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            THE CARNELIAN RING

          

        

      

    

    
      About 1000 A.D.

      

      The sound of thunder travels fast in a Norse settlement.

      It had been a cold, drizzly afternoon in Skala, the town upon the sea named for the small queendom that stretched across the barren fjords and rocky peaks of the land.

      In the harbor, the great Viking ships sat sullen under a steady drizzle, while the eternal waves shushed across the rocks of the shore.

      On the side of the mountain, at the Queen’s keep, the dragons grumbled as the stablers built a great bonfire in the mouth of their cave, and they huddled close to it.

      Until, out of nowhere, a horrifying flash of lightning speared the ground from the low clouds, drowning everything in white light, followed instantly by a crash that shook the ground.

      The dragons jumped. Several spread their wings, startled, and a number of them hissed.

      But a garnet dragon, whose name was Serja, turned watchfully, their eyes blazing.

      Serja gazed at the place where the lightning had struck for a time without a word. A light scrim of smoke and ions drifted up and faded. After a time, the dragon spoke.

      “It has begun,” they said.
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        * * *

      

      The crack of thunder still echoed against the craggy mountains when the screams began.

      Dyrfinna, a girl of seventeen years, crouched over her brother’s unmoving body, frantically shaking his shoulder. A thin wisp of smoke drifted up from his open mouth.

      “Please. Please,” she whispered, smoothing back his tousled hair. A shadow of a memory: how, when he was a little boy, she’d combed his thick hair so it stood on end, and they’d laughed and laughed. “Eirik, no. Please. I’m sorry. Don’t go. Don’t …”

      A loud cry from behind her made her jump.

      It was their father in his fine cloak, straight from the Queen’s court, his eyes going wider and wider, his face melting into a kind of grief she’d never seen before in her life.

      Dyrfinna scrambled back. “I’m sorry … I’m sorry … Papa, please … I didn’t mean to …”

      His broad hand cracked her across the face.

      “You monster! I should have realized it would come to this,” he hissed. “I should have sent you off to be a fosterling as soon as my son was born. I should have known there would be no end to your jealousy!”

      She felt herself dissolve into tears. You raised him up over me. But I wasn’t jealous! “Papa, no…”

      “You are no longer a part of the Corae Guard,” Egill hissed, spit flying. “You are banned from the dragons, banned from warfare. I will give you away in marriage just so I can be done with you. Is that clear?”

      “But Papa …”

      “No more! Get out of my sight, you monster!” her father screamed, raw with grief.

      She blindly fled from where her dead brother lay.

      “Ah, my son, my son,” her father said, and his voice cracked, followed by bitter sobbing.

      “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she whispered as she ran on wobbly legs, head still ringing from the explosion of lightning and magic she had created. She pulled her hands and arms tightly against her sides, certain that the magic she’d let loose during their argument was still crackling and fizzing along her fingers – overflowing with fear that she might accidentally loose it again.

      This was not supposed to happen. She didn’t even know where this power came from. Her magic consisted of simple charms and spells for warfare and dragonflight – mostly spells that would shield her from fire, or sustain her when she was exhausted in battle. She’d never called down anything of this magnitude before.

      Now her mother came running toward the place where Eirik lay dead, led by several of her neighbors. Dyrfinna’s heart dropped hard in her chest. She flung herself behind a gnarled oak and pressed against the bark as she raced past.

      Don’t look, Mama. Don’t look. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

      Her mama’s agonized scream. Her broken cries. The worst sounds that Dyrfinna had ever heard a person make. She sank to the ground, her back to the oak, and buried her face in her hands.

      Word spread fast through Skala. More people ran past. She huddled by the oak for a long time, praying that nobody would see her, trying to make sense of it in her mind, trying to understand how it had all happened.

      “Did you kill him?” someone snapped. “Did you do it on purpose?”

      A gossipmonger stood there, sneering at Dyrfinna.

      Dyrfinna felt the magic flare, felt it fizz into life in her hands again. Odin’s eye, not again!

      She fled without replying, arms and hands still alive with magic. People who saw her go by hissed and drew back.

      She went to the only refuge she could think of: back home. There was no use in running away. She’d face her punishment. She just wanted to weep before they took her away to be put on trial.

