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  To my Norse ancestors.


  What was is always a part of what is.
I hope my take on what your life was like won't have y'all rolling in your graves... though, honestly? If you wanted us to know more, then you should have written it down.


   


   


  Thanks


  As always, there's a lot of people to give thanks to, for editing, beta-reading, emptying the dishwasher, giving input on just about everything, putting up with me, and cheering me on in general. 


  In no particular order, other than alphabetical - extra special hugs and kisses from me to Amanda, Audrey, Filippa, Lars, Nina, Peter, Rebecka, Susanne & Tina. 
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  Norse terminology


   


  Below I've briefly explained a few key concepts, used in the novel. I am, however, no expert on Norse history. There are tons of other books and web-sites out there that describes the subject in a more academic and factual manner. I have read a number of them and used some of their /sometimes conflicting/ content in this story. Mostly, it's my own interpretation of what life was like, how they felt, thought and acted. 


   


  Yggdrasil: A great ash tree that held together earth, heaven, and hell by its roots and branches in Norse mythology.


  Runes: Characters in the alphabets used in Norse times.


  Norns: Female beings who, according to Norse mythology, ruled the destiny of gods and men, spinning the threads of fate at the roots of Yggdrasil. The runes of fate were then carved into the roots of the tree.


   


  Jarl: A Norse chieftain. The Jarls often managed the faith on behalf of society, in particular in smaller villages. The Jarl's were often thought to have a special relationship with the gods. 


  Freeman: Includes all freeborn people such as farmers, craftsmen, landowners, and others. 


  Bondsman: A thrall who had purchased his own freedom. Bondsmen had ties of obligation to the former owner so they had to get their master's approval for marriage, moving residence, etc. 


  Thrall: Slaves, often captured in raids. Freemen could become thralls when committing a crime, commonly due to debt. The children of thralls were automatically thralls too. Thralls had no rights, and their living conditions were variable, depending on the master.


  Hundred: A geographical area of responsibility or administration, normally part of a larger region.


  Thing: The assembly of the free men of a country, province or a hundred where disputes were solved and political decisions were made. The place for the thing was often also the place for public religious rites and for commerce.


  Faering: A wooden boat type with two pairs of oars, pointed at both ends. 


  Odin: Ruler of the Æsir, the Norse gods. Odin was a god of war and death, a sky god as well as the god of wisdom and poetry. Odin sacrificed one of his eyes to drink from the fountain of wisdom.


  Hel: A giantess and goddess in Norse mythology who ruled over the underworld where the dead dwell. To 'go to Hel' is to die.


  Thor: The god of thunder and the ideal toward which the human warriors aspired. When Thor rode across the sky thunder erupted and lightning came from his hammer, Mjölnir, as he slayed giants.


  Valhalla: The hall where Odin houses the dead whom he deemed worthy of residing with him.


  Niflheim: the cold, dark, misty world of the dead, ruled by the goddess Hel.


   


  




   


  Characters


   


  Sigtrudr (Sissa) [SIG-tru-dər]: Thrall girl, and the one telling the story.


   


  Raudulf [ROW-dulf]: Sissa's father. 


  Gudrun [GOO-drun]: Sissa's mother.


  Lif [LEEF]: Sissa's sister, sold and moved to another village.


  Ulf [OOLF]: Sissa's brother.


  Torbiorn (Torbi) [TOOR-byərn]: Sissa's brother.


   


  Ingolf [ING-golf]: Jarl, leader of the village and also the one in contact with the gods.


  Torunn [TO-run]: Jarl Ingolf's first wife and Heidrun's mother. Dead.


  Freyja [FREY-ə]: Jarl Ingolf's second wife, raised as a foster child by Jarl Ingolf and Torunn.


  Heidrun [HAY-drun]: Jarl Ingolf and Torunn's only child.


  Stein [STEYN]: Heidrun's betrothed. Comes from a powerful family living some distance away.


   


  Einarr [EY-nahr]: Jarl Ingolf's younger brother.


  Astrid [AHSS-trid]: Einarr's wife and Josteinn's mother.


  Josteinn (Joss) [YOSS-teyn]: Einarr and Astrid's only child.


   


  Finnr (Fin) [FIN-ər]: Sissa's best friend. Finnr's mother was pregnant when she was captured during raids and she died giving birth to him.


   


  Morag (Mags), Catriona and Agnes (Nessa): Slave girls. Captured previous summer in raids to the Northern Isles.


  Disa [DEE-sə]: Old thrall who lived with the Jarl's family and helped raise Freyja. 


  Hjalvor [YALL-vohr] & Sigurd [SEE-gurd]: Two of Jarl Ingolf's warriors. 


  




  Chapter One


  Sacrificed


  This was not a good day.


  Any other day this would have been because of heavy snow, or getting boiled cabbage for dinner. Petty little problems that any other day would have seemed huge.


  But this was the day I would be sacrificed to the gods.


  Sacrificed, as in killed.


  So this was a genuinely bad day, at least if you were called Sigtrudr Raudulfsdatter, which unfortunately I was.


  I'd not volunteered for the honor of being sacrificed, of course, and I had not seen it coming. I'd lived my whole life in the same village and during all that time we'd sacrificed goats, sheep, and a few cows when things were really miserable, but there had been no human sacrifices, ever. There had been rumors about it. People were saying that this was the old way or that it was still done at the bigger gatherings, far away, but we had not believed it and never even imagined it would happen in our village.


  There hadn't been anything unusual happening to indicate that things were about to turn bad, and people traveled through the snow from farms around the village for the midwinter sacrifice, just like they did every year. All houses were filled to the rafters with guests, food had been prepared for weeks, and everyone had been looking forward to the big feast that would go on for days after the annual sacrifice to our gods. The plan had been to offer a horse in addition to the usual pigs and goats to get the good graces of the gods back. We really needed for the gods to forgive whatever it was that we'd done to displease them. The last few years had been hard, with too much rain one year and too little another, so our crops had barely been enough to feed us all. Disease struck the village in the last winters as well, taking several of the elderly as well as a few young children.


  On top of it all, our warriors had come back from this summer's raids with almost empty ships. Wherever they'd been, others had already plundered the churches, or else the monks had managed to hide their treasures, so the men returned without gold and with very little loot. They brought slaves back with them, though. I'd started to laugh when I heard, so hard that I had to walk away from the gathering by the ships.


  Our foolish warriors had decided that when they couldn't find any loot they would instead bring back three new mouths to feed, something I did not think was smart at all. They hadn't even brought back three strong men that could work the land or in the forest. No, they brought back three women. One of them had seemed sturdy enough, but the other two were dainty and extremely pretty. I wasn't naive, so I knew exactly why they brought the women. I just didn't think it was a good idea for our warriors to let their brains slide down below their belts, and let them stay there when everyone was starving.


  Then the day before the sacrifice, our Jarl suddenly gathered everyone to announce that we had to please the gods exceptionally well this midwinter. We'd all been nodding enthusiastically, understanding that this would help us. He then explained that to get back in the gods' good graces we had to sacrifice one of our own, and it took a while for us all to understand what he meant. A wave of quiet murmurs swept through the gathering, but no one dared to protest because Jarl Ingolf was not only our leader, he was also the one who would know how we could please the gods. He continued to explain that we would sacrifice the youngest offspring in the thrall family who had the most children. There was silence then, we all stood as frozen, and slowly heads started to turn my way. As I realized what his words meant, my thoughts went from total confusion into a shocked numbness. 


  Our village was not tiny, but it wasn’t big either. It was just an ordinary kind of village with the usual Jarl and his family, some warriors and a lot of peasants - and then there was us. The thralls. We weren't slaves, they said, but we weren't free. I could never understand just exactly the difference, and it didn't matter anyway because the gods decided on our fates, also mine. I was a thrall, and that was that. My parents had four children, which was more than any other family among the thralls. Our lives were harsh, and children often died at birth or very young so what could be expected was for one or two making it into adulthood. My parents were strong, silent and hardworking. They had passed on their strength to my siblings and me, and we'd always been grateful for it.


  At that moment I cursed it, though, because being the youngest daughter in my family had gotten me bound, gagged and in a locked shed, waiting for my death.


  I honor the gods, of course, they are the rulers of all things in our world, and if they demand a sacrifice, then we should give it to them. Part of why they would strap me to an altar, slit my throat, and then hang my body in a grove just outside the village, was about asking the gods to give us enough crops to feed everyone, and to make sure no more disease came to our village. I would not have minded so much if this had been what it was all about. After all, someone had to be sacrificed and if the runes of fate spelled out that it should be me then so be it. I didn’t like it at all, but I couldn't see what to do about it.


  I disliked the part that was about ensuring success for our warriors in their raids because any wealth they brought back would go to the Jarl and, compared to the rest of us, he had plenty already.


  The part that was about bringing fertility to the Jarls wife made me decidedly unhappy. I did not want to die to make sure that he could put a baby in the belly of what likely was the dumbest woman in the village.


  My mind had become a bit fuzzy, and it felt like my head was spinning slowly. I wondered if my mother put something in my last meal to make this easier for me. It wasn’t allowed, and it was a risk I hadn’t expected her to take, but I was grateful. The chanting from the area around the hastily erected altar was increasing in strength, and I'd promised myself that I would be strong. I would hold my head up. Since I had no choice, I might as well finish my life with dignity. That had been my intention.


  As it turned out, this was easy to plan, but when it actually happened, I was scared out of my mind. I sat with my back pressed against the wall and my knees bent so I could lean my forehead on them. I pulled my arms up so that they covered my ears, whimpered softly and refused to look at the hood they would put over my head before bringing me out to the altar. Then all sounds outside stilled.


  It was time.


  I was silent as well at first because I couldn’t seem to get enough air into my lungs, but then I whimpered again. Long, low moans of fear pushed out through my clenched teeth, and I could feel the dirt floor beneath me slowly getting wet. That had to be the most humiliating moment of my life, I thought, although I knew that the worst had yet to come.


  In my head, I suddenly heard the echo of a voice.


  "Sissy-Pissy…"


  Memories from my childhood crashed in on me, and I remembered how Freyja had pulled my hair, taunted me about my clothes, and told everyone I wet myself every night. Freyja, the daughter of a landowner in a nearby village, fostered in the Jarls family since she was nine, and married to the Jarl since his first wife passed away two years ago. Beautiful, spoiled and so dumb she made the cows in the meadows seem clever.


  "Go away Free…"


  Another memory came to me. It felt like my soul shattered into a million small pieces when I remembered Finnr, the only one who had seemed to know how to handle Freyja, and the one who always protected the thrall children from her. My best friend, and the boy I always thought I'd end up building my life with. Then two years ago, just before Freyja married the Jarl, Finnr had suddenly been gone. Dead or sold some said, given his freedom others said. I never bothered to figure out what happened, Finnr was gone, and I was devastated.


  Somehow, the memory of Fin cleared my head. Suddenly I wanted to make him proud of me, of how I held myself up, so I tilted forward and with some effort, I got to my hands and knees. Then I crawled away from the wall and the mess I'd made. I grabbed the hood, got up on my feet, raised my head and waited for them to come. I was shivering, and my belly clenched with fear, but I held my head high, and my back was so straight it felt like it would snap in the middle. I would show them courage, I thought. I would show them dignity.


  Time passed slowly, and I counted my breaths at the same time as I counted the stitches in the hood with my fingers. One, two, three... forty-five... eighty-nine...


  Why weren’t they coming?


  I stumbled a little, my head was swaying from side to side, and I braced myself when I heard footsteps passing outside, except I must have been wrong because then there was only silence.


  The chanting started up again, louder, faster, and more insistent, and it was picking up speed. I heard the words clearly then and opened my eyes. What were they doing? Were they performing the sacrifice without me? How could they, when I was the main attraction? That thought made me feel like giggling, and I wondered again what Mother had put in my meal. 


  It all felt unreal, like it wasn't actually happening, and then the whole shed started spinning. Darkness closed in from the sides until all I could see were tiny yellow dots swirling in front of me. When I fell to the ground, I heard a long drawn out cry. Someone was calling my name. Not my full name, the short name that my friends and family used.


  "Sissa..."


  It was a roar, full of pain and anger, and I recognized the voice.


  It was Josteinn.


  When I woke up, the first thing I noticed was that I had dirt in my mouth.


  I stayed sprawled out on my side, keeping my eyes closed but listening carefully because I'd been told that if the gods accepted our sacrifice, I would be led by Odin himself to celebrate in the great halls of Valhalla. If our sacrifice had not been enough for them, then he would take me to the cold land of the dead with the endless dark nights, the dreaded Niflheim. I was cold, though not frozen to the core, and no festivities were going on that I could hear so I seemed to be in neither of those places.


  Slowly, I opened my eyes and looked around without moving. I was still in the shed, and a bright mid-morning light was filtering in through cracks in the walls. Right in front of me I could see the cloth Freyja had ordered my mother to stitch into a hood. It lay there in a small crumpled pile, and the pale yellow fabric had fallen in soft folds. For a long time, it all seemed so bizarre, and I thought that perhaps I was dreaming. I knew I wasn't when I felt pain in my shoulder from the hard dirt floor, so I raised my head to whisper a hoarse, "Thank you."


  I didn't know who to give thanks to, but I was alive and thankful, so I said it anyway. Maybe my small act of bravery made the Norns carve new runes in the tree of life, giving me another fate. Maybe I was just lucky somehow. At that moment, I didn't particularly care.


  I wondered if the Jarl had changed his mind and sacrificed his horse instead, as he originally planned. If he had, we would have to brace ourselves for another year of hardship because the poor animal was old as dirt and would probably not make the gods all that happy.


  Slowly I got to my feet. It wasn't easy since my hands and feet were still tied, but the cloth they'd used to gag me had at least slipped down so it was hanging around my neck, covering the leather collar showing my status as a thrall. I jumped across the floor, but as the ropes cut into my ankles, I stumbled and fell straight into the door with a loud thump, holding my bound hands in front of me to soften the fall as best I could.


  "Let me out!" I yelled as loudly as I could, frustrated that they had forgotten me in the shed. Celebration after the sacrifices was usually rowdy and going on all through the night, though the thralls would not participate for long, so I wondered why my family had not released me.


  When no one seemed to be on their way to help me I got to my feet again and started thumping my shoulder and hip on the door, shouting loudly for someone to let me out. It took a long time but finally, I heard an uncertain voice.


  "Sissa?"


  It was my brother Torbiorn.


  "Who else, idiot? It's not like there are plenty of girls tied up in sheds all over the village. Let me out and untie me!" I replied, sourly.


  The door opened slowly, which made me fall out. Since my brother did nothing to soften my ungraceful exit, I ended up in a heap on the ground. The sun was bright and my eyes filled with tears so it took a while for me to see Torbiorn clearly. His face was completely white, and his mouth opened and closed just like the fish our men caught when they took the faerings out on the sea.


  "But they sacrificed you last night, Sissa. I was there," he whispered hoarsely, cleared his throat and continued, "We were all there. They brought you out, and they sacrificed you."


  I stared back at him. My mind whirled and at first, I could not think of anything to say so I just raised my hands to him, showing him the ropes around my wrists. "Untie me, Torbi, please," I whispered when he just stood there, staring at me.


  Then there were people all around us, other thralls, villagers, and warriors. Everyone was talking, there were questions shouted at me and I heard feet moving around. Finally, someone started cutting the rope.


  "Sissa, my girl. I thought you were lost," my mother said as she calmly worked on the rope with her short curved knife.


  Her voice was trembling a little, but her hands were steady and her eyes calm. When I was free, she put her hands on my cheeks and looked into my eyes.


  "I thought you were lost," she repeated. Then she said with a sigh, "I am glad you're not."


  That was my mother, a strong woman, and a good parent, though not someone who used an abundance of flowery words of affection. I knew she loved me, and I also knew that I'd never hear her say those words to me so I nodded slowly as we continued to look into each others' eyes. Hers were red-rimmed, and I realized to my surprise that she had cried for me. I'd never seen my mother cry.


  "Mother," Torbiorn whispered, continuing in a louder voice, "if it wasn't Sissa, then who was sacrificed last night?"


  Silence settled over the group around us, and I let my eyes glide over the crowd. I could tell that most were still wearing the clothes from the evening before from the blood splattered over their shoulders and chests. Some had put their fingers in it to mark their cheeks and forehead. They looked stunned, and when I spoke up, they started to move around uneasily.


  "I think someone should find Jarl Ingolf," I said, turning to one of the men. "Einarr, please, your brother will want to know about this."


  Einarr was the Jarl's younger brother and with a tense nod and a grim face he turned and walked away quickly. The Jarl would have performed the sacrifice so it would be good to tell him that it wasn't me he'd killed. I also suspected that I knew who they'd sacrificed because there was really just one other girl it could have been. The others seemed to be in shock so they had not figured it out yet, and I wouldn't say anything. If I were right, then the Jarl would not be happy, but he should be the first to know. There was only one other girl in the village who had the same hair as me. Long, straight, and almost white hair that would have been hanging out from under the hood as they led her to her death.


  Heidrun. The Jarls daughter. 


  




  Chapter Two


  Confusion 


  Jarl Ingolf and his brother walked toward me with long strides, their faces hard. Both men were tall, powerfully built, and they were both feared, but for different reasons. The Jarl was a seasoned warrior with a mean temper, and he was well known for using his strength to get any kind of message through. The Jarl's younger brother, Einarr, kept his emotions hidden, and I'd never heard about him being in any fight, ever, though he always got his way as well. He had a way of looking at you that was scarier than the Jarl's bellowed insults and flying fists.


  I met a wolf once, just stumbled upon it in the forest, with no warning. At first, we'd been standing there, face to face, and I wanted to run so badly my knees started to shake. My father had taught me that a wolf chased any prey that ran, so I hadn't moved. It had seemed huge, reaching well above my midriff, with thick brownish-gray fur, except for the black tip of its tail. What I remembered most was the wolf's pale, almost yellowy brown eyes, lined with black. The look in them had been cunning, and I'd wondered if the wolf could read my mind. Then it started walking to one side of me, turned to walk toward my other side, and then turned again, and again. As it paced in front of me, its eyes never left me, and I'd been sure that it was judging me, looking for my weak spots and thinking about how to take me down. I had no weapons except a big basket half full of blueberries, so I raised it above my head to make myself seem taller, and shouted at the wolf, at the top of my lungs. My sudden action startled the animal, and it stopped. I'd not known what to do next, but something had felt better than nothing so I threw the basket toward the wolf, and when I did, it backed off a few steps. Then it cocked its head to the side a little, turned slowly, and walked away.


  Einarr's eyes reminded me of that wolf. I wasn't sure whether he would back down when shouted at, or if he would pounce. I hoped I'd never have to find out.


  "Talk."


  Jarl Ingolf barked out that single word still walking towards me. I started to back up, but then Einarr put a hand on his brother's shoulder to hold him back and murmured, "Ingolf, the girl knows nothing. She was locked away during the ceremony. I saw myself how her brother removed the slat locking her into the shed."


  "I sacrificed a girl last night, and it's not the thrall I thought it was. Someone has to know something," the Jarl bellowed. He paced around waving his arms wildly, and he started to turn red in his face. Then he roared, "Who in the name of Hel did I kill?"


  No one said anything although I could see that some of the others had started to guess. When the silence stretched out, and the crowd became restless, I decided to tell the Jarl about my suspicions. He'd already not killed me once, so maybe he would let me live one more time.


  "Not many could be mistaken for me..." I started, carefully judging his reaction and ready to move away.


  Jarl Ingolf looked at me, but I could see that he didn't understand.


  Einarr did.


  "Brother," he said hoarsely, putting a hand heavily on the Jarl's shoulder again.


  "Not many have the same long, white hair," I added calmly, and Jarl Ingolf caught on then.


  "Heidrun," he roared, looking around wildly. "Where is my daughter? Find my daughter," he shouted and turned around in a circle as if trying to find her in the crowd.


  "Go. Look in her bed, the house, and ask around if you can't find her," Einarr murmured to two of the men next to him. "Find Stein," he added.


  "Heidrun," the Jarl bellowed again and again.


  When I started to back away, I felt my mother and brother move with me. We could do very little in this situation and, knowing the Jarl, there would be repercussions. I didn't want them to fall on us.


  "Torbiorn," Einarr suddenly murmured, stopping us. "Quickly, run to the grove and look who it is we have hanging there. Tell me when you're back, and if it is who we suspect then I'll tell my brother," he whispered.


  Torbi nodded and walked away immediately. He was barely noticed by the others because the Jarl was working himself into a frenzy, shouting and moving around, demanding that his daughter would be brought to him, repeating that it couldn't be true.


  "Ingolf, what is happening?"


  The question sounded like it came from a very young girl. The voice was high pitched, and she spoke in a slow, almost lisping tone, but I knew it was all pretense. I knew this because I knew the girl, she was my age, and she was Freyja. The Jarl’s wife.


  "Freyja, where is Heidrun?"


  "She's in bed, Ingolf. None of us went to bed until late, so she must be sleeping still." Freyja answered, and then she wrinkled her forehead a little. "Why do you want to talk to Heidrun? Has something happened?"


  "Are you sure, wife? You've seen her in bed this morning?"


  The Jarl hadn't answered Freyja's question, and he pierced her with a hard look. She promptly started fidgeting.


  "Yes, I'm sure. She must be in bed because the morning meal was not done, so Heidrun has not ordered the thralls to start preparing it."


  In Freyja's mind, it was as simple as that, but her words annoyed both Jarl Ingolf and Einarr. When she noticed, she moved a few steps to the side, which made her bump into me.


  "Sissa," she said, both as a greeting and a question.


  Then her eyes widened, and she turned to her husband.


  "Ingolf, how can this be? You sacrificed Sissa last night, and yet she's standing here. Did you not let enough blood out of her? Is that why you want to talk to Heidrun? Did she help Sissa escape from the grove?"


  We all stared at her, and I felt the tips of my mouth twitch. What a jumbled mess of idiocy she spouted when they were all standing there with blood all over their clothes and faces. To me, Freyja had always seemed incredibly stupid, though she usually took greater care and didn't show it quite so clearly to everyone. Jarl Ingolf opened his mouth, but he couldn't seem to get a sound across his lips so he shook his head slowly and turned to walk away, presumably to look for his daughter himself.


  "Einarr."


  Torbi was back, and when I saw the look on his face, I knew that I'd been right. They would not find Heidrun in her bed. Einarr knew too. There was a short glimpse of pain in his eyes, then he clenched his jaws, and his face hardened.


  "Brother!" he shouted after the Jarl.


  Jarl Ingolf turned around to look at his brother and then at mine.


  "NO," he roared as he started to walk back to us. He pointed at Torbi, repeating that single word in an even louder voice filled with anger and anguish, "NO!"


  Torbiorn started to back away, but he wasn't fast enough, and the Jarl tackled him. They both went down, and Jarl Ingolf took all his grief and fury out on my brother with his fists, bellowing curses while he did it. Einarr had to have help from a few of the other men to haul him up, and he growled at them as the struggled to hold him back.


  "Ingolf, get a hold of yourself. Now is not the time for grief, now is the time for the Jarl to be a leader. You will avenge your daughter when we know. When we have proof," Einarr said, placing himself in front of his brother.


  The Jarl visibly pulled himself together, took a few ragged breaths, and then he nodded.


  "What is happening? Why are you so upset, Ingolf?" Freyja asked.


  She was shivering, though she had at least understood that something bad had happened. The Jarl turned his face to the ground, swallowing furiously. No one said anything because no one wanted to say the words. When the silence stretched out for too long, I decided to speak up.


  "I wasn't sacrificed last night, Freyja. And if it wasn't me then it was someone else our Jarl sacrificed. Someone who could be mistaken for me," I said as gently as I could.


  "But... How? Who was it then?"


  "Freyja, there's only one girl it could be. The only unwed girl in the village that has the same kind of hair hanging loose. If it wasn't me, and it wasn't, Freyja, then it was Heidrun."


  When I was little, I used to watch my father make carvings of wood. Painstakingly slowly, he'd removed one tiny chip after the other, and it had felt like forever before I could even begin to see what it would be. Freyja's mind worked at the same pace as my father's woodcarving knife so it took a while before my words had penetrated, but understanding slowly seeped into her eyes. Then she started bawling, loudly, throwing herself at her husband. It was an effort to calm Freyja down, and our Jarl was not happy, though he was likely used to her ways because he kept telling her in a harsh voice to be quiet, so after a while, she was just whimpering quietly.


  "It's horrible, just horrible. It must have been the wishes of the gods, but what have we done to displease them so, Ingolf? Why was it not enough with a thrall girl? Why did they want our beloved Heidrun?" Freyja wailed as her beautiful pale blue eyes filled up with fresh tears. Then she repeated, "It must have been the wishes of the gods."


  Many in the crowd nodded. The Jarl frowned, but then he nodded too. I could see that the idea was appealing to him, and it would be, of course. It would take the responsibility for Heidrun's death from his hands and put it firmly in those of our gods. Maybe they were right, I thought. Maybe the gods had intervened, though if they hadn't, then it could cause us even bigger problems than we already had.


  "You don't agree, Sissa?"


  I jumped, and my eyes met Einarr's sharp gaze. I shook my head slowly, though I knew when I heard my mother whisper my name that I should be careful. Heads had turned, and both Freyja and Jarl Ingolf were about to say something so I hurried to explain.


  "I don't know, Einarr. It could be the gods, and maybe it was. Though, what if it wasn't? If we blame the gods for this, and they weren't involved, wouldn't they be even more displeased with us than they already are?"


  Einarr's eyes narrowed, and he pressed his lips together. Suddenly I got the feeling that he didn't care if it was the gods or not, and that he instead tried to figure out which option would be the best. I hoped that he wondered what would be best for the village, or his brother, but I was afraid that it was all about what was most beneficial to him. Then he turned to his brother.


  "Sissa could be right. If we blame the gods mistakenly, they will be very displeased with us. Is it a risk we want to take?" he asked, and I relaxed. Agreeing with me was apparently the best option for Einarr, for the moment.


  "But if it wasn't the gods’ interference then it was someone from the village. Then it was one of us." One of the older men had spoken, and a murmur of unease went through the crowd.


  "Sissa's family, Ingolf. They were the only ones to gain something. They did it, to save her life. They're thralls, they have no honor," Freyja whispered urgently to her husband and then she turned to face me. 


  When we were younger, she'd been unpleasant to all the thrall children. As we grew older that stopped and these days it was as if I were so far beneath her that she didn't have to pay me any attention at all unless it was to order me around. She had a strange blank look in her eyes that I couldn't interpret although I suspected that it could simple be because all of this was hard for her to grasp. When it looked like she was about to say something else the Jarl put a hand on her shoulder, squeezed, and she got the silent message. Her face became smug, and as she raised her chin a little, the tips of her mouth tilted up slightly.


  "My wife makes sense, few would gain from this, but Raudulf and his family would. Sissa is alive, and my daughter is dead instead."


  My gut suddenly clenched with both anger and fear, making me want to scream at him. My parents and siblings would never dishonor our family by doing something like that, and they all knew it. Then my mother suddenly took a few steps forward to face the Jarl, moving so close she almost touched Freyja. I couldn't see her face, but I could hear her voice, and it was cold as ice.


  "You know that this is not true, Ingolf. It is convenient, and it fits nicely, but you know it is not the truth."


  She was speaking to him as if they were equals and I inhaled sharply. I'd never heard my mother say anything other than a simple 'yes' or 'no' to Jarl Ingolf, and for a thrall to speak like this was dangerous.


  "Gudrun," Einarr interrupted harshly.


  My mother ignored him and kept her eyes on Jarl Ingolf as she continued talking, still in that strange forceful voice.


  "If Torunn meant anything to you, then you know. We would never harm Torunn's daughter, and you know it."


  When she mentioned the Jarl's first wife, Freyja straightened, and she made a small sound, which neither my mother nor the Jarl seemed to notice. They were too busy glaring silently at each other, and it felt like the standoff went on forever. Finally, Mother nodded silently and then she sighed.


  "Do you just want to punish someone, or would you like to punish the one who did this, Jarl Ingolf?" Mother asked, sounding like herself again. Like the calm, subservient thrall.


  "She's right, brother, we need to find the truth, and we need to have proof. If we discover that this was not the works of the gods, then the guilty one needs to go to the Thing for his sentence. Then you can have your revenge, brother," Einarr stated calmly.


  "Will you find out who did this, Einarr? Can I trust you to make this right, for Heidrun?" The Jarl asked. He was oddly calm suddenly, although he avoided looking at my mother. Before Einarr could respond we heard running feet approaching, and a young man came flying around the corner of one of the houses.


  "Heidrun? What has happened to Heidrun?" he shouted.


  It was Stein, Heidrun's betrothed. As they explained, I watched him carefully. The negotiations for their marriage was completed at the Thing last summer, but that was many months ago, and it was unusual to wait for so long for the wedding, so there had been gossip. Stein had good reasons for delaying because his mother had gotten sick and then died, but some said that it still was an insult to Heidrun that he moved the wedding. Heidrun herself hadn't seemed to care, so I'd wondered if she wanted the marriage at all. Although her father must have asked for her approval, and even though most felt obligated to say yes I knew that Heidrun would have protested if she hadn't wanted to marry Stein.


  He seemed to be a good man, he was very handsome, and his father was a wealthy, powerful man in a Hundred a week's journey from our village. It was an advantageous alliance for both sides because it was an unspoken agreement that Stein would be our new Jarl when Jarl Ingolf was too old. I wondered what would happen now, realizing that the one who had lost the most when Heidrun died was Stein. It would be difficult for him to still claim that he'd be the next Jarl without Heidrun at his side, and I wondered if he regretted that he pushed the wedding forward. If they'd been married, he could have claimed that he was family, but now it would be hard for him to even stay in the village.


  "We have to take her down. Ingolf, we can't leave her hanging there! We have to -"


  "Stein, calm down. We can't do that, and you know it," the Jarl hissed, interrupting Stein's angry rant. "You know we can't risk displeasing our gods by taking back the sacrifice. She has to remain for the full week."


  Stein protested loudly, getting in the face of our Jarl. Finally, Einarr put an end to the discussion by taking a strong grip on Stein's upper arm, pulling him away. When they disappeared, the Jarl turned to the crowd.


  "Go home everyone. We will have no more feasts in this gathering. That much we can do for Heidrun."


  It was a good order, and only a few looked disappointed. Heidrun hadn't been an open and friendly woman, and even though she'd knew everyone by their first name she hadn't seemed to have any close friends in the village. She'd nevertheless been respected by everyone, and she had been our future leader. I wondered who'd be the next Jarl now that Stein was out of the picture, but it hit me immediately that there was a natural choice. The Jarls nephew, and Einarr's only son. Josteinn.


  




  Chapter Three


  Dreams


  "I don't know what to say."


  With those words my father summarized what we all felt as we sat around the table in the little house at the back of the Jarl's longhouse where we lived. Most of the thralls stayed with their owners, sleeping with their animals or by the fire in their great hall, but for some reason, we had always lived apart. Our house wasn't really a house, though, it was more like a shed propped up against the back wall of the longhouse. We only had one small room where we all lived, but it was ours, and it gave us some privacy, as well as considerable envy from the other thralls. 


  Remembering how my mother spoke to Jarl Ingolf, I wondered how she'd dared. She was a strong and confident woman, greatly respected among the thralls and most freemen. Around our Jarl, she always seemed to shrink, as if she cringed under his gaze. Jarl Ingolf was always curt with her, angry almost, which was surprising because I knew Mother had been close to the Jarl's first wife, Torunn.


  "I can't believe Heidrun is dead," Ulf murmured suddenly.


  My oldest brother was a copy of our calm, strong and solemn father. He usually bent his head down and worked from morning to sunset without saying much about anything, so we all turned to him in surprise when he spoke.


  "Well you should believe because I was there in the grove to make sure and it was not a pretty sight," Torbiorn said harshly, making a face as he bent his head over the bowls of soup mother had put on the table.


  We'd spent the day being questioned by Einarr, but we'd had nothing to say that could explain what had happened. I'd had the least to add because I'd been in the shed, and Einarr had not asked me much anyway. My parents and two brothers had all been in the crowd throughout the sacrifice, of course, but we were thralls so they'd been at the back, not seeing much. Not wanting to see much. Two of the warriors had dragged what they'd thought was me up to the Jarl, and my family kept their heads down during the sacrifice. Other thralls standing around them, and a few free men, had confirmed this. My sister wasn't in the village anymore, she was moved to another village a few years ago. We'd not seen her since, though according to gossip, she was thrall to one of the big landowners there and had two of his children already.


  After the questioning, we'd been asked to go back to our home, and to do our usual chores the next day. Since there was little else for us to do, we'd walked back in silence, and a few smiled at me as we passed through the village but no one spoke to us.


  "Did you have to make Nettle-soup of all things, when you know how much I hate it?" I asked, trying to lighten the mood.


  I understood that it had been hard for Torbi, and I knew they were all confused, but the atmosphere around the table was strange. I thought that me returning from the dead should have been a happier occasion. Eating soup made from dried, stale Nettles was not what I would have expected.


  "Sissa, don't make any jokes. Not tonight, and not for a long time," mother said bitterly, in a hushed voice.


  "What?"


  "They will blame us, you know they will, and it has already started. You heard the Jarl's wife, and so did everyone standing around. If they can't say for sure that the gods had a hand in this, then they will have to put the blame somewhere, and they will put it on us. Who else gained something from Heidrun's death?"


  "Your mother is right, Sissa. We are glad that you are here, never doubt that, but who else could they blame?" Father looked resigned.


  I swallowed, thinking that he was right, there would be blame, and it was likely to fall on my family, but he was also wrong.


  "There are others who will gain from this, I can think of several," I protested.


  Mother immediately leaned over and put her hand firmly on my shoulder.


  "Hush, girl, lower your voice," she whispered, "Those are dangerous words."


  "You can figure it out," Torbi interrupted. "You have always known how to figure things out, Sissa. Remember when Torunn's necklace disappeared, and they said it was stolen? You asked just a few questions and then you found it behind the bed."


  I stared at him thinking that this was hardly the same thing as a woman forgetting that she'd hidden her valuable necklace when we thought there was an attack on our village.


  "He's right, Sissa. When Leif and Sif's youngest son disappeared, you were the one to find him." Ulf added slowly.


  I wondered if my brothers were losing their minds, comparing Heidrun's death with a necklace and a child that had gone into one of the longboats thinking that he could hide there and go with the warriors on their upcoming raid.


  "Okay..." I said but then I trailed off. I wanted so badly to tell them that, of course, I'd figure it out, I'd solve this in no time at all. I had no clue how I would be able to do it, however, or even where to start.


  "We leave it for now, boys. Maybe they'll find that the gods had their hands in this, or maybe it was just an unfortunate mistake somehow. We work as we always do, stay silent as we always do. That should keep us safe for a while," father said. It was clear that this was his final words on the matter so we didn't protest.


  Instead, we bent over the bowls of green disgusting goo with half a soggy boiled egg floating in the middle. Nettle-soup, I thought sourly. If they'd sacrificed me and the gods had accepted our offer, then I would have eaten meat and drank mead for dinner instead.


  We spoke very little after that, and since we didn't know what else to do we went to our beds, but I couldn't sleep. All that had happened whirled in my head, nothing made sense, and I worried that Mother was right. Maybe they would blame my family. After a long while, I gave in, accepted that I wouldn't get a grip on it all that night and drifted off into a fretful sleep.


  My dreams woke me up, and my heart was beating hard in my chest. I lay still for a while, wondering what I dreamed, and I tried to find sleep again because it felt crucial to continue dreaming but it kept slipping away. Then I suddenly remembered. There had been a man, I'd been chasing a man through the forest, and he'd held something.


  The hood.


  They'd asked my mother to make the hood, and at the time I'd thought that it was an uncommonly cruel request. In all that had been going on I'd forgotten. There wouldn't be another hood in the village, we had never used something like that for anything. When punishments were meted out, they were done so openly and the one receiving the punishment did so without covers over his or her head. I wondered where the hood that Heidrun must have had had on her head came from. If I could look at it, then there might be some answers to be found. My mother was an excellent seamstress, and I suddenly remembered how I counted the many small, even stitches as I waited. There were others who could have done something similar, but most would not have been able to. Some were utterly useless with a needle as well. I was one of them, though I knew of a few others.


  Before I could change my mind, I got out of bed, grabbed my leather shoes, Ulf's long cloak, and tiptoed out into the night. It was dark so, at first, I started to think that I would never find my way to the grove. Then the clouds parted, and the moon gave me enough light to see where I was going. 


  When I approached the area where we performed all our ceremonies, I slowed my steps and started to re-think my idea. It had felt urgent as I lay in bed, with the dream fresh in my mind, and I'd thought that I had to go immediately. As I moved into the grove, it started to feel like an uncommonly stupid idea. The clouds parted even further revealing a moon that was almost full, so suddenly I had a good view of what was in front of me.


  They had sacrificed the smaller animals first because the gods wanted the best offering to be saved for the end. Hanging from the trees on both sides I could see the contours of a goat and what I thought was a couple of pigs. I concentrated on breathing slowly through my mouth, to avoid the stench of blood and dead flesh. Then I forced my feet to move toward the shape at the end of the line. The shape of Heidrun.


  The animals were hanging from their back feet to let the blood pour freely, and as I walked past them, I saw dark pools in the snow beneath them. Heidrun was hanging with her head up, and the thick rope tied around her neck. I didn't want to look at her so at first I kept me eyes on her feet. She had no shoes on, and the back of her heels were muddy and scraped. The bare feet swayed slowly in the wind, looking small and vulnerable, and not at all like the feet of the strong, determined girl that I'd seen striding forcefully through the village my whole life.


  Then I took a deep breath, pressed my lips together, and raised my eyes to look at the hood. What I saw made me stumble backward, gasping. Nothing covered Heidrun's face, and she seemed to stare back at me. Her mouth was twisted into a grimace, and I could see her teeth. Her eyes were wide open, which made her look surprised, almost as if she wondered what was happening. The cut across her throat was long, deep and gaping horribly. I took a few more steps backward because suddenly all I wanted was to get away. My stomach turned, and a scream bubbled up the back of my throat, so I clenched my jaws together and tried to breathe through my teeth. I couldn't make my eyes leave Heidrun's face as I continued walking backward, quicker and quicker. Then I stumbled on something and sat down on my behind with a thud. I gasped, scrambled back to my feet, kicking furiously at the branch I'd fallen over so it flew to the side where it landed in some bushes. The fall had unlocked my eyes from the dead girl above me, and I looked down to make sure I didn't fall again, but then I stopped moving. There were many footprints in the snow, though only a few had blood in them. If there was blood in the footsteps, then someone had walked around in the grove after all the offers had been hung there, I thought, wondering why anyone would do that.


  I studiously avoided to look at Heidrun and squinted in an attempt to see the footprints clearly in the dim light. There seemed to be at least two sets of big and one set of small feet that had spread blood on the ground below Heidrun. I frowned and looked around, but I could not see any pattern, or where the persons would have walked to or from. Then the wind picked up through the trees, and all the bodies around me suddenly twisted and turned. The creaking sound of rope grinding against the branches they were hanging from was eerie, making me shiver. A series of cracks came from somewhere in the forest not far away from me, sounding like someone stepped slowly on some small twigs. I felt panic shoot through my body and in a knee jerk reaction, I turned and ran. I didn't stop until I was far away from the grove, almost all the way down to the beach.


  I stood there for a while, hugging myself to stop my body from shivering. Darn, I thought. That had been a stupid thing to do, and I learned absolutely nothing except that I spooked more easily than I'd thought, and that death looked awful.


  There was no way I'd be able to go back to sleep for a long while so I continued down to the sand dunes and sat down with my back resting against one of the smaller boats that was laying there, upside down, waiting for summer to come.


  It took a long while but eventually my breath slowed down, and as I sat there, wrapped up in my brother's thick cloak, the shivers subsided. At first, all I could think about was the awful look on Heidrun's face, and I wondered if she had suffered. The cut across her throat had been deep. I hoped that life had left her without too much pain, but I also remembered how I'd felt as I waited in the shed the night before so thinking about her final moments made me shudder. She must have tried to scream because her mouth had been open, but she would have been gagged just as I had been. I frowned and tried to think more calmly about what I'd seen in that grove, tried to deal with it as if it had been just an everyday household problem and not a horrible corpse dangling in front of me.


  Her lips had been pulled back a bit, and I'd seen her teeth. The piece of cloth they'd used to gag her had slipped down a little, so I'd seen the roof of her mouth. They must have hung her up with the hood and gag, or else they would have known that it hadn't been me they sacrificed. Maybe Einarr had been there to collect the hood already, I thought. He was trying to figure out what happened, and he could have gone to pick it up to look for clues.


  It struck me that it anyway had to have been one of the men, and one of the tall ones because she'd been hanging quite a bit above the ground. Her feet had been at the same level as the top of my thighs so I would never have been able to get the hood down to look at it. I might have reached up to touch the bottom part of it if I got up on my toes, but I wouldn't have been able to pull it up and off her head. It must have been Einarr then, I thought, because he was tall, just like the Jarl. Josteinn was tall too so he might have helped his father. Apart from them, there weren't too many men that would have reached it. My father was below average, almost the same height as me, but Torbiorn was big, even a bit taller than the Jarl. Stein might have reached it, although I doubted it, and a couple of the warriors would have been able to stretch that far up too, but that was it. Surely it must have been Einarr, I thought again.


  "Sissa."


  I jumped and gave up a small strangled scream when a quiet voice murmured my name. Then a huge shadow emerged from the darkness. It was Josteinn, and he sat down beside me with a sigh.


  "Having trouble sleeping?" he asked gently.


  "Guh," I answered because I'd been too deep in my thoughts to hear him coming, so he'd scared me.


  Then I felt my face heat up, and I grabbed hold of the cloak to keep my hands from fidgeting. I'd been watching Josteinn all my life, wishing for him to notice me, even though I'd always known well that nothing would ever come out of it when he was the Jarl’s nephew and I the youngest daughter of one of the thralls. He'd never paid any more attention to me than the other thrall girls, but that had never mattered. I'd always told myself that there were no laws against dreaming. 


  I'd thought that I would settle with Finnr, and I'd been content with that, happy even. Fin had been so alive, so vibrant, and we'd made such grand plans for our future. We'd said that we would leave, go on adventures and see more than our small village. Be more than our village. It had all been foolish and impossible when we were thralls both of us, but we had planned anyway and vowed that we'd somehow find a way. When Josteinn's blue eyes and sweet smile sometimes came to me in my dreams instead of Fin's dark hair and black eyes, then I'd seen no harm in that because I knew that there would never be anything between us. 


  Then Fin had disappeared, and I'd not wanted anything to do with the other boys or men among the thrall, even though I knew that it was time for me to decide upon someone. I knew even better that I should be grateful that the Jarl had not sold me, as he'd done with my sister.


  "Yes," I whispered when Josteinn kept looking at me, expecting an answer, and he smiled a little.


  "I can see how all of this would make it difficult for you," he said. "I have a hard time to find sleep myself, and my parents are also moving around."


  "Was it the gods, Joss?" I asked, using our childhood way of shortening his name.


  I didn't think it had been the gods interfering, but maybe it had been, and I wanted to know what he thought. Even more, I needed to know what his father thought because that was what would impact my family and me the most.


  "I don't think so, and I know father doesn't either," he replied as if he understood why I asked. "My uncle is the one in touch with the gods, so he would know better, but his judgment is clouded. Father says that he's never heard of the gods interfering with a sacrifice like this. It is up to us to offer, and for them to accept or reject."


  "But if the gods hadn't cloaked her identity, how could it be that Jarl Ingolf didn't recognize her. She was his daughter, and he must have raised the hood, or held her?"


  "He didn't lift the hood, he cut right through the bottom of it. And he didn't touch her, Hjalvor and Sigurd held her. They pulled her over to Uncle Ingolf, and before they had time to let go he took a step forward and did the cut. It wasn't easy for him, Sissa. Whatever you think of him, you must know this. We've never sacrificed one of our own, and I've never heard of it being done by anyone in our time," he replied.


  "How was it?" I whispered.


  I'd been to many sacrifices in my life so I knew what usually happened, but I couldn't quite imagine that they'd done it the same way with an actual person.


  "Not much to say, Sissa," he murmured but when I kept watching him he sighed and continued. "Uncle slit her throat quickly, and she gave up a strange gurgling sound. Freyja started swaying and gagging, and then she rushed off. Uncle Ingolf ordered Hjalvor and Sigurd to turn her around. Not a lot of her blood was spread out, though, so only the ones standing closest would have touched it. Then they put her on the stone they'd brought to act as the altar and we continued the ceremony. I didn't look at her, not really... I thought it was you and -"


  He stopped talking, and I could hear how he swallowed.


  "Josteinn, I'm sorry, you don't have to talk about it. It must have been awful," I said, regretting that I made him tell me. I'd seen Heidrun in the grove earlier. I could guess what it would have looked like the night before, even if she had the hood on then.


  "Yes, it was," he said quietly.


  "I guess Freyja really can't stand the sight of blood, huh? I always thought that it was just her way of getting out of doing the hard work during slaughters," I said, nudging him with my shoulder to indicate that it was a joke.


  "She looked stunned at first. I thought she'd throw up right there, but then she stumbled away, and I guess we're lucky she did. It would not have pleased the gods to get a vomit-covered offer from us," he chuckled and suddenly I heard myself giggling in the silliest way.


  I didn't want him to think I was an idiot so I swallowed the rest of my laughter and then we were quiet. The wind had picked up a little, and I could hear soothing, rhythmic sounds of the waves coming in. I still couldn't understand how our Jarl hadn't recognized Heidrun and when the silence stretched out I couldn't stop myself from asking him about it.


  "But Josteinn, I don't get it. Surely Jarl Ingolf should have recognized his own daughter?"


  "It's not so strange, Sissa. It was dark, and you actually look a lot like Heidrun. It isn't surprising, of course, though with how everything has turned out it's harder to notice I suppose," he said calmly.


  "We had the same hair, that's all. Why would we look alike? We moved here when I was little, and I have heard Father say that it was a long journey to get here. We have no relatives here, or anywhere," I mumbled.


  I was confused and also embarrassed. As thralls, we had some freedom and the Jarl mostly ignored us which meant we could go about our lives in relative peace and quiet, but we were still not freemen. We had no right to marry, no right to own land and our lives were perhaps peaceful, but they were also hard. I'd worked in the fields and helped to grind both barley and salt since I was a small child, and my brothers had always worked hard too.


  "They haven't told you?" Josteinn looked incredulous.


  Then he moved as if getting to his feet so I grabbed his arm to hold him in place.


  "Don't go. Told me what?"


  "Damn. Sissa..."


  "Joss," I said, and it was both a plea and a command.


