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A modern woman. An ancient prophecy. A forbidden love written in fire and blood.
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HISTORIAN TYRA HOFMAN awakens in the body of a Viking seeress, thrust into a brutal age where fate is worshipped, and the gods walk in dreams. Feared as a prophet and desired as a woman, Tyra must play the role of the Völva or be exposed as a fraud.

Jarl Rurik the Ironhand sees through her mask. Fierce, scarred, and bound by duty, he cannot decide whether Tyra is a blessing from Odin—or a dangerous lie.

As passion burns between the two, Tyra faces a terrible truth...she knows how his story ends.
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THE MORNING MIST CLUNG to the Norwegian hillside like a lover reluctant to leave, wreathing the archaeological dig site in ghostly tendrils. Tyra Hofman brushed a wayward strand of hair from her face. She tucked it back into her practical braid as she scanned the burial mound with intensity after spending a decade studying such structures. Truth be told, she had never expected to find one so perfectly preserved. The cool air carried the scent of damp earth and pine, a combination that had become more familiar to her than the sterile hallways of academia.

“Erik, easy with that trowel. You’re excavating a thousand-year-old burial site, not digging for potatoes in your grandmother’s garden,” she called out, her voice crisp in the morning stillness.

The young graduate student flushed and adjusted his technique, scraping more delicately at the edge of what might be a ceremonial bowl.

Tyra moved across the site, her boots leaving precise imprints in the soft ground. The excavation grid extended in neat squares across the gentle slope, each section marked with stakes and string, a physical manifestation of the order she imposed on the chaos of history. Three canvas tents formed a small crescent at the edge of the clearing. One for equipment, one for preliminary analysis, and one for the team’s meager comforts.

She knelt beside Maja, a promising doctoral candidate, as the young woman carefully brushed soil from what appeared to be a silver pendant. “Remember to photograph it before you remove it completely.” She patted Maja’s shoulder. “And check for textile impressions in the surrounding soil. Völvas were often buried with their ceremonial garments.”

“How can you be sure this is a seeress burial?” Maja asked, glancing up with curiosity reflected in her eyes. “The university committee seemed skeptical in their last email.”

Tyra clenched her jaw imperceptibly. Of course they were skeptical. They’d been that way about her entire thesis on Völvas, female seers whose power and influence in Viking society had been systematically minimized by generations of male historians.

“The placement of the mound near water but with sight lines to the old celestial markers,” she explained, pointing toward distant hills. “The eastern orientation of the entrance. And those bone fragments we found yesterday. Bird bones, specifically raven, are consistent with the staff decorations described in the sagas.” She didn’t mention the strange tingle she’d felt when they’d first discovered the mound, a sense of recognition she couldn’t explain.

“Besides,” she added with a wry smile, “skepticism is the bedrock of academia. If they weren’t questioning me, I’d worry I wasn’t saying anything worth hearing.”

Lars, the site manager and only other team member with a PhD, approached with a clipboard and a concerned expression that made the lines around his eyes deepen.

“The university called again,” he muttered, falling into step beside her as she moved toward the equipment tent. “They’re asking about preliminary findings for the press release.”

“We’ve been digging for three days,” Tyra replied, unable to keep a note of exasperation from her tone. “Tell them to give us at least a week before they start planning the parade.”

“They’re not planning a parade, Tyra. They’re planning whether to continue funding us past the initial grant period.” Lars flipped through his papers. “The dean mentioned something about measurable outcomes and resource allocation priorities.“

Tyra paused, turning to survey the site. Her fingers moved to the small scar on her left palm, tracing it in an unconscious gesture she’d developed years ago when thinking through problems. Every movement of her team had to be perfect, and every finding had to be properly documented. There would be no second chances if they made mistakes here.

“Tell them we’ve established period-appropriate artifacts and confirmed the structural integrity of the burial chamber. We expect to begin accessing the central chamber by the end of the week.” Her words were measured, each sentence a careful balance between academic caution and the enthusiasm needed to keep the money flowing.

