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TO LYLA.

WE CONNECTED ALMOST NINE YEARS AGO OVER MANUSCRIPTS SET IN ICELAND.

IT’S ONLY FITTING THAT I DEDICATE MY FIRST PUBLISHED ICELANDIC STORY TO YOU.

THANK YOU FOR SO MANY YEARS OF FRIENDSHIP AND EXCELLENT STORY ADVICE.
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BEFORE

I’d wanted to ask the question in a sneaky way. As I searched all over the farm for Goat-Thigh, I thought of different words I could use to get a real answer—without him stepping around the truth. But when I finally found him in the sheep shed, milking our biggest ewe, the words spilled out like something inside me had burst. “Can you really turn into a bear?”

Goat-Thigh sat up slowly, peeking above the sheep’s back. His hair and beard needed a trim almost as badly as that sheep needed to be sheared. They shared the same color, too: the shiniest of light browns, like hay ready to be cut. But Goat-Thigh’s eyes—which narrowed as we stared at each other—were as dark as the lava stones beyond the valley.

“Why do you ask that, Helga?” He turned his gaze back to the sheep and picked at some grass tangled in her wool.

Goat-Thigh wasn’t my father by blood, but he’d looked after me ever since he found me as a baby. He’d saved my life! And yet none of our neighbors liked him. Even when I was little, I could tell that much, though I never understood what people had against him. It wasn’t until the summer I was six years old that I paid attention to the rumors people whispered.

“Women were talking this morning. By the river.” I pushed between Goat-Thigh and the sheep so he couldn’t pretend to ignore me. “When they saw me listening, one asked if I knew that I was living with a bear-man. Another asked if I’d ever seen you go into a—a… bear-fury.”

Goat-Thigh scoffed. “It’s been six years. Do they have nothing else to twattle over?”

But the shadows in his eyes didn’t match his voice.

“Goat-Thigh!” I caught his tunic in both fists. “Can you turn into a bear?”

He sighed until all the air must have been squeezed from his lungs. “That’s not how it works. I don’t become a bear. I just fight with the strength of one.”

“It’s true?” My hands, balled up in his tunic, shook. “Th-they said when you’re a bear, you’ll attack anyone. It doesn’t matter who. That you don’t even care.”

My fingers went limp. His crumpled tunic fell from my grasp. Balling my hands in my skirt, I backed away—or tried to, but the sheep was behind me and bleated when I bumped her.

“Helga.” Goat-Thigh slid off his milking stool, dropping to his knees beside me. He reached for my hands, cradling them as if they were made of glass. He brushed a loose lock of golden hair from my cheek and wiped tears off my face. “I would never hurt you. Do you believe that?”

I sniffled, willing back my tears. “You take care of me.”

“And I always will. I care about you, Helga, more than anyone else in this frostbitten land. No bear-fury can change that.”

“But, Goat-Thigh… did you ever hurt someone you cared about?”

He turned away, so I couldn’t see his face. I did see how his shoulders went tight.

“Helga—” His voice was all scratchy, like prickles had gotten into his throat.

I squealed. Something wet and warm splashed over my feet, soaking through my shoes. The ewe had kicked over the milk bucket, then shrieked like I’d wronged her.

Cursing at the sheep, Goat-Thigh helped me clean up.

It wasn’t until much, much later that I realized he’d never answered my question.
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Seven years later

Most people don’t think of funerals as opportunities, and probably it’s wicked of me to feel that way. But Goat-Thigh and I need all the help we can get. And finally earning the favor of our chieftain will be like having a shield in battle. So though I know it’s the last thing Goat-Thigh wants, I make him come with me to the funeral feast.

Side by side, we follow the worn dirt path through the valley to the chieftain’s home, Goat-Thigh plodding with the rolled-up tapestry slung over his shoulder. That tapestry is so big that two or three people could use it as a blanket; plus it’s an hour’s walk from our little farm to the chieftain’s longhouse. I can’t carry it the whole way myself.

But it’s also important that the chieftain sees Goat-Thigh with the tapestry. That he knows it’s a gift from both of us. That he thanks us, honors us together for it.

Goat-Thigh and I walk through wide and sprawling farm fields, the dirt all plowed, ready for planting. We don’t see anyone else, even though we pass several neighbors’ homes: low houses built from blocks of packed dirt with grass growing on the roofs. Everyone must already be at the feast. Maybe they’ll be too distracted with food to notice Goat-Thigh and me until we’re presenting our gift.

