be.”

      “What can’t be?” Freya asked.

      “Maybe we should just start at the beginning,” I suggested.

      Myra shook her said, but then nodded. “Yes, of course, child. But first, please tell me exactly what happened.”

      I let Freya relay the events of our day. Before she got to the part about questioning the man, I quickly went and shut the door. Then I put my hand on Freya’s shoulder to stop her.

      I studied Myra. “I have a bad feeling about saying her name out loud. Is there something you can do, a protection or cloaking spell of some sort?”

      Myra’s eyes widened when she realized what I was getting at. “You think she’s using the air, the wind, to listen in?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. But when he said her name, it was as if he summoned her or alerted her somehow,” I explained.

      Myra nodded. “Very prudent, Oracle,” she said. “Do you have any salt?”

      I pursed my lips. “Salt really is a witch thing?” I went to the cupboard, then started rifling through it until I found some. I handed the bag to Myra, who had stood from her seat.

      “Yes, it is in some spells,” she admitted. “Have a seat,” she instructed, then began pouring the salt around the table and chairs. She stepped inside the circle before completing and closing it.

      Myra retook her seat, then set the salt down on the table. After pulling out a crystal from her cloak, she cupped it in her hands. Holding it near her mouth, she began to talk softly, as though she were whispering a secret to the crystal.

      

      “Silent circle, still the wind,

      Keep the words locked inside.

      Separate foe from friend,

      Let these truths in here hide.”

      

      Myra returned the crystal to her cloak, then placed her hands in her lap. ”All right, continue,” she said nonchalantly, as if she hadn’t just performed a spell to prevent anyone from hearing us. I felt as though there should be a visible shield surrounding us. But, of course, there was nothing of the sort.

      “No one will be able to hear us outside of the salt circle?” Freya asked.

      “That is correct,” Myra said. “If one of us steps out of the circle, the spell is broken.”

      I glanced at my father to see how he was handling the open talk about magic. He didn’t appear to be upset or scared. He simply watched quietly. “How are you doing, Father?”

      He must have seen my worry. Reaching over, he patted my hand. “We never made you hide your magic because we feared it, Allete. Quite the opposite. Your mother and I have always known what a special gift you had. We forced you to hide it because there were people who would have seen you as an asset, and they would have tried to take you. And there were others who would fear you, and they would have tried to kill you. We did it to protect you. I am sorry if you ever felt like we were uncomfortable around you. That was never the case.”

      I patted his hand. “I was young, and I didn’t understand. I know you and Mother love me just as I am.”

      He nodded.

      Freya picked up the story—starting from where the man knelt and yelled about someone finding me. “We asked who he was talking about…” Freya trailed off.

      “He said the name Evelyn,” I finished. “Myra, who is Evelyn? You obviously know who she is.”

      “I knew a woman named Evelyn when I was a girl. She was a terrible witch. It could, of course, be a coincidence this man showed up chanting the name. Those men on the beach could be completely unrelated to the Evelyn I knew. But I don’t believe in coincidences, especially not when there is an oracle involved.” She narrowed her eyes.

      “I’ve clearly missed something,” my father said.

      “I’ll explain everything in due time, Father,” I said. “Myra, please continue.”

      “Evelyn sought me out when I was seventeen. She said she’d felt my power—that she knew another witch had been born into her territory.”

      “Witches have territories?” Freya asked.

      Myra shook her head. “No, not usually. But dark witches are territorial because they need blood to fuel their magic, which means they need people. Naturally, they draw these people from close by their home. Too many dark witches in the same place mean too many people go missing. Eventually, someone takes notice. So, most evil witches steer clear of one another to avoid this problem.”

      “You mean they basically see us as cattle?” I asked.

      “Essentially, I guess that’s a good comparison,” Myra said.

      “That’s sick,” I whispered.

      “This Evelyn was a dark witch then?” Father asked.

      “As dark as they come,” Myra confirmed. “She wanted to take me under her wing and tutor me. The first and only time I was in her home, I knew I wanted nothing to do with the kind of magic she practiced.”

      “Could she really still be around?” Freya asked. “No offense, little witch, but you’re no spring chicken. If she was an adult back then, she must be ancient now.”

      Myra chuckled. “She was probably ten years my senior, maybe a little older. At least that’s how she appeared. But blood magic can allow a witch to preserve her life and keep her young. My twin sister stopped aging a long time ago. I haven’t seen her in many years, but I don’t believe she appears older than a person whose reached twenty-five summers.”

      “You have a twin? And she’s evil?” Freya asked.

      “She was Evelyn’s apprentice,” Myra said.

      I suddenly felt as if I’d swallowed a handful of rocks. My stomach dropped, and bile rose in my throat. Gisele had been trained by this horrible dark witch, Evelyn, who was apparently still alive and somehow figured out who and what I was. Just when I was beginning to hope this was all going to work out for the best.

      Freya ran a hand across her face. She released a sigh, sounding exhausted. “Why do I feel like things just got a whole lot more complicated?”

      Myra just tilted her head to the side ever so slightly. “Maybe not. Maybe we just found a way to get all the players in the same location.”

      I pinned her with my eyes where she sat. “What are you talking about?”

      “If she were using some sort of magic to keep tabs on her interests, such as you…” She pointed at me. “Then maybe we can feed her information that will draw her out.”

      “Are you suggesting we use Allete as bait to ambush a dark witch?” my father asked.

      “Not exactly,” Myra said. “But if Evelyn wants to find us, she will. And I can’t imagine it’ll be to throw Allete a coronation party. We’d be much better off if the confrontation happened on our terms.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Freya asked.

      “We let it slip that Allete is traveling to the kingdom of Tara. And if Evelyn is alive, she might still be in contact with Gisele. We might be able to get her to brag to her old apprentice about finding an oracle. Gisele won’t be able to stand Evelyn outdoing her. My twin will want her nose right in the middle of it, I’m sure. And if she shows up, she’ll likely bring Dayna along as well.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know about that. We’re fairly sure Brant and my father’s captain went after Dayna.”

      “Then they’ve already been captured,” Myra said, tone matter of fact.

      “I don’t know, Myra,” my father said. “Captain Clay is more than capable. From what I know of Brant, he doesn’t seem a man to be trifled with.

      Myra shook her head. “It matters not, Your Highness. You have no idea what Gisele is capable of. As deeply as she has sunk into the dark arts, she may be the most powerful witch on earth. Two men, armed only with martial weapons, wouldn’t stand a chance against her, no matter how capable or dedicated they might be.”

      I had no doubt Myra was correct. I’d seen Gisele drop Hilda and Dayna with merely a wave of her hand. “Do you think she’s killed them?” I asked.

      “Not without an audience,” Myra answered. “My sister is nothing if not dramatic, and she craves attention. She’ll either use their deaths as a spectacle or in some sinister dark ritual. Probably both.”

      There was a collective shudder around the table.

      “We have to rescue them,” my father said.

      “Maybe we can,” Myra said. “We need Gisele to ‘discover’ that we will be in Tara. If she figures that out, then she will show up, I promise you. And she will bring her prisoners because she will have an audience to witness her display of power.”

      “I think I would like your sister,” Freya said. “You know, if she wasn’t a diabolical, evil bitch.”

      Myra appeared pensive. “We were close once,” the witch said. “I did everything I could to keep her from becoming what she is, but…” Shrugging, Myra swallowed thickly. “Anyway, I need time to think. Allete, you need to be working on oracle stuff. You two do whatever it is you do,” she said, motioning to Freya and my father.

      “Can I break the circle?” Freya asked.

      Myra nodded.

      I hugged my father. “I’ll be down later. Are you staying on the beach in your tent or would you like us to make you a place up here?”

      “I will stay with my men,” he answered. I’d figured he would, but I wanted him to know he was welcome.

      “All right.”

      “I will make sure they are all taken care of, My Queen,” Freya said, bowing to me.

      “Thank you, Freya. You have my gratitude.” Her eyes widened as I hugged her. She gave me an awkward pat on the back that made me smile.

      When they’d gone, Myra motioned for me to sit and then poured salt back around the circle, closing it once again. She repeated her earlier incantation, then pulled Hilda’s book out of her cloak.

      “How in the world did you hide that in your cloak?” I asked as she set it on the table in front of me.

      “One day, I will give you all my secrets,” she said.

      “That’s what Hilda said, then I found myself spitting on a book and holding it in a burning fire with my bare hands. You can keep your secrets, thank you very much.”

      Myra cackled as if I’d just said the funniest thing ever.

      “It wasn’t that funny, considering it was true,” I grumbled. I flipped the book open to the last page I’d read. “Do you think, at any point, we will actually learn something that will help us?”

      “Just keep reading,” Myra said. It was the same thing she said every time I got tired of staring at that stupid book.

      Page after page, I continued to read. I figured out quickly I had to run my finger over every word so the next page of text would show up. I wasn’t sure how many hours had passed by the time I reached the page where Myra’s name appeared, but I must have been getting sleepy because as soon as I saw it, I sat up straight and felt my eyes widen.

      “You’re in here,” I said.

      Myra had been writing on a small piece of parchment with a quill and ink, all of which had also been housed in her cloak. I decided I needed to ask after her tailor.

      “What does it say?” she asked. It was as if she’d expected me to come across her name eventually.

      “Why aren’t you surprised you’re in Hilda’s book?”

      She shrugged. “Because I’m not.”

      “You knew you were in here?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “It was something I saw long ago and something Hilda confirmed. The problem is my sister is aware of the entry as well.”

      “There are no dates on any of these pages. Why on earth did that woman not date this book?” I growled.

      “To protect the prophecies,” Myra said. “If, for some reason, the protections on this book had failed and someone managed to get into it, then having dates would help them ascertain when a prophecy might take place.”

      “And you really think I should be allowed to add things to this book? Because I would have just been dating things like crazy.”

      “You will learn,” she said simply.

      “If you say so,” I muttered, then began to read out loud.

      “I had a vision today of the white witch, Myra.” I paused. “White witch?” I asked.

      “It’s what she called me occasionally.”

      “Hmm, okay,” I said before continuing. “Her sister was in this vision as well. I, of course, spoke the prophecy out loud so I worry about who might have been listening on the wind. But there is nothing to be done about it now. I will record it here in hope it will remain a mystery to those who do not need to know of its existence.

      There will be a great battle on the hills of Tara. A kingdom will join with the clans to take a stand against an enemy who is a threat to them all. Among the allies will be a witch who stands on the side of good. She is to face two foes. It is during this battle she will strike them down, destroying them both once and for all. The death they have brought to those around them will end, and those spirits can finally be at peace.

      “It will also come to pass, at the end of the great battle, that the alliances formed by these clans and the throne of England will be forged forever, never to be broken. A new king will take over Tara, and he will be wise and just. These lands will be at peace. The blood will wash away in the rain, and all things will be made new.”

      I read over the words silently again, trying not to let hope take root, at least not yet. So many things could happen that would cause this prophecy to change. If everything happened as it was supposed to, then this would our future. This prosperity was laid out before us. I wanted it desperately. I wanted peace. I wanted Gisele destroyed. Now if I could only know the fate of Dayna, Brant, and Clay.

      “I wasn’t sure who the second foe was,” Myra said. “But now I know.”

      “Evelyn,” I said.

      She nodded. “We have to make sure she is there.”

      “How?”

      “Tonight, we will call a meeting with Torben, your father, and the generals of the armies. It will appear very official. We will have it outside around a fire, and I will do an incantation to magnify our words. Not only will I let any eavesdroppers hear, but I’ll also basically be inscribing our words in ten-foot high letters and placing them in direct sunlight for all the world to see and hear. We can only hope they’ll be paying attention.”

      “You don’t think they will be?” I asked.

      Myra took a deep breath. “Listening to the wind is a complex spell. They’re both more than capable of casting it, of course. But the spell leaves the witch vulnerable. One must focus all her senses on listening. This kind of concentration keeps a witch from defending herself should she come under attack at the moment she is eavesdropping. They will literally be blind to everything and everyone around them,” Myra explained.

      “It’s risky?” I asked.

      “Very. And neither of these women take risk unnecessarily. But they’re both willing to do anything to gain power. And that may be their downfall. Evelyn has already shown her hand. If she’s sending her sycophants here to get at you, then she wants your oracle powers badly. I’ve no doubt she’ll be listening. And now that I think about it…”

      I watched as Myra’s face became thoughtful. “What?”

      “Brant and Clay may be the wild card in this whole situation,” she replied. “Gisele won’t have expected them. She’ll have been more prepared for your father to send an entire army. It will confuse her he’s only sent one of his men and a Northman. She’ll likely wonder why the two are working together. This, I’m sure, will intrigue her. And don’t forget she wants this more than anything.” Myra tapped the leather-bound book. “Those two things together will certainly pique my sister’s curiosity enough that she’ll risk a moment of vulnerability to listen to what we’re up to. Now, we just have to make the bait enticing enough that she crawls out of her hole to meet us.”

      “Great,” I said, rolling my eyes. I closed the book, then sat back in my chair. I was beginning to feel the effects of the day, yet it wasn’t even over, far from it. Though darkness had begun to fall as night came, there was still so much left to do.

      I jumped in my seat when I heard the loud bellows of the horn once again, just as I’d heard when my father arrived. “Torben,” I said, standing so fast my chair fell backward behind me.

      I didn’t even stop for poor Myra—just dashed out the door with only one thought in mind. I wanted to see my husband.
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        “I can hear the battle drums beating. War is brewing like a great storm approaching on the horizon. The clouds begin to gather, the wind picks up speed. The thunder rolls across the sky, and the rain begins to fall. When it is all over, it will not be water that drenches the ground. It will be the blood of our enemies. We will stand victorious.”

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      When my feet hit the sand of our beach, I finally felt like I could breathe. It was as though I’d been holding my breath since the moment I’d left ten days ago. I was incredibly happy to see that Albric and his men had arrived. There was movement all over the beach as they set up a camp.

      I’d managed to make it maybe twenty feet when I heard her voice. I looked up to see a vision. Allete was running full speed, wearing battle attire, her hair braided like the shieldmaiden wear when training or going into battle. Her face was covered in dirt, and there was smeared blood as well. She was a mess, yet she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      As she came closer, I could see her eyes sparkling with tears. My tender princess missed me. When she was close enough, she launched herself at me. I caught her around the waist. She wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist.

      I heard the cheering all around us, but I was completely focused on the desperate whispers coming from my bride.

      “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she said over and over again.

      I ran a hand down her hair and back, tightening my hold. “I love you too, Princess, so much,” I said. I could sense she needed this connection, so I simply stood on the beach with my eyes closed, my face buried in her neck, holding her in my arms. Every now and then, I would say something about how I missed her, how lovely she was, how worried I was about her, and she would voice the same.

      Eventually, she pulled back and cupped my face in her small hands. She smiled, her tear-streaked face lit up with joy. “Hello,” she said.

      I chuckled. “Hello, beautiful.”

      “You made it back safe and sound.”

      “Aye.”

      “Did I mention I missed you?”

      I nodded. “A few times.”

      “Did I mention I love you?”

      “Aye. There is something you haven’t done, though,” I said.

      “What?”

      Placing my hand on the back of her head, I pulled her to me. I didn’t care who was watching. I wanted a kiss from the woman I loved, and I didn’t want a peck as though we were shy with one another. I wanted to taste her.

      Allete moaned as my tongue traced the seam of her lips. She opened immediately, her tongue dancing with my own, each of us vying for dominance. Eventually, I won, and she let me explore her mouth at my leisure. And enjoy it I did.

      It was the clearing of a throat that finally caused me to leave the realm of my wife’s delicious mouth. When we separated, she was staring at me with unmasked lust. I was completely on board with her sentiment, but there were other things that had to be dealt with before I could slate my hunger for Allete.

      I set her back down on the ground and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her against me, then looked for the person who’d interrupted us. And, of course, the only one who would have dared was a king.

      “King Albric,” I said as I held out my hand to him.

      He took my forearm in his. I clasped to his, giving it a firm shake. “Torben,” Albric said. “I am sorry for the loss your clan has endured. Thank you for getting Allete back safe and sound.”

      “I am sorry Dayna is not here,” I said immediately.

      The king held up his hand. “We do not control the fate of every life we come in contact with. Even as Dayna’s father, I do not control her fate. It is not your fault. Besides, I’ve been informed she has two rescuers on her trail as we speak.”

      My eye widened. “What?”

      “Brant and my father’s captain, Clay, went after Dayna. They didn’t return with my father. They left from England a few days ago,” Allete explained.

      “I’m not terribly surprised,” I admitted. “But I am glad Brant did not go on his own. I can’t say I blame him. I would have done the same thing if it were you in Dayna’s place,” I said.

      I was worried about my oldest friend going up against a dark witch, but I was also glad Dayna would no longer be alone. She would know she hadn’t been forgotten or given up on.

      “Do you have everything you need?” I asked the king. “It will be another day or so before clans start arriving.”

      Albric shook his head. “We have all we need right now. You, however, look like you could use a bath and sleep.”

      I laughed. “Both of those would be welcomed.”

      Allete held up a hand to stop me from taking a step forward. “Before you get those two ideas too deeply rooted in your mind, we need to meet with Myra. It is a matter of importance,” Allete said. “We need your closest men, Torben, Freya, and Babs as well. And Father, the leaders in your army as well.”

      My father nodded. “Where should we meet you?”

      I looked at Allete for direction because she obviously knew something I did not.

      “In the middle of the village, we will have a fire. Meet us there,” Allete said.

      “Now?” I asked.

      “Now,” she said, and there was gravel in her voice. I blew out a whistle. A moment later, Amund was by my side. I relayed the information Allete had told her father, then sent him to gather those we needed. Taking Allete’s hand, I began walking in the direction of the center of the clan village.

      “You look like you could use some rest as well,” I said as she walked beside me. Her face was beautiful but worn.

      “Sleep would not be unwelcome,” she said, glancing up at me. “I slept alone all my life except for the week we’ve been married, yet, suddenly, I can’t sleep well without you. It’s most inconvenient,” she teased.

      I lifted her hand to my lips. Pressed a kiss to her palm. “I don’t sleep well without you in my arms either,” I admitted.

      “Then it is decided,” Allete said as she stopped and faced me. She rose up on her tiptoes, then pressed a kiss to my lips. “We shall never sleep apart again.”

      My lips tugged up into a grin. “I have a feeling you will change your mind after you bear our first child.”

      She stepped back with a roll of her eyes. “We can still sleep in the same bed. I’ll just be sure to put you in a chastity belt before bed.”

      Laughing, I threw my head back because it was not what I’d been expecting her to say.

      “She seems much happier now that you are back,” Myra said as we reached the center of the village. The old woman was already dragging wood to the circle for a fire.

      “Woman, put that log down,” I barked as I hurried over and took the branch that was nearly as big as the witch. I picked it up, then chucked it into the pile she’d already begun to build.

      She and Allete began to converse, and I called out for some help gathering firewood. Within a quarter of an hour, we had a stack of wood piled waist high, ready to burn. Another fifteen minutes later, everyone Allete summoned had arrived.

      “Ask the rest of the clan members to continue helping King Albric’s people get situated and begin organizing space for the three other clans coming,” I told Kjell, then turned to Allete. “You and Myra seem to have a plan, so I’m going to follow your lead.”

      Allete nodded, releasing my hand and surveying the group was now gathered around.

      “Torben and I have called this meeting to discuss the strategic battle plan for our combined forces. Those of you who don’t know her,” she gestured to the witch, “this is Myra, a friend and an ally. She is a witch, but she doesn’t practice dark magic. During this meeting, she is going to use a spell to block anyone else from hearing our plans. There is a chance the kingdom of Tara is working with a dark witch.” She paused, eyeing me. Without saying a word, she shrugged and winked, as if to say she didn’t know if that were really true at all. Apparently, she and Myra wanted whoever might be listening in to believe we thought a witch might be working with Cathal.

      “Myra,” Allete continued, “let us know if there’s anything else you need.”

      Myra nodded, tossed something onto the wood, and then muttered something under her breath. The wood went up in flames. It became a roaring bonfire in a matter of seconds.

      Everyone took a collective step back as we stared, wide-eyed, at the fire. It moved in a rhythm. When I glanced at Myra, I could see her lips moving and hear a murmured chant. I realized the flames were moving in tandem with her voice. The heat from the fire was intense, even when I tugged Allete a little farther away, it still felt unnaturally hot. I had no idea what Myra was doing, but it made me glad she was on our side.

      The witch nodded at me. I supposed that was my cue.