  Our eyes held for a long time. We were really close, so I could see through the darkness how his softened, and I suddenly remembered hearing him shouting my name when he'd thought they sacrificed me. His breath was warm on my cheeks and for a short moment, I thought he would lean in even closer. Then he pulled back a little, and I must have imagined the look in his eyes because they were determined, and he straightened his back.


  "Your parents didn't want you to know for some reason, but I'll tell you anyway because I think they should have explained. Please don't let them know that I was the one who told you, though. Promise me that."


  "What? Tell me what?" I asked, completely bewildered.


  "Promise," he said.


  "Yes, Joss, of course. I promise."


  "You and Heidrun looked so alike because you are related."


  He had bent closer to me and spoke quietly into my ear. His breath tickled a little, and it sent shivers down my spine, but I ignored that, turning my face slowly toward him. He raised his hand to push my chin so I was facing the ocean again, and continued to speak quietly into my ear.


  "Heidrun's mother, Torunn... she and Gudrun were cousins. Your mother grew up in Torunn's family as a foster child, and they were close. Sissa... you and Heidrun were second cousins. That's why father doesn't think it was the gods’ interference that changed your places in the sacrifice. They would not have been dissatisfied with you because you are a thrall now but you weren't when you were born, and they are far away, but you have a family with considerable influence on your mother’s side."


  




  Chapter Four


  Friends


  "Sissa, I asked you to cut the carrots into pieces, not stab them to death," a laughing voice with a thick accent murmured behind me.


  I turned and laughed into Morag's beautiful dark brown eyes. She was one of the three women the warriors had brought back from their raids on the Northern Isles last summer, and we'd become good friends in the months they'd been in the village. I liked the other two girls as well, and since I made an effort to learn a little bit of their language at the same time as they learned ours, we'd spent a lot of time together.


  When they walked off the ship, they seemed helpless and useless, like the small fluffy balls of down from the ducks we used to fill the Jarl's pillows. I'd since then learned that looks could indeed be deceiving. They used to be free and had lived with their families on the Isles some days away across the ocean. There was a big monastery a few days ride from the village where they lived, and there had been frequent raids to that, so when our ship sailed in they'd known exactly what to expect. There just hadn't been very much to raid from their village, because it was around the same size as ours and it wasn't poor but held no riches the likes of what could be found in the churches and bigger towns. They told me, with a fair bit of snickering, that they thought our warriors had made a mistake and gotten on shore in the wrong place. The bays looked very much the same on their islands so it was an easy enough mistake to make, they'd said. Then they'd snickered again.


  Morag was the smallest of the three, and she looked dainty and fragile, with long, bright red, curly hair, and a face full of freckles. It only took one look into her dark brown eyes to understand that she had an unusual inner strength and a will made of iron. She had a sense of humor that matched my own, and laughter seemed to be her way of dealing with the situation the three girls found themselves in.


  Catriona was tall, slim and resembled a kitten with huge innocent eyes and soft, straight, light brown hair. She didn't say a lot, and sometimes I thought that this was because she rarely knew what to say. Catriona seemed content just to go with the flow, whether it be Morag and her angry commands or one of the older women's softer requests. It didn't seem to be in her nature to disagree with anyone. I knew that she'd never hurt even a fly, and had in fact seen her walk around a spider out in the yard when everyone else would just have stomped on it. I'd snickered, but she just smiled sweetly at me and said, "Spiders have feelings too, Sissa. Besides, they eat earwigs, and I do dislike those."


  The last girl was Agnes, and she was angry all the time. It could be because she was justifiably unhappy with the situation they were in, though she might just have been born a very angry person. I would certainly put my bets on the latter. She was a big and sturdy girl, not pretty at all but not ugly either, just very, very, plain. Sometimes she'd stand by one of the walls in the Jarl's longhouse, where no one would notice her for hours. Not until she scowled or snorted out some angry expletive. There were words women simply weren't supposed to use, but she used them often enough even though it got her into trouble with the older women. She'd told me that she'd trained with her brothers to be a warrior, so maybe that's where she got into the habit of cursing.


  "Sorry, Mags," I said, using the nickname Morag had told me they used in her home.


  They'd been given other names when they came to our village, and we were supposed to address Morag as Ragna, but I just couldn't do it. She was absolutely not a Ragna, and she was most definitely a Mags. Catriona was to go by Kari, which worked better although I rarely used it, and Agnes refused to respond to anything except Nessa so in the end they never bothered to find a new name for her.


  Mags had given me the task of cutting carrots into chunks that would go into the stew that Freyja had ordered us to prepare for the evening meal. We'd started to bring the sacrificed animals in from the grove. Usually, we would have taken them down one or two each night of the festivities and grilled them over huge fires outside as a part of the celebrations. The custom was to eat the smaller animals first, and on the final night, we'd have the biggest one with the tastiest meat. Because of this year's final offering to the gods, and since the Jarl had put a stop to any further celebrations, Freyja ordered the thralls to make a stew. Once the Jarl and his extended family had eaten, what remained would be shared with the rest of the village. Some of the visitors were already gone, and several others were packing up and getting ready to leave. There were few reasons for them to stay, and I also suspected that they wanted to go back home to gossip about what had happened.


  I wondered what they would have done if I'd been the one they sacrificed. They wouldn't have grilled me, that's for sure, but I was sure they'd have celebrated like we always did. After all, I was a mere thrall girl, and expendable. Except, I wasn't. I'd thought a lot about what Josteinn told me, but I'd not yet discussed it with my parents. I needed to clear my head first, and I thought that maybe I could talk to Josteinn again about it. He'd not told me any more details, and I'd been too stunned to ask him questions. He'd seen how confused I was so he'd gotten to his feet and told me to talk to my parents. 


  Before leaving he'd watched me a while with a strange look on his face and then whispered quietly, "Sleep well, Sissa, you'll need it. We have hard times ahead, both you and I. They'll accuse either your family or me and mine because we're the only ones who gained anything from Heidrun's death. My father will protect me as long as he can, and Gudrun will be able to hold my uncle back for a little while, but if the truth doesn't come out, they will blame either your brothers or me. You know they will."


  Then he'd left, and I'd sat there on the beach in the long winter night until I'd been frozen to my core.


  Once I finished cutting up all carrots, I moved on to chopping the tiny mountain of turnips into pieces, and it all felt surreal. Two days earlier it had been my last day, and yet, there I was, slicing up the most mundane of all boring vegetables. Maybe I should have been able to enjoy the simple pleasures after an ordeal like mine, but I mostly felt like screaming. Suddenly, I missed Fin. He'd been my best friend, and we'd always talked about things. Fin had a way of making big problems seem ridiculous, and when life seemed too hard we'd snuck away to do something to let out our anger or frustration. It had always been something forbidden, often something dangerous, but it had been exhilarating and it helped. We'd climbed the mountainsides without ropes or taken one of the faerings to go fishing far out on the ocean. Once we'd gone to where the wolves had their den and crawled inside. It had admittedly been empty, but we hadn't known. If the wolf pair had been there with their pups, we would have been in trouble. Or, most likely, dead.


  I swallowed and adjusted my collar that suddenly felt too tight.


  "Does it bother you?" Mags asked.


  "What? The collar? No, not really. I've always worn it, and besides, it's leather so it doesn't chafe my neck. Yours are worse, the metal must be heavy."


  All the thralls wore collars that showed their status, but there were different kinds of collars. Mine was a wide leather belt with Jarl Ingolf's insignia burned into it sewn together around my neck. I could have cut it off easily with a knife but what would be the use? Women from our village were married into all the nearest villages, and they would recognize me and my white hair. If I wanted to go further away then I'd have to steal a horse, and that would only get me killed once they caught me, so there was nowhere I could go. Mags and her friends wore collars made of iron. They were put around their necks by one of our blacksmiths, and there was no way to remove them unless you really knew what you were doing, and used the right tools. Any other way could easily cause fatal injuries.


  "It's awful. Not the wounds it causes, or the weight. What it represents. I hate being here, and I hate not being free. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night because it bothers me, and I don't mind missing sleep. I do mind that it's the symbol of my slavery that wakes me up."


  Mags spoke in their language so none of the other women understood what she said, but Catriona still shushed her nervously. Nessa barked out laughter, and I jolted because I'd never even seen her smile before.


  "You are not wrong, Mags," she said, and even though she still had some sort of a smile on her lips, her words came out angrily.


  "Sissa..." Mags looked at me, so I stilled because she was uncommonly hesitant. "Don't you ever want to leave?"


  I stared at her, my mouth falling open. Suddenly one of the older women dropped a spoon on the floor, and we all jumped. Then we continued with our chores, and Catriona started to talk animatedly in a loud voice about how they used to make the stew in the village they'd grown up in. I chopped turnips and thought about my life. Did I want to leave?


  "Think about it, Sissa. Surely you know that we will try to get away? We'll try to go home, of course. If you want to leave, then you can easily come with us. You would have a life on the Northern Isles with us, a good life where no one could tell you what to do, as a free woman," Mags mumbled.


  "Honesty, Mags. You promised me," Nessa interrupted, sharply.


  "Nessa -"


  "No, Morag. Not this way. Not with temptation or deceit. You promised me that it would be done with honesty, and I will hold you to that promise." Nessa interrupted.


  The two girls glared at each other until Mags suddenly smiled ruefully.


  "Sometimes I wish they'd left you behind, Agnes." Then she turned to me. "She's right, Sissa. I have much to explain -"


  "What are you talking about? You know that you are not allowed to speak that language," Freyja interrupted.


  Actually, we didn't know that because no one ever told us we couldn't. In fact, both the Jarl and Einarr had heard us many times, and they'd never objected. Einarr had even smiled a little and told his brother that it could be good to have someone else in the village knowing how to speak with new thralls that the warriors brought back.


  "I'm sorry, Freyja. We were discussing the different ways to slice a turnip, and how to ensure that its taste spreads into the stew in the best possible way," I answered blandly, smiling as politely as I could.


  "Oh," she replied looking a bit bewildered. "That's good," she continued with a small smile. "I like turnip," she concluded vaguely.


  I followed her with my eyes as she walked away, thinking that it must be difficult for Freyja without Heidrun because even though Freyja was the Jarl's wife it had been Heidrun running the longhouse. The Jarl's first wife had been sick for a whole year before dying and during that time, Heidrun took over the household from her mother. She had also kept the keys to the storages even when the Jarl married Freyja just a month after Torunn's death.


  I wondered if Freyja was happy having the keys and finally being in charge of the household, or if she'd never wanted the responsibility in the first place. I guessed it had been a comfortable life with Heidrun in charge, but also humiliating, in particular since there was still no offspring in sight even after two years of marriage.


  "I need to think, Mags," I murmured. "Too much has happened, too many questions are unanswered, and it is just too much right now. Can you give me a few days and then we can talk again?"


  "Of course, I understand. Just promise me you'll think about it," she murmured back to me, and I nodded. 


  After the freemen had all eaten, the thralls gathered to scrape up what was left in the big pots. Since many visitors had already left the village, there was still plenty of food, and we gobbled this unexpected luxury up. Most of the thralls passed by me during the meal, giving me a soft pat on the back or just a silent nod. No words were spoken, but I knew that many were happy that I was alive. It didn't mean that they were pleased that Heidrun was dead, just that they were glad for me, or for my parents who were very well liked. My mother was one of two healers in the village, and most of the thralls had been taken care of by her. She was there for them through births and deaths, for minor scrapes and major cuts, and they all relied on her calm authority.


  I let my eyes move over the crowd of people and listened to how they all chatted happily as we sat around a huge fire in a clearing just outside the village, energized by the meal. Most of us had lived our whole lives in the village, and I wondered if I wanted to leave. My life wasn't so bad, I thought. When my eyes passed Torbiorn, I jerked and kept my gaze on him. My brother was calm and confident, although not a particularly cheerful man. I knew that he had good friends among the other men, and the warriors held him in high esteem. He didn't talk a lot in bigger crowds, though, and usually kept his emotions hidden, so those who didn't know him well often thought that he was distant and cold. Right then, in the warm light from the fire, he looked... happy. As I watched, he winked slowly and the corners of his eyes crinkled slightly. I forced myself to turn slowly to see who he had his eyes on, and then I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from gasping.


  Nessa sat across the fire, right in front of my brother, and it looked like she was blushing.


  




  Chapter Five


  Accusations


  When a few days had passed things were getting strained in our village. Einarr was asking questions to everyone and in the beginning, everyone was calm and positive. Einarr would figure it out, they said. The Jarl and Einarr, they would know what to do. I listened carefully to as much gossip I could, remembering what Josteinn had said. I worried that he'd be right, and that blame would be cast on him, or my brothers. As time passed by it became more and more apparent that he'd not been wrong. As in, not wrong at all.


  Einarr and his men shared nothing of their findings so rumors were soon flying around the village. Some said that proof was found, that it pointed toward Josteinn, and that this was the reason they didn't share any details. Others declared that the only ones who had anything to gain were my family. Few dared to say something about my parents, but this respect did apparently not extend to my brothers so fingers were pointed at them both.


  Ulf was short and wiry, but he was strong and could easily have overpowered Heidrun. He never said much, and he was very well liked because of his willingness to help anyone who asked, but he kept to himself most of the time. Everyone knew how fiercely loyal he was toward his family so they brought up old stories about how he'd protected both Torbi and my sister from bullies when they were young children, and proclaimed confidently that Ulf would have done anything for me as well.


  Torbiorn was mentioned as a suspect because of how close he and I were, and because he was huge and enormously strong. He spent a lot if his time digging in the bogs, for the many small iron pieces that could be found there, and also because we used the dried blocks from the bog to build houses or in the fires that kept us warm in the winter. He was heavily muscled from the hard work, which made him an appreciated sparring partner for the warriors as they trained with their swords and axes. Jarl Ingolf would never imagine bringing a thrall along on their raids, and Fin and I had often laughed about the fact that they left one of their most formidable warriors at home each summer. Torbi was quite happy that they didn't understand fully what he could do with the weapons they put in his hands. I suspected that he deliberately never showed them just how skilled he actually was, which I thought was just plain stupid. If they knew what he could do then Jarl Ingolf might bring him on raids where he could easily earn money for our freedom, but Torbi had never dreamed of leaving our village, and he had no desire at all to go on any raids.


  There were other names brought up as possible villains, but they were discarded quickly. Stein was mentioned although that was mostly because he was new in the village so no one knew him very well. He was certainly strong enough and could easily get close to Heidrun, but they all shook their heads because he was also the one who had lost the possibility to be Jarl. I didn't see much of Stein in the days after the sacrifice, and when he showed himself in the village, there was a hard look on his face. People were talking about his grief, and how he managed it well, but to me, it seemed more like Stein was angry than grieving.


  Some said that strangers had been seen, which was natural since there'd been plenty of visitors, many whom we didn't know very well, though so far no one could figure out why they would want to save a thrall they didn't even know.


  The only one who was absolutely free of suspicion was me. Everyone knew that I'd been locked up in the shed, and there had been plenty of people around to see how Torbi took the slat off the door to let me out, and how my mother had cut the rope away from my wrists and ankles.


  I thought a lot about what Mags had said, dreading the time when she would bring it up again because I had no reply to give her. I wanted to be free, and I don't think there was one single thrall in the village who didn't yearn for this. Leaving the village was a whole other thing. I'd never been outside our Hundred, and never really talked to any of the few strangers from far away that had visited over the years. My life wasn't bad, I thought. It wasn't particularly good either, but I got food most days, had a roof over my head, and my family around me. The Hundred was not big enough, or not prosperous enough, for any of the neighboring Jarls to make the effort of either raiding or trying to take over our territory. It was also said that Jarl Ingolf had good connections from alliances, through help he'd given in battle and through marriages his men had made. I didn't like to admit it to myself, and would never tell anyone, but I was actually a bit afraid of the world outside our little world. I knew how my life as a thrall would be, and if Finnr and I dreamed when we were younger, about going far away and living an entirely different life, then that dream had certainly died quickly when Fin disappeared.


  "Hey, watch out!"


  I stopped, turning quickly toward the one shouting at me. Josteinn stood in the clearing I was passing through with his ax raised behind his right shoulder. He was practicing, and I'd walked straight into his line of aim. Josteinn was a good warrior, but not great. He was big and strong, but I'd heard my brothers talk, and they agreed that he was not fierce enough. Or, as they'd put it, he was too soft. He'd been on a few raids, apparently handling himself well enough, but when they told stories around the fires in the evenings, it was Jarl Ingolf and Stein's names that were praised. Josteinn wasn't mentioned at all.


  "Sorry," I mumbled. 


  Then I started to back away, but he just laughed.


  "Don't worry, Sissa, I saw you approaching. Are you helping your mother or mine?"


  "Well, both I guess," I replied.


  I'd been picking pine needles and pieces of resin for the two healers we had in the village, my mother and Josteinn's mother, Astrid. They used it for tea when someone had a cold because it helped ease a cough. It tasted quite bad although it was not as bad as some of the other remedies so most appreciated the hot brew.


  "Okay then, I'll go so you can continue," I mumbled, feeling awkward.


  He was watching me intently, and I'd been around him all my life but right then there was a strange look in his eyes. Suddenly he reminded me of his father, of how Einarr would look at you when he wanted something. Then he relaxed and smiled casually.


  "No, don't go, Sissa. Stay a while and practice with me?"


  "Josteinn... I'm not good at throwing the ax, you know that."


  "Joss. You used to call me Joss. I'll show you, don't worry, you will learn in no time at all," he said confidently.


  I knew that I shouldn't but there was no hurry, so I put my basket down and then we threw the ax together. I was absolutely worthless at anything that involved a weapon, so it didn't matter how many times Joss showed me, I still missed any target I aimed at. Finally, he stood behind me with one arm around my waist, using his other hand to guide mine and together we managed to land the ax just in front of the tree we were aiming at. He sighed and shook his head, but I saw how he fought a smile.


  We continued a little while longer but ended up laughing and joking, and I couldn't remember when I'd had such a relaxed, happy time just like that in the middle of the afternoon. I wondered if this was how the freemen behaved all the time and if they could simply decide to spend time on whatever nonsense they suddenly fancied.


  "I don't think you'll ever be a warrior, Sissa," Joss said as he put the axes in a small pile next to my basket. Then he sat down, leaned his back against a tree, and patted the ground next to him. "Come. Sit with me a while?"


  "Just a little while, Josteinn, I have to go back to my mother with the basket."


  I knew that I shouldn't stay, but I wanted to so badly. He looked at me with his head tilted back so his laughing eyes met mine and I felt my breath hitch. We'd never really spent any time alone together, not like this. I didn't want it to end just yet, so I sat down next to him.


  "Joss. Why have you stopped calling me that, Sissa?" he asked.


  "But... only your family says that."


  "My friends too. Aren't we friends, Sissa?"


  "Well, yes. Of course, we are in a way, but you are Einarr's son, and I'm..."


  I didn't like to point our differences out, didn't want to remind him, but I felt that I should.


  "Don't be silly. It's not like you're an outcast, Sissa. Of course, we can be friends. You know that thralls and freemen are friends all the time. Our mothers are friends."


  Actually, they weren't. Like, not at all. My mother thought that Astrid was an unpleasant and haughty woman, and they never exchanged more words than absolutely necessary. I didn't actually know exactly what my mother thought because she'd never said a bad word about Astrid, but she always looked unhappy when they'd worked together. Many of the other thralls were quite verbal about their displeasures, however, and they all said the same thing about Astrid. Hard, unforgiving and quick to judge. I decided not to contradict Joss, or tell him what the thralls thought about his mother.


  "How is your mother taking the news about Heidrun?" I asked instead.


  When Heidrun's mother had fallen ill, Astrid stepped in and helped, first as a healer but after a while she'd helped Heidrun and the Jarl more and more, so I helped my mother instead. Freyja helped us too, but she had no skills as a healer. She made so many mistakes my mother finally asked her gently to keep her support to helping Torunn to drink what my mother prepared, washing her, and fetching food for us. There were rumors that Jarl Ingolf and Freyja married so quickly because a baby was coming, and these tales I'd always believed because it would be totally Freyja to decide to help the Jarl instead of his dying wife, in a manner of speaking. As it turned out, I'd been wrong because there never was a baby, or perhaps she'd lost it early which was common.


  "Her affection for Heidrun was great, so she's grieving. It will be a relief for her when the guilty one is found, and my cousin is avenged," Joss replied.


  "Are they discovering the truth then?" I asked, hoping that he'd share what he knew about the investigation.


  "No," he sighed. "They aren't even close, and they can't understand. They don't know why Heidrun didn't fight harder, though they brought her out of the shed and to the sacrifice quickly, and Uncle Ingolf was quick with the knife. They don't know how she ended up in that shed, just next to yours. They think that maybe it was some kind of joke, that the warriors picked her by mistake, and the one responsible for the joke won't come forward, of course. Not with what happened," he said but he sounded uncertain, and I almost laughed.


  What an absolutely idiotic theory.


  "Um," I mumbled.


  "Um, what?"


  "Do they really think that it was a joke gone bad? Because I don't."


   He was about to say something when we heard my name being called. I recognized Morag's voice, and sighed a little. My time with Joss was up and so was my time to think about leaving. I got to my feet, picked up my basket, and moved toward the girls.


  "Bye, Joss. See you another day," I called over my shoulder.


  He raised his hand in farewell but said nothing, and I walked over to follow my friends around the outer edge of the village all the way down to the beach. Mother would just have to wait a little bit longer, I thought.


  "Making sure your future is safe, Sissa?" Mags asked, sounding a little annoyed.


  "What?"


  "Don't act stupid, it doesn't become you. The Jarl's nephew has had his eyes on you for a long time, and as his mistress, you would have a comfortable life here. Give him a few bairns, then you wouldn't have to work so hard anymore," she said.


  "What? No! It's not... I wouldn't," I stammered, and felt how I blushed from embarrassment, but also from anger and disappointment. I knew Joss would take a wife eventually, and that it wouldn't be me, but the afternoon had been so lovely, and I'd fooled myself into dreaming.


  "It wouldn't be a bad choice, Sissa, the good options here are few. I'd do the same myself if I had the chance," Catriona said, matter of factly.


  "Yes, Catriona, we know that you would, and you will if we stay here," Nessa sneered.


  "Why wouldn't I? You talk about leaving, but we might not manage, so I'm making sure I have plans. You have plans too, Nessa, so don't look so superior. I hear how you're sneaking out to meet with him almost every night," Catriona snapped.


  "Don't you dare talk about T -" Nessa stopped speaking abruptly. I could see a blush creeping up her neck, she avoided looking at me, and I bit my teeth together to not blurt anything out. The wink I'd seen the other night had apparently not been my brother trying to get his hands under Nessa's skirt, but instead a signal between lovers. I didn't know what to think, and I didn't want to discuss it with Nessa right then, although I would most certainly tease my brother about it later.


  "Girls. Can we stop talking about Nessa's stud?" Mags said exasperatedly, and I knew then that they spent a lot of time discussing my brother.


  I snorted, thinking that I'd find a nice way to bring the word stud up at home, many, many times. Ulf sometimes worked with the horses, and if he didn't know then surely he suspected what Torbi was up to, so he would play along when I started asking about the Jarl's stud horses. From there I might move on to talk about the stallions, I thought, and I felt a grin spread on my face.


  "Mags," Nessa growled.


  Mags ignored her and turned to me.


  "Sissa, we need to talk. We need your help. I tried to tell you before, but it was the wrong place, and I did it the wrong way, so I'll try again."


  I nodded and when the others sat down I did too.


  "We will try to get away, to find our way home, but we need help. It'll be dangerous, and the risks are high, but it would mean we'd have a free life again. We just can't go through with our plan without having at least one person without a collar with us, so this is where you could help. You know we can't remove ours," she said.


  I watched her silently and started to work it out in my head. They could pretend to be on their way to another village, some distance away. If there was someone with them who was a freeman, they could say the girls had been sold, and that the freeman was taking them to their new owners. It wasn't so incredible.


  "But, Mags, it won't work. Not with me," I said. When she started to protest I raised my hand, still talking. "I am well known in the villages, there are women from here married into all of them and with my hair they'd recognize me even from a distance. I'm also too young, no one would send just one young girl to transport three beautiful thralls. They would send several men along, for protection."


  "We thought about the hair, Sissa. You could put it up underneath a linen cloth as if you were a married woman so they wouldn't see much of it. We'd go south along the coast, and we would anyway avoid the nearest villages. And we would move fast," Nessa said slowly.


  Move fast. That meant they planned to steal horses. Darn, this was getting out of hand.


  "Stealing horses will get you killed."


  "Only if we're caught," Mags said calmly.


  "Take care, Mags, so you don't pull both of your friends with you for reasons that are solely your own," I warned and watched as her eyes darkened.


  "Just because you're a coward doesn't mean everyone else is, Sissa."


  "I am no coward, but I don't like the risks with this escape. Maybe it would be better to wait and plan some other way," I replied.


  I tried to keep calm, though it was difficult, partly because she'd insulted me but mostly because she'd been right. I was afraid and didn't want to take the risks these girls seemed so willing to embrace. I knew that the one pushing it along was Mags, but the other two would not go if they didn't feel that the reward would be worth it.


  "We can't wait, Sissa. It needs to be winter and cold, so we'd have plenty of clothes and shawls to cover the collars. That would make it easier to avoid questions. In the summer the collars would be too visible," Catriona said, pleadingly.


  They had apparently been plotting this for some time. It still seemed like a bad plan, full of risks and uncertainties. If they'd give me a little time I could think some more about it, though, and figure out what I could do to help them. I wouldn't go with them, it wouldn't be good for them, and I'd be another burden on a horse, but I could perhaps help them somehow.


  "I would not help if I came," I said. Mags made an annoyed sound, so I continued speaking quickly, "You don't see it now, but you will when you think about it. I will think this through, and I will find a way to help you from here. You'll need cover when you leave, food, clothes. Other things. Let me help with that?"


  They watched me for a long while and then Mags sighed.


  "I was afraid you'd say this, Sissa. We already knew that you wouldn't help much, but we were hoping that you'd come anyway. We hoped that the thought of helping us would be a reason to make you dare to go for it. To give you the will to be free." She swallowed and looked to the side, and then she whispered hoarsely, "I'm sad that you can't find the courage or the desire to do this, but we will gladly accept any help you can give us."


  




  Chapter Six


  Investigations


  Mags' words stung, and they kept stinging as I thought about them in the days that followed, even though I knew they were partially unfair because their stories were different from mine. They'd been captured, but I'd been brought up in the village and my parents and brothers were there. What stung was that her words brought back what I'd forgotten, or perhaps deliberately pushed to the back of my mind. There had been so many times when Finnr and I talked about how we could get away.


  We'd gone over how to find the coins we needed to buy our freedom and bribe the Jarl to let us leave, even though we'd always known it was impossible. It would take our whole lives to scrape that kind of money together so we'd also talked about escaping, about stealing a horse, and made plans for how we would cover our tracks. We'd go north we'd said. Everyone would think that we would go south because the bigger villages were there, but we wouldn't. There was a big harbor up north, or that's what Fin heard from the warriors, at least. In the harbor, there would be a passage to the islands far away, and they would not look for us there. We would be truly free there. I'd not thought about these dreams in the years since Fin left. It had been something we would do together, and without him, I'd just buried the thoughts of leaving. Now I realized that the dreams had always been there at the back of my mind, and sometimes I wanted to leave so badly that I almost ran over to Mags to tell her I'd changed my mind. Somehow something always happened that stopped me, though, or perhaps I let it stop me because it was easier. 


  I worked with my mother more than usual because it was winter so many were ill and needed her attention. Smaller injuries needed to be taken care of too, and I gladly let my mother deal with the coughing and wheezing, it did not interest me at all. Instead, I took care of flesh wounds that needed to be stitched up or arms and feet that had been twisted. One of the men came with a broken arm, and I called for my mother then, but we straightened it together. The gratitude I got from the injured made me feel good about how I contributed to the village, and it made me think that I had a good life ahead of me there.


  "Do we have a healer around here somewhere?"


  Josteinn peeked into the Jarl's longhouse, and I smiled at him. We'd met more than usual, and if it was because he sought out my company specifically or since many avoided him during the ongoing investigation I did not know, but I liked him so I was happy. My dreams about him slowly changed into something else, that I didn't quite know what it was. All I knew was that my lips automatically turned into a smile when I saw him. I could see how my parents watched us, how my mother's lips thinned into a straight line and Father's eyes narrowed, but I didn't care.


  "Half a healer maybe," I replied. "Why?"


  "Good enough for me. This only needs parts of a healer anyway," he replied as he walked into the house. Even in the dim light, I could see that there was blood on his arm and chest.


  "Joss," I gasped, quickly leaving the hearth where I'd been preparing food with some of the other women.


  "Sissa, no need to worry. A few stitches and I'll be as good as new," he replied calmly and smiled when I pushed him down on one of the benches.


  The wounds were shallow which meant they'd be easy to treat, but I scolded him anyway.


  "Why didn't you go to your mother? Astrid should look at these, and she can clean them up better than me."


  "Nah. Like your stitches better and my mother has hard hands," he replied with a wink.


  "Don't be silly, Joss," I said. Then I gave in. "Come with me and we'll get my things. I can take care of these outside, there's better light there."


  We were moving toward the door when it opened, and Freyja walked in. She gasped as she rushed over to us.


  "What happened, Josteinn? Did your father punish you? Did they find out what you did?"


  We stopped to stare at her. The women by the hearth who had snickered and giggled a little were suddenly silent.


  "What are you talking about, Freyja?" Josteinn asked calmly.


  "Oh. No, nothing. I mean... Oh, I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have said anything, I know Einarr doesn't want to talk about the investigations, and I shouldn't talk," she said, breathlessly. She moved on toward the women, calling out over her shoulder as she walked, "I'm sure I got it all wrong. Don't mind me, I am not at all sure why I said anything at all. I heard... but it was nothing."


  Then she gave the women a sharp command to continue with the meal, and Josteinn pulled me out of the house with a hard grip on my upper arm.


  "What was that?" I asked as we walked toward the back of the longhouse where my small home was located.


  "I have absolutely no idea, and even less interest in any of the nonsense that girl spouts," he replied sourly.


  "Joss, no. She can cause a lot of harm with her words, you need to talk to Einarr. He will shut her up, make her stop spreading rumors. She didn't mean anything with her words just now but she likes to gossip, and if she's bold enough to do it to your face, then she will spread even more when you are not around." I was worried, so my voice quivered a little, but I was also determined to make him understand. We'd walked around the corner of the house, and he stopped, smiling so sweetly that my heart suddenly started beating fast and hard.


  "Sissa..." he whispered softly.


  He raised his hand, and I thought he was going to put his arm around me. Then a door slammed in the distance, we both jerked, and the sweet smile was replaced with a tightening of his lips. The moment was over, and I didn't want to hear any excuses from him. Instead, I marched the few remaining steps to our door.


  "Let's deal with your injuries, Joss," I said brusquely.


  "Sissa," he said again. It sounded like he wanted to say more but then he saw that my mother was at home, and stopped talking.


  "Sit down on the bench. I'll get my things," I said and walked inside.


  My mother came out with me to look at the cuts. Since they really were quite shallow, she just sighed and told us calmly that she wasn't needed for those. I cleaned them up swiftly and threaded my needle.


  "Hold on now, here we go," I said, and started working.


  He flinched but made no sounds. I heard him breathing through his nose, but after a while, he started talking. His voice was a bit strained but other than that he appeared perfectly normal.


  "My father still isn't getting anywhere in his investigation. They know that Heidrun was in the shed next to yours, but people have trampled around all over so there are no tracks that make any sense."


  "But Joss... How could it be that the men went to the wrong shed?" I asked because that had bothered me for some time.


  "Hjalvor and Sigurd won't talk about it, and Father won't either," he replied curtly and he sounded unhappy, so I didn't push.


  "What about Heidrun, why didn't anyone find it strange that she wasn't at the ceremony?" I asked instead.


  "It isn't so strange, Sissa. You know how it is, we don't stand in any lines or even together with our families. The thralls are mostly at the back, true, but it's really just a huge crowd. Stein asked for Heidrun, he says, and Father told me that he saw her so he pointed her out to Stein, but that was a mistake of course."


  I thought for a while about the sacrifices in previous years, realizing that he was right. I could have been there, and if one of my brothers had been missing, I wouldn't have noticed.


  "They will take her down tomorrow, finally. Father thinks that maybe someone hit her on the head and carried her into the shed, so they will look for injuries. She staggered when she was led up to the sacrifice and didn't fight as much as she should have, they think. Perhaps a hit to the head would explain that," Joss said.


  I'd finished the first wound across his arm so I tied the ends of the thread together, and paused.


  "They'll be looking for a man then. A strong man."


  He nodded and murmured, "They'll think it's Torbi, Sissa, or maybe Ulf. Or me."


  I looked into his eyes, and as our gazes held, I thought it all through.


  "There are many strong men in this village, Joss, strong women too. Heidrun was not small, but she was slim. I think that even I could have carried her a short distance."


  I began stitching up the gash on his chest.


  "Has Einarr started to establish what everyone did? He will have a list of the ones he thinks it is so he'll need to determine where they all were that day," I said calmly, although it was all fake. Inside I was screaming with worry, for the man in front of me but even more for my brothers.


  "I don't know, but it's a good idea so I'll ask, and tell him to star... ouch!"


  I stopped stitching and without thinking I gave his cheek a small caress.


  "Sorry."


  He leaned his head slightly into my hand and when our eyes met I exhaled softly. His short beard tickled my palm. I moved my thumb slowly over his cheek at the same time as I felt his hand come up to my hip, and then slowly move as if to pull me closer. Then he smiled a little, and I thought he'd say something when suddenly a sharp sound came from inside the house. I jolted, and his mouth tightened, making him look unhappy, so I pulled my hand back quickly and took a small step away. Maybe I misinterpreted the whole thing, I thought. We were friends, and friends didn't touch each other like that.


  "Sorry," I repeated, though for a different reason this time. Then I started stitching again.


  The door closed behind us with a soft thud, and my mother passed us with her treatments in a basket on her arm.


  "I'll be seeing to the sick." She turned to give me a piercing look. "You will want to go back to your chores soon, Sissa. They'll be unhappy if you procrastinate."


  I recognized a command when I heard one, so I nodded and started to work faster.


  Josteinn didn't walk back with me. He mumbled something about his father, disappeared the other way, and I was relieved but disappointed at the same time. I wasn't sure what he wanted from me, and when I'd thought about it, which was often, I wasn't quite sure of what I wanted from him either. I knew well that the best I could hope for was to be his mistress, and that if the offer came, it would be a huge honor for a girl like me.


  There would be a marriage for him, and they'd likely negotiate this at the Thing this summer, though I would not have to worry about that. As long as I stayed with him, I wouldn't have to worry about work or food either, and if I gave him children he would pay for their upbringing. For a thrall, this was a fantastic life. It would also be a life with Joss. The only problem was that if he changed his mind, he could stop supporting me anytime. Then I'd be back where I started, working in the fields or in the kitchen, so I'd be wholly dependent on his desire to keep me, which made it an uncertain life. I'd seen thralls moved in and out of the freemen's houses over the years, and I'd always thought that it seemed somehow demeaning. I didn't quite like the thought of Josteinn paying Jarl Ingolf money for me, but it was the way of life and I'd also seen thralls who stayed with their men all their lives.


  I shrugged as I walked up to the hearth because I was speculating. He hadn't said anything, and I wasn't even convinced that he'd liked it when I touched his cheek.


  "Oh, Joss," a teasing voice crooned from the group of women, "poor baby, you're hurt but come here, and I will take such good care of you..."


  I scowled at them. 


  "Stop it. I didn't sound like that. I had to put eight stitches in him."


  "Yes, Sissa, because your thrall hands are so soft... and his mother's free hands are so hard," Mags snickered, and I felt a blush creep up my neck.


  "Don't give him any promises, Sissa," Nessa suddenly murmured silently, in their language.


  "He has not asked for any," I whispered back.


  "He will. I wish you'd come with us, but if you won't then, at least, don't promise him anything without talking to your brother first," she said. Then she turned abruptly and walked away. I stared at her back, wondering what she knew. I'd thought she and Torbi had just been warming each others' beds, but now it seemed as if they talked, and my brother shared things with her. 


  I never found out if Einarr had already started to list the men he suspected of being involved in Heidrun's death, and what they had done on her last day, or if he did it because Joss brought my suggestion to him. It didn't matter to me because the first thing Einarr discovered was that Jarl Ingolf had suddenly ordered a huge stone to be brought to where the sacrifices were held, to act as an altar of sorts. Many of the strongest thralls spent the entire day dragging it there, placing logs under the stone to roll it forward much like they did when they moved our longboat. It had still taken the full day, from before sun was up until just before the ceremony started.


  Einarr immediately spread the word that the men moving the stone were all innocent of any crime. One of the several strong men that had been there was my brother Torbiorn. I laughed out loud and hugged Torbi, but then I realized that Ulf hadn't been mentioned.


  "Ulf, were you there to help too? Did he forget to mention you?" I asked.


  "No, Sissa. I was in the forest, getting branches of fir for the floors, and I was alone. There will be no one vouching for my innocence," he said solemnly, and my face fell.


  "I know it wasn't you, Ulf. Einarr will find that out too, don't worry," I said confidently, hiding my worry.


  I was close to Torbi, and had always found my oldest brother a bit distant and moody, but he was still my brother.


  I'd thought a lot about what I'd seen in the grove that first night when I'd gone out to look at Heidrun, and I was convinced that they should look for someone strong enough to carry her, but also tall enough to pull the hood from her head. Torbiorn had told me she'd had the hood on her head when he'd run over to check, just after they let me out of the shed. That would have been been around midday, so someone had taken it after that but before I got there during the night. I'd thought about going back another night, but hadn't found the courage in me to do it again. Instead, I'd made a mark on a tree for how high up she would have been hanging, and then piled stones to stand on until I could reach high enough to reach for the hood. Based on that I guessed that the person would have to be at least a head taller than me. There were no women in the village that were that tall, so I assumed it was a man.


  My brother Ulf was not even a hand's width taller than me so he couldn't have reached the hood. I would have to find a way to convince Einarr of this, I decided.


  




  Chapter Seven


  Secrets


  They brought Heidrun down the next morning and carried her into the Jarl’s longhouse. Freyja was crying uncontrollably, Astrid quietly, and the Jarl's face was set in stone. My mother was calm, and her hands steady as she washed and dressed what I knew then wasn't just her owner's daughter, but also her cousin's. 


  I'd tried to find out where Torunn came from, and why her marriage had been so advantageous for Jarl Ingolf, but few seemed to know. I'd been born free, Joss said. I had no memories of this at all so I guessed I'd been less than two when whatever went down had indeed gone down. Torbi was just a year older than me so he wouldn't know. Ulf was another two years older, so he might remember, but I wasn't sure how much and I didn't want to ask in case he had no memories either. I would have to ask my mother or father, but I didn't want to. I knew from what Joss said that something had happened to put my parents in the situation they were, and since they didn't talk about it, it must have been bad. 


  "Let me look, Gudrun," Einarr murmured, and my mother stepped back.


  He moved Heidrun's hair to the side and bent down as he probed with his fingers, looking for something that would indicate she'd gotten a blow to her head. Then he started to roll her to the side.


  "You should look, Einarr, but you will find no injuries. I have washed her whole body, and she has some scrapes here and there, though they're not strange or unusual. She has some small bruises and marks from her shoes, but there's no harm done to her by someone else," my mother murmured, still in her usual calm manner. A slight hoarseness in her voice betrayed her, and I understood suddenly that her calmness was mostly pretense. I should have understood this sooner, I thought, angry at myself for not helping her more. She held it together well, but this wasn't easy for her. 


  "Let me help you, Einarr. I will turn her, and you can look," I said and nudged my mother away from the dead body as I stepped forward. She gave me a look of gratitude and her face relaxed.


  They'd closed Heidrun's eyes, and her mouth was a little bit open, but it wasn't in the horrible grimace she'd had hanging in the grove. I bit my teeth together and lifted her to one side, and then the other. She was surprisingly easy to shift around, and I realized that her personality and the way she moved and talked had made her seem bigger than she was. Her arms were long but thin, and her legs were too. As I helped her uncle to look her over I realized that Josteinn had been right, we were not so different after all.


  I'd always thought it was because of the hair, and that the Jarl ordered me to let my hair grow long because of this resemblance to his first wife. I'd had my hair cropped short like all the other thralls. Then some years ago, around the time Torunn had fallen ill, he suddenly asked me to not cut it anymore, and it grew quickly. I looked down at Heidrun, who was on her side at the table with hair covering her face, and shivered as I realized that it could very well have been me laying there.


  "I'm almost done, Sissa, just one more look at her back," Einarr said, giving my shoulder a small pat.


  "I'm okay, Einarr, really. I feel sad for her, for how she died, though. I know well that it should be me laying on this table today," I said. This was the truth, and I didn't see the need to tell him how glad I was that it wasn't me. He probably understood that anyway.


  "Sissa, don't take the blame for it. The gods carved new runes into Yggdrasil, and you did nothing wrong in the situation. Of all the people involved, you are the only one entirely without blame," Astrid said from behind my shoulder.


  The words were weirdly gentle, coming from her. She'd stopped crying and looked down at Heidrun with a strange look on her face. Then her eyes met her husband's and something passed between them, but it was over before I could figure out what it was. A shiver went down my spine, and I knew they both mourned, but I couldn't help wondering if they were getting ready to step in and harvest the benefits from this situation. 


  Jarl Ingolf had pulled away from everyone since the sacrifice, and we all respected that he needed the time both to mourn his daughter and come to terms with the fact that his hand held the knife that killed her. The women told me that he had nightmares and that he woke up screaming so often that Freyja had taken to sleeping in another bed. He spent most days on his horse, roaming the forests around the village and he rode the poor animal until it was exhausted. We had learned quickly which paths he took, and everyone avoided them to not get trampled when he came crashing around a corner.


  Einarr and Astrid had stepped in, and they managed most of the everyday life in the village. I wondered if they planned to continue doing that, and somehow slowly push the Jarl out of the picture, putting Joss firmly in the position to become the next Jarl.


  "There. Done," Einarr concluded, pushed Heidrun to her back, and Astrid brushed the long blond tresses of hair away from the girls face. I stepped away quickly, glad that it was over.


  Everyone attended Heidrun's burial, and this was only partially since she was our Jarl's daughter so we were obliged to. Mostly it was because she'd been highly respected even though most had thought her aloof and even a bit cold, she'd had few close friends in the village. Since her mother got sick and died, Heidrun had worked relentlessly for the benefit of us all, though. She'd just been a young girl but even as she was grieving Torunn herself, she'd done what was needed. It couldn't have been easy for her and even worse when her father was away on summer raids, but she'd kept working, and everyone admired her for that.


  Stein was standing at the front with Jarl Ingolf, and he looked solemn but not in any way grief-stricken. It hadn't been a love match, which wasn't surprising since most marriages didn't start out like that, but they'd seemed to have a liking for one another. I'd never talked to him, and he seemed cold and distant, which perhaps would have made him a perfect match for Heidrun, but I didn't know what kind of man he really was. I still felt sorry for him because he'd picked Heidrun to be his wife for the purpose of becoming Jarl and as he stood there watching her being laid to rest, he would be disappointed. I wondered if he would stay or go back to his own village. It wasn't uncommon for an outsider to remain if a spouse died, although I had no idea what the protocol was for when they'd only been betrothed.


  Einarr, Astrid, and Josteinn stood behind the Jarl and Freyja, and I looked at Joss. He was tall and muscular with light brown hair that reached his shoulders, and like most of the men he had a short beard. There wasn't anything about him that one would call uncommonly handsome, but he was certainly pleasing to look at, and he always kept himself neat and clean. He would be a good Jarl, I thought.


  Dinner that night was quiet but comfortable, so I started to gather up the courage to ask my parents about Torunn, and how we became thralls.


  "I wonder how long Stein will stay," Ulf said casually.


  "Not for long, I think. No reason for him to stay, he will not be Jarl now," Father replied, just as casually.


  "I don't think he will leave. Not yet. Or... maybe he'll leave, but he will be back," Torbi said tersely.


  "Why would you think that, son?" Father straightened and put his spoon back in the bowl of soup, clearly surprised.


  "He'll want to go to his family and get the fee to purchase one of Jarl Ingolf's thralls. He will want to bring one of the new girls home with him," Torbi said, and I almost dropped my own spoon.


  It wouldn't be Nessa, so he was talking about Mags or Catriona. Suddenly I remembered how they had talked, how Catriona had said that she had plans. Surely Stein wouldn't have risked his marriage to Heidrun by taking a thrall girl during their betrothal? For a man to make a thrall his mistress during a marriage was considered ordinary, to have one already from before was not uncommon. To bring one in during the betrothal would be seen as extremely poor judgment. If Heidrun complained to Jarl Ingolf, he would have stopped the marriage, and the Jarl and Einarr would have punished Stein for his insult to their daughter and niece. They wouldn't have killed him, at least, I thought they wouldn't, but they would certainly have hurt him and sent him packing.


  "Huh. Didn't know that," Ulf said, and then he snickered. "I wonder if it's the large and plain one. Heidrun said Stein is even stronger than he looks and that his hands aren't gentle, so he'd want a woman he wouldn't accidentally break when he hugged her."


  "Ulf -" Torbi started, and I could see that he didn't like how Ulf had described Nessa.


  "Hey, don't talk about my friends like that," I interrupted, before a real fight started up. "They are all very nice, and Nessa is not huge. She is just strong and tall, unlike some sitting at this table," I finished and glared at my brother. 


  "Children," Mother said calmly like she'd done all our lives, and it settled us down just like it always did. I'd never met anyone who could put such a calm authority in her voice as my mother.


  "He has guts if he goes through with the purchase of a pretty thrall from Ingolf before Heidrun has even cooled off in her grave," Ulf said. "I'll give him that."


  He sounded angry, though when I looked carefully at him, he seemed tired and old somehow. It looks like he's grieving, I thought with surprise, and then I quickly lowered my eyes to the bowl of thin soup in front of me. I ate in silence while the others talked, but in my head, thoughts bounced around. It struck me as odd that Ulf would mourn Heidrun when they hadn't even known each other very well. Or had they? He'd said she told him that Stein was stronger than he looked. When had they talked about this? I never thought very much about my brothers with women, though I'd heard that they'd both made their rounds through the girls among the thralls and in Ulf's case also with some of the free women. Surely he hadn't been stupid enough to start something with the Jarl's daughter?


  "Josteinn. Who else?" I heard Torbi say suddenly, and that got my attention.


  "Einarr will be pleased, and Astrid even more. Have to say, though, I'm not sure it's for the best to make Josteinn our next Jarl," Father said thoughtfully.


  "Why not?" I asked before I could stop myself. I regretted my words when they all turned to me. Father and Ulf looked annoyed, but Torbi grinned.


