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          SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 13, 1002

        

      

    

    
      Mother often told me I was always a rebellious child. Even in my sleep, her words echoed in my dreams. “Rusla, why must you be so difficult?”

      At fifteen, I was considered too old for my parents to ensure a husband would take me. Wasn’t my fault that all the men they introduce me to I found ways to insult. The last one had breasts bigger than my mother’s. None of the men wanted a troublesome wife.

      So, my mother sent me into the woods to hunt while she and father round up the only bachelor left in Oxford who hadn’t been scared away by my antics. But he was a widow and older than my grandfather when he died last winter.

      Even without his stooped back, I was a foot taller than the man. Well, at five foot eleven I was taller than many of the Englishmen here. My parents had run out of eligible Danes months ago.

      My bow and quiver full of arrows slung over my shoulder. At first, a metal sword was too heavy for me to lift. In town, my uncle let me play warrior with him with each of us swinging wooden swords. Every day since I was four, I tried to lift his sword. Eventually, I got strong enough to not only pick it up but to fight with it as well.

      The only reason my uncle paid me any attention was that his wife had miscarried their child. His wife died when the bleeding wouldn’t stop. The baby had been a girl, with red hair like mine.

      But I didn’t feel like hunting today, I knew it was only a ploy to kick me out of the cottage while they arranged my marriage. I snapped twigs as I made my way to the stream.

      “Should have been born a boy,” I grumbled. When I was married, I’d have to give up hunting and wrestling with the other boys. Then I would have to spend my days weaving, cooking, and trying not to die giving birth to a dozen babies.

      If I had my wish, I’d be a warrior.

      At the stream, I removed my boots and stockings, and then thrust my feet into the water. My uncle told me that the harshest winter here in Oxford was like a spring day in Denmark.

      So, to toughen my body for my dream of becoming a warrior in Denmark, I dunked my feet into the freezing November water.

      My teeth chatted like complaining naggers. But I clenched my fist and ignored my feet turning blue.

      Glancing into the water, I laughed at the faces I made. My red hair tangled with leaves and twigs hung down my back. My face was thinner now, more oval. The fat in my cheeks from childhood vanished with the spring daisies.

      Only when shooting pains of cold hit my knees which were bent over the bank, did I remove my feet from the stream. My wrinkled blue toes glared at me.

      I reached for my stockings when I heard screams. Shot up on my numb feet and glanced around me. In the distance, smoke billowed on the wind. Leaving my stockings and boots where they lay, I raced through the trees with my bow.

      Around a massive oak, I spied the roof of the St Frideswide's church. I climbed the tree as my uncle taught me to scout the enemy before rushing in.

      My arms shook as I climbed the branches. Something was wrong. Blood and the stench of smoked flesh choked me as I notched an arrow. I saw the cowards riding away into the distance. English knights.

      They were too far for my arrow to reach them.

      Tears pouring down my face from the smoke and the strangled moans I heard as I scrambled down the tree. My elbow struck a piece of loose bark and scraped my skin raw.

      I had to help them.

      When my bare feet hit the ground, the price of my forgotten boots made me wince. I ran to the well and gathered a bucket of water.

      Loosening the rope, half the water sloshed over the sides before I reached back to St. Frideswide’s.

      I tossed the water on the flames, but they seemed to dance away mocking my attempts.

      Again, I ran back to the well, the bucket hitting my thigh. Quickly, I retied the rope, and then lowered the bucket again.

      I yelled for someone in the village to help me. But the only sound that answered me was the echo of my voice.
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      Evening came, and I could no longer lift my arms. Bleeding blisters stung with each step I took. My hands from the heaving the bucket so many times fared no better than my feet.

      The fire had burnt itself out taking half the roof and one of the outer walls. Blackened bodies littered the church floor. By the count, everyone had been slain.

      I searched the bodies hoping, not to find my father or mother.

      But wails racked my body when I found them in one of the corners. In death, their hands melted together.

      Gently, I laid my head down beside them and wept until all the tears I would ever cry dried up.
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      Numb, I cringed as the rising sun illuminated the burnt bodies. By now, I knew that everyone in the village was here, dead. Even if some escaped, they would have come back by now.

      What was I to do? Everyone I knew was here, burnt to death.

      I noticed a glint of metal from a mound of bodies to my left. Struggling, I pushed myself up and crawled to the form.

      It was an amber necklace. Gunhild. I gently removed the necklace. I would use it as proof for what I needed. Destiny jerked its reins in my stomach.

      Gunhild she was the sister to the Danish King Sweyn Forkbeard. Her family, her children died here with the others.

      Destiny snapped the reins. I would avenge my family. And King Forkbeard would help me.

      I hobbled on sore feet to my family’s lodge to gather food and waterskins for my journey. Gathering up a few coins my father had hidden beneath their straw bed, I hoped it was enough. Along with the money, I noticed a silver blade. It was small, the blade the size of my palm, but it would hide nicely in my boot.