      “As most of you know, I went to visit three clans that had been attacked by King Cathal, just as Clan Hakon had been. These three clans have agreed to align with us and King Albric to attack the kingdom of Tara. They should begin arriving the day after tomorrow. As soon as they are all here, we will make our ultimate battle plans. My hope is it will take no longer than two days for planning and preparation before we sail. Tara is a four-day journey. We will pray to the gods to make it in three or less.” I was just about to wrap things up. There wasn’t much more detail I could provide at that point, at least until the other jarls arrived. Then I heard Allete gasp.

      The fire rose into the air, despite the fact the wind was hardly blowing. I went to reach for my bride to pull her farther away, but when I grabbed her hand and tugged, it was as if I were attempting to move a huge stone. She wouldn’t budge.

      Her head was tilted back slightly, and her eyes were wide. But I could tell she wasn’t seeing the fire in front of her. The wind, which had been light until then, picked up its pace. Allete’s hair whipped around her. Then she began to speak. Her voice came out in an amplified tone that could be heard over the raging fire and roaring wind.

      “Five hunters stand on a hill. They gaze down into the valley of a great dragon that preys on anyone he sets his eyes upon. Now the hunters have set their eyes on him. They will fight the dragon and he will kill many, but if they stand united, they will defeat him. They must be ever watchful because there are two serpents who will come, like slinking snakes, into the battle. They prey on the unsuspecting, and they care not for the lives of any. They must be destroyed, or their legacy will live on and they will come back to haunt the five hunters. Make haste! Do not delay your departure by even one day. Stick to your course. Do not turn to your left or your right, but forge straight ahead.”

      Just as suddenly as the wind had picked up, it died down and the fire with it. Allete’s head lowered, and she blinked several times. Her eyes were wide with shock, and I could see a slight tremor in her body.

      “The oracle has spoken,” Freya announced, and those in our clan repeated her. Then all bowed their head to Allete.

      “Let it be as the oracle has said,” I said. “We will seek to do as she advises. We will reconvene once the other clans arrive.” At that, everyone dispersed. I started pulling Allete in the direction of our hut. When I glanced over my shoulder, I noticed Myra, Freya, and Albric were on our heels.

      “Are you all right?” I asked Allete as we walked.

      “Yes,” she said. “Just feel a bit disoriented. As I was telling you all the prophecy, I saw my own words coming to pass. I mean, I actually saw the battle. Do you think your mom saw things like this? Do you think she saw me?” she asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. She never went into details of what she saw. She only spoke the words that came to her. It’s possible she saw you. I don’t know if prophecies happen the same way for every oracle,” I admitted. I wished I could help her more. I wished I knew what to say to make her feel more comfortable with this new gift. All I could do was be a shoulder, strong arms, and a listening ear for her.

      “Those things are more than enough,” she said, having picked up on my thoughts.

      “They don’t feel like it, not when I can feel your fear.”

      When we entered our hut, we had just a minute alone before the others would join us. “You promise you are all right?” I asked again as I cupped her face in my hands.

      She nodded. “It was just a lot to take in, and I wasn’t expecting it.”

      There was a quick knock, then Thomas stuck his head in the door. “We can always count on you for entertainment, cousin,” he said with a smile. Then his face sobered, and he narrowed his eyes. “Seriously, though, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, Thomas. Thank you for checking on me. Oh, and don’t think I haven’t noticed you’ve been missing since you and my father arrived.”

      He winked. “And with the reminder of the lies I told our king, I will be on my way.” He was gone as quickly as he’d appeared.

      “He’s a nuisance,” Allete said with an affectionate smile.

      “A nuisance who loves his cousins dearly,” I pointed out. There was no time to say more as Freya, Myra, and Albric walked into our home.

      “Let it never be said that you aren’t good for entertainment, Al,” Freya said as she took one of the seats at the small table.

      I pushed Allete gently down into one of the chairs, then motioned to Myra to take a chair as well. Albric leaned with his back against the now-closed door, staring intently at his daughter.

      Allete gave him a weak smile. “Sorry about that.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t be. It’s quite amazing. But like your husband, I am worried about your well-being. Are you well?”

      “I am. Just a little more tired now than I was before all that.”

      “Let’s make this quick then,” Myra said. “Allete, you’ve had your first prophecy. I think it is particularly important that you document it.” She stared at Allete pointedly, and my bride obviously understood what Myra meant because she nodded in agreement.

      “Don’t go to sleep until you’ve documented it so it’s fresh in your mind.”

      “Okay,” Allete agreed.

      “Tomorrow, we can go over it more in depth to make sure we haven’t missed anything pertinent,” Myra explained.

      “Sounds good,” Allete said.

      Myra stood, then pointed at Freya, “Will you walk an old lady out?” she asked. Without waiting for an answer, she gestured at Albric. “And will you accompany two vulnerable ladies and keep us safe?”

      Allete snorted. “Vulnerable, my arse. You two are about as vulnerable as a couple of snakes surrounded by mice.”

      Albric chuckled and took Myra’s hand, placing it on his arm as he assisted her. “Good night, Allete, Torben,” the king said. “You both need to get some much-needed rest.” He and Myra exited the hut with Freya on their heels.

      The female shieldmaiden glanced over her shoulder and winked. “You two be sure to try to get some sleep at some point.”

      Smirking at the woman I’d known all my life, I closed the door before she could say anything else to embarrass my bride. When I faced Allete, she was pulling out a quill and ink bottle from one of the small drawers in the kitchen. She sat at the table with an ancient book in front of her. I saw it had a green gemstone embedded in the center.

      “Is that my mother’s book?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’m sorry, but I have to get what I saw written down in here.”

      “Don’t apologize, Princess. You’re an oracle. You have responsibilities. Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked.

      “A cup of tea would be great,” she said with a small smile.

      “I think I can handle brewing some tea,” I told her, then got busy doing exactly that as she opened the book and turned to a blank page. As I went about making the tea, my mind wandered to Brant. I wondered if he’d found Dayna yet. If they were both safe, along with Captain Clay. I truly hoped they were. I didn’t want Allete to have to face losing her sister, in some ways, a second time. Nor did I want to lose my most trusted friend.

      I set the tea down on the table next to Allete. I opened my mouth, about to ask her if she’d seen anything about them in the prophecy, but stopped myself. If she had and it was bad, I didn’t want to put her in a position to be the one to have to share that with me. It would be a burden enough to bear it on her own.

      Leaning down, I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m going to put some water over the fire to get warm for you, so once you’re done, you can take a sponge bath. And then, while you finish writing, I’m going to run down to the river and take a very quick, cold bath.”

      “You don’t want me to have to freeze?” she said with a teasing grin.

      “I am going to say yes to that and not mention that having my wife sponge bathing in our home is not my motivation at all.” This made her laugh, which helped ease some of the heaviness I’d been feeling. I wanted to take her burdens, but I knew she couldn’t share them all with me. Allete would have to bear some of them on her own, no matter how badly I wanted to relieve her of them.

      We each had a purpose in this life. To take all of Allete’s burdens would be to take away part of her purpose. I couldn’t rob her of her destiny. Instead, I would be her support. I would be the one she could lean on when the burden became too much to handle on her own.
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        “I had my first prophecy today. I want to never do that again. Ever. Thank you very much.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      I waited for Torben to leave the hut before trying to write because every time I positioned the quill on the page, my hand began to shake. So, instead, I’d pretended to be thinking. But now that he was gone, I didn’t pretend any longer. Instead, I sat watching my hand hold the shaking quill.

      “I want you to know I feel like you could have prepared me a little better for that,” I said into the empty room, though I was addressing Hilda as I stared at her book. She couldn’t hear me—not in the afterlife, not concerned with the petty affairs of the living any longer, but it made me feel better to complain to her.

      “A little warning would have been nice,” I grumped. With one final sigh, I dipped the quill in the ink and began to write.

      As follows is the first prophecy of the oracle, Allete Auvray, for Clan Hakon of Ravenscar, as well as three supporting clans and their Britain allies.

      As I wrote the prophecy, I thought about how I had experienced it myself. It wasn’t just me hearing the words in my mind, then having them come out of my mouth. I was physically there. In my mind’s eye, I was living in the prophecy, watching it unfold. But what was even more bizarre was I watched the symbolism take physical form. So, when I spoke of a great dragon, that was indeed what I saw. A dragon with the eyes and intelligence of Cathal. I could see Cathal’s features in its face, and I could feel the contempt and loathing rolling off the creature the same way they rolled off the king of Tara himself.

      When I spoke of the hunters on the hill, that was what I saw. The jarls and King Albric sitting astride their horses, their hunting bows on their backs and swords on their sides. They were peering down into this valley where the great dragon was flying low over the town.

      As I looked closer, I could see movement on either side of the town and realized there were two giant black snakes slithering on their bellies down the roads of the town, heading straight for the dragon. The black snake on the right had something wrapped in its tail. I squinted as I tried to make out what it was wrapped around. When it was finally close enough, I felt bile rise in my throat as I stared at the limp bodies of Clay, Dayna, and Brant—all three wound up tightly in the tail of the huge black snake.

      I thought the snakes would stop when they reached the dragon, but the one on the right, the one holding my sister and the two men, continued slithering forward. When its head rose and yellow eyes clashed with mine, I stumbled backward. The snake hissed as it continued moving even closer. When it was about ten yards away, it stopped, rose up on its belly, and undulated back and forth. And then it began to speak. “I will be waiting for you, Oracle,” the creature said, and its words were drawn out in a hissing sound. “I will drop your dead at your feet, then I will strike you down.”

      I could hear the violence in the snake’s voice, and I could practically feel the rage radiating off the massive form. When I studied it closer, I could see the eyes were familiar. I blinked several times. They continued to appear more and more familiar until I was no longer seeing the face of a snake, but that of Gisele instead. For a brief few seconds, it was her head attached to the scaly body. When I blinked again, she was gone, and the snake was in her place.

      A door slammed closed, snapping me out of the memory of the prophecy. I found myself back in my hut. Torben had just walked in. Smiling, he took his clothes and folded them, placing them neatly in the basket where we kept our dirty garments.

      I glanced at the book and found I’d written everything I’d seen in my vision, though I didn’t recall writing any of it. After I set the quill down, I then push the book away. I didn’t want to think about the things I’d seen. I didn’t want to try to interpret what it all meant. I just wanted to keep from thinking about any of it, if only for a little while.

      “Will you let me take care of you?” Torben asked gently. Stopping by me, he held out his hand. I placed my much smaller one in it, and I let him pull me to my feet. When he pulled me into his arms and I let myself lean against him, I realized how bone tired I was.

      “Yes,” I said, answering his question.

      “Good.” He urged me over to a chair he’d set near the fire. There was a pot of water on the floor with a cloth rag hanging on the edge. Also, several folded swaths of cloth were stacked next to the pot.

      Torben helped me undress, then took one of the swaths and completely wrapped it around my body, leaving my arms exposed. He pushed me into the chair and picked up the washcloth, dipped it into the hot water, then squeezed out the excess before running the cloth down my arms and my hands. He dipped the cloth again before gliding it across my shoulders and neck.

      Next, he took another piece of cloth and dried off the damp skin. My husband repeated this process until he’d washed all of my body.

      “Tell me about your trip,” I said as he began to dry off each leg and then my feet.

      “It was long,” Torben replied. “Though the talks with the jarls were encouraging, it was still odd being in someone else’s clan. No matter the ally status, we’re still strangers.”

      “This will go a long way toward building trust between the clans,” I said. “Has Clan Hakon had allies in the past?”

      “We did at one time, but Magnus became distrustful of everyone and managed to burn those bridges,” he explained.

      Torben helped me into some clean nightclothes, then sat me down again and went to work on my hair. He was gentle and patient as he undid the plaits, then brushed through the tangled strands.

      “It sounds like the clan is in much better hands now.”

      “Aye,” he agreed absently. “His removal from leadership wasn’t a loss, that’s for sure. I’m not saying I’m necessarily the best candidate for the job, but I care about our clan. I care about the future of our people.”

      “You are exactly who needs to be leading this clan, Torben. You’re a man of worth, and everyone respects you. They value your input and follow your leadership. As long as you put the needs of the clan above a need for control or power, then you are the right man for the job,” I said.

      “I told you about the clans. Now you tell me about how things have been going with training, Myra, and the book,” Torben said after a few minutes of silence.

      I explained how I was sure Freya was trying to kill me via sword training, and that his mother had been determined to drive me insane as I attempted to figure out how to get her book of prophecy open and then get the words to show up. “I feel like she thought I was a whole lot smarter than the average child,” I said.

      Torben chuckled. “Imagine being raised by her.”

      “I don’t want to think about subjecting myself to such a possibility,” I admitted.

      “I don’t blame you.”

      When he was done with my hair, Torben took my hand and pulled me up from the chair. “Now, it’s time for bed. I’m tired, you’re tired, and I want to fall asleep with you in my arms.”

      We both climbed into bed, and he immediately pulled me tightly against him. I sighed. This is what I’d been missing so terribly for the past ten days. No matter whether I slept or not, I didn’t sleep well without Torben next to me.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” I said.

      “I don’t like being away from you,” Torben said. “Before you, adventuring didn’t bother me too much. Coming home was pleasant just because it was nice to sleep in my own bed, but I didn’t necessarily have anything to look forward to. Now that I have you, all I could think about was getting home.”

      Feeling his lips against the back of my neck, I shivered at the sensation.

      “Goodnight, Viking. I love you.”

      “Goodnight, Princess. I love you more.”
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        “When you realize you’ve been acting like an idiot because an evil witch spiked your drink, try to take comfort in the fact you’re probably not the only person in the world this has happened to. At least that is what I’m having to tell myself at this point. The shame is real.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      My head felt as though I’d introduced it to the ground a few dozen times by blunt force. Blinking, I cringed as the pounding increased from the light of the sun hitting my eyes.

      When my vision had cleared enough I could actually see, I was relieved to find Clay and Brant sitting a few feet from me, both still unconscious. They were tied up, just like I was. We were each propped against separate tree trunks. I could hear ocean waves, so I knew the witch had taken us somewhere. How in the world had she gotten us here? And where was she? On that thought, I immediately tried to stand, but then realized that not only were my feet and hands tied, but I was also secured to the tree with a rope around my waist. I hadn’t realized it was there until I’d tried to move.

      The last thing I remembered was Gisele throwing a handful of dust into our faces…then the world went black. How long had we been out? I had no idea.

      “Dayna?” Brant’s voice sounded thick with worry as his head rolled to the side. He blinked his eyes open.

      “I’m here,” I said, continuing to watch him. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like an evil witch used her evil magic on me,” Brant said. His voice was rough and tight with anger.

      “Brant, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t,” he said. “Don’t apologize. You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      “If I hadn’t sat there like a fool and argued with you or refused to leave, then we could have been gone before she got back,” I said.

      He shook his head. “You are the victim, Dayna. She used magic on you, and your choices were no longer your own. You aren’t responsible for that.”

      I scoffed. “I chose a rat over going with you. Am I really so weak-minded I couldn’t see the situation for what it was? I mean, even now, I still feel the need to go back to that cottage. I still feel it is my favorite place when I know damn well it isn’t.” My blood might as well have been boiling—I was so angry with myself. I felt like I should have been able to fight off the effects of the drink she gave me. I felt weak and easily influenced, and I’d never thought of myself that way before.

      “How do we fight against something we don’t understand or know anything about?” Brant asked. “You had no idea what she was doing to you, and you have no idea how her magic works. Don’t blame yourself for something that is beyond your control. Give blame where it is due, Dayna. Gisele is the one responsible for what has been done to you. It is her fault alone.”

      “Thank you for coming for me,” I said, needing him to understand just how much it meant to me.

      “Allete and Torben are going to come, too. No one has forgotten you. But I decided I might have a better chance of getting you out without an army. Guess I was wrong.” He chuckled humorlessly.

      “How were you to know Gisele could knock us all unconscious like that? She’s very powerful.”

      “Does anyone else feel as though a horse has repeatedly kicked them in the head?” Clay asked.

      “Not me.” I sighed. “I feel simply marvelous.”

      Clay glanced over at me. His eyes were bloodshot, and he had a bruise beginning to show on his right cheek. “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

      “I’ve lost all my dignity. There’s no sense in throwing anything else away,” I huffed.

      Brant started to say something, but he stopped when Gisele suddenly stepped out of the thick growth of trees and into the clearing in front of us. A moment later, another woman joined her.

      “Are you sure we can’t just kill them?” the new woman asked. “They just seem like a lot of dead weight to haul around when we need to move quickly.”

      “Once we get them on a boat, we won’t have to move them again,” Gisele said. “Besides, they will come in handy when we come face to face with the oracle and her witch.”

      “I see you went and replaced me rather quickly, Gisele,” I said. “I’m sort of hurt it didn’t take you longer to get over our relationship.”

      “I see why you like her,” the new woman said.

      “Yes. She has some redeeming qualities about her, but in the end, she is just a human girl with no real lust for greatness,” Gisele said.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to disagree,” I said. “I lust for greatness all the time. How can I not when he’s sitting right there in front of me?” I motioned with my chin toward Brant.

      “Little princess, you’re going to make me blush,” Brant purred.

      “I thought I told you not to call me that.” I glowered, not caring how attracted I was to him. Being called Little Princess was not on my list of acceptable pet names.

      “Wait,” the new woman said. “Are these two a mated pair? I mean, I get the appeal. He’s very handsome and well built.”

      “All right, first of all, we aren’t animals,” I growled. “Second of all, get your greedy eyes off my Viking. And who are you anyway?”

      She narrowed her eyes as she spoke. “I’m Evelyn.”

      I glanced from Gisele to Evelyn and back again, my mouth dropping open.

      “I see you know who I am,” Evelyn said with a smug smile. “Then you know that if I say I could make your male fall madly in love with me, I am telling the absolute truth. Watch how you speak to me, girl.”

      “You wrote in your diary she was powerful, Gisele, but you never mentioned what a wench she is,” I said. I pursed my lips, staring Evelyn down. Could she kill me with barely a blink? Probably. Was that going to stop me from tugging the tiger’s tail? Absolutely not. I could feel Brant’s glare and his silent shouting for me to shut my mouth.

      Evelyn took a step toward me, but Gisele held up a hand. “Are you really letting a human goad you? When did you become so petty? She is beneath you. Ignore her. We have too much to do for you to be wasting time and energy on putting her in her place just because your pride is insulted.”

      The other witch continued to glare at me for several seconds before finally turning away. “Fine. I’ll let her live. For now. Where is Calder? I thought he said the ships were ready.”

      “I’m here, Evelyn. No need to lose your temper.” Calder and a handful of his men came walking into the clearing. When Calder’s eyes landed on me, he smiled. “It seems your escape didn’t really work out.”

      “Who’s to say it didn’t work out exactly the way we wanted it to?” I challenged.

      Calder frowned as he stalked over to me. Leaning down, he ran his finger across my cheek. I saw Brant shift out of the corner of my eye.

      “The old oracle died,” he pointed out. “Surely that wasn’t in your plans.”

      “She was an oracle. I’m sure she knew when we planned the escape whether or not her death was going to be necessary. Like I said, maybe everything worked out exactly as it was supposed to and each of us is exactly where we need to be.”

      He didn’t like my answer. I could see the unease growing in his eyes. He stood back up, then stepped back, pivoting to look at Gisele. “You’re sure we need to go to Tara and not to Magnus’s clan?”

      “I told you,” Gisele snapped. “I am completely positive. I’ve heard the plans.”

      “How could you have?” Calder asked, his eyes skeptical.

      “Don’t concern yourself with it. You know it’s not a good idea to question me. Just make sure your men are ready to fight. If you play your cards right, you might get to take over Tara as the new king. Your clan could take over all of Tara.”

      “That’s just what Tara needs. To go from one madman to another,” I muttered.

      “I am not mad,” Calder bit out through gritted teeth.

      “Says the jarl who conspires with two dark witches,” I challenged.

      “Get them on a ship,” Calder snarled at the men who’d come with him. He motioned to me, then to Clay and Brant.

      The warriors began untying us from our respective trees. They unbound our legs, then roughly pulled us to our feet. They left our hands tied, marching us away from the two witches and Calder. I tried to give Brant a meaningful glance as I passed him, trying to silently communicate he shouldn’t try anything foolish. I could only hope I succeeded. We walked through the trees, and then, about thirty yards later, we hit the beach. I could see Calder’s longships resting against a small dock.

      Once they got us on one of the ships and took us down below deck, they put us each in a small cell. I hated being down in the ship. I’d much prefer to be out in the fresh air where I could see the sky and the ocean.

      “Speaking of ships,” I said. “How did you two get here?”

      Clay said, “Our ship is hidden with a small crew. They should have already sailed back to England by now. If they haven’t, they will once they see the longboats leaving.”