  "Sissa... I know what you hope for, but you should be cautious," Mother replied suddenly. "That boy is only strong enough to be Jarl in times of peace, doesn't have the ruthlessness in him that's needed when there's an attack on our village. He'd do better in the same role as his father. Einarr is good at planning, a good leader. He's kept us with valuable allies, but he has managed to do so because everyone knows that Ingolf strikes without asking, and he strikes hard."


  Mother had spoken slowly, thoughtfully, and I stared at her.


  "You don't know this. Josteinn hasn't been raised to be Jarl, but things have changed."


  "Sissa, don't. You think that you could have a place in his life, and I see how he watches you, how he smiles, and before... When Heidrun and Stein would lead, then it would perhaps have been good. For you, and maybe also for him. But you will never be his wife, and as Jarl, he'll need a strong wife. He isn't strong himself so when there's a conflict between the women in his life then he will not stand by you. With a mother like Astrid, and a strong wife as well, then there will be fights, Sissa, and you'll never be able to count on him," she said, sounding resigned. "You are old enough to make your own choices, but if you want my advice, then it is to look elsewhere for a man."


  I stared at her, and I could feel how my mouth was hanging open. For Mother to speak so openly was astonishing, and I didn't know what to say. What she'd said might make sense to her, but I was sure she was wrong. Joss wasn't a fully grown man yet and to assume things about him just because he was gentle and kind seemed unfair to me. Jarl Ingolf was not an old man, and Joss had plenty of time to grow into being the kind of Jarl we needed.


  Our eyes held for a while, and I thought that she looked sad, but there was a strange, calm determination behind the sadness in her eyes. I realized that given another life, my mother would probably have had the ruthlessness she said that Joss lacked. Then she changed the subject abruptly and started to describe how the elderly were managing the winter.


  That night I couldn't sleep. I tossed and turned until I finally gave up, grabbed a cloak and got out of the house. I sat on the beach again, leaning on a boat the same way as after I'd been in the grove and seen Heidrun.


  I couldn't seem to sort out all thoughts in my head, and I desperately wanted to talk to someone, but didn't know who I could trust. Mags had her own agenda, and she wouldn't give good advice. Josteinn was out of the question. Maybe I could talk to my mother again?


  "Deep thoughts, Sissa?" Torbiorn sat down next to me and tossed a blanket he'd brought over our legs. I sighed.


  "Yes. I do not know what to do, or think."


  "Break it up, Sissa. What is the biggest problem you have?"


  I thought about that for a while, and then I turned to him.


  "Can I trust you, Torbi? Really trust you?"


  "Yes, Sissa. Of course, you can. You're my sister, and I would never, ever betray you." His reply was immediate, and his eyes earnest as he looked calmly at me.


  "Okay," I said. "I don't know which of my problems is the biggest because they are all tied together, but if you can help me sort any of it out then I would appreciate it," I started, and he nodded. 


  "Okay," I repeated, stalling a little as I tried to gather my thoughts. Then I just blurted it all out. 


  "I don't know who murdered Heidrun, or how. I know that they could pull it off because we look alike, and we do this because mother and Torunn were cousins. I don't know if I want to stay here and wait for Joss to make up his mind, or if I want to leave with Mags and the girls. I don't know why we are thralls when we were all born freemen. And I actually don't know if Joss is interested in me, and if he is, then I don't know if I even want him to be."


  I made a pause, stared into the eyes of my utterly astonished brother, and concluded, "Yes. I think that was all of it."


  "They're leaving?" he whispered, and I realized that Nessa had not shared this with him. Darn, I thought.


  "Torbi..."


  "They are leaving?" he repeated, looking like a thundercloud. He made a move as if to get up, but I grabbed his arm and hung on for dear life.


  "Torbi, please. Don't. Not now. Let's talk about it," I said.


  He sat back down again and glared at me.


  "You know about Nessa and me?" he asked.


  "I didn't know, but I've guessed. I wasn't sure how you felt, though. Don't know how she feels."


  "I guess it's pretty clear how she feels," he said sourly. Then he sighed deeply. "Never mind. I can't tell you who killed Heidrun, but you know it wasn't me. I can't help you with all that's going on with Josteinn. I can tell you, however, that I thought Mother was a bit too harsh on him. I always found him weak, and soft, but when pushed there might be more inside him than Mother thinks. What I'll also tell you is the story about our parents. They tried to keep it from me, but Ulf and Lif knew so they told me. I never agreed with the decision to keep it from you, so I'll tell you what I know."


  He paused, looking like he expected me to comment, but I didn't know what to say about any of it so I just nodded silently.


  "Okay. So, Father was the second son of a landowner in a village south from here, several weeks away on horseback. Mother was fostered with Torunn's family, and you know that they have power, even further south?" 


  He put the last part as a question, and I didn’t actually know much about that, but I didn't want to interrupt him so I nodded again.


  "Right. So they met, married and everything was good. A few years after you were born they got into problems, and I don't know for sure, but I think that one of the men in their village wanted our mother. When she married Father instead, he felt insulted, and you know how it works... he never forgot that perceived insult. So eventually he wanted revenge, and he claimed that Father had taken more than his share on a raid, said that he'd hidden gold pieces. They brought Father to the Thing where he was sentenced, and we would all have been outlaws if Torunn's family hadn't used their influence. Then Father was supposed to pay a fine instead. Except he didn't have enough money, since he actually didn't take the gold. When he couldn't pay he ended up in debt, and so we were thralls, all of us. Torunn helped again, and I think Jarl Ingolf might have paid the fine, or parts of it. Nevertheless, they couldn't just set us free. That would have caused too many problems for the family, and Mother was too ashamed to have expected it anyway. Instead, they brought us here, and here we have been since then. I don't know the size of the debt, but if gold pieces were involved it would have been big, so I don't think we will ever manage to pay them back."


  I was just sitting there, gaping. This sounded like something out of one of the sagas we heard, and it seemed incredible. Mother was good looking, even in spite of looking worn down and tired most of the time. Her hair wasn't quite as fair as mine, but it was thick and in a strange way the short cropped way all the thralls had their hair suited her high cheekbones and long thin neck. She also had beautiful eyes in an unusual pale brown color. I could see how someone other than my father would have wanted her when she was younger. But my mild-mannered, thoughtful and friendly father going on raids? And stealing gold, how could anyone have ever believed that? 


  




  Chapter Eight


  I would do anything


  We sat in silence for a while, and I thought about what Torbi had told me.


  "Why didn't they tell me?" I asked.


  "They thought that it would be easier for you to accept being a thrall if you didn't know. You also have to understand... Both Father and Mother are still deeply ashamed about the whole thing. Mother, because she feels that she didn't handle that other man very well, and Father because he couldn't pay the fine, couldn't prove his innocence. They think that they made the family lose their standing, their reputation."


  "But that's ridiculous," I snarled. "Surely there must be some way to -"


  "Sissa, no. There is no way, and it has been like this for many years. Our gods wanted us to be thralls or they would have helped Father."


  I stared at him, thinking that perhaps he was right, but I still wondered.


  "They're leaving?" he suddenly asked slowly, and so quietly I barely heard him.


  "Yes. I'm sorry."


  "When?"


  "I don't know, Torbi. They asked me to come, to help, but I can't. I would make it harder for them because this hair of mine would be recognized, and I am not sure... Our lives are not so bad?" I put this as a question, and I wanted him to agree with me so badly. Wanted him to tell me that I wasn't a coward and that I wasn't wrong to stay.


  "Oh, Sissa. Do you love him?" he asked, and I blinked.


  "You think I stay for Josteinn?" I asked.


  "Don't you?" he challenged me.


  I didn't answer because I didn't know. Did I?


  "Do you love her?" I asked him instead.


  "Yes."


  That was all he whispered, and my heart ached for him. Then it hit me.


  "Why don't you go with them? I wouldn't be any good on that journey, but you would be. They wanted me to cut my collar to pretend I was transporting them to a new owner, but no one would send a girl to do that. They would send someone like you. And you could bring weapons, so if you had problems, then you and Nessa would have a chance of fighting your way out of it. Having you there would increase their chances of making it so much. Think about it Torbi..."


  He'd turned to me, slowly, and I'd thought he'd consider it, but he was scowling.


  "No."


  "What?"


  "No, Sissa. I love her, but apparently she does not love me. If she did, then she would have asked me to come, and she didn't. I will not beg her to take me along, and yes, it would be good for them to have me there in whatever hair brained scheme they have concocted, but would I be there because she wanted me or because of the protection? Out of gratitude?"


  He had a point, but I didn't agree with him.


  "Torbiorn Raudulfsen, really? You would rather let her leave and sit here with your pride intact while she gets herself killed when you could go with them and make sure she is safe? What kind of love is that? Mother said that Joss would never stand up for me, and maybe he never will. But you are not any better, so right now I am ashamed of you."


  Then I got to my feet and started to walk around the big boat we'd been leaning on. He got to his feet as well and grabbed my arm. I could see that my words had hit him hard and that he was furious, but I didn't care. I straightened my spine and punched him in his chest.


  "What?" I snapped.


  "I would do anything for her. Anything. I would gladly die for her. She will still have to ask me to come," he roared in my face. Then he took a deep breath and continued tersely, "Maybe it's pride, and maybe it's wrong, but I will not beg. She will have to ask me to come."


  We stared at each other, and I understood. I wouldn't beg either.


  "Will you come with us?"


  We both swung around toward the voice that suddenly spoke out of the darkness next to the boat, and as we watched, two figures emerged from the shadows. Mags stayed to the side, so I moved over to her as Nessa approached my brother.


  "Torbi, please, I didn't know. I thought... someone like me? How could you love someone like me? I thought it was just for the pleasure. That I was there, and willing. I know what they say, what I look like, and I never thought someone like you..." she trailed off, and I couldn't see her face in the darkness, but I could see her hands moving jerkily toward him.


  "Nessa. What an idiot you are," Torbi said, and his words were not romantic poems of love, but my throat was suddenly tight, and my eyes stung because what he felt for her was so evident in the tone of his voice.


  "Excellent," Mags said briskly, moving toward them.


  "Morag!" I said sharply, and she turned.


  "What?"


  "You could give them a little while to savor the moment, at least?" I snarled sarcastically.


  "Savor the moment? They have savored a lot of moments in the past many months, and they can savor even more once we are on the Isles. Right now, there is no time for savoring. Now is the time for planning."


  "You're not very romantic," I snapped.


  "Romance is for idiots," she snapped back.


  "Are you calling my brother an idiot?" I asked sourly because I was getting a little more than annoyed with her.


  "No, Sissa, I am calling you an idiot."


  My brother's quiet laughter stopped me from punching her in the face, and I decided to save the punch for later.


  "You're not an idiot, Sissa, but she has a point," Torbi said firmly. "We need to plan."


  We sat down again, with me glaring through the dark night in the direction of Mags, but she'd gotten her way so she was happy again and explained enthusiastically how they planned to ride south and try to find their way home. Torbiorn was uncertain about the idea, saying that it was risky to go when they didn't know the way. Mags started to argue, but I stopped her with a hand on her arm.


  "I know another way," I said, took a deep breath and started to describe the plans that Fin and I had made up over the years. "Everyone will expect you to go south, so we lay tracks in that direction. There's a huge gorge just a little more than an hour's ride into the forest, and we make sure they can find your tracks to that. The river runs at the bottom so with some luck they'll think that you have gone over the edge. It's a long fall, and the currents are strong in the wide river, even in the winter. If they think you've fallen down there, then they'll think you've drowned."


  I paused, but they were too busy gawking at me to say anything, so I hurried on with my explanations.


  "There's a place where there is a ledge, we'll make some kind of trail down to it, put something there, clothing or whatever, as proof. Then we lead the horses away to the side, I'll cover all tracks and take another way back. You'll go north then, there's a big harbor there. Ships are bound to go to the Northern Isles for trading, so maybe you could somehow get on one of those?"


  It was a sketchy plan, and it had just been Fin and I making it up. There were more of us now, and I would remain in the village, so if we worked on it, we might come up with something slightly better. I was a bit uncertain about the last part, though, and this was where Fin and I got stuck all the time because even if there were ships, it would require coins or something else of value to get on a passage.


  "Oh, Sissa. How long have you dreamed of escaping?" Mags asked sadly. She'd understood that I'd shared plans made long before, that I'd been by the gorge and found the ledge.


  "We planned for a long time, my best friend Fin and I," I murmured, and my eyes went to Torbi. "I guess they were just silly, childish dreams, but we spent so much time on them, and we had such hopes."


  Mags frowned, and I braced for her next words, knowing what she'd ask.


  "Why don't you want to come with us?"


  "Mags, I can't. You need the help, we could never figure out how to make the tracks just right, and it takes two persons to get up and down from the ledge so we could never decide what to do with the horses. With me staying behind, it would work." I said with more confidence than I felt, knowing that it was all mostly pitiful excuses for why I'd stay behind. Our plans could still be changed to include me.


  "There is one problem," I added, trying to change the subject. "Getting on a ship will cost money, and bribes will be needed too because everyone will understand that you are escaping. You could barter the horses, but I'm not sure if it'll be enough."


  "I have some coins," Torbi said suddenly.


  "What?" I asked. This was a surprise, how could he have money?


  "Trained with the warriors. They like to gamble on our fights, so I bet on myself, and I fought hard. Had nothing to lose, so I won most of the time too. Have saved the money, thought I'd add it to Fathers earnings from his wood-carvings, and maybe some day we could be free again," he said.


  "Father doesn't know?"


  "No. It's not a lot, but it's much more than he could ever earn. I didn't want to humiliate him until I absolutely had to," he replied.


  "We'll send for you," Mags said suddenly. "Once we are free, we will send someone for you, Sissa, buy your freedom. If you still don't want to come, then we can give you that, at least."


  "Oh Morag, don't think about that now. I will be fine here. We will get you out, and that will be good enough for me," I said.


  Her words were sweet, but how could they do what she told me they'd do? I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. It stung to give away the only way to escape that I knew of, and it felt like losing the last part of Fin, but it would have to be good enough that I helped to get them out.


  We talked for a little while longer, but it was getting cold, and I could see that Torbi wanted to have some time alone with Nessa so I told them to go back to the village. We decided to give it a week, and then they would leave so we would have to make sure we had everything in place by then.


  We didn't dare to go back to the village all of us together in case we were noticed, so Torbi and Nessa went first. Mags and I stood together in the cold winter night, looking at the stars.


  "You are a good friend, Sissa," she whispered.


  "You are too," I replied, and I meant it.


  We disagreed often, and she challenged me constantly, but we also laughed a lot. I'd been lonely since Fin disappeared, and I'd grown accustomed to having someone to talk to again, so I'd miss her sharp wit and her black, sparkling eyes.


  Then she slipped away quietly, and I sat down again.


  I thought about what Torbiorn had told me, and he'd said to not get my hopes up, but I couldn't help myself. Joss had been the one who told me how I hadn't always been a thrall, about Torunn and my influential relatives in the south. Maybe he'd done that because he thought that I somehow could be free. Maybe the family that took my mother in as a foster child didn't know about her troubles, so if we only could get word to them, we'd get help. The fine had been paid, and if they helped us there could be a way to make us freemen, again, I thought.


  I knew that it was stupid, ridiculous really, and unlikely to ever happen. I still sat there in the cold for a long time, dreaming of being free. I thought up scenarios for how I would snap at Freyja, sit next to Einarr and Astrid at the table in the longhouse and how I would walk around in the village wearing beautiful clothes. Josteinn would stand next to me when I snapped at Freyja, sit with us at the table and when I walked around in the village he would walk next to me. I felt silly thinking these thoughts, but it also felt good. It felt like I had a future after all, and I hadn't felt like I had one in the past years so I stayed there on the beach even when my whole body shook from the cold.


  Then, finally, I walked back to our little house, and I slept the few remaining hours until Mother woke me up, without dreaming at all.


  




  Chapter Nine


  Ambitions


  Einarr came to our home early in the morning the next day and started to interrogate Ulf about the day of the sacrifice. My brother was patient, answering all questions quietly and calmly. I wondered what it was Einarr wanted to know because he wouldn't give up and kept asking the same things over and over, ignoring that he got the same answer every time. As the hours passed, Ulf grew increasingly irritated. 


  "I don't understand, you said that you were out in the forest all day to pick rushes for the floors," Einarr asked for the third time, and Ulf sighed.


  "Yes, Einarr, I've told you before, but I'll tell you again. I was in the forest all day."


  "Where are the rushes then?" Einarr asked suddenly.


  "What do you mean? I filled the Jarl’s longhouse from wall to wall with them. Ask Freyja, she had me go back out and fetch more three times," Ulf said sourly.


  "But Ulf, then you weren't in the forest all day. You went back and forth between the village and the forest," Einarr said patiently. "Anything else you have lied about, Ulf?"


  "I am not lying, and I wasn't in the village. I came to the edge of the village and put the rushes there. Freyja and Josteinn looked them over, then Joss carried them into the Jarl's hall." Ulf snapped.


  When he mentioned Josteinn, Einarr straightened, and his eyes hardened. He leaned forward, and I was suddenly afraid for my brother. I could tell that Mother was too, and she started to move as if to intervene, but I couldn't let her.


  "Einarr," I said quietly.


  "Sissa, stay out of this," Ulf growled.


  "Einarr," I repeated slightly louder, and he turned to me. "Can I speak with you?" I asked.


  Our eyes held for a long time. I couldn't tell what he was thinking, but I assumed that he was judging me so I straightened. My knees were trembling under the table, but I told myself that I couldn't cower. Not when my brother's life was at stake.


  "Walk with me," Einarr murmured finally, and left the house abruptly, apparently expecting me to follow, so I did.


  We said nothing until we'd left the village, but when we reached the clearing where Joss and I had thrown the ax just a few days earlier, he suddenly stopped.


  "You know something," he growled, and it wasn't a question.


  "The night after the sacrifice, when I'd been released, I couldn't sleep..." I started, and then I told him about how I'd gone to the grove to look at the hood. I explained how it had been gone, and how only a very tall person could have removed it from Heidrun's head.


  "I know you suspect my brothers, but Torbi was with others the whole day, and Ulf is just too short to have reached for the hood," I argued. "Einarr, please consider this. You can keep him as one of the men you suspect. I know it sounds strange with all the rushes and running back and forth to the village, but if he's guilty, then he wasn't alone. Someone else helped him."


  My voice had taken on a pleading tone. It sounded almost like I was begging, but I had no other choice. He had to believe me.


  He turned away from me, and I watched his back, letting my eyes move beyond him to the forest surrounding us. We'd had good weather for several weeks, with mostly clear skies and not a lot of snowfall, but it was cold. There had been little wind so the green firs were covered with thick layers of snow. It was almost midday, but as I peered into the forest, it looked dark and forbidding. I wondered if we'd get more snow before Torbi and the girls left. It would make laying tracks easier so I hoped we would, although I knew it would make their journey harder.


  "It is a difficult situation, Sissa," Einarr said suddenly.


  He'd turned while I watched the forest, and my eyes slowly went to him. Then he sat down on a log close to where Joss had sat the other day, and just like his son he motioned for me to sit down with him.


  "I don't think your brothers are to blame, though I will tell you that I wanted them to be," he started and raised his hand when I straightened.


  "Sissa, please. Hear me out," he said. It wasn't a command but instead almost a question, which surprised me. Einarr wasn't very friendly, and I'd always found his sharp eyes intimidating, but now he suddenly sounded... Kind?


  "It would have been easy for me, and certainly accepted because everyone would agree with the act of loyalty even if they didn't approve of how you were saved." He paused, looked down on the ground, and then he seemed to have made his mind up. "I know it isn't Torbiorn, doubt that it was Ulf, and I don't know who else it could have been but when I make lists... When I ask people? One name stands out as the one who I should suspect the most."


  He turned to me with a silent question in his eye, looking grim. I understood perfectly. 


  "Josteinn," I said.


  "Yes. Josteinn."


  "Einarr, you can't think that it was Josteinn? It might look like it was him, and others might think so. I'm convinced it wasn't, and you should be too. He's your son. There's no way Joss would ever do something like that. He is not a murderer," I said, having a hard time holding my annoyance back. How could he suspect his own son?


  "I know my son, Sissa. I know who he is, what he can do, and he is not a murderer. But... the one who killed Heidrun didn't have to hold the knife. It took a bit of planning and perhaps also some luck, but it required no violence to kill Heidrun. So I can't remove Joss from the list, and he had a lot to gain."


  He looked at me as if to gauge my reaction, but I kept my face blank and turned to look the other way while I thought things through. I didn't know Josteinn as well as his father did, but I'd been watching him for as long as I could remember. Einarr was right, if Joss ever wanted someone dead, then he would probably plan it so that someone else did the actual deed. I just didn't think that he would ever kill anyone deliberately, and I'd always thought that he was very much like my brothers. Calm, stable, kind... and loyal. Heidrun had been his cousin, and they'd never seemed close but they'd gotten along well. No, I decided, Joss wouldn't have done this.


  "I think you're wrong, but keep Joss on the list if you will, together with my brother Ulf. You just have to look elsewhere to find the killer," I said calmly.


  "Will you help me?" Einarr asked, and I felt my mouth fall open.


  "What?"


  "You are the only one truly without blame, and you'll fight until the end to clear Ulf's name... and, I think, Joss' too," he said and I had to fight to keep my face from betraying anything. I wondered what he meant, and what he felt about me having any kind of relationship with his son but I was afraid to ask.


  "You're too quick to draw conclusions, Einarr," I said instead.


  "How is that?"


  "I don't know when Heidrun was last seen that day, but if it was early in the morning, I could very well have hit her over the head, carried her into the shed next to mine and prepared her for the sacrifice. Then I was locked up, and all I had to do was hope that they picked up the wrong girl," I said.


  He started laughing, and I'd never heard him sound so carefree.


  "Sissa? You're trying to convince me that you did it?" he asked.


  "No. Just saying that until you know, you should be careful to rule anyone out."


  "Will you help me?" he asked again, and I thought about it for a while, but I knew that I had no choice, not really. He was right, I'd fight for Ulf, so I would have to say yes.


  "Tell me what you found out so far, Einarr," I whispered.


  I heard him shift next to me, and then he sighed.


  "Heidrun was seen in the morning that day, ordering the thralls to start on the morning meal. Because of the celebrations we all ate a midday meal, with some of the guests, right after they'd moved you into your shed. I was there, of course, and so was Heidrun. Then we all had things to prepare for the evening. Heidrun walked off to get more to drink out of the storage, Disa went with her, and then she was around and about in the village the whole afternoon," he said.


  "Okay," I said, but then I was silent. I needed to think a bit about this, but there were a few things that I wondered if he'd asked about.


  "The shed she was in, did anyone go there?"


  "Yes. Josteinn was there several times during the afternoon."


  I turned to stare at him, understanding then why he was worried his son had somehow been involved. 


  "That's why I asked so much about the rushes Ulf was bringing to the village. Freyja was not satisfied with how they looked or smelled, or something, so they had more than was needed and Joss put it in that shed. I don't know why and he doesn't have a very good explanation."


  "Was Josteinn the last to have been in the shed?" I asked.


  "No, he wasn't," he said, and then he smiled a little. "Your mother was the last one to go in there," he added.


  "What?"


  "She brought you your last meal during the afternoon and after that, she passed by the other shed on her way back home. The door was wide open, and she peeked in but saw only the usual things and the huge pile of rushes so she closed the door. Several attest to seeing her, says that she didn't go into the shed, but confirms that she closed the door. Joss helped her to put the latch on because it's heavy and she couldn't lift it on her own."


  My mind was spinning with all the details he'd given me, and I knew that I had no answers for him right then.


  "I need time to think, Einarr. Maybe ask some questions too, look around. I will help you if I can, but you need to give me time to think, and you will want to investigate more too. Can you make an announcement to the village in the meantime, saying we have indications that it was one of our guests or something like that?" I asked.


  "Why would I do that? They're all innocent as far as I can tell?" he asked back.


  "Because rumors are flying. Everyone suspects everyone, the Jarl’s wife likes to gossip, and I heard her saying things," I held his gaze, "about Joss."


  "Why Ingolf ever -" He cut himself off and looked away. To criticize his brother's choice of wife in front of a thrall was not something he should do and he knew it. I made no comment and waited for him to continue.


  "I'll give you time, and you're right. I'll announce something to calm the village down. You are an unusual girl, Sissa, and I want you to know that if my son comes asking for money, I will give it to him," he watched me through narrowed eyes but before I could say anything he put a hand on my shoulder.


  "Things have changed, in a way I never expected, but now I have to plan for what to do. It can not come as a surprise to you that I want my son to be the next Jarl under the current circumstances. I never wished for Heidrun's death, and Stein is a good man, but Josteinn is too."


  Einarr stopped talking, and I looked down at the snow on the ground. I didn't know what to say, didn't want to hear about his plans and ambitions. He was a hard man, and I knew that he could be as ruthless as Jarl Ingolf but in a different way. When he spoke next, he surprised me.


  "I am not without honor, Sissa. I want my son to be Jarl, but he needs to become Jarl the right way. It should be because he's strong and clever, not because he arranged to have his cousin killed. If you find that Joss was involved, then all I ask is that you tell me first. Let me deal with my son myself."


  I turned toward him, too astonished to even speak, and I felt my eyes widen slowly as we looked at one another. He had a soft look on his face that I wondered if he showed anyone very often. I'd heard rumors about Einarr and there was a lot of talk about how he was popular with the women in the village, but I hadn't seen him with anyone, and he had no thrall living with him and Astrid. Until that moment, I'd never quite believed that the forbidding and shrewd-looking man could be the reason for so much hushed up giggles.


  His eyes crinkled a little at the corners as he leaned closer.


  "Don't look so surprised, little girl. I might be the Jarl's brother, and I know that you're a little afraid of me, but I'm just a man. Nothing more, and nothing less."


  It looked like he was about to say something else but then we heard people approaching on the footpath through the forest. As I watched him, his face hardened, his eyebrows lowered over narrowed eyes and the lines around his mouth came back.


  "Excellent, Sissa. Now I know about your brother's whereabouts," he said loudly, although it sounded a bit stilted.


  As we got to our feet, I saw Mags and Catriona approaching, and I started toward them.


  "I will let you know if I find out more that can be of use to you, Einarr," I called over my shoulder.


  "Making sure your future is safe, Sissa?" Mags surprised me by asking, just like she had a few days earlier. I looked at her and snorted.


  "Einarr? I wouldn't think so," I said. "He's Josteinn's father. Besides, he's old."


  "Not so very old, Sissa, and very handsome," Catriona giggled, but I didn't laugh with her. 


  Handsome? I thought about the look on his face, that short moment of gentleness, and I could see why she'd think that. But still... Einarr?


  "A strong man, you could do worse, Sissa," Catriona continued, and I looked around quickly, but Einarr had disappeared.


  "She would be dead within a week," Mags stated. "There's nothing that wife of his wouldn't do to keep him to herself. She would gladly kill for him, and I wouldn't be surprised if she has already," she said but continued quickly when she saw how my eyes sharpened.


  "There's no need to worry because we will be old together, Sissa. The seer told me that I'll become a very old woman. I would also have a good friend by my side all through my life. A friend with hair like the lightning from the hammer of Thor so that has to be you."


  I laughed then.


  "You have met the seer? When? How did you find the coins to pay her?"


  "It was just a few weeks after we came to the village. She passed here on her way down from the north to the bigger villages, remember?" Mags asked. "As for money, well, we didn't have to bring anything. Your Jarl’s wife didn't know what to use to reward her, so she ordered us to carry piles of things, and the seer just laughed. Then she took all of it and did a reading with us right there in her tent. We didn't understand a word of your language back then, but it must have been good because that Freyja, she looked mighty pleased."


  I laughed again because both girls looked quite sour at the thought of Freyja being satisfied.


  "She tossed the bones and the runes around several times, and she kept talking, but then she suddenly froze. I thought she looked stunned, which was strange and that's probably why I remember it so clearly. Then she turned to us, speaking in your language," Catriona said. "We didn't understand, of course, and Freyja tried to push us out of the tent. Then the seer barked something out loudly, and a woman came in to translate. I don't know how it all came about, though. Maybe something in her reading spilled over to us since we were there."


  "She said we'd all be old, we'd all be happy, and that I would have a good friend by my side," Mags said smugly.


  "Mags, really? She said that if we let honesty rule our lives, have faith in the dark man and avoid the shards of glass, then you would have your friend," Catriona scoffed. "And I don't understand half of that, but I do know that you lie better than anyone I've ever met, and more often too."


  "True. But I have never lied to Sissa, and I won't. Not ever," Mags said solemnly. 


  It sounded like she was making a vow. Chills were suddenly running up my spine, and I didn't know why but I was suddenly afraid. I had a distinct feeling that bad things were coming our way, and that things would get a lot worse before they got better again.


  




  Chapter Ten


  Death


  I'd not seen Josteinn in a few days and in a weird way that felt really good. Being with him made me happy, but I had more time to think when I was working, or alone, and I needed that. Just a few weeks ago my life had been mundane, comfortable and safe. I'd plodded along, and if I hadn't exactly been happy, then I'd at least not been unhappy either. I'd mostly just been. Now life was confusing and I had a hard time figuring everything out. There were the sacrifice and Heidrun's death to think about, my friends were leaving, and we needed to plan. At the same time, Josteinn was being... I did actually not quite know what he was being. I also wasn't sure that I'd interpreted his father's comments about giving him money correctly. Had he meant money to pay for me? Did I want that? I'd been a thrall for as long as I could remember, but the thought of being sold, being bought, still didn't sit well with me.


  I also needed the time to think about my promise to help Einarr. I wasn't sure what I could do to help him, but I'd said I'd try, so I spent a lot of time going through the details. It was wasted time, so far. I wasn't getting any closer to finding answers, and it felt like there was something I should see or someone that I overlooked. I thought a lot about Joss, and he still seemed the most likely suspect. I wondered what I'd do if I suddenly found out that he'd done it. Would I thank him for saving me by telling Einarr or Jarl Ingolf? Or would I pretend I still didn't know, to save him right back? Heidrun would still be dead, so maybe I wouldn't say anything, I thought, although I knew that I would. I hoped I wouldn't have to make that choice.


  Astrid usually tended to the freemen when they were ill but these days she spent much time trying to manage the Jarl's household, and I wondered how she ever had become a healer in the first place. Josteinn had been right, his mother did have hard hands. She had hard eyes and a sharp tongue too, and we heard her and Freyja snapping at each other often. I didn't particularly like Freyja, but I pitied her because of the situation she was in. Many days started with Astrid standing in the Jarl’s longhouse, ordering both thralls and free women around as if she was the mistress. I heard her ask Freyja more than once to hand over the keys to the storages, but so far Freyja had resisted.


  I pitied Freyja, but I pitied Jarl Ingolf even more because he had to live with her constant whining, and she wasn't very skilled so mistakes were constantly made. This meant that our Jarl couldn't scold Astrid in the way his wife wanted him to because she was the one who made all Freyja's mistakes go away.


  It seemed like my mother tried her best to keep me close to her, or perhaps away from the constant bickering in the longhouse, because she asked me to help her more than she'd done before, but I didn't mind. Sitting with the sick gave me time to think, and it was infinitely preferable to cutting vegetables or hauling firewood into the houses. 


  "I'll go over to sit with Disa, her condition worries me," Mother said.


  "Do you want me to come too?" I asked.


  I liked the old woman, and she'd been a part of the Jarl’s household a long time. She came to the village at the same time as the Jarl and Torunn had taken Freyja in as a foster child, and the old thrall had mostly been helping Torunn to raise Freyja. It surprised us all that Disa was moved to another family when Freyja married the Jarl, but Disa had never complained so gossip died down quickly and we thought nothing of it. Now she was ill, and Freyja was rarely there to help even though what had started as a simple cold seemed to worsen with every hour.


  "Yes, Sissa. Please come as soon as you have checked with the women in the longhouse so they can spare you. Her breath is becoming shallow, and I fear we will lose her before the day is over."


  Our eyes met, and I nodded silently. If my mother thought that the old woman would die, then she wouldn't live through the next days, and we both knew it.


  "Sissa, where are you going?" Astrid called out as I closed the door to the Jarl's house behind me.


  "I will go and help Mother with Disa, she is getting worse and Mother worries," I replied.


  "Surely one healer is enough for the old woman, you are needed inside," she snapped.


  "No, actually I'm not needed. I just asked, and they said that -"


  "Are you contradicting me?" she interrupted.


  "No, but I asked and -"


  "You do not have the right to go against my order, Sigtrudr," she snapped.


  I started to get annoyed with her because even though she did have a point, a thrall had no say compared to a free woman, Freyja had just told me to go and tend Disa with my mother.


  "What's going on?"


  Josteinn had seen us, and he must have seen that she was angry with me. I almost sighed with relief, knowing that I would have help getting out of the situation.


  Astrid wasted no time in telling him how I refused to follow orders and how I talked back to her. When he turned to me, I thought he wanted to hear my side of the story.


  "Joss, no. It's -"


  "Why don't you go inside, Sissa," he interrupted calmly. It wasn't a question. In fact, it sounded a little bit like an order, but he had his back to his mother, and there was a pleading look on his face. He knew very well that his mother wasn't telling the whole truth.


  "Joss..." I whispered, and swallowed, but a lump in my throat suddenly made it difficult.


  "What's happening?" Jarl Ingolf asked harshly, surprising me. I'd not heard him, and Einarr walk up to us so I jerked, but my eyes didn't leave Josteinn's face.


  Astrid told her tale again, but the Jarl interrupted her halfway through her explanations.


  "Sissa, did you ask my wife if you were needed?"


  "Yes, Jarl Ingolf," I replied quietly. "I asked Freyja. She said that they would manage well and that she appreciated my services to Disa. Mother believes that she'll not last through the day."


  "Then go," he barked.


  Astrid made a small sound, and the Jarl moved toward her, but Einarr stepped between them.


  "Woman, go home and wait for me there," he said to his wife. 


  Judging by the tone of his voice, I didn't think good things were in store for Astrid, so I quickly lowered my eyes. I absolutely didn't want her to see the smugness I felt.


  Then I walked away, but as I turned the corner, I looked back. Einarr was pushing his son backward with short hard jabs in his chest, and I could see that he was talking angrily to him. I couldn't hear what was said, but it wasn't acceptable for a man to get involved in the squabbles between women so of course he would be angry with his son.


  To reach Disa's home I only had to follow the main path through the outer edge of the village, but that also meant passing the sheds where both Heidrun and I'd been kept the night of the sacrifice, and I didn't like it. Just looking at them made me feel slightly nauseated and if I could avoid walking past them, I did. There was another way, and it was a little bit longer, but I didn't think Mother would mind so I turned around the brewery and walked down to the house where mead and ale were stored. It was a small house, but if I rounded it, I could avoid passing the sheds. We only cleared the snow away up to the door of the storage house so my feet would get both wet and cold, but I decided it would be worth it.


  I trudged through the snowdrifts and started to think that it had been a stupid idea when I suddenly noticed how the snow had been pressed down so I didn't sink into it. I was standing straight under a small window on the side of the house. It was blocked to keep the snow out but beneath it, the snow had been packed together. I wondered if they'd used this way to get some of the mead out. It would be closer to the area where food and drinks had been served after the sacrifice so it would make sense, and I knew that they often did it this way, even though it wasn't allowed. Then I felt how my feet started to hurt from the cold snow that had slipped into my leather shoes. I'd inherited them from Ulf so they were too big and snow could easily fall all the way from the top and onto my feet. I scowled and wished I owned shoes that fit me better, but it was useless to wish for something that never would happen so I clenched my jaws and hurried the rest of the way.


  As I got out of my shoes and rubbed my feet dry, I told my mother about the dispute I'd had with Astrid, to warn her that the woman likely would be more difficult than ever, and she sighed.


  "Einarr has always been a good man," she said cryptically. I waited for her to say something else that would explain, but she just got up to fetch water from the kettle over the fire.


  I wasn't as experienced as a healer as my mother was but even I could see that Disa wouldn't last much longer. She seemed to slip in and out of consciousness and most of the time she just lay there with her eyes closed.


  We didn't speak for a long time, and the old woman's rattled breathing was the only sound in the little house.


  "Where did Fin go?" I asked suddenly. We'd never talked about it, but suddenly I needed to know what she thought had happened.


  "I don't know, Sissa," she sighed. "Maybe they sold him."


  "Do you think he's dead?" I asked.


  "I don't know. Maybe. If he tried to escape, then either they killed him, or he would likely have died in the forest. He had no family, no connections. He'd have nowhere to go so he would die, just like any outcast would."


  She sounded bitter when she added the last part, and I remembered that Torbi had told me that there had been a risk that Father, and all of us, would become outlaws. To live outside our law was close to impossible. No one would help you, and anyone could kill you without any kind of punishment. The only chance of survival was to move far, far away, and start a new life somehow, but without money even that was unlikely to prove easy.


  "But maybe he made his way back to the Finns?" I asked, and this was the only hope I had for my friend. I'd been by the gorge, hoping to find proof that he somehow left without me and that he did it using our plan. The thought that he would had stung, but he would, at least, have been alive. I had found nothing so my only hope was that he'd somehow managed to get back to where his mother came from, wherever that was. We knew very little about Finnr's mother, but with his black hair and eyes, and her whispering the name Finnr on her last breath, we had always assumed that he'd be from the east. That he had a family with the Finns.


  "Maybe. But we don't know if the woman even came from the east. They brought her here from a raid, but they had been raiding all over that summer. We had two longboats back then, and they moved the loot and prisoners around between them. I don't remember them going east, but as I said... they were all over that summer."


  "Do you think I can ask Einarr?" I whispered. He'd been the one to bring Fin's mother to our village, and to his house. Astrid had been furious at first because the woman had been with child, but also sick, and Einarr had decreed that she was not to do any heavy work. In the end, she'd died giving birth to Fin, and he'd been raised partly together with Joss. As we grew older, they'd drifted apart, and Fin and I had grown close instead.


  "No. Sissa, absolutely not. What if he was involved in Finnr's disappearance somehow? Einarr is a good man, but he's dangerous. He has ambitions for his family, so if you start asking questions then things could happen," she replied immediately. When she saw the look on my face, she put her hand on my cheek sand said gently, "It is what it is, Sissa. The gods have plans for us, and we get what we get. You will have to learn how to be content with the life you have here, with us and as a thrall."


  "I am content, Mother," I replied, and it was true. I was content. If I sometimes dreamed of more, then that wasn't so bad as long as I knew that it was just dreams, I told myself.


  "Humpf," Mother said, and turned her attention to Disa, who had started to fidget and moan a little. I washed the old woman's face and chest, thinking that it would help bring down the fever but as I did, I realized that she wasn't so very warm. 


  "I can't feel any fever, Mother, do you think she's getting better?" I asked. 


  "She has none, and hasn’t had any for several days," Mother replied grimly. "I can't understand what illness she has, it looks like nothing I have ever seen before, and I worry that our visitors brought something here that can spread in the village."


  I pushed the old woman's gray hair to the side. She had short hair like all the thralls, but it still covered part of the chin and neck. When I did, I noticed some oddly looking marks on her jaw.


  "Mother, what are these? Is it part of her illness?"


  The light was dim in the little house, and the smoke from the fire thick, so we opened the door and together we twisted Disa around until we could see the marks clearer. It looked like bruises.


  I turned to my mother but then suddenly the light from the door was shadowed by Freyja, and she rushed into the house.


  "Oh, how good, she is better!" she exclaimed cheerfully.


  "Freyja, no. I'm afraid she isn't," my mother replied calmly.


  "But she was getting out of bed? And look, she is smiling," Freyja said, pointing at Disa, who indeed seemed to be smiling.


  "You succeeded, after all, my girl," she whispered, but her words were slurry, and she looked confused.


  "Don't talk Disa, save your strength," Freyja replied softly, walking the few steps across the floor to sit on the side of the bed as Mother and I put the woman on her back again.


  "It started with the cat," Disa mumbled. "I knew then, and I know now."


  "What do you mean, Disa?" Mother asked gently.


  "Heidrun is dead?" Disa asked, but it suddenly seemed as if she had trouble breathing.


  "Yes, our lovely Heidrun is dead," Freyja whispered, and tears started to run down her cheeks. 


  Disa pulled in a deep breath, opened her eyes wide and the confusion from before seemed gone. She turned to my mother and raised a hand to grasp for her sleeve.


  "Sissa got a last meal," she whispered hoarsely.


  "I'm right here," I said, but the old woman didn't turn to me. She continued to stare intently at Mother. "She wasn't gone," she whispered, and then her eyes glazed over as if someone had put drops of milk in them. A puff of air rattled through her and then her head slowly fell to the side.


  Disa was dead, and at first, Freyja didn't quite understand what had happened, but when she did, she promptly started bawling.


  "She's gone! My darling Disa is gone. She gave me my first kitten, and we played with it together, and she moved with me to this village. So kind. Always so kind..." she trailed off and then she leaned on my mother, shaking and whimpering. They got up, and my mother told me quietly to prepare Disa for burial. Freyja had worked herself into a frenzy, so when Mother led her out of the house, I was relieved.


  The marks on Disa's jaw bothered me. When I'd washed her and straightened her clothing, I took a burning piece of wood from the fire and held it up so that I could look at them again. There were three bruises on the left side of her head, one on her jaw just by the ear, and two more on her neck just below. I wondered where they came from and looked around to see if she could have hit something, but I couldn't find anything in the house that would have caused marks like that. I shrugged and decided to ask Mother. Maybe the bruises were a part of her disease, or else there would be another simple explanation. 


  When I put the branch back in the fireplace, I nudged the kettle, and it started to swing so I took a piece of cloth and grabbed hold of it. Then I froze. I had my thumb up on the rim of the kettle, but I looked at my fingers. The kettle was small and curved so my little finger didn't touch it. But the other fingers formed three perfect dents in the cloth, one above the other, just like the bruises on the old woman.


  It looked like someone had held their hand around Disa's jaw to push her mouth open. And it looked like they had held it there hard enough to form bruises. Had it perhaps been hard enough to make her open her mouth, to eat or drink something she didn't want?


  




  Chapter Eleven


  A future


  I didn't ask my mother about the bruises, or what I thought they could be. She didn't say anything either which was a relief because I wasn't entirely sure what to say, and I didn't want to upset her until I'd figured it out. The incident was added to the long list of things I needed to think more about. Though, with Heidrun gone we all had more work to do, and I was also sneaking away to help my friends plan their escape so my free time was limited.


  I spent time with Josteinn again, and we weren't very open about it, but we weren't hiding it either so I knew that there was gossip. I didn't care. In a weird way, I actually liked it when the women watched us because I knew they were envious. Very few had ever been envious of me for anything before.


  Sometimes Joss would come up by my side when I was walking through the village, and we'd talk for a little while as we ambled as slowly as we possibly could. Other times we'd meet in the forest when I was sent errands, and he could get away. We'd throw his axes, or knives, which I actually was better at. Better in the sense that I mostly hit the trees we were aiming at, but I had yet to put the tip of the knife into the trunk hard enough for it to stick. Often we just sat together, talking about simple and easy things, gossiping about the people in the village or comparing what we liked to eat. He told me about the raids he'd been in the summer before and I loved hearing him talk about places far away. I'd never even seen another village so when he told me about the journey I listened with my mouth open. Fin and I had dreamed of traveling and seeing the world, but it had been childish fantasies so it was exciting to hear from someone who had been both to the islands several days away over the sea and to the bigger villages south of where we lived.


  I felt content when I was with Josteinn. Village life, our Jarl, how I was a thrall and he wasn't... it all felt like something that didn't concern us. I wasn't free but in those moments with Joss, it felt like it. When I looked into his warm, happy eyes, I started to think that he felt the same.


  "Catch!"


  Instinctively I raised my hands and caught what he threw at me. It was an apple, an unexpected luxury at this time of the year. We picked the small, sweet fruits during the fall and spent hours slicing them up and drying them. Some were saved as they were and sometimes they rotted but a few always made it. I'd never had an apple in the middle of the winter, and I smiled at him.


  "Josteinn..." I sounded as breathy as I felt, and looking at his smiling face made my belly tingle. Then temptation was too big so, still holding his gaze, I raised the apple and took a big bite. His smile widened as he came up close to me.


  "Good?" he asked.


  "Uh-huh," I mumbled, taking another bite. Then I held it out to him, and he laughed, but he took a bite too. It was a cold and cloudy day, so I shivered, and he put an arm around my shoulders. We stood there taking alternate bites from the apple until there was nothing left. I chewed slowly because I didn't want the taste to ever leave my mouth, or his arm my shoulders.


  "Sissa," he whispered when we'd finished the apple. 


  I turned my head up to look at him. He smiled softly back at me, and I noticed that he had a tiny dimple that I hadn't seen it before. Without thinking and unable to stop myself, I raised my hand to touch his cheek softly with my fingers.


  "You have a dimple," I whispered.


  Our eyes held, and then he started to lean down. I knew he'd kiss me, so I tilted my head back a little. I'd been kissed before, by Fin, when we were younger, and it had all seemed like a joke to us. This wasn't for fun. I knew that if I let him kiss me, then this would be a big step toward him talking to his father about moving me into their house. That would mean I'd be sharing the house, and him, with Astrid and later on with his wife, but at that moment, I didn't care.


  A twig broke to the side of us, and we both jumped. It was allowed for freemen to approach the thrall girls as they wished so we were not doing anything exactly wrong, although my reputation would probably be a bit tarnished.


  "Joss," Einarr said calmly, looking at his son with raised eyebrows. It seemed like he expected his son to say something but Josteinn took a step back and remained silent.


  They glared at each other for a long time and then Einarr sighed.


  "Go back to the village, Josteinn. I need to talk to Sissa," he said.


  "Yes, Father," Josteinn replied immediately. Then he turned to me and murmured, "We'll meet again, Sissa. We can talk more then."


  Before I could reply, he turned and walked away. Einarr and I watched in silence as he disappeared.


  "Sometimes I wonder whose son he is, Sissa," Einarr mumbled, and I turned to him, wondering what he meant. He didn't explain, and instead, he indicated that we should sit down on the log where we talked the last time.


  "Have you had a chance to think?" Einarr asked.


  "Not much. Some. And another thing has happened that bothers me," I said. I'd decided to share my worry about Disa's death with Einarr, so I told him about the bruises and how I thought that someone had forced her to eat or drink something. That she might have been poisoned.


  "This is serious, Sissa," he scowled.


  "I know, and I know the problems this will cause. Both for you, and me," I said.


  The two persons in the village with the most knowledge about herbs and their poisonous effects was my mother and his wife. Someone else could know of course, but this certainly put things in a new light, and it suddenly made the two healers suspects.


  "Can you talk to your mother? Ask her about what herbs could cause the symptoms Disa had, without telling her about your suspicions?"


  "I'll try, Einarr, but she saw the bruises too. It was only a quick glance before Disa died, and there wasn't much light, but she saw them."


