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        A Yule Love Story

        By Nicole Zoltack

      

      

      
        
        When Sonja stumbles upon fallen bodies littering her beach, she heals the lone survivor. After all, her late mother had been a healer.

      

        

      
        Unbeknownst to Sonja, that survivor is none other than Anoundus. At one time, he ruled alongside his brother as co-kings of Sweden, but no longer. He has been banished.

      

        

      
        What kind of life will he face here? What role will Sonja play? Will the two dare to find love this Yuletide?
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        Kattegat 839

      

      

      Sonja Eld departed her small house early in the morning, hoping the melting snow would disclose something she could eat. She found no small game. No berries. Nothing. She’d had little hope she would, it being the heart of winter, but her stores were dangerously low already, so she’d had to try. The harvest had not been kind to the farmers either, and what little aid they accepted from her—out of pity for her situation, of course—had not yielded nearly enough food as payment, certainly not enough to keep her fed through the winter.

      Pity. That was not an emotion Sonja appreciated. Not at all.

      Yes, she was alone. Her parents had died in a boating accident three years ago, and her brother Steinn had perished last year during a hunt. But she was surviving. It was terribly lonely, yet Sonja did the best she could.

      If only Steinn had allowed her to accompany him. He foolishly thought that teaching her to shoot a bow and arrow would prevent her from securing a husband and insisted she act more like a lady. Thus, he went hunting alone, and as he stalked a deer, other hunters after the same animal let an arrow fly, not seeing him. It hit Steinn square in the back.

      Thinking of his death brought back the mix of sorrow and fear Sonja had felt that day. How would she survive, a young woman of eighteen with no family and no one to help her? She had been so sad and angry, alone save for her grief.

      But, Sonja had moved past that pain. She was nineteen now and managed well enough. She had learned how to use the bow and figured out how to skin hares and other animals all by herself. Being self-taught meant she had gone for months with little food other than the berries and fruits and nuts she’d found. Once she finally gained some skill, though, she ate meat.

      Lots of meat. More than she should have. Sonja should have dried more for the winter or exchanged some of the meat for food items that stored well. She had sold the hides from her kills, but they had not yielded much in the way of payment.

      So, here she was, braving the cold and the icy wind, struggling to find any animal prints. The melting snow left the ground wet and slick with mud. If any animal had wandered this way, she was certain to see its prints.

      But all she found were dormant trees and dying underbrush. Mud coated her boots, and she frowned. She did not wish to track mud into her house. She would need to head to the coast, wash up, and return home along the beach instead of back through the forest. The water would be cold, but she had her pride.

      Sigh. Another day without food.

      She would manage, but for how long?

      I cannot survive this way. I need food.

      Her own ignorance and lack of foresight had caused her this misery. Perhaps, she should stop being so stubborn. Her friend Edda had been trying to convince her parents to allow Sonja to live with them, but the Holst family already had so many mouths to feed. Edda had four sisters and three brothers. They could not afford to be burdened with one more.

      Besides, the pity and charity of others infuriated Sonja. Just because she had no male to take care of her did not mean she was worthless or useless.

      I’ll find a way to survive. Then, next winter, I will be more prepared. I will buy enough salt to enjoy meat all winter long.

      She licked her lips for a moment, imagining the taste of a well-cooked hare or deer or lamb...

      Sigh.

      Alas, dreaming wouldn’t fill her belly.

      Her brother, wishing for her to never feel the sting of isolation, had pushed her toward Dagr, one of his friends. It was the only time Sonja had considered making a man part of her future, though she had not been pleased about the arrangement from the start. However, she had, as a good sister, consented to share a meal with the man, but afterward, Dagr had tried to take her as his. She had stabbed his cheek with a knife and fled the house.

      When her brother had learned what his friend had tried to do, he had nearly slashed the man’s other cheek.

      Her attack and refusal to accept Dagr was one of the reasons why she had so few friends. She spoke her mind and told the truth, or else she said nothing at all.

      The other ladies did not understand her rejection of Dagr. In the market, they giggled and talked about how handsome he was, and how his scar made him seem dangerous.

      Sonja rolled her eyes whenever she heard them carry on so. They thought he had gotten it in a fierce battle with a warlord. She often amused herself by imagining the shock on their faces should she tell them what had really happened, but with her brother dead, she could not risk Dagr coming after her if she spread the truth behind his scar.

      Pushing thoughts of that wicked man aside, Sonja broke through the tree line. The sun shone down on her, its light weak this time of year. At least the sun was shining and there were no signs of an approaching storm. A recent, terrible snowstorm had demolished several houses, and she had no wish to face the fury of such a force of nature in addition to her search for sustenance, for survival.

      Sonja pulled the fur cloak around her. She and her mother had made it using the hides from her father’s and brother’s kills. Sewn solely from hare hides, the cloak had kept her mother warm. Now, Sonja wore it in remembrance.

      I hope you are not cold, Mother. I hope you are enjoying Valhalla with Father and Steinn.

      One step at a time, she headed for the water, where the blue waves were peaceful today, tranquil. Unlike Sonja, who was blinking back tears that would join the water if she allowed them to fall. Maybe, she should float on the waves, allow them to carry her far, far away...

      And then she would die from the cold or from drowning, and that would be even worse than starving to death. As much as Sonja loved to swim and to travel by boat, she did not wish for water to betray her.

      The water was every bit as icy cold as Sonja anticipated, and she flinched away. She used the edge of a rock to scrape the mud from her boots, and then rinsed them with seawater.

      Her goal accomplished, she walked along the coast, her boots squishing with every step. The sand sank beneath her feet, and she glanced behind. Her trail was haphazard, as crooked and disorganized as her life.

      She paused abruptly. Further along the coastline, three longships were pulled up on the beach. Why were they here? Kattegat was thriving, but the villagers’ prosperity was not measured in coins. Any raiders would be greatly disappointed to find no spoils aside from food, and very little at that.

      Worried for the sake of Kattegat, Sonja forced herself to be brave. She gripped her bow in one hand, an arrow in the other, and crept forward, pretending she was as courageous as her brother, as wise as her mother, and as valorous as her father. Sonja moved closer to the trees, and she took care to avoid the wet sand, just in case someone was following her.

      The sound of blades hitting blades spurred her to hurry. Had the battle for Kattegat begun already? She must help!

