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Ireland, May 1024

“You want to go after the High King and the Bishop of Killaloe?”  Galinn Ketilsson shot to his feet and stared at her as if she’d sprouted a second head.  “You can’t be serious.  After what you saw Travers do to Rónán, why would you consider such a thing?”

Thora Sveinsdottir ran a hand down her face and shifted her weight on her feet.  Her eyes narrowed.  “After what he did to Rónán, why wouldn’t you consider such a thing?”

Galinn’s gaze dropped to the fire behind her as he sagged back to his seat on the log.  “I can’t have any more deaths on my hands.”

She plopped on the log by the fire, and took a sip of mead.  This wasn’t how she expected him to react.  Why wouldn’t he want to go after Donnchadh for using him as a pawn all those years?  Or Travers for killing Rónán?  She didn’t understand his reluctance on the matter.  Not when he already expressed his desire to go after Travers.  Maybe she was giddy from too much mead, or her taste of success in defeating Odinkar had her thirsting for more, but regardless of why she wanted it, the idea had merit.  She had to get him to see that.  “Why should they get away with the things they’ve done?  I know it sounds crazy, and I know it will be one of the most difficult things we’ve ever done, but I will see this through.”  

There was no way she would accept anything less than victory in killing High King Donnchadh mac Briain, Bishop David Travers, and the man Travers ordered to kill Rónán.  She needed to see Donnchadh killed for the part he played in her family’s death.  Travers—Thora refused to address him by his title or anything other than his surname—was an awful man who used his position within the church as a license to commit horrendous atrocities on people he viewed as enemies.  Torture was his favored method of punishment, though what the crimes he punished people for were, or if they were even guilty, was often up for debate.  Bjorn was slowly recovering from his run in with Travers.  The thought of his condition, and how he could have died, brought a lump to her throat.  She swallowed hard.

“It’s not a crazy idea, but you’re in no position to even consider it right now.  Taking that idea and turning it into a workable battle plan is a monumental task.  Thora, your village has forty people total.  Most aren’t even fit to fight because they’re either too old, too young, or women Odinkar never allowed to train for battle.  Travers has enough men in his guard to wipe all of you out.  Donnchadh’s army...  Well, you already know what it’s capable of.”  Galinn spread his hands wide with a frown.  “Look around you.  You and your people are in a temporary outpost because the fort isn’t secure enough to protect you, much less be defensible while you plan your attack.”

Thora bristled at the reminder of how efficient the army was at launching surprise attacks and causing massive damage and casualties.  She squared her shoulders.  “The more you tell me I can’t do it, the more determined I am to prove you wrong.”  She held up her hand to stop his response.  “That doesn’t mean that I think you’re wrong, or that I’m being childish in my insistence.  I know the idea has to be set aside because it will take time to prepare.  We need to rebuild the fort at Dún Corcaighe.  We’ll need allies who could help, and I’ll open training up to any woman who is physically fit and willing to hold an axe or sword.”

Galinn nodded and chuckled.  “Bringing back the days of shieldmaidens is a good idea...if you’re any indication of how they’d turn out.”  His smile faded and his eyes took on the faraway look she was beginning to recognize as a bad omen.  “There’s been too much loss already.”

She knew his thoughts had returned to the idea of leaving for Dublin, but she was at a loss on how to change his mind.  She couldn’t bear the idea of him leaving after everything they’d been through together.  They were a good pair, and if the events of the last few days were any indication, they were better off together.  He opened her eyes to the truth of Jarl Odinkar’s deceit, and how it led to her family’s deaths.  If not for Galinn and the information on Odinkar he shared with her, she wouldn’t be jarl.  Thora never had that kind of aspiration, but when she met him, everything lined up in such a way that her claiming the title as jarl was the natural solution.  She found a peace she never expected to find, because when she killed Odinkar, she killed the person responsible for the deaths of her mother, father, and younger sister.  She had that because of Galinn.  

The eye opening wasn’t one sided.  She brought him back to the village he was sent away from and showed him the people weren’t to blame for what Odinkar did to him as a child.  She wiped away his tarnished view of the village by telling him the truth—something Donnchadh never did.  Though he hadn’t said much, she knew she helped him let go of the anger and hatred he carried with him for years.

