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“Busse enchants in this stunning introduction to her new series, The Nordic Wars. Winter’s Maiden is a compelling, imaginative exploration of purpose, truth, and consequence with some haunting, dark undercurrents. The story and its characters linger long after the last page. Absolutely enthralling!”

—Ronie Kendig, award-winning author of The Droseran Saga

“With its rich worldbuilding, engaging characters, and intricate plotline, Winter’s Maiden captivates from page one. Though Brighid struggles with loss and finding her place in the world, hope relentlessly steps into her life, steering her toward the right path. I am always on the lookout for novels with nuanced female warrior protagonists, and Brighid is one both teens and adults will relate to. I’m anxiously awaiting book two!”

—Heather Day Gilbert, RWA Daphne Award-winning author of The Vikings of the New World Saga

“This book is amazing! I am a fan of Nordic-inspired fantasy, and this book has everything I love: rich setting, unforgettable characters, and a world so real I feel like I’m there. I highly recommend Winter’s Maiden.”

—S.D. Grimm, author of Phoenix Fire
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Winter covered everything in white like a blanket of wool beneath a rising sun. Despite the fire burning in the nearby firepit, nothing seemed to warm the decrepit cabin. Elphsaba murmured words of encouragement to the young woman clinging to a rope that hung across the rafter as she labored to give birth.

Elphsaba knew nothing of the woman: not her family, not where she was from, not how she came to be in this place. All Elphsaba knew was someone had come to her two nights ago and told her that her services were required. That was all she needed. Her job was to usher life into the world. Or at least try.

The woman let out a gasp followed by a long moan. Elphsaba licked her lips. Nothing was going right. A lot of blood collected in the hay beneath. And the young woman had been in labor for too long.

Elphsaba began to hum an old birthing song to comfort the woman and maybe instill a little more strength into her. But she was fading fast and could barely hang on to the rope. While she continued to hum, Elphsaba knelt and checked the woman’s progression.

Finally.

She wiped the side of her face with her sleeve, keeping her hand away from her grey hair. Despite the chill inside the cabin, sweat covered her body. The baby was finally coming. “Good, good,” she said and looked up. “You’re almost done. Just a little more.” For the last two hours she feared the mother would not have enough strength to finish the birth.

A few minutes later, the babe came. Elphsaba caught the child. Wet and sticky, but beautiful just the same, as new life always was. With a sudden suck of air, the babe let out a cry that echoed across the cabin.

Elphsaba laughed. “It’s a girl!” She held the baby up. “Strong and healthy.”

The woman sank to her knees, one hand still holding the rope, her head bowed. “Is he here, yet?” she asked weakly. Her blond hair was plastered to her face, and there was a pale hue to her cheeks. “A message was sent, right?”

“Yes, it was.” By the same man who had retrieved her two nights ago. Elphsaba lowered the babe and began her ministrations. Whoever this woman was, it was clear that if she had family, they would not have accepted this birth. It wasn’t the first time she had helped deliver an illegitimate child. And usually these stories did not have happy endings.

After the child was free of her mother, Elphsaba wrapped the little one in a long piece of cloth she had prepared. Elphsaba glanced back at the hay where the woman continued to kneel. More blood. Even as she watched, the darkening pool spread, and a shadow passed over her heart.

Elphsaba crouched down with the baby. “Do you wish to hold your daughter?” A small part of her hoped the woman would. The bonding might help. She had seen miracles happen the moment a mother held her child.

At first the woman didn’t move, then she jerked her head side to side. Elphsaba swallowed her disappointment. “Are you sure? She’s a beautiful little thing—”

“No.” Her answer was forceful, and she refused to look at the baby.

The baby quieted and seemed content to curl her fingers over the edge of the wrappings. Elphsaba sighed and placed the tiny girl in a wooden box near the firepit and readied for the next part. There was still more to be done. A birth never ended with the baby.

She frowned again as she faced the woman. More blood. “Bolva,” she muttered.

She helped with the afterbirth, then grabbed a few strips of cloth to try to staunch the bleeding. The blood was flowing freely. But why? There was a tear, but not that large. And the woman had been delivered of everything inside her. It was possible her labor had been too long and arduous for what little strength the young woman seemed to have. Or perhaps there was something deeper . . .

The door to the cabin slammed open.

“I received a message to come here,” a man said from behind her.

“Shut that door,” Elphsaba snapped as a cold wind blew through the room.

The woman glanced up toward the front of the cabin, seemingly unaffected by her body’s bleeding. “You came,” she whispered.

The man looked around. “Where is it? Where is the baby?”

“In the box.” Elphsaba had no time for this. She needed to find the reason behind the blood if possible. She searched, using every bit of knowledge she had from years of midwifery. There wasn’t a visible tear. Internal, then?