Lars nodded and made a note. “And what about Professor Danielsen’s inquiry? He’s quite insistent about sending one of his graduate students to assist us.”

“To spy, you mean,” Tyra muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Danielsen still thinks my work on female ritual practitioners is speculative at best. He’d love nothing more than to have his protégé here to report back on every pottery shard I find that doesn’t fit his theories of what it could have been used for.”

“Politics,” Lars said with a shrug. “The lifeblood of academia.”

“More like a slow-acting poison,” Tyra replied with a wry smile. “Tell him we’d be delighted to welcome his student next week, when we’ve established proper site protocols.”

By mid-morning, the sun had burned away the mist, illuminating the site in clear northern light. Tyra moved methodically between sections, checking measurements, examining artifacts, and offering guidance. To an observer, she might have appeared completely at ease, a consummate professional in her element.

Only someone who knew her well would notice the tension in her shoulders, the way she occasionally paused to take a deep breath, or how her fingers sometimes trembled slightly before she clasped them firmly together.

Frida, the team’s conservator, cornered her by the preliminary analysis tent. “The carbon dating results from those wooden fragments came back,” she said, handing over a printout. “They’re consistent with the late tenth century. Right in our target period.”

“Good,” Tyra said, studying the numbers. “That aligns with the stylistic elements we’ve observed.”

Frida hesitated, then added more quietly, “Some of the senior faculty are saying your methods are unorthodox. That you’re letting your personal fascination with these seeresses cloud your judgment.”

“And what do you think?” Tyra asked, looking up from the paper and staring intently at the woman.

“I think...” Frida paused, obviously considering her words. “I think sometimes it takes an unorthodox approach to see what generations of orthodox scholars have missed. But, Tyra, they’re watching this project closely. If it doesn’t yield significant findings...”

“It will,” Tyra stated. “This isn’t just another burial mound. I can feel it.” She immediately regretted her choice of words. Feeling anything was precisely what her critics accused her of—substituting intuition for evidence.

“I mean,” she retracted, “all the preliminary indicators align with my hypothesis. The spatial arrangement, the artifact typology, and the location relative to known settlement patterns.”

Frida nodded, seemingly satisfied, and moved away to continue her work.

Tyra watched her go, then slipped away to the edge of the excavation site. Alone for a moment, she allowed her carefully maintained facade to slip.

This dig wasn’t just another research project for her. It was her academic life raft after the controversy surrounding her doctoral thesis had nearly drowned her career before it began. Too speculative, they’d said. Insufficient evidence, they’d claimed. As if the systematic erasure of women’s power from historical records wasn’t precisely the point she was trying to make.

She gazed at the burial mound, now clearly outlined against the hillside. Somewhere beneath that earth lay the remains of a woman who had wielded influence and respect in a society remembered primarily for its masculine prowess. A woman whose knowledge of herbs, spirits, and futures had made even warriors seek her counsel.

“I’ll find you,” Tyra whispered, the words carrying no further than her own ears. “I’ll tell your story properly.”

She straightened her shoulders and returned to the dig site, sliding her professional mask back into place. There was work to do, and she couldn’t afford to let anyone see her doubt. Not when everything she’d worked for depended on what they found beneath the ancient mound.
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THE AFTERNOON SUN SLANTED across the excavation site, casting long shadows over the carefully marked grids. Tyra dismissed her team for a late lunch break, waiting until their voices faded before turning back to the burial mound with a small sigh of relief. She worked well with others—had to in her field—but her clearest thinking happened in solitude, away from the constant pressure to project confidence and authority. With only the whisper of the breeze through nearby pines for company, she could now focus on the section of exposed stonework that had been nagging at her since the day before.

She approached the partially uncovered stone slab at the eastern edge of the mound, where Erik had been working before she redirected him to help with cataloging artifacts. Something about the weathered surface had caught her attention during her morning rounds. An irregularity that didn’t seem to match the natural erosion patterns of the local stones.