      “Dayna,” Brant said, and I raised an eyebrow at him. “How did you know who Evelyn was?”

      “She was in Gisele’s diary,” I answered, then went on to tell him and Clay all about the diary I’d found and what I’d learned in it.

      “She’s Myra’s twin sister?” Brant asked, the disbelief heavy in his voice.

      “You know Myra?” I asked.

      He nodded. “She helped us when we first got to England and infiltrated your father’s palace. And she showed up in Ravenscar just before I left to go back to your castle.”

      “You never told me how Allete is,” I said. Whatever Gisele had been giving me was beginning to get out of my system because I could feel myself beginning to concern myself with important things and people again. I hadn’t even realized I’d stopped caring about everything.

      “She and Torben married,” Brant said. “She hated for you to miss it.”

      I felt the tears well up in my eyes, but I forced them back. “I bet she was stunning.”

      “She was,” Brant agreed. “They are sickeningly in love.”

      “And what happened to Magnus?”

      Brant went on to tell me the story of how Magnus had shown up in Ravenscar and about the fight between him and Torben. Obviously, Torben had won.

      “She’s been training to be a shieldmaiden,” Brant said.

      I grinned. “Okay, now I’m jealous. Where do I sign up for that, because I’m going to be a kick-arse shieldmaiden.”

      Clay and Brant laughed. “Of that, I’ve no doubt,” Clay said.

      “As soon as we get home, you can begin training with Freya. She’s the head warrior of the shieldmaidens,” Brant explained. “She and Allete have become good friends.”

      “I’m so glad your clan has welcomed her and accepted her,” I said. “I can imagine that might’ve been hard for some.”

      “Our clan knows what a blessing it is to have an oracle and healer. Allete will always be treated with respect,” Brant said.

      We were all quiet for a time, listening to the footsteps above. There was a lot happening on the deck of the ship. I could only assume they were getting ready to cast off. It was then I remembered what had been said in the clearing.

      “Brant, did you hear Gisele say we’re going to Tara? Do you think she’s in league with Cathal?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. They seem like a match made in hell,” Brant said. “You’ve been living with her? Did she ever hint at any kind of alliance?”

      “No, just with Calder. I wonder why they want to take us to Tara with them?” I asked.

      “I guess they can’t really leave us lying around,” Brant said. “And it appears they’ve discovered somehow that Clan Hakon is headed to Tara for war. Or at least they’ve guessed as much. I don’t know how. You said Gisele wanted some book the clan has. Maybe she’s thinking she can force the clan to give it to her in exchange for defeating Cathal.”

      I thought it about for a minute before nodding. “She did mention setting Calder up as the new king in Tara. So maybe you’re right. Maybe it will give us a chance to escape when we get there. If there’s a lot of chaos with a battle, we might be able to hide in the chaos.”

      “We’ve got to get free of our bonds,” Clay pointed out. “Can’t get far if we’re still shackled.”

      “Good thing we’re going to be on a boat with some time on our hands for a few days,” I said. “We will have plenty of time to figure out a way to get our hands free.”

      A few hours passed. Neither of the witches, nor Calder, appeared, but one Calder’s men would occasionally stow some supplies in the hold with us. None of us spoke to them. Finally, we felt the boat begin to move. I’d found a spot on the floor with my back against the ship wall. Brant had been pacing, but when the ship began to move, he came over to the side of his cell that was closest to mine. After he sat, he reached through the squares in the steel grate walls and took my hand in his. Intertwining our fingers, he gave them a little squeeze.

      “Why don’t you try to get some rest?” he asked quietly. Clay was already reclined against the wall, where he sat, his eyes closed and mouth dropped open slightly. He was sound asleep and appeared quite comfortable.

      I needed the rest, though I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep nearly as soundly as Clay was. Leaning back, I focused on Brant’s hand wrapped around my own. I closed my eyes, letting the rocking motion of the ship lull me to sleep.
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        “Going to war is not something that should be taken lightly. There will be lives lost. And I will be the one taking some of those. There is also a chance I will lose my own life. There is nothing romantic, glorious, or rewarding about going to war. It means death. Unfortunately, it is also necessary.”

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      Two days had passed since I’d returned home from my trip to parley with the other clans. I stood on the beach, staring at the final clan’s ships as they arrived. Clan Akefor and Clan Bjornvik had both arrived yesterday. This morning, Clan Brending was spotted on the horizon. Clan Hakon’s shores were now lined with warships, so many there was no place for a few of the larger ships to make landfall and they were held in the bay at anchor, their clan members ferried to the shore in dinghies. Clan Brending would have to leave all of their boats out at sea.

      As soon as they arrived, the hustle and bustle of battle preparation would begin. We needed to be back on the ships and headed for Tara in two days. The sooner we got there, the sooner we could finish this and move on with our lives.

      “Take out some dinghies to help ferry their warriors to shore. I want to get underway as quickly as possible,” I told Amund and Rush, who had just come up to watch the progress of the approaching clan.

      “Don’t know if you heard or not, but King Albric has a map of Tara and of the castle grounds,” Rush said.

      “I hadn’t. That’s good news. We won’t have to go into the kingdom blind.” Thank the gods Albric had a previous connection with Tara. Having an idea of what we are going into would help us know how to allocate our warriors and how far we would have to march from the shore into the kingdom to get to the castle.

      “Let everyone know there will be a feast tonight, then a gathering,” I told Amund. “After that, I want all the jarls and the king to meet at my home. We need to nail down our strategy.”

      “The shieldmaiden and the other warriors should be back very soon from their hunt. Hopefully, they had a successful one,” Amund said.

      “Indeed,” I replied, concern for Allete returning to mind. I watched as they left to do as I’d ordered. I hoped the hunt had been successful as well because if it hadn’t, there was going to be a lot of hungry men and foreign visitors sleeping on our beach.

      Four hours later, the sun was beginning to set and several bonfires had been lit. Over each fire was a spick with a roasting animal. Two of them held giant wild pigs. A couple of other held bucks. There was going to be plenty of meat to go around.

      Groups of men and women mingled. I was surprised at how well everyone appeared to be getting along. I had made it clear to my clansmen we would be hospitable and welcoming to our allies. Perhaps that sentiment had rubbed off on the others. Or maybe their jarls had been just as adamant about being willing to get along as I had been.

      Just as Allete walked over to me, Kjell rang a dinner bell to indicate the food was ready. Loud cheers went up, and people began to move toward the fires where the animals were roasting.

      “Everyone seems to be having a good time,” Allete noted.

      “Thank the gods,” I said. “I’m not going to lie and say I wasn’t worried we might have a few brawls that had to be broken up.”

      “Even if there are some, it’s understandable. You’ve got men, energy, ale, and anger at someone who has hurt them all wrapped up together. It wouldn’t be surprising if there were a few hotheads who lost it in the bunch. As long as they can punch each other and then be the best of friends afterward, everything should be fine.”

      “The best of friends?” I asked, gazing down at her smiling face.

      “Or at least cordial with one another,” she amended.

      Pulling Allete into my side, I pressed a kiss to her temple. “You’re right. It won’t be the end of the world if there are any fights.”

      “Would you like me to fix you a plate?” she asked, motioning toward the animals.

      “I can get some for myself,” I said, not wanting her to wait on me.

      Allete nudged me away with an annoyed sound. “Go be social with the jarls. I will bring you a plate of meat.”

      There was no point in arguing because she was going to do it whether I wanted her to or not. So, I went in search of the jarls of the clans. I found them gathered at the farthest end of the village about twenty-five yards from the last fire and animal.

      “Torben,” Rafal, Jarl of Clan Akefor, called out. “We were just talking about you.”

      “How is everything?” I asked as I took a seat on an empty stump. “Do any of you all or your men need anything?”

      “The food is great,” Hagen, Jarl of Bjornvik, said. “And your men and shieldmaidens were kind enough to help us all get our tents set up on the beach. You’ve done an outstanding job making us feel welcomed.”

      The other jarls nodded in agreement. Albric, who was sitting on the opposite side of the circle from me, gave me a slight bow of his head, as if to say, ‘well done’. I bowed back, then focused my attention on the jarls once again.

      “I’m glad everything is to your liking. Before I speak to everyone as a whole, I wanted to discuss our plans for tomorrow. If you have suggestions, please feel free to offer them.”

      “Tomorrow, we will meet at the sparring fields. We will divide everyone into groups and rotate them. Some will work on sharpening swords and axes. Some will train, some will make arrows and string bows, and some will make sure we have scraps of cloth for bandaging injuries and liquor for cleaning the wounds.”

      “So, each group will spend a certain amount of time at each assignment?” Blaine, Jarl of Brending, asked.

      “Exactly. I figure this would help relieve any boredom and keep everyone moving.”

      Hagen nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”

      “How are you fixed for provisions?” I asked. “Are you stocked for the trip there and back?”

      They each nodded. “For the trip there,” Rafal said. “If we are victorious, we can take the supplies we need for the return trip. If we are not, then return provisions will not be necessary.”

      “Good point. But if you decide you might need more, we can see what we can do to help. After I address everyone, if any of you have anything to say, please feel free. Also, afterward, I’d like to invite you up to mine and Allete’s home to go over our attack strategy.” About that time, Allete walked up. I noticed all the men’s eyes shift to her, then nearly laughed when their mouths dropped open as she handed me a plate and a drink.

      “I don’t think you all have had the opportunity to meet my bride,” I said, pulling her around to stand next to me. While she stood and I sat, we were almost the same height. “This is Allete Auvray,” I said.

      “It is an honor to meet you,” Allete said as she gave a slight curtsey. “Clan Hakon is thankful you are each willing to join us in this battle.”

      Each of the jarls stood, then pressed their fists over the hearts and bowed to her.

      “It is an honor to meet you, Allete,” Blaine said. Rafal and Hagen said the same.

      Allete excused herself, and I ate the food she’d given me while listening to the other jarls talk about their experiences with Cathal. As much as I hated they’d endured the attack by the king of Tara, I was glad it gave us a common enemy and a reason to unite. Cathal would have been a problem eventually because he was overly power hungry. There was no telling how much more damage he might have caused in the future. Getting attacked was a horrible thing, but it might have prevented something much worse from happening because we were removing the problem now instead of later.

      After we’d eaten and talked, I went ahead and called everyone to the center of the village. I explained everything I’d told the other clan jarls. There were cheers and wolf howls as we talked about preparing for battle. Although we were all from different clans, we were united in our mission.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ~Allete

      

      

      “Freya said you asked to see me?” I said as I entered the shieldmaiden’s hut where they all slept. “Did you get anything to eat?”

      “Yes, yes, girl,” Myra said, waving me off as if eating wasn’t important at all. “I’ve got more important news besides food.”

      Frowning, I studied the table where she sat. She had a bowl in front of her filled with scrying stones. Next to that was a deck of tarot cards. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to make sure that all the pieces are going to be on the chessboard when we arrive in Tara,” she answered.

      I took the empty seat on the other side of the table as I asked, “And? What have you learned?”

      “Evelyn and Gisele are together and arriving in Tara with Calder as their puppet,” Myra said.

      “How do you know this?”

      “I saw it in your sister’s mind,” she answered. “She, Brant, and Captain Clay are on a boat, headed for Tara as we speak.”

      “How did you get into Dayna’s mind? She’s alive? I mean, I knew she was but to have it verified…” I felt the words get stuck in my throat as I realized just what Myra was saying. My sister was alive, and she was headed to Tara.

      “She’s incredibly open to magical influence, which tells me Gisele did something to her. Whatever it was, it allowed me to easily link with her when I scried for her.”

      “Did she realize you were in her mind?”

      Myra chuckled. “She figured something was up when she dreamed of me, at least that’s what she thinks it was—a dream.”

      I stared at Myra. My sister was alive. It was one thing to believe it in my heart but quite another to know for sure.

      “Thank you, Myra,” I said. “I didn’t realize just how badly I needed to hear that.”

      On my way back to our hut, I was stopped by a dozen or so people from the other clans. They said thanks for the food and wanted to know what it was like for me to go from being an English princess to the bride of a Viking Jarl. Everyone was kind and perhaps a little tipsy from ale ingestion.

      I opened the door to our home to find Torben, my father, and the other jarls deep in discussion. There was a map spread out across the table, and they leaned over it. Torben’s eyes met mine. I wasn’t sure what he saw, but it was alarming enough he excused himself and took my hand to lead me outside.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. “You’re pale.”

      “I just spoke with Myra,” I said. “She did her magic stuff, and she knows for sure Dayna is alive, Torben. She’s alive.” I could feel my body trembling. “She said Dayna, Brant, and Clay are all on a boat on the way to Tara now.”

      “That means Gisele is on her way as well,” Torben said.

      I nodded. “And Calder and his clan.”

      “It will be good for him to be there. He needs to see that his brother is gone—that we are not a clan that will lay down and be walked on.” Pulling me into his arms, he pressed a kiss to my hair. “I am glad you’ve had news of your sister. I know that has to be a relief.”

      I nodded. “I knew she was alive in here.” I pressed a hand to my heart. “But knowing it in my mind, with certainty, makes me feel so much better.”

      “We’re nearly finished,” he said as he released me. “Just a few more things to work out, then we will have our home to ourselves.”

      “Is there anything I can get you all?” I asked. “Drinks?”

      “You’ve done enough, beautiful. Just sit by the fire and rest. We will hurry so you can get in bed.”

      “Don’t hurry on my account, Torben. Do what you need to do. I can rest by the fire,” I said, then followed him inside.

      My father left his spot at the table to come over to me. He wrapped me in a hug. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, Father. Thank you. I spoke with Myra, and she assured me Dayna is alive and on her way to Tara.”

      He let out a relieved sigh. “That is good news.”

      “Dayna is a survivor,” I said. “Of the three of your daughters, she is the one you should never have to worry about.”

      “You’re a survivor, too, Allete. You’re every bit as strong as Dayna is. Lizzie is strong in her own way, different from you and Dayna, but still strong. I am so immensely proud to have each of you as my daughters,” he said. “I am sorry I put you in such a terrible position with Cathal. You should never have had to endure his abuse no matter the form. Truly, Allete, I am sorry.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t blame you, Father. I know the difficult choices you must make. I understand you cannot just think about the well-being of your family. You’re a king. You have an entire nation looking to you for leadership.”

      “Which is the very reason I should have never set up the arranged marriage,” he argued. “What kind of example did that set?”

      “That sometimes sacrifices have to be made in order to ensure the safety of everyone else,” I said.

      My father shook his head. “It doesn’t seem so simple anymore.”

      “It is that simple, but it doesn’t mean it’s easy. I know the decisions you’ve made over the years have rarely been, but I do not blame you. No one can blame you until they’ve been in your shoes and wrestled with the weighty concerns of running a kingdom.”

      “Thank you, Allete. You are a wise woman, and Clan Hakon is very blessed to have you as their queen,” he said.

      “I am only what you and Mother taught me to be.”

      He kissed my forehead, then returned to the table where the other men examined the map of Tara. I took a seat in the rocking chair by the hearth. Torben had built a nice fire. The glow lit the room, adding to the light from the lanterns. The shadows from the flames danced over the walls, and I watched them as if I were watching people dance at a gathering. In my mind, I could hear music and the chattering voices of people as they talked and laughed. That part of my life, attending court and dancing at balls, was long gone. I found I didn’t miss it. My life was dancing with swords now instead of suitors. I was no longer the eldest princess of England—I was the wife and queen of Torben, Jarl of Clan Hakon.

      My lips turned up as I thought about all the times I had dreamed of undertaking grand adventures. Little had I known my life would wind up being one big adventure. Was there danger? Yes. But danger was better than boredom any day. I couldn’t wait for Dayna to be a part of this life, and I had no doubt she would be coming to live with me at Ravenscar when all was said and done. I couldn’t wait for Freya and Babs to get a dose of Dayna. The thought made a laugh bubble up out of me. I quickly pressed my hand to my lips as if that could stop the sound. I glanced at the table, but none of the men paid any attention to me.

      Yes, it was going to be fun to see Clan Hakon get acquainted with Dayna Auvray. Things would never be boring with her around.

      “Allete?”

      Torben’s voice drew me from my musings.

      “Would you mind repeating the prophecy from yesterday?” he asked.

      “Of course,” I said. I stood, then moved closer to the table. I was worried I might not remember it all, and I didn’t want to have to get my book out and read it. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on thinking about exactly what I wanted to know. I wasn’t sure at what point I started to speak. But one minute, I was thinking. The next, I was repeating every word I’d spoken the night before.

      When I was done, the three jarls stared at me with mouths hanging open. They blinked, glanced between me and Torben, then back to me again.

      “What?” I asked, confused as to why they were gaping at me as if I’d grown two heads. No one answered. “You do realize the dragon is symbolic, right?” I asked. I was beginning to wonder if they thought we were actually going up against mythical being and not an evil king.

      “Of course.”

      “Yes.”

      “Obviously.”

      All three jarls spoke at the same time, appearing a little sheepish. I nearly rolled my eyes, but I stopped myself. They had thought I was talking about an actual dragon.

      After that, they continued to discuss our plan of attack. I soon grew weary of deliberating combat strategies. Finally, a couple of hours later, the jarls and Torben said their goodnights. Torben and I curled into the bed together, and I pressed a kiss to his chest. “Everything went well today,” I said.

      He ran his hand down my back as he nodded. “It did.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I was just thinking about what you told me earlier, about Brant, Dayna, and Clay being on their way to Tara. I’m wondering how Brant is handling everything,” he said.

      “I imagine my sister is doing everything in her power to drive him crazy,” I said fondly. “If nothing else, she will keep him distracted.”

      “He’s serious about her,” Torben said. “Do you realize that?”

      “I kind of figured it out when he went after her without telling anyone what he was doing.”

      “I just don’t want you to be surprised when they get home and he demands to marry her.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I would pay to see Dayna’s response when Brant demands anything from her, including marriage.”

      “Would she deny him?” Torben asked.

      “I don’t think so, but not because he demanded it. It’s because she’s as crazy about him as he is about her. Dayna needs a strong man. Brant will be good for her,” I said. “Let’s just hope they both hold their tongues, so they don’t get killed for being annoying.”

      Torben chuckled. “If Brant were killed outside of battle, it would definitely be for being annoying.”

      “Then they’re perfect for each other and everyone else. They can annoy one another to death, which will save the rest of us.” I fell asleep that night thinking about the future I truly hoped would come to pass. I wanted to see my sister married to Brant. I wanted to see her training to be a shieldmaiden. I wanted to see her be an aunt and a mother. I wanted so much, but I knew wanting it wasn’t enough. I would have to fight to make our future a reality. And I would work until my dying breath to see that come to pass.
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        “If I’ve never mentioned how much I dislike being on a boat for days on end, forgive me. It’s only fair you should know as much about me as possible. Why? Because it gives me the opportunity to complain about the fact I hate sailing on a boat for days on end. Did I mention that? I can’t remember.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      “Why would anyone willingly choose to get on a boat with a bunch of other people?” I moaned as I sat up and attempted to stretch. It was nearly impossible to get a good stretch with my hands tied together.

      “It’s rarely a choice,” Brant said. “Usually, it’s just the only option to get where you need to go.”

      “If it were my only option, then I can tell you I would suddenly not need to travel wherever the boat was going,” I said.

      “Are you telling me there are no long trips on the water in our future?” Brant asked.

      I snapped my fingers, then pointed at him. “You are a quick study, warrior. My mother would say that means you are a keeper.”

      “Your mother would say anyone who would take you is a keeper,” Clay clarified.

      Brant laughed, but he turned it into coughing when I gave him a sharp glare. “Don’t be sour, love,” he said, still trying to smother his smile. “My mother would have tried to pay you to take me as your husband.”

      My interest was piqued. I was still sitting on the floor of the cell, so I turned until I was facing Brant, who was across from me in his cell. Clay was behind me in the cell on my other side, but he didn’t matter as long as he kept giving his little input about my betrothing.

      “Why would your mother have tried to pay me to take you?” I asked. “You’re a handsome man—strong and physically able to take care of a woman. Surely, the women in your clan find you to be a compatible companion.”

      “Aye, compatible, but not necessarily tolerable,” Brant said. “If you haven’t noticed, love, I’m a bit rough around the edges.”

      “Aren’t we all?” I asked. “Isn’t that what life is about? Living and learning and smoothing out the jagged places that can hurt others?”

      “It takes some of us longer than others,” Brant said.

      I shrugged. “I’d rather you be rough around the edges and honest than smooth with the tongue of a lying snake. Allete had one of those for a month. I don’t care how refined a man is, if he’s as abominable as Cathal, then I’ll take an unrefined man every time.”