“A girl,” he said a minute later with a hint of disgust. “Of course it would be a girl.”

Elphsaba glanced over. The man was tall, straight, and lean with the dark-blue military attire and cloak of the Rylanders. He was handsome in a rugged way with a small scar along his left eye. So the woman’s lover was a Rylander?

The woman’s breathing grew shallow and rapid, and her skin paled to match the snow outside. Elphsaba worked to remove the flow of blood and discover the source. She had been a midwife almost all her life, and she knew what this blood meant if she didn’t stop it soon. “Bolva,” she gritted again.

“What’s going on?” The man roughly placed the baby back in the box. The babe began to cry.

“Rylander filth,” Elphsaba muttered, then said, “The mother is not doing well.”

“What do you mean?”

Bah! How thick was this man? The mother let go of the rope and collapsed across the hay. “No, no, no.” Elphsaba was covered in the red life force from the woman. “At least hold her hand!” she yelled.

He hesitated, then came forward. She could see his face grow white from the corner of her eye.

He reached out, then held his hand aloft. He shook his head, his eyes wide. “She-she’s gone.”

Elphsaba moved around the makeshift straw bed. There was nothing in the woman’s face now, no pain, no relief, no joy. He was right. She was gone.

“I never wanted this.” He took a step back. “Any of this.”

Elphsaba turned and glared at him. “Where do you think you’re going?” He took another step back toward the door, his face as blank as stone. “I need help with the woman.”

“She’s dead. There’s nothing I can do about that.”

Elphsaba gritted her teeth. “But she will need to be burned, and her ashes scattered.”

“Do it yourself.”

Elphsaba snarled. “I am an old woman. I cannot carry the body alone and burn it.”

He glanced away, but she noted a brief expression of pain on his face. Perhaps he cared a little. “She’s gone now.”

“And what about the baby? Your flesh and blood?”

He paused. “If it had been a boy . . .”

“A boy?” Elphsaba stepped forward and raised her fist, still covered in blood. “Bolva! What difference does it make? The babe is healthy and strong! If you don’t claim the child, she will grow up without family or clan.”

He turned toward her again, his stone face back in place. “If it had been a boy, I could have raised him as my son, and he would have been welcomed into my family despite his mother’s heritage. But there is no place for a girl.”

He spun around and headed for the door.

“Then what do I do with the baby?” Elphsaba shouted at his back with her fingers clenched.

“Keep her. Or leave her on the mountaintop. I don’t care.” Then he stepped through the door and into the winter chill.

“Rylander filth.” Elphsaba spat on the floor. “Coward.” The baby’s cries were desperate now. Elphsaba sighed and reached for the last bit of clean cloth by which to clean her hands. “Don’t worry little one, I won’t leave you for the wolves.” She placed the cloth down and reached for the baby. The child was beautiful. A strong, healthy, Nordic girl. She glanced at the dead woman in the bed. She didn’t even know her name, or the name of the Rylander. She didn’t know if the woman harkened from one of the five clans or if the Rylander had a family name. There were no Marks of Remembrance on her skin, nothing to point out who she was.

In the end, it didn’t matter. Elphsaba kissed the baby’s forehead. She’d never had a child of her own. Never bonded, never had a family. But maybe fate was giving her one last chance before her life came to a close.

She nodded to herself and held the baby close. She would raise the child as her own. There would be no leaving the babe at the foot of the mountains.

“Brighid,” she murmured as she gazed down at the perfectly formed face. “I will call you Brighid. For you are strong. And you will be a Nordic who will stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatest of our people. I will see to that.”


[image: ‡]
2


Brighid stilled the needle in her hand where she had been creating interconnecting circles with a deep-red-colored thread along the edge of her new wool dress. She glanced over at Elphsaba as the old woman sat a few feet away in the sunshine. It had always been just the two of them for sixteen years.

The home they shared was small and cozy with a thatched roof, a warm bed covered in furs, and two goats who currently enjoyed the foliage near the edge of the woods. A cool breeze swept through the trees, causing them to sway with a lovely swooshing sound. Far beyond the rolling green hill stood towering mountains, capped in snow that never melted even in the midst of summer.

Her eye caught Elphsaba’s hands. A small sun-shaped symbol was inked onto her wrist, her Mark of Remembrance for her family. It was the only mark she wore. Brighid’s eyes then traced the multiple folds in her skin. “Elphsaba, I have a question. What makes your skin wrinkle like that?” Elphsaba had always had wrinkles, but they seemed more pronounced now.

Elphsaba laughed. “You’re always asking strange questions, ever since you were a little girl.” She lifted her fingers and stared at them. “I suppose it’s because I am old and they have worked hard. So my skin is tired.”

“So my skin will also grow tired someday?”

“Yes, if you live long enough.”