Tyra knelt beside the slab, her knees pressing into the soft earth as she leaned closer. She pulled a small brush from her pocket and gently began to sweep away the remaining soil, her touch as delicate as if brushing dust from a sleeping infant’s face. Her breath caught as the last of the dirt fell away.

Runes. Not the common Norse runes found on everyday objects, but the specialized variants she’d documented in her controversial paper on Völva ritual practices. Her heart began to pound against her ribs like a trapped bird.

“It can’t be,” she whispered, though there was no one to hear her doubt. She reached for her camera, her hands trembling slightly as she documented the discovery from multiple angles before daring to touch it further.

The markings formed patterns she’d previously seen only in fragmentary form on a partial runestone from Gotland and a damaged bone piece from a museum in Oslo. But here, the sequence appeared complete, etched into the stone with deliberate precision.

Tyra set the camera aside, pulled on a pair of latex gloves, then reached out to trace the weathered carvings with her fingertips. The stone felt cool beneath her touch, its surface rough and pitted from centuries beneath the earth, yet the runes remained distinct.

“Sjáandi...vǫlva...helga,” she muttered, then translated the ancient words under her breath. “Seer...Völva...Saint.”

Her fingers moved to the next line. “Spá-craft... Mm...prediction. Maybe journey between...worlds?”

A shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the cool Norwegian air. This wasn’t just confirmation of a Völva burial, it was evidence of specific ritual practices that she’d theorized but had never been able to prove conclusively. Practices that suggested these women had held far more power and cultural significance than conventional academic wisdom acknowledged.

“This discovery could change everything,” she murmured, already mentally composing the paper that would force Professor Danielsen and his old guard colleagues to acknowledge her research. The vindication would be sweeter than any accolade.

Tyra leaned even closer, squinting at a section where the runes seemed to form a circular pattern unlike anything she’d documented before. Her braid slipped over her shoulder, and she absently tucked it back, unwilling to take her eyes off the discovery even for a second.

The first hint that something was wrong came as a subtle shift beneath her knees, so slight she might have imagined it. Then came a low, grinding sound from deep within the mound, like stone reluctantly yielding to pressure after centuries of resistance.

“What the—”

The ground dropped beneath her without warning. One moment she was kneeling on solid earth, the next she was falling, her stomach lurching as gravity claimed her. She had just enough time to register what was happening before the world dissolved into chaos.

Dirt and stones cascaded around her, filling her eyes and mouth with grit. She tried to scream but could only cough as she plummeted into darkness. Her hands grasped frantically for anything solid, finding nothing but loose soil that slipped through her fingers like water.

The fall seemed to last an eternity as Tyra tumbled through the collapsing section of the burial mound, her body spinning in the confined space of what felt like an endless tunnel. Each impact against stone or hard-packed earth sent fresh pain jolting through her limbs. A terrible rumbling sound was overwhelming, punctuated by the sharp crack of breaking timbers—ancient supports finally giving way after a millennium.

A desperate thought flashed through her mind. No one would hear her. The team was having lunch at the camp on the other side of the hill. They wouldn’t miss her for at least an hour.

Something, a rock, a piece of timber, she couldn’t tell, struck her shoulder, spinning her again in the narrow confines of what must have been a burial chamber. She caught a disorienting glimpse of darkness below her, a space opening up where no space should be.

The air grew suddenly cold and damp, with an ancient, musty scent that no amount of academic study could have prepared her for. It had to be the true smell of the Viking age, preserved in this sealed tomb for a thousand years.

Her final coherent thought was absurdly professional. I’ve found the actual chamber. Then a sharp edge of stone caught her temple with devastating precision. Pain exploded behind her eyes like a camera flash, bleaching her vision white before darkness rushed in from all sides.

The last sensation she registered was the continued feeling of falling, as if the darkness that claimed her had no bottom. Then even that awareness slipped away.