      “It’s a good thing because I didn’t have any plans to let you get away,” he teased.

      “Is that why you stole one of my father’s boats? To come find me?” I asked, a smile growing on my face. “I figured you just went around rescuing women all the time.”

      “Sorry, Little Princess, I’m not that noble. In fact, when we get to Ravenscar and you meet the clan, you’re probably going to hear all about how un-noble I am. We might ought to talk about that before you meet them.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you trying to tell me that you have had many women in your bed?” I heard Clay cough and choke behind me, but I didn’t turn to face him.

      “Had,” Brant said firmly, “is the important word in that sentence. I’ve kept my promise to you. There hasn’t been anyone else, and there won’t be anyone else.”

      “But I am going to meet women you’ve been intimate with, aren’t I?” I asked. Was I having a little too much fun at his expense? Absolutely. Should I be kinder and not make him feel like I was going to stab him with his own blade? Probably.

      Sighing, he rubbed his face. “Yes, you will. But none of them was ever interested in anything more than a way to scratch an itch,” he said.

      “How many?” I asked.

      “A few,” he said vaguely.

      “A few as in three…or a few as in three times a few more?”

      He cleared his throat before he answered. “More than three but less than a few times three.”

      He sounded so miserable trying to explain it to me without actually having to say the number of women he’d been with. I tried extremely hard not to laugh. “Sounds to me like there’s a flea infestation in Clan Hakon if there’s that much itching going on. I’ll have to let Allete know so she can take measures to get the plague under control.” I could hear Clay snickering behind me. “Besides,” I continued, “it’s not like I can be angry with you. I’ve had my own itches that needed scratching, so I completely understand.” That shut Clay right up.

      Brant’s eyes widened comically. “You’ve had itches?”

      “Didn’t you just say the women you slept with had itches? Is it really so hard to think I would also need the occasional scratch?” I asked.

      “You’re just now coming of age,” he practically growled. He glared past me to Clay. “Weren’t you the one in charge of her safety? How could you let this happen?”

      “I was Allete’s guard,” Clay sputtered. “The king couldn’t pay me enough to be Dayna’s guard.”

      “I love you, too, Clay,” I said dryly. “Now what is your problem?” I asked Brant.

      “You’ve been intimate with men,” he snapped.

      “And you’ve been intimate with women,” I snapped right back. “Why am I supposed to accept your past behavior if you aren’t willing to do the same for me?” This was one of my biggest irritations when it came to the difference in the treatment of the sexes.

      

      Brant stared at me with his mouth hanging open, but nothing coming out. He knew he didn’t have an argument because I was completely right. If he expected me to be okay with him sharing himself with other females, then he couldn’t throw an axe if I’d been with other men. Not that I had. I was as pure as the freshly fallen snow. Unlike the man I planned to marry, I had standards. But I didn’t want him to know that just yet.

      “How many?” Brant finally asked when he’d seemed to collect himself.

      Glaring, I refused to answer.

      “Dayna,” he said with warning. “How many?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to know how many of the men in your father’s kingdom I’m going to have to kill,” he answered without blinking.

      I rolled my eyes. “Put your axe away, big guy. There’s no need. Unlike the women you have apparently known, I am capable of ignoring itches.”

      He snapped his mouth shut. “Wait. What?” he asked.

      I guessed I needed to speak Viking. “I said to keep your sharp things put away. I’ve kept my legs closed. No need to go on a murdering spree all over England trying to find any male who knows if I have a third nipple.”

      “By the gods,” Clay muttered behind me, making me laugh.

      “You’re going to be the death of me,” Brant muttered.

      “Probably,” I said in a much-too-chipper voice.

      There was a twinkle in Brant’s eyes when he leaned closer to the bars that separated us. His lips twitched slightly as if he were fighting a grin. “So, do you?”

      I laughed. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Considering I’m not inclined to succumb to any itch scratching, you’ll have to wait until after the vows are spoken to find out.”

      His face went suddenly serious, and he motioned for me to move closer. Leaning in, I waited.

      “You know I would want you no matter what, right?” he asked. “I wouldn’t care if you’d been with the whole of England, I’d still want you. I’d still think you were the most incredible woman to have ever been created, and I would know I was the luckiest man alive if you would take me as yours.”

      I swallowed down the tears that started to build. “I do know because I wouldn’t have given you the time of day if I had thought any different for even a second. But thank you for saying so.”

      He reached up to run his finger down my cheek. “Any man is lucky to breathe the same air as you, Dayna Auvray.”

      “I have to say, Northman,” Clay spoke up. “You might almost be worthy of her.”

      Brant shook his head. “Nay, but I’ll be damned if I let any other man attempt to be worthy.”

      If I had been on the fence about Brant, he would have just pushed me straight into his lap. If he hadn’t already had my heart, he’d have just stolen it. But it wouldn’t do to let him know that. I patted his hand. “And I’ll be damned if I don’t remind you that you once didn’t feel worthy of me if you ever forget.”

      “I would expect nothing less, Little Princess.”

      I was about to tell him where he could shove his Little Princess pet name when the door that led to the top deck opened. Brant and Clay both rose to their feet. I didn’t feel whoever was coming down warranted that much of my energy.

      I shuffled so I faced the stairs, watching as Gisele descended. Her face scrunched up in obvious disgust when she scanned the room. Yes, welcome to how the prisoners travel, I thought as I glared at the witch.

      “I see you are all still alive,” she said. She held her hands together as if letting them go would somehow cause her to get dirty.

      “If you’d like us to stay that way, then you might want to send down some fresh water and food,” Brant said, his voice tight with barely contained rage. “And some blankets for Dayna so she can keep warm.”

      It was then I realized I was shivering. How long had I been? Shaking my head, I focused on Gisele, who gave Brant a look that would have had a weaker man withering where he stood.

      “Fine,” Gisele said finally. “I will have the necessary items brought down. We will reach our destination in a couple of days.”

      “What happens then?” I asked.

      Gisele shifted her gaze to me. “Then we go to war.” She stepped forward, motioning for Brant to give her his hands. “There’s no need for those right now.” Brant held his hands up, and Gisele reached through the bars and touched the rope. It dropped uselessly to the floor. Scuttling gracelessly to my feet, I held my tied hands up to her. She did the same to my bindings, then to Clay’s as well.

      After a while, a soldier came down carrying three blankets. Then, a few minutes later, he returned with three cups, a pitcher of water, and a loaf of bread. The bread might have been a little moldy, but I was so hungry I did not mind.

      When he was gone, I spoke to Brant and Clay. “So, we’re going to Tara for war? Why do I have a feeling I’m going to see some other Vikings there besides Calder’s men?”

      “And your father as well,” Clay said.

      “Cathal has to answer for the death and destruction he caused,” Brant said. “Not to mention how he treated your sister.”

      “They are going to show up to fight Cathal, yet aren’t aware Calder and his two witch friends will be there?” I asked.

      “Myra is with Allete,” Brant reminded me. “I’m sure she isn’t helpless or clueless.”

      I nodded. “Hopefully, she’s got some idea about what her sister is up to.” I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders, then returned to my spot on the floor with my back against the wall. My shoulder touched Brant’s through the bars, and that small amount of warmth helped chase away a little of the chill. Brant had tried to give me his blanket—Clay had as well—but I flat-out refused. They needed to keep warm just as much as I did. Stupid men. If I didn’t keep an eye on them, they’d kill themselves trying to keep me alive before we ever arrived at Tara.

      “Freeze or starve to death because you were trying to keep me alive and I will make Gisele raise you from the dead just so I can beat you with one of her dead birds.”

      Brant laughed. He obviously wasn’t taking me seriously.

      “You wouldn’t be laughing if you talked to Calder’s men whose hands I cut off,” I said. “I don’t make idle threats, Brant. Do not die.”

      “What did they do?” Brant asked in a cold, controlled voice.

      “Not now,” I said. “I can’t. Please. Just don’t die.”

      He was quiet for a few minutes before he finally said, “I have too much to live for now.”
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        “I wish Hilda were here. I wish someone else would verbally smack Freya when she gets ridiculous because I am getting exhausted.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      “Freya, you cannot make the females from the other clans train with you,” I yelled as I hurried toward the shieldmaiden. The woman was apparently on an epic mission to weaponize every person able to give birth. According to Freya, ‘if you can push a child out of your body and bring it into this world, then you can stab a man and take one out.’

      “With all due respect, Al, you do your thing and I’ll do mine,” Freya said. Stubbornly, she continued to try to force a short sword into the hands of a woman who looked like she wanted the earth to open and swallow her.

      “With all due respect, Freya, but my job is to make sure you are doing your job without terrorizing innocent people.”

      Freya scoffed. “I’m a Viking. Terrorizing people is literally what we do.”

      I laughed. Though I’d only known Freya a brief time, I could already tell she wasn’t the type to be cruel just for the sake of being cruel. She could pretend all she wanted to, but Freya had a tender heart.

      I addressed the woman in front of Freya. “Have you ever used a sword before?” I asked.

      She shook her head, too petrified to even speak.

      I pursed my lips at Freya. “She’d probably end up cutting off her own foot before she actually damaged the enemy.”

      “Ugh,” Freya groaned. “I don’t think I’ve told you how much I loathe logic.”

      “Everyone has a role,” I said. “And each role is just as important as the other. We need people to stay here to keep everything running smoothly until we get back. Encourage people to do what they are best at.”

      The shieldmaiden sighed. “And that is why your role is queen.”

      The other woman’s eyes widened, and she curtseyed. I shook my head. “None of that,” I said gently. “I am no more deserving of a bow than the next woman.”

      Freya grinned at the woman. “She’s kick arse.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked when she nodded at Freya and smiled.

      “I’m Lanith,” she said in a soft voice.

      Freya groaned. “You don’t even kill bugs, do you? There’s no way you kill anything with a tiny voice like that. Okay, fine, you don’t have to have a sword.”

      Lanith appeared so relieved I nearly laughed, but I didn’t want her to think I was poking fun at her, so I held it back. “Thank you, Lanith. It’s nice to meet you. If there’s anything you need, please let me know.”

      She nodded and curtseyed again. After which, her eyes widened and she mumbled an apology before scurrying off.

      Freya chuckled. “She looked like she thought you’d use this sword on her for bowing again.”

      I pointed my finger, giving her my sternest expression. “Stop terrifying the non-fighting women.”

      “They’d feel better about themselves if they knew how to handle a sword, that’s all I’m saying.”

      “How do you know they don’t feel good about themselves already?” I asked.

      “Because no respectable woman could feel good about themselves if they can’t defend themselves and…” she drew out the word, “they shouldn’t be happy with only feeling good about themselves. They need to know how utterly kick arse they are. Until you feel that way about yourself, you have not lived up to your full potential.”

      “Why is Freya discussing women’s inferiority complexes?” Torben asked. He was covered in sweat, which meant he must have been over in the sparring area working out.

      Freya propped her hands on her hips, one still holding the sword, and glared at Torben. “I’m discussing it because it’s something that needs to be addressed.”

      “Maybe,” Torben said. “But not right before we’re about to go to war with a diabolical madman.”

      “What if he wasn’t a diabolical madman and we were going to war with him?” she asked. “Could I do it then?”

      Torben glanced at me. “Do you see what I’ve had to deal with on my own?”

      Freya rolled her eyes. “Don’t think your queen will sympathize with you. She’s a woman—her first loyalty is to her sex.”

      Torben seemed as if he wanted to laugh, but Freya’s glare made it clear she might stab him with the sword she was holding. It kept him quiet.

      “All right, I think that’s enough of that. Freya, you and I will go make sure that any woman who can fight—and wants to fight—has what they need.” I held up a finger to stop her from talking. “That does not include forcing a sword or axe into the hands of every person with breasts.”

      “Fine, but next time we recruit other clans, we’re only going for the ones with women who aren’t afraid of their own shadow,” she huffed.

      I rose on my tiptoes, then pressed a kiss to Torben’s cheek. “I’m going to go deal with that,” I said, gesturing at Freya. “How are things with the men?”

      “Well, they aren’t trying to give swords to the farmers, so I’d say a bit better than with you.”

      “Rub it in, why don’t you?” I playfully growled. Freya fidgeted, giving Torben the stink eye. “I better get her away from you. She’s looking stabby.” I took her empty hand to pull her away from her jarl. “Let’s go, warrior woman. There’s plenty for us to do before it’s time to start loading boats.”

      I spent most of the day making sure everyone drank plenty of water, ate, and that Freya didn’t terrify more of the female population. When night finally came, I was exhausted.

      We’d just finished the evening meal when Torben requested everyone gather down at the beach. A huge bonfire roared and the anticipation of battle ran throughout the group, making everyone a little giddy.

      “When I was a boy, my mother told me there was no such thing as a ‘good’ person,” Torben began as everyone quieted and gave him their attention. “She said everyone had the capacity for good and the capacity for evil. That there are times when we are good and times when we are bad. The question she posed to me as a young boy when she explained this to me was ‘what kind of person do I want to be more often than not?’ Because our choices, and the actions that result from those choices, define who we are and who we will become. But I learned something else along the way. It’s not just our choices that define us, but the motivations behind those choices.

      “Tomorrow, we will leave for Tara. When we arrive, we will take lives. Some of our lives will be taken as well. Taking a life should never be something that is easily done, whether it’s within the fog war or not. The lives we take are not taken out of a desire to grow more powerful. They are restitution for the lives taken from our clans and the damage King Cathal caused us. Examine your heart and the reason behind why you join us in this battle. Keep your own conscience clean, and make sure that you do this for the right reason.

      “Now, I will yield the floor to my wife, our oracle and Clan Hakon’s queen.” Torben stepped aside, and I moved forward. He’d mentioned he wanted me to address everyone. Not going to lie, at first, I wanted to decline. But then I remembered all the times my mother addressed the kingdom along with my father. A united front gave strength and security to the people, and I wanted the clan to know I supported Torben’s decisions.

      As I peered out at the faces regarding me, I saw many different things. Some pleaded for me to reassure them we would be victorious. Others asked if I had the strength to stand next to a man as formidable as my husband. And still others were filled with tears for the ones they’d already lost at the hands of Cathal and his men. My heart went out to them. I wished I could tell them I knew without a doubt we would be victorious, but only the gods knew the fate of our clans. Even with my prophecy, someone unknown variable could change what I’d seen. I wouldn’t lie to them no matter how much I wanted to reassure them.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly before I began to speak. “War is never easy. Even at my young age, I have seen the devastation it causes. Unfortunately, diplomacy does not always work. There are those in the world who only know how to communicate with violence. They take what they want without thought of how it will affect others. Power is their ultimate goal, and they don’t care who they crush on their way up.

      “The only thing that will stop those kinds of tyrants are people who are willing to make sacrifices. Some of you know even better than me that nothing in life is easy. Nothing is simply handed to us. Even the air we breathe comes at a price because freedom isn’t free. Freedom from men like Cathal comes at the price of blood, lives, pain, and loss. This will not be the only battle we will face. This is simply one of many that will come in our lifetime.” I focused on the shieldmaidens gathered to my far right. Freya nodded her head, her fierce gaze burning into my own. She gave me a slight nod, and it felt good to know I had her support. Then, to my surprise, the shieldmaidens bowed their heads as one. I felt tears building in my eyes as their acceptance filled my heart.

      “I’ve only been a part of Clan Hakon for a brief time, but I can tell you what I’ve seen and experienced with you makes me proud to be a member of this clan. I am honored to stand beside you all in battle. As our jarl has said, let’s do this for the right reasons. We will not lower ourselves to Cathal’s level. We will not let greed or a lust for power be what motivates us. We will stand on the side of good no matter the cost.”

      “Are you with us?” Torben roared.

      “We are with you!” Fists, weapons, and shouts raised into the air as one as the clans before us bellowed their agreement. The shieldmaidens began beating their shields with the hilts of their swords in a strong rhythm. Soon, everyone clapped or clanged a weapon to the beat. It was a war song, a battle cry, and a promise to our enemies that we were coming for them. We would not stand for the injustice that had been brought to our shores. We would not allow their actions to go unanswered.

      The song of our people lasted long into the night until silence finally took over the village and beach where the other clans slept. But when it all finally died down and Torben and I were alone in our bed, I lifted up a prayer to the gods. “Let us be victorious. Let our victory serve as a message to anyone else who would seek to rise up and attack those weaker than them that we won’t go quietly into the night. Give us strength. Give us wisdom. Give us pure hearts so we are not corrupted by the world around us that so easily entangles. Also, give us the ability to forgive those who seek to be different from their past choices.”

      I didn’t sleep much that night. My mind was too filled with worry, not only for my clan, but also for my sister as well. Not to mention, I dreaded the sea voyage. I was not made to be on a boat. I imagined Dayna was quite miserable herself.

      “Sleep, my love,” Torben commanded when I shifted for the hundredth time. He tucked me closer to his body until, finally, his heartbeat lulled me into a deep slumber.
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        “I wonder how a child can grow up to be someone like Cathal. Did his mother or nursemaid drop him on his head? Was he deprived of affection and love until he suddenly just hated everyone and everything? Or was one of his parents a spawn of Hades, disguised as a human to trick their lover into sleeping with them? Whatever it was that caused it, I hope I don’t somehow cause my child to grow into such a nasty waste of space.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna Auvray

      

      

      “I’m just going to throw this out there,” I said as we followed behind Gisele, Evelyn, and Calder. Behind us were three guards tasked with ensuring we didn’t try to bolt. “I don’t think requesting an audience with the king of Tara is the smartest thing these three have ever done.”

      “Do you ever hold your tongue?” Clay asked, shaking his head. In his defense, he was exhausted and that was the only reason I didn’t stick my tongue out at him or kick him in the shin… Well, that, and I wasn’t a child anymore.

      We walked up the pathway that led to the castle walls of Cathal’s kingdom. It had not been a short trek from where we’d anchored just off the shore of Tara. The wind was cold and sliced against my skin. Oddly enough, Gisele hadn’t rebound our hands, so I was able to keep the blanket wrapped around me. It helped a little but not enough to keep my teeth from chattering.

      “I’m just saying, Cathal is not a nice person. Do they honestly think they can just march in there and speak with him, and Cathal will just believe them because he’s a super trusting guy? No, no, they cannot,” I answered before the two males I ranted to could reply. “I can tell you what they should be thinking, however. They should be thinking, ‘hey, let’s not march up to this huge gate here because the king who lives here likely has archers who will probably shoot us on sight, or, worse, capture us and then roast us alive on a spit just for his amusement,’ because that is what he’s probably going to do. There’s a much better chance of that than him actually listening to these lunatics.”

      “Dayna?”

      “Yes, Brant.”

      “Are you feeling okay?” he asked, glancing at me from the corner of his eye.

      “I am grand. I’ve been locked in a cage rocking back and forth on a boat for an undetermined number of days. I smell like a homeless tomcat with mange. I’m cold. I’m currently being held captive by a dark witch who used her magic to make me into a ridiculous idiot who befriended a rat. Not to mention I’m headed to see the man who terrorized my sister for a month. So, no, Brant, I am not feeling okay. I am feeling decidedly temperamental.”

      “How is this different from any other day?” Clay asked.

      Brant glared at the captain. “Quit goading her. That isn’t helping.”

      Clay held up his hands in surrender. “Sorry, it’s hard not to poke the angry cat when she poked me for so many years.”

      “That’s fair,” I said.

      Brant shook his head.

      “What?” I asked. “I really did torture him over the years.”

      “I’m happy to pass the torch to you, Brant,” Clay said, sounding much too amused.

      When we reached the large gate that led into the castle grounds, Gisele, Evelyn, and Calder stopped and stared up at the guards who stood above the gate.

      “State your identity and purpose for coming to Tara,” one called down.

      “I am Calder, Jarl of Clan Thornag and brother of the man who took King Cathal’s future bride.”

      “Who are your companions?” the guard asked.

      “Two of them will confirm the information I have brought for King Cathal, and the three behind us are our prisoners,” Calder responded.

      The two guards seemed to be conferring with each other when a third appeared. After the three spoke, the third one hurried off. I hoped Cathal would refuse to parley with my captors and just send us on our way, but I was pretty sure that wouldn’t happen. Especially when the guard told him who Calder professed himself to be. The king of Tara had been determined to have my sister as his bride and Magnus, Calder’s brother, had taken her away. Cathal would certainly want to speak with Calder.

      About a quarter of an hour had passed when Gisele started grumbling about Cathal taking his sweet time, then muttered what sounded like a threat to remove the king’s innards one inch at a time.

      “Doesn’t he know how damn cold it is?” Gisele snapped as she began to pace.