      Dyrfinna collapsed on the bed, her breath shuddering, trying to tamp down the magic.

      Aesa, her little sister, peeped in. “Sissy?”

      “No!” Dyrfinna cried, starting up from her bed. “Stay away from me! Stay back! I don’t want to hurt you, too!”

      “You’re not going to hurt me. Eirik was being mean,” Aesa informed her. Apparently she had not left the house after Dyrfinna had run off after Eirik, yelling at him, some time ago.

      “You don’t know what just happened after we left. And it doesn’t matter what he was doing,” Dyrfinna cried. “Please, just get back!”

      “Aesa. Do as your sister says,” came a new voice.

      At the voice, Dyrfinna gasped.

      In an instant she was kneeling, pressing her forehead to the floor to the visitor amid a new flood of tears. “Don’t come near me,” she pleaded. “I’m sorry. I can’t control it. I didn’t mean to do it, I didn’t mean to.”

      For it was Thora who stood in the doorway – the Queen’s daughter.

      Her golden hair, tightly braided around her head, nearly brushed the top of the door frame. A deep red carnelian gleamed in the simple golden circlet she wore in her hair.

      “Yes. I can still see the magic on you,” Thora said. “Aesa, please step back.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do.” Aesa stubbornly folded her arms.

      “Yes, I can,” Thora said. “Your sissy is scared. You need to give her some space so I can help her.” She gently put her hands on Aesa’s shoulders, scooted her aside, then came in. “Gather yourself, Finna. Tell me what happened.”

      Dyrfinna recoiled in shame but pulled herself together as she got to her feet, and told Thora everything that had happened.

      Aesa gasped at what Dyrfinna said and started to sob.

      “Mama! No!” her little sister cried, running blindly out of the room.

      “Your mama’s by the docks,” Thora said before the door slammed behind Aesa. Her sobbing faded out of hearing.

      And now Dyrfinna burst out with a sob she couldn’t control. “I’m sorry.” She took off her brooch, the beautiful silver brooch that Thora had given her emblazoned with the dragon Corae, who had given her life for Dyrfinna and her friends. “Take this,” Dyrfinna said as grief constricted her throat. “I cannot be part of the Corae Guard anymore.”

      Thora shook her head. “I will not accept your resignation. I need you at my side.”

      “Not anymore,” Dyrfinna insisted, still trying to give Thora the silver brooch. “This brooch I value over gold and riches, but after what I did today, I cannot wear it any longer. I am too much of a danger to all of you.”

      “How?” Thora asked.

      “I don’t know where these powers came from. I’ve k … I struck down my younger brother,” she said, choking on the words.

      Thora pulled a ring off her finger, a golden band with a gleaming red carnelian in it, and held it up to Dyrfinna.

      “Put this on your finger,” she said. “It will restrain your magic so it hurts nobody. It works just the same as the dragon collars.”

      Dyrfinna slipped on the ring, still warm from Thora’s finger. The fizz of magic instantly dissipated from her fingers.

      Relief rushed over her and she slumped, touching her hands, her arms, making sure the magic was really gone. “I didn’t mean to,” she said, stupidly, though she had already said it over again over again.

      “I’ve lost an older sister,” Thora said sympathetically. “Grief … does things to you. And I know you didn’t mean to call the thunder. It was an accident.”

      Dyrfinna shook her head, unable to speak.

      “Many a young mage has been taken aback when their powers awaken,” Thora continued. “Though their powers seldom manifest the way yours have …”

      “I am not a mage,” Dyrfinna said angrily, starting up.

      “All the same, your powers need to be tamed.”

      “No. I mean that I’m never going to use this magic. I’ll just wear this carnelian until I die,” Dyrfinna added, holding up the ring. “I’ll be bound like a dragon. I don’t care. I never want this to happen again.”

      “Dragons require different bindings.” Thora took Dyrfinna’s hand and examined the ring she’d just given her. She murmured something and passed her hand over the carnelian, which began to glow softly, and squinted at it for a long moment.

      Finally, the carnelian’s glow faded, and Thora set down Dyrfinna’s hand. “I had this ring made for other purposes. This has some of the bindings you need to suppress your magic, but not all of them. I’ll have a ring specially made for you, that locks into your magic and holds it steady … until you can be trained,” she added, leveling a gaze at Dyrfinna. “The training is not optional.”