  He sighed and nodded. It didn't make sense to me that he wanted me to talk to my mother about the herbs when he could go home and discuss this with his wife, but I didn't question him about it. I was still a little bit afraid of him, and regardless of that, to ask Einarr about his relationship with his wife seemed like anything but a good idea.


  Instead, we talked about everything we'd found out, brought up various suspects, discarded them, and compared the timelines we had in our minds. It was strange but the time we spent together that afternoon became increasingly pleasant. He challenged me, and I questioned him as much as I dared. We argued, but we also laughed a lot about some of the most preposterous suggestions we came up with. Just like when I was with Joss, it felt as if the village and our life there was very far away.


  I felt like I was free, truly free, and I wondered if Einarr would treat me like this if Josteinn moved me into their house. Maybe he would, I thought.


  We walked back to the village together, and it was good that we did because Freyja was not in a good mood. She took it out on me immediately, of course. I was to wash up and go into the longhouse to help with dinner, directly and without dawdling around in my usual lazy manner. I didn't say anything, knowing well that nothing good would come out of arguing because when Freyja was that way, nothing would please her anyway. Dinner that evening would be incredibly unpleasant for those who had to spend it with her, I thought as I gave Einarr a curt nod. Then I walked into the house, but the door hadn't more than slammed behind me when I realized that I hadn't washed as she asked me. I turned but stopped abruptly when I heard Einarr's voice.


  "Freyja, my girl. Don't be so hard on the poor thrall. You know that they are not like us."


  My blood froze, and I stopped breathing. I couldn't believe what I heard, not after the afternoon we'd just shared.


  "Oh, Einarr," Freyja giggled, and it sounded like she without hesitation had let go of her irritation completely. "I know, but sometimes it's so hard to always have to make them work faster."


  "That it is, but we have to accept that it's just how they are. The gods made them slow and stupid so we have the responsibility as freemen to make them feel useful," Einarr said.


  I could hear laughter in his slow, lazy drawl.


  Then they walked away, and I stood there. I realized that I'd been a fool for dreaming, an idiot to think that my life would be any different in Einarr's house. Suddenly I wondered if I had made the right decision telling Morag that I wanted to stay in the village. It would be safe, but it would never be different, and I would always be the thrall girl. 


  I shrugged and reminded myself that I'd made my choice. Small doubts still lurked at the corners of my mind, but I ignored them, straightened my back and told myself that there wasn't enough time to change the plans we'd discussed in great detail over the past couple of days. It was a good plan. If I suddenly wanted to go with them, then their chances of making it would lessen.


  Mags wasn't by the hearth, and neither was Nessa. Catriona stood with the women, stirring something in the huge caldron. They were laughing, and the light from the fire cast a warm glow on her cheeks. It was a happy moment for her. Since I knew that hard times would come when they left, I decided to talk to them all later that night instead. We had everything prepared, but it wouldn't hurt to go through it one more time, I thought. Then I moved over to help with the Jarl's evening meal, and if I was quiet, then none of them noticed, or cared enough to comment.


  When the meal was ready, I strolled the short distance around the longhouse and into our house. I'd sometimes been envious of the thralls that remained in the longhouse because what we had to eat in my home was always worse than the leftovers from the Jarl’s table. That night I was grateful to not have to sit in the longhouse and watch as the Jarl ate dinner with his family and friends. I'd had time to think about what Einarr had said by the door. It still stung a little, but I hoped that he'd merely been trying to get Freyja in a better mood and that he hadn't meant anything by his words. It would have been awful to spend the whole meal watching Freyja gloating anyway, and she would have gloated. Josteinn and his parents had dinner in the longhouse most evenings, and I didn't think I could have sat there and watched them either. I knew that if Joss decided to move me into his father's house, then I'd spend many nights watching them eat while I waited for whatever they decided to leave from the meal. I had not thought about that in my dreams about how my life would be, and I realized that I'd been a fool to forget.


  After dinner, I sat with Mother by our little fire, discussing different herbs used for healing. I realized that it was an excellent opportunity to bring up Disa's death, and I felt that I somehow owed the old woman to raise my questions.


  "Mother..." I started and trailed off until she looked at me. "I worry about how Disa died."


  I'd already decided to not obey Einarr and try to hide what I suspected from my mother. I knew that it would anyway not have worked. Mother had sharp eyes and she'd always been able to see right through me.


  "Sissa," she sighed, but I interrupted her.


  "The marks on her cheek and neck, Mother. I looked at them after I washed her, brought light over to see better. Three marks," I whispered.


  I put my thumb and little finger together and raised my hand with my palm facing her. She stared at me as I slowly turned the hand around, moving my arm across my chest so that my three fingers were on my jaw and neck in the same spots as Disa's bruises. Then I unfolded my thumb, twisted it slowly around my chin and pushed my mouth open, pretending to use force to do it. I watched as she understood what I meant and her mouth fell open.


  "What herbs could have been used?" I whispered. 


  I'd leaned forward so that I spoke directly into her ear. Our walls were thin, and I didn't want anyone to overhear, not even my father or brothers.


  "Sissa," she repeated hoarsely, clenching her jaws together.


  I could see that she was thinking it through so I waited patiently until she raised her eyes to me. There were tears in them, and she looked utterly and completely undone.


  "Henbane."


  Then her face slowly grew hard, and I saw how ruthless determination seeped into her eyes and her posture. I waited for her to continue and when she did, chills ran down my spine. I suddenly understood why Einarr had wanted me to discuss with my mother. She spat the name out with so much loathing that I straightened and stared at my usually so calm, collected mother.


  "Astrid."


  




  Chapter Twelve


  Trails


  Torbi and I moved as quickly as we could through the night, on our way to prepare the tracks that would be part of the cover for their escape. It was a long distance to cover on foot, but we knew we had to do it this way. It would be too risky to try to put it all in place when they left because once they'd taken the horses someone could notice anytime and chase after them.


  I thought about what Mother had told me about Henbane the evening before as I walked next to my brother in the darkness. She'd explained how it worked and what it was used for, and I'd listened with a sinking heart. I did not like Astrid, at all, but she was Josteinn's mother. Einarr's wife. I didn't want them to have to face the fact that, except for Mother, she would probably have been the only one with enough knowledge about the plant and how it could be used. Using it for medicine was tricky because using too much would kill instantly but using too little would have no effect except maybe some nausea. The different parts of the plant had different strength too, so only the healers would know how to use the dried pieces of the root and leaves to brew the healing tea.


  The shame to Josteinn's family would be huge, the pain they'd feel greater. I wasn't sure what I thought, neither about Joss, nor his father, and couldn't figure either of them out, but I still didn't want them to suffer because of what Astrid might have done.


  Mother and I were also not sure if it actually had been Astrid. We had no proof, and there seemed to be absolutely no reason at all for her to kill the old woman. They'd always seemed friendly enough for as long as Disa lived in the Jarl's house, and once she'd moved out, I couldn't remember ever seeing them talking. It wasn't as if Astrid lowered herself to sit down to have a chat with any of the thralls. After a long, hushed, discussion we'd decided to do absolutely nothing for the moment. I wouldn't tell Einarr, and if he asked I'd say that Mother had discarded the idea and that she'd thought there could be natural reasons for the bruises, perhaps from Disa coughing violently.


  "You okay?" Torbi asked.


  "Yes. Don't worry about me. We don't have much farther to walk," I said, although I was a little out of breath.


  We had heavy bundles on our backs, filled with clothes, two swords, a few knives, and some food. We'd hide the bags, and when they escaped they'd first go straight to the gorge so that there were marks from the horses' hooves leading there. Then they'd wrap the hooves up with pieces of thick fabric and rushes, and walk the horses out of there. They'd pick up the bags and head east for a while before they turned north. I'd stay behind to brush the soft snow over their tracks. Then I'd walk back to the village and if no one had noticed that they were missing I'd start asking around for them. We wanted the chase to begin during the late afternoon so that the light would be dim, making the trail harder to interpret.


  The tracks we were laying that night was over the edge and into the ravine. It was crucial that it looked like both they and the horses had gone full speed ahead, and not seen the gorge in time to stop. We hoped that everyone would think that they'd fallen into the river at the bottom and that they'd been swept away. It wasn't so unlikely because the river was wide and the current strong, so strong that it wouldn't have frozen over completely. Even if it didn't fool the ones looking for them, searching the gorge would delay them long enough to give Torbi and the girls a chance to get so far away that it would be impossible to catch up with them.


  We walked in a half circle from the village to the ravine so we came to it from the eastern side and we hid the bags under a huge fir covered with snow. Then we climbed down on the ledge that Fin and I had found. It was narrow and stretched out along the mountainside, and we walked cautiously as close to the mountain as we could. We didn't think they'd climb down on the ledge to look, though we didn't know so Torbi held some rushes in one hand to cover up the tracks we made, as best he could. The ledge got a little bit wider right where we wanted it to look like they'd gone over, but then it stopped abruptly so we had to walk slowly. Step by step I felt in front of me with my toes, and it felt like an eternity, but finally, my toes touched thin air.


  "We're here," I whispered, turned my chest toward the cliff, and I felt my brother doing the same.


  Then we carefully started kicking backward, pushing the snow off the ledge, and into the ravine. We wanted it to look like some of them had landed on the ledge, bounced off and continued down.


  "I think it's good enough now," Torbi rumbled next to me.


  I nodded even though I knew that he couldn't see me. Then I pulled one of Torbi's caps out of my pocket, rubbed it up and down on the muddy and snowy stone in front of me, and tossed it to the side. They should be able to see it from above, and recognize the simple model as something a thrall would wear, even if they might not identify it as one of his.


  "Careful now, Sissa," Torbi said then as he edged away from the cliff side a little.


  I took a deep breath because now the really dangerous part began. We'd talked about going back along the ledge and climb up where it wasn't so high, but I argued that we'd never be able to make it look like someone had slid over the edge unless someone actually had. Nessa had been furious, arguing fiercely that the girls should come and help us, that I shouldn't go, that it was madness. My brother had just given her a look, and that shut her up. Mags and I exchanged a look of surprise, but it was of course not so strange that he knew how to handle Nessa.


  I felt Torbi bend his knees so I put one foot on his leg. Then I climbed up on his back, put my knees on his shoulders and leaned forward a little.


  "Okay," I whispered.


  He started to straighten, I felt how he staggered a little and then sank down again.


  "Take it easy Torbi," I said, nervously.


  "What do you think I'm doing," he growled.


  Then he straightened in a fluid motion that made me realize that I'd thought I'd known how strong my brother was but, in reality, I'd had no idea. When he stood up, I could just put my arms over the edge, and I sighed with relief. Fin and I had been on the ledge, but that was years ago so I'd just guessed how high it was. Then I twisted my right leg, put my foot on Torbi's shoulder and crawled up.


  I got to my feet quickly, loosened the long rope I'd wrapped around my waist and tied it securely to the nearest tree. Then I pulled it a few times to make sure it was fastened properly and tossed the other end down to Torbi. He was up on the ledge in no time at all, and I exhaled again. He put an arm around my shoulders and we turned to stand at the edge, looking down into the dark ravine. The moon was hidden behind clouds so we had only pitch-black eternity in front of us and I shuddered. Then I turned.


  "Okay. Let's get to it, Torbi. We have a long way home," I said briskly.


  "Right," he replied calmly, sounding like it was perfectly normal to stand there in the middle of the night.


  Then we made tracks in the snow, rolled around and pushed it out of the way, all the way over the edge and to the sides. Finally, we crept in under the low branches of the firs closest to the side. The ground was dry and without snow there, so we sat for a while to catch our breath. Then we made our way out of there, crawling under the firs but taking care to not leave any tracks until we were far away.


  We walked the long way back to the village in silence, focusing on keeping a high pace because it felt like it had taken us longer than we thought and we were worried that they would have gotten up in the village already. As we returned, we moved in a huge half circle to the west, coming back along the beach. I had several layers of clothes on, so I wasn't wet all the way through in many places, and I'd filled my shoes with rags and dried grass so my feet were cold but not frozen. I was tired but also somehow exhilarated, and I laughed quietly.


  "Wow, Torbi. What a thing to have done," I murmured.


  I remembered all the crazy things Fin and I had done and thought that he would have liked this so much. I'd forgotten how the rush from danger felt, and I enjoyed the feeling. I suspected that it would be a long time before I felt it again.


  "We will send for you, Sissa. I promise," Torbi answered, and my laughter died.


  "Don't worry about that, I will be fine."


  "So you keep saying but I heard your laughter just now, and you will not be fine. You will wither away and slowly die if you stay here as a thrall. Josteinn is a good man, Sissa, but he will not be enough."


  "Torbi -" I said, but he interrupted


  "I won't stand here and argue, sister. Just know that we will send for you."


  "Okay," I simply answered because my feet were getting cold from standing still and I didn't want to stand there and argue either. I'd think about what to do some other time if the day ever came when they sent for me.


  Then we went back to our home. It hadn't taken so very long after all because we got a few hours of sleep before mother woke us up.


  The day passed excruciatingly slowly and several times I wanted to shout out. Nothing special happened and the ordinary tasks I performed seemed even more mind-numbing than usual. I'd not seen Torbi during the day, but I worked with the girls as usual. Mags had a glitter of excitement in her eyes, and she seemed to be vibrating with energy. Nessa almost had a smile on her face.


  "Take care," I warned them.


  "Huh?" Nessa said.


  "Nessa, you just almost smiled at the women when they asked you to go and fetch more firewood. Someone will find this odd, so take care," I said.


  We were sitting in the longhouse, mending clothes. I was not a particularly good seamstress, to my mother's disappointment, but I could certainly do the basic repairs of the thralls' clothes even if I weren't ever allowed to touch the Jarls and even less, Freyja's.


  "Gotcha," Nessa said, and then she almost smiled again.


  "Sissa, not like that," Catriona interrupted. “You can't sew the hole together like that, the poor man will have a lump under his toes, and he'll get blisters," she scolded.


  "It's funny how you can stitch the neatest and tiniest stitches to patch up a wound, but you can't even make the simplest seam when you are mending clothes," Mags said smugly. She was the one who got to work on Freyja's clothes because her stitches were small and neat, and her embroidery exquisite.


  "Well, you tell me which is more useful if you find yourself with an injury," I snapped at her, but she was right, and I wasn't really angry.


  "Girls," Catriona interrupted patiently. She seemed completely calm and unaffected by the fact that they would try to escape later that very day.


  "You're not nervous?" I asked her.


  "Of course not," she replied calmly, "I have hated it here since we stepped off the ship so leaving will be better, even if we die doing it."


  I stared at her. She'd seemed to be the one adjusting the best, and she'd never complained about their situation like Mags or scowled like Nessa.


  "What? Catriona, I thought you found life okay here in the village?"


  "No," she said with a serene smile. "Hate it."


  Mags and Nessa chuckled, but I still couldn't believe it.


  "But you made plans, with..." I looked around, but there was no one close, and we spoke their language. I still lowered my voice, "Stein," I whispered.


  "Yes, well, he is a nice man perhaps, and very handsome, but that was when I thought I'd have to stay. I would have had an easy life as his mistress. Now we leave so I don't care."


  I couldn't believe how callous she was, or how calculating. She must have seen the look on my face because she patted my knee gently.


  "Sissa, you would do much better if you didn't dream so much. You have to live in the life that is here and now. Not in the unrealistic possibilities you come up with in your head."


  "She's right, Sissa," Mags said calmly. "Life is what you make of it and the opportunities you grasp as they come along. Waiting for someone else to give you a different life is a coward's way of living." She tilted her head a little to the side, and then she started to talk about the pile of clothes and soon after that we were ordered to other duties.


  I thought about what she'd said as I did my chores, wondering if I'd made the wrong decision. Knowing that my life as a thrall would be a restricted and narrow one. All the dreams Fin and I'd had kept intruding, but I also knew that to live as a freeman wasn't easier in many ways. As a thrall, you worked hard, but you had the safety of someone else clothing and feeding you. If I were free, then I'd have to fend for myself, and I'd have to provide for myself. In the village, I knew that I could do that, as a healer or if I somehow had some land to work on. If I left, then how would I do that? I was not a good hunter like Fin had been, so I didn't know how I'd survive. If I would survive. No, I thought, I'd made the right decision. Staying would have to be good enough.


  As the day passed, I started to get more and more tense, and I had to force myself to breathe slowly, to walk slowly. By mid-afternoon, I was a bundle of nerves, so when Joss came up to walk next to me through the village I found it hard to focus on him, and he noticed.


  "What's the matter, Sissa?"


  "Nothing," I said instantly. I thought that I'd sounded a bit guilty somehow so I tried to backtrack. "I'm sorry, Josteinn, many are ill, and I worry, that's all."


  "Sissa -" he started, but I was beginning to get annoyed so I interrupted.


  "What?" I snapped and tried to walk faster. It was almost time for us to leave and I didn't have time to talk to him.


  "Something is going on, and you're worried. Why don't you trust me to help you with your problems?" he murmured.


  "Why would I, Josteinn?" I snapped, stopping abruptly.


  We stood in the middle of the village, people were moving around, and I could see how they watched us curiously.


  "Come with me, and I'll explain. It's time to have that talk, I think," he said calmly and took hold of my upper arm as if to drag me along.


  Oh no, I thought. Not now. I didn't have time to go anywhere and have any kind of talk with Joss. I had to get rid of him, and quickly.


  "I do not want to talk to you Josteinn, and I don't have the time for it either with so many being sick. I have to go and fetch more pine resin, and then I have to help Mother," I snapped.


  "I'll come with you to help," he offered. "We can talk while we work."


  Crap. I hadn't thought about that possibility.


  "No, you won't. I want to be alone, and I don't want you to walk with me anymore," I said sourly.


  "Ever?" he asked, and he'd, finally, started to look angry too.


  I'd not meant that I never, ever, wanted him to talk to me again and in the corner of my eye I suddenly saw Mags walking toward me, looking like she was ready to get into our argument. This would only make things even worse, ending with her getting some kind of punishment that would spoil our plans.


  "I can not do this now. You need to go," I growled.


  He reached for me, but I slapped his hand away, turned and walked toward my home. I tried to look calm and greeted some of my friends casually as I walked but on the inside, I was screaming. With that argument, I might have destroyed things with Joss, and ruined my future at the same time. As a thrall, I didn't have many options so even though my mother and father acted as if I had choices I knew well that Josteinn paying the Jarl money for me was the best I could hope for. I sighed when I entered the house. I had to get my things and move into the forest where Torbi and the girls would pick me up. Tomorrow would be soon enough to figure out what I wanted to do, and to mend what I'd just broken with Joss, I thought.


  




  Chapter Thirteen


  Escape


  When I met up with the others, the sun was moving closer to the horizon, and it was getting colder. They'd taken three horses out of the pen, on the rear, straight into the forest. Torbi had already a few days earlier loosened one of the slats, making it easy enough for them to lead three of the nearest horses out. We'd have to start out on foot, moving quickly but at the same time making as little sound as possible. The wind was picking up, rushing through the trees, making them sway and creak. I hoped that this would help cover the soft thuds from the horses' hooves and the crunch each step we took made in the snow. 


  "Sissa," Mags whispered when we had walked a while.


  "Sh..." I said, still worried that the sound would carry back into the village.


  "They can't hear us, and I have things to tell you," she whispered softly. "We know that you think someone hit Heidrun, maybe in the head, and that this was why she could be locked up, why she staggered up to the altar, struggling so little."


  I looked at her, not knowing what to reply, but she didn't seem to want me to say anything.


  "Maybe that's what happened, but maybe it wasn't, Sissa. It's strange, and we have no proof, but Nessa got ill that day. She was drowsy and acted weirdly so I thought she'd had a jug of mead, but she said she hadn't. Then she disappeared. I didn't see her until later that evening because she'd walked off and fallen asleep in a corner. Slept through the afternoon, and even into the evening. Then she had a stomach ache for days, still has sometimes."


  Our eyes met, and I started to suspect what she would say.


  "She was hungry, Sissa. You know how Ness is, she's always hungry. So when Heidrun didn't finish her plate, then Nessa did. Said it tasted so good she scraped it clean, even licked it."


  "Mags, no..."


  "No, don't protest. I'm just telling what happened. It could have been nothing, but it happened, and you should know. The way Heidrun acted, it could have been because of a hit to her head... or it could have been from what she ate."


  "Okay," I whispered. "I'll think about this, but I don't see how -"


  "No time to discuss, Sissa," she interrupted. "And we could be wrong. Nessa cleaned the plates after the Jarl and his wife too, and it could have been something on them, or maybe it was just some of the food that had gone bad." She held my eyes until I nodded. "I have one more thing for you," she added, putting her hand in her pocket.


  Then she pulled out a piece of cloth and pushed it into my hand. I raised it and stared at what I was holding. It was a pale yellow piece of fabric, stitched together. At the bottom, there was a large brownish stain. Heidrun's hood.


  "Where did you find this?" I asked sharply, and they all shushed me.


  "I found it, Sissa," Nessa murmured. "I'd met with Torbi the night after the sacrifice, and I was walking back to the longhouse when I heard footsteps. I wasn't supposed to be walking around, so hid in the shadows behind Einarr's house until the person had disappeared and it was silent again. When I got up, I leaned on some of the logs they keep there, and I felt it. I didn't think, just grabbed it, shoved it into my pocket and snuck back into the longhouse. Didn't look at it until the next day and have kept it hidden until now."


  "Why didn't you tell Einarr?" I asked.


  "I didn't want to become a suspect, and I knew he suspected Torbi already. I was afraid to make things worse, didn't see how the hood would make anything better," she replied.


  "Except to show that a woman was somehow involved," Catriona said. When I turned to her, she shrugged. "Don't look like that, Sissa. Someone stitched that hood together, and it wasn't an expert seamstress, or it was done in a rush. In any case, it certainly wasn't done by a man."


  I nodded, folded the hood and tucked it into my pocket.


  "Do you know anything else?" I asked.


  "No. And we have discussed, but we can't figure out who could have put poison on Heidrun's plate. It would have been a risky thing to do, and no one else acted strangely so it was not in the cauldron or the smaller kettles," Mags answered.


  We stopped and looked silently at each other. Then I nodded.


  "Okay. Thank you for telling me, I will think about what to do with this," I said.


  "Take care, Sissa," Mags whispered. "If poison was involved then you need to be careful. Promise me that."


  I nodded but then Torbi gave us a low command to get moving so we got up on the horses and set off at a neck breaking speed. We rode in a line across the fields with Torbi leading the way. I was at the back behind Nessa on her horse. Even though I knew that I wouldn't be able to spot anyone following us, I kept turning back to look at the gray area at the horizon that was our village. I hoped that they hadn't found out just yet that we were gone. The best we could hope for was that I'd make it back before they noticed, but we knew that they could be chasing us already, and we leaned low over the horses’ necks, pushing them to run faster.


  When we reached the ravine, we stopped the horses abruptly, as close to the edge as we dared. Without saying anything, we unstrapped the rushes I'd carried behind me on the back of the horse, tying them around and under the horses' hooves.


  "Quickly now, off you go," I said turning to my brother, suddenly realizing that this might be the last time I laid eyes on him. "Torbi..." I whispered, but I couldn't get anything else out. I knew they should leave immediately, but suddenly I wanted just a little more time with him.


  Torbi quickly wrapped me up in his arms and leaned down to rub his cheek gently against mine. His beard tickled a little, and I sobbed once. Then I pulled in air and straightened.


  "I love you, brother. Be well," I whispered, and backed off a step to look at him. I tried to smile, and I felt my lips twitch, but it probably looked quite pathetic. 


  "I love you too, Sissa. Thank you for your help, little sister. Remember what I promised," Torbi whispered and gave my cheek a soft caress. "Make no decisions for your future before the summer is over. Remember that you have time to think." 


  Then he turned and led his horse off to the side, and I watched his back as it disappeared. Both Catriona and Nessa whispered quick words of thanks, but I didn't let them elaborate and made a shooing motion with my hands.


  "Go. Go!"


  "Goodbye, Sissa. Live well until we meet again," Mags said, and even though the moment was serious and they were in danger, I could see that she was excited. 


  I knew that I would have felt the same if I'd been in her position so my smile came easier then. I nodded but pushed her gently toward the others. 


  "We'll meet again, Sissa," she called out softly as she walked away.


  I stood there until I couldn't hear them anymore, thinking that this was what Fin and I had wanted to do. Then I sighed because life was what it was, and I'd chosen to stay. 


  Worrying that someone was following us already, I remained still a little while longer, listening carefully. When I couldn't hear any horses approaching, I looked around at the tracks we made the night before, and my eyes widened. We'd done good, it really looked like someone had gone into the gorge. When I peered down, I could see part of Torbi's cap, just on the brink of the ledge below, almost falling over. Then I grabbed the final rushes and started to carefully make my way through the forest, the same way as the others, carefully filling in the dents from the horses and wiping out any other traces I could see.


  When I noticed how their tracks started to turn north, I tossed the rushes far off to the side and crawled under a few firs until I thought it would be safe to start walking.


  It had begun to snow lightly, so it felt like shards of ice hit my cheeks as I rushed forward. It still felt like it took forever to get back to the village. I ran part of the way, but mostly I walked as briskly as I could because the snow was deep and I was getting tired. Each step felt heavier than the one before, my legs burned but I kept moving, thinking about my brother, knowing that they were pushing as hard as possible too. I also knew that it would raise suspicions if I came back with a soaked cloak, so I bunched it up under my arms and held it there for most of the way. I only had my regular clothes on, and by the time I approached the village my shoes were filled with snow, I was soaking wet and shivering. I let the cloak fall down to cover my dress, but that also pushed the heavy, wet fabric onto my legs. It hurt, and I moaned quietly. Then I stepped into the forest, picked up my basket filled with pine twigs and resin that I'd hidden before we left. Forcing myself to breathe evenly, I walked through the gates, entering the village from the southern side.


  I knew immediately that they'd noticed that the girls, or the horses, were missing. Men were running around, and both Einarr and Jarl Ingolf stood in the center, ready to get up on their horses. I thought things through and quickly decided to change our plans just a little.


  "Einarr," I shouted.


  "Not now, Sissa," he called back.


  "Einarr, listen to me! I saw tracks and Torbi came riding by with no time to stop," I shouted loudly.


  That got everyone’s attention, and all movement stilled as they stared at me. Einarr took his foot out of the stirrup and marched up to me. The Jarl was already on his horse, but he moved the horse over to my side as well.


  "What has happened?" I asked, but then I continued without letting them ask any questions. "There were fresh tracks from horses leading away from the village. Going south. They seemed strange to me so I'd started to walk back when Torbi came rushing by, and I shouted at him, but he didn't stop. He just shouted back to me that he had to stop them."


  I held Einarr's eyes even as I heard the Jarl growling orders to the men to get up on the horses. He looked surprised.


  "Torbi was chasing them?" he asked disbelievingly.


  "Chasing who?" I countered.


  "The girls from the Northern Isles, Sissa. They have run away."


  I closed my eyes and thought about my friends. They were out there riding north through the darkness and night would be on them soon. They could very well ride into another ravine, and there were both wolf and bear in the forest. I didn't have to fake my emotions, so I felt tears sting when I opened my eyes again.


  "Wait, Ingolf," Einarr called out to his brother. "I have a few questions for Sissa before we leave."


  Under the coat, my dress was wet all the way up to my thighs and my shoes were filled with snow. I'd kept somewhat warm as I walked and also too focused on getting back to the village to think much about it. Standing still hurt so I shivered, but I clenched my teeth. The longer I could keep Einarr standing there, talking to me, the more time Torbi and the girls would have to get away.


  "Are you okay," Einarr asked, looking keenly at me.


  "I don't understand," I replied. "Have Morag, Catriona and Nessa left? How?"


  "They stole horses and left. We don't know when, although it seems that it wasn't so long ago so we'll find them soon." He held my gaze, and his eyes grew harder. "We didn't notice that Torbi left, but you met him, you said?"


  "Yes. I was walking back and he -"


  "I know what you said, Sissa. But why would he rush after them? He should have -" Einarr interrupted me, but I interrupted him right back.


  "Einarr," I said pleadingly. "Torbi was in love with Nessa. Please understand his side in this. He would try to find them and bring them back before anyone noticed. He would try to keep her safe."


  "Hm," he said. I wasn't sure he believed me, and my knees started to shake. Then I made one more try. I was getting desperate so even though I kept my voice low it was also angry.


  "Maybe you've never been young and in love, Einarr, and you are hard as flint, so maybe you don't have it in you to understand. My brother is very, very different from you, and he's an honorable man. The kind of man who would do anything in his powers to save his loved one. Even if it meant risking punishment from the likes of you."


  He leaned toward me, but I held my ground and kept my back straight as I glared at him. My words had been true even though I had meant that he saved his loved one from being a captive, not from being punished for stealing a horse. Then Einarr suddenly laughed.


  "I've said it before... you are an unusual girl, Sissa," he said quietly. Then he noticed how I shivered, and he frowned. "You seem cold?"


  "No, not really," I lied. "I am worried about my brother, though. I want to go home, talk to my parents."


  "I'll take you," Josteinn suddenly said. I jerked and there he was, standing next to me. I wondered how long he'd been there.


  "You're not coming with us to search for the girls?" the Jarl barked.


  "No, uncle. You need to leave immediately, and you need to ride fast. I have been cutting timber the whole afternoon, so I'm tired. I'd slow you down," Josteinn answered calmly.


  I thought I heard Einarr snort something out under his breath, but then he suddenly clapped his son on the shoulder, and a look passed between them.


  "Let's go," the Jarl bellowed, and without any further discussions, they all left.


  By then I could almost not feel my feet and the spots where the wet skirt touched my thighs were burning. I knew that I had to get warm quickly, so I turned and started to walk. To my horror, I stumbled. It was difficult to move my legs, my feet felt sluggish, and I wondered how I'd manage all the way home without anyone noticing. I would not have gotten this wet and cold simply from picking a few lumps of pine resin, so questions would be asked if they saw what my dress looked like under the cloak. Then I felt a strong arm around my waist, taking some of my weight.


  "Of course, you worry, Sissa. Let's get you home to your parents," Josteinn said calmly, steering me towards my home. He let go of me immediately but just knowing that he walked next to me, and would catch me if I stumbled, made it possible for me to walk with at least some sort of resemblance of dignity all the way home. 


  




  Chapter Fourteen


  Warm, and happy


  The door slammed shut, and I sighed with relief when I saw that there was a small glow in the fire pit. I walked over, put a few logs on it, added some dry grass and started to blow softly to start up a fire. Then Josteinn pushed me to the side.


  "Go and get dry clothes, Sissa," he said calmly.


  "What?" I asked weekly.


  "Your clothes are all wet, and your shoes too. Go and change," he said.


  He had his back toward me, and he was poking the fire so I couldn't see his face to judge his mood. I was shaking, and my feet throbbed so I decided to not argue with him, and walked the few steps to dig out a dry dress from a small chest we kept in a corner. There was no privacy in our home, and this had never mattered when only the family were around because we were used to seeing each other in various states of undress. Having Josteinn there, somehow taking up more of the small space than my whole family did, was different. I glanced over my shoulder, but Joss still had his back toward me so I turned and quickly stripped out of my wet clothes. Then I used the blanket to rub myself dry.


  A log fell in the fireplace, and I looked over my shoulder. Joss was watching me with a hard look on his face, and I froze for a moment but then I pulled the blanket up to cover myself. I couldn't interpret the look on his face, but I knew that I didn't look as good as the free women so I didn't want him to see me. We got enough food to be able to work hard for our Jarl, but not more, and I'd heard the women gossip so I was well aware that my body was bony in a way most men would find unattractive.


  We watched each other in silence a long time, and I thought that his face had started to soften when he suddenly sighed softly.


  "Get dressed, Sissa," he said.


  "Okay," I replied calmly, but all I wanted to do was howl with disappointment. I wasn't sure what I'd wanted him to do, or say. Maybe I should have done something, I thought. The women sometimes talked about catching a man, but I hadn't cared so much about that so I didn't know what it meant. Or how to do it. 


  When I'd put dry clothes on I hobbled over to the fireplace and sat down. Josteinn looked silently at me, so I waited for him to start asking questions. I didn't know what to tell him and I didn't want to lie.


  "Give me your feet," he said.


  "Huh?"


  "Sissa, your feet. You need to warm them up, so give them to me and I'll do that for you."


  "Huh?" I repeated.


  He smiled a little but said nothing. Then he bent down, grabbed my feet and lifted them off the floor. I tried to pull them back, embarrassed because they were not exactly clean and because I had no clue what he was attempting to do. He started rubbing them but stopped almost immediately, frowning at me.


  "Sissa... You have to keep your feet warm, you know this. They're almost frozen solid now, and you could lose them."


  He bent his head, still rubbing my feet, but after a while, he sighed deeply. Then he put them on his lap, holding them firmly with one hand as he leaned back. With his free hand, he started pulling at his tunic. I stared at him, wondering what he was going to do but too stunned to move. Finally, he lifted the tunic and with a set look on his face he put my feet straight on his warm stomach.


  I gasped as he shuddered. Then he lowered his tunic and hugged my feet closely to him. He had a determined look on his face, and his eyes never left me.


  "Better?" he whispered after a while.


  "Hurts," I whispered back to him because it had started to feel like my feet were being poked with hundreds of needles. It stung and burned, and I tried to pull them away from him, but he held on tightly.


  "Good. If it hurts, then it's all good. You have to hold them still, Sissa. It'll pass."


  We sat there, looking at each other in silence. Every now and then he shifted my feet a little, to a warmer patch of his belly. Each time he shuddered, but he kept moving them and hugging them. The ache slowly subsided to a dull throb, and I exhaled slowly. His face went soft, and he smiled at me then. One of his hands started to caress my leg, sending tingles down my spine and into my belly.


  "I don't want to know, Sissa. Okay?" he murmured suddenly.


  "Joss..." I wasn't sure, but I thought that he meant that he didn't want to know where I'd been.


  "Sissa, please. We don't talk about it because if we don't, then I have nothing to tell my father," he said calmly. "Or my uncle," he added.


  I nodded. Apparently he'd figured out that I'd been lying, and it was a clever move of him to stay completely unaware of what had happened. He wouldn't have to lie then, and I was glad that he'd do that for me.


  The door slammed open, and we jolted. Ulf barged into the house, clearly upset about something.


  "Torbi?" he called, but when he saw us he stopped and stared. "Sissa?" he asked weakly.


  "The girls left. Mags and my friends," I said quickly. "Torbi chased after them to try to stop them."


  "What?" he scowled. "Why would he do that?"


  I gave him the same explanation I'd given Einarr, and Ulf frowned, though nodding slowly at the same time.


  "Thought it was the other one. Not the short and feisty one, the silent one with the eyes," he said thoughtfully. Then he grinned. "The big and plain one? What was he thinking?"


  "Nessa is not big, Ulf, she is tall. There's a difference," I snapped.


  Ulf looked at Josteinn. A look of male understanding passed between their eyes, and suddenly they both snorted with laughter.


  "Sissa," Joss said when they'd calmed down. "You are tall. Nessa is big. There certainly is a difference."


  "I wonder if they'll catch up with them," Ulf said.


  Before either of us had a chance to reply, my parents walked through the door. I had to do another round of explanations and then we sat there, looking at each other. Mother watched my feet, still held firmly under Joss' tunic, so I started to pull them out, but he held on and turned to my parents.


  "Sissa needs new shoes," he said calmly.


  "You think we don't know this, Josteinn Einarrsen?" My mother snapped sourly.


  "Gudrun," my father said warningly and put a hand on her leg. "Josteinn, we know. The Jarl and his wife know too. Sissa is still walking around in her brother's old shoes," he said tersely.


  He had a point, and Josteinn knew it. It was not for my parents to give me new clothes, and they had no means to do it no matter how much they wanted. The Jarl and his wife should provide for me. I was their thrall, working on their land, in their kitchen, so it was their duty.


  "I hear you, Raudulf," Josteinn said calmly.


  "Obliged," my father replied.


  I wondered what Freyja would think if Josteinn suddenly asked her to make sure I had new shoes. I figured she'd be unhappy, to say the least, though that wouldn't be my problem. If it got me better clothes, then I wouldn't protest.


  "I'm sorry, Josteinn," my mother said. "It's hard when you want to provide and are unable to, isn't it?" she said, and their eyes met. I thought that it looked like Mother was taunting him somehow but then she smiled gently.


  "We don't have much, but if you would like to share our evening meal, then you are welcome. It would give me pleasure to thank you for tending to my daughter's feet this way."


  I made a sound of protest. The food we had was horrible compared to what he was used to.


  "I would be honored, Gudrun," he replied, and I stared at him. He smiled at me, and then he winked. I hoped that my family would assume my cheeks was red from the warmth of the fire, but when I heard both Ulf and Father chuckle I knew that they didn't.


  Then we had dinner together, and it was the best meal I'd had in my life, but also the weirdest. Everyone deliberately avoided difficult topics, so instead the talk was about everyday life in the village, the coming summer, and my father's woodcarving. There were no awkward silences, we laughed a lot, and it was pleasant, but at the same time, it was incredibly weird to have Josteinn at our table. He complimented my mother on the food, eating just enough to be polite but not so much that there wouldn't be sufficient for the rest of us. I could see that he didn't like the thin soup we had or the mushy pieces of old vegetables in it, but I actually thought that it wasn't that bad. Mother was good with herbs and not only for healing so it had a rich aromatic taste and the warmth settled in my belly. At least, it wasn't Nettle-soup, I thought, chuckling to myself.


  Through the meal and the good mood, there was also a strange undercurrent, a tenseness that we all tried valiantly to push back, but it was still there. We all worried about Torbi, and it was for different reasons, but the apprehension was anyway thick in the small room.


  After dinner, I expected Joss to leave, but he sat down by the fire and talked to my father about wood carving techniques. I was astonished to learn that they had this in common. From the look on my father's face, it was a surprise to him too, but he was pleased. He brought out his tools, and they tried them out on the logs by the fire. I watched as Joss leaned down deeply over the wood, concentrating on what he was doing with a small satisfied smile playing on his lips. Suddenly I wondered about Einarr's ambitions for his son. I wasn't sure anymore if Josteinn shared them or if he had other dreams.


  "You're good at this, Josteinn," my father said calmly when they put the tools away.


  "I like it," Joss replied just as calmly.


  Then the stillness in the house was over. The door slammed open, and both Jarl Ingolf and Einarr walked in. The small room was suddenly crowded. I backed away to stand in the corner, as far away from the men as possible. I could see on their faces that the news they came with wouldn't be good, though I hoped this meant that our plan had worked.


  "Raudulf," Jarl Ingolf said, and Father stepped forward.


  "Is he dead then?" he asked, calmly.


  "We don't know for sure, but we think so," the Jarl replied immediately. "We followed their tracks as far as we could. He had followed the girls as they rode south and they must have spotted him. We think that he caught up with them, but too late. It looks as if they didn't see clearly in the darkness and we believe that they have gone over the edge and into the ravine. It's a steep fall, and the river is wide. They will not have made it if this is where they ended up. We searched, and we saw his cap a while down on a ledge, but there were no signs of them or the horses."


  "No," Mother whispered, and her shoulders sagged.


  I wanted to scream with joy. Our plan had worked, and they'd seen exactly what we wanted them to see. I closed my eyes, clenching my jaws together because I had to cover my glee. Einarr's eyes were sharp. He would definitely notice if I didn't take great care how I reacted.


  "I'm so sorry, Gudrun," Jarl Ingolf whispered. "I know how hard it is to lose a child, and Torbiorn was a good man."


  Of course, Jarl Ingolf would understand what my parents felt.


  They didn't stay for long after that, and Josteinn left with them. Before he left, he gave my mother a soft caress on her shoulder and whispered something to her. Then he nodded solemnly at my father and Ulf and walked out the door without even looking at me.


  The room was silent when they'd left. Ulf watched the fire with a hard scowl on his face, though I could see how he swallowed again and again. Mother made no sounds, but I saw how she wiped her eyes, and Father just sat there, staring at the wall. I struggled with the knowledge that I could take their pain away, and give them hope. It felt cruel to sit there and watch them grieve for a son they thought was lost when I knew that he was alive. I still knew I couldn't tell. They had to look like they were mourning for Torbi, and if I explained what actually happened, they wouldn't be able to pretend. I consoled myself with the thought that he in a way was lost to them. It was unlikely we'd ever see him again, so it was a little like he was dead, I told myself. I also knew that later, when all of this had blown over, I could tell them.


  




  Chapter Fifteen


  Suspicion


  The gods must have been on our side because that night they sent Thor across the skies in his wagon and thunders shook the rafters in our home. With him, Thor brought a heavy snowfall. This would disguise the trail we'd made deliberately, but also hide any other tracks that remained. I sighed with relief even though I also worried because the snow would cover the escape but it would mean that traveling north would be even riskier. Torbi and the girls would have to seek shelter somewhere, and they had very little food, and not enough clothes. I hoped that the bad weather would turn south and that they were well on their way.


  Mother shook me awake in the morning, and I must have been sleeping heavier than I thought because she was dressed and it looked like she had been outside already.


  "I'll have to walk around in the village and see to all who are ill. This weather will have brought a few more down, so you'll have to help me," she said. "I've talked to Freyja, and she has given her permission."


  She turned around to leave but stopped as she got to the door, and looked at me over her shoulder.


  "There's no need to hurry, Daughter. You can rest a bit this morning. I know you'll miss..." her voice hitched, but she straightened her back and continued resolutely, "You will miss your brother. Take your time, and then come find me."


  I nodded and looked down. I felt absolutely awful for not telling her that her son was alive. Or that I hoped he was alive, at least.


  "Sissa," she said gently.


  I raised my eyes, and she suddenly had a small smile on her lips. Then she nodded toward our table.


  "I still think he won't be a very good Jarl, but he is a good man," she said, turned and left me staring at a pair of shoes standing there on our rickety table. They were not new, but they looked like they hadn't been used much and when I jumped out of bed to examine them I saw immediately that they were my size and much, much better than my old ones.


  She was right, I thought. Josteinn was a good man.


  I decided that for the first time ever I'd take a little time to myself, excusing my laziness with the fact that I had a lot to think about. I munched on a couple of pieces of barley bread from the night before as I slowly got dressed. They were dry, so I had to wash them down with plenty of water, but it filled my stomach, at least. 


  The next thing I did was to pull the hood out of the pocket of my cloak.


  I stretched it out on the table in front of me to look at it. It seemed very similar to the one they'd planned for me to use. I wondered if my hood was in the shed they'd locked me into still, or if someone had taken it. There were differences between them, though. Heidrun's appeared to be bigger, I thought, and there were some holes in it. It was stitched together with rather large and crude stitches, so it mostly looked like something I could have done. Catriona had said that a woman would have done it, and I supposed the girls had examined it too. They would know better than me so I trusted their judgment, but I still couldn't see how a woman could have carried Heidrun around in the village, or kept her contained somewhere until just before the sacrifice.


  Unless she'd been poisoned, of course.


  I thought about it and decided that if someone indeed put herbs in Heidrun's midday meal then maybe she would have gone off somewhere and slept. Nessa had slept through the afternoon and into the evening so Heidrun would probably have done the same. Then someone could have bound and gagged her, and carried her into the shed in the evening.


  But Mother had put the beam on the door. She'd had to have help with that because the beam had been too heavy. My mother wasn't so big, and not exactly young anymore, but she was no weakling. It would take an incredibly strong woman to put the beam on by herself. The only woman I knew for sure would have had even a sliver of a chance to do it alone was Nessa, but I couldn't for the life of me see why she would have wanted Heidrun to be dead. And if Nessa did it, then it made no sense at all for her to give me the hood or tell about the possibility of poison in Heidrun's meal?


  The more I thought about it I started to realize that there must have been more than one person involved. There would have been a woman who stitched the hood together and perhaps poisoned Heidrun's food. And then a man who carried her into the shed to lock her up. Yes, I thought, that would make sense.


  Then I froze, my eyes still on the hood.


  Astrid would know about Henbane or any other herb that might have been used, and she often helped out in the Jarl's household, sat at his table. She could easily have given Heidrun the poison. She also had two tall and strong men in her house, and either of them could move around the village as they pleased. The hood had been found by their house. They'd gained from Heidrun's death.


  I remembered Einarr's eyes that day in the clearing outside the village, how he'd watched me with his usual sharp gaze. It had been the eyes of the wolf, and I knew he was a very dangerous man. Had he asked me to talk to Mother about poisonous herbs because he already knew from his wife how they could be used? Or perhaps because he'd been worried Astrid would reveal something by mistake?


  But Disa? Why kill the old and harmless woman?


  I sat there staring at the hood, trying so hard to discard what I suspected. It didn't matter how hard I tried, my thoughts kept intruding. Finally, I had to acknowledge what my mind told me. Disa could have seen something. She might not have understood, but she would have been a danger. That could be a reason to get rid of also her.


  I whimpered softly, shaking my head slowly from side to side in disbelief. I could have believed it of Astrid, but I didn't like her so that was easy. But Einarr? Or Joss?


  Suddenly the door was tossed open. I grabbed the hood quickly and hid it in my lap, but Ulf paid no attention to me. He was scowling, and a string of foul words poured out of his mouth.


  "What's the matter Ulf?" I asked.


  "My stupid trousers ripped," he growled and looked around. "Where's mother's sewing kit?"


  I stared at him.


  "Huh?"


  "Found it," he said, pulled off his trousers and started looking for a needle. Then he deftly threaded it and began to stitch the seam together.


  "What are you doing?" I asked incredulously.


  "What does it look like I'm doing? I'm certainly not walking around with my d... eh, things hanging out in this cold," he scowled.


  I could see that the seam had torn right in the groin area, so I got why he was angry, though if someone had seen it happen the anger probably came mostly from embarrassment. If I hadn't been so astonished, I would have laughed out loud at the thought of my brother walking back home with his legs held together, closely but carefully.


  "I can mend it for you," I said, but he just grunted. "I didn't even know men could sew," I added.


  "We stitch leather together all the time, for the saddles or for our tools. Have seen mother sew by the fire all my life. Of course I can sew, Sissa," he said and looked up. When he saw my face, he suddenly grinned widely. "Any man who is any kind of a man can push a needle up and down through fabric, sister. Let me just ask you this; do you like to do it?"


  "Well, no," I replied, utterly confused.


  "Right. Neither do most men I know, so tell me... is it a bad idea for us to have all women thinking that they're the only ones who can sew?"


  I got it then, and gasped, but I also had to giggle. They'd fooled me, but I wondered if my Mother and the other older women were just as gullible. In any case, the idea that they thought they'd fooled us for generations was hilarious, so I laughed. I felt a bit stupid, but there was also a deep sense of relief. This meant that Heidrun's death didn't have to involve a woman so Astrid could still be innocent. There must be men who knew about herbs as well, even if they weren't healers. They could have learned on their journey's or some other way. I looked at my new shoes, and I smiled even wider. Maybe Joss or his father wasn't involved after all.