Brighid stitched a few more circles, her mind churning over more questions. She looked up again. “Why are your eyes green? And why are mine blue?”

Elphsaba smiled. “Because the world is full of color. And because my mother’s eyes were green.”

Brighid set down her needle and touched the edge of her cheek. Her eyes were the color of a summer sky. She hesitated, then asked, “Does that mean my mother’s eyes were blue?” She waited to see if Elphsaba would answer.

The older woman stilled and gazed at the faraway mountains. Anytime Brighid brought up questions about her parents, Elphsaba grew quiet, like she did now. Then she would say, “When you are older, I will tell you.” But she held a different expression today on her withered face, a pensive look coupled with a glare.

Was she finally going to say something?

Elphsaba took in a deep breath, and the look washed away into a sad smile. “When you are older, I will tell you.”

“But why not now?” Brighid asked before she could control her tongue.

Elphsaba appeared taken back.

Brighid held her ground. For some time now, a fire had started to burn inside her, a discontent with the way things were, a desire to know who she was and what her future held.

Elphsaba opened her mouth, then closed it. Brighid leaned closer, her heart beating faster. Finally she would have some answers. Who were her parents? Why did she live with Elphsaba—who had years before confessed they were not related? Was she part of one of the Nordic clans? Did she have a heritage?

“I’m sixteen winters now and of age. When will I be old enough?”

Elphsaba stood. “You are right. It’s about time you knew. And it’s time for me to test you as an apprentice.”

An apprentice? Brighid sucked in a breath, the blood leaving her face. Not that. She only wanted to know who she was—

A young man crested the hill. “Hala!” He raised his hand and waved. “You are needed!”

Brighid glanced at Elphsaba, then back to the young man still making his way to their cabin. Her chest tightened. If he was here for Elphsaba’s skills . . .

Elphsaba had already disappeared into the cabin. Brighid slowly bundled up her dress and placed it in the basket beside her. It’s time for me to test you as an apprentice.

She curled forward as a heaviness filled her chest. She hated birthings. The cries, the pain, the smells. Even more than that, she could feel death. Always had, since she was young. Death lingered in the doorway of every birthing, waiting for its moment. Sometimes it came like a winter wind, taking souls with it. Sometimes it slinked away without prey, but still it hungered. She hated how it felt. It terrified her to her very core.

How can I become her apprentice? Her hands began to tremble. She’d known this day would come. Like every young woman, she needed to work. But how could she take on such a critical role when the presence of death paralyzed her?

She caught the young man staring at her, and a silence filled the air. Brighid turned away. She could hear Elphsaba gathering her things inside.

What if she was sick? She pressed three fingers to her forehead. She did feel a little warm. But deep down, she knew she was perfect in health. And she was honest, too honest sometimes. Elphsaba had once said she was as honest as the eagle, and Brighid had wondered if that was a hint, that she was part of the clan of the Eagle. But Elphsaba hadn’t said anything more.

Seconds later, Elphsaba appeared with a small pack slung over her shoulder. “Brighid, come. And you, young man, lead the way.”

The boy—for he didn’t appear much older than Brighid—nodded and turned back toward the hill. Elphsaba and Brighid followed. She could barely keep up with the firm, quick steps of Elphsaba. The woman might be old, but she was still fast, although lately she had started to complain of pain in her fingers and legs.

Triangular wooden homes dotted the handful of hills, their thatched roofs reaching toward the ground. Smoke curled through an opening in the middle from the firepits within. Long green grass covered the hillsides, and tiny white flowers were beginning to appear everywhere.

With each step, Brighid’s stomach twisted tightly, and not even the beauty of this summer day could make her relax. Elphsaba glanced her way, but if she noticed her pale face, she didn’t comment.

The boy led them along the narrow dirt path and took a right where the path split. Up past an old pasture where a couple sheep currently munched on the grass was a single home, jutting out of the side of a steep embankment. A muffled cry echoed from within, and Brighid missed her step.

“How long has she been this way?” Elphsaba asked as Brighid caught her balance.

“Since dawn. But Mother didn’t want to call for you until it was close to time. Father is in Jokul.”

Elphsaba nodded, her lips grim and her fingers tight around the cord of her pack. Black spots appeared across Brighid’s vision as she followed Elphsaba toward the door. The boy glanced at her with pity, then fled down the hill. If only she could follow him.

She clutched the edge of her sleeves as they entered the dwelling. A year ago she had been summoned during a birthing when Elphsaba needed more clothes, and she’d barely kept her mind. It wasn’t uncommon for a girl her age to begin learning a trade if there were no bonding prospects. And as a clanless one, Elphsaba had no one to match with Brighid, nor would any clan possibly want her. But what would happen to her if she couldn’t overcome this fear of death? What then?