      Dyrfinna looked down. “But Papa says I am no longer a part of the Corae Guard. He forbade me from having anything to do with dragons, or weapons training.”

      “Finna. He actually said that?”

      Dyrfinna nodded, a knot tightening in her throat. “He said I don’t deserve to lead armies into battle. That I don’t deserve to fly dragons, or handle glittering swords. He said he will marry me off as quickly as possible, and that will be the end of it.”

      Dyrfinna buried her face in her hands, crushed with grief and remorse. “He said that he should have sent me off to be a fosterling when Eirik was born.”

      Thora’s face had that stubborn frown that was, in better times, adorable. “He thinks he can kick you out of my personal guard, that I chose myself? The personal guard who I trust daily with my life?” she asked, incredulous. “No, he most certainly cannot. That’s nonsense.” Thora took Dyrfinna’s hand. “Chieftain he may be, but this changes nothing. You are still a member of my personal guard.”

      “But … but my father said that I was not deserving. And … he’s right,” she said. “I’m not. I … killed my brother.” She could barely manage to speak those words – those words that made her horrifying act real. “Please. He’s right. I must be cut off from my people, now. Exiled. What I did ….” She could no longer speak.

      The queen’s daughter stared at Dyrfinna for a moment, then did something extraordinary. She took off her golden circlet, then sighed and sat down next to Dyrfinna on her small bed. 

      Dyrfinna hid her amazement. Thora, though a friend, always remembered that she was royalty. To see her unbend like this and act like a normal person boggled the mind.

      Thora turned her circlet in her hands. It was still slightly bent from where her dragon had stepped on it — she’d said at the time that she was going to get it fixed, but clearly she’d never gotten around to it. “Finna. I need to tell you something. You probably already understand this. But your father is not your friend. He is not even your ally,” Thora continued, “so it doesn’t matter what he says.”

      But it does, Dyrfinna thought, bowing her head. She’d tried for so many years to get him to love her the way he’d loved her brother. Now he never would.

      “Finna, I trust you with my life. I will always protect you, just as you have always protected me. This time will be no different.”

      But her brother’s dead eyes, half-open, floated between Dyrfinna and the memory.

      “I am not worthy of the confidence you place in me,” Dyrfinna mumbled.

      “You are,” Thora said warmly. “And someday, when I am queen, you will be my second-in-command — not your father.”

      “I think he knows that.” And it pisses him off, she thought.

      “Retirement will do your father good. Perhaps he will learn to be a little less … unbending.”

      “Ha.”

      Thora nodded. Now she got to her feet and put the circlet back on. “You are still a member of my guard, but you will have to go before a conclave.”

      “I’m fine with that,” she said. “Let them do what they will to me. I accept their punishment.”

      “I will talk to the völva, but I think your punishment will be different than what you expect. She will likely agree with me about how your powers need nurturing, not punishment.”

      Dyrfinna’s mouth tightened. She shook her head, hard. “I only want to pay the blood-price for what I’ve done – preferably in my own blood. I want to atone for what I’ve done. Please.”

      “Not in your blood. No. Give yourself time to mourn.”

      Dyrfinna’s shame – her disgust with herself – those words her papa had said – all of it went in circles in her mind, so much so that she almost wanted to rip herself out of her body and be free of them.

      “I will be a blot on your reputation if I stay with the Corae Guard. My brother’s blood is on my soul.”

      “I can deal with my reputation,” Thora said. “In the meanwhile, I will let your sword-friends know what happened. I’ll send the völva to you, and call the conclave, and once they have made their judgement, I’ll have your ring made.”

      Dyrfinna’s eyes filled again. She could barely speak around the tightness in her throat. “I do not deserve your kindness. But, thank you.”

      Thora paused in the doorway, her clear blue eyes meeting hers. “Do not tear yourself down. The guilt will be agonizing. But I will help you through it because you are my friend.”

      Dyrfinna bowed her head. “Thank you.”

      That was Thora, the best of all the Vikings of Skala. 

      She should have been Queen.