  Then I got up, punched my brother gently on the shoulder and left to find my mother. I found her with an older couple. They were talking quietly, and seemed to enjoy each others' company. Mother had a content look on her face as she stirred something that smelled like her remedy for coughing. Apart from the elderly couple, The house was empty, so I guessed the rest of the family was doing chores just like everyone else.


  "Sissa," the man greeted me. "We were sorry to hear about Torbi. He was a good son, and it's no wonder the gods wanted him to come to them already. He was brave to go after the girls so he's likely celebrating with Odin by now and good for him."


  "Thank you, and yes, he was a good man," I murmured.


  That explained why mother looked less grief-stricken, I thought. It felt good to know that this was what they were saying in the village. It would make it easier for my parents to accept my brother's death, and would even be good for their reputation. Not many thralls would end up celebrating with the warriors in their afterlife so my parents would be much admired for raising a son that did.


  We stayed a while but then we got up to leave, and as we trudged through the snow, I said casually, "I have a question, Mother, about something that's been bothering me."


  She slowed down, looking questioningly at me.


  "I might be wrong, but I've been thinking about how Disa died, and the herbs used for her," I said, phrasing it so that if anyone overheard they wouldn't know what I referred to. Mother understood immediately, frowning deeply as she slowed her pace down even further.


  "Is it possible to give the same herb but in a smaller portion, and get a different effect?"


  "What kind of results would you be looking for, Sissa?" my mother asked calmly. 


  "Sleep. Dizziness or clumsiness like the one the men get from mead. Stomach pain," I replied casually.


  "Maybe," she said immediately, and I inhaled as she continued. "That would require careful handling, though. Henbane is difficult to use."


  I exhaled the breath I'd held and opened my mouth to ask her how it could be done.


  "Sissa, let's discuss the various herbs used in healing later. It is cold outside today, and we should get on with our work," mother interrupted and it was clear that she wouldn't say anything else so I nodded, and we continued walking.


  When we were about to enter the next house, Mother put a hand on my shoulder, and then she whispered so quietly that if I hadn't seen her lips, I wouldn't have known what she asked.


  "Heidrun?"


  I nodded and watched as pain filled her eyes. 


  




  Chapter Sixteen


  Motive


  I decided to include my whole family when we talked about how Mother and I thought someone might be using poisonous plants. I wanted to hear their view, find out if they knew something, or had any ideas of what it all meant. That night I brought it up after our evening meal. When I told them about my suspicions that Disa had been poisoned both father and Ulf were astonished, and when I explained that someone might have put something in Heidrun's food they just sat there, gaping.


  "Sissa, it can't be true? Who -" my father said, finally, but I interrupted him.


  "I don't know if it's true, Father." I looked at Mother who still hadn't said anything. "It's possible, though, isn't it, Mother?"


  "I don't want to believe it, but yes. It is possible," she replied heavily. Then she sighed and continued, "I would even say that it's likely."


  Father nodded slowly, turning to me.


  "Who knows? Einarr? Ingolf?"


  "Einarr knows about Disa, but only Mother and I know about Heidrun," I whispered.


  "Gudrun will be suspected then," Father stated calmly.


  "Maybe," I replied just as calmly, but it was all pretense. I was really worried that this would blow back on my parents somehow.


  "I could have poisoned Disa, but I was not near Heidrun that whole day. I was with you, Sissa, and then I was with others," Mother said. "Someone other than Disa must have witnessed something, or known something," she added thoughtfully. "It's strange that Heidrun was seen in the village through the afternoon, though, because -"


  Ulf had been quiet, but suddenly he straightened and stared at us. 


  "What?" he asked, lowered his voice, and asked again, "What? Heidrun was missing that afternoon after she'd left Disa at the storage house and they were looking for her. She wasn't seen by anyone I talked to."


  We stared at him, and a faint blush colored his cheekbones. I wondered like I'd done once before if he'd felt something for Heidrun, but decided that if this had been the case, then it was his business so I wouldn't pry.


  "You know that Freyja had me bring back rushes for the floors?" Ulf asked. "I brought them to the area just behind the storage, so I saw Heidrun and Disa walk in there, and Freyja was in and out of the house through the afternoon. Then I think Heidrun went back to the longhouse because I heard them call out for her. Freyja was incredibly annoyed when they didn't get any reply. I saw Disa walk off and later a couple of the other women came to help to carry things when they couldn't find Heidrun. Though, by then I was busy handing rushes to Josteinn so he could get them into the shed next to yours, Sissa."


  I frowned and thought about it for a while.


  "How fast would Henbane work on Heidrun, Mother? If she somehow got it with her lunch, when would she have been getting sleepy, or getting belly aches?" I asked, finally.


  "That's why it was strange that she was seen because it would only take an hour, maybe a bit more, but it depends on how much she was given and what else she ate, of course."


  "So she could have eaten just the right amount, gone to the storage house and worked there for an hour or two. Then if she started to feel unwell, she could have walked off somewhere to sleep, or throw up?"


  "Yes," Mother replied. "It seems like a strange plan, though. She could have been sick anytime, and when she felt ill she would go to me or..." she trailed off, and our eyes met.


  "It makes sense. She would have gone to Astrid," I murmured.


  "You suspect Astrid?" Father asked quietly, but he looked at Mother for an answer so I stayed silent.


  "Not many would know how to use Henbane, Raudulf," she replied calmly. "It's a dangerous thing, that plant. Too much will kill instantly, so I mostly use it when I'm certain that the person isn't going to survive. I give it to ease the suffering then. Torunn was in so much pain, so we gave it to her the final weeks, and to that man who came back from raids many years ago with a big cut through his stomach. A few more times, that's all, Others could know how to use it, of course, but having both the knowledge and the motive..."


  "She couldn't have done it alone," I interrupted hoarsely. "The beam to lock the shed Heidrun was in, you put it in place, Mother. You needed help to do it so Astrid would have needed help to get Heidrun into that shed, even if she'd somehow managed to carry her through the village."


  "What are you saying, Sissa?" Mother asked, but she knew what I meant.


  "No, I don't believe it," Father said calmly. He'd understood too, but he clearly disagreed and sounded convinced when he continued. "Einarr would never do something like that, he would never scheme and deceive to kill his niece. If he wanted her gone, he'd have done it in a way that was clever enough to get her out of the way without killing her."


  "Father... Maybe it wasn't Einarr who helped Astrid," I whispered.


  My voice was barely more than a breath, but Father heard, and his brows went up.


  "Josteinn?" he asked.


  "No," Ulf said immediately. "The man that was here last night? Who ate our food and helped us to laugh while we waited for news about Torbi? The man who carved wood with Father and made sure my sister had better shoes? No. He wasn't involved in this. I'll never believe that, whatever you say."


  I swallowed, blinked a few times, and then I blew out a breath I hadn't even known I'd been holding. My smile was shaky but grateful as I watched my brother over the table.


  "Thank you," I whispered.


  "You're welcome," he replied with a small grin.


  "If it wasn't for the poison, who do you think was responsible for Heidrun's death?" I asked. "Give me your gut feeling about it?"


  "Stein would make the most sense," Ulf said immediately, and before we could protest he continued, "He's tall and strong, wouldn't have any problems getting close to Heidrun, and there was no particular fondness between them. Though their marriage was beneficial for both of them which means he has no motive at all so I don't believe it's Stein, not really. I would guess on Einarr, actually. He's clever, and mean."


  "No, Ulf, not Einarr. And not Stein either," Father said thoughtfully. "The one with the biggest reason in my mind is Josteinn," he added, giving me a long look. "The man I saw last night at our table doesn't have it in him to kill, unless it was for you, Sissa. He would have done it to save you."


  "Maybe," Mother said slowly. "I'm not so sure, though. You all seem convinced it was a man, but I don't know. Is this all something a man would do? Poison and exchanging girls? I think it was a couple, doing it together. A clever woman could have figured out how to do this, but she wouldn't have been strong enough. I'd guess that it's Astrid, together with someone, but I'm not sure..."


  They looked at me, and I knew that they wanted to hear what my suspicions were. I thought about it all for a while. I'd decided to not share about the hood Mags had given me, and I wouldn't tell them about how I'd been out to look at Heidrun that night or how only a tall man could have pulled the hood off her head because both things seemed to point straight at Joss.


  "I don't know," I sighed. "My gut says that it's someone else. It's strange, and I can't explain why. Maybe it's because I don't want it to be Einarr or his family, but I don't think it's one of them. We're looking at this too narrow maybe. Perhaps there's one of the men around Einarr that would benefit from this?"


  "I'll ask around carefully to see if there are others with knowledge about healing," Mother said immediately. "I'll say that with Astrid so busy helping Freyja, I could use some help," she added when we protested, and it was clear that she wouldn't be swayed.


  "I'll listen more carefully to what the men talk about. Maybe someone will let something slip," Father said, and Ulf nodded.


  "Thank you," I said, blew out a breath and grinned. "I have promised Einarr to help him solve this, and I really don't want to tell him that I think it's his wife or son. Or himself."


  They laughed with me and even though I didn't know much more than before it felt good to talk it over with them. I realized that I would miss having Torbi and the girls around. I knew many in the village, but they were acquaintances and I didn't talk with them as I did with my friends.


  The days passed and nothing happened. Jarl Ingolf took a group of men with him to hunt for a few days. Joss was one of them, I missed him and wondered if he thought about me while he was gone. I didn't know what to say to Einarr, so I did my very best to avoid him, and maybe he had nothing to say either because he didn't seek me out.


  I was on my way into the longhouse with a couple of women when suddenly one of them called out. We all turned, and she'd sunk down to her knees, grabbing her foot and moaning a little. Blood ran freely from a wound on the outside of the foot. It was long but not deep, so it would only need a tight wrap to heal properly, I thought.


  "Stay there, I'll get my things so I can clean that up for you," I said.


  "Thank you, Sissa," the woman ground out.


  As I walked away, I heard them talking about what had happened.


  "There it is, I have been missing it forever," one of them said, and when I opened the door, I looked over my shoulder. They held the big skewer we used for grilling meat, and sometimes, though we weren't allowed, to poke the logs in the fireplace.


  When I got back, I wrapped the wound up, but I'd been right. It wasn't deep, and it stopped bleeding almost immediately. We were getting back to our chores when the door suddenly was torn open, and Stein walked in.


  "Ingolf," he bellowed.


  "Jarl Ingolf is out hunting," one of the older women answered.


  Stein looked around, and his eyes narrowed.


  "Where are the girls from the Northern Isles?" he barked out.


  Darn, I thought. He'd left almost immediately after Heidrun's burial, and now he was back asking for my friends. Asking for Catriona.


  The women looked at each other in confusion, not knowing why he would even ask the question. I didn't know what to say but started speaking anyway because someone had to say something.


  "Well..." I started mumbling.


  "Sissa," he interrupted, and growled, "Come with me."


  Then he took a firm grip on my upper arm, hauling me toward the door. I managed to get hold of my cloak and then we were on our way through the village, toward the beach.


  "Stein, let me put more clothes on. It's cold," I pleaded.


  He promptly let go of my arm but continued walking. Half walking, half running, I tried to keep up with him and at the same time wrap my long cloak around me.


  "Are they sold?" he growled without stopping.


  "What?" I asked, a bit breathlessly.


  "You would know, they were your friends," he said. Then he pushed me around the corner of one of the small houses by the beach and turned.


  He looked fierce and a little bit dangerous. I remembered all the stories of his ruthlessness on the raids he'd been to with his father's warriors.


  "They tried to escape," I said slowly.


  "What?"


  "You should talk to Jarl Ingolf or Einarr," I said.


  "I am talking to you," he barked.


  "Yes. Yes, you are, Stein," I said calmly, trying to placate him. "I don't know any details, though. All I know is that they ran off, took some horses. My brother followed them, and they all went down into a ravine in the darkness."


  "She tried to escape?" he whispered hoarsely. "But I told her I'd be back," he added.


  I waited silently for him to understand what I'd told him.


  "Where are they now?" he asked.


  "Stein..." I trailed off because the look on his face was suddenly breaking my heart. He had understood, finally, and I realized that what Catriona had seen as a convenient arrangement to secure her future had been something completely different to the man in front of me.


  "Dead?" he asked in a hoarse whisper.


  I nodded.


  He staggered a little and then he went down on his knees. A low groan came through his clenched teeth as he bent his head down to his chest.


  "Catriona..."


  I went to his side and put a hand on his shoulder.


  "Stein, I'm sorry. I know you were..." I trailed off again because I didn't know just what they had been, or what he wanted me to say.


  "Why did she leave?" He raised his head and looked at me with anguish in his eyes. "She knew I loved her, that I would get out of that scam of a marriage I was on my way into. I told her I'd take her to my grandmother, and we'd live there. She'd be free, and I'd make her my wife. I told her..."


  The words poured out of him, and I felt how my hand involuntarily squeezed his shoulder. I heard his words, but I couldn't believe them. This was not at all what Catriona had said.


  "I'm so sorry, Stein," I whispered. "I lost my brother and my friends. I don't know why they left, and I have no answers for you."


  He stared up into my face, but then he bowed his head. He looked utterly defeated. I thought that he would want to be alone with his grief so I stepped back a few steps but then I froze. Stein was kneeling in the snow so I could see the soles of his shoes. They were made of leather just like all our shoes, and there were big dark spots on both of his soles. It didn't look like they were wet, or like he'd stepped in mud or manure. The spots seemed to have seeped into the leather and dried there. They were almost black. It realized that it looked like dried blood.


  "They were your friends, Sissa, did they not tell you they were leaving?"


  As I stared at his shoes, Stein got to his feet and turned to me. I shook my head slightly, but I didn't trust my voice so I didn't say anything.


  "She said she'd come," he muttered. "It would have been hard, but I would have worked the land, and she could have learned from my grandmother. She's getting old, and she can't manage all the sick and injured anymore. Catriona could have helped her. We would have had a good life," he whispered.


  I trusted my voice even less then. Had he just told me his grandmother was a healer? Within our short conversation, he'd given me a motive for killing Heidrun and told me that he could easily have had the knowledge I knew was needed to do it. He was tall, and he had blood on his feet. He could have been in the grove to pull the hood off his fiancée, and then hid it behind Einarr's house to cast suspicions on them.


  Suddenly I was afraid. If Stein were the killer, then he'd soon realize what he'd given away, and I'd be in danger then. He followed me as I started to walk backward, grabbing my upper arms.


  "Are you sure they are dead?" he ground out.


  "Stein, I don't know," I almost shouted, hoping that someone would hear.


  I tried to get away from him but the grip he had on my arms hardened.


  "I would have done anything for her, Sissa, I would have taken the beating from Jarl Ingolf, so why did she leave?" he growled.


  Then he shook me again, and his hands were hard. I screamed, but suddenly Stein was yanked away from me.


  "What in Hel's name are you doing?" Josteinn roared.


  Then he charged at Stein, and they both went down. Stein was older and stronger, but Josteinn seemed furious as he pounded his fist into Stein's face again and again. They rolled around, kicking and swearing, but then suddenly there were a lot of people all around us.


  Einarr and his men pulled them apart and held them back when it looked like they would charge again.


  "What's going on, son?" Einarr asked calmly.


  "He had a grip on Sissa and shook her. She was screaming," Joss growled angrily. He was fighting to get loose, and it took two men to hold him back.


  "What is wrong with you, Josteinn?" Stein shouted. "Would you really fight me over a thrall?"


  I jerked, but his words made Josteinn stop fighting.


  "But she is not your thrall, Stein. She will only have one owner, ever, and it won't be you," he snarled menacingly.


  "With Heidrun gone I need someone to warm my bed, and she isn't ugly. They even look alike," Stein taunted. "I could pay Ingolf the price for her."


  I jolted. What was he thinking? I'd seen how the news about Catriona impacted him just a little while ago, and suddenly he stood there saying that he'd pay Ingolf money for me?


  "Stein, calm down," Einarr barked, sounding supremely happy.


  The men stared at each other for a while. Then Stein suddenly took a step back.


  "Why I ever thought to stay in this horrible place I do not know. I'll leave now. You'll never see me again, Einarr. You can take that as a promise," he growled.


  "I won't be sorry to see you go," Einarr replied firmly.


  I stared at the men, completely astonished. Stein's family was powerful so they would've been useful allies and it was not at all like Einarr to throw something like that away.


  




  Chapter Seventeen


  Lovers


  After the commotion on the beach, we walked back to the village, but not a lot of words were spoken. I'd gone back to the longhouse and Einarr had put a hand firmly on Joss' shoulder and led him away. We'd met after that like we usually did, but he'd not brought it up, so I didn't either. I had mixed feelings about the incident and hadn't quite figured out what to say to Josteinn so I was glad that he seemed content to let it all rest. 


  At first, I'd been so happy that he defended me, that he challenged Stein. For me. At the back of my mind, his words kept creeping in, though. He'd said that I would only ever have one owner, and I knew that he probably meant himself, but I couldn't help feeling uneasy about the ownership part. It made me feel a little like I was one of his dogs. Having been a thrall all my life, it should have felt natural because I'd been a thrall all my life and knew well what to expect. It just didn't. I wished there was someone I could talk to, but there was no way my parents would understand. Ulf would be embarrassed beyond everything if I brought it up, and to discuss this with the other thralls when Joss had actually not asked me anything seemed wrong. I missed Torbi and Mags.


  "Sissa, come!"


  I turned when I heard Josteinn call out for me and raised my brows when I saw him coming toward me at the back of a horse.


  "Father has sent me out to see if I can get Torbi's cap back from where they fell," he said. "Come with me?"


  I looked around, wondering what he was thinking. I couldn't just drop things and leave without permission, he knew that.


  "I have to ask," I said tersely.


  "Damn. Didn't think about that," he scowled. "Stay here, I'll go," he added, thrust the reins into my hand and strode away toward the longhouse.


  "Where are you going, Sissa?" Jarl Ingolf growled from behind my shoulder.


  "Well..." I started uncertainly. He kept watching me without a word, so I continued nervously. "Josteinn wanted me to come, to see if we could get Torbi's cap out of the ravine. It would be good for my parents to have it, and for me to see..." I trailed off and hoped that he would accept my explanation without me having to go into more detail.


  "That was good of Joss, of course, you want to say goodbye to your brother where he died." Jarl Ingolf said, and I could see that he still hurt from his daughter's death.


  The Jarl had been absent from village life since the sacrifice, had roamed the forest and spent time hammering away with his sword in the practice area. He'd not really interacted with anyone except when he growled in annoyance about something, and I wondered who he could talk to when he needed it. Einarr maybe? Freyja would be of no use to him in a situation like this. I looked carefully at him, thinking that he looked older. His face seemed gray, and his shoulders slumped in a way I'd never seen them do before. I felt sorry for him.


  "Don't take the blame," I whispered.


  "What?"


  "Jarl Ingolf, I know you hurt. You were her father, so you hurt. But don't take the blame for what happened. It might have been your hand that held the knife but in reality, it wasn't. Someone else caused it, and the Heidrun I knew would not have blamed you. She would have wanted you to stay strong and celebrate her memory just as she celebrates with Odin in the halls of Valhalla right now. Then she would have expected you to execute revenge for her."


  I didn't know where all the words came from, and they poured out of me before I could stop them. His jaw dropped as I spoke but he straightened and watched me with a face that was harsh but somehow soft at the same time.


  "My brother says you're an unusual girl, Sissa. I think that he might just be right," he said, finally. Then he turned abruptly to walk away. "I'll talk to my wife. You will go with Joss to mourn for your brother," he tossed over his shoulder.


  I stared at his back disappearing into the longhouse and after a while, Josteinn came out. When he saw me, he smiled widely and walked faster. He carried a bundle in his hand and it turned out to be a thick cloak the likes I'd never worn before, a warm hat lined with fur and a pair of thick gloves.


  "I don't know what you said to Uncle Ingolf but he growled at Freyja, grabbed these and told us to go. He shouted after me that you should borrow these with his gratitude," he said.


  I smiled but didn't explain. My words had been for the Jarl's ears only.


  "How nice of him," I simply said as we climbed up on the horse, and Joss snorted.


  "Yes. That's Uncle Ingolf... the nice one," he said, and then we both laughed because Jarl Ingolf was most certainly not a nice man. Except he had just been.


  When we got to the ravine I looked around anxiously, but the new snow was deep, so there weren’t any tracks anywhere. There were some soft ridges in the snow by the edge, indicating that snow had been shuffled around, and that was it.


  Josteinn tied the horse to a tree and walked over to look down into the gorge.


  "Sissa..." he whispered.


  "What?"


  "I still don't want to know so we won't talk about it. Just tell me one thing. Did you have a rope at least?"


  I stared at him. He seemed to have figured out that we'd laid the tracks, and that Torbi might have escaped with the girls. Suddenly I wanted to tell him. I wanted him to know what we'd done, how clever we had been and how exciting it had felt. I turned, but he frowned.


  "No. Don't tell me, Sissa. Rope?"


  I shook my head slowly, and he looked up at the sky. Then he sighed.


  "Right. Okay. Well, I have a rope, so we'll use that to climb down to see if we can find the cap. They told me it was somewhere on the ledge down there."


  Without saying anything else, we tied the thick rope to a tree. Then Joss tied the other end around his waist and started to climb down. He scowled when I moved to follow him.


  "If you take one step closer to the edge I will tie you to the tree over there, I swear I will," he growled.


  I giggled and with my hands raised I backed away a small step, which made him smile a little too. Once he was down on the ledge, he started to paw through the snow, but I could see that he was searching on the wrong side. He was too close to where the ledge ended abruptly and just as I called out a warning, he slipped and fell. I heard the tree creak behind me when it took all of his weight so I grabbed the rope, pulling it hard to take some of the pressure off the tree.


  "Are you okay, Joss?" I asked calmly.


  "Humpf," he said, so I peered over the edge.


  He had gotten one knee up on the ledge again, but snow covered most of him, and I couldn't help myself. I laughed out loud.


  "Sissa, what the -"


  A large clump of snow fell off the edge, straight into his upturned face, and I laughed even harder as I pulled at the rope to help him get up again. I'd climbed mountainsides like this with Fin many times, although admittedly not in the winter, and there was a thick rope holding Joss up, so I wasn't afraid.


  "I think that the other side of the ledge would be a better place to look," I said. 


  I knew that it would be safer over there, but I also knew that this was where he would find Torbi's cap.


  When he'd climbed up again, with my brother's cap in his pocket, we just stood there. I was grinning, and he was scowling. Then he suddenly groaned quietly, pulled off both his gloves, tossing them to the ground. His hands came up to cup my cheeks. Without warning, he leaned down and kissed me.


  It was nice. I felt his warm hands caress my cheeks and slide down my back to press me closer to his hard body. I wrapped my arms around his waist. Somehow the world around us seemed to fade away as we stood there on the edge to where my brother and friends had disappeared just a little more than a week ago. Then I felt him shivering slightly so I pulled back.


  "You're freezing, Joss," I said. "We need to get you back to the village before you catch a cold."


  He looked at me, and the tips of his mouth went up a little.


  "I'm not so cold, Sissa, but you're right. We should go back before the sun disappears," he said.


  Darkness had started to fall, and on our way back I saw lights in the forest a while away from the village so I turned to look up at Joss and he immediately answered the question he must have seen in my eyes.


  "It's the seer, traveling north again. Winter will release its hold on us soon, and she will want to be there when it does. She spends spring and summers in her home up there, and goes south for the fall until the worst part of the winter has passed."


  The seer. I'd wondered about the woman since Mags told me about the reading they'd gotten, so I decided to take a walk later. Maybe I would catch a glimpse of her. She never came into our village, but she usually set up camp close by and I knew that those who could afford it went out there to see her when she did.


  Joss left me outside my home, reached down to hand me the cap and after giving me a swift caress on my cheek with his gloved hand, he left to put the horse back in the pen. I watched him struggle a bit with the bar because it was heavy and cumbersome to handle but he got it off, and once the horse was back in the pen he got it back on again.


  Later, when I'd returned the cloak, hat and gloves, and done all the petty little tasks that Freyja had saved up for me to do, I walked into the forest. Mother hadn't asked me to bring her anything but I took my basket anyway, in case I'd meet someone and they'd question why I was walking around like that.


  Suddenly I heard someone, or something, crashing through the snow and bushes toward me so I stepped off the path, crouching under one of the huge firs, hoping that whatever came through the forest wouldn't spot me there.


  As I watched, Astrid walked by. She marched along with determined steps, and her face was twisted into an ugly contorted sneer. Her eyes didn't veer to the sides, though, and I was glad for that. I suddenly remembered that Astrid was the one my mother suspected of killing Heidrun, and I shivered. I'd not really thought that it could be Astrid and although I disliked Joss' mother I hadn't believed she had it in her. The woman passing by my hiding place looked like she was perfectly capable of killing and I wondered what had made her so furious.


  I remained under the fir until I was sure she'd disappeared into the trees. Then I continued toward the seer's camp, walking as silently as I could and leaving the path when I got closer to come up toward the fire from the side.


  It took a while for my eyes to get used to the light from the fire even though it wasn't bright. I saw some movement on the other side and my breath hitched when I realized what was happening right in front of me.


  A woman was pressed up against one of the trees. I'd never seen anyone dressed like her, or with that kind of strange bracelets. There were other ornaments fastened in the tresses of her long dark hair, glittering in the light from the fire. I could see her profile clearly, and she was beautiful in a haunting, unusual way.


  Between her raised legs stood a tall man.


  He held her hands pressed to the tree trunk high above their heads, and his trousers were down around his ankles. She was moaning softly, and I heard him grunting deeply with every thrust he made. I only saw the back of the man, but I would have recognized that soft brown hair anywhere because his son had inherited it.


  It was Einarr.


  I didn't want to see Josteinn's father like that, but I couldn't seem to look away. I knew what men and women did together, and I had heard my parents more than once, but this was different. It was raw, wild and in a strange way somehow exciting to watch. Suddenly Einarr tilted his head backward and groaned loudly. I jolted, and that snapped me out of my stupor, so I held my breath, backing away slowly. I moved silently in the shadows when the seer suddenly turned her head, and it seemed as if she was looking straight at me even though I knew that she couldn't see me through the darkness. Suddenly, she smiled knowingly, almost mockingly, and my cheeks burned with embarrassment when I crept away through the forest.


  I walked back slowly, wondering what to do. The seer had somehow known I was there. Would she say something to Einarr? If she did, then it was better that I said something first. I didn't want him to think I'd been following him. Then I remembered how Astrid had looked, and I guessed that she must have seen the same scene I did. Einarr should know what to expect when he got back home, I thought.


  So I sat down on the log in the clearing where we'd met the other times.


  I didn't have to wait for long, and then he came ambling through the forest. He looked relaxed, I thought, and I almost chuckled because he would be.


  "Einarr," I said and stood up.


  "Sissa?" 


  He seemed surprised. Apparently the seer hadn't said anything, but I still wanted to warn him.


  "I was in the forest, for..." I indicated my basket and he nodded, but I saw how his eyes sharpened. "I just wanted to tell you that I saw your wife," I said carefully.


  He straightened, raising his eyebrows questioningly.


  "I don't mean to interfere, but she looked very upset so I thought you should know," I said. "I thought that you might want to plan your explanation a little bit in advance, in case you have done, eh... something that could anger her," I added, stuttering a little as I fought the blush that crept up my neck


  He kept watching me in silence but then slowly a grin spread on his face. He knew what I'd seen and he was enjoying my embarrassment.


  "I see," he said. Then his grin became even wider, and I could suddenly understand why Catriona would find him handsome. He stepped closer, and I looked down, but he used one finger under my chin to lift my head until I faced him. "I hope you aren't too shocked, little girl," he whispered and his breath brushed my cheek as he spoke.


  "No," I replied determinedly, trying to act like a grown up and be casual about it all but I could feel that I was still blushing. "And I won't talk, you know I won't, Einarr," I added.


  "I know, Sissa, and I thank you for it," he said, suddenly serious.


  Then he backed away, motioned toward the village. I felt awkward walking next to him, still having the image of his naked backside in my eyes, and the sounds he'd made in my ears, so I searched desperately for something safe to talk about.


  "Can I look at the sheds, Einarr?" I asked when we finally approached the houses.


  "Of course. I should have thought about that before. I've been through them with my men, and we found nothing, but we'll do it again tomorrow, you and me," he replied. "I'll come and get you from the longhouse," he added.


  Then he raised a hand in a silent greeting to me, turned around a corner and disappeared.


  I wondered what he'd face when he came home.


  




  Chapter Eighteen


  Clues


  The next day, Einarr came to the longhouse when the sun was at its highest in the sky. We didn't have many hours of daylight this time of the year so I was grateful because we'd have several hours to look around if we needed it.


  The weather was warmer again, and the snow had started to melt a little so the paths through the village were muddy. When we reached the sheds, I could see that there would be no useful information coming from the footprints or other tracks in front of them. It seemed that the whole village must have stomped around the two small houses, and both of the doors were half open.


  "Everyone has had free access to go in there as they pleased?" I asked, trying to sound neutral. He frowned a little, so I guessed he'd heard my displeasure.


  "We searched the sheds and the area around them, Sissa. There was nothing there. You think that you'll find something that we couldn't?"


  "I don't know. But it has snowed so even if you missed something then it would anyway be gone by now," I replied sourly. "You'll have to tell me about what you saw."


  We started with the shed I'd been in. It looked exactly like it had that horrible day. I shuddered slightly when I remembered how I had stood there and waited for them to come for me. It was a small building, and there were just some tools and a couple of piles of dry, thin sticks that was used to start fires with in there. I walked forward to crouch by the wall where I had sat.


  "What are you doing?" Einarr asked.


  "I'll think about what happened. Try to..." my voice hitched slightly, but I continued immediately, "to remember what I heard that night. It's blurry, Einarr. I was... I was afraid, and I don't remember everything, but I'll try."


  "Wait," he said abruptly.


  To my surprise, he walked out of the shed, and I heard some murmurs outside. Then he came back in again and nodded at me to continue.


  "I sat here. I remembered Fin, how we were children together. How we planned and dreamed. I -" I stopped to swallow. My eyes stung, and I looked at Einarr with embarrassment but continued staunchly, "I soiled myself," I whispered hoarsely and his face softened.


  "Sissa..." he said gently, but he didn't move so I continued, wanting to get through this as quickly as possible.


  "Then I decided that I wanted to behave with dignity. Needed to show to both myself and the gods that I had courage. I wanted Fin to be proud of me."


  "You miss him," he said, and it wasn't a question so I didn't bother answering.


  "I crawled over here," I said as I got to me feet, "and then I stood here. Waited. Counted my breaths, and the stitches on the -" I turned abruptly. "Einarr, where's the hood? The one Mother made for me?"


  "Gone," he replied grimly. "Both yours and the one on Heidrun."


  "I have Heidrun's," I whispered and he jerked.


  "What?"


  "Nessa gave it to me. She'd been out to see my brother, and she found it. She gave it to me, and I don't know much because they were suddenly gone but I have it hidden at home."


  "Why didn't you tell me?" he barked angrily.


  "Einarr... she found it on the back side of your house," I replied, watching his eyes widen in surprise. "I didn't know what to think. Did you put it there? Your wife? Joss? I kept it and waited, but I am telling you now," I said quietly.


  "By my house?" he asked.


  I watched him carefully, knowing well that he was cunning and probably good at pretending, so he could be fooling me. I still thought that he seemed genuinely surprised.


  "Yes. I'll give it to you later," I said.


  He grunted but didn't say anything else so I turned and tried to remember more from the evening of the sacrifice.


  "I waited, for what felt like forever but it wasn't so long, I think, and then there was silence. I knew it was time so I braced when I heard a commotion outside, but then it was silent again. Then the voices started up again, the chanting. I couldn't understand, but then I fell to the ground, and the last thing I heard was someone shouting my name, I heard -"


  "Me," a calm voice said from the door. Josteinn pushed his father to the side and put an arm around my shoulders. "Sissa, you're shaking," he said turning angrily to his father. "Is this necessary?"


  "I'm fine Joss," I interrupted immediately, and that was suddenly true. Standing there with his arm around me and with nothing more to share, I felt calm again. I took another look around, but it was just a shed like it always had been, and I was alive to tell my story. "When I get out of here I'll be even better," I added, moving toward the door.


  "Walk with us, son," Einarr commanded in a quiet voice.


  I realized that when he left me earlier, he'd gone out to ask his men to get Josteinn. For me? Or because he wanted him to be part of what we were doing? I didn't know but thought that either way it was a nice thing to do.


  The shed Heidrun had been in was close to mine, but they were still several steps apart. I looked at the door and the beam that stood leaned against the wall and wondered how she'd ended up in there. I tried to lift the beam, and I got it off the ground, but there was no way I could have hoisted it high enough to lock the door. Then I walked back to lift the one that had locked me in and that was much lighter. I could effortlessly slide that on the door.


  "Huh," I said but continued into the house Heidrun had been held in.


  It was bigger and sturdier than the one they had kept me in, partially because it was dug out so there were a couple of steps down just by the door. At the back wall, there was a window, and the shutters were closed with two smaller latches of wood on the inside, much like how we held the doors closed, and locked. I turned to Einarr, who answered my question before I could even voice it.


  "Locked, Sissa. We checked immediately, and they were locked from the inside."


  "Someone could have gone there during the night and closed it," I said.


  "One of men put the beam in place after they'd brought the girl out but before they took her to the sacrifice," Einarr said.


  "That means either someone was strong enough to take the beam off and put Heidrun in here, or else, she could have been brought in through the window, but then the one responsible would still have needed to get the beam off to go in and lock the shutters. It all comes down to being strong enough to lift off the beam," I said slowly.


  Then I looked around, but there was nothing to be seen in there. Some tools were leaning against one wall next to a big stack of baskets, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. A huge pile of rushes was propped up against one wall, and I turned to Joss.


  "You brought these in here?"


  "Yes. Freyja had it in her head that we needed extra rushes so we wouldn't catch diseases or something. She made Ulf run back and forth to the forest the whole afternoon. I pitied them and tried to help so she made me start bringing them in here and then she could order Ulf around instead. And she was in and out of the storage as well, all in a flutter over the visitors and the sacrifice. Reminded me even more of a headless chicken than usual."


  "Josteinn," Einarr said warningly, but Joss turned to his father with an unrepentant grin.


  "Father, I know. But she is so -"


  "Think it, boy, don't say it," Einarr interrupted, but I could hear the smile in his voice as well.


  We walked out and started to look around the houses, but there was nothing to be seen. The ground was covered with snow and mud. I looked around, scanning the surroundings. They'd used this shed to keep me because it was close to the area where sacrifices were held, though on the main path through the village. There were houses lined up all the way to the village center, though the path curved so the Jarl's longhouse was actually not that far away. Next to the shed Heidrun had been in was the brew house where ale, beer, and mead was made and between the buildings the small path leading to the storage curved. I frowned and walked a few steps up the path to take a look. I'd passed by the storage house the day Disa died, and there had been tracks in the snow. I'd forgotten, but now I walked up to see if they could still be seen. They'd been on the outside of the storage, facing the edge of the village and the forest and it had seemed as if they brought barrels out through the window. This would've made the distance to the longhouse quite a bit shorter so I had not thought more about it but now I wondered.


  "What are you looking for, Sissa," Einarr asked.


  "I don't know," I said slowly. "I went by here on my way to help Mother tend to Disa when she was ill. I didn't want to pass right in front of the sheds, so I walked around here, and there were some tracks outside the window, there," I said, pointing to the ground.


  The snow had blown up and formed a huge drift up against the wall of the house, and no tracks could be seen at all.


  "I don't know, maybe it was nothing but I thought it looked like they'd dragged barrels from here. It would be shorter to the longhouse so I didn't think about it," I added.


  "Huh," Einarr said, and he sounded annoyed, but Joss snorted.


  "Yes, they probably did. I've seen them do it many times, and I don't blame them. Why would they walk all the way around the houses when the longhouse is just there?" he said and pointed to the house that could be clearly seen on the side, not too far away.


  We started walking back to the main path, and I thought about all the things we knew, but I couldn't get my head around it all.


  "I need time to think, Einarr," I said.


  "Yes. So do I, Sissa. We meet tomorrow to talk through what we know, and then we see?"


  He put it almost as a question. I thought that was nice of him because it was, in reality, a command.


  "I've been wondering..." I said, but I didn't know how to put my question so I trailed off.


  "Yes?" he prompted.


  "Why did Jarl Ingolf decide on a human sacrifice? I've never heard of it, and it came up so suddenly. Do you know?" I whispered, afraid that he'd be angry with me.


  "I don't know, Sissa. You should know that I tried to make him change his mind. When he said who the gods had told him they wanted I tried even harder but he wouldn't be swayed, and he didn't want to talk about it."


  I'd been thinking about this. When we sacrificed animals, the gods rarely asked for young and healthy animals. They were satisfied with the older, weaker, ones. So why had they asked for me? Why not one of the old thralls? I worried that the gods would ask again and that I wouldn't be quite so lucky next time.


  "The gods might ask again, Einarr, and for the same girl they wanted the first time. Can you perhaps talk to him? See if you can find out? Maybe you can say that the villagers worry that since the gods got the wrong girl they might be annoyed?" I asked.


  Even though my voice was not much more than a soft whisper, both Einarr and Joss heard me.


  "Don't worry, Sissa, you will not have to go through that again," Josteinn said immediately.


  "You don't know that for sure, Joss," I said.


  "I'll ask, Sissa. Ingolf will explain to me if I tell him that you worry," Einarr said. "He told me you talked to him about Heidrun, and you got through to him somehow. He's grateful for whatever it was you said."


  I nodded, a feeling relief washing over me. With Einarr and Josteinn protecting me, surely the gods would ask for someone else next time, I though. I had one of them on each side as we continued along the path, and I saw that people were watching, some with a smile and some with a speculative look in their eyes. I remembered how I dreamt about walking through the village with Joss as a free woman, and I thought that maybe this was good enough. It was the fate the gods had decided for me, and neither of them had treated me as a thrall in the past hour, or on the other occasions we'd been together, so maybe the freedom I'd dreamed about wouldn't have been so very different anyway.


  "Sissa," Freyja called out as she came out from one of the houses. "Excellent, go and feed the hens. Then you can go back to the longhouse and start bringing in firewood. After that, you will grind barley for tonight's bread." She smiled sweetly at me but then she continued condescendingly, "If you are quick about it, you can bring a handful of barley to your home tonight."


  I raised my head and looked at her. I knew that she could order me around as she pleased, but I'd had such a good time with Einarr and Joss that her commands surprised me.


  "Well? Don't stand there, Sissa. Go," Freyja said, making a shooing motion with her hands.


  I still stood as frozen. I don't know what I expected, but it wasn't what actually happened.


  "You'd better go, Sissa," Josteinn said calmly as he gave my shoulder a little nudge.


  I looked at him silently, then I swung around to face Einarr. He looked grim, and his mouth was a thin line.


  "Go," he said curtly.


  I swallowed and walked briskly back to the longhouse thinking that I must be even more stupid than Freyja, wondering why I never learned when it happened again and again. I walked around with my head in the clouds and allowed myself to dream, to think that I was somehow special when I was in fact just a common thrall.


  After feeding the hens, I carried several piles of firewood into the kitchen area. Then I sat down to poke the logs around and add more to keep the fire going. It was less cold, but it was still winter, and it wouldn't do to let the fire die out.


  When I had a good fire going, I went over to the side to put the skewer back in its place. We weren't supposed to use it, but the pokers were made of solid iron, and they got hot all the way up to the handle so sometimes you burned your hands. The skewer had two tips and also a long wooden handle so it was much better to use. I leaned it carefully against the wall because I remembered how it had been hidden in the rushes, and accidentally cut one of the women's foot.


  Then I noticed some marks on the handle and, worried that I'd somehow put them there, I picked it up again to examine it. The marks were not new, so I sighed with relief but then I frowned. On one side of the handle there were long dark patches of something, but on the other side, there was nothing. I turned it around a few times, but I couldn't figure it out. Then I took it back to the fire and looked again.


  "What are you doing Sissa?" one of the older thralls asked curiously.


  "There's something on the wood, look," I said and held it out.


  The women gathered around the skewer, and we turned it around. Suggestions were tossed out, and we were suddenly laughing about it all. Mostly about how mad Freyja would be when she found out.


  "Stains that dark can only be blood," one of the women said then, nodding knowingly.


  "Oh, no! Don't talk like that," the woman with the injured foot exclaimed in a loud wail. "I'll be blamed, but I didn't bleed very much, and it didn't touch my blood anyway."


  I looked at the skewer, and it seemed indeed as if it had lain for a while in whatever stained it.


  "Huh," I said. "I heard someone say that it had been gone?"


  "Yes, I missed it for days, and then it was suddenly there, but I don't know how it could have remained hidden in the rushes when we change them all the time," a woman said calmly.


  "Can you all ask around and see if someone found it somewhere? When Freyja finds the stains we'd better know what to say," I said. "And how to cover up," I added, and they all snickered.


  "I think one of the men brought it in," a woman murmured. "I don't remember who it was, but it could have been Ulf? It was one of the thralls anyway, and I think he put it by the door. It must have slipped into the rushes as we hauled them in and out," she concluded.


  "Perfect," I said. "Just what I need, for my brother to have messed up Freyja's skewer somehow."


  "Better your brother than anyone else's," someone called out with a snicker, and I turned with my brows raised.


  "Oh, Sissa, don't act coy. We all know that Freyja can't get to you. She'll have to walk through both Josteinn and Einarr to do that, with Joss taking you riding and Einarr getting you new shoes."


  They continued to joke about me, but it quickly spread into jokes about the others and their men. After a while, I joined their laughter, but it was all pretense on my side.


  I thought Josteinn had gone through the trouble of getting me my new shoes, but all he'd done was to go home and ask his father.


  




  Chapter Nineteen


  The question


  I met Einarr late the next day. We walked out to the clearing and sat there in silence a while. Then he sighed.


  "I don't even know where to begin," he said.


  "I can start," I said calmly.


  I'd thought the whole night before and decided to just lay everything I knew out as clearly as possible. I'd not told him about Stein because it had felt like betraying Catriona but I knew that I'd have to find a good way to share that as well. I wanted this whole mess to be solved, and then I would stay away from Einarr, and his son.


  "I'll tell you who I think could have done it, Einarr, and you will not like all the names. Please know that this does not mean that I think any or all of them did it. It just means that they could have. Then I'll leave it up to you to decide what to do next."


  I thought that he had the eyes of a wolf again, but I gathered up courage and held his gaze until he nodded.


  "There are a few things I've not had the chance to tell you, so I will start with that," I said.


  "You know we suspect that Disa was poisoned. What you don't know is that I think that someone put Henbane in Heidrun's midday meal as well. She was stumbling and staggering on her way to the altar, and it would have made it easier to tie her up. To my mind, that's too much poisoning to be a coincidence."


  He made a sound, but I raised a hand to stop him from interrupting.


  "This means that we're looking for someone who is strong enough to lift off that beam to her shed, tall enough to pull the hood from Heidrun as she was hanging in the grove, but also knowledgeable about herbs and plants and their usage."


  He made another sound, but I kept talking, gazing out over the bleak landscape in front of us.


  "It has to be a man because the women are too short and not strong enough. The ones who would fit are you, Stein and maybe Josteinn. A few of the warriors, that older man who helps the blacksmith and Jarl Ingolf would also be tall enough but I can't find that they know about herbs, and I can't figure out why they'd want Heidrun killed, or me saved.


  "Another possibility is for two persons to have worked together. If that's the case then there are others who could have been involved, but not many. Mother has asked around, and several of the women in the village knows a little about healing, but she doubts they would know how to use Henbane. I think that to add my Mother and Astrid to the list makes sense, but they would have to have done it with one of the men."


  I made a pause to gauge his mood. I could see that he had started to understand so I pulled in air and then I spoke.


  "Yourself or Josteinn and perhaps together with Astrid, or with Mother. Stein all on his own or perhaps him or one of your closest men together with Astrid or Mother... I've twisted and turned it all around, and I can't find any others to suspect," I said. "I am also absolutely convinced it isn't Mother. I'm sorry," I added.


  Then I looked down at the melting snow and the mud beneath my feet. He was silent, and I waited until I couldn't take it anymore. Then I raised my head to look at him. He was watching me, and he had a strange look on his face that I couldn't interpret.


  "Thank you for the shoes," I whispered.


  I knew well that if he was the one behind Heidrun's death, or if it was his wife or son, then he wouldn't let me go back to the village again. I wanted to have told him I knew about my shoes and that I was grateful.


  "Don't mention it," he replied. "I found them standing in the storage house. No one seemed to know who they belonged to, so when Joss came home and mentioned that he'd need to talk to Freyja about getting you better shoes I gave them to him."


  My heart jumped a little when I realized that Joss had meant to bring my shoes up with Freyja, and I felt certain that if Einarr hadn't had the shoes, then he would have.


  "Okay," I whispered.


  We stayed silent for a while, and I knew that Einarr was thinking about the things I'd told him. I wondered what he thought about the accusations I'd made.


  "Who do you think it is?" he asked finally, and his voice sounded odd.


  "I don't know," I replied quickly. "It's strange because it points straight at your family, or at Stein, so I should believe it was one of you. I..." I paused to smile ruefully, "I don't like your wife, Einarr. But I can't see her doing this. Could it be you or Joss? I don't think so. Stein? Perhaps. I don't know him, though he's always seemed an honorable man," I said with a sigh.


  "You bring up Stein, but I don't see -"


  "I know things, and now you will be mad at me," I interrupted. "My friend Catriona planned for the future, and she thought that if they couldn't get away, then she would be with Stein. She told me she'd be his mistress, but when he came back to find them gone, he broke apart. He said he loved her, that he had plans to bring her to his grandmother, and that she would be free. They'd marry, he said. He was devastated when he heard she died."


  "You knew they planned to escape," he said.


  "Yes."


  "Don't tell me more. If I don't know then I don't know," he said immediately, and I started laughing.


  "You and your son, Einarr. Josteinn said exactly the same thing," I giggled.


  He gave me a long look that ended with a sigh.


  "It would fit nicely if it were Stein, but I've known him for many years. He wouldn't have done it like this. He would have gone to Ingolf, taken his beating, paid the price and then moved away."


  "But -"


  "I know, Sissa," he interrupted. "That leaves my wife, my son... and me."


  "There's one more thing," I said quietly. "Did you talk to your brother about why he decided specifically on me for the sacrifice?"


  "Sissa, no, I haven't. But you don't have to worry, we'll not let you go through that again and -"


  "Einarr," I interrupted. "It is not for myself I ask. But... if this wasn't the gods' interference, then it must have been planned for some time. We were not told anything until late the day before, but poison would have been gathered already in the summer. It could perhaps have been stolen from Mother or Astrid if they even have it, but the hood had to be made too. It just seems to me that it couldn't have been a sudden whim?"