That would be best for all of us.

We hear the feast before we see it, melodic tunes from harps and flutes decorating the air, punctuated by the sharp beats of a drum. At times, they’re nearly drowned out by harsh, off-key shouts—I think that’s supposed to be singing?

“Drunk as dogs already.” Goat-Thigh shakes his head. “This is how they bid a man farewell?”

I tug one of the locks of hair left loose around my face—most of my long, long hair I’ve woven up into a braid crown. “Maybe the ale is just that good?”

It was the chieftain’s cousin who died. For a kinsman, the chieftain would buy only the finest drink shipped from the old country. Still, with how laughter bubbles up among the music, never mind those shouts that sound too much like cheers… are these people celebrating the man’s death?

Goat-Thigh sucks his teeth, making his narrow face even thinner. “Fox-Brow would have never—” he starts, then cuts off as though someone snatched the rest of the words from his throat. He tips his face down, scratching at his eyes like dirt has gotten into them.

I pause my steps. “Goat-Thigh? What’s—is something wrong?”

He shakes his head and marches on, leaving me hurrying to catch up.

I didn’t know the dead man, Stígandi Fox-Brow. From what others say, he once lived in this valley, though that was before Goat-Thigh brought me here. A few months ago, Fox-Brow finally returned, but he was very sick and never came outside the chieftain’s house. When he died, some people say, a wail rose from that house that was fit to raise the dead. Others say that wail was a curse. They all claim that Fox-Brow was a sorcerer, that he did magic with dead bodies and dead spirits. All kinds of evil spells.

These people really love their stories.

We crest a slope, and the feast finally comes into view. The chieftain’s longhouse is enormous, many times the size of our little home. Its roof looks like a huge longboat turned upside down. Even so big, it still can’t hold all the people who’ve come. They spill into the grassy fields surrounding the front of the longhouse, dancing and hollering around bonfires.

Everyone is in their brightest clothes and shiniest jewelry, adding pops of color we don’t usually see this early in the summer. And even from where Goat-Thigh and I stand atop the slope, the scents of smoky, roasted meat and spiced ales tingle our noses.
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Some people walk backward beyond the edge of that crowd, carrying big plates of meat. They’re leaving offerings for Troll Teeth, the jagged mountain that looms in the distance. More stories: Folks claim that mountain will swallow up anyone who died recently. To let the dead move on to a peaceful afterlife, the family must set aside food from the funeral feast so Troll Teeth will fill up on that instead.

But don’t look at the mountain while doing that, or it will swallow you.

Goat-Thigh’s face goes pale, and sweat dots his brow. He stares at the crowd as he might at a nightmare. “It’s not a good idea for me to be here. I’ll leave you with the tapestry and come back later to walk you home.”

He’s always trying to sneak away whenever I bring him to a gathering or any place where our neighbors will see us. Him. But if all we do is hide, they’ll never understand why they should want us around.

Why they don’t need to hate us.

Those arguments don’t work with Goat-Thigh anymore. I know what does. I wrap my hands around one of his arms and rest my head against his shoulder. “I worked hard on your new tunic. People should see you in it.”

The tunic was supposed to be a birthday gift, but I gave it early so he could wear it here. The color suits him, a bluish purple from dye I made by boiling crowberries for hours. I made all of it myself, spun the wool into thread so fine, it was almost a whisper against my fingers. Wove it into feather-soft cloth. Stitched it into a tunic that emphasizes his height and broad shoulders—and that hides how thin he’s become. Goat-Thigh was never a big eater, but these last few months he’s hardly touched his food. Even when I make his favorite, salmon porridge.

In this tunic, he looks strong. Important. Plus that purple brings out bright flecks in his shadowy eyes. His beard needs trimming; I should have insisted on that. He’s starting to look… well, like a goat.

Better to have people thinking Goat when they see him instead of Bear-man.

The moment the crowd spots us, they go silent. It’s like an icy wave crashes over them, drenching their joy.

My heart sinks to my toes. These people judged Goat-Thigh long ago. Even a tunic of spun gold probably wouldn’t change their minds.

But if I give up, if I stop trying to make them see why we’re good to have around, what chance do we have of surviving?

Everyone stares. Some tip their heads together and whisper. One man who’s missing a bunch of teeth spits on the ground. A few people make very, very bad hand gestures at Goat-Thigh, warding him off like he’s a monster.