      Two loaves of yesterday’s bread and jerky mingled with the coins and Gunhild’s necklace as I twisted in a tunic and then used the sleeves to tie the tunic around my back. My bow and quiver of arrows slung over my shoulder. Not feeling the cold yet, but knowing I’d regret it later if I left it, I snatched up my mother’s wolfskin cloak.

      At the river, I filled the two waterskins and then stretched my socks over my swollen feet. My feet protested as I stuffed them into my boots. But I refused to listen and cry. This would help me become a stronger warrior.

      I shifted the filled waterskins on my empty shoulder. Didn’t know exactly where or how far King Forkbeard was, but I knew he was east and across the ocean.

      Until dark, I walked. My feet nearly sang when I plopped down on the ground to rest. I wanted to remove my boots but knew I’d never get them back on again if I did. I dug out some bread and half the jerky from my tunic pack. After I ate, I gathered wood for a fire.

      So tired from not sleeping for nearly two days, I sighed in relief when the wood finally caught flame.

      Then the smoke made my eyes water remembering the stench of bodies burning. I wanted to stomp on the flames, but the November wind coursed through me.

      I jerked my wolf skin cloak tighter around me and turned my back to the fire. Was a long time before I slept, and I even counted stars to pass the time. I didn’t remember falling asleep.

      When the sun warmed me, I woke. From my cocoon of snow, I shook myself free. Snow covered the land.

      I trudged through the snow despite my feet screaming after a few seconds. And I called for Thor’s blessing. I needed a warrior’s spirit as mine was bent on collapsing in the snow until summer.

      For days I loped through the snow. I longed to ride a horse, but I must save my few coins for the ship to King Forkbeard. Since a woman was not safe to travel unescorted, I used the dagger in my boot to cut my hair into a boy’s length. My long hair was one of the few things I liked about being a girl.

      In one town, I grudgingly gave two coppers to an innkeeper for a bowl of stew and loaf of bread. Was hard to haggle the cost when my stomach grumbled louder than my words.

      “How far to the coast?” I asked with a mouthful of stew.

      The barmaid frowned at me. “You need a dunk in bathwater by the smell of you.”

      “How far?” Glad I was still dressed in my tunic and trousers. Otherwise, I’d have been given as slave if they knew I was a girl, an orphan.

      “No need to get a thorn in your arse. About a day’s ride from here.”

      Great, more days on my aching feet. I debated stealing a horse. But I was no thief.

      After I finished my bowl, the barmaid clapped a hand down on mine. “What are you running from?”

      “I’m going to battle, not running from anything.”

      “Wait here a moment.” And she snatched my empty bowl.

      Heard her rumble through the kitchen and mutter something about poor beaten lads.

      My fingers clenched and I wanted to punch her when I saw her face smiling as she came back. How dare she think my father or mother beat me.

      “There you are. This one Semious won’t notice if you hurry.” She set another full bowl of steaming lamb stew before me and a loaf of bread.

      I nearly kissed her hands. “Thanks.”

      “Stop talking and eat. Semious would know if he comes back in and you’ve still got a full bowl in front of your skinny arse.”

      With mouthfuls, I delighted. I hid the bread under my cloak.

      Semious, the innkeeper, did come in carrying an armload of chopped wood moments later.

      Reluctantly, I scooped up the last spoonful and shoved the stew into my mouth before pushing the empty bowl back to the barmaid.

      With a nod, I left the inn.

      The loaf of bread would last me until the next morning, and then I must buy another meal. Hopefully, I’d reach the coast shortly three days from now.
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      Was hard to tell which part of me hurt worse, my two days empty stomach, or my swollen pounding feet. But I smelled saltwater in the air and that gave me the strength to put one yelping foot in front of the other.

      At the coast, ships loaded up their barrels full of cargo. Knew I smelled from my travel, but I could not dally on simple things like clean clothes and bathing.

      I approached the beach and saw several dragons prowled ships waited. Carefully, I listened for any hint of a ship sailing to my destination.

      At the edge of the beach, a man who looked like a human hedgehog spun around. He was covered in brown fuzzy hair and was slightly hunched at the shoulders. “What’re you doing here lad?” His words were harsh like he was a bear turned man.

      But I would not let fear strangle me. “How much for passage?”

      “Passage? This ain’t no pleasure journey.”

      “I must reach Denmark where your ship sails.”

      With hairy hands, he hauled me up by my tunic. My feet, though throbbing, kicked his gut.

      “Who told you we sailed there?”

      “No one. Thor gave me this task.”

      “Then where is he now to save you from me?” He stomped towards the grassy land and then threw me in a heap. “Go back to your mother’s skirts.”

      “I have money.”

      His eyes narrowed. “How much?”

      “Enough.”

      “You don’t have enough money for a bath.” He
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