      But as she neared, she realized that the parties engaged in the fight did not belong to her village. She recognized none of them and prayed that none of them was the horrible Anoundus, one of the Swedish kings who raided as if his life had no other purpose. She had heard tales of his conquests and just the thought of him churned her stomach.

      She crouched behind a boulder, peeking around at times to watch the battle until, eventually, they all killed each other. Such bloodshed. Such waste.

      Sonja eyed the bodies. One man lifted himself to lurch to the side of another, sinking down to pull the man onto his lap. Oh! She had thought them all dead!

      As she watched, he gently laid the second to rest on the sand and closed his eyes, then struggled to stand. He fell. Had he died after all? Such utter, terrible waste.

      Shaking her head, Sonja turned her gaze to the ships. She did not recognize any of their sails, but the nearest, especially, seemed to be laden with plunder. Why should their spoils go to waste?

      You cannot steal from the dead.

      Sonja shook her head. She must if she was to eat, but she would have to walk past the dead to gain her reward.

      Sonja’s stomach twisted with revulsion as she moved forward. The scent of blood did not faze her, as she was a hunter. She often had blood all over her when she killed or skinned an animal, but the stench of loosed bowels and human death assaulted her senses. Disgusted, she tucked her nose into the crook of her arm.

      Onward she continued, eyeing the bodies. She had not put away her bow nor her arrow. If anything, she held her weapons that much tighter. If any of the men still lived…

      Her gaze wandered over the bodies again and again. She was moving slowly, so slowly. Out of caution or reverence, she was not certain. Death had touched her life far too many times already for her to not respect its cruel grasp.

      When she reached the area where the first body lay, she hesitated a second before taking her next step. Her gaze settled on the man she had last seen moving.

      His chest… was it rising and falling after all?

      Sonja glanced wildly around. Every other man was motionless. This one lived, though he lay still save for shallow breaths.

      She took one last glance at the ships before carefully picking a path toward the man. She had to step not only over and around dead men but also their bloodied swords, daggers, and other weapons.

      Sonja shuddered. Such violence.

      When she reached the man’s side, she crouched down. A handsome man, with rugged features, he had many small nicks and cuts, and already bruises were forming. His sweaty, dark-brown hair stuck to his forehead. Although tempted to touch a small scar long healed on the side of his neck, she resisted the urge.

      His clothes were all leather and armor. What wound could have rendered him unconscious? Ah. His arms were not covered in armor. Sonja shook her head. If one was to wear armor, one should cover the entire body, not leave limbs exposed. The weight of the armor should not hinder their movements, yet some claimed it slowed their reflexes, and in a fight, every second mattered.

      Not that Sonja had personal experience fighting against her fellow man.

      Blood still oozed from the huge gash on his arm. The man’s pants had already been ripped, the exposed flesh pink from the cold temperature.

      The man could not stay here. Already, crows were cawing, eager to feast on the remains of his foes and brothers. As he was motionless, the crows would not realize he lived yet, not until he began to shriek in pain from their torment. Even then, they might continue.

      The thought disgusted her all the more. Yes, crows needed to eat as all animals did, but why human flesh? She could try to hold them off, but she could not remain here forever. The crows would win in the end.

      But they would not feast on this man.

      Before she could even attempt to move him, though, she must stop the bleeding. She decided to make a cloth binding from the pants of one of the dead men nearby.

      She picked up a bloody dagger and wiped it clean on the nearby dead man’s chest, reluctant to use a sullied blade, at least not while blood still dripped from it. Perhaps, it had been the weapon to wound the still-living man.

      No. She suspected that a sword had made that cut, not a dagger.

      Then, she hacked the cloth until she’d fashioned a piece long enough to use as a binding. With tender hands, she wrapped the cloth around the living man’s arm and knotted it tightly. Blood continued to flow, so she applied pressure. Her mother once instructed her brother do just that to their father after he had been bitten by a nasty, gray wolf.

      Slowly, the trickle of blood seemed to lessen and stop, though she could not be certain through the heavy stains. Regardless, she needed to move him. Despite her presence, the crows were already beginning to descend.

      Sonja bit her lip. How best to shift him? Drag him? And where to? Not to her house. Although her family’s house was on the edge of the village closest to the sand, she did not think the man could easily be pulled through the forest to reach her home.

      Dragging him to one of the ships would not be easy either. Given the injury to his arm, she would not be able to drag him from beneath his armpits.

      Perhaps, she should try to wake him. If he could stand and walk, even if he had to be braced against her, they could manage to reach her house after all.

      But the plunder... hopefully the longboats had food stores. Otherwise, she and this man would both starve this winter.

      One of the longships was the best choice, after all. The nearest one was a karvi. Perhaps, it had food and blankets for the man. If not, she would check the other ships.

      How best to get him there? She could not carry him in her arms, and she most likely could not carry him over her back. He must remain on the ground until she reached the karvi.

      The wind cut through her cloak, and she shivered.

      Her cloak. Yes. If she could slide it under him or push him on top of it…

      Between pushing it as far underneath his body as she could, then shoving him from the other side to move him still further onto the furs, she managed to get more than half of his body on top of her cloak. She would not be able to remove the sand and blood from it until late spring, but so be it.

      Now that he was on her cloak, she gripped the top with both of her hands and dragged the cloak and the man as she stepped backward. Step by step by step, they neared the karvi. She kept glancing backward to ensure they took the most direct route. Thankfully, the man’s friend had died near the edge closest to the water. If she had to drag him over bodies…

      She shuddered, and her stomach twisted so violently she feared she would be sick.

      Instead, she concentrated on digging her boot into the sliding sand. One step. Another. Again. Her feet hurt. Her back. Her arms burned.

      Then, her back hit against the karvi, and she looked up at the figurehead, a huge serpent that stared at her with unseeing eyes, its tongue half protruded. Although she did not care for snakes in the least, she could not deny that the figurehead made an impressive sight. If a snake could grow to be that size, it would be able to squeeze the life out of twenty men in one go.

      Now came the hard part. Lifting him onto the karvi.

      Sonja struggled mightily. She muttered and cursed and labored and heaved. Finally, he was sitting upright, but his unsupported head lolled this way and that.

      “Come on, now, you lazy piece of vermin,” she said crossly. “Wake up and help me help you.”

