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CHAPTER 1
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Ireland, November 1024

––––––––
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Thora stalked into camp, seeing nothing but red until the object of her rage finally came into view.  “You!”  She pointed at Hagen with her sword.  “I’ll have your head!”

She leapt across the short distance between the two of them and brought her sword down in the same motion Travers used to take out Galinn.  Catching him completely off guard, Hagen had no time to react before her sword cleaved its way into his shoulder.  She withdrew her sword with a grunt.

“What the hell?”  Confusion etched into every feature on his face as he brought his hand up to the wound to staunch the flow of blood and fell to his knees.  The pressure he applied barely slowed the bleeding, and Thora didn’t register anything except the satisfaction in knowing he’d be dead soon enough.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know why I did that.  Did you really think I wouldn’t find out you betrayed us to the enemy?”  The collective gasp that went up brought her out of the haze of rage enough to notice she’d attracted a crowd.  “Galinn is dead because of you!”  Her hands balled into fists at her side and she had to force herself not to launch into another attack.

Hagen at least had the decency to turn white, but Thora didn’t know if that was a result of the blood loss or at calling him out as the traitor he was.  Either way, she didn’t care.

Harold and Njal came running up, drawn by the commotion and gathering crowd.  When they saw what Thora had done, neither batted an eye.  Harold crossed his arms over his chest.

“How many did we lose because of this traitor?”  Harold eyed Hagen as hatred burned in his eyes.  A confused murmur spread through the crowd.

“You... You all knew?  This whole time?”  Thora sneered at Hagen’s pathetic attempt to look horrified, but didn’t dignify him with an answer.

“Too many.  I don’t have the full count yet.  Galinn is gone, and I’ve yet to hear if Beri made it out with his army.  It was a bloodbath.”  Thora’s emotions were stuck between unrelenting heartbreak and rage, and she couldn’t seem to tip the scale in either direction for any length of time.  She wanted to feel the rage more than the heartbreak.  She’d had enough heartbreak in her life, and she never expected to lose Galinn so soon.  She thought they had more time together.  She shook her head at the thought and reached for her anger.  She tried to hide from Galinn’s loss beneath the rage—at least until the heartbreak came crashing in on her again.

“Why did you do it?”  Njal looked almost as if the answer mattered.  To Thora, it didn’t.  He betrayed them and cost many of their people their lives.  His reasons didn’t matter.

Hagen sighed heavily as the effect of his blood loss weakened him.  “Ask her about Ulf.”

Thora’s gaze snapped to Hagen’s face, but he hung his head and avoided her gaze.  “Ulf?  What about him?”  She stared at the maned dragon tattoo that wrapped around the sides of his head.  When she first saw the tattoo, she thought of it as another example of him not doing things in the traditional ways of the Norse.  Looking at it now, with the way the dragon lacked any Norse style and how it sat above the typical Norse knotwork, she wondered if the tattoo was more of a statement of his attitude.  Did he think he was above the traditional Norse ways?  

Hagen spat blood from his mouth, pulling Thora from her thoughts.  “He said you killed Odinkar in an unfair fight.  That you attacked him as he slept.  Then, you ruled your people like a tyrant, and demanded Ulf lie for you about Galinn because you wanted Galinn and didn’t care what your people thought about him.”  

Thora threw her head back and laughed.  “I wondered where that maggot ran off to.”  She squatted down and put her face nose to nose with Hagen.  “Understand this.  Ulf lied to you—about everything.  My guess is he did it hoping you’d get killed so he could take your position, if all this failed to kill me.  That’s what he was after in my village.  He was caught in his lies, and even then, I tried to reason with him.  The man is a scheming coward who cannot do his own dirty work.”

“You lie.”  He hissed.

Harold and Njal listened, keenly interested in the outcome of the discussion.  Thora tried to think of a way to convince them of the truth, even if she couldn’t convince Hagen.

Bjorn pushed his way through the crowd, dragging a bound man behind him.  “Thora doesn’t lie, and Ulf can tell you himself.”  Bjorn threw a beaten Ulf down to his knees beside Thora.  