Chapter Two
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PAIN CAME FIRST, A dull throbbing at Tyra’s temple that pulsed in time with her heartbeat. She drifted toward consciousness through layers of fog, aware of softness beneath her that was definitely not the sandy ground of the excavation site. Warmth, too, a close, almost stifling heat that wrapped around her like a physical presence. Before she opened her eyes, her other senses began to catalog the unfamiliar environment—the crackling of flames, the acrid bite of woodsmoke, and beneath it all, the unmistakable musk of human bodies and animal hides. Not the antiseptic cleanliness of a hospital, then. Something else entirely.

She forced her eyelids open, immediately squinting against the assault of orange light. Flames danced in a central hearth, sending shadows leaping across rough-hewn wooden beams overhead.

Tyra blinked, her academic mind automatically registering details despite her disorientation. A traditional longhouse construction, a smoke hole centered above the fire pit, supporting posts carved with intricate patterns that were consistent with 10th-century Norse craftsmanship.

Either she’d been transported to the world’s most authentic Viking historical reenactment site, or she was experiencing an extraordinarily detailed hallucination or realistic dream.

“She wakes,” a woman’s voice said from somewhere to her right. “The spirits have returned her to us.”

Tyra froze. The words weren’t in Norwegian or English. They were in Old Norse, a language she’d studied extensively but had only ever encountered in written texts and academic reconstructions of pronunciation. Yet she understood every syllable as clearly as if it were her native tongue.

“Three days she has wandered the paths between worlds,” another voice replied, lower and more authoritative. “Longer than any before her. The gods must have shown her great visions.”

Tyra tried to turn her head toward the voices, but even that small movement sent fresh pain spearing through her skull. She let out an involuntary groan.

“Careful, Völva,” a young woman appeared in her field of vision, leaning over her with concerned eyes. “The journey has weakened your body, though it has surely strengthened your spirit.”

Völva? Tyra’s mind raced. They thought she was a seeress? The confusion must have shown on her face.

“She needs water and broth,” the authoritative voice commanded. “The crossing always brings great thirst.”

Soft hands slipped beneath Tyra’s shoulders, helping her to sit upright. The world tilted alarmingly, and she clutched at the furs covering her body to steady herself. Her fingers encountered unfamiliar fabric, not her practical excavation clothes, but something softer, with small metal objects sewn into the material that clinked softly with her movements.

A wooden cup appeared before her, held by weathered hands adorned with silver rings. Tyra took it with trembling fingers and drank deeply. The water tasted of minerals and smoke, nothing like the bottled water she kept at the dig site.

“Where am I?” she asked, the foreign words slipping from her mouth with surprising ease, as if she had always known how to form them.

The women exchanged glances that Tyra couldn’t quite interpret. The older one, who had gray-streaked hair braided elaborately with beads and small bones, spoke carefully.

“You are in the hall of Rurik the Ironhand in the village of Kvigandanes, as you have been since the first night of the full moon when you began the ritual.” She studied Tyra’s face. “Do you not remember coming to bless his new settlement with the Fjordfast ceremony?”

Fjordfast? Tyra’s mind whirred. A settlement blessing ritual? She’d never seen information in the historical records referring to a specific ceremony name, although she recalled references to Völvas performing site blessings. Neither did the settlement name ring familiar. Was this some elaborate academic prank? But how could anyone have created such an authentic environment, complete with people who spoke perfect Old Norse? How did I get here? And how can I understand it so perfectly?

“I remember...” she began, then faltered, unsure what to say. “The visions were...overwhelming.”

That seemed to satisfy the women, who nodded knowingly.

“It is to be expected,” the older woman said. “You went deeper into the mists than most. Ingrid the Wise feared we had lost you to the other side entirely.”

Ingrid? Tyra scanned the small group of women attending her when she noticed another older woman standing slightly apart, tall and straight-backed despite her years, with striking silver hair woven with what appeared to be small bones and tokens. This must be Ingrid the Wise, a name Tyra also didn’t recognize from any historical record, but who clearly held authority here.

“Let her see herself,” Ingrid said, her voice carrying the weight of command. “The crossing sometimes confuses the spirit about which flesh it inhabits.”