      Perhaps, he heard her. Perhaps, despite his loss of consciousness, he could sense that he needed to try. Whatever the reason, he took his own weight as she bent down and elevated him up onto his feet. He lifted a leg onto the longship, but that was the extent of his help. She nearly fell into the cold waters as he began to tip forward.

      As quickly as she could, Sonja balanced and jumped onto the karvi. She pulled the man to her chest to force his other leg on board. As she staggered back to give him more room, he fell on top of her, knocking her to the floor.

      His heavy weight crushed her.

      She coughed and struggled and eventually wormed her way out from beneath him. The side of his face thudded against one of the ribs that braced the longship. She winced at the thump.

      “My apologies,” she said.

      She rushed to roll him over onto his back. His injured arm thumped against the planks and more blood gushed. Again, she applied pressure, cursing herself and him. Why couldn’t he have stayed on his back?

      Once the blood flow stopped, or at least slowed, she hurried to check out the longship’s haul. Plenty of food, clothes, more weapons, shields, some armor as well... few coins, though.

      Because they had preyed on villages that had been plundered time and again and so had no coins to offer? Or because they are not like typical raiders and only take what they wished?

      Or perhaps, they bought the weapons and the shields. Hm. Were they planning on acquiring more men? From Kattegat?

      Fury raced through her, and she glowered critically at the unconscious man. His chest still rose and fell.

      She had no proof he was from this longship. There were two other ships, after all.

      Eventually, she gathered some clothes and blankets. She covered the man, especially his bare leg.

      There. What more could she do for him?

      Some tea with herbs. Her mother had often used herbs to help with wounds. Sometimes, they were dissolved in hot water. Others were crushed into a paste to be rubbed upon the open sore. For this man, she would do both.

      Although she was loath to leave his side, she rushed back to the forest. It did not take her long to find bilberry leaves, birch bark, the right kind of lichen, and some sprigs of blóðberg. Thankfully, the herbs she needed were hardy and could be found despite the cold temperatures. Finding dry kindling took much longer, but she managed.

      The sun was beginning to set by the time she had a small fire going on the beach. By its light, she wet long strips made from reeds she’d collected in a stream that emerged from the forest to cross the beach, and then wove the strips into a basket. Once finished, she placed most of the herbs in the basket and ground them with a hand-sized rock to create a paste. She set the basket aside.

      She had no clay bowl here and so had to use one of the helms as a container for the water to steep the herbs. Sonja propped it carefully against the fire until the water boiled, then added the remaining herbs. She used a stick to stir the tea but had no means to drain it from the herbs. Oh, well. If he swallowed some of the herbs, it should not hurt him.

      Carefully, using a layer of leaves to serve as a buffer, Sonja carried both the tea-filled helmet and the paste basket to the karvi. Thankfully, the moon shone bright and earnest. Without it, she would not be able to see well enough to help the man.

      After she found a place for the helmet to rest where it would not spill, she removed the cloth from his arm to give it some chance to breathe. After a few minutes, she would apply the paste. In the morn, she would wash it away, clean the wound, and apply fresh paste.

      Once done with the paste, she grabbed the helmet, which was now cool enough to handle. Carefully, she eased behind the man and lifted his head to her chest. Then, she bought the helm to his lips. He was not awake, though, and she did not wish to waste any of the tea.

      “Whoever you are,” she murmured into his ear, “you must wake. Please. Drink. Then, sleep. Wake up, you stupid raider. Wake up!”

      The man groaned and struggled to sit up.

      She brought one arm around his neck to hold him in place. With the other hand, she poured the tea from the helmet. The man gagged and sputtered, but most importantly, he drank.

      Once he had drunk half, he leaned heavily against her and slept, pinning her against one of the rower benches. She struggled but could not get free.

      At least she had found a spot where she could rest the helmet, so she did not have to hold it all night. Leaning her head against his, Sonja closed her eyes. Quickly, sleep came to her, but her dreams were filled with battles and blood and death.
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      When Sonja opened her eyes, she panicked. This wasn’t her house, and why did it feel as if someone was suffocating her?

      Because someone was: The raider, the one she was trying to save. The sole survivor of a massacre.

      Why had she saved him?

      Simply because her mother would have.

      Sonja’s sleep had been terrible. Her legs felt numb, her back ached, her stomach pained her, and she needed to eat. The man would, too. If she could slip out from behind him without waking him, she would find them both nourishment to break their fast. Not too much, though. Until she had a chance to take stock of what the other ships had, she had to ration their food, especially if they were to both survive the winter.

      If luck was on their side, they might be able to remain hidden on the longship without discovery. During the coldest months of the year, hardly anyone else ventured to the beach aside from Sonja. The others would only go to the stream for water, which generally moved too swiftly for the water to freeze.

      The winter. Was she truly already thinking the man would be around come the spring? She had no idea where he was from, but without more bodies to help man at least one of the longships, the man was stuck here in Denmark with her.

      No. Not with her. Once he was healed, he could go about his business.

      Or even before he was healed. At times, some men refused to come to her mother to be healed from wounds, believing it to be nothing serious. Their wives would beg and plead, but only once those men started to have fevers would they listen to either woman. As far as Sonja knew, everyone who came to her mother for aid survived.

      I hope I can do the same.

      Sonja had struggled to be as good a healer as her mother. However, she did not have the people’s respect and not nearly as many came to see her. Instead, they turned to her mother’s foe, a woman named Ragna Blom, which infuriated Sonja. Several illnesses only needed time and rest for the person to recover, but Ragna Blom claimed her herbs did the healing. That some died despite the woman’s supposed magical cures did not matter to the people. They thought Ragna Blom a seither and feared the hedge-witch would curse them with a disease or for their crops to fail if they said a poor word concerning her.

      Perhaps, Sonja should have tried harder to prove she was the best healer and take her mother’s place. Perhaps, if she could save this man, she would gain the people’s trust. Then, she would be able to fully support herself and show that she needed no one.

      This man, though, he needed her. Sonja hoped he would not have the typical male arrogance that might prevent him from accepting aid from a woman.

      She slowly attempted to push the man away enough so she could slip out from behind him, but he was so heavy. Too heavy. She had been trying not to disturb him, but she supposed it didn’t matter. If he were to eat, he could not go on sleeping.

      Only then did she realize his breathing had changed. The man had woken.

      “How do you feel?” she asked him.