      But the Norn had spun out a different fate for her.
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            A FINAL GOODBYE

          

        

      

    

    
      One year later…

      

      A cold wind gusted in from the sea. Fine spray fell over Dyrfinna’s arms and back as she and her friends each carried a heavy-laden chest to Thora’s funeral ship. The scent of her friend’s room, of the lavender and rose petals she always added to the linen, floated off the chest, soon to be devoured by fire.

      Dyrfinna’s heart was too full of pain for her to speak.

      Today, she’d lost everything.

      She squinted against the wind, the late afternoon sun burning her eyes. Or maybe those were tears. At this point, she could not tell.

      The pyre for the Queen’s daughter had been raised on the shoreline for her journey to Helgafjell, the holy mountain, to join the kinfolk who had gone before her. Thora’s great funerary boat sat upon the pebbly shore, surrounded by silent crowds of Vikings.

      The dragons stood over them, waiting to accompany Thora on her final voyage, their gemlike scales glittering like garnets and gold from their internal fires. Each of them wore a golden collar set with large carnelians, gleaming red in the fiery sun.

      Once aboard, Dyrfinna set down the heavy chest next to the prow. How many times had Dyrfinna stood balanced here in the old days with her sword, her unbound hair blowing in the breeze, enjoying the feeling of flight as the ship leapt through the waves.

      This sturdy ship had been Thora’s favorite. She used to take her friends – her Corae Guard – on excursions along the coast. Skeggi would recite poetry. Rjupa would sit next to Thora, singing along. Thora would try to ignore the book that she’d brought along – she could never go anywhere without a book – but she’d end up reading it anyway. Dyrfinna would stand balanced next to the prow doing sword exercises while Gefjun and Ostryg leaned over the sides, annoying the fishes.

      But now the ship was prepared for burning, with dry peat and tarred wood filling the upper deck up to the oaken gunnels.

      Thora’s dragon, Serja, puffed hot air over Thora’s body, trying to keep the flies at bay as they gathered around her face and tried to crawl into her mouth and nostrils.

      Dyrfinna climbed up to the rail and walked to them, balancing on the rail.

      “Our poor girl,” Serja said softly. Thora’s dragon had long horns and thin, hairlike feathers behind the horns and around their ears. Their face was narrow, like a deer’s, with smooth scales that gleamed like embers when the wind blew on them.

      Dyrfinna stroked Serja’s feathers as she gazed on Thora. Her thigh accidentally got too close to one of the carnelians on Serja’s golden collar, and a small spark of magic popped against her leg. She moved without thinking.

      “We cannot believe that Thora’s gone,” Serja said with a shiver through their great wings, folded neatly at their sides. “She just flicked out of life so quickly, like a mayfly.”

      “I know.” Dyrfinna laid her head on the dragon’s nose, feeling the warmth of their internal fires, and the quiet song the dragon was humming to itself.

      Serja gently rested their head against Dyrfinna. She leaned back, feeling that bond, that friendship they’d grown into through the years. Though Serja was Thora’s dragon, Dyrfinna often rode her, too.

      If Thora had lived, she would have become Queen, and Dyrfinna would had been the chieftain of Skala, Thora’s second-in-command. Dyrfinna would have flown into battle at her side on dragonback.

      But now, the life that Dyrfinna loved was over. No more dragons. No more glorious flights, laughing with her friends on dragonback over the ocean. No more weapons training with the best instructors. No more training in the magical arts.

      Her father had come to her before Thora’s body had lost its warmth. “You are out of the Corae Guard,” he said. “There is no Corae Guard now. After Thora’s funeral and burning, you will be barred from the dragon stables. Permanently.”

      Serja should have been mine! Dyrfinna thought, gazing into the dragon’s eyes. We’re bonded!

      “Remember your place, Finna,” her friend Rjupa said in a sad voice from behind her.

      Dyrfinna breathed deeply. This is not about me, she reminded herself. Today our nation is in mourning. I can weep and bemoan my fate tomorrow.

      Dyrfinna kissed the dragon’s nose and hopped down, turning to face what she didn’t want to see.

      Thora had been laid upon the kindling, wearing her green dress of thick wool lavishly embroidered with gold, and a wide belt of exquisitely tooled leather around her waist. Dyrfinna, along with her friends, adjusted her dress so it lay beautifully around Thora’s body, set her long, golden braids over her shoulders, and lay gold coins to cover her half-open eyes. They adorned her neck with a necklace with beads of gold and amber.