They’ve been getting meaner, even though in all the time I’ve been with Goat-Thigh, he’s never once gone into bear-fury. I’ve really seen him so much more like a goat than a bear. He can practically run straight up a cliffside to rescue old sheep who’ve gotten stuck. That’s how he got his nickname! But people curse when he walks by. In the past few months, they’ve begun making trouble on our farm: Breaking Goat-Thigh’s tools. Letting out our sheep in the night—it takes all day to find them again! Scratching pictures of dead bears into the dirt path outside our front door. Last week, someone set fire to our food shed. We were able to save only a little of what was inside.

That was when I decided we had to come here. Winning the chieftain’s favor is our only hope. If he accepts us, everyone else will have to as well.

I’m going to make it happen. Here, today.
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While everyone stares at us, I stare back. I take Goat-Thigh’s hand—so rough, he could probably sand wood with his knuckles. I need to make another goat-milk balm and rub it into his hands each night, like I did during winter.

Together, we march down the hill.

My apron dress is nothing special; there wasn’t time to finish Goat-Thigh’s tunic and the tapestry and make a new dress. But I polished the oval brooches pinned below my shoulders—tortoise brooches, because they’re shaped like tortoise shells—and a string of beads hangs between them. Goat-Thigh gave me these beads for my last Finding Day, as we call it.

We don’t know exactly when I was born. But every year Goat-Thigh celebrates the day he found me: a baby alone in the highlands, bundled in a blue shawl, my hair damp from rain, my pipe voice calling to the sky.

That was thirteen years ago. I don’t know if it was fate or magic or just some accident that brought us together. But I can’t imagine life with anyone else.

As Goat-Thigh and I approach, the people nearest us back away. A few nod at me, but no one says hello or even smiles.

I miss those smiles. I miss the way so many of our neighbors used to talk, like they really cared about seeing me. Women gave me scraps of wool, herbs for dyeing, even leftover yarn. Men gave me toys they’d carved. Grandfathers would tell of their adventures as young men in faraway lands. They’d do all these things, then try to get me to leave Goat-Thigh and live with them. “A rare beauty such as you shouldn’t be raised by an animal like him,” they’d say.

I liked having so many people to talk to. There was always something to learn, another story to hear, a different food to try. But Goat-Thigh had saved me. He was the first to give me a home. That meant something, even more than all the spare yarn in the valley.

I wouldn’t leave Goat-Thigh. So the neighbors stopped wanting much to do with me.

Most of them, anyway.

“You two finally show your faces,” an old woman grumbles as she shoves through the crowd. A few people protest, but most hurry away.

No one wants to upset Gríma Witch-Face.

She’s one of the few people who will still talk to us. I guess even a bear-man doesn’t scare a witch, with her weathered skin and grizzled hair fighting free from its dozen braids. She smiles, showing off teeth stained from the herbs she’s always chewing. I sneeze at her odor of moss, malt vinegar, and smoke.

She looks over me and Goat-Thigh, her eyes narrowing into a gaze so sharp, it pierces through us. I can’t help shivering; I’ve never gotten used to her eyes. They’re the greenest I’ve seen on any person. They don’t look real.

I think they’re why people call her Witch-Face.

She taps my string of beads. “Suits you.” She stabs her chin toward Goat-Thigh. “That tunic. The fabric is fit for a king. You don’t deserve this girl, you know.”

[image: An illustration shows Gríma Witch-Face, an elderly woman with wild curly hair, in a fur-trimmed outfit and pouch, looking friendly. ]
“Witch-Face!” I protest. I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for Goat-Thigh.

And what have I really done for him in return? Make one nice shirt?

Witch-Face flaps a gnarled hand at me. “Oh, hush. You know what I mean.”

I don’t, and I’m about to say so when another voice shouts through the crowd. “Helga! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Scratcher, my best friend—my only friend, so I’d better take care of him. His fur-lined cloak swings around his shoulders, and his ruddy-brown hair bounces across his head as he runs.

“Hello to you, too,” I call.

“Hello, Goat-Thigh.” Scratcher waves, and Goat-Thigh nods, the corners of his mouth twitching into the tiniest smile.

Scratcher turns to me, throwing his shoulders back and rising onto the balls of his feet. I’m taller than him—just by a couple of fingerbreadths, and he’ll probably outgrow me by summer’s end—and he tries to disguise it whenever we stand together.