      “Who are you? What happened?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me what happened,” Sonja countered.

      He said nothing.

      “It seems to me that you were involved in a massive battle.” She inhaled deeply and could not keep the disgust from her voice. “It also seems to me that you are a raider.”

      The man shifted away from her, and she wiggled out from behind him.

      He groaned and stared at his arm. “What is that?” he asked, poking the paste.

      “Do not touch that!” she snapped. “Leave it be. It is healing you. You had a terrible gash there, very deep. What did you do? Use your arm as a shield against a sword?”

      “If you must know,” the man said, “I did exactly that.”

      She blinked. An idiot. The man was an idiot. Who else would do such a ridiculously stupid thing?

      “You must be in great pain,” she said.

      “I am.” His voice was strong. It contained power. Combined with his insignia, she was certain he was a leader. She was sure one of these three ships belonged to him.

      He stared up at her, deep into her eyes. Did he expect her to look away first? She wouldn’t.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I have helped you,” she said. “If anyone deserves to ask questions, I do.”

      “I...” The man inhaled deeply and winced.

      Pity washed over her, but she refused to show it. She suspected the man loathed the emotion as much as she did.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Thirsty. Hungry. In pain. Yes,” he muttered. His breathing grew more labored as he spoke.

      Some blood poked through the edges of the green paste. At least the paste itself smelled like flowers, considering it truly did look disgusting. It appeared like a moss or fungal growth on his arm.

      “Drink from the helmet,” she dictated, pointing to it. “I will find us some food.”

      “Drink from the… What is this?” The man picked up the helmet and sniffed. “There’s trash in this.”

      “They’re herbs that will help you to sleep as well as you did last night.”

      “You assume I slept well?”

      “You did.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You did not move a muscle all night long.”

      “Maybe, I never move while I rest.”

      She shrugged indifferently. “Your heart never raced. If you dreamed, you had no nightmares.”

      “Did you sleep?” he asked.

      “I rested, yes.” She turned her back to him in time to conceal a yawn. “Drink, please. It will help with the pain. I promise you.”

      “How do I know you do not mean to kill me?”

      “Why would I?” she retorted. “Why would I have taken the trouble to drag you to this ship if I meant to kill you? I would have allowed you to die with your friend.”

      Sonja stiffened. She had gone too far.

      Slowly, she glanced at him over her shoulder. He was glowering at her, rage and grief gleaming in his dark eyes. She swallowed hard and realized she hadn’t checked him for weapons. Worse, she had left her own bow and arrows on the sand to drag him here. When she had made the tea and paste, she had forgotten to retrieve them. If he pulled a dagger on her, she would have no defense against him.

      “My friend.” He said the words slowly and with much feeling. “My men. All of them, dead?”

      “Every last one,” she said softly. “All of your foes, too.”

      For a long moment, he was silent, but then, he nodded.

      Wordlessly, she found some dried meat and nuts in the ship’s stores and apportioned the two of them salubrious amounts. She brought over their food and was pleased to see he had drunk the rest of the tea. A giggle escaped when she realized he had not consumed the herbs.

      “You don’t like the trash?” she teased.

      “No.” He stared at the full plates. His long, brown braids slid over his shoulders.

      “Is the food yours? Or your enemies?” When the man did not respond, she shrugged. “I claim it now. And all three ships.”

      The man gaped at her, shocked and then pleased. His smile was slow to form, starting at one corner before spreading to the other.

      “You claim them. Is that so?” He shook his head. “You did not slay those men.”

      “You are only alive because of me.”

      The man lowered his lids. “Do you claim me, too?”

      Her jaw dropped in dismay. “That is not what I meant!” she protested. Her cheeks grew warm, her embarrassment overwhelming her. “No. You are not mine.”

      “Perhaps, one day,” he murmured.

      “I doubt it very much,” she said seriously. “Now, eat. Stop talking and stop moving your arm. You are making it bleed more, and that blood is staining my new ship.”

      “No? Isn’t it a good thing I can move it?” Despite his words, he kept his injured arm still now. He had devoured nearly all his food already, acting ravenous as if he had not eaten in an age. She had eaten, perhaps, a third of hers in the same time.

      “I suppose,” she muttered.

      “You are ambitious, aren’t you? I would like to meet your father.”

      Sonja scowled, angry now. “Because my father means more than I do.”

      “I did not mean to imply that.”

      “No? Then why do you wish to speak with my father?”

      “So that I can meet the man who has such a wonderful, lovely, and caring daughter. I do not think most would have done what you did.”

      Her embarrassment returned. “I am me. That is all.”

      “And I say ‘me’ is wonderful, lovely, and caring.”

      “All qualities you do not possess,” she said without thinking.

      “You think so little of me?”

      “I do not know what to think,” she said.

      “Oh, I doubt that very much.”

      She ate a bite to stall, but he eyed her, clearly waiting for her response.

      Sonja sighed. “I think you are a raider, the leader of one of these ships. You are reckless, clearly, given the gash on your arm. You must also be stubborn to be the only survivor of such a massacre.”

      “Reckless and stubborn. Yes, I will not disagree with either charge, but you did not comment upon my looks.”

      “Oh, I did not forget,” she said innocently. “I did not think you would wish to hear me call you ugly.”

      The man threw back his head and roared with laughter. “You think I am ugly, do you? You would call the leader of a pack of bloodthirsty raiders ugly to his face?”

      “Just add brave to my list of qualities.”

      The man had long since finished his food. She ate hers.

      “Would you like more?” she asked.

      “Will you eat more?”

      “No,” she said, perhaps, too quickly.

      “Then, I will not, either.”

      “Very well. Can you stand?”

      “Of course.” But he struggled to do so.

      Sonja offered him her assistance and helped him off the longship.

      Although the water was even colder than yesterday, he did not complain, nor did he wince or flinch when she washed off the paste and then his wound with salt water, though it must have stung terribly. A few pieces of sand were stubbornly embedded, and Sonja washed some more until they rinsed away.

      “Can you make it back onto the longship?” she asked. “I will collect more herbs to make a paste for your wound now.”

      “I am not a weakling,” he said.

      “It is not a matter of weakness. It is a matter of knowing one’s limitations.”

      “You are so very wise,” he said, slightly sarcastically.

      “Here. Let me help you.”