      “Remember who you are speaking to when we get inside,” Calder said. “He has the power to have you killed.”

      Gisele snorted. “He can try.”

      The gate began to open, and I let out a groan. “Maybe we should hug and say our goodbyes, boys,” I said. “Because I don’t see Cathal letting us leave alive.”

      “We aren’t going to die,” Brant said.

      “Why? Because you will it?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know that’s not how life works, right?”

      Brant shrugged. “I find that when I want something to happen bad enough and I envision it happening, it usually does.”

      “I could take that so many places that would make Cook proud.” I sighed, my attention drawn to our captors as Gisele turned her glare on us.

      She stalked over, pulling a strip of rope from her robes. “Hold out your hands,” she said to me.

      “Do we really have to do this?” I asked.

      Gisele laid the rope across my wrists, then snapped her fingers. The rope instantly stretched tight, binding my hands more securely than if Brant had used all his strength to tie the knots. “Just want you to remember you’re a prisoner, not a guest.”

      “As if I need some rope to remind me,” I said dryly.

      She did the same to Brant and Clay before rejoining Evelyn, Calder, and one of Cathal’s guards who’d come out of the open gate. “Follow me,” the guard said gruffly.

      As we began to walk through the castle grounds, I quickly became unsettled. The usual hustle and bustle of castle life I was so used to back home was completely absent. There were no merchants going about their business selling ware, no children playing in the courtyard, no servants, guards, or courtiers walking to and fro. The palace was empty. “Where is everyone?” I muttered just loud enough for Brant and Clay to hear.

      “This is an example of a kingdom ruled by fear,” Clay said. “People do not feel comfortable to be out and about. If they are hidden in their homes, then they aren’t in Cathal’s line of sight. They hope to be out of sight and out of mind, and thereby avoid his wrath.”

      “What a terrible way to live,” I said. As we progressed through the grounds, I noticed a few people peeping out of cracked doors and shutters. Their eyes were guarded, their faces tense.

      “Hurry up,” a guard growled behind me, shoving me in the back. I’d apparently slowed my pace as I stared at my surroundings.

      “Don’t touch her,” Brant snarled, taking a menacing step toward the pushy guard.

      I moved in front of Brant to keep him from getting closer to the man, not wanting the overzealous guard to have a reason to use my Viking as a pin cushion for his sword. ”Slow down, big guy,” I cooed. “I’m fine. No harm done.”

      “Harm or not, no one touches you,” Brant said, glaring at the guard.

      The guard started forward, reaching for his sword. Grabbing Brant’s arm with my tied hands, I yanked as hard as I could. “There’s no need to get out the pointy objects,” I said to the guard. “We’re moving. Aren’t we, Brant? We’re walking. We’re walking,” I chanted as I attempted to tug him after me. He finally began following. “Crisis averted,” I breathed out.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I’m fine. It was just a little push. I barely felt it.”

      “You stumbled.”

      “I’m clumsy.”

      “You’re full of it.”

      I sighed. “You can’t go trying to attack everyone who pushes me, especially when you’re tied up,” I pointed out.

      “I can and I will.”

      “And if they kill you? What will I do then when I really need you?” When he didn’t answer, I glanced over at him. I could tell my words had made the impact I intended. We were quiet from there on out as we followed the guard who was, no doubt, leading us to our doom. I was just full of sunshine and rainbows.

      We passed into the castle through oversized double doors. I wasn’t surprised to find it stark and gloomy inside. Cold, bare black and grey stone dominated the structure. No creature comforts were to be found. There were no tapestries on the walls or rugs on the floors. There was just stone, stone, and more stone.

      “I’m getting the feeling Cathal is going for a dungeon theme,” I said. Clay coughed on a laugh, and Brant just rolled his eyes.

      We started up a spiral staircase. By the time we reached our destination, I was winded and seriously considering a new exercise regimen to help me stay in marching shape. And by new, I meant actually starting one. I was huffing and puffing like an overweight horse that had just run several miles with an overweight rider. Not a good combination.

      The guards opened a dark wooden door before motioning for us to enter. We marched in to stand before a throne. On it sat the man I remembered secretly tormenting my sister. I wanted to leap on him. Rip his eyes out. Brant must have sensed me tense.

      “Easy,” he breathed. “Take your own advice.”

      I clenched my teeth, knowing he was right. It wouldn’t do any good to get my head taken off now. Because I’d never live to see Cathal get gutted as he deserved.

      Gisele and Evelyn both scoffed at the space, but Calder seemed impressed. I let my gaze wander from Cathal to the rest of his throne room. There were heads of dead animals mounted on the walls: elk, bear, moose, and even a couple of wolves. Fur rugs rested on the floors that must have once been attached to the heads. The room was like a shrine to the lives Cathal had taken. Honestly, I searched carefully for any hint of his past wives in evidence, but I didn’t see any heads or hides that appeared human in origin. Thank goodness.

      “The only reason you aren’t in my dungeon…” the king spoke.

      “Does he understand his castle is literally a dungeon?” I whispered to Brant.

      “Hush,” the mountain growled at me.

      “…is because you are the brother to Magnus and you have her.” Cathal pointed at me.

      “So glad to know you haven’t forgotten me,” I said with a smile. It wasn’t a nice smile. “I do like to leave an impression.”

      “I’ve never met a more insolent woman,” Cathal spat.

      I glanced at Gisele. “He’s obviously never met you or your partner in crime, has he?” I motioned to Evelyn.

      Brant cursed under his breath while he glared daggers at me. I probably should’ve heeded his warning and shut up but…if I were going to die anyway, why not go out insulting the evil people of the world?

      “Where is your brother?” Cathal asked Calder, completely dismissing me.

      “I don’t know,” Calder said. “He left my clan with your bride in tow.”

      Cathal studied me. I shook my head immediately before he could speak. “I’ve been locked up with that one controlling me like a puppet on a string.” I pointed to Gisele. “I have no idea where my sister is.” And that wasn’t a lie since they were most likely on their way to Tara, which meant they were somewhere in the middle of the ocean. I couldn’t guess as to exactly where.

      “Who are you?” Cathal asked Brant.

      “He’s my prisoner,” Gisele said. “As is the other man.”

      “Why did you bring them with you?”

      “Leverage,” the witch answered.

      “If you don’t know where my bride is, then why the hell are you here?” the king of Tara barked.

      “If you would swallow your questions for a few minutes, we will tell you,” Evelyn piped up. Her voice was soft, but it was sharp as a double-edged sword.

      “You dare to speak to me in such a way?” Cathal’s voice grew deadly as he stared the witch down.

      “I do,” Evelyn answered. “And if you want to survive what’s coming, you would do well to listen.”

      The two vipers locked eyes, and the tension in the room rose several notches.

      “Why do I feel like they’re just as likely to rip each other’s clothes off as kill each other right now?” I asked quietly.

      “Only you would think of sex at a time like this,” Clay grumbled.

      “Oh, please, everyone is thinking it. I’m just the only one brave enough to bring it up.”

      “Hate is a very passionate emotion,” Brant said. “For people who only seem to feel hate, it would make sense they would be attracted to it.”

      I smiled. “I love that you get me.”

      “I love that I get you, too,” he said with a grin, which disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. We turned our attention back to Cathal and Evelyn because they were the biggest threats in the room.

      “Fine, you’ve stroked my curiosity. What’s coming?”

      “That’s not all he wants her to stroke judging by the gleam in his eye,” I muttered, causing Clay to choke and Brant to chuckle.

      “Clan Hakon is headed this way as we speak,” Gisele stated. “They are planning to exact revenge for your attack on their village.”

      “How do you know?” Cathal asked.

      “I’m a witch,” Gisele said as she lifted her chin and pulled her shoulders back. She was obviously quite proud of her declaration, almost as if she had just announced she was the queen of some country.

      “Okay,” Cathal said, his shrewd eyes narrowed. “So what?”

      Gisele sighed like the conversation bored her. “I use blood magic. I cannot begin to explain to your simple mind all the things that gives me the power to do. Suffice it to say that when I tell you something is going to happen, then it is going to happen.”

      “And I’m just supposed to trust you?” Cathal asked. His tone made it clear he thought Gisele a complete nutter.

      “Well, it’s either that and prepare for war…or completely ignore me, get blindsided, and have your royal arse handed to you when an army of Vikings lands upon your shores.”

      “It would be completely inappropriate to laugh right now, wouldn’t it?” I said under my breath.

      “Considering of all the people in this room, we are the least powerful, yes, it would be inappropriate to laugh,” Clay said.

      “Always spoiling my fun.”

      “Why would we lie to you?” Evelyn asked Cathal. “Why would we travel all this way to waste our breath? What would be the benefit to us?”

      Cathal seemed to consider her words as his eyes roamed over our group. I wasn’t sure if he thought he had some supernatural ability to sniff out a lie, but it felt as if it took him forever to come to a decision.

      “When are they to arrive?” he asked.

      “Tomorrow night,” Gisele answered.

      “And it is only Clan Hakon?”

      “No, three others have joined,” the witch said.

      “How formidable are these clans?” Cathal asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Calder said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen my brother’s clan, and we are not exactly sure which of the other clans have joined. But I’m sure they’re no match for your army.”

      Cathal scoffed. “As if anyone is a match for my army.” Then he addressed me. “What about your father? I haven’t heard any rumblings that he’s up in arms about his two daughters missing. Is he trusting that Viking to rescue the two of you?”

      “What my father is doing isn’t really any of your concern, but, not to be redundant, I’ve been a little tied up to keep up with my father’s actions,” I pointed out yet again.

      “It’s not like he has the means to attack me,” Cathal said. “The whole reason he was throwing his eldest daughter at me in the first place was because of the poor state of his kingdom.”

      I bit my tongue because I knew if I opened my mouth, I was going to say something that would most likely get me killed. Then Brant would do something stupid, causing a domino effect that would end with him and Clay dead as well. See, I could be reasonable and self-controlled when I tried.

      “If I get your sister back, I might consider helping him still, or…” He paused, his lips turning up into a sinister smile. “I might just burn England to the ground and enslave whoever lives.”

      “And I might just kick you in your man parts hard enough to make you choke on your ba—”

      “Dayna!” Brant barked, cutting off my words.

      Okay, so maybe I overestimated my ability to control myself. Wouldn’t be the first time.

      Cathal stood and started toward me, but Gisele stepped in front of him. “She is not your prisoner. She is mine. Do not think for a minute you have any right to her, previous association be damned.”

      “Awe, Gizzy, I didn’t know you cared so much,” I practically sang. “I’m so glad the attachment isn’t one-sided.”

      Gisele whirled on me. “Would you please just shut your trap and try not to get killed? I still need you at the moment…but there will come a time when I won’t. Remember that.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t forget,” I said, eyes on the witch I had mentally promised myself to kill with my bare hands.

      “Recall the army and make ready for battle,” Cathal said to the guard next to him. “All forces.”

      “You’re going to believe us then?” Evelyn asked.

      “I have nothing to lose by believing you. But I might experience a minor inconvenience if I choose to ignore your warning. Dealing with Clan Hakon will be like batting at a mosquito, but even a mosquito can be damaging if allowed to bite over and over. Better to kill it the moment it comes near.”

      “Torben’s going to love being compared to a mosquito,” Brant murmured.

      I shook my head. “It’s not an insult. A mosquito can spread disease and kill a lot of people. It’s actually a stealthy and formidable foe if you don’t know to be leery of them.”

      “We will meet you at your castle gates tomorrow at dusk,” Gisele began.

      Cathal shook his head. “I’m not letting you loose on my lands. You will stay here, under my watchful eyes.” He motioned for the guard, but the minute the man stepped toward the two witches, both women moved at once. Before I could blink, I heard a couple of hollow thunks. Two knives protruded from the guard’s chest. He glanced down, wide-eyed, then fell to the floor.

      “We did not come here to become your prisoners,” Evelyn spat. The rage in her eyes was unmistakable.

      “I don’t know who you think—” Cathal started, and I wanted to tell him what an idiot he was for even attempting to argue with the witch, but then I remembered I didn’t care if he lived so I sealed my lips.

      “I am Evelyn, a witch of great power, and I can destroy you,” she cut him off. “You live because you are of use to me, and that is the only reason. Now, let me explain how this will work. We have things we must do to prepare for the arrival of Clan Hakon. You are going to allow us to go about our business, and you are going to go about yours. We will meet you at the castle gates at dusk tomorrow evening. You will not attempt to interfere with us, nor will you attempt to take our prisoners. If you do, I will personally cut you into pieces, slowly and over the course of many years.”

      Cathal looked as if his head were going to explode. I would bet he’d never had a woman threaten him in such a way.

      Evelyn sounded amused when she spoke again. “You seem ready to attack. Please do. I’m feeling parched, and your blood would no doubt quench me nicely.”

      “I think I just threw up in my mouth a little,” I whispered as the image of her drinking Cathal’s blood filled my mind. Gross.

      “Get out,” Cathal snarled, then glared at the still-alive guard. “Get him out of here, then get this cleaned up.” He pointed at the dead man and the blood pooling around him on the floor.

      Without another word, Gisele, Evelyn, and Calder marched out of the room. Clay, Brant, and I followed. I glanced back to see Cathal glaring at our retreat. I knew without a doubt he was already planning Evelyn’s death.

      We spent the day on the beach near where the ships being guarded by Calder’s men waited offshore. Gisele had threatened to force me to drink that blasted beverage that turned me into a compliant fool if we attempted to escape, and Evelyn had threatened to force Brant to bed her and make me watch. I would not repeat the things I yelled at the harlot because there could be young ones listening. At the time, I didn’t care who heard what I screamed at the top of my lungs.

      Night had fallen by the time I cooled down enough to keep from saying something hateful about Evelyn. Calder had the decency to at least put us in a small tent so we wouldn’t freeze to death. There were guards on all sides of the tent so escaping was not likely, but that didn’t stop me from fantasizing about it.

      “I’ve got to say, Little Princess, your jealousy is quite attractive,” Brant said.

      “Shut up, brute,” I growled.

      He chuckled. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’d be bothered if you weren’t jealous.”

      “Maybe I’m just concerned about her taking you against your will. Nobody should be forced into another person’s bed against their will, not even a man,” I said.

      “Or maybe you just hate the thought of another woman touching me,” he replied.

      “And if another man touched me?” I asked.

      “I’d rip his arms off and beat him with them, then make him watch as I fed them to wild boar.”

      Slack jawed, I stared with wide eyes. “Wow. Okay. So, we have some violence issues to work through.”

      Brant scoffed. “Need I remind you that you told the witch if she touched me, you would take one of Gisele’s crow beaks and peck her eyes out? I think you’re every bit as violent when it comes to me as I am when it comes to you.”

      “Don’t forget Dayna also said she’d cut off the witch’s breasts, then shove them down her throat until she suffocated,” Clay said.

      “Why are you bringing up old stuff?” I asked Clay. “There’s no need to bring up the past.”

      “That was only a few hours ago,” Clay said, frowning.

      “Exactly. Hours ago. The past. Leave it there.”

      He sighed. “I hope you have daughters. Ten of them—and they all drive you as crazy as you’ve driven me.”

      “Take that back,” Brant all but snarled. “Don’t you dare wish that on me.”

      “I was wishing it on Dayna.”

      “Since I will be the sire of her children, you are also wishing it on me. Take it back this instant. The gods may decide they find humor in your request and grant it.” Brant sounded so distraught it made me laugh.

      “Hush, Vixen,” he growled. “You will only bear me sons, and they will all be strong, disciplined, and honorable.”

      “Tell yourself whatever you need to, big man,” I teased, then yawned. The travel and events of the day had finally caught up to me. Thankfully, our captors had untied us again. Brant pulled me into his arms, pressed my head to his chest, then kissed my forehead. A small smile curved my lips. I couldn’t wait for this mess to be done so I could start my life with my Viking.

      “Sleep. You will need your energy tomorrow in case Evelyn threatens to bed me again,” Brant said, amusement lacing his words.

      “I’m going to pray for all girls,” I threatened.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      I chuckled. Not that I really would. I didn’t want to deal with little versions of me. That would be a nightmare. But I didn’t have to let Brant know that.

      

      “Where are they?” Cathal yelled from where he stood on the walls of his castle. The day had come and gone, and it was completely dark.

      “They will be here,” Gisele said for the fiftieth time, though I noticed her eyes appeared a little less sure than when she’d said it the first few dozen times.

      “If you have been lying to me…” Cathal threatened.

      “Again…” Evelyn snapped. “Why would we lie!”

      Clay, Brant, and I were positioned on the insides of the castle gate just below where Cathal, Calder, Gisele, and Evelyn stood on the wall. They weren’t being quiet, so we could hear every word they said. I, too, was confounded by the lack of an attack. Had Gisele gotten the time wrong somehow? I had no idea how her witchy powers worked, but she didn’t seem like the type to get things wrong. She seemed too uptight for that, and she certainly wouldn’t waste time on Cathal if she didn’t think he would somehow be helping her cause.

      Regardless of Gisele’s continued reassurance, dawn broke hours later with no signs of an approaching army. Cathal gave a silent motion to one of his guards. Apparently, he’d planned for this contingency. Without a word, all of his guards moved at once. They grabbed Evelyn and Gisele before the witches could respond. Cathal must have known more about witches than he let on because he quickly had their hands tied and their mouths gagged so they could not speak. The fury in the women’s eyes terrified me, and I was glad it wasn’t directed in my direction. Clay, Brant, and I were also bound, but at least we weren’t gagged.

      “I swear being passed around from villain to villain is getting old,” I huffed from where I sat on the stone floor of the tiny cell I’d been thrown into. Brant was next to me, finally calming himself after swearing multiple oaths at the guard who’d tossed me into the dungeon like an old garment thrown into the bin.

      “It will be over soon,” Brant said.

      “How do you know?” I whispered as I scooted closer to him.

      “Torben will be here soon.”

      “Where are they?”

      “They weren’t supposed to show up last night,” he said very softly.

      My eyes widened. “Gisele had it wrong?”

      Brant nodded.

      “How can you know that?”

      “Because I know Torben.”

      “When will he come?”

      “Tonight,” he answered. “We need to be ready. Sleep as much as you can. If they bring us sustenance, eat and drink it all,” he said.

      I wasn’t sure if Brant knew what he was talking about or if he was just trying to give me hope, but I decided to believe him simply because I needed hope. I needed to believe this would be over soon. I was tired. I was cold. I was ready to be done with witches, evil corrupt men, and being a prisoner.

      “May the gods make their way clear,” I whispered.

      “And our warriors victorious,” Brant finished.

      Now, all I had to do was wait.
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        “There are two ways to effectively deal with evil. The first is to turn from it and get far away if you can. The second is to face it head on and destroy it.”

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      “All lights have been extinguished,” Kjell said.

      The wind had been with us since we started on our journey to Tara, and we’d made exceptionally good time across the water. Thankfully, the night was dark. The moon was barely visible through thick cloud cover and there was no reflection off the water, an ideal atmosphere for an attack.

      I raised the spyglass, trying to see if I was able to spot Tara from where we were. At first, I saw nothing but inky blackness. Finally, I was able to make out the faint lights from the glow of the fires that lit the cities gates and various lanterns around the castle walls.

      “When we get close enough to anchor, we wait for the signal from Clan Akefor and Clan Bjornvik.” Clan Brending sailed next to us while the other two moved in on opposite sides of our location, one on the right side of the castle and one on the left. Our plan was to make them think the attack was coming straight at them. Instead, there would be multiple attacks, staggered in the hope we could overwhelm them when all their resources were focused on the first attack.

      “It’s quiet,” Allete said as she took my hand.

      I let my eyes adjust. It was hard to see, but I could tell her lips were pale. “Are you warm enough?” I’d told her several times to stay below so she could keep warm, but she didn’t like being in the bottom of the ship. She said it made her feel like she was a prisoner again. I couldn’t argue with her after she admitted that. So, I wrapped her in as many layers as she would let me.

      “I’m fine.” She sighed. “Quit worrying about me.”

      “I’m your husband. It’s my job to worry about you,” I told her.

      “Your only job right now is to make sure we get to Tara and surprise the hell out of Cathal,” she said.

      “Language, Princess.” I smiled. “Dayna would be proud.”

      She shrugged. “I blame Freya,” she said.

      I believed it. Freya could out curse any man, especially when worked up.

      “We should be ready to anchor in about a quarter of an hour,” Amund announced. “All the assassins have given the signal.”

      The assassins he spoke of were men who had taken a dinghy to shore an hour earlier in order to dispatch the guards placed as lookouts. Our men had gone in disguised as fishermen. They’d all lit torches, signaling their tasks were done. Now, we could get to the beach without the alarm being sounded. So far, things had been smooth. I prayed our luck and the favor of the gods would hold.