Thora’s mouth fell open as she stood up.  “Where...?”  She was too stunned to form any more words.

“I found him lurking around Hagen’s tent.”  Bjorn spat as if the words left a sour taste in his mouth.

She recovered from her shock and folded her arms over her chest.  Ulf was her proof to Harold and Njal.  At least something went right today.  “I killed Odinkar by sneaking up on him while he slept?”

Ulf looked to Bjorn with a look of pure terror.  Bjorn drew back his fist and landed it on Ulf’s jaw.  “Don’t even think to continue with your lies.”  Bjorn growled, shaking out his hand.

Ulf struggled back to his knees after the force of Bjorn’s blow knocked him over.  “No.  Everything I told you about Thora was a lie.  I was hoping you would spoil the surprise and she’d get killed so I could go back to my village and put in my claim to be jarl.”

Thora raised an eyebrow as what little color Hagen had drained.  “See?  I don’t lie.  You betrayed me for nothing.  You cost Galinn and many others their lives for nothing.  You’re dying now for that nothing.”  

Hagen’s gaze shifted from Thora to the other jarls and back again.  “I’m sorry.”  He freed his axe from his belt and ran the blade across his neck.  As his blood poured from the self-inflicted wound, Thora smiled.  Her wound would have killed him, but slower.  He was too much of a coward to face them any longer than he had to.  He slumped over and closed his eyes.  A few moments later, he was gone.  Thora wished she could say she was satisfied with his death, but she wasn’t.

“What should we do about him?”  Harold broke the silence and pointed at Ulf.  “Seems only fitting that he be punished for what he did.  After all, Hagen wouldn’t have done what he did, if not for the poison put in his head by this man.”  He nudged Ulf with his boot.

“He has four sons, and their mother is dead.”  Thora felt it was important for Harold and Njal to know that, but not because she hoped to save Ulf from the fate he deserved.

“He didn’t take leaving them fatherless into consideration when he made the choice to betray you, and us.”  Njal stepped forward, sword in hand.  

Ulf schooled his face into a blank expression, but Thora knew the fate of his children weighed heavily on him.

“They are welcome to return to my village.  Their uncle is there with his family, and I’m sure they’d take the boys in.”  Thora didn’t know if it was a wise decision to accept Ulf’s boys, but she couldn’t help but to make the offer.  Her mind was on another orphaned boy who posed a potential threat to a previous jarl and that jarl sent him away.  The thoughts brought a fresh wave of heartbreak that she struggled to push aside.  She couldn’t sentence four innocent boys to a similar fate as what Odinkar sentenced Galinn to all those years ago.  She’d be no better than Odinkar.

Ulf’s mask chipped as his bottom lip quivered.  “That is more than I could ever have hoped to ask you for.  Thank you.”

“I’m not doing it for you, Ulf.  Your boys didn’t do anything to deserve being taken from the only home they’ve ever known.  It was your choice to leave with them, but they do not have to abide by that choice any longer.  If any of them become a problem later on, I will deal with it then.”

Harold motioned to Njal.  “Will you, or should I?”

Njal spun his sword with a flourish as he stepped behind Ulf and pulled him up to his knees.  “This one is mine.”  Njal positioned the tip of his sword at the base of Ulf’s skull.  “Any last words?”

Ulf shook his head, resignation to his fate written on his face.

Njal shrugged and then drove his sword through Ulf’s neck until it jutted out from the front.  Ulf only grunted when Njal placed a booted foot on his back and pulled his sword out.

As Ulf’s body collapsed in a bloody, gurgling heap, Thora couldn’t help but feel sorry for how things turned out.  She’d held onto the hope that Ulf would come around up until she realized he was a coward and he left the village.  Even then, a small part of her, buried deep down, hoped he’d come to his senses and support her.  He was a strong warrior, and she was sorry the choices he made brought him to this senseless end.  It didn’t have to be that way, but he left her no choice.  