“I need to beat you in a round of King’s Table.” He nods to the tabletop games spread across benches that have been dragged outside.
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The only thing Scratcher loves more than roasted bull—and the chieftain has roasted an entire bull for this feast!—is King’s Table. He maybe wins more of our games, and because of this he claims that he’s the better player. But I enjoy searching for ways to trounce him.

Today that’s not enough, though, to tempt me from the reason I’ve come. “Can’t.” My gaze strays toward the longhouse. “I need to—”

“Oh, go on,” Witch-Face cuts in. “Play with the boy. The chieftain hasn’t started the gift giving, and Scratcher has been tormenting everyone since he arrived. And you”—she rounds on Goat-Thigh—“we’ve saved an ale mug, something that should loosen even your shoulders.” She thumps his back so hard, he stumbles.

I wanted to stay near Goat-Thigh until we’d handed over the tapestry and earned the chieftain’s favor. But Witch-Face is family as much as Goat-Thigh. She taught me how to spin wool into yarn and weave that yarn into cloth. When I’m older, she’ll teach me to brew ale, one of the most important tasks a woman can learn. She used to braid my hair every day until I could manage it alone. She taught me the ways my body will change as I grow, and how to care for myself through it all. Whatever Goat-Thigh can’t do, she’s been there to help me. Us.

And she’s already leading him away, steering him around the crowd. At once, the people resume their singing and dancing, like they’re trying to prove—what, that they can ignore Goat-Thigh even when he stands in front of them?

Too late for that.

Goat-Thigh glances over his shoulder at me as Witch-Face leads him along. Nods once. Tips his head toward Scratcher.

They disappear behind the people. And I have to hope that he’ll be all right.

“By the way, I need to win,” Scratcher whispers while we perch across from each other on the nearest unoccupied game bench. “My pabbi is watching!” He nods to his father, a thickset man on a wide bench nearby. Most of his face is hidden behind an enormous red beard.

The man is called Hairy-Cheeks.

I snort heartlessly. “Earn your win! He’ll notice,” I add, more gently.

Scratcher rolls his eyes. “Lucky for me, I’m the better player.”

“Not this time!” I say. “I have a strategy, and it’ll make you cry.”



Eleven squares by eleven squares—one hundred twenty-one total. One king in the middle, surrounded by twelve warriors. Twenty-four attackers, coming at them from all four sides of the board. Only four ways out for the king: the board’s corners.

Scratcher plays the attacking side. He’s trying to surround my king and his defenders and keep my king from escaping to one of the corners. He can win by capturing my king, or at least bring the game to a draw by surrounding me so completely that I can’t move any of my pieces.

And he’s already getting uncomfortably close to that. As he reaches for one of his attackers, which is sure to claim another of my game pieces, a man with his beard in three thick braids tromps along and snorts.

“Boy, if you really want to prove your skill at King’s Table,” he says after taking a long swallow from his mug, “you should challenge Thistle-Heart.”

He jerks his head toward a bench a few paces away where a girl the same age as Scratcher and me faces off against a man old enough to be a grandfather.

Margrét Thistle-Heart. The chieftain’s daughter, though at first I thought Fox-Brow was her pabbi. She looks like a sorcerer’s daughter, too: Long, dark hair snarled up with bones, feathers, and beads. Strange runes painted across her forehead. A fox-pelt cloak always slung around her shoulders.

I really wanted her to be my friend.

Several months ago, the day after Margrét and Fox-Brow arrived, I mentioned to Goat-Thigh how word was that Fox-Brow was terribly sick. Immediately, Goat-Thigh said, “We must go to them! Is there food we can bring? That bread you made? Would that be all right with you, Helga?”

I often approached neighbors with little gifts. If our neighbors saw we were good to have around, they’d have to stop hating us. Right? Sometimes Goat-Thigh joined me, though he’d insist there wasn’t a present in the world that could change how others felt about him.

For Fox-Brow, we brought a loaf of bread made from the last of our rye flour and, to help him be comfortable, an excellent blanket I’d woven. Goat-Thigh came with me—I hadn’t even had to nudge him! But we didn’t make it past the chieftain’s door.

“Fox-Brow does not want to see you,” Margrét said, blocking the way inside the longhouse. “Leave. Now.”

The whole time, she glowered at Goat-Thigh with the same hate people wore when they muttered words like bear-man and bear-fury.