      I leaned down and pressed a kiss to Allete’s lips, then pulled back just enough to speak. “I don’t care what happens out there, your job is to survive. Got it?”

      She smiled. “I’ll be sure to tell every opponent I face they aren’t allowed to kill me.”

      “Smart arse,” I growled before kissing her again. Gods keep her safe, I thought.

      We lowered the anchor and began making ready. As silently as possible, we launched and loaded the dinghies. Getting to shore was extremely slow going because there were only so many small boats and each had a limited carrying capacity. It would take several trips to get the entire war party on shore. In addition, we had to row slowly and be careful not to get wet. Not only would that likely lead to hypothermia, but cold muscles would also make us sluggish during battle. That wasn’t an option.

      Over an hour later, all of my warriors were on the shore. Allete and I took the final dinghy trip to the beach with the remaining members of our clan. Once we were on the shore, I watched as my clan worked together. I wished my mother were there to see them helping one another, offering their hands, their weapons, anything to make things easier for each other. It was a completely different clan from when Magnus was jarl.

      “You would be proud, Mother,” I whispered into the dark night.

      Freya and the other shieldmaidens, including my bride, jogged up the beach to stand before me, loaded up with their weapons. “How long ‘til we get the signal?” Freya asked. No sooner had the words left her mouth than we heard the sound of a hawk’s call.

      We all waited. Finally, we saw the bird of prey as it soared down in great circles until it finally landed on my outstretched arm. “There’s one,” I said, noting the color of the string tied to its leg. “This is Clan Akefor’s hawk.” I squinted up at the sky, attempting to see if I could catch a glimpse of the other clan’s signal.

      “There…” Allete pointed. I followed the length of her arm to where her finger pointed. Suddenly, another great cry filled the night, then a smaller hawk landed on Allete’s outstretched arm. She let out a surprised squeak that made me chuckle. “I wasn’t expecting it to use me as a perch,” Allete said as she stared at the bird. The animal seemed curious about Allete. Even leaned into her when she reached up to gently run a finger down its back.

      “Return,” I told the hawk, giving my arm a little shake to indicate the bird should take off. Its wings unfolded immediately, and it rose into the air.

      Allete raised a brow. “I’m guessing that’s what I’m supposed to do now?”

      I nodded.

      “All right, friend,” she said to the bird on her arm. “Thanks for your service. Return to your owner.” She gave it a little toss, and the hawk took off into the night.

      I raised my fist in the air, watching as Clan Hakon and Clan Brending began to assemble as we’d practiced. Freya held up her fist, and the shieldmaidens lined up across and behind her. When everyone was in formation, I pointed forward and we all began to move as one. We were silent shadows that moved over the land, barely disturbing so much as a blade of grass as we traveled. We wanted to stay undetected for as long as possible. So far, so good. The less time our enemies had to prepare for our attack, the better.

      We picked up the pace. I’d have to compliment Freya on the shieldmaidens because they moved even more stealthily than my own men. Even Allete moved smoothly. She’d been working so hard on her fighting skills, and she was getting stronger. She’d proven to the clan she was worthy of the position at my side, not that I’d ever had any doubts.

      The castle walls were in range of our archers now. I held my fist up again. Everyone came to a halt. I made a motion as if I were shooting an arrow, and our archers moved into place. There were five guards on the wall. The archer’s commands were to take out the men who could sound the alarm. We couldn’t get over the wall if there were guards standing on it, raining down arrows, rocks, or hot pitch on our heads.

      The arrows were loosed. A silent second stretched on for an eternity. Then, by some miracle of luck or divine intervention by the gods, five arrows struck five men and they fell nearly as one. I felt my certainty we would be victorious grow.

      Amund fired a crossbow loaded with a grappling hook attached to a rope. There was a thud as it landed on top of the battlement. After ensuring it would hold fast, he and Kjell, my other nimblest warrior, scurried up the wall. Once inside, they would open the gate for the rest of us. In the meantime, the other clans should be moving into place. If all had gone as planned, they’d have found their own ways over the wall. I heard the hawks cry out again. That meant the other clans were indeed where they were supposed to be.

      “So far, so good,” Delvin whispered as he pushed closer to the wall. I didn’t respond. Instead, I looked around at my clan. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath. The night was silent around us. Seconds stretched into minutes. I was just about to order two more men to scale the rope when the gate gave a shudder and slowly began to rise. We scuttled under the iron bars, filing into the castle. Amund and Kjell labored at a giant wooden wheel next to the guardhouse. I winced as the mechanism clicked loudly and continued to raise the castle gate.

      “Enough, we’re all in,” I whispered. “What took so long?”

      “One of the sentries was still alive. He was crawling toward the alarm bell. I had to finish him off,” Kjell said.

      “Then we thought it best to check the others, just to make sure,” Amund added.

      I nodded. “Good work. Let’s go,” I whispered as I drew my sword.

      “Does this feel too easy?” Allete asked.

      I didn’t answer because I wanted her to be wrong. It did feel too easy.

      “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Al,” Freya whisper-yelled as we hurried into the castle grounds. We stopped to get into a battle formation with our backs to each other in a circle so we were covered on all sides.

      “Break,” I said, and the circle formed into many smaller circles, all of us moving in the same direction toward the castle.

      I’d given orders not to kill any innocent bystanders, only to incapacitate if necessary. We weren’t there to become like our enemy. We were there for justice and to give a warning to any future enemies that we wouldn’t let atrocities committed against us go unanswered.

      Just as we made it around a sharp turn on the rock path, I saw the jarl of Clan Akefor. I gave him a quick nod, and we continued on our way. A few seconds later, the silence of the night air was broken by a loud horn blast.

      “Damn it! They know we’re here,” I shouted. “Shields!” The collective clang of everyone’s shields moving from their backs to their fronts rang out. “Lines,” I roared, and the circles broke apart and lines were formed, one facing forward, the other behind, all of our shield held aloft. “Step,” I yelled and then again, “Step!” One step after another, we moved forward as two solid walls. When I heard the first arrow cutting through the air, I didn’t have time to yell out. Freya beat me to it.

      “Shields up,” she bellowed at the same time she raised her shield above her head and lowered her legs to get beneath it.

      “Shift,” I roared, then felt the lines beginning to shift until there were shields all the way around and above us. The flying arrows struck our shields. Some bounced off while others embedded themselves, but none made it through our defenses. I heard the rumble of feet marching toward us.

      “Shieldmaidens,” Freya yelled. “Separate!”

      The shieldmaidens began to circle our flank, keeping any attackers from sneaking up on us.

      “Allete,” I said before she could separate. “Be safe. I love you.”

      The fierce gleam in her eyes made me smile. “You too, Viking. I love you back.”

      “Give them hell, cousin,” I heard Thomas yell, though I couldn’t exactly tell where it was coming from.

      Allete laughed. “Just try not to get killed, Thomas.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ~Allete

      

      

      I tried to keep from glancing back at Torben because I needed to pay attention to where I was going considering I could run into one of Cathal’s men at any second. But it was difficult because I wanted to know he was okay. I could feel him through the unique bond we shared, but just barely.

      We divided up into pairs, and I was with Freya. Back to back, we walked through the side streets of the castle grounds, watching for any signs of soldiers who had broken away from the main attack.

      “You hear that?” Freya asked.

      The clashing of swords and the shouts of men burst through the air. “Hard not to,” I said, trying not to worry about Torben. The worry didn’t last long because there were suddenly three of Cathal’s guards marching toward us.

      “All right, Al,” Freya said. “Time to get down to business.” I could see her swinging her sword out of the corner of my eye. “I got these three.”

      “Um, I’ve got three on my side, too,” I replied, watching the men slowly advance.

      “Show ‘em what you’re made of, Al. Do me proud,” Freya said, her voice filled with a little more glee than I felt the situation warranted.

      Holding my sword up in front of me, I spread my feet apart to give myself good balance. I bounced on the balls of my feet, trying to remember everything I’d been taught over the past few weeks. I knew I needed to move quickly because my best defense would be to tire them out and weaken them.

      I heard Freya taunting the guards she faced, but as soon as the men coming toward me got closer, I focused my attention on them. The first one came at me, and I dodged the blow of his sword. I had no idea if they were all going to take me on or if they would at least be honorable and fight one at a time.

      “You call that a sword?” Freya cackled. I rolled my eyes, but kept my attention riveted on the man in front of me. He lunged again. I raised my sword with both hands, catching his blade against my own. The blow ricocheted down my hand, through my wrist, and up my arm. I could feel it rattle my teeth. I tried to hide my fear. As I continued to dodge and trade blows with the soldier, I knew if I didn’t end this or get away from him there was no way I would be able to continue fighting the other two. I wasn’t winded, but my muscles were already beginning to tire.

      When he came at me again, I remembered a piece of advice Babs had given me. When he stepped toward me, I dropped to my knees, shifted my sword to my left hand, and swung it to the right, catching him across the back of one of his ankles. He went down immediately. I jumped to my feet, turned again, and arced my sword down, slashing it across his back. Freya was suddenly there, slamming her sword into the man’s spine as she yelled, “Turn!”

      I whipped around, pulling my sword up at the same time, barely catching another guard’s sword against my own. I was nearly driven to my knees, but I put my shoulder into it and was able to push him away from me.

      Freya was at my side in an instant, and we took the man on together.

      “Did you already take care of your three?” I asked.

      “And one and a half of yours,” she added.

      “I would have finished him,” I said.

      “And then you would have been dead because you wouldn’t have known about the man coming up behind you,” she pointed out.

      Said man charged us, his sword raised, and Freya sighed. “Now he’s not even really trying. He’s totally underestimating us.” When he was close enough, she sidestepped him and ran her blade across his stomach. I looked away before I had to watch his intestines spill onto the ground.

      All six men were on the ground, dead. Grinning, Freya wiped her blade on her pants leg. “That was fun.”

      “I feel it’s necessary I point out to you how disturbing it is that killing six men is your idea of fun,” I said.

      She shook her head. “No. Fighting six men is what was fun. The fact they ended up dead was just an unfortunate, though unavoidable, side effect.”

      I had nothing to say to that, so I just motioned her forward. “Shall we?”

      “Oh, Al,” she sang. “You know we shall!”

      I was beginning to wonder if Freya had brought a bottle of mead she’d been secretly swigging from because the shieldmaiden was drunk on something.
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        * * *

      

      I was panting like a cat in heat by the time we’d made it to the castle doors. They stood wide open, which felt like a bad sign. Nothing came from within. Hearing someone coming from behind me, I whirled around. I relaxed when I saw the rest of the shieldmaidens, quickly assessing them to assure myself they were all accounted for and unharmed. I was ready to heal any injuries they might have sustained. Initially, I didn’t see any life-threatening wounds, just a few cuts and scrapes. But then Taina stepped out from behind her sister. I could tell from her face she was in immense pain. She held her upper arm. The magic within me practically leaped at her in an effort to fix the brokenness. A river of red ran out from under Taina’s hand and down her arm. I couldn’t see how wide or deep the gash was, but Taina wouldn’t be grimacing that badly from a mere scratch.

      “Sit down, let me see.”

      “No,” she replied as she retreated a step. “It’s nothing. We don’t have time to waste.”

      “Taina, don’t be foolish.”

      “It’s foolish to waste time here while the battle rages, Princess. You can tend it afterward. Now, we fight. Our clansmen need us.”

      “You might not make it through the battle if I don’t fix that arm.”

      “And other clansmen might die if you do. It’s not just the wasted time. We may need your power later. Best not waste it on me,” Taina said.

      “Damn it, Taina,” I practically yelled. “I’m not—”

      “She’s right.” A sharp voice from the shadows of the castle doorway cut me off. Myra stepped out. “We must hurry, and I might need your help to defeat Gisele and Evelyn. The arm will have to wait.”

      “I thought you were back at the beach,” I said, frowning.

      “I was. But that isn’t where Gisele and Evelyn are,” Myra said. “They’re here.” She pointed into the long corridor of the castle.

      “I’ll be fine, Allete,” Taina said. As if to prove her point, she reached down and practically jerked me to my feet. “Let’s go.”

      “How do you know Gisele is here?” Freya asked Myra.

      “I can feel my sister’s evil.” Myra curled her lips in distaste, searching for something I couldn’t see. “Her taint makes this place reek.” There was a wild faraway look in the old woman’s eyes I’d never seen before, and it shook me to my core. She began to speak to herself, muttering about having tried to protect her sister for so long.

      “Myra.” I spoke sharply. Her focus appeared to return.

      “What child?” she asked.

      “How can we help?” I asked gently. I knew that wherever Gisele was, I was bound to find Dayna.

      “Try to keep up,” Myra said, then began hurrying down the stone corridor. I couldn’t believe how quickly she moved. She was usually so stiff from age, but now she moved like a spry child.

      “What in the hell?” Freya barked. “Babs, Astrid. You two, follow us.” She pointed at the other shieldmaidens. “The rest of you make sure we aren’t followed.”

      “I thought she was old,” Babs said through panting breaths as we ran.

      “She is,” I called.

      “Then how is she out-running us?” Freya asked.

      “Magic mushrooms?” I questioned.

      We ran behind Myra, following the twists and turns of the castle and down stairs I assumed we were headed to the dungeon.

      We came to a sudden halt at the bottom, which ended with a closed steel door. Myra placed her hands against the door, chanting under her breath.

      “Now what is she doing?” Babs asked.

      “Trying to figure out a way to open it, I imagine,” I said. I watched the witch’s hands begin to glow. Myra began to get louder, but I realized after a minute it wasn’t only Myra chanting. There were two other voices chanting on the other side of the door.

      “Myra?” I asked. “What is that?”

      Myra grabbed my hand and placed it on the door, her voice never wavering. I couldn’t understand what she was saying because she spoke a language I’d never heard before. I could feel something inside of me tugging, the same sensation I felt when I healed someone. I focused on the power tugging inside of me, then pushed my magic to try to make the door open. I had no idea if I was able to help Myra, but she seemed to think so, or perhaps she just stuck my hand on the door to get me to shut up.

      I closed my eyes. Imagined the door flying open so powerfully it didn’t even stay on its hinges. In my mind’s eye, I saw the dark room beyond and the light from torches on the walls.

      

      Power deep inside, rise up, come forth, don’t hide.

      Bring your energy to this place, open up this blocked-off space.

      Magic, do your worst.

      

      The words filled my mind. I continued to focus on what I wanted, and the words continued to come.

      

      Throw open the doors wide, let what has been kept out inside.

      This is my command, power flowing down my arm and out of my hand.

      Open this door! Open this door! Open this door, I DEMAND!

      

      There was a whooshing sound, and wind began to gust in the small space. I felt dirt and dust begin to swirl around me. My hair flew in all directions. Then, the wind seemed to coalesce behind me, drawing energy into itself. It flew past and through me from back to front. Though I could feel its power, it didn’t threaten to topple or unbalance me. There was a loud bang as the condensed air struck the door. With a mighty crack and a shower of splinters, the oaken door flew inward, slamming onto an opposite wall. My mouth fell open. I had no idea how I’d done it, but the magic within me was apparently much stronger than I’d originally thought. But I didn’t have time to process this information. Almost immediately, I heard Myra yell beside me.

      “Fire!”

      The sconces on the walls all suddenly burst with flames, casting light across the dark dungeon. I blinked to adjust to the sudden brightness, then saw iron-barred cells lining either side of the walls. There was a ten-foot-wide walkway that went the length of the dungeon. It smelled foul, wet, and moldy. The stale air caused me to choke and cough.

      “Hello?” Freya yelled.

      I held my breath as I waited for a response. It felt like ten years of my life passed before someone answered.

      “If you aren’t here to rescue us, then at least take the witches with you.” It was Dayna, her voice loud and clear.

      I sprinted forward. “Dayna,” I screamed, heedless of danger. That was my baby sister rotting in Cathal’s dungeon. I was going to kill him if Torben didn’t beat me to it.

      “Allete,” Dayna yelled back.

      I nearly laughed at the sound of her voice. She sounded exasperated, as if she’d been expecting me. Then I remembered Myra telling me about the dream in which she’d been able to reach out to Dayna. Perhaps she had been.

      I came to a skidding halt in front of her. Dayna stood in a cell, her hands wrapped around the bars. She wore a linen tunic and pants. I raised my eyebrows. “Love your choice of garments, sis.”

      “Don’t stare at me like that. It’s the only thing Cathal would give us to wear,” she said.

      “She would look good in sackcloth,” a husky voice spoke up from the adjacent cell. I saw Brant smiling at me. Beyond him was Clay.

      “Clay. Brant.” I nodded at them before asking my sister, “Are you okay? I know that’s a dumb question, but I don’t know what else to ask.”

      “I’m actually better than I was a few days ago.”

      “You’re locked in a dungeon,” I pointed out.

      “Yes. But I’m not crawling on the floor, declaring to the world I was best friend’s with a rat and doing anything that damn witch told me to do, all the while wearing a creepy grin on my face, so I’m calling this a win,” she said.

      I blinked several times. “A rat?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course, that’s what your brain would latch on to. Just get me out of here. We can talk about it later when I’m no longer locked in this lunatic’s dungeon.”

      Freya was suddenly at my side, grinning as she held up a key. “Look what I found,” she said. “It may or may not have been attached to a guard who may or may not have a few new sword holes in his belly.” She assessed Dayna. “You must be the baby sister.”

      “Do I look like I’m sucking on a tit or eating my feet?” Dayna asked, narrowing her eyes.

      Laughing, Freya threw her head back. “I like her already.” She unlocked the cell, and Dayna flew out and into my arms. She slammed into me so hard we both nearly went down. Thankfully, Babs was behind me. The heavier woman caught me and steadied us.

      “Brant,” Freya said, then clucked her tongue. “Last time I saw you, you were boarding a ship for England. How in the hell did you end up in a dungeon in Tara?” She quickly unlocked both his and Clay’s cells.

      “I followed my heart, and this is where it led me,” Brant said, pointing at Dayna.

      “You should have asked my opinion,” Freya said. “I’d have told you following your heart usually means you end up in some sort of dungeon.”

      “As long as the dungeon includes Dayna, then I’ll happily be captured.”

      Babs made a gagging noise. “I never thought I’d see the day the mighty Brant was smitten. It’s disgusting.”

      “I don’t know who you are, but I’m the only one who gets to pick on Brant, so take your battle axe and back the hell up,” Dayna all but growled as she whirled on Babs.

      “Whoa,” Brant said. He put his hands on Dayna’s hips to pull her away from Babs. “It’s best not to piss off a shieldmaiden who can wipe the floor with you, love,” he said. “Babs doesn’t mean any harm. She’s just as prickly as you are.”

      “Pipe down, Brant,” Babs huffed. “I’m not going to hurt your woman. I respect her willingness to stick up for you, no matter how stupid it is for her to threaten me. We will get her whipped into shape soon enough, then she can back up those angry words.”

      “Ooo, does that mean I get a battle axe?” Dayna asked, her irritation suddenly gone.

      “The last time you were given something sharp, a couple of men lost their hands,” I reminded her.

      Dayna shrugged. “They needed to learn not to touch a woman without her consent. Without hands, it will be hard for them to touch a woman period. Problem solved.”

      “Not to be a downer, but can we continue this reunion once we are no longer in a battle against Cathal?” Freya asked.

      “Yes, let’s get out of here,” I agreed.

      “It’s a little late for that,” a cold voice said from the doorway, causing us all to spin and face the newcomer.

      “Gisele,” Myra breathed. It was a simple word, but I felt as if a mountain of emotion was thrown into it. Pity, remorse, love, and disdain all coalesced into that single name. “How nice of you to finally show yourself instead of sulking in the dark.”

      Another woman joined Gisele. Evelyn, I assumed, and they stood between us and the door that led out of the dungeon. Both women smirked.

      “You call it sulking in the dark, I call it waiting for the opportune time to reveal myself,” Gisele said.

      “Tell yourself whatever you need to in order to make yourself feel better,” Myra chided. “Where have you been hiding out all these years, sister?”

      “Your sister has a sharp tongue,” Evelyn said to Gisele. “Maybe I should cut it out.”

      Gisele practically hissed at the other witch. “You will not touch her.”

      Evelyn turned her head slowly to glare at Gisele. “Feeling protective of your kin?”

      “You have no right to her. She is my sister. If anyone is going to hurt her, it’s going to be me.”

      “Wow, talk about dysfunctional,” Freya muttered.

      “Can’t argue with that,” Myra said.

      Evelyn growled at Gisele. “I made you. You would be nothing without me.”