Before Tyra could parse the strange statement, a young attendant approached with a polished bronze disk, which served as a mirror. The girl held it up before Tyra’s face, and her world tilted for the second time.

The face reflected in the burnished metal was not her own.

Instead of her familiar features—the high cheekbones, the determined jaw, the green eyes that colleagues often found unsettling—she saw a younger woman, perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three. The face was rounder, with wide-set eyes the color of honey flecked with green, and a small scar that curved along the right jawline. The blonde hair was similar to her own, but finer, braided with red threads and tiny silver beads.

Tyra raised a hand to her cheek in shock, watching as the stranger in the reflection did the same. She felt the touch on her skin, watched the unfamiliar fingers trace the contours of the stranger’s face.

“What...” She couldn’t complete the thought.

“Your body remembers now,” Ingrid said with satisfaction. “Sometimes the spirit wanders so far that it must be reminded of its earthly vessel.”

Tyra looked down at herself, taking in the unfamiliar body draped in layers of finely woven wool. Her clothing was dark blue, adorned with intricate tablet-woven bands at the edges. Small silver charms, miniature hammers, spirals, and what appeared to be animal figures were sewn along the neckline of her dress. Around her neck hung a heavy pendant of amber set in silver filigree.

The clothing of a Völva.

The body of a stranger.

And where is the consciousness of the woman whose body I now inhabit? In mine? In the future?

“The gods have favored you with their touch,” the younger woman whispered, her eyes wide with a mixture of fear and reverence. “Your eyes glow with their knowledge.”

This is ridiculous... Tyra’s mind cycled rapidly through possibilities. Hallucination from the head injury? Some form of dissociative episode triggered by the accident? A vivid dream as I lie unconscious in a hospital bed?

Or perhaps she had died in that fall, and this was some bizarre afterlife constructed from her academic obsessions.

“You must rest more before you meet with the Jarl,” Ingrid said, interrupting Tyra’s spiraling thoughts. “He is eager to hear what visions the gods granted you during your trance, but I have told him a Völva’s wisdom cannot be rushed.”

Jarl Rurik. Fjordfast ceremony. A body not my own. Understanding a dead language as if born to it. Each new piece of information threatened to overwhelm Tyra’s rational mind, even as the historian in her cataloged every detail with professional fascination.

“Yes,” she managed to say, clinging to the one truth that might keep her sane. Whether a dream, a hallucination, or an impossible reality, her academic knowledge of Viking culture might be her only survival tool. “I need time to...interpret what I have seen.”

Ingrid nodded approvingly and gestured for the other women to withdraw. As they moved away, Tyra sank back onto the furs, her mind racing between terror and a bizarre, inappropriate excitement. If this was real—and every sensory detail suggested it was—then she was experiencing history firsthand, inhabiting the very role she had spent her career studying.

The thought was equal parts exhilarating and terrifying.

The women returned before Tyra had fully processed the impossibility of her situation. They were carrying clothing and various implements that made her heart race with recognition. Each item was a physical manifestation of theories she’d written about, argued over in academic conferences, and defended against skeptical colleagues. These artifacts weren’t behind museum glass or rendered in speculative illustrations...they were being prepared for her use, handled with a casual reverence that spoke volumes about their cultural significance.

“The Jarl will want to see you properly adorned,” a middle-aged woman with arms muscled from years of labor said. She held up a heavy outer cloak of deep blue wool, its edges embroidered with silver thread.

The patterns made Tyra’s academic mind hum with excitement. The symbols matched fragmentary textile remains she’d studied in the Oslo museum. Concentric circles representing the nine worlds, intertwined with what appeared to be stylized wolves or hounds.

“I can dress myself,” Tyra said, trying to sound authoritative rather than panicked.

The women exchanged glances that clearly communicated their doubt.

“Forgive me, Völva,” the youngest attendant, a girl no more than fourteen with a serious face and quick hands, said. “But after such a deep journey between worlds, many seers find their earthly tasks...difficult to remember.”