      Upon her brow they set her golden crown, a delicate band with a single gleaming carnelian.

      Rjupa set Thora’s well-worn books that only a few in the land could read – some written in Latin, some in runes. The calfskin covers were soft from all the times Thora’s hands had held them.

      Finally, Dyrfinna knelt at Thora’s side and laid her hnefatafl game, king’s table, next to her body, with the amber game pieces in a small drawskin bag. Yielding to an impulse, she opened the bag and poured out the pieces to look at them one last time. The amber markers clicked in her hand – half of them a rich, dark orange, the other half of them a lighter orange. The king’s piece, with its small crown, stood above the other pieces, translucent, glowing in the afternoon sun. Like Thora’s books, this, too, had been worn smooth by constant use.

      How many times had Dyrfinna and Thora bent their heads over these pieces on the hnefatafl board, mulling through different strategies to capture the king? How many long afternoons like this one had flowed past until the sun hung low in the window of the keep, and Thora’s servant appeared in the doorway to say, “The Queen would like you to come to dinner one of these days. She has called you at least fifty times.” Her servant had a knack for overstatement.

      But Thora would frown, her eyes never leaving the board, and say, “Wait a moment, I’m about to capture Finna’s king.” The poor servant would have to wait, hoping that the Queen wouldn’t have to call her fifty more times.

      Now Dyrfinna looked for a long moment at her friend’s bluish face, the smell of decay filling her nostrils.

      “This isn’t right,” she said, and gently poured the pieces back into their bag.

      “I know,” Gefjun said, gazing fiercely down at their friend’s corpse. Her hair was twisted up in a loose bun, though many red tendrils had escaped, through which the sun blazed. “It’s not right. She was too young to die.” Gefjun always became sharp when she was deeply upset, and often when she wasn’t.

      “Sometimes it happens,” Rjupa said quietly, joining them, tears shimmering in her eyes. She was a small woman with delicate features, but today she wore the war-prize she had earned: The gigantic helmet of Iron Skull, pitted with the marks of many swords and axes. It dwarfed her face, but she wore it with deserved pride. “Many people die young.”

      “But it doesn’t make sense,” Gefjun said. “She wasn’t even that sick when she came home from King Varinn’s. I checked her myself! She seemed fine, only tired and sneezy. Then the next day she collapsed in the garden and died.”

      “I don’t know,” Rjupa said softly. “It seems wrong. But nobody knows why the Nornir choose to cut the thread of somebody’s life.”

      “Oh, I’ll tell the Norns what I think of that,” Gefjun snapped.

      “Take care what you say about the deathless gods,” Dyrfinna warned.

      “Oh, stop, Finna. Even if they did come for me, you’d fight the Fates themselves just to be belligerent.”

      Dyrfinna wasn’t sure if this was a complaint or a compliment, so she let it go. “Rjupa’s right. But …” She blew out a hard gust of air, gazing again at Thora. “If there had been any way that I could have died in her place, I would have. I would have much rather died in her place.”

      Those words had surprised Dyrfinna as soon as they came out, and she felt the full weight of them. So did her friends. Now they were both quiet, gazing at her, worried.

      She instantly looked down and her heart convulsed. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she added, low.

      Gefjun and Rjupa exchanged a glance. Then Rjupa laid a small hand on Dyrfinna’s back. “There’s no use in second-guessing yourself,” she said gently. “This can’t be easy, coming so soon after your brother’s … death.”

      If that what you choose to call it. “I know,” Dyrfinna said, low.

      “Yeah, everybody’s talking about it. I mean, how Thora died,” Gefjun said roughly as Dyrfinna turned back. “Because you don’t die of a cold. You just don’t. She didn’t even have a fever.” Gefjun was a healer, dedicated to her work, her old burgundy tunic always smelling of sage and thyme and other herbs. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “But as the head of her Corae Guard, I should have gone with her to King Varinn’s.”

      “She said we didn’t need to. Said it a half-million times,” Gefjun reminded her.

      It would have been different if I’d gone with her. A huge, nameless anguish fell over Dyrfinna, and she turned away.