Since their meeting, they’d been able to begin the process of healing deep wounds, and she didn’t think either of them would have that opportunity if not for the other.  Though they had a rocky beginning and she wanted little more than to kill him, she now found herself enjoying his company.  She hoped to have more time to get to know him better and explore the newfound feelings.  “Would you give me a couple of days before you make your decision on leaving?”  When he appeared as if he would object, she added, “I could use your help in coming up with a plan to get these people back to the fort and get it shaped up to be our home.”  She waved her hand and glanced around at the displaced villagers sleeping in their lean-tos and makeshift tents.  “We can’t stay here.”

His mouth drew into a tight line.  “I suppose a few days won’t hurt...  I just hope no one finds out what I’ve done,” he said with a sigh.  “If the people here find out I led that attack against the village...”  He shook his head with a frown and looked away from her.  “The guilt is weighing on me.”

Thora’s heart went out to him.  “I can’t imagine how you feel, and I don’t know how to help you through this.  I feel like you helping to get the fort more secure might ease some of your guilt, or at least give you a useful outlet for it.  Maybe by helping to keep these people safe from future attacks, you’ll be able to reconcile your guilt against the good you’ve done.”  Her selfish desire may have partially motivated her request for him to stay, but that didn’t change the fact that doing something helpful for the people he wronged may help alleviate some of his guilt.

Galinn nodded as he lowered himself from his seated position on the log to the ground.  He slid down until the log propped up his shoulders while he rested his head on it.  He closed his eyes.

Watching as he relaxed in preparation for sleep, Thora’s own need for sleep tugged at her consciousness.  The celebration of her becoming jarl the night before had stretched beyond daybreak.  Thora noticed only a few people were still up and about, and most of them appeared as if they’d fall over any moment.  She yawned and stretched her arms over her head.  “Galinn, I have a makeshift bed we could sleep in.”

His mumbled response was incoherent.  Thora gave a longing look in the direction of the lean-to Bjorn set up for her before she settled in beside Galinn.  Sleeping on the ground wasn’t her favorite thing to do, and she much preferred the comfort of her furs and blankets to lying outside with only her clothes to cover her.  She leaned her head on his shoulder and smiled when he lifted his arm and wrapped it around her shoulders.  She breathed in his masculine scent and all the tension eased out of her body as she admitted to herself that in his arms was where she wanted to be.  

“Aw, Bjorn, would you look at these two?”  Skathi’s voice forced Thora to climb reluctantly out of the lovely dream she’d been having about training with Galinn.  She cracked open one eye, instantly regretting the action as the morning sun intensified the mead headache that slammed around her head.

“Aye, they look so loving and peaceful all wrapped up in each other.”  Bjorn chuckled.

Galinn stirred beside her and sat up, removing his arm from around Thora.  He looked at her as if he didn’t know how she’d gotten there, but then he smiled.  “Oh, that must have been why I slept so well.”

Through barely opened eyes, Thora saw Bjorn nod.  “I always sleep my best when I got this one in my arms.”  He playfully slapped Skathi’s backside, causing her to blush.

Thora didn’t have anything to add, because she was trying to work out how the implications of Galinn’s words lined up with his desire to leave.  In the end, the best she could come up with was that he cared about her—just not enough to stay.  The thought hit her stomach like a stone.

“Come on, Jarl.  There’s work to be done on this, your first official day as jarl.”  Bjorn nudged her leg with his boot.  She wanted to push his foot away, curl up with Galinn, and go back to sleep, but Bjorn was right.  There was work to be done, and she had to make a strong showing if she hoped to convince the people that she took her position as jarl seriously.  As all of the things she needed to tend to piled up in her mind, the drowsiness of sleep faded.  Though she only slept a couple of hours, her energy rallied enough that she felt well rested.

She stretched away the remains of sleep and stood.  “I’ll get a quick meal, and then we’ll see about getting to work on those fields for crops.”

Bjorn rubbed his chin.  “Are the fields the biggest priority?  I’d like to get back to the fort to continue the work you, Skathi, and the others started with our home.  Assuming the place wasn’t put to the torch.”

“Me too, but if we don’t establish fields for planting quickly, it’s going to be a lean winter.”

“She has a point, Bjorn, and I’m surprised you need to be convinced of the priority of food.”  Skathi patted his belly with a chuckle.  Bjorn may have been approaching his fortieth winter, but he was still lean and muscular—and he had a healthy appetite to keep his warrior’s body well fed.