The interior was dark and smoky. A woman held onto a rope that hung from the rafter, hunched over as she panted. Brighid could already feel death. It was here, standing in the doorway, like always.

“Brighid, attend the fire and clear this smoke.”

Brighid did as she was told. Elphsaba talked to the woman in hushed tones, broken when a minute later the woman gave out a low moan. Brighid squeezed her eyes shut and gripped the kettle.

I can’t do this. I can’t do this. She bit her lip and sucked in a long breath through her nose until she had shoved all thoughts and feelings into a small, tiny corner of her mind. Then she finished clearing the smoke and stoking the fire.

Just as she completed her work, Elphsaba called her over.

“Yes, Elphsaba?” She kept her gaze away from the woman in labor.

Elphsaba narrowed her eyes and started explaining what was happening and what to expect next. Brighid nodded at the right places and even managed to utter a few words.

“Now watch me. I’m checking on the position of the baby.” Elphsaba turned and talked to the mother. The woman seemed disoriented. Did she know what Elphsaba was saying? Then Elphsaba placed her hands on the distended abdomen.

Seconds later, the woman cried out, and Brighid wanted to join her. Elphsaba began to sing in the old tongue, a song of life and healing, and something about the Word, which seemed to comfort the woman. Brighid didn’t understand most of the lyrics, but the song was one Elphsaba often sang at birthings to help the mother.

Elphsaba peered over her shoulder. “Now you do it.”

Brighid froze. She wanted to shake her head and back away, but she wasn’t a coward. At least she hoped she wasn’t. But she could feel it, the tug between life and death. First toward life and warmth. Then toward death. Death was cold, colder than the deepest winter. And she sensed it edging its way into the cabin.

Her hands started to shake. Which would win? Death . . . or life?

“Brighid?”

“I . . .” She took in a deep breath. “Yes, Elphsaba?” She stepped next to the older woman and reached out her fingers. The cabin grew chilly. The woman’s skin was hot and sweaty. Brighid recoiled.

“Feel, like this—”

The woman gripped the rope, let out a deep moan that made the hairs on Brighid’s body go rigid. Fear took hold of her mind. The shadows in the cabin spread to every corner. She whipped her head around and checked behind her, almost expecting to see a dark apparition.

“Brighid, is everything all right?”

“Yes, yes,” Brighid blinked. Elphsaba watched her for a moment, then showed her again how to feel. Brighid touched the mother, and seconds later, her teeth chattered. Elphsaba checked the woman, then started singing. It seemed to calm her. Brighid let the melody wash over her, but it couldn’t take away the frigid feeling inside her soul.

“That’s it,” Elphsaba said softly. She gazed up at the woman. “You’re doing well.”

The woman smiled weakly, her light-brown hair wet with sweat. Then her eyes went wide.

Brighid’s hand stilled. In that one moment, everything hit her: the smell of blood and sweat mingled with hay, a moan surging into a cry, and the feel of death pressing into her mind and body.

She jumped away from the bed, her palms raised. “I can’t—I can’t do this!” Then she twisted around, stumbled past the firepit, and fled the cabin.

Brighid ran outside, leaving behind the cries of the woman. She reached the edge of the yard and hunched down, wrapping her arms around her knees. Even the sun could not extinguish the chill, hunger, and gaping void of death she felt around her.

She began to rock back and forth. I don’t want to be a coward, but I can’t do this. Why can’t I do this? Why am I like this?

Maybe she should have told Elphsaba that she could feel death. But she was afraid to. Afraid of so many things. From the corner of her eye, she spotted the boy, and her face flushed. Fear was not the way of the Nordic people. She was already a clanless one, she didn’t want to be labeled a coward. It was the most dishonorable title a person could hold in the north.

Brighid slowly rose to her feet while finding that corner again inside her mind and shoving all of herself inside. She brushed her face, tugging the errant hairs back behind her ears, and turned toward the cabin. She would not enter. She would wait outside, like she had always done.

But what about the next time?

Her throat tightened. If she didn’t learn Elphsaba’s trade, what would she do?

She shook her head. She would figure that out later.

Brighid stopped near the door but didn’t enter. A bird sang in the trees nearby, and beyond the hills, she could see the towering peaks of the Ari Mountains. She let out a long breath. There was no feel of death out here, just life. From the tiny white flowers to the swaying trees. The sun’s continual warmth drove away the chill from minutes earlier.

A baby’s cry echoed inside the cabin, and Elphsaba cheered. Brighid sagged against the cabin and closed her eyes as death slinked away empty-handed.

Life, and not death, had won today.
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Later that evening, Elphsaba and Brighid sat outside their cabin and watched the sun set to the west. Neither said a word until Elphsaba finally broke the silence.

“What happened this morning?”

Brighid swallowed, not wanting to relive the birthing. Shame still held her in its tight embrace.