My throat knotted so stiffly, I almost couldn’t breathe. We were too late. The only new neighbors we’d had in years, the first chance to start fresh, and we were already too late.

I held out the bread and blanket anyway—I didn’t know what else to do with them.

Margrét spat on them, then kicked them into the dirt. “Stay away, or I’ll hex you both.”

From the devastation twisting across Goat-Thigh’s face as Margrét slammed the door on us, she might as well already have.





CHAPTER THREE [image: an Icelandic-style loom showing two hands weaving a tapestry showing a bear within a pattern]

I did stay away from Margrét and her home—until today. Now I avoid looking toward her, hoping that a lack of eye contact will keep Margrét from noticing me.

Scratcher, on the other hand, openly stares at her, forgetting our game. I pause over what will be the perfect move—capturing two of Scratcher’s attackers in one go—and dare a glance as well. Margrét’s eyes, as she considers her next move, are red-rimmed and puffy. It looks like she’s spent the entire day sobbing, yet that hasn’t dulled her wits. Like me, she’s playing the king and his defenders. Unlike me, she’s demolishing her opponent. Even though that man started with twice as many game pieces, only a few of his attackers remain on the board. Margrét’s king has a clear path of escape to the nearest corner.

She slides her king to victory, then lifts her chin smugly. The man across from her scrubs a hand over his face and grumbles.

Scratcher whistles low, and his pale eyes—not quite brown, not quite green—light up with fervor.

“Don’t,” I warn when Scratcher opens his mouth like he’s about to call over to Margrét. “She looks like if you lost, she’d put a curse on you. And if you won… she’d curse you twice.”

[image: An illustration depicts Margrét, a young determined player, playing King's Table, a board game with cylindrical pieces, while an intrigued wary crowd watches.]
Scratcher peers toward the old man, who’s stalking away, muttering. “He seems fine, other than a bad attitude.”

Returning to our own game, I make a lousy move, already having forgotten my perfect comeback. A really lousy move, because Scratcher crows with glee and snatches three of my defenders in one swoop. He glances toward his pabbi, but Hairy-Cheeks is busy gnawing on a bull rib and hasn’t noticed Scratcher’s small victory.

I notice: Scratcher’s shoulders slumping. His smile fading.

“He’ll see the next one,” I reassure him.

Maybe—when Hairy-Cheeks is looking again—I’ll make a bad move on purpose. Maybe.

Scratcher fiddles with a game piece, scraping his thumbnail over a spot of dirt. “I—I heard Pabbi talking with Not-Mamma last night. She wants to send me away again.”

“Send you away?” I startle so hard that I knock over half the game pieces on the board. “You can’t leave!”

Scratcher didn’t always live with his pabbi, Hairy-Cheeks, and… Not-Mamma, we call her. Because though she’s always been married to Scratcher’s pabbi, Scratcher’s real mamma was a neighbor woman. Some people say she was the most beautiful not just in our valley, but the entire peninsula.

That most beautiful woman died when Scratcher was born, and Not-Mamma wanted nothing to do with him. So he spent his first years living with distant relatives. After he showed promising skill with sword lessons and King’s Table, and generally being charming, rumors began to fly that Scratcher would grow into one of the most outstanding men on this side of the country. Hairy-Cheeks, who had no other children, wanted that honor in his family line. So he took Scratcher back. And I discovered my best friend.

Scratcher hunches, returning every fallen game piece to exactly where it had stood. “Not-Mamma hates having me around. Pabbi might decide that sending me away is better than listening to her complain day and night.”

“What’s she got to complain about? You’re only annoying when it comes to King’s Table. Well, and when you take off your socks, because you never wash your feet.”

“I burp a lot after I eat,” Scratcher says. “And when I don’t remember the words to songs, I make up the worst ones I can think of.”

“Whose side are you on?” I thump his shoulder with one of the two attackers I’ve managed to capture this entire game.

Scratcher bats it away, grinning, but that smile is hollow. “I remind her of that woman.”

“How’s that your fault? And it’s not like they have other children filling up the house.”

“That makes it worse for her,” Scratcher whispers. “But if I can make Not-Mamma really proud, bring her lots of honor or—”

I’ve heard enough. “Parents are supposed to love you!”

“Easy for you to say, with Goat-Thigh. I—I mean,” he stammers when my eyes go wide. “It’s good that you have him.”

Of course I wonder who my real parents were, what happened to them, and why I was left alone in the highlands. Was it an accident? Or did they choose to…

No, it has to have been a mistake. Right?