      She guided him back onto the karvi. Once he was settled, she debarked. She had to find more herbs from the forest and fetch more reeds to replace the ones that lay malformed and ruined in the bilge of the longship.

      Sonja skirted the battleground and avoided looking at the bodies.

      The crows were still feasting, and her stomach churned with disgust.

      She wanted to banish them, but she knew that as soon as she left the beach for the forest, they would return.

      She quickly found what she needed and returned to the karvi to make the reed basket and grind the herbs into a paste. The man hissed through his teeth a few times as she applied the paste, but he did not complain. More impressively, he did not move at all. Perhaps, she had been too focused on trying to help him last night to notice quite how muscular he was, but even his forearm felt rock hard. His biceps were impressive. All of him was. His face was the furthest one could be from ugly, but she would rather bite off her tongue than tell him so. He was so full of himself already.

      Once she finished applying the paste, she laid the reed basket on another seat and moved to stand.

      He gently touched her arm.

      “I would like to know the name of my healer,” he murmured. Gone from his eyes was any trace of playful teasing. He was serious.

      She blushed anew at hearing him call her that. “I am afraid I am not a healer. My mother... was.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “As am I for all of your losses.” She took a deep breath. “I am Sonja Eld.”

      “Sonja,” he repeated. “I am Magni. Thank you, Sonja.”

      “You’re welcome, Magni.” She smiled at him, and he smiled back. Sonja’s heart swelled. She did not feel quite so alone anymore. That was all the payment she needed.
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      Anoundus was Magni’s true name, but he could not bring himself to tell the woman that. His life had taken a terrible turn, and he had lost so very much. His men. His best friend. His brother.

      Of them all, only his brother still lived. He and Björn were the sons of Erik Björnsson of the House of Munsö. Together, the brothers jointly ruled over Sweden.

      Or, rather, Anoundus had ruled over Sweden until his brother had banished him. “Not all of being a Viking is pillaging and raiding,” Björn had said. For some reason, his brother had sounded furious.

      Anoundus had tried to explain to his brother that no one had dared to attack either side of the kingdom. For years, he had been telling Björn to raid more, but his brother had never embraced true Viking spirit. To cast Anoundus aside was unforgivable.

      And for what? For being a Viking. For raiding. For forcing men and women into better lives. It was not as if their neighbors were arming for war. Anoundus would have known if that had been the case, yet Björn acted as if Anoundus had put all of Sweden at risk.

      “For your safety and the good of Sweden, I banish you,” his brother had said, the words echoing in Anoundus’s mind.

      Shame and anger welled within Anoundus for his brother’s betrayal, but he would not think of that now. Instead, he would focus on the striking woman before him, who reminded him of a woman who had stood up against him when he and his men had plundered her village. Sonja shared her spirit, her strength, her fight.

      It took an entire two weeks for Sonja to allow that he no longer needed the paste. During that time, they stayed on his longship. They had used the sails to form a makeshift bed that hung above the bilge of his karvi. The sleeping arrangement had been awkward at first, until they grew used to sleeping in the air.

      Sonja had mentioned going to her house, which he saw troubled her because she seemed to fear him at times, so he declined. She pushed harder, saying the cloak and two long oars would make a decent travois, but despite her obvious sarcasm aimed like a perfect arrow shot at the center of his maleness, his strength, or lack thereof, he continued to refuse. Her home would protect them from the winter elements, sure, but he would not go where she was clearly reluctant to see him nor abandon his longship, one of the last ties he had to his precious Sweden.

      With a shallow-draft hull, narrow, elongated, and light, the karvi had been designed for speed more than strength. As the longship was double-ended, if they were to find themselves in trouble, they could reverse their direction without turning around, which could prove a distinct advantage against any who might try to board them. If they came across sea ice or icebergs, they could more easily avoid them than a heavier ship.

      Sonja kept referring to the longship as hers. He thought that charming. He thought her delightful.

      But he also wondered about her. During the fourteen days they had spent together, she had not gone to see anyone nor let anyone know where she was. She clearly had no husband to answer to. Truly, she answered to no one but herself, which he could appreciate.

      For that fortnight, they remained alone save for the bodies of his fallen men and enemies and the animals that scavenged their bodies. And the ships, too.

      That she thought all of the ships hers amused him greatly. She had gone through all of the supplies from each and moved all of the food and drink to the karvi. All of the blankets as well. The gold from the other two ships, she ignored, likewise any coins. She did not seem to even notice them or their worth. Her cloak, which he had stained horribly with his blood, had been a work of art, but her clothes beneath it seemed rather simple. She had taken one of the fur coats from another ship to cover herself.

      She must be a maiden, or perhaps, a widow, a poor one but strong and courageous. Not just any maiden would have helped him without a thought to her own safety. To be honest, she amazed him, all of her, her person, her heart, her simple way of life. She was unlike anyone whom he had ever known.

      As the second week ended, Anoundus thought he had the strength to be able to send his men off for a burial at sea.

      “Will you help me?” he asked.

      She had been mixing herbs for tea. The last time she had fetched more, she had found a small hare for them to feast on.

      He did not need to drink more to heal himself. This tea was merely to drink for the taste of it. Sonja did not seem to drink much ale. Perhaps, tonight that would change.

      “Help you with what exactly?” she asked, suspiciously.

      Oh, how she made him laugh! At times like these, Sweden and being a king fled his mind. He was merely a raider leader without men to lead and nothing more.

      He pointed to the easternmost ship. “Let us remove every supply from it to the other two. The bodies need to be sent out to sea.”

      “The bodies…” She gaped at him. “They have been… two whole weeks…”

      “I would do this with or without your assistance,” he said gruffly. “I know it should have been done sooner, but…”

      “I will help,” she said, “but you will tell me which men were yours, and those will be the ones I move.”

      Anoundus opened his mouth to retort that she should not dare tell him what to do until he realized why she said this. Not to dictate an order for him to follow. Oh, no. To save him the grief at seeing his men and friends as half-eaten corpses.

      “You are not strong enough,” he said to try to recover some manly pride. His eyes were covered in tears he hastily blinked away. A king should not cry, especially not in front of a woman.

      But he did not feel like a king, even if her cloak was draped over his shoulders in a rather regal fashion.

      “I was strong enough to get you onto the longship,” she said idly. “I think I might be able to manage.”

      “Might,” he stressed.