“Brighid?”

She wanted to wring her hands, but that would only give away the fear in her heart. Instead, Brighid lifted her head. “It was a moment of panic. It won’t happen again.”

Elphsaba watched her, but Brighid refused to fidget under her gaze. It was a lapse in emotion, and it wouldn’t happen a second time. She couldn’t let it happen. Her only future lay in working with Elphsaba, so she needed to find a way to overcome this ability to feel death. If she didn’t, it would be her undoing.

Elphsaba let out a sigh. “I’ve wondered for a while now, and today confirmed my thoughts. Brighid, you do not have the hands of a healer.”

“What?” She jerked her head so hard a sharp tingle swept up her neck.

“Daughter, I have lived many winters, and I know many things. It is not a bad thing if you don’t have the hands of a healer. Many don’t.”

Brighid held out her palms as if expecting to see Elphsaba’s words carved into her skin. Was that why she could feel death? Because she didn’t have the hands of a healer? Did that mean others were like her? “But then, what will I do?” She looked up. There were few options for a girl like her.

Elphsaba gave her a small smile. “I had hoped we could work together, but that is not your path. I can see that clearly now. But you are not alone. I will help you find your calling. Together.” She turned her gaze back toward the sun as it slowly disappeared beyond the Ari Mountains. “And we might find it in Ragnbork.”

“Ragnbork? Why Ragnbork?” She’d never been to the capital city of Nordica, nor any city for that matter. She’d spent her whole life wandering the mountains and wastelands of the north with Elphsaba.

Elphsaba sighed. “I’ve been thinking about moving back for a while now. It’s getting hard to deliver babes with these feeble hands of mine. I believe Ragnbork will provide better opportunities than these small villages. For both of us.”

Brighid took a closer glance at Elphsaba. More than wrinkles, her fingers were red and swollen. They did appear tired. Brighid looked away and swallowed. If only she had been stronger today. What good were her own hands if she couldn’t help the one woman she loved as a mother?

“I know what you’re thinking, and that path will lead nowhere.”

Brighid glanced up and blushed. Sometimes she wondered if Elphsaba was a mystic with the way she seemed to read her mind.

“Instead of dwelling on who you are not, we must discover who you are.”

“And what about my parents? They might provide a clue to who I am.”

Elphsaba paused. “Yes. It’s about time. But not until we reach Ragnbork.”
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There was hardly anything to pack over the next few days. Living for years on end by traveling from one remote village to the next meant whatever they owned had to be carried on their backs.

Brighid finished rolling her new wool dress and placed it on the furs and small book she had carefully wrapped for the journey. She had worked on shoes over the winter, so both she and Elphsaba had new boots for the trip.

“Brighid, can you help me braid my hair?”

Brighid looked up. Elphsaba had never asked her to do her hair before.

Elphsaba gave her a sad smile. “My fingers do not want to work today.”

A shadow passed over Brighid’s heart. Elphsaba’s condition was worse than she’d thought.

She walked over to where Elphsaba sat in a rickety wooden chair and touched the coarse salted-grey strands. First, she parted the hair, then started the braid from the nape of the neck and made her way around Elphsaba’s head. When she reached the other side, she wrapped the end in a leather strip and tucked it into the braid. It was the usual style for older women. Whereas her own hair . . .

Brighid touched one of the twelve tiny braids woven through her golden strands. Each held beads at the end, beads she had crafted and painted robin’s-egg blue.

“Thank you, Brighid.” Elphsaba rose and turned. Brighid frowned. Was it her imagination, or did Elphsaba appear smaller? It seemed the woman was aging before her eyes, and it brought a mixture of sorrow and fear to her heart.

Brighid shook her head and finished packing. If death were truly here, she would feel it. Instead, there was only a quiet stillness as Elphsaba bundled her things. The goats would stay, and a young couple had offered a small sum for the cabin.

Elphsaba let out her breath and hefted the pack. “Time to go. Henrik is waiting with his cart. He’s taking supplies to Jokul and offered us a ride.”

Brighid glanced around the one-room home once more. They had spent only a year here, attending to the women of this area. Not enough time to build many friendships. That was the usual way of things. She lifted her pack and left the dwelling.

The sun was bright and the sky clear as the two women headed over to the cart that waited at the edge of the hill. Henrik waved as they approached. Jokul was a full day’s ride from this area. After Jokul, it would take almost three weeks to reach Ragnbork, unless they were able to secure another means of transportation. If only they had enough money for horses. But personal transportation was for those with means, and a midwife and her adopted daughter made very little, despite having sold their home.