      “The dwellers at Helgafjell will see how much we loved her,” Rjupa said in her small, broken voice, “when she comes sailing up to their holy mountain with all these riches.”

      “I only wish we had more books to send with her,” Dyrfinna said.

      The other girls laughed, despite their tears.

      Now Dyrfinna smiled. She imagined what it would be like when Thora sailed to the holy mountain. Thora would sail out of the mist of life into the next world on her ship, her riches ranged about her, her horse whickering at her back. The residents of the holy mountain, the dead of the ages before, would gather on the shore to receive the young queen and greet her – and she’d take no notice of them because she would be sitting on a bench on the boat with her feet up, reading a book.

      So where did your brother end up when you killed him? Dyrfinna asked herself. Which shore did his ship carry him to? You denied him entry into Valhalla, for he was not killed in battle or in defending himself.

      Would he have gone to Hel instead?

      “The tide is coming in,” somebody called from the shore, breaking her out of these dark thoughts.

      One of the men lay a pair of open scissors on Thora’s chest, and her feet were tied together to keep her from walking after death. Dyrfinna shook her head at their worries. This was Thora, who would have been queen. What an insult, to think of Thora coming back as a draugr.

      The young women climbed back down from the funeral pyre and hopped off the side of the ship. The tide was well in by now, and they splashed into ankle-deep water to walk to dry sand.

      The sun was setting in glory, reds and oranges suffusing the sky across the great expanse of salt water. The great mountains of the fjords stood in silent grandeur under the changing sky.

      Hundreds of Vikings that stood along the shore, gathered on the green meadows that led to the ocean, the gleam of torches from hundreds more in their ships on the ocean.

      Dyrfinna glanced over her shoulder. There, faces ruddy in the light of the sunset and the faint glow of the garnet dragons, came the rest of her sword-friends – Ostryg and Skeggi.

      The sword-friends had also been Thora’s guard, defending her in all things. They wore matching black cloaks that were clasped with a silver brooch that represented Corae, the dragon who had died defending them and Thora.

      Dyrfinna was to lead them in the sky dance of the dragons.

      This is going to be the last time I can ride a dragon, she thought, and nearly felt the tears come on.

      Which turned to anger. I should be mourning Thora, not what my father has taken away from me!

      She cleared her throat, pushed her grief away.
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            A HIGH HOLY PLACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The hiss of the waves on the shore blended with the soft sniffles from the watchers.

      Now the völva came through the crowd with her great wrought-iron staff in the shape of a snake covered in runes. The woman, who was about her mother’s age, wore a headdress topped with owl feathers and the skull of a fox who had once been her familiar. A fringe hung down over the völva’s eyes, obscuring them, and glass beads made an otherworldly clicking sound when she moved.

      She was followed by a flock of girls in ceremonial dress, preparing the next part of the ritual as the incoming tide swirled around their ankles. The rising waves hissed against the sides of the funerary ship as she sang her holy chant over Thora’s remains.

      The stone that filled Dyrfinna’s chest grew heavier. Breathing deeply of the ocean air, she smelled the scorch of the dragons that stood by the water.

      The jeweled scales of Thora’s dragon, Serja, gleamed as they finally turned away from the ship. An errant spark from their breath drifted into the kindling, which began to smolder.

      “Not yet, not yet,” the dragon murmured, and stuck out their forked tongue to quench the spark.

      Dyrfinna went to Serja and patted them on their gleaming flank.

      “I am sorry,” she said in a low voice.

      “We try not to tie our heart to you short-lives,” said Serja, breathing over Thora’s body, chasing away the flies. “But this farewell is especially hard for us.”

      Serja generally referred to themselves in the royal “we,” as if they were a plurality instead of a single being. Dyrfinna did not understand how that worked, but she was not about to argue with a dragon.

      “Me too.” Dyrfinna and the dragon leaned their heads together.

      The bond they shared tugged at her heart.

      The question of who would be Serja’s next rider was not going to be up to Dyrfinna to decide – nor would it be up to Serja. Bitterness sprouted in her heart like stinging nettles.

      “We don’t want to be separated from you,” Serja said, “even though it is what your father has ordained. We feel as if we mourn more than the loss of Thora – we are mourning your loss, too, Dyrfinna.” Their wings opened slightly in their agitation.

