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They say some people are favored by the gods. Others need to make their own luck.

There is a single lesson in the heart of every Viking: Those who use magic are put to death.

When a handsome young warrior rides into her village and Liv barely has time to notice. There is coin to be made with the arrival of the king.

But the fates have other plans.

The two strike up a friendship that grows closer, even though Liv knows she will never rise above her station. 

She makes a promise that even though she cannot love him, she will protect him.

And that promise will require the greatest sacrifice of all.
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They say a single river connects us. A seam of endless water, circling the length of the world...

It’s a cradle-story, sung in sweet-voices over babes too small to listen, then barked at the feasting tables once those babes are fully grown. In all my days, I’ve never met anyone who didn’t believe it.  

It settles into the heart of my people, blending the line between fact and fiction, between truth and myth.

I could not say for the rest of the world, I had seen such a small part of it, but the waters ran the length of our kingdom, a winding ribbon from toes to crown.

It was said to be a sign of hope. It was said to bring healing.

I’d never found it as such.

I’d always found more truth in the legend of the great serpent, continuous and inescapable, devouring itself inch by ravenous inch. It would make more sense: that we were living somewhere amidst those constricting scales.

Still, there was a part of me that longed for the river.

Where it might go...
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I’D ALWAYS THOUGHT it would be rather easy to die.

Since I was a child, death had been a part of the discussion. Hardly a few weeks would pass before we’d be lowering someone new into the ground. People a lot less capable than I was. People who’d somehow managed to find their way to those sacred halls. Those who’d been left behind would stand by their mounds, stand by their pyres. Shrieking and wailing, tearing their clothes in despair. But it had always seemed to me like something of a relief. Their scrapes and toils were behind them. They would leave our grim shores and enter Valhalla’s radiant embrace.

I’d mentioned this precisely once and gotten slapped across the face.

“Don’t ever speak like that! You’ll tempt the gods!”

I wanted to believe that. I wanted to think about it the way a person should. But I didn’t think the gods particularly cared whether we lived or died. Especially me.

And if they did, they had a strange way of showing it.

A quiet buzzing caught my attention, and I lowered my gaze to a bee crawling over a blanket of aspen leaves by my foot. Its velvety head bobbed up and down, almost as if in prayer, as it made its way slowly along the pebbly shore. My first thought was that it must have been hurt; why walk when you’d been given wings to fly? But there didn’t appear to be anything wrong with it. Aside from a loose grasp on time, it was merely going about its daily tasks—flowers, and honey, and sun.

I could scarcely blame it for wanting to prolong the morning. I’d wandered into the woods with the same desire myself. The sun had come out today, warm and bright, and the woods had come alive with it. The terns and the quails had flushed from their nests. Long-winged herons cast slanting shadows from the sky. The apples trees were rattling in the breeze, the air around them sweetened with the scent of ever-ripening fruit. It was the first true day of summer. The blushing embrace of a season that was always the most welcome to see coming, and the first to say goodbye.

Where are you going...?

The bee had changed directions, skittering purposely back the way it came. I had perhaps foolishly believed it to be something like myself—having left the morning routine behind to seek out simpler pleasures, abandoning the buzzing hive for the warm respite of a walk across the leaves.

Perhaps it was just stupid.

My eyes caught a flicker of movement, and I watched as a little sandpiper hopped out of the brush, drawing closer and closer to the log where I sat. It hadn’t yet seen my bee, but at this point, I was prepared to intervene if it did. One learned to foster a sort of detachment when it came to such things, as the laws of our land were simple: eat or be eaten. But I had never been very good at those lessons. I was the child who’d baited the garden path with honey, and brought in strays after every storm. My adolescence had brought no greater maturity, I’d simply learned to be craftier in my aims.

The strays were tended in the forest. The bee was already named, but I kept it to myself.

A rush of wings, and a muted crackle. The sandpiper had speared itself a mayfly. Just a stone’s throw away, the bee ambled closer to the water, never seeing the danger just beyond.

With an idle curiosity, I abandoned my perch and sank to the leaves beside it, stretching on my stomach and watching as those whisker-thin legs heaved its body, fat and swollen with pollen, over one leaf and onto the next. The effort must have been astounding. A tiny miracle, hidden in the underbrush, unnoticed as the rest of the world hurried by. When it felt the cool of my shadow, it froze a solitary moment, then took suddenly to the air. In the blink of an eye, it was gone.

“Safe travels,” I murmured, staring at the place it had disappeared.

The sun had already risen high above the forest, glints of light spearing through the canopy of leaves. I had done something I shouldn’t. I had left the bustle of the village, the duties and chores that hounded me, and ventured away on my own. It was such a lapse, that no one would think to challenge it. They would assume I was off attending some task and think nothing more. Even if they had thought to send someone, they never would have guessed to look for me here.