      “That doesn’t give you the right to threaten my sister,” Gisele said. “You can kill any of the others, but you will not touch Myra.”

      Freya said something, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was too busy trying to figure out a way out of the dungeon. I felt Dayna nudge me. She was motioning to the right. There was a stone door just around the corner of the row of cells. I hadn’t noticed it before because I’d been so focused on Dayna.

      I tugged on Freya’s sleeve, trying discreetly motion toward the door. Her eyes widened slightly, and she gave me a small nod. Thankfully, Gisele and Evelyn were too busy arguing with each other to notice. Freya held up her hand behind her back, with three fingers raised. Slowly, she lowered each one by one in a countdown.

      When all three fingers were lowered, everyone moved at once. Dayna grabbed Brant’s hand, I tugged on Clay, and Babs threw Myra over her shoulder. We ran toward the door, Astrid and Freya bringing up the rear.

      “Stop them!” Gisele yelled. She needn’t have bothered. When we reached the door, Brant grabbed the handle and pulled. Nothing happened. He yanked again, and Clay tried as well. Both men snarled and cursed. It didn’t budge. I whirled around just in time to see Evelyn fling a bolt of dark magic toward the men. I threw up my hand, not sure what I was trying to do, but I had to do something. My own power exploded outward, another burst of wind like before. It hit Evelyn’s bolt and deflected it, sending the pulse of dark magic into the ceiling where it exploded, raining down small bits of rubble.

      “Going somewhere?” Gisele asked as she strode toward us.

      “Put me down,” Myra yelled.

      “Yes, put my sister down, Viking. It’s over,” Gisele said as she approached. The expression on her face was one of a cat that had finally cornered a particularly pesky mouse. Evelyn joined Gisele, and took us all in with hungry eyes. She actually licked her lips, and I had to suppress a shudder.

      Babs did as told, and the old woman growled before straightening her clothing indignantly. “She’s right,” Myra said. “This is over. One way or another. Allete, try to shield the others as best you can. This is between me and her.” Myra pointed a crooked finger at Gisele.

      “Wait,” I practically screamed and stepped forward, holding up my hands. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”

      I could feel Astrid, Freya, Brant, Clay, and Dayna spreading out behind me, and my stomach dropped. There was no way I could protect them all. I didn’t even know how. Gisele and Evelyn would tear us apart.

      “It does, child,” Myra said. “My sister made her choice long ago.”

      Something glinted behind me. Freya and Astrid pulled their spare knives. They passed daggers to Clay, Brant, and Dayna, then unsheathed their swords.

      Evelyn laughed. “Your puny blades will have little effect on us. We’ll cut you down like grass. But there’s still hope for you, Allete. You can join us. I’ve already created one with great power who started with nothing.” She gestured to Gisele. “Just think what I could do for someone like you. You could have power beyond anything you ever imagined.”

      Dayna chuckled. “Don’t be an idiot,” she said. “Unlike you, Allete doesn’t care about power. She cares about helping people.”

      “Then maybe I can help you,” Evelyn said. “You wouldn’t be the first powerless little sister I’ve helped escape from her older sister’s shadow.”

      Apparently, this was enough for Myra. “No,” she screamed, flinging her hands out at Evelyn. A blot of pure white light erupted from her hands. Evelyn put her own hands up, and an opaque shield formed in front of her. Myra’s shot glanced harmlessly away. Evelyn cackled. “Myra, Myra, Myra,” she said. “You might look like an old crone, but I’ve been doing this much longer than you.”

      “Myra, stop, please,” I begged. I didn’t want anyone else to be hurt because of me. For so long, people had tried to control me because of my power. When I was young, I had to hide it for fear of what others might do. Then I was kidnapped for it. And my sister was tortured for it. And Hilda had died because of it. I wished I’d never been cursed with this power.

      “Last chance, girls,” Gisele said. “What’s it going to be? Join us or die now.”

      “Screw you,” Dayna said.

      “Stop,” I snapped. “Promise me you’ll let them go,” I ordered the witches.

      “What?” Gisele asked. Her brow furrowed.

      “You want me? You can have me,” I said. I unbuckled my sword belt, then dropped it on the ground. “I’ll do anything you want. But everyone else here walks away unharmed, including Myra.”

      Everyone behind me spoke at once. Their voices clambered against one another, drowning themselves out. I took a step toward Gisele, my palms held up. “Do we have a deal?”

      I could tell she was weighing her desire to kill her sister against the possibility of having me as a protégé.

      “Done,” Evelyn said. “We accept the terms.”

      “That’s not your decision to make,” Gisele growled. “I came here to rid the world of my meddling sister, and that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

      “Don’t be a fool,” Evelyn barked. “Think of the power this one’s blood will bring us.”

      “She’s right,” I said, then took another step toward them. “It’s all yours. Just let the others go.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, girl,” Myra shrieked.

      “I do,” I replied calmly. Bending, I retrieved a dagger from my boot. I dragged its blade across my arm. A line of red liquid appeared. I held the arm out to Gisele. “It’s yours.”
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        Watching my wife sprint away with the other shieldmaidens was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It was far worse than any battle I’d ever fought, any injury I’d ever sustained. Despite the prophecy, despite everything that had gone according to plan up to that point, I still feared I’d never see her alive again.

      

        

      
        ~Torben

      

      

      In an instant, battle commenced. Cathal’s army poured into the courtyard like a plague of locusts swarming upon crops. Though the clans and the English army had done an admirable job of forming up, the sheer number of Cathal’s soldiers forced us to break ranks. After that, I remember extraordinarily little. I seldom did after a battle. The only thing that stood out was the expressions on men’s faces. Emotions ran the gamut. There was fury, grim determination, surprise, agony, despair, and crazed ecstasy.

      

      I felt all these as I cut my way through my enemies. Cathal’s men were well trained and they fought with discipline, but the men of the clans were made of sterner stuff. I soon realized we would be victorious. The courtyard became littered with bodies, and the majority wore Taran uniforms. More than once, I found myself unconsciously scanning the carnage for Brant only to realize he wasn’t in the battle. I wasn’t sure exactly where he was, only that he was most likely being held captive somewhere in the bowels of the castle. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to rescue him. But I was so used to fighting alongside him it felt strange to swing my sword knowing he wasn’t covering my flank. I resolved then to remove myself from the fray and accomplish the goal for which I’d originally set out—killing Cathal.

      

      I knew enough about the coward to know Cathal wouldn’t be in the thick of the fighting. He’d be observing somewhere, giving orders from a safe distance. It didn’t take long. A clanmate beside me went down with an arrow in his chest. I stared up at the battlements and there the king was, surrounded by a regiment of archers. Anger blazed within me. In an instant, I saw all the pain and destruction the man had caused—my own clan burned, my clansmen killed. I saw similar scenes belonging to Clans Akefor, Bjornvik, and Brending. But most all, I saw Allete at the English castle, with his hands on my wife. I watched him touch her, grope her, and hurt her, all while I had to simply stand and watch. Would that I could have simply killed him then instead of keeping up the charade I was simply Allete’s guard. I would probably have been hanged, but how much death and destruction would have been prevented? Regardless, the past was the past and Cathal’s was about to catch up to him.

      I hoisted my shield and sprinted to the nearest set of stone steps leading up to the battlements. A pair of Taran soldiers guarded it. It was clear their one job was to keep any of the Vikings from ascending the steps where they could attack the king. These weren’t regular infantrymen. This was the king’s personal guard, the best of the best Tara had to offer.

      I slew them both in a matter of seconds.

      Stepping across their bodies, I raced up the steps and paused at the top. I hugged the castle wall. My view of Cathal and his men was blocked from this vantage point, but they’d probably seen me kill the guards. They’d be ready for me when I emerged. Before I climbed the remaining steps, I stuck my shield into the open air above me. Just as I expected, it was met by multiple arrow shafts. The force of their impact almost knocked the shield from my hand, but I held on. I just hoped the thing was still intact enough to provide some kind of protection. This wasn’t going to be easy. I’d have little time to close the distance and reach Cathal before one of the archers eventually found their mark. I gritted my teeth and gripped my sword, about to make my charge. Then I heard a familiar voice.

      I didn’t know I’d raised such an idiot.

      My brow furrowed. It took a second for me to realize the voice was only in my head.

      Now’s not the time, Mother, I mentally growled at the voice.

      It’s precisely the time if you’re about to foolishly throw your life away.

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Allete was right. Hilda could be infuriating, even from beyond the grave.

      And what would you have me do, oh wise Oracle?

      Do you remember nothing of the prophecy, silly warrior?

      Of course, I do. Foreign princess, marriage, uniting the clans. I got all that.

      Apparently, not, she replied. I see no unity. I only see a pissed-off jarl who’s taking matters into his own hands instead of listening to his incredibly wise mother.

      I shook my head. She was right, of course. I had let my hatred of Cathal blind me to the greater good. This mission wasn’t about my personal vengeance—at least, it shouldn’t have been. It was about uniting the clans. It was about forging new allies and providing a world full of peace instead of war. I knew what I had to do.

      I scanned the battlefield and spotted the other jarls—Rafal, Hagen, and Blaine—each locked in combat. One by one, I waited until they’d dispatched their foes, then yelled to get their attention. When I’d done so, I pointed up to where Cathal had pigeonholed himself and gave a signal. They nodded, then began fighting over to the castle walls. Blaine was closest to me. He joined me. Rafal and Hagen found stairs on an adjoining wall, and they fought their way up them. When they’d reached a point halfway to the top, they paused and looked to me for a signal. I motioned to my shield and held it up, indicating they should emerge shield first.

      We all crept to the top. I held up my hand to wait. I said a silent prayer to the gods before giving the signal. With a mighty bellow, we sprang onto the battlements. As before, my shield was met with a volley of arrows, but not as many as before. The plan had worked. Half of Cathal’s forces had turned to protect him from Rafal and Hagen. There was just enough room atop the battlements for Blaine and me to stand side by side. We held our shields out and advanced. Cathal’s warriors realized we’d soon be on them. The archers abandoned their bows and drew their swords.

      I could hear Cathal screaming, “Kill them! Kill them! Hurry!”

      Blaine and I worked in tandem, thrusting and parrying at our defenders. It was clear the training we’d done with the other clans, though brief, was paying off. Blaine and I fought as if we’d been lifetime clanmates. A few moments later, four of Cathal’s guards lay dead at our feet. I saw the king turn and sprint away. He didn’t make it far. A second later, he came to a skidding halt at the point of Hagen’s sword. The jarl wore a feral grin. Cathal’s men were all dead. It was over.

      “No! No!” Cathal turned back to me. His eyes were wide with panic. He threw up his hands. “I surrender!”

      I sheathed my sword. “I accept your surrender,” I said, then drew back my fist and punched him square in the nose. Blood exploded from his face, and Cathal went down in a heap. “Good work, brothers,” I said to the other jarls.

      “Do you have it?” I asked Rafal. He produced a great war horn fashioned from a ram’s horn. When he made to pass it me, I shook my head. “You do the honors.” He grinned, then placed horn to lips, blowing with all his might. The sound echoed throughout the castle, causing Viking and Taran soldiers alike to pause and gaze up at us standing upon the ramparts. Cathal groaned at my feet and rolled over. I reached down and jerked him up by the back of his tunic, pushing him against the parapet so all could see.

      “It’s over Tarans,” I yelled down to the soldiers. “Your king has surrendered. Throw down your weapons. No else will be harmed.” They had no choice to comply. I was surprised to see relief on most of their faces.

      “Let us discuss terms of peace,” Cathal whimpered.

      “Peace?” I asked. “What do you know of peace? As a king, you’ve done nothing but steal and destroy. I will not parley with you.”

      

      “You have to. I’m a king. I’m your prisoner.” He began to struggle and thrash in my grip. This time, it was Blaine who did the honors. He struck Cathal in the stomach, and the man doubled over with a whoomph sound. I passed him to Rafal, who held the man with an iron grip.

      I spoke to the people in the courtyard below. “The Northmen and the Tarans have no quarrel. You can see from our forces we aren’t merely Vikings. We’ve allied ourselves with the English. And we can ally with you as well. There need be no enmity between us.” There were a few nods, but mostly confusion on the faces of the Taran warriors. “But your king must pay for his crimes. Without provocation, he invaded my clan and three others. Without cause, he declared war on us. That kind of action cannot go unanswered.”

      Cathal picked the moment to regain his breath. He began screaming. “No, don’t listen to them. Help me! Good Tarans, help me! These barbarians will burn your homes. They’ll rape your women. They’ll cut your eyes out.” I let him go on for some time while I simply stood impassively, watching him struggle. None of his soldiers made a move to aid him.

      I spoke loudly so all in the courtyard could hear. “Cathal, King of Tara, for your crimes against the Northmen and your betrayal of the English people, I sentence you to death. A new king will take your place. A righteous and just king. Your people will prosper in your absence.”

      “You can’t judge me,” he yelled. “You’re nothing but a barbarian. You’re a rat. You’re a dog.” He spat at me. It hit me in the face. I shook my head, not even bothering to wipe it away.

      “The jarls of Clans Akefor, Bjornvik, Brending, and Hakon judge you guilty,” I said. I nodded to Rafal. He shoved Cathal roughly down to his knees. I drew my sword.

      Cathal’s demeanor changed in an instant. “Mercy, mercy,” he whimpered, hands together in a pleading gesture.

      “Did you offer my people mercy?” I asked. Before he could respond, I swung my sword, separating his head from his body in one clean stroke.
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        “I love my sister—I do—and I have to keep telling myself that even when she’s yelling a battle cry on behalf of a rat.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      Gisele stared at me with hungry eyes. She glanced at Myra, then at me again. The blood from the cut I’d inflicted began to travel down the length of my arm. A drop of it fell and splattered on the floor. The witches appeared to be transfixed by it. Slowly, I placed the arm holding the dagger behind my back. Gripping it with my thumb and forefinger, I held up my other three fingers, much like Freya had done earlier, only mine were pointed downward because I had to maintain my grip on the knife.

      “I should tell you something, though, before you accept my deal.” I lowered one finger, counting down.

      “What’s that?” Gisele asked, narrowing her eyes. I lowered another finger, leaving only my pinkie sticking out.

      “My life is already promised to Clan Hakon. If I die today, it’s in service to them, not to you.” At that instant, we heard the sound of a war horn, deep and loud, ringing out from somewhere high above us. Its sound reverberated through the dungeon walls. I lowered the final finger, then gripped the dagger tightly. Everyone moved at once. I yanked my hand around from behind my back. Whipped the blade at Gisele’s face. I was quick, but she was quicker. She lurched back just in time to avoid the knife’s point.

      Myra shot another bolt of power at Gisele. Brant, Clay, Freya, and Babs leaped at Evelyn, swinging their daggers and swords as they did so.

      The witches both screamed with fury, and power erupted in the dungeon. It flew in all directions. Gisele threw out both hands, simultaneously shooting dark bolts of energy at Myra and me. We deflected the power with our own. Then I heard the sound I knew was coming, but still dreaded hearing. It was my sister’s voice.

      “This is for Assy,” she yelled and bounded past me, throwing herself at Gisele. I only had a second to wonder who the heck Assy was before I watched Gisele send a bolt of power into her chest.

      It was the forest all over again. My sister went down in a heap. The breath fled from my lungs. I couldn’t believe this was happening again. There was no way Dayna could survive a shot from Gisele again. The power within me practically exploded outward and jumped toward Gisele. But this time, it wasn’t just a bolt of energy. It was a steady stream of white light erupting from my outstretched palm. She brought her own hand up just in time to meet my light with a dark stream of her own. But the force of my blow rocked her, and she had to take a few steps back. She ground her teeth and sneered. Then, another lance of energy met her. It came from Myra. Gisele held up her other hand, and she blocked that one as well with another stream of dark energy. I continued to pour all of my power into my stream of light. I could only assume Myra was doing the same.

      We stood there, the three of us, hands outstretched, light meeting dark, for what seemed like an eternity, though I was sure it was only a few seconds. The small room of the dungeon crackled with electricity. Dimly, I was aware of the others fighting Evelyn off to my right, but I couldn’t let my concentration lapse long enough to focus on them.

      After a few seconds, Gisele began to laugh. “Is this all you’ve got, Oracle? I thought you were supposed to be powerful. You’re nothing.”

      “Myra,” I grunted, “how is she doing this?”

      “Blood,” the old woman said. “Years and years of dark sacrifices. They’ve made her too powerful.”

      As if to accentuate Myra’s point, Gisele laughed maniacally, and I felt the power straining against me increase. The point where our streams of energy met lurched in my direction. It took all my concentration to keep up the assault.

      “Leave her to me,” Myra said. “Help the others.”

      “I can’t. She’ll kill you.”

      “Face reality, girl. Your friends are dying.” She jerked her head sideways. The shock of what I saw caused me to drop my assault against Gisele. Evelyn stood over Bab’s prone form while she hurled bolts of power at Freya and Astrid. Luckily, the two women had their shields and were able to block the projectiles, but the assault was taking its toll. Half of Astrid’s shield had been blown apart, and Freya’s glowed white hot. Clay was crumpled in a heap in the corner. Brant laid face down a few yards away.

      “No,” I yelled, flinging my dagger at Evelyn. It spun end over end. I wasn’t sure if she were simply weary from fighting four opponents, or if she simply wasn’t prepared for me to shift my focus from Gisele, but she wasn’t able to dodge my throw. The dagger landed point first in her shoulder.

      She yelped and staggered back. “You’ll pay for that,” she hissed. “You want to fight, then I’ll show just how powerful you could have been.” Evelyn held out her hands, then spoke several words in a language I didn’t recognize. A sword materialized in her hand, along with a shield that glistened and pulsated with purple light. I stood there, dumbfounded. That spell wasn’t in Hilda’s book.

      With the knife still protruding from her shoulder, Evelyn began attacking Freya and Astrid with a fury, driving both women back. The witch moved so quickly her motions were a blur. She was muttering as she fought, so I knew she was likely casting spells that gave her superior strength and speed. And it was clear Evelyn’s enchanted sword carried a powerful magic because every time it struck one of the defender’s shields, there was a crackle of electricity and the oak would splinter with a hiss, sending shards flying in every direction. I watched as another stroke completely obliterated Astrid’s shield. The shieldmaiden threw down the leather strap that had been holding the shield to her arm. Freya tried to move in front of Astrid to protect her clanmate, but Evelyn was too quick. She somersaulted forward, slicing sideways as she rolled by Astrid. Evelyn’s purple sword connected with the thick part of the shieldmaiden’s thigh. Astrid screamed as she fell to the ground.

      The scream shook me out of my stupor. I bolted toward then, drawing my own short sword as I ran. Blood poured from Astrid’s leg, making the stone floor slippery. I joined Freya as she attacked Evelyn, our swords ringing off hers as she parried our attacks with ease. Even as I fought, I could feel my magic pulling me backward toward the shieldmaiden on the ground behind me. The need to heal was so strong I could barely focus on the fight. It made my movements sluggish. Freya couldn’t break through Evelyn’s defenses, and I offered little help. The woman appeared to have no trouble fighting us off. Still, I was determined to bring the witch down.

      “Allete,” Freya barked. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I would have thought it obvious,” I said between heavy breaths. “Trying to kill this witch.”

      “Don’t you think you should be helping Astrid? She’s bleeding out!” Freya grunted as she blocked an overhand strike from Evelyn.

      “Kinda busy right now, Freya.”

      “Astrid is busy dying,” Freya said.

      “And if I stop to heal her, I can’t help you. Evelyn will kill you.”

      “Don’t worry about me, Al,” the shieldmaiden captain screamed. “Heal my friend!”

      I broke off my attack, then turned to Astrid on the ground. As soon as I did, the magic pulling inside me was satisfied, like an annoying itch that had finally been scratched. What I saw almost caused me to lose my lunch. Astrid was white as a sheet. The blood surrounding her body ran across the floor, seeping into the cracks in the stone floor. “Astrid, Astrid,” I said, slapping her face. “Are you with me?” She didn’t respond.

      “Damn it,” I placed my hands on the gash on her leg, and hot sticky liquid covered my hands.

      “Healing power, heed my call,

      Overflow and do not stall.

      Knit this wound and make it whole,

      Restore the health the enemy stole.

      Staunch the flow of crimson red,

      Seal it off as I have said.

      Return what’s damaged back to new,

      Let all be well, the pain is through.”