“Aye, I do like my food!”  Bjorn joined in with the women’s laughter, though the effort obviously hurt his still healing wounds.  Even when it was at his own expense, Bjorn was always quick to laugh.  Thora smiled, reassured because if that trait was still there, Bjorn would be his old self, and hopefully carry no lasting effects from the torture he suffered at Travers’ hands.

Galinn was slower to rise, but he did stand and stretch his arms over his head.  “While you’re working in the fields, I’ll ride to the fort, see if it still stands, and if so, see what needs to be done to fortify the place.”

Bjorn nodded while looking around the outpost.  “I’m sure you’ll find no shortage of things needing to be done.  Talk to Beri.  He can help.”
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Galinn and Beri rode to Dún Corcaighe in an uneasy silence.  The closer Galinn got to the fort, the more uneasy he became.

“I know the fort would make a good location for the village, but I’m not sure you’ll be able to get enough of the defenses in place before an attack.”  Galinn scanned the tree-lined road for anything out of the ordinary, but saw only the muddy road cutting through the trees before it disappeared into the distance ahead.  The forest on either side of them didn’t appear to hold anything other than the usual forest critters that scurried off as they approached.  The cloudless sky allowed the spring sun to wrap them in a comforting warmth.  For all intents and purposes, the ride to the fort was pleasant with no sign of trouble.  Why was he so uneasy?

Beri grunted.  “I know it’s risky, but from what I recall of the place, it’s worth the effort.  Assuming we can get a reasonable amount of the defenses in place before an attack, we should be able to defend it even without a large force inside the walls.”

The opened gate of the fort came into view as the horses entered the clearing and then splashed through the knee-deep water of the river crossing.  Galinn’s stomach knotted as tension snaked its way through his whole body as they emerged from the river.  Brandr tossed his head and Galinn brought him to a stop.  Beri’s horse took a couple of steps before Beri halted him as well.

“What’s the matter?”  Beri looked back at Galinn and then twisted to look around the fort.

Galinn shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I have this feeling something isn’t right.”  He nudged Brandr forward and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Beri nudged his horse and held him beside Galinn and Brandr.  “It’s wise to be cautious.”

They crossed through the gate and found no movement within.  Everything appeared to be as it was the last time Galinn was there.  That the king hadn’t ordered this place razed puzzled Galinn.  If the reason for the attack had been to keep the Norse out of here, and the attack didn’t happen because the Norse left, why leave the place standing?  His hand tightened on the hilt of his sword.  Perhaps they skipped the order to raze in favor of seeking out an innocent and helpless old man...

Galinn pushed the thoughts aside and returned his attention to checking out the fort.  The mud through the gate showed their fresh hoof prints as the only traffic coming into the fort.  All the other footprints were older and exiting, most likely from when everyone left for the outpost.  

“We’ll split up and check the place to see if anyone is here.  We’ll meet back here.”  Galinn dismounted and let Brandr’s reins fall to the ground.  

Beri dismounted and tied his horse’s reins to an old hitching post.  He pushed the wooden post to make sure it was secure before walking away from the massive bay horse.  “One of these days, you’ll have to tell me how you did that with Brandr.”  Beri pointed to the chestnut horse who stood without wandering off.

“I taught him to stay much like you would with a dog, only I did it using the reins on the ground as his cue to stay.”  Galinn shrugged.  He’d never get used to people’s fascination over his horse standing as if tied to a physical object when his reins hung to the ground.  It was such a practical thing to have a horse do, because hitching posts weren’t always conveniently located.  He hadn’t realized training a horse to ground tie wasn’t common practice.  

Beri shook his head with a chuckle and walked away to check the area of the fort Galinn indicated was his.

As Galinn walked around, he marveled at the progress.  In the short time Thora’s people were here, they’d managed to erect the frames of several structures and reclaim several others that stood against the test of time after the abandonment by the previous owners.  If they could accomplish so much in the couple of weeks they had, maybe he was wrong to think Thora’s plan to attack Donnchadh was an impossibility.  Maybe he was going a bit far in thinking an attack would be successful after seeing how quickly they’d worked on the fort.  He was almost convinced Thora stood a good chance of defending her people here while planning an attack.  He smiled as he made his way back to the horses to meet Beri, satisfied they were the only people there.  When he saw Beri’s giant frame moving toward him, he waved.  “Anything?”