  "In the name of Odin, you are right," he ground out. "I've not thought about it like that but of course, by the gods, you are right."


  "If this was planned, and it was about Heidrun's death then you need to talk to Jarl Ingolf," I said.


  "Yes," he said and then he grinned at me although it wasn't a nice smile. "Do you realize that you just told things that could get you killed, to the main suspect?"


  "To one of them, at least," I whispered.


  "No, Sissa. Neither my wife nor my son has it in them to do something like this, but I do. I most assuredly didn't and you probably know that since you sit there and tell me all these things so calmly, but you should know that I'm not a good man, and I have it in me to kill."


  I kept my gaze on the ground and didn't reply, mostly because I didn't know what to say. His hand was suddenly under my chin, and softly he pulled my head up to face him. We sat next to each other, and I could see that he had green flecks in his blue eyes. Joss doesn't have that, I thought.


  "Sissa -"


  "Father," Josteinn growled and came toward us in long angry strides. "What are you doing?"


  I jolted and almost fell off the log we sat on. Einarr grabbed my arm to steady me, but Josteinn pushed him away.


  "Let her go," he barked.


  I'd never heard him sound so angry. I knew that it must have looked strange with Einarr and me sitting so close but it had all been innocent. Einarr wouldn't want anything to do with a young girl like me.


  We were on our feet then, and I watched the two men facing off against each other. Einarr took a small step forward, but Josteinn straightened his back and didn't move. Then Einarr smiled and shrugged.


  "Son, sometimes you surprise me," he said. "You know what to do, but fair warning... if you don't then someone else will."


  Then he turned to me, suddenly grinning. I was gawking at him, not understanding what he was talking about.


  "I will go and talk to my brother, Sissa, and I hope that it'll help us to solve this. You should stay here with my son for a while, and listen to what he has to say but I advise you to do what you always do," he said with a weird smile.


  Then he walked away, and over his shoulder he tossed, "Use your head, Sissa."


  I watched Einarr go with my mouth open until Josteinn cleared his throat.


  "My father..." he started, squirmed a little and continued, "Well, he has a way with women, and he likes them. A lot, Sissa," he finished.


  I thought about that, and I knew what he was saying. Had Einarr... flirted with me somehow? I didn't think so, and I was quite sure I never wanted him to. I thought about how I'd seen him with the seer and how Astrid had looked when she stormed through the forest, and I shuddered. I'd never thought about Einarr like that, and I knew that I'd never willingly accept any kind of offer from him if he gave me one. To be a thrall and live with the knowledge that you could be sold at any time was bad enough. Being mistress to someone like Einarr, facing the humiliation of sharing him with many others would not work well for me.


  "I know, Josteinn," I said calmly. "But it was all very innocent, you know. We were discussing Heidrun's death and the different suspects. You are one of them, and he was just comforting me."


  This wasn't entirely true, but it was close enough to the truth for me to sound honest and apparently for him to believe me because he exhaled. Then he made a motion toward the log.


  "Can we sit down?"


  "Oh, Joss... Not there, please. Can we walk down to the beach?" I asked. I couldn't take one more conversation in this clearing. Suddenly, I wanted the fresh air from the ocean on my face.


  "Absolutely," he said, took my hand to pull me along down the path toward the beach.


  We walked along the waterline in silence for a while but then he stopped.


  "You know what I will ask you, right?" he asked.


  "Yes, Josteinn," I answered.


  We continued walking, and it felt strange. My future was at stake, my whole life. If I told Joss I wanted him to pay Jarl Ingolf my fee, I'd immediately become his mistress, and move into his father's house. Before long I'd probably have his children. Hopefully, he'd keep me but maybe he wouldn't. And there we were, walking along the beach just as we'd done several times before. I thought about how he'd kissed me, and how nice it had felt. He'd made me feel safe and protected. Maybe I'd wanted it to be a little bit more exciting, but we'd been in the cold forest, and perhaps it would be different another time.


  Then I suddenly remembered how I'd seen his father with the seer, and I didn't have any desire for Einarr... but I wanted Josteinn to be a little bit more like his father. In a weird way, I wanted him to be a bit less gentle and kind.


  My mother's words from several weeks earlier came to me. She'd told me that Josteinn wouldn't stand by me, that I wouldn't be able to count on him. I thought about that as we walked and in a way she'd been right. He helped me when Torbi and the girls escaped, but if Jarl Ingolf or his father had found out, would he had stood by me then? Both Freyja and Astrid had scolded me publicly, and he'd not even tried to support me when they did. I realized that I was happy with him when we were alone, but we were rarely together with others, and when we were, he treated me differently.


  When we were alone, he acted as if I mattered, almost as if I was free, but in public, he always treated me as a thrall. And I was a thrall, so why wouldn't he? Did I really expect him to disregard this fact?


  "What do you think?" he asked quietly.


  I stopped and faced him.


  "What would my life be like, Joss?" I asked just as quietly.


  "How do you mean? You would live with us, of course. You wouldn't have to be around Freyja anymore. You help Gudrun, and I'm sure my mother would appreciate the same help. We have other thralls so you wouldn't do the heavy chores anymore."


  I wanted to scream at him. This was my whole life we decided upon and he stood there talking about how I wouldn't carry firewood and grind barley anymore. Why didn't he say that he wanted me? That he couldn't imagine living without me? That he loved me?


  It all seemed like a simple transaction to him, like he discussed buying another pig or a goat.


  "Can I have time to think Joss?" I heard myself ask. "I know that what you're offering is a huge honor and I'm grateful, but I need to be sure. It is a big step."


  I could almost not believe what I just said when I'd wanted this, and Joss, for most of my life. Somehow I just couldn't make my mouth say that one simple word that would give me a life with him. He sighed deeply and raised a hand to push his hair out of his eyes. Then he smiled tenderly, and I felt my mouth smile back at him.


  "Did my father have anything to do with your confusion?" he asked gently.


  "What? No, Joss, absolutely not," I protested. "I don't even think he wants to..." I trailed off because I had no idea what to say. Then I frowned and continued, "He doesn't, does he?"


  "Oh, Sissa," he chuckled. "I don't know but he might, and I can't believe you didn't know that."


  "What? But he's old!" I exclaimed, gawking at him. Was he serious?


  He started laughing then, and I watched as he leaned his head back, shouting with glee.


  "It will please me much to tell father about this moment," he said when he'd calmed down.


  "What?"


  "You can have time, Sissa. But my father likes women, and I don't know for sure, but I think that he might have his eyes on you. It'll pass, it always does, but I can't risk that he suddenly gives Uncle Ingolf the money for you so I have to tell him something. I think that I'll share with him exactly what happened here, and that'll cool him off," he smirked.


  "But -"


  "Don't worry, Sissa. It will pass. It always does," he repeated with a smile.


  "Okay. And you'll give me time?" I asked.


  "Yes. We have time, at least until the Thing and that's months away," he replied, and my heart sank.


  The Thing. That meant that they would negotiate for a wife for him then, and to bring in a thrall during a betrothal was not considered proper behavior so we'd have to decide before.


  "Okay," I whispered. "Thank you," I added.


  "You are welcome, Sissa," he said, and I could hear in his voice that he was laughing at me.


  We turned around, strolling back toward our homes, and as we walked, we talked about the village, and everyday things. He had a good grip of what was involved in leading the people and how everything was organized, but he would, of course, since he'd been helping his father for several years already.


  "You'll be a good Jarl one day, Joss," I whispered, thinking that it would be good for him to hear it, and for him to know that I'd support him when this happened.


  "If that day comes," he replied, sounding strange.


  I stopped and looked carefully at him.


  "You don't want it?"


  "No, not really. And hopefully, I won't have to," he replied calmly.


  "But..." I didn't know what to say.


  "Mother thinks that Freyja is expecting and if she is then I might be off the hook again. If Jarl Ingolf has another child, he or she would probably do it. Father and I would help Uncle until the child is grown enough, but I wouldn't have to do it," he said, and he sounded content.


  Watching him, I realized that he truly didn't want to be Jarl, and I smiled. I didn't want him to be Jarl either, not if he didn't want it himself, at least.


  "Will we meet while you think, or should I stay away?" he asked, and he had cocked his head a little to the side so he looked like the small boy I remembered from our childhood.


  "Of course we'll meet, Joss. I like you, but you don't befuddle my brain so much that I can't think when you're around," I said with a grin.


  I'd meant it as a joke, but his face darkened.


  "Maybe that's the problem," he said.


  Then he pulled me roughly into his arms and kissed me again. This time, it was more than nice. When he pulled away, he had a satisfied grin on his face.


  "I'm sure I can befuddle you if we give it a bit of time," he said.


  Then we heard his mother calling his name, and I realized that it would be dinner time.


  "Go, Joss. I'll stay here a little while before I go home," I said.


  It looked like he wanted to protest but he must have understood that he wouldn't sway me so he just caressed my cheek, gave me a quick kiss, and walked away.


  I sat down with my back against the boat and watched the ocean in front of me. It was almost dark. The stars were coming out so I leaned my head back and watched them as I thought about my life. Perhaps it wouldn't be the life Fin and I had dreamed of, but it wouldn't be so bad, I thought. I didn't like Astrid, but we would learn how to get along, and I didn't really believe that Einarr had any kind of interest in me, Joss must have misinterpreted that. I didn't feel comfortable thinking about his future wife, and that could cause me a lot of problems. Maybe it would be better to wait until they had negotiated, and I could see who they picked. Then I could make my mind up if I could share him with her, and I could stay with Jarl Ingolf until after his wedding.


  I swallowed a few times as I sat there and tried to make up plans when these plans at the same time meant that I killed my own dreams one after the other.


  Was I a coward for giving up?


  "Oh, Fin," I whispered. "I wish you were here. You would have hated this for me, but I have to live in the real world. I have to grab the opportunities that I get." Then I sighed and got to my feet. "I wish you had taken me with you, wherever you are," I whispered toward the ocean.


  Then I straightened my shoulders and walked home. As I did, I thought about what Josteinn had said. Freyja expecting? Jarl Ingolf would be pleased to know that his daughter's death pleased the gods enough to give him that.


  Then my feet froze in place, and I stopped breathing. It was too soon for Astrid to know that Freyja was expecting unless she carried the child already at the time of the sacrifice. Mags had told me that Freyja had been pleased with what the seer said and that the only word they recognized was 'child.' If Heidrun and Stein were there, they would lead, but without them, Freyja's child would be the next Jarl. Who could have convinced Jarl Ingolf to pick me specifically for the sacrifice? Fin had told me again and again as we grew up how Freyja would walk over dead bodies to get what she wanted, and I'd always laughed but maybe it hadn't been just a joke?


  Surely it couldn't be Freyja, I thought. That was too preposterous, she was short, weak and incredibly stupid. I discarded the idea, but as I walked back to my home, it kept coming back to me. For the first time since I got out of the shed the morning after the sacrifice, my gut told me that I knew. I recognized the feeling because I'd felt it when we walked toward the boats to find the missing child, and when I calmly walked over to Torunn's bed to pull out the necklace. I'd felt that feeling deep in my belly many times over the years and I'd never been wrong.


  




  Chapter Twenty


  Disaster


  I had dinner with my family, but afterward, I couldn't remember a word we'd talked about. My mind kept spinning around Josteinn, Einarr, Freyja, Stein and Heidrun, and I couldn't get my thoughts straight.


  "Are you feeling well, Sissa," Mother asked.


  "Yes," I answered. "Or, maybe no," I added. "I don't know, too much going on in my head I think," I finished with an apologetic smile.


  "Josteinn has offered to pay Jarl Ingolf," she said with a sigh.


  "Yes," I replied even though she had not put it as a question. "And it's complicated," I added. I didn't know how to explain, and I didn't want to, so I trailed off and hoped they'd let me think this through on my own.


  "You'll do what you need to do, but in many ways I think someone like Einarr would be a better man for you," Mother said calmly, but I straightened.


  "What?"


  "There's an edge to Einarr that his son lacks, Sissa. And you crave that edge, or, at least, you used to. I'm well aware of how you and Fin snuck out. I don't know all the stupid things you did, but I know some. I also know what you looked like coming back from whatever it was you'd done. And with Josteinn, you would be giving up on that part of yourself. Are you ready to do that?"


  Looking at my mother, I suddenly realized that we'd probably talked more in the past few weeks than we had in my whole life. She also had a point, one that I'd tried my best to avoid thinking about. I knew that I should, though. The excitement I'd felt when Finnr and I had gone off on our adventures, or when Torbi and I laid the tracks... It had been a part of who I was, and I'd forgotten about that girl. I wasn't sure if I could keep her buried, or if Josteinn perhaps would let me be that girl, but I'd have to think about it.


  "I asked Josteinn to give me time, and he said I could have it. Until the Thing, he said," I whispered.


  "I see," Father said and both my parents looked grim. They knew well what would happen at the Thing.


  "I'll think about this, and I'll talk to you before making a final decision," I said, feigning confidence I didn't feel. Then I changed the subject.


  "Einarr and I have discovered a few things that'll help us find the one responsible for Heidrun's death, and he'll talk to Jarl Ingolf about it. There are some crucial questions only the Jarl can answer, but we'll probably solve the whole thing soon, we feel that we are very close," I said, again with confidence that I didn't actually have.


  I exaggerated, but I wanted them to stop asking questions. Disa had been killed, and I didn't want my family to be in danger.


  "We always knew that we could count on Einarr to get this solved. But, Daughter... Einarr, he is a clever man, but don't think that we aren't aware of who it is that puts it all together," Father said, and the pride he felt for me was so evident in his voice that my eyes stung.


  "Thank you, Father," I whispered. "Hopefully, Einarr will talk to Jarl Ingolf tonight, and then it'll all be over by tomorrow."


  "No, Sissa. Jarl Ingolf is out hunting again. He still has demons to chase so he went out again, riding that stallion of his and pushing it just as hard as always," Ulf said.


  "He still does that? I thought he'd stopped?" I said.


  "We all thought so, but he went earlier today. Suddenly he came rushing through the village as if he had the hound from Hel chasing him, got his horse and set out. One of the men heard him shouting that he would be back in a few days."


  "Oh." I was disappointed because I'd hoped for answers from Einarr already the next day.


  Suddenly there was a noise from outside. It sounded like the small pile of firewood we kept there had fallen over. Father and Ulf were outside immediately, but they came back in after a while, looking sour.


  "Rats, again. I wish the Jarl would allow his wife to have a cat," Father said angrily.


  I jolted and turned to him.


  "Freyja can't have a cat?" I asked.


  "He's never allowed her to have one," Mother said. "I don't know why and they didn't want to talk about it, but both Torunn and Ingolf were determined that there weren't to be any cats in the longhouse. Some people can't take cats, they get a rash from them and sometimes trouble breathing, so maybe Freyja is like that," she said thoughtfully.


  In my head, I heard Freyja crying when Disa had died. The old woman had mumbled that it started with the cat, and Freyja had said that she had fond memories of how they'd petted her first cat together. I didn't get how it all linked together, but it was another thing that was odd when it came to Freyja.


  I needed time to think so I said goodnight to my family and went to bed, but there wasn't time to go through anything at all because I fell asleep immediately and slept deeply through then night.


  In the days that followed, I kept my head down and did whatever Freyja asked of me. I stayed away from Einarr, and I didn't seek Josteinn out either, but we met briefly almost every day. The women in the longhouse all seemed to expect that I would move into Einarr's house, and they asked me about Joss, but I was evasive, tried to not answer at all or changed the subject when I could.


  "Did anyone find out about the skewer?" I asked in one of my attempts to talk about something else. I'd asked Ulf, and he didn't know, but one of the women spoke up immediately.


  "Oh, Sissa, I forgot. My cousin found it. He said it was tossed in the bushes over by the grove. He thought that it had been put there because it would be needed for the celebrations, and it probably was. We would have grilled the animals, so it would have been useful to have it then."


  "It probably was, and it was good of him to bring it back. Be sure to tell him Freyja sends her thanks," I said, mimicking our Jarl's wife's haughtiness, and they all snorted with laughter.


  "What are you laughing about," the Jarls wife herself suddenly said behind our backs, and we all jolted. I could see how some of the women moved uneasily, wondering how much Freyja had heard.


  "We just talked about how lucky we were that the skewer was found," I said calmly. "It was apparently found standing just outside, leaned against the wall and it would have been ruined by the weather if one of the men hadn't brought it in."


  I picked up the skewer and held it out for her to see. I held it carefully so that the side with the stains were turned away from her and I smiled happily.


  "See? It looks as good as new, and it wouldn't have if it had been outside for long," I added.


  "Well..." she said and frowned a little as if she couldn't understand what I was talking about. "This was good. Please tell the man that I send him my thanks," she said, and I guessed that she had not heard me mockingly give one of the women the exact same instruction.


  "Yes, I will," the poor woman replied promptly, but she looked like she didn't know if she wanted to laugh or cower away.


  Suddenly there were loud shouts outside.


  "Astrid! Gudrun!" A horse approached quickly, and then they were shouting again, "Get Gudrun! Get Gudrun and Astrid!"


  I felt my blood chill because there could only be one reason they shouted so desperately for both of the healers. Someone was injured, and it didn't look good.


  When I came outside my heart skipped a beat. Then I ran through the village. I knew where my mother had planned to go, and I shouted as I ran.


  "Mother!" Mother!"


  People stopped and stared at me, but I ignored them and kept running, and shouting.


  "Mother!"


  She came out of the house I'd known she'd be in, and I kept shouting, but I was a bit out of breath so it wasn't as loud.


  "Mother, come quickly. They brought Jarl Ingolf in, and it doesn't look good. They will need both you and Astrid."


  She didn't hesitate. We ran next to each other through the village the same way as I had come. When we reached the longhouse, they had brought the Jarl inside and put him on the table. There was blood all over his face and chest, and everyone was in an uproar. The women were shouting and running around, Freyja was shrieking loudly, Einarr was barking out orders, but no one listened. A few warriors just stood there, staring.


  "QUIET!" Mother bellowed and even I froze. I'd never heard her sound like that, and we all stared at her.


  "Einarr, take the men and Freyja out of here. Find your wife and bring her here immediately. Then find Raudulf and bring him here too. After that you stay outside," she said and speared the man with a hard glare.


  He nodded, turned immediately and walked out, dragging a hysterical Freyja with him.


  "I'll need warm water, and plenty of cloths for bandages," mother said calmly, turning to the women. They stood with their mouths open, watching her as if they'd never seen her before. "Take the linen off the beds and rip it into long pieces," Mother added and when one of the women made a sound as if to protest she growled.


  I almost laughed when I heard that sound coming from my calm and controlled mother.


  "Sissa!"


  "Yes, mother," I said immediately. I knew that she'd need my help and that I had to remain in control of myself.


  "We'll start by wiping off as much blood as we can, to see where the injuries are. You'll help until Astrid comes. Let me know of anything you find," she said.


  "Of course, Mother," I said calmly.


  "Good girl," she murmured absentmindedly, and then we started.


  The Jarl's upper body was covered in blood, and his clothes were soaked. I hadn't known that a person could contain that much blood. I wondered silently if the Jarl had any left in him. We found several deep cuts, but they were small, and they looked strange. It looked as if someone had stabbed him repeatedly with a sharp object. There were shallow wounds across his chest and three deep ones in his right shoulder that were bleeding still, although not much. His left eye was just a bloody mess. There was a long, red mark across his face, from his injured eye, over his cheek and down to cross his injured shoulder.


  "Mother, what happened to him?" I asked in a whisper. I'd never seen injuries like that before. It didn't look like it came from any kind of weapon I knew about.


  "I don't know, Sissa," she whispered back to me. "It's strange but..." She trailed off, but I sensed she knew something.


  "What, Mother?"


  "I don't understand. And I could be wrong, but it looks like the wounds you would get from a very thin spear or maybe a big nail, but I don't understand the red mark. Maybe they used a thick whip?" she asked, raising her head.


  Our eyes met, and she looked confused, but my stomach clenched because I realized what very well might have happened.


  "Can I go outside just a little while, Mother?" I asked. Her eyes sharpened, but she knew better than to ask me then and there.


  "Of course, see if you can get them to bring Astrid here. He is in a bad shape, but I have found no lethal wounds. If we can stop the bleeding and if he hasn't lost too much then he will live," she said quite loudly. "Tell Einarr that," she added and winked slightly as she gave me a good excuse to go looking for the Jarls brother.


  I walked outside, and as expected, there was a large crowd waiting there. When I got out they all pressed in, but I turned my head to all sides, looking for Einarr.


  "Sissa," Josteinn said at my side.


  "I need Einarr," I said as I continued scanning the crowd for his father. "Help me to find your parents, Joss. Astrid is wanted inside, and I have to talk to Einarr."


  His mouth tightened. I could see that he didn't like that I wouldn't share my news with him, but there wasn't any time to soothe his feelings. I started walking through the crowd, shouting. 


  "Einarr! Einarr!"


  "Here, Sissa," I heard him shout.


  When I saw him coming toward me, I exhaled. I ran to him and didn't stop until I was almost crashing into him. He grabbed hold of me, leaning down. 


  Before he could say or do anything, I whispered in his ear, "Trust me, Einarr. Please. Send men out to look at where your brother came from. I think something was put there to injure him. It would be a rope or something like that, and full of nails, across the path where he usually rides so fast. It will still be there but not for long."


  I leaned back and our gazes held. Then he nodded once, turned to the men next to him to give them quiet orders. When he was done, he turned back to me. Suddenly he looked tired.


  "Mother said that none of Jarl Ingolf's wounds will kill and if they can stop the bleeding they'll save him. Josteinn is looking for Astrid, she will help," I said, trying to comfort him.


  "Mother is already in the longhouse," Josteinn said behind me, and I sagged backward, happy to lean on him for a little while.


  He put his arm around my waist to hold me up, and I exhaled. Einarr's hard face got an even harsher look, but then he nodded curtly, walked away. I could hear him shouting orders to the men.


  Inside it was quiet and Mother, or Astrid, had sent most of the women out. My father stood to the side and when Mother or Astrid asked for something he gave it to them


  "What can I do?" I asked quietly.


  "Sissa, good," Astrid said calmly without turning. "Take over here, wash and clean the rest of the wounds on his shoulder. We will not sear them, they're small, and a stitch or two will do well."


  She gave me a faint smile over her shoulder, and I nodded.


  "Okay," I said.


  "Do you need help, Gudrun, or should I start preparing something to ease his pain and help with the loss of blood?" she asked.


  "I am good here, Astrid, something for the pain would be best if we can get it into him," Mother said but then she raised her head and looked with anguish at Astrid. "I will not be able to save his eye."


  "I know," Astrid said calmly. "But if you can't then no one could have done it. We'll have to tell him he looks like Odin, he will be fine with that," she added.


  Then suddenly both Astrid and my mother chuckled. I stared at them, and I couldn't believe my eyes. I'd always thought they disliked each other, but they seemed quite friendly, sharing a joke at the Jarl's expense over his injured body. My eyes met my father's, and then he suddenly smiled too.


  "Ingolf will be pleased by this comparison, Gudrun. Don't worry so, just stitch him up as nicely as you can," he said calmly.


  "Sissa, you are better than me. Come and do it," Mother ordered, and I jolted.


  "Huh?" I asked.


  "Sissa, get over here and do the stitches," Mother ordered again, and I stared at her.


  "Sissa, go. No one in the villages puts wounds together better than you, we all know that. I saw the ones you did on Joss, and he barely has a scar," Astrid added, and when I looked at her, she smiled a little.


  So I walked around the table, changed places with my mother and while she took care of the wounds on the Jarls chest I stitched his eye together with many small and neat stitches. I tried to not pull too much on the skin, and I attempted to make it look like he had just closed the eyelid. When I got to the outer edge, mother laughed softly.


  "Astrid, come and look at this. She made him sleep with one eye!"


  They chuckled again and then Astrid put a hand on my shoulder.


  "Very nicely done, Sissa. You're skilled with the needle when you want to be, at least. Ingolf will thank you for this."


  Then we tried to get some hot brew with chamomile and other herbs into him. He didn't wake up completely, but we managed to get him to swallow some anyway. Then Father put him back down again.


  Jarl Ingolf looked vulnerable and softer than his usual loudmouthed self as he lay on the table in the middle of his home, and Mother sighed.


  "I wish Torunn hadn't died," she whispered quietly.


  "Me too," Astrid said softly, but then she straightened and seemed to become herself again. "I'll go and get Einarr now, and if that dimwitted girl Ingolf chose to marry has calmed down she'll come too."


  I stared after her as she left.


  "Don't look so surprised, Sissa. Astrid isn't so bad when she forgets who she thinks she's supposed to be," Mother said.


  "You thought that she had..." I started accusingly because Mother had told us that she suspected Astrid of killing Disa, and Heidrun.


  "It seemed the only one it could be, but when I thought about it, I knew that I'd been hasty in my judgment. It isn't Astrid. Sissa, there must be someone else," Mother said calmly. 


  I started to speak but the door opened, and the Jarl's brother strode in, followed by Josteinn, who had a firm grip around Freyja's shoulders.


  




  Chapter Twenty-one


  Wolves


  Jarl Ingolf came down with a fever during the first night, and he seemed to get weaker every hour so Mother, Astrid and I stayed in the longhouse, taking turns to care for him. I couldn't find sleep so I was up most of the night, giving Mother and Astrid a chance to sleep a few hours each. Einarr walked in and out, and I don't think he slept anything at all either.


  "Will he make it, Sissa?" he asked softly.


  We were sitting next to each other on a bench Father had put next to the Jarls bed. I turned my head to look at him. In the soft light from the fire, he looked young and vulnerable. I could suddenly see how much Josteinn looked like his father.


  "I don't know," I mumbled.


  "Why are you looking at me like that?" he asked when I didn't turn away.


  "I never realized how much Joss looks like you," I said softly. "He has your hair, and your face, but he has his mother's eyes, I think," I whispered, adding with a wink, "And very pretty eyes they are."


  "That they are, Sissa. That they are," he said calmly. "And I'm old," he added. He clearly meant it to be a joke, but I heard how insulted he had been.


  "Not old, Einarr. Just older than me," I said. Then I grinned and peered at him. "Or... maybe a little old," I said, nudging him with my shoulder. His surprised chuckle warmed my heart. I'd not meant to insult him, and I knew well that I needed his support in many ways.


  "Where's Freyja?" I asked, remembering how useless she'd been when Torunn was ill and hoping that she' stay away.


  "She sleeps in my house. Josteinn and one of my men do too, and I have guards outside the door to keep intruders out," he replied calmly.


  "Did your men find..."


  "Yes. Just as you said, a thick rope. Someone had pushed a lot of our longest nails through the rope and then tied it across the path, just where it turns and then narrows. It was tied up quite loosely, but he must have come around the corner fast and hit it with his left side first," Einarr said grimly. "One of the nails would have gotten into his eye. Then I guess the slack rope caught his shoulder so it was just sheer luck none of the nails got his throat. I don't know how he made it back, bleeding like that, but that's how he is. Stubborn and tough."


  He was watching his older brother while he spoke, clenching his hands into tight fists. If I hadn't been sure already before that he wasn't responsible for Heidrun's death, then I would have known at that moment. The affection he felt for his brother, and the rage at what had happened to him was clear to see.


  "Einarr," I whispered and put my hand on top of his fists. After a while, he turned to me, so I smiled at him. "Don't worry so, Einarr. He is strong, and he will fight. My mother and your wife will save him. We'll find the one who did this to him. Then you will both have your revenge."


  "We have to solve this soon," he said calmly. "If they don't hesitate to kill our Jarl then no one is safe."


  "Yes," I replied. "I'll be tending to our Jarl until Mother says they don't need me anymore, but I'll think while I help them."


  "You're right, Sissa, now is not the time. When Ingolf is better, we'll talk."


  "Yes," I repeated, and he smiled then, but he didn't look happy.


  The Jarl moaned again, so mother came over with an infusion that would bring down the fever. We managed to get him to swallow some of it, and Einarr left soon after that. The care for Jarl Ingolf continued through the night but in the morning, the worst fever finally seemed to let go of him. He'd still not opened the one eye he had left, but Mother said that this was to be expected because of his injuries, and the herbs they gave him.


  When the first rays of sunshine came in through the door, I fell into one of the beds and slept until it was well after midday.


  The next few days were a blur of sleeping and tending to Jarl Ingolf. He still had a fever and his recovery was slow. Mother and Astrid just kept working. I helped as much as I could, but I had to admire the strength the older women showed as they relentlessly washed the man, coaxed him into drinking different kinds of tea and covered him with furs when he shook so hard his teeth rattled.


  He woke up sometimes but he was never really awake, and the nightmares we'd heard that he suffered from after Heidrun's death was fueled by his fever so he kept tossing and turning. Mostly he talked about his first wife, and their life together. I'd known that the Jarl had been fond of Torunn, but I had been too young to understand just how much her death had crushed him. Now I heard it clearly in his endless and devastatingly sad rants. Jarl Ingolf had been an angry and hard man for as long as I could remember, but I started to wonder if Torunn's illness and death hadn't amplified that.


  He didn't once ask for Freyja, but she came several times each day to sit with him. She was just as useless as I'd remembered her being when we had cared for Torunn, and she mainly cried, asking us repeatedly if we knew who could have done this to her dear Ingolf. I tried to stay as far away from her as possible because she was unpleasant to everyone around her, which perhaps was understandable in the situation, but I also found her constant moaning and whining exasperating. I was tired enough as it was, without her adding to it.


  In the long hours next to Jarl Ingolf, I let my thoughts roam, and I tried to sift through all the little things I knew. The more I thought about it, the more impossible it seemed that Freyja was somehow involved, and I started to think that perhaps Stein was responsible after all. Einarr didn't think so, and the man they described when retelling tales about the warriors' bravery had not sounded like someone who would have plotted and schemed to achieve the elaborate scam that ended with Heidrun's death, but he could have done it. Except, Stein had said that he'd be willing to take the beating from Jarl Ingolf for breaking his promise to Heidrun and he hadn't been around at the time of Disa's death. One of Einarr's men had been behaving strangely as well, I thought, and I was still not sure about Astrid. I wasn't entirely comfortable around her, but I reluctantly admitted to myself that she was different when we worked the long hours together in the longhouse. Most of the time we moved around in silence but sometimes we talked. I'd noticed how she softened when she spoke about Josteinn, so I encouraged her to share stories about how he'd been as a boy. I'd seen him around as we grew up, of course, but we'd never been close friends. To hear it from her side was sweet.


  "To think that the tiny bundle who screamed all night has grown up so much, Sissa. It feels like I gave birth to him just last week," she said. Then she suddenly turned to me. "I know what my son plans for you, and I want you to know that I won't mind."


  I bent deeper over Jarl Ingolf because I didn't know what to say. I'd still not made my mind up completely, but I'd thought a lot about my life, and had decided I'd probably say yes. I would ask Joss if we could wait until after he'd married, though. After that, I'd be happy to move into his home. There was absolutely nothing I could do to stop him from doing whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, and I knew that Joss could pay my fee any time, but I thought that he'd accept my wish. At least, I hoped he would.


  "It will be good to have children in the house, Sissa," Astrid continued, and I turned my head to look at her. She was smiling, but her gaze was focused on Jarl Ingolf. "It's sad that the brothers only had one child each when they wanted to have so many more, both of them."


  "They did?" I asked. I tried to imagine Einarr or the Jarl holding a baby, but I couldn't picture it in my mind.


  "Both of them," she said. "Einarr was so happy he cried when Joss was born."


  "Really?" I said, and I had to smile because that was something I could imagine even less.


  "He thought I was asleep, but I saw him. He sat by the fire with Josteinn in his arms and the sweetest smile I'd ever seen on his face, but there were tears slowly running down his cheeks. Then he wiped them off and told Joss that he would be a great warrior and that we'd give him many brothers and sisters." She looked sad when she continued in a hushed voice, "Proves how much he knows, the silly man."


  "You lost children?" I asked.


  I couldn't remember hearing about it, but that was what usually happened, to all women and several times.


  "No," she replied and to my surprise, she suddenly grinned a little. "For all their manly manliness, neither of them had much luck making their seed grow," she added.


  "Jarl Ingolf has been lucky again, though. Or so I hear," I said casually.


  "Ah, yes. So it would seem, and we can all hope the child takes after him because the gods will have to help us if it doesn't," she replied calmly but I saw laughter lurking in her eyes so I giggled.


  We didn't talk much after that, but things had somehow settled between us. It was a surprise to realize that we would get along just fine if I moved to their house.


  Late afternoon the third day after the incident the Jarl was feeling better and had been awake several times, although for short periods only. He'd talked to his brother, but we were not allowed in the longhouse then, and Einarr had left immediately afterward so I didn't know what was said. Jarl Ingolf seemed exhausted so we'd coaxed him into resting a while and then my mother chased me out of the longhouse. She wouldn't accept any objections, said gruffly that I was too pale and that I needed fresh air. When I got out, I realized that she'd been right. The cold wind on my face felt fantastic, and I decided to walk off the stiffness in my body. The light was almost gone so I stayed close to the village and had just decided to go home to talk to my father and brother when I heard a soft wail from the forest. It sounded like a small child, so I called out.


  "Who's there? Do you need help?"


  Another whimper came from the trees. It sounded like someone was injured so, without thinking it through, I followed the path through the trees into the nearest glen.


  Then I heard soft steps in the snow behind me. Suddenly afraid, I leaped away, turned but faced only the dark gray shades of the late midwinter afternoon. A soft wind whistled through the trees, making them creak a little. I stood completely still and listened intently, but there were no other sounds at all. Then a branch snapped to my left, and I whirled around. It had sounded if someone stepped on it.


  "Hello?" I called out uncertainly.


  There was no reply, but I thought there was a a soft rustle of fabric. It sounded as if someone was moving around slowly. Shivers went down my spine, and I knew that I'd been stupid to walk into the forest alone like that. Someone had harmed our Jarl, Heidrun and Disa were dead and there I was, strolling around in the darkness. I started to move backward toward the village, ready to run but not willing to turn my back against whoever stood among the trees.


  "Sissa, are you there?"


  I jumped and gave up a small cry when a loud voice suddenly came from behind me.


  "Josteinn!" I exhaled and turned around, pressing one of my hands over my heart. "You scared me," I said shakily, but full of relief. It must have been him I heard, I thought.


  "Well, you should be afraid, Sissa," he scolded, walking up to me with a deep frown that made him look a lot like his father. "It's dark, cold, and you are tired. You shouldn't walk alone in the forest like this. Come, I will take you home."


  "Okay," I said meekly.


  When I walked next to him with my hand in his, I felt safe again. I thought he was a little bit overprotective, though. I'd grown up walking freely in the forest, and I wasn't that tired. Then I remembered the sounds I thought I'd heard. I had also felt that it was stupid to walk around alone, and decided that he might be right. Maybe I shouldn't leave the village when it was dark, just in case.


  We walked slowly hand in hand back to the longhouse and were just about to turn around the corner when Einarr came toward us. He was scowling and turned immediately to his son.


  "Josteinn, come. It seems one of our horses is gone."


  Joss straightened, gave me a small push and murmured, "Have to go, Sissa. We'll meet later, okay?"


  "Okay," I replied and then they were gone. I sat down on a bench, watching as stars started to appear on the sky. Yes, I thought. It wouldn't be the life that I'd dreamed of, but I would be content with Josteinn and the life he could offer me.


  "Sissa, there you are," Ulf said when I finally walked around the corner to our house. "Josteinn wants to see you, in the clearing."


  "Huh?" I said. It was almost completely dark, and I was a little bit cold.


  "It sounded urgent," Ulf added.


  "Okay, I won't be gone long. I'm cold and tired, so I'll just see what he wants, and then I'll be right back," I said.


  Wondering what Joss wanted to talk to me about, I walked toward the clearing where we had met so many times. It was almost completely dark when I got there so I slowed down and called for him.


  "Joss?"


  A scraping sound came from somewhere among the trees on the far end of the clearing. I walked faster then, laughing as I marched determinedly along the path, "Oh no, you will not scare me again, Joss."


  I stumbled in the snow, and cursed as I went down on my knees. It turned out to be a stroke of luck, though, or maybe the gods were trying to help me out. A blow suddenly came out of nowhere, hitting me on my shoulder. If I'd been standing, it would have hit me on the head.


  A sharp pain erupted on the outside of my arm, and I called out as I fell to my knees. I wasn't sure where my attacker was, or if there would be another blow coming, so I scrambled to my feet and started running. When I couldn't hear anyone following me, I slowed down. I didn't want to go further away from the village so I'd started to turn back when, out of nowhere, a horse barged through the trees. It was too dark to recognize who was on it's back. The rider was only a blurry shadow, and all I saw was a long dark cloak with the hood up, covering my attacker's face. They came straight toward me, fast, so I ran again.


  My shoulder burned, and it hurt all the way down to the elbow. I could feel blood running down my arm, and I held it closer to my body as I rushed forward. There was no time to stop, the horse came toward me again so I turned off the path, jumped over a log and rushed straight into the forest. I hoped that the horse wouldn't get through the thick firs, but I was wrong. I heard it crashing from my side, and I turned again, running and jumping, turning around the trees.


  I was starting to lose my breath when I realized where I was, and my heart skipped a beat. The person on the horse had been herding me straight toward the wolf-den that Fin and I had crawled into all those years ago. It was just a little while ahead of me. I didn't know if the wolves were there, but if they were then I was in a very, very dangerous situation. They'd be hungry, and they would certainly smell my blood, know that I was weak. I wouldn't last very long if they got to me so my best hope was that they'd decided to spend the winter somewhere else. I knew that I had to make some kind of plan, just in case.


  I turned my head from side to side as I pushed along in the deep snow but it was dark, and only the massive shadows of firs loomed around me. I knew they'd be difficult to get up in so I looked around wildly to find white trunks. Birch would be easier to climb, if I only could find any.


  Then the first howl split the night, and right after that a second. Then a third. The sound was eerie, sending shivers up and down my spine. We heard them all the way into the village sometimes, and I'd always thought that it sounded both lonely and captivating at the same time. Listening to them when you were at home with the door locked was one thing, though. To hear them when you were chased through the night with blood running down the length of your arm was an entirely different thing.


  I realized suddenly that I couldn't hear the horse behind me anymore, so I stopped and quickly considered my options. Continue forward and straight into a pack of wolves? Or turn back and hope that whoever chased me would have turned back? I didn't spend much time thinking about it, and it wasn't a difficult choice, so I turned around, racing back toward the village as fast as I could make my legs go. I aimed for the path knowing that if I got there, the snow wouldn't be so thick so I'd be able to run quicker.


  I'd just reached it when I saw the first shadow of a wolf slink through the trees to my side. It was huge and seemed almost black in the darkness of the night. I heard it growl, low and menacingly. Knowing that it was the wrong thing to do, but not knowing what else to do, I screamed as I ran. More wolves were moving around in the shadows. I knew that if I stopped, I was dead.


  When I saw torches in front of me, I almost fell to my knees. They must have noticed that I was gone, I thought. Then I screamed wildly, hoping that they'd hear me even if they didn't see me. I tried to speed up but my legs went out under me as I tripped over the lumps of snow, and I cried out again. Then I put my arms over my head, curling up tightly, thinking that I had to protect my throat, and my belly. There were men not too far away and if they had heard me then I would only have to survive until they reached me.


  The huge wolf growled, and I braced. At the same time, one of the men roared. I felt how the ground shook from the stomping of horses.


  "Einarr," I sighed gratefully into my knees.


  He was not alone, and they reached me before the wolves, forming a circle around me with their horses, swinging their torches, swords and axes in wide arcs.


  "Come, Sissa, get up now," Ulf said calmly as he pulled me to my feet.


  To get off the horse was a tremendously brave thing to do because the wolves were still moving like shadows around us and they could easily attack at any time. The men roared, and the horses were stomping around nervously. Ulf tossed his torch to the ground, put his hands around my waist and hoisted me up. I threw my leg over the horse's back and stretched my hand down to my brother. He grabbed it, put a foot in the stirrup and then he was behind me.


  "Go!" Einarr shouted.


  As we sped away along the path, I turned to him. His face looked calm, but his brows were drawn down, and his eyes were so focused that they looked almost black.


  "Are you okay, Sissa?" he shouted.


  My blood pumped, and my arm throbbed. I should be devastated, but the relief from being saved and the excitement of the ride back to safety surged through me, so when I felt my mouth widen in a grin I didn't hold it back.


  "I am now, Einarr," I shouted, in a voice that was just as strong and triumphant as I felt.


  




  Chapter Twenty-two


  Nightmares


  Mother waited for us when we came back, and only then did I realize that my father had been one of the men around me. He hugged me briefly, caressing my cheek. Then both he and Ulf helped rushing the horses into the pen, and with a grunt, Ulf put the heavy plank back to keep them contained.


  "Hjalvor! Set up guards through the night, we don't know if the wolves will follow. Josteinn, spread the word in the village that children should stay inside for tonight and not leave the village for a while," Einarr ordered calmly, but I shivered.


  "What were you thinking?" Josteinn suddenly barked angrily.


  I turned to him, astonished at the tone of his voice.


  "What?"


  "I told you not to go into the forest, Sissa," he said, not sounding at all like the Joss I laughed with just earlier that evening.


  "What?" I repeated, but my voice was weaker.


  "Why can't you ever do what you are told?" he roared.


  All movement stilled around us, but he didn't seem to care, coming toward me with long strides. "You are a thrall, Sissa, and you will always be one. And thralls do what they are TOLD," he shouted, so close to me that I felt his breath on my face.


  Then he grabbed my upper arms. I could see that he was going to roar something else, but he'd put his hand on the wound on my arm, so I whimpered. I saw Ulf coming toward us, and I knew that he would explain, but as my eyes met my brother's, I shook my head slightly. He understood that I wanted him to remain silent, but he didn't like it, and scowled at me.


  "You need to learn the ways of a thrall, Sissa," Josteinn said warningly, though in a lower voice. 


  Then he shook me slightly as if to put emphasis on his words.


  "Josteinn, please. You're hurting me," I moaned.


  He let go of me immediately, pushed my cloak back and gasped when he saw how my left arm was covered in blood.


  "What the -" Einarr barked, pulled in a breath and growled, "Gudrun, bring her to the longhouse."


  Then he pushed Josteinn back. I thought that he said something to him, but my head had started to spin a little, so when Mother and Astrid pushed me along toward the Jarl's house, I went with them obediently. When we passed Einarr's house, I saw Freyja standing in the open door. She had a soft pale blue dress on, and it fit snugly to her small body. Her hair was a cloud of golden curls over her shoulders. I felt the stiff fabric in my beige, skirt brush roughly over my legs as we walked and I knew that I had dirt on my face. Josteinn's words about how I'd always be a thrall echoed in my head.


  "Sissa? Did you cut yourself?" she gasped, but I didn't answer her and turned my head away.


  "Go inside again, Freyja," Astrid said calmly. "I know you can't take she sight of blood, so you need to lie down," she added confidently. It sounded oddly like a command.


  "Oh, yes. You're right, I can't. It's awful, my head is spinning," Freyja whispered and started to sway. She raised her hand to take hold of the doorpost, but then she jerked strangely and lowered it again.


  I turned slowly toward her then, and our eyes met. I held her gaze for a long time, but it didn't matter. There simply didn't seem to be anything behind her blank stare. No thoughts, no malice. Nothing. It felt as if I looked into a huge empty space, like the black void in front of Torbi and me as we'd stood looking out over the ravine, and I shuddered. I must have been wrong, I thought. Someone that stupid couldn't have arranged all of the things that had happened. Then Mother pulled me along gently, and we continued into the longhouse.


  They put me on the table and started to pull off my clothes.


  "I can sit up, you know," I protested, smiling a little. 


  The fires were burning in the longhouse, and I'd heard Mother order one of the women to get me something warm to drink.


  "I know you can, Sissa," Mother hissed tersely. "For once in your life, my girl, let us take care of you. Tomorrow is soon enough to be strong again."


  She was watching me, and I realized that she must have heard Josteinn roar at me. I didn't want her pity, but I saw that I had it nevertheless. One lonely tear slipped out of the corner of my eye. My chest suddenly felt tight, but I didn't want to cry. I'd let them care for my wounds, but I'd handle my emotions myself.


  "Okay, Mother. Just don't remove my eye, please?"


  Startled laughter came from the women in the longhouse, and even though I felt no joy, I grinned cheekily at them over my shoulder. Then the door was thrown open, and a group of men walked in.


  "Einarr," Astrid gasped, covering my chest quickly.


  "Hush," he growled as he pushed a bundle into her arms. "She has nothing I haven't seen before, on you and many others, and my thoughts are not on pleasures. Not right now anyway," he added tauntingly.


  Astrid paled, taking a step back. I gasped because he'd sounded so unpleasant. I wanted to yell at him, but my mother was quicker.


  "Einarr. Leave the insults outside, please. Your wife and I must tend to my daughter. She has three long wounds on her shoulder that'll need searing," she said calmly, almost subserviently, but she emphasized the word wife, and I knew that the small barb had hit its aim when Einarr's mouth tightened.


  I looked around, seeing my father among the men, standing at the back and close to the door. I continued scanning the crowd, but I couldn't find my brother.


  "Ulf?" I called out. "Where's Ulf?"


  "He's at home, Sissa," my father replied calmly, but I had remembered what my brother said, and I was uneasy.


  "I want Ulf, please make him come here. He was on the ground with me, saved me from the wolves, and I want him here..." I trailed off and started to sit up, but Einarr pushed me back down again.


  "Raudulf, get your son," he growled.


  I heard a soft thud from the door, and exhaled slowly. 


  "Explain to me what happened, Sissa," Einarr ordered.


  I'd thought about what to say to them and decided to share only what I absolutely had to. Once I'd talked to Ulf, I'd share the rest. So I told them how I'd been walking in the forest, that someone had hit me on the shoulder and how I'd run. I said that I thought there was someone on a horse chasing me, but that I wasn't sure.


  "Someone on a horse?" Einarr asked harshly.


  "One of the horses were missing," I said.


  I'd turned with fake calmness toward Joss. He looked pale and started to speak, but his father gave him a look, so he closed his mouth again.


  "All the horses are there, Sissa," Einarr said. They must have made a mistake when they counted them in the darkness because we checked just now and they are all there."


  Then he leaned over my shoulder, pushing mother a little to the side to look at my wounds. I twisted to look too. The wounds burned, but they didn't look bad. The blow had had hit me on the outside of my shoulder, giving me two gashes in the muscle there. There was one smaller scrape further down my arm, but it seemed shallow. Since the wounds looked clean, I hoped that Mother would be satisfied with stitching it up because I'd seen them searing wounds on our men. I did not want to go through that.


  "Huh," Einarr said calmly.