      She gave him a lopsided smile that brightened her entire face. The day was cold, absolutely frigid. Pink colored the tip of her nose and her cheeks, making her appear both healthy and happy.

      “You are the one who asked me to aid you,” she said defiantly. “Did you ask merely to ask or because you thought I could truly help?”

      “You can drag the men through the sand to about there.” He pointed a short distance from the ship. “I will lift the men onto the ship.”

      “You will send them all together out to sea?” she asked. “Friend and foe alike?”

      A very good question indeed.

      Although both of the raiders’ ships were in solid condition, the sight of them disgusted Anoundus. He was loath to send out his longship, but the two others...

      “Let us move every bit of goods and treasure from both of the other ships onto this one. My men will go over there,” he said, pointing to the nearest ship, “while the rest will go there.”

      Sonja nodded. “As you say.”

      They made quick work of moving the remaining supplies. In between making treks back and forth, they drank all her tea, needing the flavored water to soothe their parched mouths and throats. Despite the cold wind swirling angrily about them, Anoundus’s body quickly warmed. He was sweating by the time they had finished, and he was tired from the exertion.

      “Let us take a moment to eat,” she said.

      “I am fine,” he said, perhaps, a bit too roughly.

      “For me.”

      He smirked. She did not truly mean for herself, but he supposed he could comply.

      “Very well.” He sighed. “For you.”

      She smirked back, and his gaze fixed on her red lips. Then, she turned aside to gather them some food.

      Anoundus found two cups. One had a chip and the other a crack superficial enough that no liquid would be spilled. While she found fruit or nuts, he poured them both healthy portions of wine.

      Sonja handed him a plate full of food, far greater than he could eat alone.

      “We can share,” she explained.

      “Thank you.” He gave her a cup.

      Once they sat down, he raised his.

      “A toast?” he asked. At her nod, he continued, “That the winter be short-lived. That the days grow longer. That the sun shines down favorably upon us. That those who have passed on to Valhalla before us watch over us with pride and love.”

      “Skål,” she murmured, and she drank more than he expected her to in one go.

      “You appreciate good wine?” he asked.

      “I appreciate all life throws my way,” she said. “I have no choice in the matter.”

      “No choice? Why not?”

      She drank the rest of her wine. “When you have only yourself to care for, you do as well as you can.”

      “You are all alone then?”

      Her eyes widened in shock before narrowing suspiciously. “I would not say that. No. Not at all.”

      “Because of me?” He grinned broadly.

      She stood abruptly, although she had not eaten much. “I will start bringing over the bodies. How will I know which are yours?”

      “Mine have a small patch of blue and gold on the upper shoulder.”

      He clasped his own right shoulder.

      Sonja gave a curt nod and nimbly jumped off the longship and waded the few steps to the beach, showing no concern for the dress she wore, one he had pressed on her from the plunder. She had thanked him for it after teasing him that the booty was already hers, of course.

      Amused, he watched her walk away. She was a beautiful maiden. Why had no man come around to court her?

      Perhaps, she is too independent for them. Perhaps, they feel intimidated.

      That would be ridiculous in his opinion. Sonja was strong and fierce. She was a survivor, just as he was.

      The more he thought of her, the happier he felt. Strange. This bizarre life they lived together had already come to mean much to him.

      Despite their blankets, the nights were bitterly cold. The wind was fierce and frantic at times. He often found them sleeping closer together than when they had fallen asleep, using each other for warmth.

      She truly must think the ships as hers. Why else would she remain here? He did not still need her help, not truly, although he did want to remain in her presence. Somehow, she had become a friend to him, as dear a friend as Gunni had been.

      Gunni. The raw loss of his dearest and closest friend was something Anoundus wished to ignore. The pain was far too raw. He already missed his friend and his men dearly. Sorrow, guilt, anger at his brother and himself... his emotions threatened to overwhelm him.

      It pained him greatly to recall his friend’s last moments.

      “Gunni,” Anoundus said, wrapping an arm beneath his friend and lifting him onto his lap.

      Gunni parted his lips, but no words came out, only another trickle of blood.

      Anoundus, in a rage of grief, closed his friend’s eyes and then wiped the blood from his face as best as he could. The result was not pretty, as the blood merely smeared with the dirt.

      After placing his friend gently on the ground, Anoundus tried to stand. He managed a single step before collapsing once more. His gaze fell on his sword, on the braid pattern between vertical strokes on the underside of the blade. This weapon had been by his side for so very long. Would it outlive him?

      The Viking did not even bother to try to stand. His eyes fluttered shut, and he embraced the coming peace he hoped would greet him. The last thing he saw was a maiden approaching the scene of the battle.

      The last thing Anoundus thought before his world descended into darkness was: “This is no place for you.”

      Now, he was still trapped in darkness, alone. As alone as the maiden was.

      It had been only minutes after they pulled their karvi onto the Denmark sand that two ships appeared. Anoundus had rallied his men behind him. They hadn’t the time to attempt to push the longship back out to sea. They would fight if need be.

      Shaking the memory away, he ate and watched as Sonja bent over the men. Crows and a few other scavengers remained hovering near the bodies, but she shooed them away angrily. They protested, cawing, but she ignored them as she selected a man and dragged him over.

      Anoundus ate the rest of his portion and drained the rest of his wine. He poured himself a second cupful and drank that as well before jumping off the longship. His balance was off, and he nearly fell. He took a single step and then halted.

      The first man she was dragging over was none other than Gunni.

      Anoundus swallowed hard. She had mentioned his friend to him before. She must have seen his goodbye to Gunni. That she remembered touched him deeply.

      Her cheeks flushed from the effort, she laid Gunni in the sand just before the water’s edge. “Do you wish my assistance lifting him onto the ship?” she asked, shielding her eyes against the already setting sun. How had the hour grown so late?

      “I can manage,” he said firmly.

      “I know you can manage,” she said softly. “That is not quite what I asked. Do you wish for me to help you?”

      Anoundus shook his head but made no effort to approach his friend. “Gunni was a good man. A strong Viking. Noble, proud. He fought, and he loved. He lived, and he joked. He believed all kinds of tales. You would never have met a more superstitious person than he.”

      “He sounds like a good man.”

      “It was an honor to know him.” Anoundus stared down at his friend. His vision was far too blurry for him to even see the dead man. “He and I used to go hunting together. We used to see who could catch more fish. One time, he caught forty-two fish in one day.”