      The carnelians in Serja’s collar glowed. After a moment, Serja calmed. “However, patience is best,” they added. “Nobody knows what the future holds in store.”

      “That is true,” Dyrfinna said – though in her heart, she gazed at a bleak future where she was trapped at home, bearing children for some rough husband, bitterly watching him leave for war and glittering swords and battles on dragonback – her world.

      I can’t live like that. I just can’t.

      The booming of a drum came from the shoreline. The völva nodded at Dyrfinna. The next part of the ceremony was beginning.

      Behind her, Rjupa took a deep breath, her face a mask of tears under Iron Skull’s helmet. Thora had been kindest to her when she was a thrall who had escaped from and killed the cruel warrior, so Thora’s death had hit her especially hard.

      “Here we go,” Dyrfinna murmured.

      “We will walk with you,” Serja murmured, looking around, concerned to find themselves out of place during an important ritual.

      Dyrfinna placed a hand on the dragon’s side. Despite the seriousness of the event, her heart lifted to be walking at her beloved dragon’s side.

      The crowd parted before her, opening a path to where the völva stood next to the rest of the dragons, the waves washing around her bare feet under her long gown.

      “Come,” she sang, a cascade of notes.

      Dyrfinna came forward now, Serja at her side, her friends following behind.

      The five sword-friends walked toward the dragons past the great chieftains, jarls, and petty kings and queens that ruled the small kingdoms around them. All stood in respectful silence.

      But one man towered over them all – or seemed to tower, in Dyrfinna’s mind. He wore no ornaments, no cloak, no crown. His blonde-red beard was tidy on his chest, his long hair sleek down his back and curling naturally on his broad shoulders. His bearing was of a man of rank and true nobility, one who had seen much over his life of traveling to the highest courts of every land.

      This was Dyrfinna’s father in name only, Egill. His disapproving eyes lay heavily on her from where he stood at the Queen’s side, her second-in-command.

      This was the man who would make certain that Dyrfinna would never ride Serja – or indeed, any other dragon – ever again.

      Dyrfinna looked only at the völva, but in her peripheral vision she could see the anger that drew a line down her father’s brow.

      As second-in-command to the queen, as chieftain to the town of Skala, Egill had argued loudly against her flying in the ceremony.

      The Queen had the final say, of course.

      An angry snort from her father as she walked past, head high. She felt his breath on her arm.

      When Dyrfinna was a little girl, Papa called her his little warrior. They’d play-fight with toy swords, and he’d let Dyrfinna trounce him. He’d bounce every time she swatted him with her sword, shouting “Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow!” as she chased him in circles.

      Her eyes prickled.

      Why couldn’t he love her the way he used to? Didn’t he know that, down in her heart, she was still the same little girl she used to be?

      Dyrfinna could hear somebody whispering about her. Even here, at Thora’s ceremony, she could hear some gossip whispering maliciously how Dyrfinna didn’t deserve to be there. “There’s nobody to protect her now,” they hissed.

      Her father had a lot of friends that supported him, people who agreed that Dyrfinna had killed her brother out of spite. But they only said this when her back was turned.

      Dyrfinna straightened and rolled her neck, looking across the small Viking city of Skala toward the great mountains of the fjords and the endless ocean. The smell of wood smoke from many chimneys came to her. Even this far down on the shore, she could hear the complaints of the sheep on the hills, a dog barking at the city’s edge, the rush of waves on the shore, the mewling of a seagull – all the sounds of home.

      Surrounded as she was by this beauty, Dyrfinna felt desperately unfulfilled.

      They had now reached the place where the rest of the dragons had gathered, waiting for the sword-friends to ride. Each of the dragons wore a jeweled collar, glimmering with carnelians, which they were fitted with as soon as they hatched.

      “There you are,” said Shriken, a silver-scaled racing dragon, nudging Rjupa. She threw her arms around the dragon’s neck.

      Dyrfinna’s father had, only a few days ago, awarded Rjupa with the only open position of dragonrider, giving Shriken to her as her own personal dragon. “As befitting one of Thora’s personal guards,” he’d said with a fond smile to Rjupa.

      That had hurt more than words could express.