      After what seemed like an eternity, I heard Astrid’s breathing return. With it, I exhaled a sigh of relief. I tried to jump in to rejoin the fray, but I immediately swayed and fell back to my knees. I could barely lift my arm, must less effectively wield my sword. Two battles raged beside me. The streams of power coming from Myra and Gisele still connected both women, and they focused all their will upon defeating the other. Freya, much to surprise, held off Evelyn’s magical attacks. But I wasn’t sure how much longer either woman could hold out against the witches.

      I needed to help one or the other, but I didn’t know which one. On the one hand, Myra was my mentor. I needed her to help me continue my magical training. On the other, Freya was my captain as a shieldmaiden. And she was a clan member. But most of all, she was my friend. I grabbed my sword, lumbered to my feet, then I took a shaky step toward Evelyn.

      Freya had not survived the battle without injury. At some point, she had also lost her shield. Now, she fought with only her short sword, which was becoming more and more notched each time it met Evelyn’s magical blade. And though it didn’t appear the shieldmaiden had slowed, Freya was bleeding from several minor cuts. I swung my sword at Evelyn, but such was my exhaustion she easily parried my blow.

      “Nice of you to join the party,” Freya said. “How’s Astrid?”

      “Mostly dead, but not completely.”

      “You two should give up now,” Evelyn snarled. “You have no chance to defeat me.” I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I heard a tremor in the witch’s voice.

      “Shut it, witch,” Freya growled, then swung her sword with all her might in an overhead arc. It was Evelyn’s turn to laugh as she easily blocked Freya’s strike.

      I hated I was virtually useless in the battle. The expenditure of magic it took to save Astrid’s life had spent my energy. Then a realization hit me. Evelyn had to be using vast stores of magical energy to hold her own against Freya, a hardened warrior. In a fair fight, Freya would’ve mopped the floor with Evelyn in seconds. It was only the witch’s magic that kept her from being cut to bits. But Freya didn’t realize it. She could tell Evelyn was fast, so she employed tactics she might use against another quick opponent, using all her strength to overpower the witch. Instead, she should have employed the tactics she normally did against fighting stronger male opponents—outlasting them.

      “Freya, she’s not a woman, so don’t fight her like one.” I said.

      “What? I know you’re young, Allete, but I think you need an anatomy lesson.”

      “No,” I said. “Stop trying to overpower her. Pretend you’re fighting a man. Standard tactics.”

      I could see a subtle shift in Freya’s stance. She must have understood what I said. Or at least she trusted me to know what I was talking about. Freya went from using all her strength in attack to conserving it, nimble sidestepping Evelyn’s attacks. She dodged and parried, rarely making attacks on her own.

      “Stop running, coward,” Evelyn growled.

      Freya only grinned in response. I tried again to get in a sword thrust, but it was useless. I was too slow, too tired. It was all I could do to remain standing. I was lucky Evelyn was too focused on Freya to spare me any attention. If she had, it wouldn’t have taken her long to skewer me with her magical sword.

      “Get back,” Freya commanded. “That’s an order.” I did what I was told. Then I remembered something I should have thought of before. There were other people who needed my help. I moved to Babs, then knelt beside her. She was breathing but unconscious. It looked as if she’d just taken a sharp blow to the head. Placing my hands on her body, I let my magic do its work. I realized my efforts weren’t necessary. Babs would recover in time. I moved to Clay. His situation was much the same.

      It was only when I got to Brant that terror almost overtook me. He was on his belly, and I could see small stream of red wetness coming from underneath him. I grabbed and shook him, calling his name. He didn’t respond. I tried to turn him over. It was no use. The huge man didn’t budge. He was way too heavy for me to lift. I yelled and strained with every ounce of strength I had. His body shifted about an inch before falling back. Tears formed in my eyes, and I pounded the stone. Then I heard a familiar voice.

      “Don’t be so daft, girl. I know we weren’t together long, but I was sure I taught you better than that.”

      I almost laughed hysterically at the absurdity of the situation. “Really, Hilda? I’m not sure this is the time for one of your lessons.”

      “I would normally say it’s the perfect time, but you’re right, Allete. I’ve already taught you the lesson. You’re just too dull to remember it.”

      “Oh, really? You taught me a lesson about lifting giant men and healing them from grievous wounds when I barely have the strength to stand?”

      Hilda began to laugh. “Think of the book, silly child. It gave you everything you need.” And then her voice faded away, and she was gone.

      “Think of the book? There was nothing in the book about this.” I tried my best to recall all of Hilda’s scrawling. I couldn’t remember a single thing that could help me now. That book had been nothing but a huge pain in my arse ever since I found it. Even the finding of the damnable thing had been a hassle. Not to mention actually discovering how to read the stupid thing. Myra had told me my magic had nothing to do with the four elements, yet Hilda had required I use them all to read her blasted diary. The woman had a sick sense of humor. Then it hit me.

      Myra had been wrong.
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        “My father told me once that those with power should be the first to be willing to give it up if necessary. They should be the first willing to serve. They should be the first willing to stand up on behalf of the poor, weak, and injured. He told me that power doesn’t have to corrupt as long as you realize you only have power because someone else has given it to you out of trust.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      Well, mostly wrong. Myra was right that my magic came from the essence within me. But she was wrong to say it wasn’t also connected to the four elements. The essence of a healer was magical in and of itself. Yet, I was clearly able to control the elements as I’d proven when I blew open the dungeon door. f

      Hilda hadn’t been lying. She’d given me everything I need. Earth was easy. I was sitting on stone. I rose, then grabbed a burning torch from a scone in the wall. There was fire taken care of. I searched around for water. There was none in sight. Oh, well, I hoped this would be enough. Though my mouth was dry, I moved my tongue around until I’d gathered a mouthful of spittle and spat it on the ground. Myra had told me that mixing blood with any of the elements made it stronger. Now it was time to test that theory. Blood I had in spades. I still had a river of it running down my arm from when I’d cut myself earlier. I wiped some of it on my hand, then mixed it with the spittle resting on the stone. I moved the torch closer. Finally, wind. I blew on the mixture of blood, spit, stone, and fire. The fire immediately blazed brighter. I sucked in a breath before shoving my hand straight down on the flame. And this time, I wasn’t surprised it didn’t burn me, just as it hadn’t when I shoved Hilda’s journal in the fireplace. I was surprised at the power that surged within me, seeming to come from the very center of the earth itself. I grabbed Brant. Flipped him over as easily as I might pluck a blade of grass from the ground. What I saw made my heart leap into my throat.

      Brant bled from a hole in his side. The wound had black scorch marks around the edges. He must have been struck with a bolt of Evelyn’s magic. I felt for a pulse, sure I wouldn’t feel one. I breathed a sigh of when I felt the pressure of his pulse against my fingers. It was weak and irregular, but it was there. I placed my hands upon his side. I allowed the words that entered my mind to flow out of my mouth as the healing magic pulsed into Brant.

      As soon as the wound closed, I collapsed. I was even more exhausted than before. Apparently, the surge of power provided by the elements was only temporary. I flopped onto my back, drawing in gasps of breath. Then, I heard two furious voices screeching at one another. It seemed both were too exhausted and furious to form words. And then a tangle of bodies fell on top of me, knocking what breath I had drawn in from my lungs. I tried to scramble away, but it was useless. Freya and Evelyn were scratching and clawing each other, all the while spitting and cursing. I could see no signs of Freya’s sword or Evelyn’s magical weapons. It was simply a matter of two women determined to kill on another. I reached down and retrieved my other dagger. Freya and Evelyn fought on the ground right next to me. I knew I didn’t have the strength to rise and stab Evelyn, so I merely retrieved the weapon from my boot and held it out to Freya. I could only hope the shieldmaiden saw it. Apparently, she did. A second later, I felt it pulled from my hand. Evelyn fell next to me, her hands pulling at her neck. She gurgled as her life’s blood poured from her jugular vein, then she fell onto her back and stilled. Freya fell next to her, appearing every bit as exhausted as I felt.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, then closed her eyes.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked.

      She shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Just…need…rest…” And then her breathing became deep and regular.

      I rolled onto my side, trying to find the strength to rise. There was one more person who needed my help, though I couldn’t imagine what I could do in my exhausted state. Myra and Gisele were still locked in mortal combat. The dark stream of power pulsing from Gisele had almost reached Myra. It wouldn’t be long now. I got up on my hands and knees. When I made to rise, my head swam, and I collapsed back to the stone. I saw Dayna’s motionless form on the ground. Tears flowed freely from my eyes. In the heat of the fight, I’d almost forgotten what Gisele had done to her. Now, lying with my head against the stone, I could see my sister laid facing me in an almost identical pose. It appeared as if her lifeless eyes stared right at me. Then, I saw something that made me gasp. She blinked. I was about to call out to her when she put her finger to her lips, silencing me. Slowly, Dayna rose into a crouch. It was then I noticed something strange. Myra wasn’t looking at Gisele. She was staring down at Dayna with a calm expression of serenity. Then she returned her gaze to her sister.

      “We’ve lived long lives, Gisele,” Myra said. “Too long.”

      “For you, maybe,” Gisele replied. “I’ve still got lots of time left and power to gain.”

      Myra shook her head. “It’s over. You’ve beaten me. I just hope you find the peace on the other side that’s eluded you in life.”

      Myra dropped her spell. Gisele’s face wore a mask of pure ecstasy as her magic hit her sister squarely in the chest. The old woman dropped to the ground, a crater smoldering in the middle of her torso.

      “No!” I summoned the strength to scream.

      Gisele turned to me. The maniacal smile still plastered on her face. She began to laugh. The sound grew higher and louder. Then it turned to a choking gasp as the sharp blade of a sword exploded out of her chest. Her eyes went wide as she looked down at herself. Then her gasps became gurgles as blood began to flow from her mouth.

      “That was for making me forget my sister,” Dayna said from behind Gisele. The blade disappeared. “And this was for making me forget my Viking!” She shoved the blade in again, and it reappeared from the front of the witch’s torso. Dayna released the sword, and Gisele fell forward to her knees. She put both hands on the blade, peering at me “Princess,” she whispered. She fell sideways, the light gone from her eyes.
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        “There is little joy when the battle is over and the smoke settles. Lives have been lost because of man’s greed and lust for power. The only comfort is we can now begin to heal.”

      

        

      
        ~Diary of Allete Auvray

      

      

      We’d been back in Ravenscar for a month, yet, still, my heart was heavy. Maybe it was because I felt like I should have been able to save Myra. But like Hilda, I had to watch her die. She looked at peace when she went, and I knew she’d deliberately sacrificed herself in order to distract Gisele. Maybe losing her sister, regardless of the turmoil in their relationship, was just too much for Myra to handle. Regardless, I had to come to terms with her loss. I could not let it continue to eat at me.

      “You do realize it isn’t your job to save everyone, right?” Dayna’s said from behind me. I sat in the circle of stones where I’d found Hilda’s book, my back against one of the boulders. It was a place I often escaped to because it made me feel close to Hilda.

      “Then what’s the point of my magic?” I asked.

      “To allow us to make you feel guilty for being unable to wield it to save the entire world?” Thomas answered.

      “Thanks, cousin,” I grumbled. “How did you manage getting out of that battle without being stabbed? I can’t believe one of our own men didn’t stab you.”

      “Don’t fret, Allete,” he said. “Freya’s bound to stab me eventually. But that’s why I’ve decided she’s the perfect woman for me. And on that note, I’m off to find my she-warrior. I will let you wallow in your pity party. Come find me when you’re ready to realize you are amazing, and we love you just as you are.”

      I listened to his steps retreat, then sighed.

      “Allete, you aren’t one of the gods,” Dayna said after a few minutes of silence. “It isn’t your place to decide when another person dies. That’s not up to you. And you can’t begrudge that person when it’s simply their time. Myra was old. She’d lived a long life. She was ready to die. Be happy she no longer has to endure the ugliness of this world.”

      “When did you get so wise?” I asked as I turned to face her. She sat on the ground just outside the circle.

      “I’ve always been this wise,” she said. “I just choose very carefully who I bestow my wisdom upon.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure that’s it.”

      “Are you going to be okay?” she asked after several minutes. “I mean, I’m pretty sure Myra wouldn’t want you to be sitting outside freezing and feeling guilty for something over which you had no control.”

      I wrapped the fur blanket tighter around me as the winter air cut through my body. “I’ll be okay, Dayna. It’s just going to take some time, but I will be okay.”

      “Could you please tell that to your husband? He’s pretty worried about you.”

      “Did he ask you to come talk to me?”

      She shook her head. “No. He pretty much ordered me to.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And why didn’t he just come talk to me himself?”

      “Well, considering the last time he asked you how you were doing, you threw rocks at him, I think he was scared,” she said, chuckling.

      “He didn’t ask me how I was doing. He told me he was going to have Freya kick my arse if I didn’t stop worrying him and snap out of it. He deserved to have rocks thrown at him,” I said.

      “Oh, well, he failed to mention that part.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” I said.

      “I love you, sis,” Dayna said as she stood. “You don’t have to bear any of this on your own.”

      “Thank you,” I said with an appreciative smile. “I love you, too.”

      Later that night, I climbed into bed. Torben immediately wrapped me in his arms.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “I figured you’d have asked your little minion by now.”

      “What minion?”

      “The one you ordered to come talk to me today,” I said, giving his side a pinch. He grunted, then grabbed my hand.

      “I worry about you,” he said. “I don’t know what to do to help.”

      “I don’t need you to do anything other than be there for me. Let me be alone when I need to be, and hold me when I need you to hold me. Some things just take time and nothing else.”

      “I just hate that you’re hurting,” Torben said softly into the dark. “You’ve been hurt enough in this life.”

      “And I’ll be hurt again. That’s just a part of living. But it makes the times when things are going well that much sweeter.” I snuggled into him, sighing contentedly. “At least it’s over. Cathal is gone, along with Clader, Gisele, and Evelyn. Four evil people have been ridded from the world.”

      “There will be others,” he said.

      “Probably,” I agreed. “But we’ll deal with those when they come. For now, let’s just enjoy the peace. Even with the pain that it took to get here, it’s still something we should be grateful for.”

      “Then sleep, Princess, and know that I will hold you, I will be here for you to lean on, and I will be whatever you need for as long as I have breath in my lungs.”

      “I can face anything, just as long as I have you by my side, Viking.”
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        “I’m getting married today. Oddly enough, I’m not the one having a breakdown. Allete, however, is a bit of a mess. I will not lie—I have laughed at her several times. She didn’t seem to be amused by this, but Freya and Babs were, so that made it completely worth it.”

      

        

      
        ~Dayna

      

        

      
        Two years later

      

      

      “If you break her heart, I will cut you,” Allete snapped at Brant before Torben could snatch her up and carry her to her seat. I’d already walked down the aisle, my father had already given me away, and Brant and I stood there and waited for the holy man of the clan to begin the ceremony, but my sister apparently hadn’t said everything she needed to. Despite the fact she’d already threatened Brant many, many times in the past week.

      “You won’t need to cut him,” Torben rumbled. “Dayna will kill him before anyone else could even get near him.”

      “He speaks the truth,” I said, grinning at the man standing in front of me.

      “Violent little thing,” Brant said. “You know how much that turns me on.”

      “Behave,” I huffed, then turned to the holy man. “You can start now. My sister won’t interrupt again.”

      “We are gathered this day to celebrate the union of Brant of Clan Hakon and Dayna Auvray, Princess of England. We have the great honor of seeing these two hearts become one.

      “Dayna, do you take Brant as your husband? Will you love, cherish, honor, and care for him as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” I said, smiling up at the mountain of a man who had stolen my heart two years ago.

      “And do you, Brant, take Dayna to be your wife? Will you love, cherish, honor, and care for her as long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” Brant said, his gaze on me tender and full of the passion I’d come to know from him.

      “What the gods have joined, let no man separate. I now declare you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

      Brant took my face in his large hands. “You’re stuck with me now, Little Princess,” he murmured just before he pressed his lips to mine. Later, I would retaliate for his use of the nickname he knew annoyed me to no end, but for now, I was too distracted by his taste.

      When he pulled back, I smiled up at him and knew I probably appeared ridiculously happy, because I was. “I love you,” I said breathlessly.

      “It’s a good thing because it would be awkward for everyone if I followed you around like a puppy while constantly declaring my love for you, and you ignored me,” he teased. He would do it, too, of that I had no doubt.

      Three months later, Allete and I walked side by side to the sparring grounds where Torben and Brant were currently attacking one another. They both glistened with sweat despite the cool air. It was nearing spring, so it wasn’t as cold as it had been a couple of months ago, but they still had to be working pretty hard to break a sweat in this weather. Not that I was complaining. Both men were nice to look at, shirtless and sweaty.

      “Quit drooling.” Allete sighed.

      I shrugged. “Why? They would drool after us if we were shirtless and sweaty.”

      “Who’s getting shirtless and sweaty?” Brant said, taking his eyes off Torben long enough that the jarl was able to swipe Brant’s feet out from under him.

      “You can’t be that easily distracted, my love,” I said. “You have to learn to focus even when women start talking about being shirtless and sweaty.”

      Brant stood and walked over to us. He leaned down to press a kiss to my lips. “I’ll always be distracted when it comes to you being shirtless and sweaty.”

      “Could we please move on to something else?” Allete asked.

      “Right.” I nodded. “We have good news and bad news.”

      “What’s the bad news?” Torben asked as he came over, using his tunic to wipe the sweat from his brow.

      “There’s two of us,” I said.

      Both men stared at me like I’d grown a second head.

      Allete shook her head at me. “Way to be vague. What she means is instead of dealing with only one pregnant woman, you must deal with two. Dayna and I are both with child.”

      They just stared at us as if we were speaking a foreign language. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but that wasn’t it.

      After a minute, Torben grinned and threw an arm around Brant. “We’re going to be fathers!”

      “Why are you hugging him?” Allete asked. “I’m the one carrying your child.”

      Brant shoved Torben away and wrapped his arms around me, picking me up off the ground high enough my stomach was level with his face. He pressed several kisses there, smiling up at me. “You’re carrying my son.”

      I frowned. “How do you know it’s a boy?”

      “Because the gods wouldn’t be so cruel to give me another female to deal with.”

      I raised my brow. “Deal with? Are you saying I’m something you have to deal with?”

      “Not a good choice of words, brother,” Torben muttered.

      “It’s a little late for that advice,” Brant growled. “I didn’t mean that in a negative way, beautiful. I love dealing with you.”

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it. I’m also happy to tell you that Allete said we’re having triplets, so there’s a possibility that you could end up with three daughters.”

      Brant nearly dropped me as he lowered me to the ground. His eyes were wide now. “Three?”

      I nodded.

      He cursed low as he released me. “I need a drink.” He stumbled off toward the main dining hut.

      “Are you really having triplets?” Torben asked.

      Laughing, I shook my head. “No. And I’ll tell him eventually. But he deserved it after his ‘dealing with you’ comment.”

      Torben laughed.

      “I don’t know what you’re laughing about,” I said. “Your wife is pregnant with twins.”

      Torben’s face sobered, and he studied Allete. She nodded. A minute later, we watched as Torben ran after Brant, muttering he needed a drink as well.

      “That was fun.” I chuckled.

      “It really was.”

      “Now what?”

      “Now, sister…” Allete sighed as she wrapped an arm around my waist. “We live happily ever after.”

      “Which translates into tormenting our Vikings, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      

      The End
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        "Gentlemen, we have a special treat for you today. Feast your eyes on this pure-blooded beauty!"

      

      

      Sixteen-year-old Serenity has spent her entire life in hiding to protect her from this exact moment. In a world where beauty is bought and sold on the streets like a corporate commodity, Serenity's natural assets are more like liabilities. Despite her parents' best efforts, she's been taken—ripped from her home and the only life she's ever known—to find herself on sale to the highest bidder. And that bidder? Enigmatic and dangerous, Luc is the director of The Aviary—an elite museum where girls are displayed as living art by day…and cater to the lascivious whims of the highest bidder by night. In this elaborate and competitive world, girls go by names like Raven and Nightingale, and will stop at nothing to become top Bird.

      Luc comes to idolize Serenity's purity and aims to turn her into his grandest exhibit of all time—The Swan. In no time, she becomes one of the most coveted exhibits in Aviary history. When she discovers Luc holds the key to finding her parents, she must learn to play The Swan to perfection…to win his heart and earn his trust. But she doesn't anticipate falling for him in the process. Now she faces an impossible choice: escape The Aviary and lose her only chance at finding her parents—or become Luc's Swan for good and lose her identity forever.

      The Jewel by Amy Ewing meets Tricks by Ellen Hopkins in this gritty Young Adult Dystopian that tells of a fear-inducing future where the world of sex trafficking has become a social norm and where woman aren't treated as humans and are no safer than they were than they were in The Handmaid's Tale by Margaret Atwood.
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