  "What do you think was used?" I asked just as calmly. If I focused on the details, I wouldn't have to think about who'd caused the wound or remember how the wolves had chased me. I could push Joss' words to the back of my mind then. "Not a knife, I think?" I added.


  "Club," he replied, chuckling. "You're very calm about it all, Sissa," he added.


  "It is what it is," I said. Then I turned to Mother and Astrid. "And I will continue to be calm as long as you plan to use needle and thread. If you even touch the searing iron I see that you've put in the fire, then I'll pitch a fit the likes you've never seen before."


  Surprised laughter came from around the longhouse, and my mother sighed.


  "Out, everyone," she said, making a shooing motion with her hands towards the door.


  They started to file out, but the Jarl suddenly moaned and started fidgeting.


  "Einarr, can you try to keep your brother calm while Gudrun and I take care of Sissa?" Astrid asked.


  Her voice was hard. Einarr gave her a long, thoughtful look that I couldn't interpret. Then he nodded once and walked over to the Jarl.


  "Ulf?" I asked loudly.


  "Right here, Sissa," he replied calmly from the door.


  "Stay," I said, and it was an order but also a plea. When I saw my mother nod at him, I exhaled with relief.


  Then they cleaned up the wounds and stitched them together. I'd never had stitches before, and it hurt when they put the needle through my skin, much more than I had thought it would because the men usually didn't make any sounds at all. I whined with every stitch so after a while, Ulf was snorting with laughter.


  "Sometimes I forget that you're a girl, Sissa, but when I hear you now I'm reminded," he chuckled. "Shut up with the moaning, sister," he added, and suddenly both Astrid and Mother snickered too.


  I was going to snap at Ulf when I heard him growl a string of foul words. It sounded like he slapped the rushes around where he was sitting.


  "Ulf," Mother scolded.


  "Sorry. Stupid mice all over the rushes," he growled. "I wish they'd get a cat."


  "No cat," Jarl Ingolf moaned loudly but clearly, and the sound surprised us.


  He'd been awake a few times, but he still had a fever, and he'd not spoken many clear words in the past days.


  "No cat. No cat," he repeated.


  I heard Einarr murmur something, but the Jarl seemed to get more and more agitated.


  "We didn't know, and we didn't believe it, but they insisted. Couldn't believe it but they said so. Nailed it to the fence and watched it die. No cat," he rambled.


  The women had helped me to sit up, and I watched in stunned disbelief as Einarr held his brother down. Astrid moved over, they calmed him down, gave him something to drink, and I just sat there.


  Piece by piece it all fell into place, and I knew. My gut hadn't been wrong after all.


  Everything seemed to whirl inside my head. It seemed strange that the longhouse was so quiet when I wanted to scream, but I bit my lip and focused on breathing slowly through my nose.


  Einarr startled me when he suddenly straightened and looked at his wife.


  "Will he be well again, wife?" he asked as he put a hand on her shoulder and caressed it slowly.


  "Yes, Einarr," she replied.


  Astrid's face was tender as she looked up at him. I wondered how he, with just a look and a simple touch, could make her forgive him for what he'd said before. Could I be the same, I wondered? Could I accept what was hurled at me and then forget as quickly as that?


  "Good, wife," Einarr said calmly.


  When he got a good look at my face, he straightened and pressed his lips together. I got to my feet but my head was spinning a little, making me sway, and I sat down again. Einarr was at my side immediately, murmuring in my ear as he steadied me, "What is it you know, Sissa?"


  I tried to move away, but his hand on my uninjured shoulder felt like it was made of iron.


  "We should talk, Einarr," I mumbled. "Not tonight, please. I hurt, and I want to do it in daylight. And we need everyone gathered," I added.


  "Tomorrow, at midday," he said immediately. "You'll remain here with your mother to keep you safe until then."


  "Ulf should also stay to keep me safe," I said blandly, but his eyes sharpened.


  "Your father too?" he asked.


  "I don't think it's needed but just in case, maybe he should be here too," I said, and he nodded.


  "Do you want to talk to anyone else?" he asked.


  "No, there's no need for that," I replied.


  I guessed that he was asking me if I wanted Joss to come but I really didn't. I wasn't Astrid, and I wouldn't forget just as easily. He sighed as he nodded slowly.


  "Gudrun," he called out softly. "It will be easier for you to have both the injured in the same place so Sissa will stay here tonight. Raudulf and Ulf will be here to help you."


  Mother watched him for a while, expecting him to explain his unusual command. When he didn't elaborate, she turned to me. I kept my face blank and finally, she shrugged.


  Einarr started to pull Astrid along, ignoring her protests that she was needed to help my mother. She finally managed to pull her arm away from him and then she walked back to me. The bundle Einarr had given her earlier was on the bench. With a determined look on her face, she picked it up and gave it to me.


  "Take this, Sissa," she said. "You need something to wear, and I want you to have this."


  I took the bundle, realizing that it was one of her gowns. It was made out of a dark blue fabric, softer than anything I'd ever felt. I shook my head thinking that I shouldn't accept such a costly gift, but she raised a hand.


  "Take it as my way of apologizing for my son," she said gently. "He wasn't entirely wrong, and he had worried, but that's no excuse for shouting what he did in the way he did."


  I nodded then, but I didn't know what to say so I said nothing. She held my gaze a little while but then she sighed and walked out of the longhouse next to her husband.


  Late that night I sat by the fireplace listening to the soft breaths from everyone around me. I couldn't sleep, so in my mind I went through all the things I knew, and how I'd get through the next day. I'd have to tell them in a way that made sense. I had little proof so I'd have to make sure all the little things were shared in a way that tied them clearly together.


  "Can't sleep, Sissa?" Ulf murmured as he sat down next to me by the fire.


  "Too much to think about," I sighed.


  "Josteinn was afraid, Sissa. He was frantic when he heard that you weren't back. I thought he'd go off on his own. Einarr had to hold him back until everyone was gathered. Then we heard the wolves, and I saw his face when they howled. He was afraid for you, and when you were safe again, I guess he lost it."


  Astrid had told me the same, but it was nice to hear my brother say it as well. The problem was that it didn't help. I still heard Josteinn's words inside my head. He'd said that I'd always be a thrall and that I'd need to learn the ways of one. Maybe he was right about that but if he'd cared about me, wouldn't he had seen me as his woman first and a thrall second? Why had this been the things he'd roar at me? Why hadn't he asked me why I'd even been out there, or if I was okay?


  "I know," I sighed. "Ulf..."


  I waited until he turned to me with a question in his eyes. Then I continued carefully, and quietly. Most of Jarl Ingolf's thralls had moved back into the longhouse as the Jarl got better and I wasn't sure if someone was awake and could hear us.


  "Just nod if I'm right. No names, no explanations," I started. He looked confused, but he nodded slowly. "I think that it wasn't Joss who told you he wanted to see me in the clearing," I said calmly.


  He started to speak, but I put a finger to his lips and held it there until he nodded to indicate that my assumption had been right. Then he understood what I was saying. His eyes widened, he straightened and a scowl formed on his face.


  "How?" he asked hoarsely.


  "Tomorrow," I whispered back. "We solve this tomorrow at midday."


  




  Chapter Twenty-three


  Unravel


  My arm throbbed, and I'd not slept many hours. Still, when I met Einarr the next morning, I felt a restless, nervous energy that somehow overrode everything else. I both dreaded and looked forward to the gathering in the longhouse but I'd spent many of the dark hours going through everything, and I knew that I had to speak up.


  Slowly and as clearly as I could, I told Einarr who I suspected, and how it was done. This was a shock to him. He stared at me and his mouth opened and closed a few times but finally, he nodded.


  "I still don't understand how, Sissa, do you have proof that -"


  "Some proof, but mostly hearsay and circumstances. And there are too many circumstances to ignore, Einarr," I whispered. "Do you trust me to put all the little things in front of our families, and let them fill in what's missing? Then you can judge if I am mistaken or not?"


  He sighed then.


  "Are you sure you want to do this, Sissa? If you don't have enough, you and I can go through what you know. Then we search for more, until we have what we need."


  "It's too dangerous to wait. Jarl Ingolf has lost his eye. I was almost killed last night. We can't let this fester and cause more damage. I have enough, Einarr. Trust me."


  "Right," he said. "You know what to say and how? Ingolf will not be happy," he added.


  "I think so."


  "Huh. Well, I guess it'll have to be good enough," he said with a small grin. "Don't worry, Sissa. We'll get through this," he added.


  On Einarr's orders, we gathered at midday in the longhouse. Astrid and Josteinn were there, and my family too. I'd asked Einarr to include Hjalvor and Sigurd, the two warriors who had brought Heidrun out to the altar. Einarr raised his brows in surprise but nodded and did what I asked.


  After a commotion that erupted when Freyja wanted me and my family to sit by the fire, whining that thralls shouldn't soil her beautiful home, we sat down around the table that stretched through the Jarls great hall. Jarl Ingolf was awake, but he was resting on his bed, still too weak to sit up for longer periods of time. Our Jarl was oddly quiet most of the time. The loss of his eye had been a shock to him, and it was clear that he still struggled with how to handle that. That it happened to him before he'd learned to live with with how his daughter died made it even harder for him to accept, and he brooded.


  When Einarr nodded at me to start, I took a deep breath, wiped my palms on Astrid's beautiful dress, and began.


  "Most of you know that Einarr asked me to help him with the investigations around Heidrun's death," I started. "I'll briefly go through some facts that you all are aware of. Then we'll discuss the details that we have found."


  Everyone nodded, Ulf gave me a tight smile, and I threw myself right into the explanation.


  "Jarl Ingolf announced that I'd be sacrificed just the day before the event, and that was a surprise to everyone. I spent the evening at home with my parents, and my mother used the evening to make the hood I was supposed to wear. The morning after I was at home until midday when Jarl Ingolf and Einarr came to get me. They locked me up in the small shed and then they went for a midday meal in the longhouse."


  "Don't we all know this, Sissa?" Freyja interrupted.


  "Yes," I replied calmly and continued as if she hadn't said anything.


  "Heidrun was there for the meal, and afterward, she went with Disa to start preparing for the celebration. You, Freyja, had ordered my brother to bring home fresh rushes for the floor, and you helped him to deal with them. Then Heidrun left the storage house, and Disa went to look for her. Ulf had brought back too many rushes so Freyja started putting them in the shed close to the one I was in. Josteinn helped with that."


  They all nodded when I looked at them. I had no reason to make a pause, but I needed a break to gather my thoughts so I faked a thirst I didn't feel and gulped down water.


  "Mother came with my last meal," I continued, "and then she looked into the shed next to mine. No one was there, so she put the beam on the door, with Josteinn's help. At the time of the sacrifice, Hjalvor and Sigurd went to get me, but they went into the other shed and got Heidrun. She was sacrificed. I spent the night passed out and locked up, until Torbiorn let me out the next day."


  I turned to Einarr, wanting him to confirm what I'd said.


  "Yes, Sissa, this is an excellent summary of what we know," he said calmly.


  "There's one thing I don't understand," I said, looking at the two warriors. "How could it be that you didn't know which shed I was in?"


  Their mouths fell, and they looked at each other. Neither seemed to want to speak, but before Einarr could order them to do so, Hjalvor started talking.


  "We didn't lock you in there, Sissa. Both of us spent most of the day moving the stone that was to act as an altar," he said, seemingly a little embarrassed. "We wanted to do that for Torbi, Sissa. He was a good man, a good friend, and we felt sorry for him. To have to haul the stone his sister -"


  "But how did you know which shed to go to later then?" I interrupted.


  My gut clenched because I'd not managed to figure this out. What they said could throw everything around. They looked at each other again, and this time, it was Sigurd who replied, and he'd turned to Einarr.


  "But... you told us where to go, Einarr?"


  He put it as a question, and I saw Einarr's jaw drop. This was not at all the answer I expected.


  "I told you to go to the shed, and get the girl," he said harshly. "I did not specify which one," he added assuredly.


  "But you did," Sigurd insisted. "You said to go to the locked shed. Both our Jarl and his wife was there, and they nodded," he insisted stubbornly, and then he added, "Only one shed had a beam over the door so we didn't even look in the other."


  "Are you saying that Sissa's shed wasn't locked?" Joss asked, sounding incredulous.


  Einarr jerked when he heard the tone of his son's voice, and turned slowly. 


  "Joss..." he whispered hoarsely.


  "What?" Joss asked, but then his eyes widened. "You thought I had removed the slat," he said, glaring at his father.


  "You could have," Einarr murmured, but he looked a bit uneasy with how the discussion had turned.


  "Well, I didn't," Joss stated, and then he continued sourly, "Maybe I should have."


  "Maybe you should have," Einarr echoed, and I stared at him. 


  I understood why he'd been so reluctant to talk to me about why the warriors had gone to the wrong shed, but it suddenly sounded like he had wanted Joss to disobey him, and give me a chance to get away. If Mother hadn't given me herbs, I thought, then I might have pushed the door open and escaped. I wondered briefly where I would have gone, if I would have made it. Then I pulled myself together and opened my mouth to continue explaining, but I was interrupted before I even could start speaking.


  "I'm sorry, Ingolf. The gods had asked for the sacrifice, but we were uneasy about it and wanted it over and done with, so we hurried. We should have made sure we knew," Hjalvor said. It was clear that both men regretted that they hadn't looked.


  "But I don't understand? Sissa was in the locked shed, wasn't she?" Freyja said suddenly, utterly bewildered.


  She glanced over at me, and it was just briefly, but I saw it then. A sly, cunning look that belied the stupidity I'd always believed she possessed. Suddenly I remembered how Joss and I had sat on the beach the night I'd been to the grove to look for the hood. I thought about how he'd described the sacrifice to me and then I had to press my lips together to keep them from smiling because I knew what had happened. I decided to continue like I had planned.


  "Disa was poisoned," I said abruptly.


  There was a stunned silence and then Freyja started to cry loudly, wailing about her dear Disa and asking all and sundry how it could be true. It took a while to calm her down but finally she sat silently in her seat again. She appeared to be completely shattered by this news, but it seemed a bit exaggerated to me. I saw how the others exchanged looks. Disa had been dead for a while, and the knowledge that she'd been poisoned didn't change that fact.


  "What could have been used?" Einarr asked.


  "Henbane," I answered.


  Astrid pulled in breath audibly and started to speak, but Mother interrupted.


  "Or Nightshade, but I don't know where anyone would have found it, I haven't seen it for many years, and it is even more difficult to use."


  "Few would have known how to handle Henbane, Mother tells me. It's easy to give too much and kill instantly, it needs to be just right," I said, watching Astrid as I continued. "Our two healers would know," I added slowly, "and their families. Stein could have known from his grandmother. There could be others who has this knowledge as well, but we've found none so far."


  "Sissa -" Josteinn started but stopped again when his father put a hand heavily on his shoulder.


  "I went to the grove and looked at Heidrun, the night after the sacrifice," I said then, and there was another stunned silence.


  This was good, I thought. I wanted them all a little bit confused and surprised because I didn't want anyone to have time to prepare their answers. I wanted the truth from them all.


  "I wanted to look at the hood she had, but it was gone. It wouldn't have made a difference if it had been there, though, because I wouldn't have managed to look closely. She was hanging from a branch high enough so only a tall man would have been able to pull it off," I shared.


  Jarl Ingolf made a choking sound and I turned toward him.


  "I'm so sorry, Jarl Ingolf. I know this is hard for you to hear, but we need the details to give your daughter the revenge she deserves."


  He grunted, and I decided to take that as a confirmation that I could continue.


  "My friends are dead," I said, and they almost jumped at this change of subject. "But before they ran away Nessa told me she ate the leftovers from Heidrun's plate after the midday meal here in the longhouse, and she got sick. Drowsy and stumbling around. Stomach pain."


  "Small amounts of Henbane, from the leaves and not the root," Astrid whispered, her eyes locked to my mother's.


  "Yes," Mother replied grimly.


  I was silent for a while then, letting it all sink in. I'd had many hours to think about all of this, and they needed time to grasp all the details.


  "Here's what I think happened," I said, finally.


  "Heidrun was poisoned at midday, and she fell asleep a while later in the storage house. Someone went in there, took off her shoes, and some of her clothes. You found them later Einarr," I said, pointing to my feet. "You gave her shoes to me."


  His mouth fell open, as he looked at the soft shoes I had on my feet like he'd never seen them before. I didn't give him any chance to say anything about it.


  "Then Heidrun was pushed out through the large window that faces the forest. Ulf had brought big pine rushes close to where she would have fallen, so someone put one or two over her and pulled her over to the shed. I saw marks in the snow beneath the window before the snow fell, and I saw her heels in the grove, they were muddy and scraped."


  Mother nodded thoughtfully. She had cleaned Heidrun up when they'd brought her down from the grove, and would have seen the dirt on Heidrun's feet as well.


  "Then she was pushed into the shed next to mine, through the window on the back side. The shed is partially dug out, and the window is close to the ground on the outside, so it would have been easy enough. The person who did it went around to enter through the door, dressed Heidrun in a thrall dress, covered her with the rushes, closed and latched the window from the inside. As they brought in more rushes, she got more and more hidden under them. Finally, Mother passed by, peeked into the shed, saw nothing so she and Joss put the beam on the door."


  Josteinn had straightened and looked stunned, but suddenly Hjalvor made a strangled sound so I turned to him with my brows raised.


  "We thought... we thought you were afraid, Sissa. Who wouldn't have been? You were mostly under the rushes when we came for you, and it looked like you were trying to hide. We had to drag you out. You started struggling when we did. Then we heard that it had been Heidrun... I just didn't think about the rushes, not until now" he said.


  It looked like Einarr wanted to yell at them but then he sighed, wiping his brow a few times.


  "Then when everyone had gathered by the altar, someone took the slat off my door. It's not heavy like the beam on Heidrun's shed, so it would be easy to do. The sacrifice was performed, and the same person rushed back to put the slat on my door again," I said confidently, although it was partly fake because I had little evidence about this part. "It's not as if we stand in straight lines during the sacrifice. We're mostly milling around so to get in and out of the crowd without anyone noticing is easy," I added.


  "What about my brother? Why was he injured?" Einarr asked, and our eyes met.


  He knew well that I wanted to move on to something else and this we hadn't discussed so he leaned over the table toward me. I made a rueful face because I felt a bit guilty about this.


  "I told my family that we were close to knowing and that we just needed to talk to the Jarl. I exaggerated quite a lot but I wanted to give them hope, and I wanted them to stop asking questions that would get them into danger. Right after that, we heard sounds outside. We thought it was rats, but I think someone heard us and wanted to stop us from talking to Jarl Ingolf."


  A sound coming from behind startled me and then Jarl Ingolf staggered across the room to sit down in his chair at the end of the table.


  "What did you want to talk to me about?" he asked grimly.


  "Who convinced you that there was a need for a human sacrifice? Who said it had to be me?" I countered immediately before I could lose my courage.


  His eyes went straight to his wife.


  "Freyja?" he said incredulously.


  She started to say something and her hands were fluttering. Then she moved as if to stand up, but both Jarl Ingolf and his brother moved slightly.


  "Sit down, Freyja," Einarr ordered calmly. "You'll listen and answer Sissa's questions. If you have nothing to hide then there's no harm in that, is there?"


  She sat down immediately. Before she could say any of the words that clearly was at the tip of her tongue, the Jarl addressed me, and he did it in a hard and angry voice.


  "You're coming with serious accusations, Sissa. You need to explain."


  




  Chapter Twenty-four


  Truth


  "This was planned in advance. There are too many things that had to be prepared, and most in the village didn't know that I'd be sacrificed until just the evening before," I started.


  Then I turned to the Freyja. She was guilty, I knew it in my core. She was also wife to the man who owned me, so I would be punished if they didn't believe me. Freyja would see to that, quickly and harshly. She was guilty, though, and I couldn't just let that pass, so I had to make them understand. Mustering all my courage, I continued.


  "I think that you created the hood and collected the poison a long time ago, Freyja. I believe that you did it already at the end of last summer. And you started complaining more than a week before the sacrifice about how the mead they'd selected wasn't just right, wasn't enough. We all heard you. How you made Jarl Ingolf think that it was a good idea to sacrifice a human, I do not know, but then you convinced him it had to be me. He probably didn't think much about why you wanted it to be me specifically, and it didn't matter anyway because an insignificant thrall girl like me was an easy choice. But you wanted it to be me because of my resemblance to Heidrun.


  "If he hadn't agreed to the human sacrifice then none would have been the wiser, but he did, so you put your plan in motion. You probably opened the window in the shed, and hid some thrall clothes there, already the same night. You sat next to Heidrun at the midday meal and somehow you managed to put Henbane on her plate."


  "She was leaning over her plate several times," Astrid interrupted. "I sat next to Stein on the other side and remember it clearly because I thought she was ridiculous, leaning over Heidrun to giggle and pat Ingolf on his arm so many times."


  I nodded and before anyone had time to say anything I continued.


  "Then I suppose you made some offhand comment, Freyja, something about real men needing much to drink?" I looked around, and both Einarr and the Jarl's mouths tightened. 


  I turned to look at Freyja again.


  "So then Heidrun went to select more from the storage. She runs the Jarl's household so you knew she would and you had not counted on Disa going with her, but you used it. You were fluttering in and out of the house, and then you asked Disa to go with you on some errand. Ulf saw you leave."


  Ulf made a grunting sound and nodded slowly.


  "When you came back to the storage house, you turned in the door, telling Disa that Heidrun wasn't there. You called out for her several times, and then you sent Disa to look for her in the village. Except I believe that Heidrun was still in the house, unconscious.


  "Disa went away, and you went into the house, opened the window on the back side, waited until Ulf had gone back into the forest, pushed Heidrun out, and pulled her over to the other shed, covered with rushes."


  "I saw her," Joss said, and his voice shook a little. "I was outside the longhouse and helped them carrying tables. The rushes seemed to be too heavy for her to drag around. I felt sorry for her, so I walked over to help when we'd finished. She was in the shed then, I met her at the door."


  "She would have been in there to put the thrall's dress on Heidrun, gag her and tie the hood to her head. You both went to meet Ulf, and then you carried rushes into the longhouse while she put a few more in the shed. After that, you piled more rushes on top of your cousin, Josteinn."


  He paled, but I ignored it. I'd planned exactly what I wanted to say. So far I'd gotten confirmation of some of my theories from the others, but there was more speculation to come.


  "Then you all went to get ready for the sacrifice. I'm not sure what she planned to do with the door to the shed. Perhaps you coming along was a stroke of luck, Mother," I said.


  "She asked me to go back and put the latch in place," Josteinn said, and I could hear anger vibrating in the tone of his voice. "She said she didn't want the door to blow open and animals to go in there for shelter. I thought it was stupid, but it was easier to just go back than to argue."


  "How silly," Freyja said suddenly. "I know nothing of herbs and Heidrun was huge so there's no way I could have done what you said," added confidently.


  "But you knew about Henbane, Freyja," Mother interjected. "We used it for Torunn in her last weeks. You were there every day to help. You asked about it, wanted to help us prepare the infusions. You even tried, but you used too much, and it was pure luck that I saw and sto-" Mother froze and stared at Freyja. "You used too much, and I thought you were too dumb to know the difference between a spoonful and a cup," she said accusingly.


  "Oh, rubbish," she said breezily. "I have no knowledge at all about these things. Ingolf, why are you letting them accuse me this way?"


  The Jarl seemed shocked, and he swayed a little.


  "Torunn?" he said incredulously.


  It was a question but somehow also a sad plea. Since I'd heard his rambling nightmares, I knew how much he'd cared for his first wife. His eyes were hard when he looked at his current one but I needed everyone to stay focused on Heidrun's death, so I continued quickly.


  "You unlocked my door on the way to the altar, Freyja. Then when the sacrifice was performed you rushed back to lock my door again, feigning that the sight of blood made you ill and that you had to leave to throw up," I said, turning to Josteinn. "You told me, remember?"


  "Yes. She wasn't sick seeing the blood from the animals, but I thought that seeing a dead person would have caused it. It was hard for us all, so it didn't appear strange to me." Josteinn said calmly. 


  "Blood makes me throw up or faint, you all know this," Freyja protested, but no one seemed to listen to her.


  "You said that the hood was taken off Heidrun by a tall man, Sissa. Did someone help her then?" Einarr suddenly asked as if he hadn't heard Freyja's protests, and my heart jumped. He believed me, and he'd been right. We'd get through this.


  "I didn't understand that for a long time, but I fell when I saw Heidrun hanging in the grove, remember?" I replied. "I told you that I stumbled on a branch and kicked it into the bushes to the side. Except I think that it wasn't a branch, it was the skewer from the Jarl's kitchen. One of the men found it in the bushes and brought it back. No one thought much about it," I said as I walked over to the wall. Then I brought the skewer back to the table, putting it down with the stained part of the handle up.


  "Clean on one side, stained on the other. It could have been laying in blood that wasn't cleaned away."


  "What has a stained skewer to do with anything?" Freyja said. She sounded annoyed, although I could see that she'd started to fidget a little.


  "You used it to pull the hood from Heidrun's head, Freyja," I replied calmly.


  "Nonsense. How would you even know that?"


  "Because there are holes in her hood," I replied calmly.


  Then I pulled the hood out of my pocket and spread it out next to the skewer, making it clear that the holes were just as far apart as the tips of the skewer.


  "Take the horrible thing away," Freyja groaned. "It has our dear Heidrun's blood on it, I can't stand looking at it."


  Suddenly she got to her feet, grabbed the hood and moved toward the fireplace. I was too far away to stop her, but Joss had been sitting next to her. He quickly got to his feet, wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her back.


  "You should probably sit down, Freyja," he murmured calmly, but his brows were low, and he looked furious.


  Then he pulled the hood out of her hands, spread it out on the table and nodded to me.


  "Why would I even pull the hood off Heidrun, you make no sense at all, Sissa," Freyja snapped.


  "Because you wanted to put blame on my family and me," Einarr growled. “It was found behind my house, and if it hadn't been found by Sissa, it would have been seen as evidence that one of us were guilty.”


  "You could have done it, Einarr. You have ambitions, you can't deny that," she snapped.


  I realized suddenly that the breathy, lisping, high pitched voice she usually spoke in was gone. Her voice was strained but also low and hoarse, full of malice.


  "There's another reason," Mother interrupted. "It looks like the same material that you gave me to use for Sissa's hood. If either, or both, were found, then we'd notice. The fabric is special. It's soft and somehow treated to get that yellow color."


  "I gave you that," Astrid ground out hoarsely. She had been staring at the hood in shock, but suddenly she wailed, "We gave you that when you married Ingolf. You said you were expecting his child, and we were so happy for him. We got the cloth from Torunn, for Josteinn when he was born, to wrap him with. I gave it to you, and you used it to make a hood for Torunn's girl..."


  She got to her feet, and I thought that she'd charge at Freyja. Einarr got up too and held her in his arms.


  "Sit down, wife," he ordered, and his words were harsh, but I saw him give her back a soft caress.


  "You have all gone mad, this is all speculation from a thrall. I'm not strong enough, and I have no reason at all to do something like this," Freyja said.


  I saw her give Jarl Ingolf a look under her lashes, knew she'd try to sway him, but Ulf interrupted.


  "You are strong enough."


  We all turned to him, and I tried to intervene, but he wouldn't be stopped.


  "I will speak," he said giving me a hard glare. "You are strong enough, Freyja, because you took the top plank off the gate to the horses' pen. You got one of the horses out last night, and you drove my sister through the forest and into a pack of wolves." His voice had increased in strength, and the last came out as a roar. Then he seemed to calm down a little, and he continued, "That plank is heavy, but you got it both down and up again, twice, so you are strong enough to have handled Heidrun the way Sissa says," he concluded.


  "Another accusation from a thrall," Freyja said breezily. "Will you let all of them come with these ridiculous lies?" she asked Einarr, and she sounded almost bored.


  I had to admire her courage because by then everyone was looking at her with ill-concealed anger. Jarl Ingolf was the only one who showed no emotions at all. He looked stunned, staring at her as if he'd never seen her before.


  "Explain why you think it was Freyja who chased Sissa last night," Einarr said gravely to my brother.


  "Sissa, explain what you were doing in the forest," Ulf countered, frowning at me when I hesitated.


  "Ulf met me outside our home, and he said that Josteinn wanted to see me in the clearing. It sounded urgent he said, and you..." I turned to Josteinn, but I couldn't make my eyes meet his so I continued quickly, "You told me that we were to meet later. I thought you meant another day, but when Ulf said you wanted to see me... I went out there assuming you'd asked me to come," I finished, trying valiantly to sound calm, but even I could hear that my voice shook a little.


  "But I never -" Josteinn started.


  "Freyja gave me the message for Sissa, Josteinn. She said it was from you," Ulf interrupted.


  All heads turned to Freyja, and her face grew hard.


  "Oh, now you all think that I did this when I had no reason. No reason at all," she spat out.


  "You are expecting, Freyja," I said calmly. "If Heidrun and Stein had been here then they would have led after Jarl Ingolf. With them both gone, your child would be the next Jarl, or married to the next Jarl."


  The Jarl made a strangled sound and I turned to him.


  "You didn't know?"


  "Freyja?" he whispered hoarsely.


  "Yes, Ingolf. I carry your child," she crooned and stretched her hand out toward him, but he reared back. "But, Ingolf, Sissa said that this had been planned for a long time. I only found out just a few weeks ago that you will be a father again, so why would I have -"


  "The seer, Freyja," I interrupted calmly. We were coming to the root of it all now, and I looked her straight in the eye. "You went to see the seer late last summer. You took only the new girls with you and they didn't understand much of our language, but they said you seemed very pleased. They recognized one word. Child."


  Freyja started to protest, but Einarr interrupted.


  "We can easily find the seer, and ask her."


  He sounded completely calm. I watched him, thinking about what I'd seen in the forest and wondering how he could talk about the woman in front of his wife, and me, so casually.


  "Freyja," the Jarl said, and his voice was harsh. I saw on his face that he knew the truth too, and he was furious. "Tell me to my face, is it true?"


  "Ingolf," she murmured, reaching out for him again, but he slapped her hand away.


  "No more, Freyja. You've played your games with me long enough. From that time during the end of Torunn's illness when you crept into my bed and told me I made a child with you, through the years until the moment you started talking about how our gods wanted a special gift this year. And you started talking about that gift long before the sacrifice. You've been whispering your lies and deceit since the end of last summer," he growled.


  Then he got up, leaned over her, and roared, "Tell me to my face, Freyja. Is it true, what they say?"


  They stared at each other for a long time. Then she straightened, and her face relaxed. To my surprise, she smiled sweetly. When she spoke it was suddenly in that high-pitched, childish voice, and the change was so absurd, I reared back a little in surprise.


  "Of course, it's true. And it doesn't matter because I carry the future Jarl. The seer told me that I would, before the next summer she said, and she was right. So I had to make sure nothing would stand in the way of my son, and that is not so strange is it? Heidrun was a horrible person anyway, no one liked her. She was always running around giving orders when I should have done it. And Disa was old so no one will care about that."


  We stared at her. Did she really believe what she was saying?


  "Freyja," the Jarl whispered, but she kept talking.


  "We'll simply announce that it was the gods' wishes, and everyone will believe that, Ingolf. Then everything will be as it should be. You will have your son, and he will be Jarl," she said contentedly. Then she leaned back a little and put her hands on her lap. The smile on her face was serene, almost a little smug.


  "You think that we will just let this pass, Freyja? That you'll not be punished for what you did?" Einarr asked, and I heard Astrid make a strangled sound.


  "Oh, Einarr," Freyja said indulgently. "Your son is weak and would not be a good Jarl. We all know that. I don't think he even wants it. It'll be much better for him to help my son, just as you've helped your brother all your life. You are not leaders, Einarr, not like Ingolf. My son will be a leader too, just like his father."


  Einarr had a strange look on his face and at first, I thought it was because of her insults but then it shifted, and he looked somehow... satisfied.


  "Ingolf?" he just asked, turning toward his brother.


  "Lock her away, in the shed where she put Heidrun. Maybe my daughter will haunt her there," the Jarl said tersely.


  "Ingolf?" Freyja said. For the first time, she sounded uncertain.


  "Odin gave one of his eyes to gain wisdom, and when I lost one of mine I finally got wiser too," the Jarl thundered. "You must be mad to think that I would let my daughter go unavenged."


  




  Chapter Twenty-five


  Aftermath


  Hjalvor led Freyja away, and Einarr went with them. When the door slammed shut, we all jumped. Then we sat there, staring at each other.


  "Jarl Ingolf," I murmured.


  He turned to me, but he didn't look like our strong leader anymore. He was completely undone, the pain in his face seemed endless, and he crouched a little as if he also felt physical pain.


  "Gudrun," he whispered, sliding his eyes briefly over my mother. "Tell me. Did she kill Torunn too?"


  "No," Mother replied instantly. "No, Ingolf, she didn't. I would never have let her do that, you know this. Torunn was gravely ill, and she left us when the gods called for her, not because of anything Freyja did."


  "You are sure?" he asked.


  "I am certain, Ingolf," Mother said confidently.


  He straightened his back then and some of his usual hardness seemed to return to his face.


  "We need to decide what to do with -"


  "Ingolf, I think this is for family," Astrid interrupted.


  He frowned at her, but I could see that she was going to insist. Then suddenly Mother got to her feet.


  "Of course, Astrid. We wouldn't dream of interfering with family matters," she said blandly, but I could see that Astrid understood the sarcasm behind her words.


  I had just helped them figure out that the Jarl's wife was behind the death of his daughter, and it was both rude and ridiculous to suddenly ask us to leave. I turned to Joss, hoping that he would agree but my heart sank immediately. He looked away, clearly not interested in getting into an argument with his mother or Uncle. And Astrid was right, we weren't family. Even if Josteinn paid for me to move into their house, I would never be family. I'd still be the thrall.


  "Sissa, come now," Father said gently.


  I jerked. My family had moved while I'd been staring at Joss, and now they were waiting by the door for me.


  "Of course, sorry," I said as I got to my feet.


  When I was about to close the door behind me, the Jarl called out.


  "Sissa!"


  "Yes?"


  "Thank you," he said.


  I watched him, expecting him to say something else, but he didn't. Then he looked away so I closed the door and followed my parents to our home.


  As soon as the door closed, Mother started to push the dress off my shoulder, to look at my wounds, but I stopped her. With heavy steps, I walked over to dig out one of my own garments. Then I stripped out of the beautiful blue dress, folded it carefully and stowed it. When I felt the familiar rough fabric scrape my legs I sighed. My arm was hurting more than I wanted to admit.


  "There," I said calmly as I pushed the dress off my shoulder. "It hurts, so if you could take a look at it and see if something needs to be done then I'd appreciate it."


  "How did you know, Sissa?" Ulf asked while Mother worked on my shoulder.


  "Huh?"


  "How could you figure it out? You knew that Freyja had asked me to give you a message from Josteinn without me telling you. And you had all the details figured out. So, how did you know?"


  "The cat."


  Then I had to chuckle because they were watching me and they looked too funny with their mouths open.


  "Jarl Ingolf had a nightmare, or maybe he heard you mention the mice and the need for a cat, Ulf. He said that they couldn't have a cat, that they didn't want to believe it, but she'd killed her cat. Nailed it to the fence and watched it die, he said."


  "What?" Father asked, and he looked shocked, but he'd not been there to hear it so he would be.


  "I heard it too, Raudulf," Mother murmured. "You know how surprised we were when they took Freyja in as a foster child, and that there was something about it that Torunn didn't share. It might have been because of what had happened with the cat. I'd guess that there were probably other things as well so her family wanted her gone."


  "I still don't understand, Sissa," Ulf interrupted, and he sounded a bit annoyed.


  "You weren't there when Disa died," I started, watching how Mother's eyes narrowed. "She said that it had started with the cat, and Freyja made such a fuss about how they had played with her first kitten. If that was a lie then maybe Disa had meant something else."


  I turned to Mother to see if she got it, but she just looked back at me, questioningly.


  "She never left," I said slowly. "That's what Disa said, and it suddenly struck me that she could have tried to tell us that Heidrun never left the storage house. But if she never left the storage house then Freyja must have lied about that. So I started wondering what else she'd lied about. Suddenly all the things I knew just fell into place, one after the other, and they all tied to Freyja."


  I shrugged and grinned ruefully, "I should have figured it out sooner. Freyja was the only one who went into the storage after Heidrun had disappeared, you even said so Ulf. And I thought that only a tall man could get the hood off her as she was hanging in the grove, and that was a stupid assumption..."


  "You're not stupid, daughter," Father muttered. "Not stupid at all," he added.


  "I wonder what they'll do with her?" I asked.


  "They'll keep her in the shed until the child is born, and then they'll take her to the Thing for proper sentencing," Father said confidently. "I hope that's what they'll do at least, but I wouldn't blame our Jarl if he killed her immediately," he added.


  "He won't kill his unborn child," I said.


  "If there is one."


  We all turned to stare at Mother, but she just shrugged.


  "I could be wrong, but there's a certain look to a woman when she's expecting. Her body changes too. I haven't seen any of that in Freyja, but she could be different."


  "Huh," Ulf said. "Well, she's certainly different," he added laconically.


  We laughed a bit at that, and it felt weird but good to laugh at the situation. Mostly I felt relief, that we had a solution and that they had believed me.


  It was still early in the day, but since my arm was injured everyone would think that I needed to rest. I didn't expect anyone to give me chores just yet, so I walked down to the beach, following the water line for a while. Then I sat down to watch as the waves slowly rolled in. We had a mild winter so the sea wasn't frozen, not even in the inner part of the bay like it was some years. The wind was picking up, and the fresh smell of salt and seaweed tickled my nostrils, but it felt good. It smelled like home. I needed to think about my future, and I'd been convinced that I would say yes to Joss' offer but after the past couple of days, I wasn't sure anymore.


  "Sissa?"


  I didn't turn to look at Josteinn when he said my name. Just as I'd been thinking about him, there he was. I didn't want to hear what he had to say because I knew what it would be already. He would apologize, of course, for shouting at me and maybe for other things. Could I be like his mother? Could I forgive and forget, simply because he said he was sorry?


  "Can I sit down?" he asked quietly.


  I didn't reply and kept my gaze on the waves. Memories of watching him as we grew up went through my mind. I closed my eyes, thinking that he'd been such a sweet boy. I'd had such a crush on him for so many years, had dreamed about a life with him. But I'd fooled myself into daydreaming about a different kind of life than what I would be offered. I'd dreamt about love, and respect, and how we would build a life together.


  "Please," he whispered hoarsely.


  I knew that the only way to have the kind of life I dreamed of was to be free. And I'd never be truly free, not if I stayed in the village. So the life I'd have if I stayed would be a different one. I'd be his thrall, his property, and I might have been able to do that if it had only been the way we were around the others in the village. But to be just his thrall also in front of his parents and Uncle? I knew that I couldn't do that. And I couldn't do that to our children if we had any. 


  I realized that tears ran slowly down my cheeks, so I took a deep breath. Then I turned to him.


  "No, Joss," I said calmly. "There is no need for you to sit down."


  When I turned my head again and faced the ocean, I heard him.


  "I love you, Sissa."


  I had yearned for so long to hear him say that but when he finally said the words my stomach hurt so bad I almost doubled over. I kept my back straight and my eyes facing forward. I thought for a while about this love that he now proclaimed, but I wasn't sure he even knew what kind of love I expected from him, and his words didn't change anything.


  "You love me too little, and your words come too late, Josteinn," I said, and when he made a noise as if to protest I turned to him again. "Please, let's not argue. You can easily find another thrall to warm your bed, and after this summer, you'll have a wife."


  "Sissa -"


  "Josteinn," I interrupted. "I am tired. Last night was difficult. Today has been hard too, my arm hurt and I want to rest."


  Slowly he crouched down next to me. I heard how he pulled off a glove and dropped it in the sand. Then he caressed my cheek gently with the back of his hand.


  "Okay," he whispered. "I'll leave you, but we will talk again."


  I didn't reply. Then there was a soft crunching sound along the waterline. He was gone, and I gasped. What had I just done? Was I mad? My mind whirled, and I leaned my head on my knees trying to think about what to do, but all I could think about was how I'd just sent Joss away.


  "You sent my son away?"


  I gave up a small cry when Einarr barked this harshly at me. He didn't ask permission to sit and scowled at me when he sank down in the sand by my side.


  "Sissa," he growled.


  "Don't get involved, Einarr," I said sourly. "I know that both of you can do whatever you want, and I can't stop you, but for the sake of the peace in your house, don't get involved in this. What Josteinn decides to do is not for you to say either, so don't go ordering him to do whatever you happen to want. He's a grown man in case you hadn't noticed."


  "A stupid, young boy is what he is, but for now, Sissa, I will honor your wish," he said just as sourly.


  "Thank you," I snapped.


  "No, it is I who should thank you," he surprised me by snapping back at me. "I would never have guessed it was Freyja, not ever," he said then, grinning crookedly.


  "I grew up around her, and I thought she was dumb as a cow," I whispered.


  "She is, Sissa, but in a way she isn't, and she's also very fortunate. So many things could have gone wrong with her crazy plan, and it was mostly dumb luck that she managed to follow through on it."


  "But still... it wasn't so risky, Einarr," I protested. "Everything up to the point when she pushed Heidrun out from the storage house could have been explained as someone’s mistake. Even after that... she rushed off to put the latch on my door? But if her plan hadn't worked and they had picked me for the sacrifice, then she might have been able to push the beam off the other door, redressed Heidrun in nice clothes and everyone would have thought your niece just stumbled in there since she was ill." I held his eyes, and he nodded slowly.


  "You're probably right," he agreed.


  "If the seer hadn't given her a sense of entitlement, then none of this would have happened," I mused and I felt how he twitched.


  "I think it would have happened anyway," he said quickly. "As soon as she discovered she was with child she would have come up with something to harm Heidrun or Stein."


  "Mother isn't sure she's expecting," I confessed.


  "Really?"


  "She's not sure, and time will tell," I replied. "What will happen to her?"


  "If there is a child then she'll have it in that shed, Ingolf will take it away from her and then we'll go to the Thing."


  "Yes. Father thought so," I said.


  "Ingolf is grateful, Sissa. He might not tell you, but he is," Einarr said.


  "I know. He said so just after they asked us to leave," I said.


  "They asked you to leave?"


  "You didn't know? When you took Freyja away, your wife and son told us that further discussion was for family only, and they asked us to leave. But I'm so very pleased, Einarr," I replied in an exceptionally bland voice, "Jarl Ingolf said that he was grateful, right before we left."


  Einarr made a grunting sound. I smiled calmly at him.


  "I will go home and rest now unless you have chores for me to do during the afternoon? Astrid perhaps needs my help to cut up vegetables for dinner?"


  "Sissa, don't be like that," he murmured.


  "But I am a thrall, Einarr. You all act like I'm not when it suits you, but you've also reminded me often enough that I am, all of you. Josteinn was right. I do need to learn the ways of a thrall," I said.


  Then I turned toward the village and walked briskly along the beach. I heard him call my name, but I ignored it. That might not have been a clever thing to do because now I'd pushed both Joss and Einarr away, but it had felt good.


  The weeks that followed after we revealed to the village that Freyja was responsible for Heidrun's death turned out to be incredibly difficult. Everyone had questions, and it was as if they didn't understand the answers they got so they asked over and over until I wanted to scream. I knew that they didn't dare to bother Jarl Ingolf or his family, so they came to me and even more to my parents.


  The Jarl seemed to handle the betrayal of his wife better than the death of his daughter, and he was slowly taking the control of the village back from his brother. I wondered what Einarr thought about that, but Astrid still seemed pleased with herself. Since both Heidrun and Freyja were gone, she was the one running the Jarl's household, which had her walking around with a look of great satisfaction on her face. I learned quickly that Astrid ran her home with a hard hand, and made no exceptions, neither for my mother nor for me. As soon as my arm had healed, I was back to taking care of the animals, fetching firewood, chopping turnips and grinding barley for the flatbreads. When I got blisters on my hands, she just shrugged. I remembered how she had been during the nights we'd tended Jarl Ingolf after his injury and sometimes I wondered if it had all been a dream.


  I asked Einarr if I could talk to Freyja but he just gave me a long look and walked away. Sometimes I wondered if the times we'd spent together, discussing, arguing, and laughing had been a dream too.


  "Sissa, wait," Josteinn suddenly called out. I turned slowly to watch him approach.


  He'd not said many words to me since that day on the beach, and I'd done my best to avoid him too. Now he suddenly walked next to me through the village. I kept my eyes on the ground because I knew that people would stare, and I didn't want to see the speculation in their eyes.


  "Are you ready to talk?" he asked quietly.


  "About what?" I asked instead of answering.


  "Surely the past weeks have shown you how much better it would be for you to move into my father's house?" he said.


  My mouth fell open. I couldn't believe what I'd just heard him say. I'd seen him watching me and he'd not once given me a helping hand like he used to. I'd thought that his pride had been stung and that he'd been sulking. Slowly, I realized that it had all been about making a point. He'd waited and watched all this time, trying to force me into submitting to his wishes.


  "I know, Josteinn," I said. "Agreeing would certainly mean fewer blisters on my hands," I added, and I tried to make it into a joke, but my voice shook a little so it sounded mostly sad.


  He stopped walking, pushing down on the buckets I carried until I was forced to release them. Then he turned my hands around. He swore softly when he saw the mix of half-healed and fresh blisters, raising one of my hands to put it on his cheek. He held the other hand gently and then he muttered, "Why do you have to be so stubborn, Sissa?"


  "Josteinn -" I started, but he got a look in his eyes that was so sad I felt my own eyes sting.


  "Can't you even call me Joss anymore?"


  "Please -"


  "What do you want me to do? Just tell me what you want me to do, Sissa..." he whispered.


  "Will you let me sit at your father's table for your evening meals?" I asked.


  I saw the answer on his face, and I didn't bother to wait for him to reply.


  "Josteinn, please stop this. Find another thrall, find a wife. All I ask of you is to leave me alone," I said loudly so that everyone around us should hear.


  Then I pulled my hands from his, picked up the buckets, and without giving him any indication of the pain in my hands, or in my heart, I walked away.


  




  Chapter Twenty-six


  Losing breath


  I went through the rest of the day in a strange daze. I knew what I had to do but thinking about it made my stomach hurt so I pushed it back and silently did all the tasks they gave me.


  When we were children, Fin and I climbed the tallest oak we could find in the forest. It had felt incredible to be that high up, and I'd stretched my hand out to see if I could touch the sky. We'd laughed together and shouted with glee but on our way down I slipped. I'd fallen and landed on my back, losing all the air in my lungs for a little while.


  I smiled grimly when I remembered and thought that it was exactly how it felt. I'd tried to touch the sky, but then I'd fallen, and I had landed hard.


  Fin had been scared when he saw me slam into the ground but when he knew that I hadn't broken anything he'd laughed, and so had I once I got my breath back.