It was a graceful explanation for what they perceived as confusion, and Tyra seized it gratefully. “Of course. The visions still cloud my mind somewhat.”

The statement seemed to increase their reverence rather than diminish it. The women moved forward, helping her to stand. Tyra’s unfamiliar body felt simultaneously lighter and less coordinated than her own, and she wobbled slightly, grateful for their supporting hands.

As they dressed her, Tyra observed everything with a historian’s eye while her modern sensibilities reeled in disbelief. The inner dress was made of fine linen, soft against her skin in a way suggesting repeated washing and careful treatment. Over this went a wool overdress in a rich shade of red that would have required expensive dyes. The cut and construction matched exactly what she had theorized in her papers on high-status women’s clothing of the period, evidence that her academic research had been correct. She highly doubted Professor Danielsen would accept I time-traveled and saw it myself as a proper citation.

The thought nearly made her laugh hysterically, but she swallowed it down.

The longhouse also revealed a treasure trove of historical detail. Tyra couldn’t help cataloging each element—the carved posts supporting the roof, decorated with interlaced animals and faces, the loom set up near one wall with a half-finished weaving, the iron cookware hanging near the central hearth, and the wooden chests that likely contained valuable possessions. Everything appeared exactly as she had imagined, yet completely different. More vibrant, more lived-in, more real than any academic reconstruction could capture.

“Your staff, Völva,” Ingrid said, approaching with a tall wooden rod topped with an arrangement of small bones, feathers, and what appeared to be dried herbs bound with leather cords. The older woman’s face was solemn as she presented it.

Tyra took it hesitantly, feeling its weight and the smooth wear of the wood where hands—not hers but the hands of whoever truly belonged in this body—had gripped it countless times before. The staff was both a symbol of office and a practical tool, if her research was correct. It was an essential part of a Völva’s identity.

“Thank you,” she said, hoping her voice conveyed appropriate gravity.

As the women continued their preparations, adding a belt of tablet-woven bands from which hung small tools and pouches, Tyra tried to piece together her situation from their conversations.

“The vision-sickness took you harder than most,” the muscled woman said as she adjusted a silver brooch at Tyra’s shoulder. “You began the Fjordfast mixing, calling to the spirits of land and sea, but when you added the ash to the bowl, your eyes rolled back, and you fell as if struck.”

“Three days you have been between worlds,” another added, her tone hushed with awe. “Ingrid kept watch, saying your spirit was traveling farther than most dare to go.”

“Some feared you would not return at all,” the young girl whispered, only to receive a sharp look from Ingrid.

“A Völva always returns,” Ingrid said firmly. “The gods do not take those they have chosen to speak their wisdom. They merely show them more than ordinary folk can bear to see.”

Tyra processed the women’s conversation with growing alarm. This body had apparently collapsed during the ritual they called Fjordfast, a ceremony she’d never encountered in any historical text or archaeological evidence. She’d been unconscious for three days, during which time these people believed her spirit was traveling between worlds.

And now they expected her to report on divine visions she’d never had.

The reality of her situation hit her with sudden, crushing clarity. She was trapped in a stranger’s body in what appeared to be authentic Viking-age Norway, surrounded by people who believed she was a seeress with supernatural powers. If she failed to convince them, the consequences could be deadly. Historical sources were quite clear on the treatment of those suspected of deceiving communities about spiritual matters.

“The necklace of seeing,” Ingrid said, lifting a heavy pendant on a leather cord. It was amber set in silver, with tiny runes etched around its setting, exactly like artifacts Tyra had studied from wealthy female graves of the period.

As Ingrid placed it around her neck, Tyra caught the older woman watching her with keen eyes that missed nothing. Despite the talk of spirits and gods, there was a sharp intelligence in Ingrid’s gaze that suggested she was not easily fooled. Tyra would need to be careful around her.

“Does any of it feel...strange to you?” Ingrid murmured while adjusting the pendant so it hung properly.