      Dyrfinna climbed onto Serja’s back as they stood majestically still, their wings slightly open. Ostryg vaulted aboard her father’s glittering black mica dragon named Krekkaq, while Gefjun rode the Queen’s golden dragon, Tandryss, the calm one.

      Skeggi was riding Old Red, a gigantic blood-red drake. He was talking about a ship funeral he had witnessed about a hundred years ago, while Skeggi was frantically trying to hush the old dragon before he said something embarrassing.

      “We were trying to flame a ship,” Old Red rambled, “but the skies opened up into a downpour. I tell you, it was like being in a waterfall! None of us could see past our assholes, if you know what I mean.”

      “Too late,” Dyrfinna murmured to herself.

      Poor Skeggi went bright red to match the dragon, while the watching crowds of Vikings were chuckling.

      “No, we don’t know what you mean,” Serja said aloud.

      Old Red seemed to remember where he was. “Oh! Well. Skies are clear tonight,” he said, looking around at the crowd as if surprised to see them there, and stopped talking.

      Just then the voice of an old friend rang out from Thora’s ship. The old steersman, Hakr, had climbed aboard to guide her ship out to sea.

      “Now the tide is high,” he said, for now Thora’s ship was afloat. The crowd turned to him as he hoisted the sail on Thora’s ship with sure hands. The old Viking’s beard was gray, and his blue eyes were set in a permanent squint against the weather and the sun from his many years on board ships as he traveled the world.

      “Come, my friends. We go now to sea,” he proclaimed to Dyrfinna and the sword-friends. The wind blew sweetly from the shore – the gods were smiling upon them, to have the wind blowing in the right direction – and the ship slid through the waves toward the deep.

      With one hard, calloused hand upon the tiller, Hakr turned his face toward the sun, low in the west, steering Thora true on her last voyage.

      Dyrfinna laid her hands on Serja’s neck, the dragon’s scales so warm under her hands, watching the black ship sail away.

      Who are you, Dyrfinna? a voice had asked in the dream. What do you want?

      “I want to fly,” she murmured as the sea wind blew strands of hair into her face. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      But if she lost her ability to fly dragons and fight … if she was to be separated from the dragon that loved her most … who was she then? What did that make her? A demoted dragonrider, forced to marry, separated from her friends and family, trapped in a world she despised.

      Singing an old song to the dead at sea, Hakr steered the ship between the many rocky islands that speckled the coastline, guiding the funerary ship and its precious burden out to sea.

      The ship glided on the brilliant orange sea-road of sunset as if it would sail in a holy voyage to the sun itself.

      The sight wrung Dyrfinna’s heart.

      “I have to leave.” Dyrfinna looked out over the ocean. “I have to go someplace where I can live as a shieldmaiden and warrior.”

      She looked up at Serja, grieving. Leaving her sword-friends, her little sister, her mother, and grandmother would be hard. But leaving Serja would be the hardest blow to bear.
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      “This is the last flight of the Corae Guard,” Dyrfinna said quietly.

      “I doubt it,” Ostryg said, straightening the bearskin that he wore around his broad shoulders. “Egill isn’t going to do anything that stupid.”

      “Well, if Egill is marrying Finna off, then where does that leave the rest of us?” Gefjun said in a low voice. “I’m telling you, he’s splitting us up.”

      “I don’t believe it. You’re being paranoid, sweetie.” Ostryg blew her a kiss.

      Dyrfinna stretched her back, then gently patted Serja’s neck. “Are you ready?”

      “Aye, we are.” The dragon’s enormous wings came storming out, deep garnet wings that could have encompassed Thora’s ship. The four other dragons did likewise. Then, with a running start and a great sweep of their wings, Serja sprang. Their wings labored to be free of the pull of the earth, and they were airborne.

      A burst of wind, and the dragon soared upward, their wing beats growing easier. The shoreline shrank, while the distant mountains to their left expanded their ranges as the world revealed itself more and more.

      Dyrfinna’s heart lifted. She loved the sweep of the dragon’s wings, the cold wind in her face, Serja’s easy grace as they leaned into a turn. The sea under the sun’s glare was orange with small rocky islands. When she turned her face away from the glare, the islands were rough peaks of rocks, softened with the green of
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