She balled her fists and shook her head.  Anger bound her stomach in a knot as she pushed aside the remaining pity she had for Ulf.  Galinn was dead because of him.  She turned her back on the bodies.

“Who will be jarl now that Hagen is dead?”  She waited for someone from his town to step forward.  Hagen had no children that she knew of, and should have named a successor.

A gray haired man stepped forward.  “That would be me.”

Thora eyed him from top to bottom and lifted her chin.  Though his hair gave away his older age, the man was in good fighting shape.  “You’re Hagen’s successor?”

The man nodded.  “He named me after he took the title from our previous jarl.”

“I’ll give you the choice to join our alliance, or to walk away.  You’re free to choose either option.”

The man’s eyes sparkled.  “Oh, I’ll join the alliance, and unlike my son, I won’t betray my allies.”

Thora’s head jerked back in shock as if the man struck her.  “Hagen was your son?  And you’d still join with us?”

He nodded and sighed heavily.  “I’m Birger.  When Hagen told me of his plan, I cautioned him against making a decision that carried such grave consequences based on the words of a man he hardly knew.  He didn’t listen, but that was my son.  It was his impetuousness that drove him to challenge the jarl, and I always knew his impetuousness would be the death of him.”  He looked to all three jarls.  “I hold no ill will for what happened to my son.  He knew the risk he took in making the choices he made.  If you’ll allow me to join with you, I assure you, I will earn your trust.”

Thora waited for Harold and Njal to respond, as she’d already said her piece.  Both simply nodded their agreement.
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CHAPTER 2
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“We don’t have a final count of those lost and the injured yet.”  Bjorn raked a hand through his short blond hair as his lips disappeared into a thin line.  He stood by the tent flap as if he might rush out at any second.  “If I assumed anyone not here were dead, a large number of our men and women would be among the fallen.”

Thora glanced around her tent as her stomach rolled.  The square tent was big enough to hold a pallet bed in the back corner and a round table that sat four people with a narrow walkway around it.  She didn’t need anything bigger, and didn’t care about having a larger tent to show her status, but as the walls closed in on her, she wished for more breathing room.  Though only hours had passed since the failed attack, every second dragged on for its own eternity.  Since she’d returned to camp, a few of her warriors made their way back to camp, but as time went on, the trickle of those returning slowed.  As time went on, fewer returning meant a greater likelihood those not present were dead or too injured to return.  She rocked in her chair before she rubbed her cold fingers briskly across her trews to warm them.  “I can’t believe this is happening.  It can’t be as bad as it seems, can it?”

Bjorn avoided her gaze, which effectively answered Thora’s question beyond the shadow of any doubt.

She shot to her feet and paced the small area, chewing the inside of her cheek.  “What should I do?  Galinn’s gone, Beri hasn’t made it back, and there’s been no word from Rúna or the other shieldmaidens.  This is a disaster!”  Thora couldn’t imagine losing Galinn, Beri, one of her trusted advisers, and her best friend, Rúna in the same day.  She’d lost sight of Beri and Rúna during the fighting, but she clung fiercely to the hope they found their way out.

“Not only can it be as bad as it seems, it can be worse.  But that is always a potential outcome for a battle.”  Bjorn lifted a shoulder and let it fall as he pushed the tent flap open enough to glance through it.  Without a change in his facial features, he let the flap fall closed and turned to face her.  Thora’s brows pulled together as she tried to figure out if his icy demeanor was because of her specifically or due to the situation.

Thora stopped her pacing and dropped her gaze to the round table beside her.  Of course, his attitude was because of her.  How many were dead because of her quest to seek vengeance?  She lowered herself into a chair and rested her forearm on the table.  She wasn’t comfortable in her own skin, and felt as if she’d feel better if she could only crawl out of it.  She didn’t know if she could ever relax again.

“Why did you let me do this?”  She cradled her head in her hands as the violence and death from the battle replayed in her mind.

“I didn’t let you do anything.  I supported my jarl in a quest I thought was worthwhile.”  Though his voice was low, Thora didn’t miss the simmering anger beneath his words.