Tyra hesitated, unsure what the right answer might be. She finally settled on a partial truth. “Everything feels both familiar and distant. As if I am seeing through new eyes.”

This seemed to satisfy Ingrid, who nodded. “The deep journeys change us. What matters is that you have returned with the wisdom the Jarl seeks.”

The Jarl. Rurik the Ironhand. A historical figure she’d barely heard mention of in an ancient saga, who apparently expected her to perform a ritual and share prophetic visions. The pressure made Tyra’s borrowed heart pound faster.

Yet beneath the fear, an undeniable excitement bubbled up like a spring through rock. She would be living in and experiencing firsthand the historical world she’d spent her life studying. No matter how terrifying her situation might feel, the academic in her couldn’t help but marvel at the opportunity. Every detail around her was an answer to questions historians had debated for centuries.

“I’m ready.” Tyra straightened her shoulders as the final preparations were completed. She gripped the staff more firmly, finding that her hand seemed to know how to hold it even if her mind did not.

“Remember, Völva,” Ingrid whispered as the other women moved toward the door, “a seer’s greatest power is in the mysteries she chooses not to reveal. Not every vision is meant for every ear.”

It was good advice, Tyra realized. Permission to be selective and vague, which might help her survive this impossible situation until she could figure out what had happened and how to return to her own time and body.

“I understand.” She met Ingrid’s perceptive gaze with what she hoped was equal confidence.

Chapter Three
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AS THE YOUNGER ATTENDANTS opened the door to a private chamber, Tyra could hear the rumble of voices beyond. Deeper male voices mixed with the higher tones of women and children. A community waiting to hear from their seeress.

Tyra took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the unfamiliar clothing, the staff in her hand, and the expectation in the air. Whatever had happened to her—magical, neurological, or something yet unexplained—she had no choice but to step forward and embrace this new identity.

“The Völva comes!” the youngest attendant announced as another set of doors was opened, her voice carrying surprising authority for one so young.

The voices in the main hall quieted immediately.

Tyra stepped forward, moving from the private chamber toward whatever awaited her. Fear knotted her stomach, but alongside it flowed a current of exhilaration. She was walking into living history, breathing the air of more than a thousand years ago, about to speak with people whose lives and beliefs she had only theorized from fragments of evidence.

Terrifying, yes. But also the opportunity of a lifetime, or perhaps many lifetimes. Whatever came next, Tyra Hofman, PhD in Norse Studies, was about to put her academic knowledge to the most practical test imaginable.

The main hall stretched before Tyra like a living museum exhibit, yet infinitely more authentic than any reconstruction she’d ever studied. Firelight danced across carved wooden pillars, catching on polished shield bosses and the occasional glint of silver arm rings. The smoke-hazed air carried the mingled scents of burning wood, roasted meat, mead, and too many bodies in a crowded space—a detail no academic text had properly conveyed.

As she stepped forward, staff in hand, a ripple of awareness spread through the gathered crowd. Conversations faltered, eyes turned, and a path cleared before her as if she carried some contagious power no one wished to touch.

The longhouse was easily seventy feet long, its central hearth fire stretching down the middle like a fiery spine, with high benches running along either wall. Men and women in various states of inebriation occupied these seats as servants weaved between them carrying horns of mead and wooden platters of food. Children darting between the legs of tables and adults alike froze when they caught sight of Tyra, staring with round, uncertain eyes before scurrying away.

“She walks like she’s still treading between worlds,” whispered a broad-shouldered woman grinding grain in the corner.

“Three days in the spirit realm,” another replied, her voice carrying just enough for Tyra to catch. “My cousin’s sister knew a Völva who never came back from such a journey. Her body lived on, but her mind remained with the gods. The woman spoke only in riddles until her death.”

“They say she saw Ragnarök itself,” a grizzled warrior muttered to his companion, not bothering to lower his voice. He made a protective sign with his fingers. “No mortal is meant to glimpse the end of all things.”