  Trudging through the mud with my arms full of firewood, it felt like I'd never be quite happy again. I hoped that I'd find my breath, eventually.


  Ulf was not in our home that evening so I asked my parents if we could talk, and then we sat down around our little table. It felt familiar but also strange because Torbi wasn't there. I'd always made sure he was around when there were serious matters do discuss with our parents. He'd always had my back, given me unconditional support, even if he'd sometimes yelled at me afterward.


  "I can't do it," I started abruptly, swallowed, and told them. "I've asked Josteinn again to find another thrall. I can't do it, can't be his property and live that kind of life. They kept showing me small slivers of freedom so that's what I want now. I have no desire to be owned by a man who doesn't love me enough and who can throw me away at any time."


  Then I waited for them to say something, and their reactions came quickly.


  "Are you sure you're not making your mind up in a haste?" Father asked.


  "I have been waiting for you to find that out, my girl," Mother said calmly.


  I'd opened my mouth to reply to Father but when I heard what my mother said I closed it quickly. That was unexpected, I thought, but she just shrugged.


  "You'd better build a life with one of the other thralls, Sissa," she added, and my heart sank. She hadn't understood, but I hadn't been very explicit.


  "I will leave," I whispered. "I've thought about it a long time, since Fin and I were just children, and it's not something I'm making up just now," I said to Father, but that wasn't strictly true. I'd thought about it many times but always decided to stay. It was only earlier that day that I'd made my mind up to actually leave.


  They looked at me gravely and then Mother sighed.


  "Do you have a plan?"


  "No."


  "When do you leave?"


  "I don't know. During the summer, before the Thing? I think that would be best," I said.


  They were silent for a while. Then Father murmured, "You have time to plan, Sissa. I have some coins saved, and they'll help."


  We didn't talk much more about it, and summer was several months away so I had time to plan. I could see that they worried about what I'd told them, but they knew me, so they also understood that nothing they said would stop me.


  As the days passed, it was clear that Josteinn was incredibly unhappy. With me, but with everyone else as well it seemed. He was in two fights in the week that followed, and then I heard that Einarr sent him to one of the nearby villages. They said it was to barter for barley, but we had enough so I guessed that he wanted his son to look for another thrall that could catch his fancy. It didn't feel great to think about Joss with another girl, but I'd told him to find one. Maybe that would make him happy again, I thought.


  We had a lot to do in the longhouse so time passed by quickly. Astrid made us clean every corner of the house, wash every piece of fabric and wipe off every pot and pan, even the ones that we hadn't used in years. It was as if she wanted to clean Freyja out of the house. I could both understand and agree with that sentiment, but she mostly strode around giving orders and my back hurt from kneeling on the floor all day, scrubbing and scraping. The days were long and sometimes I had to help with the injured in the evenings as well so I was exhausted. I'd not thought more about my plans to leave. I told myself that I'd have time to think about it later.


  Late one night I passed through the village after visiting a man who cut his hand and needed it cleaned up. I was tired, but the night air felt good so I took my time getting home. When I passed Einarr's house, I suddenly heard them talking inside. I knew that to continue walking was the right thing to do and that listening in on them would be rude, but I couldn't help myself. I'd wanted to sit at their table, or at least, live my life in that house, and I wondered what their evenings were like, so I stopped.


  "I'm tired," Astrid murmured with a sigh.


  "Aren't the women helping you enough?" Einarr asked, and I heard how the bench he was sitting on creaked as he moved a little.


  I couldn't see them because the shutters were closed but I could see the light from a fire through the small cracks between the boards. I pressed my lips together and was just about to move when Astrid replied.


  "It will be good when Joss takes a wife, Einarr. I'll have help then."


  I closed my eyes as if this would hold the pain back but it didn't, of course.


  "I want to wait a year with that, Mother," a calm voice said suddenly, and my eyes flew open.


  Josteinn was back! I'd thought he'd be gone for a few weeks, and it had left me feeling both relieved and sad at the same time.


  "Why, son?" Einarr asked calmly. "There's no reason to wait, is there?" he continued.


  I straightened in surprise. It sounded as if he taunted his son somehow.


  "I just want to wait," Joss said sourly. "Much has happened in the village and I want time to adjust to the changes. I have no desire to be Jarl when Uncle Ingolf steps down, but I'll do my duty, you know I will. In return, I want another year."


  "What do you mean, Joss?" Astrid said.


  She'd sounded so surprised I almost laughed. Did she not know her own son? Had she thought he wanted to be Jarl?


  "Is this about Sissa?" Einarr asked.


  "No," Josteinn answered immediately, and I held my breath, but he didn't say anything else.


  "Joss..." Astrid started slowly. "She's one of the thralls, surely you aren't -"


  "I know, Mother," Josteinn interrupted. "I know she's one of the thralls, and I know what she thinks of me too. Forget about her," he said calmly. "I have," he added.


  "You wanted her," Einarr said.


  "She was just someone to have fun with, and she was useful, wasn't she?" Joss asked.


  I closed my eyes again, wishing I hadn't stopped to eavesdrop. My feet seemed rooted in the mud outside their window as I stood there, listening to the boy I'd thought I'd spend my life with telling his parents what he'd thought of me all that time.


  "She's pretty, and she can be entertaining in the way of a thrall. But you don't have to worry, I know that I'll need an entirely different kind of woman at my side as Jarl. I know of the alliances we could get from that."


  There was a long silence from the house. Then Josteinn killed the small fragments of hope that I foolishly had kept hidden deep inside my heart.


  "And she was useful, wasn't she? She found out who the killer was, just as you wanted, Father. I figured that giving her a little extra reason to solve our problems wouldn't hurt."


  I turned and walked away then. It had all been a lie, all the moments we'd shared were soiled because of his words. What had meant so much to me had only been a game to him. A way to ensure I worked hard to find Heidrun's killer to clear his name.


  When I got home the others had already eaten, but Mother had saved some of the vegetable stew for me, and I ate in silence. My mind was racing but with every bite, I got more and more determined to not wait until summer to leave. I knew well that I was reacting to what I'd heard but knowing this didn't help. I felt utterly humiliated, and what I'd do when I had to face Josteinn again I didn't know.


  "What's wrong, Sissa?" Father asked gently.


  I raised my eyes and was just about to tell him that it was nothing, that I was just tired, but when I saw the gentle look in his eyes I couldn't hold my tears back. I pushed the bowl away, leaned my head on the table and cried.


  At first, they didn't say anything. Then I felt my mother's hand on my shoulder.


  "Josteinn?" she asked softly.


  I nodded into my arms and then I told them what I heard. They listened in silence, and I saw Ulf's face harden.


  "It's okay," I whispered, finally, and added, "I'll be fine, but I need to leave, and I don't want to wait until the summer. I'll have to figure out a way to leave before that. Maybe I can do what Mags and the girls planned, steal a horse and go south. I know the forest around here so I won't fall into any ravines. I can find my way to -"


  I stopped rambling when Ulf suddenly put his hand on mine.


  "I have enough for your fee, and a little bit extra."


  I jerked and stared at him.


  "What?" three voices echoed.


  He pressed his lips together, looking down on the table.


  "She was my friend," he said hoarsely but before we could say anything he raised his head and continued.


  "Heidrun was my friend. We were the same age, and we always got along well when we were children. Then her mother died, and she needed someone to talk to. Someone who'd help her. I was that someone."


  "Ulf..." I whispered, but he kept talking.


  "It wasn't love, not how you might think. You were always Torbi's sister more than mine, Sissa. And I didn't mind because it felt like I had a sister too. When we grew older, we kept it hidden because people wouldn't understand, but it wasn't like that. We never kissed or touched or anything. We were just friends," he insisted stubbornly.


  "Okay, son, we hear what you're saying," Father said soothingly.


  "Good," Ulf said with relief. "I don't want anyone to think that it was something else. Especially not since she gave me the coins for my freedom."


  My mouth fell open, and I gasped. What had he just said?


  "You heard me," he said with a crooked grin. "She'd put a little aside over the years, gifts and such, and she got some from her mother. So she gave it to me when she got betrothed to Stein, and we agreed that I'd buy my freedom when they married. Then I'd work with them both. I thought that I could earn money for your freedom as well that way."


  "Son, we're content as it is," Mother said.


  "No you're not, but we can talk about that another day," Ulf said and turned to me.


  "Heidrun is dead, but you made sure she would have her revenge, Sissa. I want you to take her money as payment and recognition for that. The Jarl won't give you anything. Einarr and his family are idiots, and they are also insulted that you didn't want their precious son. But I can act on behalf of Heidrun, and I have the means to show you her gratitude."


  I swallowed a few times, and I knew he was right. I wouldn't get anything from the Jarl except the few words of appreciation he'd already said.


  "But it was for you?" I asked.


  "Take the money and go. You can earn more money and send for me later. I don't have a bad life here so I can stay a few years. You have to leave, and soon, because whatever you heard, Josteinn will not give up. He'll go to the Jarl with the fee for you whether you like it or not."


  "He wouldn't," I said confidently but Mother sighed.


  "Sissa, he wants you and he would," she murmured. "Josteinn doesn't understand why you're unhappy because to him you are just a thrall. He thinks that you've gotten a fantastic offer, and right now he's insulted and angry that you won't accept, but he won't give up. He doesn't understand that you want more, but..." She trailed off, holding my gaze. 


  Then she reached for Father's hand and held it tightly.


  "Daughter, you can't have more here. Take the money from your brother and leave."


  




  Chapter Twenty-seven


  Agreement


  I spent the night tossing and turning, worrying about how it would be when I met Josteinn again. What actually happened had not been in any of the scenarios I'd imagined.


  "Can I help you?" he said, reaching for the huge basket I carried.


  "Wh -"


  "Sissa, let's not argue. The thing is heavy, and I am stronger. Just give it to me," he said gently.


  I stared at him. When I didn't say anything, he simply picked the basket out of my arms and started walking. I stood there gaping at him when he suddenly looked over his shoulder and smiled at me. I hadn't seen that smile in weeks, and it was sweet, but I still cursed myself when I felt the tips of my mouth turn upward. Then I rushed forward to walk next to him.


  "Wh -"


  "I know things went wrong between us, Sissa, but can't we be friends, at least?" He asked quietly.


  "Um," I said.


  This was too weird. He was acting as if everything that had occurred from the moment he roared at me for being in the forest until last night had magically not happened at all.


  "Um, what?" he said.


  It sounded as if he was laughing so I glanced at him, and he was.


  "Are you insane?" I snapped, but I could hear that I didn't sound as angry as I meant to.


  "No. But I was stupid, and I'm sorry," he said, and he wasn't laughing anymore.


  In my head, I heard him telling his parents that I'd been useful, how I was just a thrall. Then I thought of the money Ulf showed me the evening before. I'd buy my freedom, and somehow I'd get the Jarl to agree to release me from the bond any freed thrall had with his or her former owner. I didn't know how yet, but I'd get him to agree that I could leave. That he wouldn't get tax from me like the bondsmen usually had to pay. Until this was all done I had to be careful, I told myself. I needed to pretend to be friends with Josteinn again so I tilted my head to the side and peered up at him. His blue eyes were gentle, and I felt my heart jump. I knew that I had to take care because of my future, but also because of my stupid, silly heart.


  We walked next to each other in silence all the way to his uncle's house. He put the basket down, giving me a small nudge with his shoulder.


  "Can we sit for a while?"


  I saw how people passing us were watching, and I knew that they would gossip about us again, but I ignored them. I told myself it was all pretense and that I did it just to stay safe, but the truth was that I enjoyed being with Josteinn when he was like this. His focus was all on me, making me feel special. As we sat there, we talked like we used to about the village and about the coming days. I asked him about Freyja, and he said that she was doing well in her shed. They were planning to give her things to mend, to make some use of her and so that she'd have something to do with her days. She still refused to believe that she'd remain locked up, and Einarr had told him that each time he saw her, she asked when they would release her so that the future Jarl would be born in the longhouse as he should. She didn't admit to her crimes again and was, in fact, now saying that she wasn't guilty. She was over and over insisting passionately that she'd never hurt her dear Ingolf.


  "Will we have to find the seer then?" I asked. "Before you take her to the Thing, to have some kind of evidence that she had planned it since last summer?"


  "Maybe," he said slowly, squirming uncomfortably. "Father can talk to her, they used to be..." he trailed off, and I understood why he seemed embarrassed. Then he sighed.


  "Father has a way with women, Sissa, I've told you that. There's talk that the seer wanted him to marry her when they were younger, before Mother -"


  "You don't have to tell me," I interrupted.


  I really didn't want to share with him that the seer still wanted Einarr, though perhaps not for marriage anymore.


  "I know. I just want you to know that the seer will bear witness for us. There's nothing she wouldn't do for my father," he said confidently.


  My gut suddenly felt tight. I smiled at him, but I hoped that he couldn't tell that I was pretending happiness I didn't feel.


  "That is good to know, Josteinn."


  Sissa, please... Please call me Joss again?" he whispered.


  "Josteinn," I said and watched as he winced. "We can be friends again, but things have changed, surely you know that?"


  He sighed and got to his feet.


  "I'm sorry, Sissa, more than you know. But we have time, we'll talk again, another day," he assured me.


  I nodded and watched as he walked away. I thought about what he'd said about his father and the seer. How she would do anything for Einarr, how smug he'd seemed when Freyja talked about her son being the future Jarl. How the seer suddenly had another reading for Mags when she was in the middle of talking about Freyja's future.


  Had Einarr asked the seer to lie to Freyja, and tell her about a future that didn't exist? Einarr was ambitious, and Freyja was easily fooled. Had he guessed what she would do if she thought she'd carry the future Jarl?


  I decided to think some more about that and then ask if I could see Freyja. I'd bring Mother and we'd say that we wanted to check on her and the child if she even carried one. We'd wait a few days and then we'd ask Jarl Ingolf.


  When I heard the shouts the next day, it didn't take long for me to regret that decision. They called for Mother, for Astrid and when they saw me, the waved at me to come. I was ushered into the shed and on the dirt floor I saw Freyja.


  Her body was in an unnatural position, and I realized immediately that she was dying. Her head tilted back just a little, she'd twisted her torso to the side, and her mouth was open as if she was about to scream. It looked like she was in pain but she also looked astonished.


  "Go and find Gudrun," I ordered the fidgeting women by the door.


  Then I leaned over the girl that I'd disliked, despised, my whole life.


  "Oh, Freyja," I sighed.


  "Sissa," she whispered hoarsely. "He lied. It isn't painless..."


  "What?"


  "But I lied too," she said with a strangled chuckle. "I was good a lying, wasn't I?" she asked, staring at me with wide eyes.


  "Yes," I replied and turned to look out the door. Why didn't Mother come? I didn't know what to do, and I didn't want to be alone with this awful girl when she died.


  "Oh, but how funny it was, Sissa, seeing how you walked around in Heidrun's shoes, so happy your feet were warm when her feet were in the cold ground," she said.


  She started laughing, but it turned into a cough.


  "Save your strength, Freyja," I begged her. "Mother or Astrid will be here soon."


  "Astrid," she said and laughed again. "Don't know how Einarr can stand her, and I laughed and laughed as I stitched the hood together. Laughed again when I gave the rest of that ugly cloth to Gudrun for your hood. Astrid wrapped her precious boy in that, and I used it to -" she stopped talking abruptly. 


  Then her eyes shifted to me as understanding slowly seeped into her confused mind.


  "That's right Freyja," I growled. "You used it in a way that made sure Astrid's son would be the next Jarl. Think about that each and every long day in Niflheim," I said.


  I straightened because I didn't want to hear anything more from her and when Mother walked through the door I exhaled with relief.


  "They're calling for me," Freyja whispered. "Niflheim..." she said with a long sigh.


  Then she was dead.


  "Oh, Freyja," I sighed again.


  What a waste her life had been. I leaned down to close her eyes and gently push her head a little so that she lay in a better position.


  "Sissa," Mother said calmly.


  Then we looked at our Jarl's dead wife, but there were no marks on her. Since I'd pushed her head forward and closed her eyes, it looked like she was sleeping.


  "The gods must have decided to bring her to Niflheim themselves," Mother murmured.


  Then she pressed her hands gently to Freyja's stomach. I knew she was looking for signs that there had been a child. After a while, she looked at me and shrugged.


  "I don't know, Sissa. I should be able to feel something by now, but some women are small, and she is dead. It might feel different, so I just don't know."


  "Okay," I said. "What is best to tell Jarl Ingolf?"


  "The truth," she said calmly. "That we don't know."


  Jarl Ingolf sat staring into the fire when we were ushered into the longhouse. We stood there silently, not wanting to interfere with his thoughts.


  "Was there a child, Gudrun?" he asked finally.


  "I don't know, Ingolf," she replied calmly. "But if you want my opinion I would guess no," she added, and he jerked but remained silent. "I am not saying this because I know," she continued just as calmly. "I just think that the gods would have wanted to punish her, but they would have waited to call for her until the child was born if there was one. They would not have been so cruel they punished the child for what she did."


  He straightened, and then he exhaled.


  "Of course, I didn't think about that. Thank you, Gudrun," he said harshly, but we all knew he wasn't angry at Mother. Even with everything Freyja had done he was disappointed that there wouldn't be a child.


  Then there was another funeral. The ground was softer this time so it had been easier for the men to dig the grave, and it was also smaller than Heidrun's. Freyja wouldn't need many things in Niflheim. There wasn't much of a ceremony either. The Jarl said a few terse words, then they filled the grave, and that was that.


  The gods had been on my side until now, and I wasn't sure what runes they had carved into Yggdrasil for me, but I hoped that they didn't mean for me to spend the rest of my days as a thrall. I'd thought a lot about what I'd learned in the past days and had put the pieces together so I was almost convinced that I knew what had happened. There was no proof, but my gut told me I was right. I decided to trust that and take an enormous risk. I thought that I could pull it off, but I wasn't sure, so my whole body vibrated with nervous energy as I walked up to Einarr later the same day.


  "A word with you, Einarr?" I asked calmly.


  He looked surprised, but if it was because of the tone of my voice or my request, I didn't know. Then he grunted and waited, but I jerked my head a little and started walking. I could hear how he followed me, but I didn't stop until I was in the clearing where we'd met several times before. This was where I'd felt truly free for the first time of my life so I thought it would be a good place to have this conversation.


  "I know two things, Einarr," I started, suddenly feeling absolutely calm.


  He cocked his head to the side as he watched me silently. I thought that he looked like that wolf again, but there was no fear in my chest this time, so I smiled a little.


  "You asked the seer to tell Freyja that she would carry a child and that the child would be the next Jarl."


  His brows twitched, and his eyes narrowed.


  "Why do you think that?" he countered.


  "She would do anything for you, Einarr," I replied.


  He grunted and started to turn, but my next words stopped him.


  "And you gave Henbane to Freyja. She ate it, and it killed her."


  He turned back to me then, and he looked furious, but I kept talking.


  "I think you told her about how the seer had lied, and that she wouldn't carry the future Jarl. That there had been no reading describing this future. Then you told her that she'd be humiliated at the Thing but if she ate the Henbane she'd die quickly and painlessly."


  He froze, and we stood in silence for a long time, our eyes locked.


  "How was I supposed to know that she'd kill Heidrun, and in the way she did?" he suddenly whispered hoarsely. To my surprise, his face was full of remorse. "Can we sit down, Sissa?" he asked tiredly.


  "I have always been ambitious, Sissa, everyone knows that. I hear them talking, but they don't understand. My brother has a fierce temper and hard fists, but he's a good man. He lost a part of himself when we lost Torunn but he's my brother, and he's also a good Jarl," Einarr started.


  Suddenly I felt so sorry for him that I almost regretted that I'd said anything.


  "My ambitions are not for myself," he continued. "But I thought that if Freyja got it in her head that she'd carry the future Jarl, then she'd make life so unpleasant for Heidrun and Stein that they left. He has powerful allies and a good family down south, so I thought they'd go there. How was I supposed to know that she'd kill her husband's daughter?"


  "And if they left then your son could be the next Jarl," I said, having a hard time keeping my voice calm.


  "Yes," he agreed.


  "Why did you kill her?" I asked.


  "I didn't kill her, Sissa," he countered. "I gave her the possibility to do it herself, but it was her choice."


  Our eyes locked again, and we watched each other silently for a long time.


  "Why are you telling me these things instead of my brother?" he asked, but then his eyes narrowed. "You want something from me," he said, and it wasn't a question.


  "Yes," I agreed.


  Then I inhaled slowly and told him.


  "I want you to give me the coins for my fee, and when I go to your brother to pay for my freedom, you will convince him that he should release me completely from my bond in thanks for finding the one who killed his daughter."


  He reared back, but I kept talking.


  "You have the coins, Einarr. Your son wanted to pay for me, and you would have given it to him, so I know you have it. And in return, you'll have my promise that no one knows. That I'll never tell."


  "You must have lost your mind," he growled.


  "No," I replied calmly.


  "You have no proof at all, why would I give in to your demands?"


  "If you don't, I'll tell your brother. I need no proof then, Einarr."


  "Ingolf will not believe your word over mine," he said confidently.


  "But will he ever trust you completely again? Or will there always be a tiny twinge of doubt between the two of you?"


  "The seer will not confirm your story -" he started, but I interrupted.


  "Ah, but Einarr, you have put yourself somewhere right between a rock and a very hard place," I said with a smirk. "Because if you made the seer lie to Freyja, then you indirectly caused Heidrun's death. And if you didn't make the seer lie, then Freyja was indeed expecting. But by giving her Henbane, then you indirectly caused the death of her unborn child. Either way, you're responsible for the death of one of your brother's children. I don't think Jarl Ingolf will be very forgiving if he finds that out."


  He reached out toward me, but I leaned to the side.


  "Einarr, don't think I'm that stupid. I told Josteinn that I wanted to talk to you this afternoon so if I suddenly disappear then he'll know, and I don't think he'll be very forgiving either."


  After a short moment of stunned silence, Einarr burst out laughing. The sound surprised me, so I jumped, but I didn't move away.


  "Sissa, I've said it before... you are an unusual girl," he chuckled.


  I said nothing and waited for him to make his mind up.


  "Yes. You have the coins for your freedom, Sissa, but on one condition," he said calmly, and I held my breath. "You need to leave."


  I exhaled and felt how my mouth formed a smile because that was something I'd anyway planned to do.


  "I can see how that would make you feel more secure, Einarr, but you should know that you can trust me. If I give you my word to not tell, then I won't."


  "I do trust you, Sissa. I simply don't want you around to remind me about how stupid I feel right now," he said calmly.


  I wondered if this was really the truth but it didn't make a difference to me. I'd get my freedom, and that was all that mattered.


  "Thank you, Einarr," I said.


  Then I got up to look down on him, with legs that shook a little and a mind that whirled.


  "Can we please go and get the coins right away?" I asked, adding, "I want to talk to Jarl Ingolf."


  




  Chapter Twenty-eight


  Freedom


  I didn't dare to keep the money in our home. I did also not want to wait, so I walked over to the longhouse, carrying a pouch filled with more coins than I'd ever seen. The gods were on my side because Jarl Ingolf was sitting with his brother and several warriors. It sounded as if they were making plans for the raids they would go on when summer came. Josteinn was there, and he nodded at me as I walked in but then he continued to listen to what the older men were talking about.


  "Jarl Ingolf, if I may have a word with you?" I started, and they all stopped talking.


  For a thrall, a girl of my age, to address them like that was unusual, to say the least. My stomach suddenly clenched and I felt lightheaded. What if I didn't have enough? What if he said no, and Einarr didn't back me up as he'd promised? Was I doing the right thing?


  "Sissa," the Jarl said calmly.


  I cleared my throat, suddenly wishing that I'd waited a while, thought through what to say and made sure I knew what I was doing. Einarr was watching me with one eyebrow raised slightly as if he understood what I felt, and was mocking me. That got my hackles up, so I straightened.


  Then I put the pouch down on the table, and the coins made a clinking sounds when I did.


  "I have coins to give you for my freedom," I said, and it was with great satisfaction I heard that my voice wasn't shivering even a little. I held the Jarl's astonished gaze, adding, "and coins for my brother Ulf's freedom too."


  At first, there was a stunned silence. Then mayhem broke out. It seemed as if all of them shouted questions at once, some men got to their feet, the women by the fire were moving closer, and I heard a few of them squeal.


  The only one who didn't say anything at all was Josteinn. He remained seated, staring straight ahead as if he hadn't heard what I said.


  "Everybody, out!" the Jarl bellowed.


  We'd all heard that voice before so they knew that immediate obedience was for the best if one wanted to avoid a close encounter with his fists. I kind of liked hearing it again. It was as if we'd gotten our Jarl back, finally.


  Everyone filed out, even Josteinn, but it took a small nudge from his father to get him moving. He didn't look at me.


  "Einarr," the Jarl said warningly when his brother made no move to follow the others through the door.


  "I'm staying," Einarr stated calmly.


  They glared at each other for a while but then my nerves got the better of me so I started talking.


  "I have the fee here." I shook the pouch a little and then I continued. "Tell me the amount and I'll give it to you."


  "How can you have the coins, Sissa?" Jarl Ingolf asked angrily.


  "Does it matter?" I countered. "You'll get the fee, and I'll get my freedom. That should be enough?"


  "Raudulf has carved wood for years, Ingolf. Tobiorn was fighting for coins, and I suppose your daughter gave some of what she had to her best friend," Einarr said.


  He'd spoken calmly, but I jolted.


  "Wh -"


  "We both knew, Sissa," the Jarl said with a sigh. "Heidrun and I talked about it because I worried that it was something else between them, so I knew. They were somehow friends, and he was good for her. She needed someone to rely on. I always found it strange, but he seemed to be the one she leaned on after her mother had passed. Stein liked him too, and he knew about their friendship as well."


  "Okay," I said, and there really wasn't anything else to say. "How much?" I added.


  He told me, and I counted the coins carefully for him.


  "We owe Sissa for Heidrun's revenge, Ingolf," Einarr said then.


  I almost smiled, knowing that he'd keep his end of our bargain.


  "That we do, brother," the Jarl said heavily.


  "It would be a proper payment of that debt to release her and her brother from their bond to you. To let them be freemen instead of bondsmen," Einarr stated.


  Jarl Ingolf's eyes sharpened, he looked at his brother, and then he nodded slowly.


  "You are right, brother, it would be good payment," he said. "What would you do if I released you from this bond?" he asked. "And how will you support yourself?"


  "I'd like to leave," I said. "If you release Ulf and me from being bondsmen then we'd both leave. We have family in the south, or we could go to the tradesmen in the north and work with them. I don't know where we'd go, but we would leave."


  Einarr had held his end of the bargain we made, and now I'd done what I said I'd do too.


  "If they agree to let me arrange the first part of the trip, Ingolf, then I think it is a fair agreement for us all," Einarr said.


  He sounded strange, but when I turned to him, he was watching his brother. A long look passed between them that I couldn't decipher.


  Then the Jarl spoke the most beautiful words I'd heard in my whole life.


  "You have your freedom, Sissa."


  I exhaled and then I had to sit down because my legs shook and my heart was beating furiously. I was free. Not as a bondsman and not from escaping, or at an old age because I'd scraped the coins together over the years. I was young, and I would be free.


  "Einarr, fetch Ulf, and we'll do it directly. Outside," Jarl Ingolf said.


  Einarr left and while we waited for him to bring my brother we sat in silence in the longhouse where I'd worked every day for as long as I could remember. My legs were still shaking, and I had trouble breathing evenly.


  "I can tell there's more to this, Sissa, but I won't ask. I'm not used to giving thanks, and I'm not good at it. I hope that your freedom and the fact that I'm not asking more questions will show you the depth of my gratitude?"


  "Yes," I whispered. "It does, and I thank you for it. Though, you should know that I didn't help because of any rewards or for personal gain. I did it for Heidrun. I won't lie and say that I wish I'd died instead of her when I am so happy to be alive, but she didn't deserve to have her life cut short the way it was. She was a good woman, Jarl Ingolf. A daughter to be proud of."


  He cleared his throat, and I kept my gaze averted because I knew that my words had touched him. He wouldn't want me to see his weakness.


  "You'll be leaving now, but I want you to know that you'll be welcome back. I am the Jarl, now and for a long time yet. It won't matter what my brother, or anyone in his family, says."


  His words stunned me and turned slowly to look at him. To my surprise, he was smiling, and I suddenly realized that the look in his eyes was shrewd. He looked more like Einarr at that moment than I'd ever seen before.


  "I know my brother very, very well, Sissa," he said. "And I also know that he'll behave for a good long while now."


  Then he chuckled, and I did too, from disbelief but mostly because of the smug look he had on his face. When we had quieted down, I tried to get him to tell me where he thought Einarr would send us but he refused to speculate, and it didn't matter anyway. We had only promised to let Einarr send us somewhere. We hadn't agreed to stay there so we could always move on if we wished.


  "Sissa, Ingolf," Einarr said from the doorway, and I could see my brother's confused face behind him.


  Outside, a large crowd waited. My parents were standing to the side, looking worried. I smiled at them, trying to communicate that all would be well. I knew that they thought I'd used the coins from Ulf to purchase my freedom so what happened next would be a good surprise for them.


  "Normally on an occasion like this we have a ceremony and a celebration," Jarl Ingolf started.


  The crowd seemed to know what to expect, and that wasn't so surprising considering that many of them had heard me tell the Jarl I had the coins for my freedom.


  "Sissa, Ulf," he said then.


  Then Jarl Ingolf pulled the sharp knife from the belt at his waist and took hold of my thrall collar. With one single cut, he sliced it open and held it up in the air.


  "Sigtrudr Raudulfsdatter, you are now free. No bond will be required, and no parts of being a thrall remain with you," he shouted.


  The crowd gasped then because it was completely unheard of to be totally released from being a bondsman. Before anyone could react, the Jarl cut Ulf's collar and repeated the words again, only to be met by an astonished silence.


  "We would have celebrated, but there's no time. Sissa and Ulf will leave tomorrow, so they need to prepare," Jarl Ingolf said. Then he looked at me, adding with a small wink, "We'll celebrate if they decide to return to us."


  I heard Einarr grunt, but he didn't say anything, and I smiled widely at him which made his scowl deeper, but nothing could destroy my happiness. I raised a hand, put two fingers to my throat and followed the path where the collar had been. My skin felt soft. Then I moved my head and shoulders a little, and the feeling of being without the collar was strange. The thin leather strap was soft so it hadn't bothered me. It had not been heavy, but it felt as if a huge weight had been taken off my shoulders. I took several breaths, and the collar hadn't been tight, but it felt as if the air was flowing more easily into my lungs.


  I was free.


  "Sissa," Ulf whispered hoarsely next to me, teetering a little.


  I put a hand on his arm to steady him as we turned to our parents. They were leaning on each other, and tears ran down Mother's cheeks. Father's face was grim, I could see how he clenched his jaws together, and realized that he probably was about to start bawling too. I went to them, with Ulf following right behind me.


  "Don't cry Mother," I whispered.


  "Happy," she stated calmly, sniffled, and repeated herself. "Sissa, I'm so happy.


  "Me too," Father choked out. Then he pulled himself together. "Come, let's go home," he added.


  I turned toward the Jarl but then I realized... I didn't have to ask anyone where I could go anymore, and I would never have to do that again.


  "Jarl Ingolf," I called out. "I'm not asking you, but as a courtesy, I am telling you. Ulf and I will go home with our parents. When you've made arrangements for our departure, I trust that you'll let us know?"


  He nodded solemnly, but I could see that he wanted to laugh at me. Or maybe with me? Then we walked home to spend one last night in the little house that had been home all my life.


  "How did you make that happen," Ulf asked before the door even closed behind us.


  "I can't tell you. Do not ask because I can't tell," I said immediately. It looked like they wanted to ask anyway so I held a hand up. "Please. I just can't say. What I'll share is that the Jarl released us from being bondsmen out of gratitude for what I did for Heidrun," I said and looked Ulf straight in the eye. "And for what you did for her too."


  He pulled in a breath, but I answered the question I could clearly see on his face even before he asked.


  "Yes, Ulf. Both Jarl Ingolf and Einarr knew that you and Heidrun were friends. Stein too. They like you, Ulf, and they liked you for her."


  "Okay," he said simply. "Where are we going?"


  "I don't know."


  "What?" three voices almost shouted.


  "Part of what I can't tell you, but Einarr will send us somewhere. I said we wanted to leave, so they're not sending us away, but Jarl Ingolf made me promise that Einarr could arrange the first part of our trip."


  "But he could send you anywhere," Father said, and I could tell that he was worried.


  "I know, Father, but I think I'll enjoy going anywhere. I'll miss the two of you but anywhere will still be better than here," I said with a smile.


  There was a soft knock on the door suddenly, and Father moved over to open it.


  "I know I'm disturbing you on your last night, but I'd like to have a word with Sissa," a deep voice said.


  Josteinn.


  




  Chapter Twenty-nine


  Leaving


  I followed Josteinn through the dusk toward the beach. He walked in silence, leading me to where our boats were laid upside down for winter storage.


  "Can we sit down, Sissa? Please?" he asked.


  Without answering, I sat down and leaned on the side of one of our bigger boats. The wind had settled, so the only sound that could be heard was the soft sounds of small waves. The stars had started to come out, and it was still cold, but I could smell spring in the air. Soon enough we'd move into summer and have the endless bright nights, I thought.


  "Did my father give you the coins," Josteinn asked quietly.


  "I've promised our Jarl and his brother to not talk about this, Josteinn. Please don't ask me," I said just as quietly.


  "Are they making you leave?"


  "No," I replied. I had promised Einarr that I'd go away, but I'd planned to leave in any case, so this wasn't a lie.


  "You are free now, Sissa. You don't have to leave, you can stay. We could -"


  "Joss..." I interrupted him and then I trailed off.


  He watched me as I struggled to find the right words.


  "I know that you tried to give me the best that you had to offer a girl like me, and I am grateful for that. It isn't your fault that I wanted more. I don't blame you for not giving it to me. You didn't love me -" He made a sound, but I raised my hand. "Please, let me speak."


  I waited until he nodded and then I continued.


  "You love me, you say, but not the way I wanted you to. Expected you to. And I would have died, Joss, if I'd had to be your property, your belonging. Always worried you'd be bored. Always in debt to you."


  I saw how pain filled his eyes, but I kept talking.


  "If you'd loved me more than anything else then maybe we could have made it, but you didn't. I'm not even sure I love you that way either. And now it's too late."


  "You could stay, and we'd try?" he asked.


  "You could come with me, and we'd try?" I countered.


  "Father would never -"


  "That's part of the problem, Joss. You don't love me enough to go against your father. Or your mother. Or anyone else," I said.


  He made an annoyed sound, but I shook my head.


  "I need someone to have my back, someone to stand beside me. I can't trust you to do that, Joss, because if you think about it? You never did."


  It suddenly hurt too much to sit there and argue with him when I knew that he'd never understand. We were too different. I got to my feet and started to walk away but when I was about to round the boat I heard him.


  "Please..."


  I turned then because that single word had sounded so lonely. I'd said that I loved him, and the truth was that I still did in many ways, but I also remembered what he'd told his parents.


  "You said I was useful, Joss," I said, and my voice was angry and hurt.


  "What?"


  "I walked by your house, and I stopped because I'd dreamed so many times about living in that house with you. I didn't mean to listen, not really, but I did. And you told your parents that I'd been useful.


  "What?" he asked again, but I could hear that he knew what I was talking about.


  "Don't even try, Josteinn," I snapped. "I loved you, and you didn't even know me well enough to understand that I would have done anything to help Einarr. You did not have to make the effort with me because I would have done whatever I could, just because it was the right thing to do."


  "Sissa, listen to me," he pleaded, "I can -"


  "No," I interrupted. "Don't make excuses, and don't try to explain. I know what I heard."


  "I'm so sorry -"


  "I loved you, Joss, and you were the first boy I loved. I won't forget you," I whispered because I could give him that, at least.


  The look on his face cut right into my heart, but I remembered the promise to leave that I'd given to Einarr. I knew neither my feelings for Joss nor whatever kind of excuses he could come up with would matter. I had no choice and had to leave. So I walked away and didn't stop until I reached my home.


  I knew that I wouldn't see him again. He would not come to say goodbye when we left.


  There were many visitors at my parents' house that evening. It was mostly the other thralls, but many of the freemen came to knock on our door as well. Some came because they were curious, and I could understand that they would be. Most came to congratulate Ulf and me, and perhaps also our parents. Many brought small gifts, and we accepted them gladly. It was mostly small tools, but some brought clothes. We needed other things to wear than our poorly made thrall garments, made out of rough materials. It warmed my heart that they understood and tried to help even when they had so little themselves.


  Then one of the older women from the longhouse walked in, and she carried a rather large bundle in her arms.


  "I have never been more surprised in my life, Gudrun," she almost shouted, and we all turned. "I was leaving, and suddenly Jarl Ingolf shouted for me. So I walked back to him, and he gave me this, said he'd been meaning to clean it out, and if I wanted to throw it away or burn it, then he'd be grateful."


  We stared at her, not understanding at all but she just laughed.


  "Oh, he knew where I was going all right. He'd heard me tell the others so he was well aware that I was going here. Look, Sissa," she said as she started to unfold the bundle.


  A collective gasp went through our crowded home. It was several of Heidrun's dresses, and it wasn't her most expensive ones, but they were pretty enough for me to look really good. I would seem like a free woman in those dresses, I thought.


  "That was nice of Ingolf," Mother said calmly.


  "Yes, it was," I agreed.


  I tried really hard to sound just as casual, but I failed miserably and then I whooped, causing the others to bust out in stunned, loud laughter. Everyone stayed long into the night and the longer they stayed, the more questions I had to field. When word came from the Jarl that we should be ready to leave directly in the morning, I was relieved. We quickly ushered our visitors out the door saying that Ulf and I needed to prepare.


  I barely slept that last night, and I knew that Ulf didn't either because I heard him tossing and turning. What was on my brother's mind I didn't know, but I knew what was on mine.


  I thought about Joss and our short time together. I remembered that day when he'd given me the apple, how he'd warmed my feet and how we'd laughed together. I felt my cheeks getting wet and had to press my knuckles to my mouth to stop a few soft whimpers. I wondered if I did the right thing. Maybe it would have been good enough to be his thrall. 


  I knew that if I hadn't heard what he told his parents, I would have forgiven him for anything. Then I would probably have stayed. It would have been safer than the uncertain future I had ahead of me and I knew that part of my sadness came from being afraid, but most of it was because I wouldn't see his sweet smile or hear his laughter again. 


  When I had no more tears to cry, I pushed it all away because it was what it was. I'd made a decision, gained my freedom, and that would have to be enough. There was no use in dwelling on what life would have been if I'd stayed, I told myself.


  I must have fallen asleep finally because I jolted when mother shook me gently.


  "Time to get up, Sissa," she said as she did almost every morning of my life.


  "I love you, Mother," I replied sleepily, and she looked surprised.


  "Oh, Sissa," she sighed. "Take care, wherever you go."


  Then she leaned down to kiss my cheek, and it wasn't words of affection, but I knew what she meant. 


  Jarl Ingolf sent everyone away, and it was just him, Einarr, and my parents watching as we left. Two warriors would go with us, and we were going by horse. I nodded farewell to Jarl Ingolf and then I turned to Einarr.


  "Thank you for everything, Einarr," I said, smiling at the man that I'd found so frightening.


  I had wondered what he would do if you pushed him, if he'd walk away like that wolf I'd met a long time ago in the forest, or if he'd pounce. His eyes narrowed as I studied him and my smile widened because he looked like that wolf again. He'd walked away, I thought. I had pushed, and he hadn't hurt me.


  "Thank you, Sissa, for everything," he replied, and his face relaxed into that soft look he so rarely showed. Then he leaned in closer, and I thought that he'd hug me. Instead, he whispered softly in my ear, "When you know what you want, then come back here."


  I pulled back to stare at him, but his face closed up again. Then he backed away. Father came forward and we hugged. Then I turned to Jarl Ingolf.


  "Can I have a few words of farewell, alone with my mother?" I asked. "Just a few words," I added when it looked like he would protest and he nodded curtly. 


  I pulled Mother with me, away from the others. Then I spoke quickly and quietly.


  "I don't know where they'll send us first, but we'll make our way to the Northern Isles, Mother. Torbi will be there with my friends. We'll go to them. If anything happens, then look for us there."


  At first, she didn't understand, but I held her gaze and finally, her face softened.


  "Are you sure, my girl?" she asked.


  "Yes. Very, very sure. Unless something happened on their journey north, then that's where they are."


  To my surprise, Mother burst out into loud laughter, and it took a while for her to calm down again.


  "How I ended up with children this crazy, I do not know, but I thank the gods for it." she said.


  Then we walked back to the others, and without any further words, Ulf and I got up on our horses to ride away from the only village I'd ever seen. I had to swallow a few times and breathe deeply through my nose to hold my tears at bay. I didn't turn around to look back. 


  "We'll be fine, Sissa," I heard Ulf murmur. Warmth spread through my chest because I would have left alone if I'd had to, but I was happy to have him next to me. 


  "Where are we going?" I asked the warriors.


  "Going north, to the harbor," one of them replied calmly.


  "What?"


  "You'll be going on a little boat trip, Sissa," he added.


  I turned back to look at Ulf and then we laughed. How strange, I thought. It seemed like Einarr would send us right where we'd wanted to go anyway.


  




  Chapter Thirty


  Anywhere


  I groaned as I crawled up on my hands and knees. The boat was rocking gently, but we had spent several days at sea, and even the slightest movement made my insides roil. I'd puked so much I'd thought my stomach would turn inside out, and I felt slightly dizzy.


  Then I realized what the gentle movements meant - we were in a harbor, finally.


  Slowly I stood up, looked around, and found that I'd been right. The trading ship that Jarl Ingolf's men put us on had anchored by a short bridge. I could see a village sprawling out along the bay.


  "Come, sister!" I heard Ulf calling. 


  He was waving at me with a huge smile on his face, though he would have that, I thought sourly. He'd taken to sailing like he'd done it his whole life and even the tradesmen had been impressed.


  Hjalvor had given the captain of the ship instructions, but the tradesmen had been as secretive as Jarl Ingolf's men so we still didn't know where we were. Before the puking commenced I'd tried to watch the stars, to find out what direction we were traveling, but they seemed to move with the waves, and I'd lost my bearings almost immediately. After less than a day there was water all around us, and I'd been in no shape to even talk to Ulf.


  A small group of men was waiting on the bridge, and I stopped to look at them. Three tall, black-haired men stood side by side at the front. They seemed to be a few years older than me, which would make them Ulf's age or around that. The captain of our ship was talking to them, and when he'd finished, they all straightened and suddenly their eyes were on me.


  Huge smiles spread over their faces. They started to move but by then Ulf reached them, and he turned to shout for me.


  "Sissa! Come!"


  I started walking, but the men at the front were pushed aside then, and a familiar face appeared between them.


  "Siss?"


  It was Fin.


  I couldn't believe my eyes, and as I walked faster, a smile started to form on his beautiful face. I remembered how I'd seen that grin every day, my whole life, until the day he disappeared, and there he was.


  He met me just in front of the others, and he started to spread his arms out when I raised my hand and with a tightly closed fist I punched him straight in the face. I thought I heard his nose crack under my knuckles as he fell backward to land on his behind with a loud thump, but that could have been the sound of my pulse beating in my ears.


  "Ouch! Sissa, what -"


  "You left me behind. I had to stay in that village as a thrall, thinking that you were dead, Fin. And here you are... Grinning happily. Alive. Free."


  I leaned over him and the numbness I'd felt in the years since he disappeared was completely gone, finally. Everything that had happened in the past months, from Heidrun's death, how my time with Joss had ended and all the way through the horrible days I'd just spent at sea, echoed in my voice when I shouted at the top of my lungs,


  "Go to Hel, Fin!"


  Then I straightened and marched along the bridge in long angry strides. A loud cheer from the men around Fin erupted, but I didn't stop. I had no clue where we were, but I was free, and I would find out. I would create a life for myself. Not with Joss, and not with Fin.


  I'd find a way to fend for myself and if this wasn’t what the gods had planned for me, then bedamn it all. They'd just have to change the runes of my fate.


   


   


   


   


   


  




   


  ~~~


  Thank you for reading my book, I hope you enjoyed it! Please take a moment to leave me a review at your favorite retailer.


  Thanks!


  Lena North


   


  




  COURAGE


  Book 1 in the Dreughan series


   


  Vilda lives in a muddy little corner of the world, in the time of the war that never ends. The war between the Waterfolk and the Dreughan. She is different where conformity is important, break rules in a world where punishments are given freely, and she pays for it. If it weren't for her best friend Troy, she would have no one. 


   


  Then Vilda saves the life of a dragon and shortly after that, things are spiraling out of control. The Waterfolk attack, searching for an unclaimed girl, and Vilda has to escape through the night together with Troy and the only other girl the Waterfolk could be looking for – their former best friend, Susannah. 


   


  Soon, they find themselves in Dragoncourt, the stronghold of the Dreughan, where a prophecy predicts that the war will finally come to an end when the beautiful Dreughan prince has claimed another royal from the end of the world. 


   


  It seems as if Vilda is the girl in the prophecy, and she might be, but she also has a strong link to a young man with black hair and eyes as blue as the summer skies – the prince’s cousin, Drake...


   


  Read chapter 1 on Lena North's web site


  




   47 Sweet Street


   


  Louise loves her life. She married her high school sweetheart, stayed in her small home town, and has what she always wanted – a good life on 47 Sweet Street, with Dan, their daughter Nin and their two big dogs. Except, Nin is going away to college after summer and Louise just can’t seem to find the right words to talk to her daughter anymore. And what about Dan, what if they don’t have anything left to talk about either?


   


  Nin hates her life. College can’t start fast enough, and she’s ready to start her life as an adult, to leave the boring little town and the street with the silliest name in the whole county. Probably in the whole world. Sweet Street – who the heck came up with a name like that? Except, Nin’s nervous about leaving her safe home, and what if her mom and dad won’t understand that she’s so not interested in getting a business degree?


   


  Then Dan has to leave and things take a turn for the worse as the two women struggle to find their way back to each other, or maybe forward together?


   


  Read part 1 on Lena North's web site


  Connect with Lena North:


  Lena North web site


  Goodreads


  Facebook


  




  Table of Contents


  Copyright


  Thanks


  Norse terminology


  Characters


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Chapter Twenty-one


  Chapter Twenty-two


  Chapter Twenty-three


  Chapter Twenty-four


  Chapter Twenty-five


  Chapter Twenty-six


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  Chapter Thirty


  Read more by Lena North - Courage


  Read more by Lena North - 47 Sweet Street


  


images/calibre_cover.jpg
Si s:‘sg}!’a ud = Bo ok LLE
/ i , ™ S

L
i

LENA NORTH