Thora swallowed hard, trying not to choke on her mistake.  How could she have said that?  To Bjorn of all people.  “I’m sorry.  No one deserves any blame in this mess, except me.”

Commotion at the tent flap yanked Thora from her thoughts.  Beri stumbled into the tent and nearly knocked Bjorn over in the process.  Bjorn staggered and recovered in time to help steady Beri before he fell.  Thora’s heart threatened to exit her body through her mouth at his disheveled and bloody state.  His tunic hung over his wide shoulders in tattered, bloodstained shreds, revealing his blood soaked chest and arms.  A mixture of mud and blood smeared his hands and face, giving the giant a wild appearance.  When her gaze skimmed some of the blood and noticed it looked fresh enough to be his and not from an opponent, she leapt to her feet and closed the short distance between them as Bjorn stepped beside Beri.  Beri’s small smile of gratitude gave way to an expression of relief as he uttered a whispered curse.  He ran a hand down his face and cleared his throat.  “I’m so glad to see you both here.  I was looking for you on my way out of Kincora, and when I couldn’t find you, I thought you died in the chapel.”  He settled his hulking frame into a wooden chair that creaked under his full weight.

“You’re alive!”  Thora’s voice quivered with relief as she attempted to keep a tight rein on her hope for the others’ survival.  “How did you escape?”  

Before he could answer, she crouched down in front of him, checking him for wounds.  “Is this your blood?  Where are you injured?”

Beri waved her away as if she were an insect pestering him.  “I’m fine, Thora.  None of this is my blood.  Please, do not worry about me.”

Thora opened and closed her fingers as the nervous energy continued to flow without a productive outlet.  She shook her hands and then crossed her arms over her chest, pinning her hands under her arms to prevent herself from inspecting him again.

Bjorn moved from the flap and took a seat across the table from Beri.  “What happened in the stronghold?”

Beri’s mouth slackened and he shook his head.  “Nothing.”

“Nothing?  What do you mean by ‘nothing’?”  Thora sat down.  Her knee bobbed as she waited for his answer.

“I mean nothing.  My men and I went into the stronghold expecting trouble, but we found no one.”

Bjorn’s brows pulled together.  “Even after searching the building?”

Beri nodded.  “We checked every room, and even the dungeon.  There wasn’t a soul to be found in there.”

Bjorn’s gaze flickered to Thora.  “We know Bishop Travers was in the chapel.  Do we know where the king was?”

Thora shook her head.  “Galinn gave me a description of Donnchadh, and the person I thought was him turned out to be Travers.”  Thora struggled to push aside the image of Travers striking Galinn down as it tried to overwhelm her thoughts.

Bjorn leaned back and crossed his arms over his wide chest as his eyes took on a faraway look.  “I wonder if it was the king and some of his men our scout saw leaving the fort.  He reported seeing the bishop leaving for Dublin, but if the bishop and the king switched places...”

“I never would have considered he’d do such a thing.  With how Galinn told us about the king’s arrogance, I never would have thought he’d flee.”  

Bjorn shook his head.

“That must have been exactly what he did, because we didn’t see anyone remotely close to how Galinn described the king.”  Beri ran a beefy hand down his face, adding streaks to the muck already there.  “When we didn’t find anyone in the stronghold, we started to head back to the courtyard.  On our way, we heard the sounds of battle outside.  By the time I got everyone out there, it was chaos.  I saw some of Hagen’s men attacking some of Harold’s and Njal’s men.”  Beri shook his head.  “I tried to get to them, but people were spilling out of the chapel, and I had a hard time figuring out friend from foe.”

Thora patted his thick forearm.  “We had that same problem in the chapel.  Confusion won the battle today.  Not us.”

“It shouldn’t have gone that way.  So many lost...”  He shook his head slowly before his gaze darted between Thora and Bjorn.  “What happened in the chapel?  How did you get out?”

Thora tilted her head for Bjorn to answer the question.  She didn’t trust herself to stay coherent, especially when it came time to tell Beri about Galinn.