“Nonsense,” his friend replied, though he too stared at Tyra with unease. “She simply knows which way the winds of fate are blowing. Useful to a Jarl establishing new lands.”

Tyra focused on maintaining a measured pace, neither too hurried nor too slow, though her mind raced with panic. Every person tracked her movement, yet none would meet her gaze directly. The attention was excruciating, nothing like the academic scrutiny she was accustomed to. This was primal, a mixture of reverence and fear that made her skin prickle with discomfort.

She caught her own unfamiliar reflection in a polished metal shield hanging on a post, honey-colored eyes, a rounder face, and elaborate ceremonial clothing. The cognitive dissonance nearly made her stumble. She was a professor playing dress-up in someone else’s life, a fraud about to be discovered. Yet these people expected her to deliver divine wisdom with absolute authority.

“The herbs Ingrid mixed for her were powerful indeed,” a young woman whispered to her friend. “My brother drank three sips of her seeing brew last summer and claimed ravens spoke to him for fourteen days and nights.”

“I heard she can see the moment of your death just by looking into your eyes,” came the hushed reply. “That’s why no one will meet her gaze.”

Tyra almost laughed at this convenient superstition. It explained why no one would make eye contact, which meant fewer chances for someone to notice she wasn’t who they thought she was. Small mercies.

She had nearly reached the empty high seat near the center of the hall, presumably where she was expected to sit, when a horn blast cut through the murmured conversations. The sound was deep and resonant, vibrating in her chest like physical pressure. All motion in the hall ceased instantly.

“The Jarl returns!” announced a voice from near the door.

The transformation was immediate and remarkable. Warriors who had been slouching over their mead horns straightened, shoulders squaring and chins lifting. Women smoothed their aprons and hair. Servants scrambled to refill empty cups and stoke the fire to a more impressive blaze, the change so synchronized that it seemed rehearsed. Yet Tyra recognized it as something more instinctive—a collective response to a predator entering a space.

Heavy footsteps approached from outside, each deliberate tread carrying more weight than mere physical mass. The door swung open, and a gust of cold night air swept through the hall, making the flames dance and shadows leap. In that dramatic backlight stood a silhouette that made Tyra’s breath catch.

Rurik the Ironhand ducked slightly to enter the doorway, though he hardly needed to, the entrance had clearly been built with men of his stature in mind. He stood well over six feet tall, with shoulders broad enough to make the fur-lined cloak he wore appear almost proportional rather than overwhelming. His short-cropped blond hair showed early grey at the temples, framing a face that wore its scars like deliberate decorations rather than misfortunes.

The most prominent scar ran from his left temple to his jaw, pulling slightly at the corner of his eye, giving him a perpetually watchful expression on that side of his face. His beard was neat and trimmed, not the wild growth popular culture imagined for Vikings, but the well-maintained appearance of a man of status.

Most striking was the gauntlet that obviously gave him his name. A leather-wrapped piece that covered his right hand and forearm, reinforced with bands of iron that caught the firelight like dark water. It wasn’t decorative. The metal showed scratches and dents that spoke of practical use.

The warriors in the hall pressed their fists to their chests in salute. The women lowered their eyes. Even the children stilled completely, as if afraid movement might draw his attention. Rurik acknowledged none of them as his storm-colored eyes scanned the room until they fixed directly on Tyra.

“Völva,” he said, his voice deep and controlled, carrying to every corner of the suddenly silent hall. “You have returned to us.”

It wasn’t a question but a statement that somehow contained its own challenge.

Tyra felt a shock of recognition that had nothing to do with her current predicament. Now that she could think more clearly, she remembered... Rurik the Ironhand. The legendary warrior of the northern sagas, known for establishing settlements along the Norwegian coast before his untimely death in battle at only thirty-five. Her dissertation had included three paragraphs on him, pieced together from fragmentary sources and a partial runestone found near Bergen.

And now he stood before her, not as a footnote in an academic paper, but as flesh and blood and imminent danger.

Her scholarly mind
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