Henrik helped them settle in the cart between small barrels of seed and crates of dyed wool. With a quick shout, they started forward, pulled by two shaggy mountain horses. After a half hour, they reached the bottom of the hills where a vast forest spread toward the next mountain. A single dirt road wove between the trees. The air smelled like life, and Brighid sighed at the comforting scent. Then she burrowed next to Elphsaba and closed her eyes, lulled by the gentle motion and warm air.
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The cart lurched and a loud huffing followed by a growl sent Brighid wide awake. “Wha-what’s going on?” She blinked as Elphsaba made her way to the back of the cart. Brighid looked over her shoulder to see why they had stopped. Henrik spoke with someone near the front.

A man sat astride the largest bear Brighid had ever seen, with five brutish men surrounding him. Brighid’s eyes went wide, and she twisted around to get a better view. He was dressed in dark leather with light fur along the collar of his cloak. His wheat-colored hair and beard were carefully trimmed. One of the men standing nearby had a line of runes inked along his cheek. Another wore nothing but a leather jerkin on his upper body, his bare arms covered in tattoos of mountains and stars.

The bear huffed, and the man spoke in a quiet voice while patting the giant animal along its shoulder, which seemed to calm it. The horses were skittish near the beast, but Henrik had them under control. The man looked up from the bear.

“Where are you heading today?”

“Jokul, Hjaren Bard,” Henrik answered as he patted the closest horse.

The man glanced at Elphsaba, and she walked around the cart. “And you, hala?”

“Ragnbork, Hjaren Bard.”

Hjaren? Brighid sucked in her breath. The man was the son of the clan leader. The Bear Clan. The wastelands were under the Bear Clan’s jurisdiction, and many of the villages were members of the clan. But never had she met one of the leaders.

Bard’s gaze shifted and caught sight of Brighid. His brow wrinkled for a moment, then his face went smooth. “And the girl?”

“She is with me,” Elphsaba said.

“Your . . . daughter?”

“A girl I’ve taken in.”

Bard studied Brighid while his men shifted as they waited. “I see. You shouldn’t have any trouble as long as you stay on the roads. May the Great Bear watch over you.”

“Yes, Hjaren,” both Elphsaba and Henrik said.

“Come, men, let us continue our hunt.” Bard spoke a command to the bear, and they started west with the five men in tow. Brighid wondered what they were hunting as she watched them disappear into the trees. Elphsaba climbed back into the wagon and sat down beside Brighid.

“I never thought I’d see him again,” Elphsaba said quietly. Henrik let out a click with his tongue and the horses started again.

“Who?” Brighid asked.

“Hjaren Bard. He is the son of Gurmund, the Hjar of the Bear Clan.”

She wanted to ask how Elphsaba knew the man, but there was a faraway look in her eyes, so Brighid closed her lips. Elphsaba was also clanless Maybe she had delivered for his wife. Or maybe she delivered the hjaren himself. She was old enough.

Brighid eyed the trees again where the bear, his rider, and the men had disappeared. How did Bard control that massive beast? By words? Yes, it had to be by words. There was no bridle, no reins. The man had spoken to the bear, and it obeyed. Did the bear only obey Bard? Could anyone else ride one? She suspected not.

In any case, it was a beautiful beast, full of strength and power. But not one she would want to meet alone in the woods.
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They arrived in Jokul that night and stayed in a small inn. The next day Elphsaba found a traveling merchant who was willing to take them all the way to Ragnbork for a couple coins. Elphsaba counted out the money. How much would they have left once they reached the city?

The next two weeks were spent mainly on the road. Brighid practiced reading during the day with Elphsaba’s help, and night came with a warm fire and the stars as their companions. They met other travelers and heard the latest news in Nordica. The last winter had been brutal, and the crops were not growing as they should, leaving the Nordic people searching for other ways to prepare for what seemed like another harsh winter.

One night, five other travelers joined them around the fire. Most were quiet as they ate small round biscuits filled with fruits and nuts—common fare when traveling. The biscuits were good for weeks or even months, but the taste left something to be desired.

Brighid nibbled on hers as an older man named Vind started speaking. His long grey beard bounced across his chest as he spoke, and his eyes reflected the firelight, almost burning with the same intensity of his words.

“Rylander filth stole the best of my sheep during the night a couple months ago, and the Nordic warriors did nothing about it. When I went to take my retribution, Hjar Gurmund’s men stopped me.” He broke a stick and threw it into the fire. “Our clans are allowing the south to cross our border, trample our land, and steal our livelihoods.”

“Aye, that happened to me as well,” another man said, a woman nodding next to him. “Name’s Asp, and this is my wife, Ingrid. We’re from the border. Rylander bandits came during the night and took my flock. When I petitioned to Hjar Gurmund, he promised to send men, but by the time they arrived, the Rylanders were back across the border. Ingrid and I finally decided to move north near Ragnbork to seek protection from the capital.”