Bjorn scoffed as he leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table.  “Travers had the same idea we had about slipping an army into the chapel amongst the other churchgoers.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t know if they knew our signal, or if they were simply waiting for us to act, but the second we launched our attack, they were on us.  It wasn’t long before we were outnumbered by four to one, and I’m certain some of those against us were Hagen’s men.”  Bjorn balled his hands into fists as anger darkened his face.  “Like the courtyard, the chapel was chaotic.  I fought anyone who stepped in front of me and faced me.”  Bjorn lifted a chin toward Thora.  “I tossed her over my shoulder and fought my way out of the chapel.”

Beri’s brow furrowed as his gaze swung to her.  “Were you hurt?”

Thora swallowed hard and shook her head.

“She was trying to rush the altar.  I had to grab her to get her out of there.”

Beri shifted in his chair and glanced around the tent.  He leaned forward and lowered his head.  “I don’t see Galinn.  Does that mean...?”

Bjorn’s anger evaporated and his frosty attitude thawed as he reached for Thora’s shoulder.  She envisioned his strength seeping into her as the heat of his hand warmed her skin through her tunic.  Focusing on Bjorn’s support as if it were a lifeline tossed to her when she was drowning allowed her to shift her mind to what she still had.  Galinn’s loss was traumatic and incredibly painful, but Bjorn reminded her she wasn’t alone.  

Beri’s hands floundered as he awkwardly covered Thora’s, making them disappear under his.  “I’m sorry.”

Thora tried to swallow past the lump that formed in her throat as her vision blurred.  Hot tears burned paths down her cheeks.  She swiped them away and cleared her throat.  “I can only hope more make it back.”

Beri grunted.  “What will we do about Hagen?”  

One corner of Bjorn’s mouth turned up.  “The coward killed himself.”

Beri’s mouth fell open before he snapped it shut. 

“After Thora dealt him a blow with her axe that would have killed him.”  The pride in his voice caused heat to rise in Thora’s cheeks.

Beri patted her hand.  “Good.”

“I’m not sure if it was good.  I reacted strictly with emotion and it was impossible for me to do anything else.  While it seems as if it turned out well in the end, I feel like I should have had better control over myself.”  She shrugged a shoulder.

“I wasn’t in the chapel, so I can only speculate on how bad it was.  Seeing what I saw in the courtyard, and from what you’ve told me, the chapel was a grizzly scene.  I don’t think there’s a man alive who could witness, or even hear about what happened, and think less of you for going after the man who caused it.  I would’ve liked to have asked him why he betrayed us before he died.”  Beri’s brows drew together.  “Turning on allies isn’t the Norse thing to do.  ...So out of character.”

Thora leaned forward.  “Ulf.  Ulf was the reason Hagen betrayed us.  Ulf turned up in Wexford, spread his lies to Hagen, and, well, the rest you know.”  She spread her arms wide before slapping the armrests of her chair.

Beri stood up so fast his chair toppled behind him and Thora flinched.  “Where is he?”  He roared.  “I’ll rip him apart with my bare hands!”

“Dead.”  Bjorn sat back and crossed his legs at his ankles with a chuckle.  “He had the gall to come here and I found him.  Jarl Njal had the honor of executing him.  After I beat him bloody.”

Some of the fire left Beri as he righted his chair, but not all of it.  As he stood with his fists pressed into the table, anger seeped from every pore of his face.  “There has to be something I can do.”

Thora wished she could give him a worthwhile task to take out his anger on, but there was nothing to be done.  “You’ve done enough, Beri.  You and your men helped to clear the path for those of us in the chapel to escape.  All we can do now is try and get as many back as we can, heal those we can, and hope the king doesn’t have the idea to attack us.”

Beri punched the table, making the small wooden table quake with the blow.  “Let him try.”