I don’t want to talk about parents anymore. They’re too complicated, even when they aren’t around. I move one of my defenders, for something to do, then realize too late that was another foolish move. Scratcher smirks, capturing that piece with an attacker, and brings himself one step closer to taking my king.

I groan. Scratcher opens his mouth to say—who knows what? Because I cut him off. “Enough. Talking your opponent into distraction is not a strategy!”

“It’s working so far.” He waggles his eyebrows.



Scratcher hasn’t quite gotten my king—I still have one route of escape!—when a horn blows.

From the doorway of the longhouse, a man with a voice like thunder bellows, “We commence the presentation of the condolences to our worthy chieftain.”

A lot of words to say: It’s time.

I rise from the bench, ignoring Scratcher’s protests (“We’re almost done! I can get your king on my next turn!”). Immediately I spot Goat-Thigh. He’s still with Witch-Face, and her wife Torfey Wood-Leg has joined them. All three huddle onto one bench, clutching ale horns and talking together. Goat-Thigh is almost smiling.

But as I stand, Goat-Thigh turns. He tips his head toward the longhouse, and I nod. After taking up the tapestry from where it leans beside the bench, he strides forward.

Together, we enter.
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It’s like sheep racing into the pen, everyone squeezing through the doors. Those not here for gift giving vie for spots by the hearth—a low, rectangular wall that’s as long as two men are tall and reaches up to my knees. The thick sides are pieced together from stone; they box in a space for a fire to burn down its entire length. More and more people shove to get close to that warmth. Winter may be over, but the evenings’ lingering chill sinks straight to the bones.

Within moments, the longhouse is so tightly packed that I can barely breathe. And everyone here is taller than me, so all I see are elbows and backs. Probably that’s why I don’t notice her until it’s too late.

“I told you,” a voice snarls in my ear, “to stay away!”

If Margrét Thistle-Heart could throw lightning with her eyes, I’d be cooked. Her snarled-up hair, threaded with beads, feathers, and bones, bristles with bad energy. She looks like the kind of monster a funeral feast is meant to keep away. The only nice thing about her is the gold arm ring she wears. And even those are just for warriors! This one is so big on her that it’s shoved nearly up to her elbow, but it’s beautifully sculpted, two dragons twisting around each other.

[image: A monochromatic cartoon-style illustration depicts a diverse group of ancient Icelandic people, young and old, gathered in a circle around a glowing fire.]
I throw back my shoulders and lift my chin, so I don’t look small and scared. “We’re paying respects to your family,” I say, nodding toward the tapestry on Goat-Thigh’s shoulder.

“You’re up to something,” Margrét accuses.

“A good guest brings a gift.”

“You won’t fool my father. I’ll make sure of it!”

Before I can get in another word, she shoves through the crowd, ignoring every shout and glare the others cast her way.

My lower lip trembles. I bite it hard until it goes still. We need her pabbi on our side. But my tapestry… that will win him over. It won’t even be a trick! Any chieftain would be honored to receive such a gift. This tapestry is good enough to earn his favor, make him protect us.

It has to be.

The longhouse is getting even more crowded. I can’t move without bumping into someone. More than once an elbow catches me in the ribs—or the head. Goat-Thigh has an easier time because he’s tall and carries the rolled-up tapestry.

Also because while people have no problem staring, spitting, or cursing, no one wants to bump him the wrong way and provoke him. So they skirt around like he’s diseased.

It isn’t fair. It isn’t right. Some people try to argue that berserkers—bear-men—have chosen their fate. Truth is, bear-fury follows family lines. No one knows what causes it. But if a man’s pabbi or grandfather was a berserker, chances are high that man will be the same.

Some of Goat-Thigh’s ancestors leaned into these fits and chose lives as warriors or raiders, making themselves rich by looting whatever towns, villages, and kingdoms they came across. Goat-Thigh, though, dreamed of becoming a merchant, earning his living honestly by selling and trading useful items that made people’s lives a bit better.

But while fits of inhuman strength and fury suit a warrior, they made it impossible for Goat-Thigh to follow his own dream. He couldn’t control these fits. Never knew when one was coming. Couldn’t stop them when they did. Then I came along. Goat-Thigh hasn’t experienced one since the day he gave me a home.

That’s not enough for these people. They won’t let him forget what he was born as. That deep down, he may be more monster than man.