      “And you caught how many?” she asked.

      “Wager a guess,” he said, lifting his chin, smiling back at the memory.

      “If I know you, I would say greater. Forty-five, perhaps?”

      Anoundus laughed. “Forty-three. I waited until Gunni announced his number and quickly caught the three more I needed to best him.”

      “That was cheating!” She giggled and shook her head. “Remind me to never play a game with you. You would not play fair.”

      “With you, I might.” Anoundus grew more serious. “For all the world, Gunni wished to be by my side. He wanted to help raise my children. He was an advisor as well as a friend.”

      “You two would have raised your families together?”

      Anoundus shook his head. There were multiple reasons that would never have happened, but he shared only one: “He would never have married. Gunni loved all women. The binds of marriage had no appeal to him. Well, little. He did say if he could find a woman who loved him and yet refused him, he might be forced to marry her on the spot.”

      Her furrowed brow revealed her confusion. “Why would a woman love him but refuse him?”

      “Ah, you are a woman.” He winked. “You can be complicated creatures.”

      “Somehow, I do not think that a compliment,” she said dryly.

      “His mother had refused his father’s hand for a long time,” Anoundus explained. “She loved him but thought he was not good for her. He tended to stay out too late with the other... raiders.”

      “But they married.”

      “They did and were very happy. Gunni wanted what his parents had.”

      Sonja stared down at his friend, frowning. “I am sorry he was not able to fulfill that goal.”

      “I am as well, but he never did meet such a woman. Although he loved many, and many thought themselves in love with him, I do not think he truly knew what love was.”

      “Ah.” Sonja breathed in deeply and wrinkled her nose.

      The stench from the bodies wasn’t as terrible as Anoundus had expected, thankfully. Raiding and hunting had taught him that the cold helped.

      “Do you know what love is?” she asked him, suddenly.

      “I…” He paused, considering her words.

      The former king had laid with women. At one time, he loved his brother dearly, and his friends, his men. But they were all gone now, and he knew that familial love was not the kind she was asking about.

      “I have not experienced the full breadth of it, no,” he murmured.

      And perhaps, I do not deserve to. My own actions turned my brother against me. Banishment resulted in the death of those who followed me. All around me is death and destruction, and I do not wish to drag her down with me.

      As he bent to lift his friend, he could not help asking, “Have you ever been in love?”

      Sonja shifted slightly to give him room and surprised him by picking up Gunni’s boots, helping to carry him. “Outside of familial love to my parents and my brother, no.”

      “You have a brother?” he asked, shocked. “You did not mention him before.”

      “Had. Perhaps, there is more to me than you realize.”

      Perhaps, I already think there is a great deal to you.

      He stared down at his friend, guilt washing over him once more. “He did not like the longship,” he muttered.

      “Why not?”

      “I ignored his worry, his disgust. I thought Gunni’s issue was not a true cause for concern. I told you he was superstitious, and the karvi has only thirteen rowing benches. Thirteen is unlucky, or so Gunni believed.”

      “Such a grand leader as you deserves a larger vessel,” she said, lightly.

      “Yes, I would have preferred a snekkja, but I thought we had nothing to fear. I even teased Gunni, telling him Loki is not one of our crew members, and this is not a dinner table. I never worried over a mutiny, and our crew numbered far more than thirteen. I had no fear and look what happened.”

      “You cannot blame yourself,” she protested.

      “If I had listened... If I had not been so eager to plunder... Yes, the blame rests on me.”

      Grunting, straining from the effort, Anoundus lifted Gunni onto the ship. Sonja helped him more than he wished. The battle had weakened him, and he was still recovering his strength.

      “Perhaps, there is more to me, too,” he said as he placed his friend’s hands over his chest and ensured his eyes were still shut.

      “Good or bad?” Sonja asked. Her eyes were half closed.

      Strangely, a wild impulse seized him. He wished to kiss her, but no. Not now. It wasn’t the time or the place, even if his friend would have cheered him on.

      “Good and bad.” Anoundus winked.

      She laughed and shook her head. “Now, that I do believe.”

      Without another word, still laughing, she disembarked from the ship and went to retrieve the next body—and the next and the next. Anoundus struggled to lift the bodies by himself until Sonja had dragged the last of his men over. Then, they worked as a team. By the time they had finished, night had long since fallen. Anoundus was drenched in sweat. He wanted to strip off all his clothes and plunge into the icy waters but knew from experience that was not a good idea.

      “One winter,” Anoundus said as they climbed into his longship, “Gunni and I had been riding horses. We were chasing after a beautiful white-tailed doe, the likes of which I had never seen before.”

      “You were hunting her instead of letting her live to produce more beautiful does.” Sonja shook her head sadly.

      He laughed. “She got away, I will have you know. And we wouldn’t have killed her for sport. We were going to feast on her. As I was saying, we chased her for hours. Hours! We worked up a healthy sweat and found a pond. While our horses drank, we stripped and jumped into the pond. We swam and splashed each other and enjoyed the peacefulness. It wasn’t until we returned home, shivering, our teeth chattering, that we realized how stupid we had been. Although we enjoyed the coldness of the waters since our bodies had felt so hot, our bodies did not take well to the temperature.”

      “You still have all ten fingers and toes?” she asked.

      “I have every part of me,” he assured her.

      As before, she gathered them food, and he poured them wine. They talked and laughed and drank and ate.

      By the light of the moon, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

      She was sitting on a bench facing him. Normally, they sat on the floor and used the bench between them to hold their food. This time, the plate sat beside her. All he had to do was lean forward, and he would be able to press his lips against hers.

      So that was precisely what he did.
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      Fire and ice. Hot and cold. Desperate and hungry. Magni’s powerful kiss threatened to drown her. Every inch of Sonja prickled with awareness and feeling, and she gasped when he pulled away.

      Magni smiled at her. His eyes were glazed over, possibly from the wine. Was it her imagination, or was he breathing as heavily as she was?

      “You need to be careful,” she said, adjusting the skirt of her dress.

      He furrowed his brows, clearly confused.

      “You don’t want to overdo it. Don’t think I didn’t see you reaching for your sore arm. You aren’t fully healed yet.”

      “My arm. You’re worried about my arm.”

      Why did he sound incredulous?

      “Of course.” She was perplexed. “What else would I be worried about?”