Bjorn held up his hands.  “Don’t get excited.  It’s unlikely he’d do such a thing.  It’s one thing to plan a counter to an attack you suspect in your own town.  It’s quite another to be the aggressor and meet the enemy in his camp.  I doubt the king has enough soldiers to meet us here, where our numbers are much higher than what we sent into the town, and where we aren’t restricted by unfamiliar buildings and innocent people.”

Beri rolled his eyes and threw himself into the chair.  “I know you’re right, but I’m not happy about it.  I want that bastard to come here.”

“We all do, but we’ll have to satisfy ourselves by tending the wounded and trying to get as many back as we can.”  Though Thora understood Beri’s desire to fight, the idea of fighting another battle left her nauseated.  The alliance didn’t matter anymore—not when she’d lost the taste for war.  All she wanted to do was to gather her people and take them home, not seek out another fight that would increase the number of dead and wounded, even if they were successful.  

Beri sat silently staring at his hands for a few moments.  He then stood up and nodded once.  “I’ll go back up the road to Kincora to see if there’s anyone who needs help getting back.”

“I’ll go with you.”  Bjorn rose from his seat and crossed the small area of the tent in less than ten strides.  He pushed aside the tent flap as he waited for Beri before the two disappeared and the flap fell closed.

Left alone in her tent, the weight of the consequences of her actions pressed down on Thora until she broke and couldn’t hold back her tears any longer.  It should have been her.  She should have been the one that died in battle.
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What had been a tent filled with people tending to the wounded as they sang a chorus of suffering ranging from groans to wailing was now a place of stillness and slumber, thanks to the sleeping-draught they’d given the injured.  Thora glanced around the tent where she’d spent the bulk of the last three days, looking for something else to do.  With the injured tended to for the night and most of them sleeping, there wasn’t much that Thora could do.  Of the more than one hundred men and women who went into Kincora to launch the attack, twenty five were missing and more than likely dead, ten of the injured who returned died, and the thirty injured who had been treated seemed as if they would recover.  

As the numbers turned themselves over in her head, her stomach churned with them.  She snatched the bloodied bandages she’d changed out of the leg wound on the pallet bed in front of her and she weaved her way through the three lines of benches, careful not to disturb any of the sleeping people.  Thora needed something to keep her busy.  If she stopped, the images of death and the faces of the fallen would haunt her relentlessly.  If they didn’t start out that way, thoughts of the fallen always turn to Gal—No.  Thora shook her head to shake away the thought before his name fully formed.  Best not to even think his name.

Finding nothing needing her immediate attention, Thora couldn’t stop the thoughts of those the battle claimed.  She tried to satisfy the ghosts by thinking of those she didn’t know, but her thoughts were chaotic and difficult to control.  Of those missing, dead, or injured, almost half were Hagen’s men, which had left Thora, Harold, and Njal in the awkward position of determining what to do with Hagen’s surviving army.  Njal pushed for executing every last one of them, and Harold didn’t object.  Thora refused to allow the other jarls to kill Hagen’s injured men, as a show of good faith to Birger.  In return, Birger tasked most of his men with combing the forest and road for any wounded to bring them back to camp.  Theirs was a risky task, considering Kincora had made a habit of sending out patrols just far enough to keep Birger’s men on their toes to avoid detection, but not far enough to come close to camp.  Still, it was a successful task that brought back many of their wounded.  She hoped the patrols would find the remainder of the twenty-five missing, but her faith was wavering.  The last person had been found over a day ago and Thora knew the likelihood of finding more diminished with each passing hour.

“There you are.  Thora, you can’t keep going like this.”  Beri’s hushed tone startled Thora from her chaotic thoughts as he stepped into the tent.  

She shook her head and tightened her grip on the bloodied scraps of fabric.

Beri’s meaty palm swallowed her shoulder and warmed it with his comforting touch.  “It’s been three days and you’ve done little more than run around tending to everyone else.  When was the last time you slept?”

The concern etched in every feature of his face was more than Thora could bear, so she lowered her gaze to the ground.  “I don’t know.”

He scanned the inhabitants of the tent and nudged her toward the flap of the tent.  “Everyone here has been seen to, and there’s nothing left for you to do.”