Beri shook his head.

“Good.  Now we have to figure out the best way to get this place secured.”  Galinn put his hands on his hips and looked around.  The palisade wall was more of a suggestion of defense than an actual barrier to enemies.  He pointed to the section by the gate.  “The walls would be the first thing, aye?”

Beri followed his gaze and then walked over to the poor excuse of a wall.  “I’d say so, yes.  The posts might not need replacing.”  He placed a meaty hand on top of the post closest to him and pushed it.  The post didn’t move much under Beri’s pressure.

Galinn’s eyebrows shot up.  “It’s hard to believe the posts would be that sturdy after so many years of being left to rot.  It’s good news for the village because they won’t need to make as many posts.”  

“We’ll check each of them when we’re ready to rebuild, but I don’t think it would be that difficult or take too long.  It looks as if they started rebuilding a small part.  We’ll continue that, and focus on the section of wall by the river’s crossing, since that’s the main point of entry.”  His gaze turned to the sections of the dilapidated wall that lined the river.  “I doubt we’ll be attacked by boat, but we’ll get to the rest of the wall once the defenses along the crossing are established.”  Beri patted the post before turning to look over the rest of the wall.

Galinn walked along the wall until he came to a section where the vertical and horizontal supports were in place, but many of the timber stakes that made up the palisade wall itself were missing.  He hoisted himself up and straddled the horizontal post.  “Good, strong support,” he muttered when the old wooden support held his weight.  The shallow point in the river was wide enough for a cart to cross with caution.  If the cart driver moved too far left or right, he’d find his wagon falling into much deeper water.  Galinn didn’t know if the crossing came to be because of natural silt and river stone deposits or if the original builders laid the foundation.  However the crossing came to be, it made the river one of the best natural defenses the place could have.  The heavily wooded road leading to the fort funneled travelers to the clearing on the opposite bank before narrowing them once again on the crossing.  An idea took root.

“Beri, does your village have archers?”  Galinn called to the giant who was testing posts as he moved along the wall to see what could stay and what needed to be replaced.

Beri nodded as the post he leaned on gave way.  “That needs to be replaced,” he laughed as he caught himself before he fell over.  “Why?  What do you have in mind?”

“A tower on either side of the gate and another halfway down on either side, all just behind the wall.  Four towers total.”  He pointed to four locations that would effectively provide coverage for the entire wall of the fort facing the clearing across the river.  “Then, a walkway between the two towers along the wall on either side of the gate.”

Beri looked in the directions he pointed and rubbed his stubble covered chin.  “We can man the towers with archers, and even the walkways, if necessary.”

Galinn nodded.

Beri looked through the gate to the river crossing.  “That would allow us to take out a good number of enemies before they even get across the river.”  A smile spread across his lips.  “I like how you think!”

Galinn turned his gaze to the inside of the walls.  The old buildings Thora’s people started to reclaim sat on the far side of the fort, opposite the gate.  The buildings Thora and her people started building favored the Norse layout of their old village with an open town center.  But what if the buildings could do what the tree lined road and narrow river crossing did?  He threw his leg over the beam he sat on and slid to the ground.  When he landed, he brushed his hands off, and walked toward the would be center of town.  When he got there, he frowned as he took in the small house in the town center.  Along the back of the house was a bunch of framing suggesting the structure would be much larger when finished.

“What if you put a stronghold there in the center?  Make it tall, made of stone, and having small windows archers could use.  These buildings can be finished, but you could build a few more here,” he pointed to the stretch of empty land between the gate and the first of the structures Thora’s people built.  “They would act to squeeze any invading force into close quarters while making the path to the stronghold the easiest and most likely route.”

Beri stopped his test on the latest post and came to stand beside Galinn.  Galinn took a few steps to the side so he could look at Beri without straining his neck.  Beri nodded.  “I think that was similar to Odinkar’s plan for that building, but I can’t be sure.  If that wasn’t his plan, I can see that being a useful layout.  If an enemy breached the walls, we’d need a position to fall back to.  The stone stronghold would provide that, while giving us a fighting chance even after the invaders got through the primary defenses.”  He clapped Galinn on the back, forcing the air from his lungs.  “If that wasn’t what Odinkar had in mind for that structure, yours is a better idea.”