      “My heart. You have stolen my karvi from me, plundered my booty from me, but most of all, you have captured my heart.”

      Sonja burst out laughing. “Oh, Magni. Here I thought you were serious. How wine makes you talk! Rest now.”

      “And then what?” he asked sharply.

      Perplexed, she grimaced.

      “Why can you not accept that I have feelings for you?”

      Oh. He was upset over that?

      “You do not mean it,” she said, rather surprised that he might be upset. She had assumed him to be in jest. “You appreciate that I have saved your life, and that I continue to help you. That is all. That is not love. It’s gratitude. My mother once helped a stranger. He had no memory as to who he was or how he wandered to our town. A huge gash on the side of his head had left part of his brain exposed. My mother tended him. He recovered fully and regained his memories, but before he recalled he already had a wife, he tried to kiss my mother. She, of course, refused him, but my father walked in at that moment—”

      “You allowed me to kiss you.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “And as I recall, you kissed me back.” Magni’s eyes glittered in the moonlight. He truly did make a handsome figure, haloed by the light as he was. He was strong, muscular, tall. He was courageous even if he was reckless. Likewise, he was as stubborn as she was.

      Already, she could imagine the disagreements they would have. They were not fire and ice but icicles and ice. They were too alike. One or the other or both would become frozen by the coldness.

      Besides, he was a raider. This longship was truly his and not hers. She did not live on the sea as he did. They were not compatible, not at all, not truly. They were both too similar and too different. It would be better to build walls around her heart.

      For two weeks, her life and Magni’s had intertwined. She had saved his life. It was only natural he should think himself growing feelings for her, and she had none to blame but herself for this folly.

      Sonja grabbed the forest-green dress Magni had given her, wrestling with her emotions as she did with the dress. It was a little short and tight, but Magni had been so pleased, she could only thank him for it.

      “I did kiss you back,” she said slowly, “but please...”

      “Please kiss you again?” His wide smile fell into a terrible frown. “Or never kiss you again? Whichever you prefer, I will abide by.”

      She assessed him. He was so very handsome. He had treated her well. They teased each other, and he accepted her as she was, as a healer and a hunter. That she was not a mere woman to him but an equal meant the world to her.

      In truth, she wanted a man very much like him, except one who was tied to the land and not the sea.

      “Never again,” she whispered.

      Magni nodded once, the movement curt, his scowl deep. She had hurt him, and for that, she felt terrible.

      “Would you like more wine?” he asked politely, all warmth fled from his voice. He sat straight and rigid.

      “No,” she meant to say, but what came out of her treacherous mouth was, “Please.”

      She drank more, as did he, but the silence was deafening. When Sonja lay down to rest that night, she could hear the steady thrum, thrum, thrum of his heart. Or was it hers? The hearts seemed to be pounding in rhythm, or perhaps, she was imagining it. She had had a fair amount to drink. The gentle waves lifting and lowering the longship lulled her to sleep, where the drumming of their hearts continued to beat, and in her dreams, she danced to the beat as if her very life depended on it.
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      The sun rose, and Anoundus groaned. The bright light was harsh against his eyes, and he squinted. Already, he knew today would not be a good day. His entire body ached from head to foot, his injured arm felt as if it could do little more than dangle by his side, and his leg muscles were tight, cramped from all of the squatting and shouldering the weight of the men to lift them onto the ship.

      The ship. The burial at sea.

      Anoundus’s stomach twisted. He drank some water, missing the tea Sonja made them. He doubted he had the stomach for a meal to break his fast.

      Sonja still slept. Good. He did not wish to disturb her.

      As he forced his tired limbs into motion and climbed out of his karvi as quietly as he could, he reflected on their kiss. He had wanted to pull her into his arms, to have her on his lap, to kiss her and never stop. But he had refrained. Only their lips and tongues had touched.

      She said no more kisses, and he would refrain, but he hoped and even prayed she would ask for more, eventually. For now, though, he would leave her be.

      That she rested, pleased him. He did not want an audience for his farewell to his friends, his men. Apart from the karvi, they were the last ties to Sweden that he had.

      His hand felt inside his pocket. No, not the last ties he had to Sweden. Not entirely. His brother had not asked for the ring, and so Anoundus still laid claim to it. Truly, the ring was not his, as he had vowed to his mother he would give it to the woman he loved.

      Love. Bah. He was far too bitter and angry to ever experience the ridiculous emotion of love.

      Anoundus carefully waded over to the ship where his men rested. Grunting and cursing, pushing and shoving, he did his best to send off the ship. His feet slid on the sand, and he adjusted his feet for better balance and shoved again. A few more curses and a moan from pain, and the ship shifted at long last.

      Two hands thudded against the hull. Without a word, Sonja pushed alongside him. Together, they were able to push the ship off the beach.

      He followed the ship, continuing to push until the current took it. For an hour or even longer, he stood in the knee-high waves, watching as the ship drifted on the peaceful waters toward the horizon. Once the ship disappeared, he turned around and made his way back to shore.

      Sonja had stood on the sand, waiting for him. As soon as he headed her way, she moved to drag the first of his foes toward the other ship. Although his body hated him, his muscles burning, he dragged a man to the ship and shoved him over the side. He did not care to carefully lay out the bodies of his enemies as he had his own men.

      In the ship he could no longer see, he had laid several blankets on top of his men to cover and protect them. Crows and other scavenger birds would not easily be able to continue to feast on their remains. He did not plan on laying out any blankets to cover his foes. They did not deserve that level of respect. They were lucky he was sending them off to sea at all.

      The second body thudded on top of the first. Although Sonja moved swifter than she had yesterday, Anoundus was moving slowly. He had to suck down heaving breaths between lifting one corpse and the next. His body felt so sore and exhausted he could hardly move, and he feared the exertion of bending and lifting would end him. His heart pounded so furiously he thought it would beat straight out of his chest. Perhaps, he had made a mistake by not eating a morsel.

      Sonja brought over the last of the bodies and helped him start to dump those yet remaining. He was grateful for her assistance, without which he never would have accomplished this all.

      By now, the sun was already high above their heads. They had only three more bodies to lift when a female voice called out, “Sonja? Sonja? Where are you?”

      Whoever this woman was, she sounded fearful and worried. “Sonja,” he said. “Who is that?”

      Sonja was glancing backward, toward
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