She dragged her feet, but was no match for Beri’s strength, even when he was being gentle.  

“Come on; let’s get you settled into your bed.  We’re starting home in the morning and you’ll need your rest before the trip.”

She could only nod as panic gathered in her brain and pulled every nerve taunt.  Thora tried to quell the rising panic by focusing on the exhaustion of her body.  She was afraid to be alone with her thoughts, but what little bit of reason still existed in her mind told her she needed sleep.  Over the past three days, she hadn’t tried to do anything more than grab naps in between tending the needs of the wounded, and those naps usually came only once she’d pushed herself until she couldn’t do anything else and she collapsed.  

Beri escorted Thora to her tent without saying anything else until they were inside.

“I know what you’ve been doing—keeping yourself so busy you don’t have time to think.  That’s not a good way to deal with this.  If you’d like to talk, I’m always nearby.”  

“Thank you.”  Thora tried to muster a smile, but doubted her lips did anything more than contort into an odd twist, so she gave up on the effort.

He searched her face and nodded with a sad smile before disappearing through the flap.

Thora dropped to her bed, clothes and all.  The dreaded specter of Galinn immediately set upon her.  She closed her eyes and tried to focus on the tiredness of her body until sleep claimed her.

She tossed and turned, unable to sleep as the faces of the dead ran through her mind.  After hours of struggling, she threw her feet over the edge and climbed out of bed.  Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Travers deal Galinn the killing blow.  The three days since the ill-fated battle passed by in a blur of meeting with the other jarls to plan their trips back to their towns and round the clock tending of the wounded, but now she had nothing else to use as a distraction.  

She pushed back her blanket and dragged herself from bed.  Lying there was pointless when there was no way she’d sleep.  As she paced between her bed and the table, she tried to occupy her mind with thoughts of things other than Galinn.  Most of Thora’s people made it back, though that was of little comfort.  Many others still died because of Thora’s determination to attack the High King of Ireland in his hometown.  Two of the shieldmaidens were unaccounted for, and Thora couldn’t bring herself to admit they were dead.  She missed Rúna terribly, and she didn’t want to face Thorston when he accepted Frida was dead.  He didn’t bat an eye over his brother’s execution, but Thora doubted he’d be calm over the loss of his beloved wife.  Thorston may understand and accept that warriors die in battle, and that it was a noble achievement, but it’s a small comfort when the man had his children, and now his brother’s four children, to raise alone.  Thora would do whatever she could to help him, but she wasn’t foolish enough to think she could make up for all Frida did for their family.  

She turned her thoughts forward as she gathered her few belongings into a bundle.  As soon as the dawn came, everyone would begin to make their way back to their homes.  Since the king and the bishop knew they were nearby, the jarls agreed there was little point in concealing their exits.  Thora and her army would head south toward Limerick with Harold and his army, while Birger and Njal would head east toward their towns.  There was better protection for the jarls to travel in pairs with their armies, just in case Donnchadh had the notion to attack someone when they left camp.  She desperately hoped each of them could return their people to their respective towns without incident, but she worried Donnchadh had other plans.  And wouldn’t they deserve it if he did come after them?  They’d tried, and failed, to attack him in his hometown.

Birger and Njal were likely the safest, simply because of how far from Kincora their towns were.  Donnchadh might go back to attacking Harold in Limerick, with his town being the closest to Kincora, but Harold had repelled his advances in the past and could likely do so again.  Donnchadh had already demonstrated his ability to attack Thora’s village, though the Fort of the Marshes would prove difficult for his army now that the fortifications had been seen to.  No longer were her people in an unprotected village his army could tear through during the early morning hours while most slept.  

Thora ran a hand down her face.  While she wanted to believe Donnchadh would leave them alone because attacking them in their towns would be difficult, she wasn’t foolish enough to think he would.  As the high king, he had a duty to answer the challenge to his authority Thora presented to him when she attacked.  Allowing them to attack without retaliation would give others the idea
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