Galinn smiled at Beri’s appreciation.  “I’m glad I could offer some ideas.”  He took one last look around.  “I think that gives you a good starting point on getting the defenses built.  Ready to head back?”

Beri nodded as they began to walk toward the horses.  “You’re planning on staying?  I know that would give the village a chance to show you how sorry they are for what happened to you.”

Galinn stopped and waved his hands.  “No one in the village owes me anything.  What happened to me happened because of Garmund, Odinkar, and Donnchadh.  No one else is responsible.”

“Many of us feel like it might have been different if we’d asked questions about your so called death when Garmund told us about it.”  Beri shifted his weight and looked over Galinn’s shoulder.

“No.  Nothing would’ve been gained by doing that, and asking anything that called the story into question may have gotten more people killed.”  Galinn took a step toward the horses and stopped when Beri showed no sign of following.

“Perhaps you’re right.  What of Thora?”  Beri’s gaze dug into Galinn, making him shift uncomfortably.

“What about her?”

Beri cocked his head.  “You care for her?”

Galinn nodded.  By Beri’s tone, Galinn knew what the man wanted to hear.  “I do care about her.”

Beri stared at him with an unreadable expression for several moments before nodding as a grin split his lips.  “Good.  Stay in the village and don’t hurt her, and I won’t have to hurt you.”  He clapped Galinn on the back, knocking the wind from his lungs for the second time.  The man either didn’t know his own strength, or he did and that was his way of showing how effortlessly he could squash Galinn like a bug.

Galinn swallowed and nodded as they made their way to the horses.  He couldn’t bring himself to tell Beri of his plan to leave. 

*****
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As Galinn and Beri rode into the outpost, Galinn’s stomach knotted at the sight that greeted them.  Someone ransacked all of the lean-tos and temporary shelters the people had erected.  Galinn couldn’t tell what belonged where because everything was scattered around the center of the outpost.  The placed looked as if someone had gathered all of their belongings and building materials to the center and then threw them around.  Who would do such a thing?  Only a couple of possibilities stood out.

“Who did this?”  Beri growled.

Galinn shook his head.  “My question precisely.  Do you see anyone?  Is anyone hurt?”  Galinn dismounted and started sorting through the mess, hoping he wouldn’t find any bodies.  He silently thanked all the gods in the Norse Pantheon that Thora picked today to take the people to work the fields to get them ready for planting.  He thanked them again when, a short time later, he found no one, living or dead.

“No one is here, but is that a good thing?”  Beri’s head turned this way and that, searching for a sign of life.  “What if they were captured?”

Galinn climbed back onto Brandr’s back and took a moment to assess the situation.  Yes, the place was in ruins, but no one was there.  No bodies, no signs of fighting, and nothing that would indicate someone’s capture.  “I don’t think that happened.  We know Thora was planning to leave for the fields as we left for the fort.  If everyone went with her, no one was here.  They all would have gone because they’d need as many people as they could get to get the fields cleared and ready.  This looks like someone was angry he didn’t find what he expected and took it out on the belongings of the people he sought.  I only know of one person so petty.  Stay here.”  Galinn nudged Brandr toward the road that crossed the road that led north to Kincora.  Sure enough, he found the footprints of a small army.  He allowed Brandr to have his head and followed in the direction the tracks led.  Bile rose in his throat as his stomach churned over the heavy weight of what he could have brought to Thora’s people if any of them had been in the outpost.  He never should have agreed to stay with Thora, for any length of time.  His presence put every last one of them in danger.  He slowed Brandr when they came to a bend.  Galinn strained his ears to listen to the sounds of the retreating army walking up ahead.  He dismounted and led Brandr to the edge of the woods and dropped his reins.  Galinn moved through the forest quickly, mindful of the need to remain undiscovered.  His heart pounded in his chest as the memory of the last time he viewed an army while hiding in the forest came flooding back.  

Rónán.  

His vision blurred and his head swam with the images of his friend’s death.  His heart slammed against his chest as if it were about to break through and fall on the ground before him.  A constricting band tightened along his chest, squeezing the air from his lungs.  He sagged against a tree and dragged in a few ragged breaths until the dizziness passed.  When the suffocating sensation let up and he could breathe once again, he continued his path as it cut through the woods with the hope of seeing who was leading the army.  Sure enough, the weathered old man sat atop his gray horse, head held high.  David Travers.  The name burned like acid through Galinn’s head and his hand instinctively went to his sword.  He resisted the urge to jump out of the woods and run Travers through with his razor sharp weapon.  The time would come for that later.  