“I thought about going west first and seeking refuge with the Wolf Clan,” Vind said. “At least the Wolf Clan is protecting their own. But then I heard that’s all they protect: their own. I hope Ragnbork is different.”

“But you’re part of the Bear Clan, are you not?” Elphsaba said.

A few others scowled around the fire. “Aye, and was proud of it, until now.” Vind poked the coals with a stripped branch.

A younger man with only the beginnings of a beard spoke up. “There are political complications that make it hard for Hjar Gurmund and his men to take the action you speak of. There are treaties in place that must be followed.”

Ingrid snorted. “Even if the Rylanders break those treaties and cross our borders?”

Her husband huffed next to her. “Doesn’t seem so complicated to me. A man steals my stuff, and I take it back—and then some.”

The younger man looked up. “And that would lead to conflict or even possible war with the south.”

Vind stood and raised his fist, his grey beard brushing his chest. “Then bring it! When did the Bear Clan become so cowardly? We bow to no one!”

Brighid nodded while others cheered their assent. She remembered Hjaren Bard, Gurmund’s son, and his men from a couple days ago. Maybe the Bear Clan was finally doing something about those trespassers. It was possible they were hunting Rylanders at this moment.

The young man spoke again. “Even if we stop the border crossings, it won’t help our crops.”

“But it will make me feel better,” Vind said and laughed. The others joined in, even the merchant.

Elphsaba crossed her arms and shook her head.

“But what if we need the Ryland Plains and Avonai to help us get through another winter?” The young man asked. “Creating bad blood between our people will not help us receive aid if we need it.”

The others quieted, and Vind glared at the young traveler. “Boy, how old are you? Not more than twenty winters, I imagine. You’re just a cub. There’s always been bad blood between our people. Always. The south would rather see us starve than trade with us. The only reason the clans made treaties was so we would appear more ‘civil.’” Vind spat into the fire. “Civility has never been our way. The north is harsh and winter is cruel. Only those strong enough can live here in Nordica. This land is not for civilized people. Never forget that.”

A sense of pride swelled inside Brighid’s chest. Yes. Only the strong lived here. And she was one of the strong. But she was still curious about those who lived in the south. The Rylanders and the people of Avonai. What were they like? She stared into the fire. How were they different?
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“Why won’t they trade with us?” Brighid asked the next day as the cart lurched across the dirt road toward Ragnbork.

Elphsaba’s lips thinned. “There has always been enmity between our lands. The people of the south think they are superior and that we are barbarians.”

“Barbarians?”

“Aye. Because we live differently than they do.” She tapped the sun mark across her wrist. “We choose to remember our ancestors with marks on our skin, we wear fur, and we live with our animals. Our clansmen follow the ways of the bear, the wolf, the eagle, the owl, and the stag. We have no king. Instead, our clan hjars rule in joint council. And”—she sighed—“we are poor.”

“So we cannot afford what they offer.”

“And they are not willing to negotiate.”

Brighid gazed around at the trees and green meadows. The Ari Mountains stretched high to the sky to the south while the land grew flat as it traveled toward the north. What could the south possibly be like if the people there despised the Nordic way of life? What did they wear if not fur and wool? Where did they keep their animals if not in or near their home? Did they choose not to remember their ancestors? Were they willing to let the people of the north starve just because they were different?

Brighid sighed. She didn’t understand. A dark, heavy feeling filled her chest. Maybe she didn’t want to meet those of the south after all.
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Ragnbork. The capital and pride of Nordica. Towering walls stood along the first rung of peaks along the Keshmin Mountains. A winding road wove through barren rock and sparse grass up toward the massive gates at the top. The walls themselves were at least twenty men high. Brighid had never seen such a monstrous construct. What might the city look like behind the massive walls?

The trek to the top took an hour, and by the time they reached the gates, the sun had fully risen. A horn blew as they approached and with a loud creak, the thick gates began to open. Runes were carved into the wood, words for strength and protection. Was there any power in those words?

A crowd waited along the field outside the city, anxious to enter Ragnbork. Among them were at least a dozen carts, one prestigious entourage, two groupings of warriors, each from a different clan by the coloring of their leather and mail, and perhaps fifty or sixty families, some with livestock in tow while others had only packs on their backs.

A minute later, the gates fully opened, and the crowd surged toward the entrance. The merchant gave his horses a quick whistle, and they started forward.

Brighid stared in wonder as they approached the arched entryway. Guards dressed in green and chainmail patrolled the walls and checked those wishing to enter the great city. As the cart approached the gates, one guard moved forward with a quill and rolled scroll.

“Reason for your visit to Ragnbork?” he asked.

“I’m here to sell my wares,” the merchant replied.

“Place of origin?” the guard continued, writing down the information.

“Jokul.”

The guard spotted Elphsaba and Brighid. “Hala,” he said as he approached the back of the cart. “Reason for your visit?”