So with everyone scrambling out of his way, Goat-Thigh and I are the first to arrive at the platform where the chieftain sits.

That platform is always a sight, but tonight it’s otherworldly. Braziers fueled by whale oil dangle from the rafters, burning brightly. Vividly painted battle shields hang on the wall, arranged in an arc around a tapestry. A man poses in the center of that tapestry—Fox-Brow? His shoulder-length hair is the color of the sunset, and he’s stern faced and built like a warrior. With one hand, he leads an ox; in the other, he clutches a flute.

I frown at the image. Fox-Brow doesn’t look like a sorcerer. Is the chieftain trying to make everyone forget the type of person his cousin was? Or is he saying that it doesn’t matter, he loved his cousin no matter what?

Then why do people have to be so awful about Goat-Thigh?

The chieftain sits in the middle of the platform on an elaborately carved chair that’s spread with animal furs. Bear furs. The sight of them crushed beneath that man’s backside makes the breath catch in my throat.

Margrét Thistle-Heart joins her pabbi, perching in a smaller chair atop the platform… like a wolf keeping watch outside its den.

The chieftain peers down as though we’re a riddle he’s not sure how to solve. His gaze skips right over Goat-Thigh and lands on me. “Helga the Fair. You’re living up to your nickname. An incredible feat for the berserk-raised.”

I dip into a bow—to hide my frown. Big words from a man whose daughter was raised by a sorcerer. “We’re sorry for your family’s loss,” I say politely, so he doesn’t hear my anger.

The chieftain nods solemnly. “Fox-Brow may have started as a distant cousin, but when his parents died while he was young and he came to live here, we grew up like brothers. A man does not take lightly the loss of a brother.”

As he speaks those last words, his gaze finally turns to Goat-Thigh. The chieftain’s stare has gone fierce, as if his eyes could pierce through skin. There’s… something in that gaze. But that’s all I can figure out: Something is there, but I don’t know what. Or why.

Goat-Thigh looks only at that tapestry of Fox-Brow. All color drains from his narrow face, and his eyes glisten in a way that sends shivers down my back.

“What’s wrong?” I whisper. He doesn’t respond, even when I clasp his hand.

Behind us, people grumble with impatience. My chills are burned out by a hot surge of panic. We came here for one reason. I can’t leave it undone. Like a starving person eyeing food, I glance toward the chieftain’s own pile of gifts beside his chair: Daggers. Belts. Ale horns.

If the chieftain likes someone’s gift enough, he’ll bestow one of these. The act is proof of the man’s favor. If anyone tries to hurt or bother us again, they’ll have the chieftain to answer to.

I nudge Goat-Thigh with my elbow. When he still won’t move, I reach for the tapestry slung across his shoulder.

“May this comfort your family,” I say, “until you meet your brother again, beyond the sea.”

For a moment, my fingers linger over the thick fabric. It hurts to let this tapestry go this way. I didn’t make it for the chieftain. At least, that wasn’t the plan when I strung the long warp lines to my loom’s frame. I made this to sell. At the annual gathering, it should have fetched… well, not a high price, because it came from Goat-Thigh and me, but enough that we could have bought things we need: More sheep for extra milk and wool. Farm tools to replace the broken ones. Food to restock our pantry—after we rebuild the burned-down parts, of course.

We need the money. But we also need the chieftain’s favor. No price can be put on that. So with every scrap of strength I possess, I heave the tapestry off Goat-Thigh’s shoulder and unfurl it across the ground.

Gasps ripple through the air, and though I’m shaking with nerves, I allow myself a small smile. Along the tapestry’s top, the Northern Lights gleam. I used my brightest green and deepest purple yarns to create their rippling shapes. Along the bottom, wisps of cloud puff out. Some are crimson and gold—the sunrise or sunset—while others are moody gray with brewing storms. In the middle, one magnificent horse pulls the sun through the sky and another pulls the moon.

This is the best thing I’ve ever made, and I could stare at it all day and all night, too. Witch-Face taught me weaving seven years ago, and it’s like my fingers were born to it. Every day, as soon as I’m done with chores, I’m at my loom, testing out new ways to create


[image: Helga alongside Goat-Thigh presenting to the village chieftain, who stands sternly in a fur cloak, the rolled-out decorated tapestry showing the sun and moon being pulled through the sky by two horses; a small crowd observes in a dim ancient Icelandic room.]
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