He returned to the devastated outpost and dismounted.  “It was who I thought it was.” 

“Travers.”  Beri spit out his name.

Galinn nodded, trying to ignore the kick to the stomach he felt knowing Travers was there to find him.  When he didn’t find him there, Travers took it out on the innocent, as the man typically did.  Fortunately, in this case, no one was here, and the “innocent” were merely things rather than people.  If someone had been here...  Galinn tried to shake off the thought before his mind made the comparison to Rónán’s death, but it was too late.  Thora and her people could’ve been killed had they been here when Travers arrived with his army.  And it would’ve been his fault.  Galinn could no longer afford to put off doing what he had to do.
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Galinn placed a warm hand on Thora’s cheek, but she smacked it away.  “You’re leaving?  How could you?”  Hurt and anger mixed in her heart and burned like fire.  She wanted to cry, but neither her anger nor her pride would allow it.

“I have to, Thora.  Look around you!”  Galinn’s voice reached a desperate pitch as he swung his hand wide toward the devastation.  Thora tried to avoid looking at the crushed faces of her people who worked to sort through the mess, but they seemed to be everywhere she turned her gaze.  She was still in shock over coming back from the fields, bone weary and eager for some rest, only to find Travers destroyed their outpost.  Outrage and a small measure of defeat mixed in her blood.  How could she keep everyone safe if she couldn’t leave their location unguarded even for a short time?  There weren’t enough people in the village to split into groups.  Everyone had to pitch in to prepare the fields, especially the warriors because their strength and stamina allowed them to till and work the soil better than anyone.  How could she expect everyone to turn out to the fields if they now had to worry over damage to their shelters and belongings while they were gone?  

He grabbed her shoulders and pierced her with his icy blue gaze.  “Can’t you see this was because of me?  That if I stay you could end up like Rónán?  I can’t have more deaths on my conscience, Thora.”  He looked away and raked a hand through his hair before holding her shoulders once again.  This time, his grip was more of an embrace than a demand for her attention.  “I can’t have yours.”  His voice broke, his hands fell from her shoulders, and he looked away again, but not before Thora saw the gathering tears in his eyes.  They did nothing to soften the blow of him leaving.

“You leave, and then what?  Are you going to send a note to Travers, letting him know you’re no longer here?”  She recognized the ridiculousness of her question, but she couldn’t help it.  She was beyond rational thought and ran strictly on emotion.  However, she did have a valid point buried under the wreckage of her rational state.  If Travers didn’t know Galinn left, they were no safer with him gone.

He sighed and pressed his hands to his face.  “Thora...”

“No, Galinn.”  She pushed his hands from his face.  “Leaving isn’t going to make us any safer.  All you’re doing is leaving us vulnerable.  You’re a capable warrior, and that’s something we’re in short supply of at the moment.”  She hissed, dropping her voice to avoid anyone overhearing them.  Standing just outside the circle of demolished lean-tos and scattered belongings, the two of them didn’t have much in the way of privacy as people sifted through the mess to find their belongings.

“You won’t need warriors if there’s no threat,” he ground out the words through gritted teeth.  

“There would be no threat if we killed Travers.”  She folded her arms over her chest, silently daring him to challenge her on that point.

Galinn ran a hand through his hair and then bent to pick up a piece of wood that may have been part of a lean-to.  He gave it a quick glance before tossing it away.  “You knew I didn’t plan on staying because of what I’ve done to these people.  You asked me for a few days, and I tried to give you that.  I made some suggestions when Beri and I were at the fort.  He knows what I think would be the best ways to keep you safe.  You don’t need me here—not with the risk I pose in both the unwanted attention from Travers and the sins of my past.”

They were getting nowhere, and the sun had set while they argued.  Thora wasn’t going to convince him to stay no matter what she said.  He had it in his head to leave, and that was it.  She had no say in his decision.  Her heart closed as she came to see that he didn’t feel the same way about her that she was beginning to feel for him.  She was wrong for opening herself to him, and for thinking, however briefly
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