“Looking for work.”

“Occupation?”

“Midwife.”

The guard scribbled down the words and then looked at Brighid. “Is the girl with you?”

“Yes.”

“Place of origin?”

“Folkvar, in the Wastelands.”

“You have come a long way, hala.”

“Aye, and I’m ready to rest in the city of my ancestors.”

“Clan?”

“Clanless.”

The guard’s face darkened, and he wrote down her answer. “You’ll go left once entering the city to report to the census. They will give you instructions on where you can go as a clanless one.”

Elphsaba bowed her head while Brighid frowned, puzzled by the sudden change in the guard at the word clanless. Their clanless state never seemed to matter in the villages they entered. All the people wanted was the healing and protection Elphsaba provided as a midwife. She wanted to ask more but chose not to. Now was not the time and certainly not in front of the guard who appeared decidedly colder toward them.

The guard backed away and waved the cart inside.

As they entered, the heavy feeling vanished. Ragnbork was the epitome of nature and beauty, strength and dignity. Buildings of stone with wooden pillars and rafters stood along the cobblestone street. More runes were carved into the poles and over the doorways. After a couple blocks, the street widened into an open area, displaying the rest of the city in its splendor.

The city was built inside a basin on top of the Keshmin Mountains, which provided protection from both nature and man. Waterfalls cascaded down the mountainsides into the city over the moss-covered boulders, then wove through Ragnbork and its streets. Curved bridges connected the cobblestone paths over the flowing mountain water. Towering buildings made of stone and wood lined the upper terraces, with many more homes and shops spread around the city.

And the people . . .

The streets were filled with the people of Nordica. Brightly colored wool clothes, tattoos of every size and shape, hair braided in an array of designs, men with beards that reached their chests, children running through the crowds in laughter.

“Ragnbork is incredible,” Brighid said as she took in the ancient city.

“Aye, it is. One of the oldest cities this side of the world. Not even the harshest winter can take out Ragnbork. It has withstood storms, darkness, and even the Great War itself.”

The merchant glanced back with pity. “I’m afraid this is where we part.”

“Come, Brighid.” Elphsaba led the way to the back of the cart and both women disembarked. Elphsaba paid the merchant, and his cart rumbled away along the cobblestone until it disappeared into the crowd.

“Now we must register at the census.”

Brighid tightened her hold on her pack and followed Elphsaba left in the direction the guard had instructed. With each block they passed, the buildings grew more decrepit and dirty, and the road narrowed between the structures. Women with stained and faded wool dresses stood outside small doors. The children were grimy but still carefree. A wolfhound bound alongside a small boy, letting out deep barks as the two dashed down the street.

Brighid wrinkled her nose at the smell of squalor.

“It’s the city’s refuse. This particular stream carries it out of the city.” Elphsaba pointed to a stream running toward the walls a block away.

Brighid made a face. Even she could tell that this part of the city was not as nice as everywhere else. These people were no doubt clanless. Many did not wear Marks of Remembrance on their faces or arms, no clan crest, nor jewelry. Clans meant everything to the Nordic people. To be born outside of a clan was to be born outside of Nordic society. But having grown up in the Wastelands, that hadn’t been as important as survival. That appeared to be different in Ragnbork, which explained why the guard from earlier had reacted the way he did. Her excitement from minutes ago diminished in light of this new truth. Was this what her and Elphsaba’s new life would be like? If so, why did they move here?

“It’s changed,” Elphsaba said under her breath. Brighid looked around again. So maybe it hadn’t always been this way.

A block later, Elphsaba stopped to inquire about the census office. An older lady, haggard and weary, pointed down the road. “You’re almost there. But you won’t find a welcome reception. Too many clanless moving to Ragnbork, and the clans are not happy about it.”

“Even for a midwife?” Elphsaba asked.

“Well, we could always use another one.”

“Thank you.” Elphsaba and Brighid started along the street again. Brighid wrinkled her nose as they passed a pile of refuse, and for a fleeting moment, she wanted to go back to the Wastelands, to where the air was clear and the mountains were all around her. Not this dingy, dirty place. But—she glanced at Elphsaba—she would not leave her. She would never leave her. When the time came that Elphsaba could not do birthings anymore, Brighid would find work. If only she had the hands of a healer . . .

Brighid looked at her hands again. What were they good for? What had they been made to do? If not a healer, was she a crafter? A baker? Brighid laughed at that one and dropped her hands. Certainly not that. Her bread always turned out dense and burned.

“What are you laughing at?” Elphsaba asked.

Brighid chuckled. “Nothing.”

The census office was a small wood-and-stone structure surrounded by dilapidated log buildings, cracked cobblestones with weeds growing between the crevices, and leaves from last autumn still scattered.

Elphsaba approached
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