The water splashed at my feet, cool and unending, winding ever onward to bear the northern ice-melt into the warmer summer plains. I stared from a distance, watching as it spilled noisily over the rocks. Sixteen years, I had lived alongside the river. Never once had I gotten fully inside.

Why not today?

The thought was sudden, arresting—breaking over me like a fever that had been too long kept at bay. While my brain reflexively balked at the idea, a more sensible part couldn’t find any reason not to. The forest was empty and settlement was drowning in preparations. I could slip in and out without anyone being the wiser. I could be dry by the time I made it home.

The seconds ticked past, one after another, then with a sudden burst of determination, I pushed to my feet. My hair was already pinned half-back, but I took out the band and let it drop past my shoulders, unlacing the boots that encased my feet and leaving them on the shore. A kind of giddiness had taken hold of me. My body was thrumming, and my heart was pumping too fast.

I took a step, and then another. The pulse of adrenaline had bolstered me, but beneath the summer sun, my skin was clammy and pale. My fingers fumbled with the laces on my tunic, as the frothing water lapped over my toes. It was freezing, exhilarating. Inviting.

...too much.

I stepped back just as quickly, breathing as hard as if I’d run all the way from the road. The laces were abandoned and the boots were snatched back off the rocks, but a second before I could cram them over my feet, a distant chorus of laughter filtered through the trees.

I went perfectly still, tense and bristling, like a rabbit that realized it had wandered too close to a wolf. A sense of panic swept over me, paired with a grim anticipation. They were laughing at me, but that was no matter. People had laughed at me before. They had seen me undressing, but that was fine. I’d gotten no higher than my ankles. I would face whoever it was, stoic and free of emotion, before making up some excuse and marching straight back to the house. They were young, the voices I’d heard. Even younger than I was. There was no need to fear any of the usual—

“—again, Dag!” a voice called in the distance. “Before it gets away!”

My eyes lifted slowly, peering through the trees.

For the second time that morning, I had been wrong. The voices hadn’t come for me, they were there for something else. Their laughter rang up again, in a cold and familiar chorus, twisting the edges of my stomach and thinning the lines of my mouth. I should have gone home. I should have thanked the gods for allowing my transgression to go unnoticed, and ghosted into the trees.

But I was feeling rather spontaneous that morning. And bad things came in threes.

Without a trace of hesitation, I finished with the boots and hurried through the forest, picking up speed as that laughter echoed again. I was closer, now. Close enough to glimpse a clutch of familiar faces. There were half a dozen of them, girls and boys who ran in a little pack through the village, though I could tell you little more about them than that. They were drawn together in a tight huddle, looking down at something that appeared to be lying at their feet.

There was a quiet rustle, followed by a rending cry.

“What are you doing?”

They sprang apart, as I’d hoped they might—their faces flushed with guilt, their hands clapped innocently behind their backs. For a flash of a second, they stood there, waiting in silent obedience for whatever was coming next. Then they saw who it was, and let out a collective breath.

“It’s only her,” one of them half-sighed with relief, glancing over her shoulder, as if I might have brought reinforcements. “Come on, let’s finish the—”

“What are you doing?” I asked again, sharper this time.

Not a single person answered, their pride was too great for that. But with some strange compulsion, half of them shifted aside in the same instant, allowing me to look for myself.

I should have guessed, from the way they were jeering.

A hawk had gotten caught in some brambles, hurting its wing and leaving it tethered to the ground. Our forests were thick with hawks, they hunted for game same as the rest of us, but this was one of the largest I’d seen—large enough that the ring of children wouldn’t dare venture within range of its talons. They had contented themselves with poking at it with sticks, letting out another chorus of demonic laughter every time it flinched away with a desperate cry.

My throat constricted, and I pulled in a deliberate breath. “Get away from it.”

That should have been enough. The children were much younger than I was, they should have scattered. But they were enjoying their game and merely looked at me, clutching those cruel sticks in their hands. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it stung just the same.

A manut, I was called. A girl with limited prospects, and even more limited authority.

“What if we don’t?” one of them taunted. He was standing in the center, half-obstructing the bird. It had been his idea to get the sticks. “What are you going to do about it?”

“What am I going to do?” I stalled, eyes flickering around the circle.

At that point, most people would have either scared them off or threatened to inform their parents. Viking children were hard as the frozen ground upon which they’d been raised, but like all others, they had a healthy fear of their parents. The problem was, Viking parents would have little concern for the well-being of a bird. I weighed my options, and decided to aim higher.

“What am I going to do?” I repeated with raised eyebrows, looking around the circle like the answer was obvious. “I’m going to pray, of course.”

Without further ado, I knelt to the ground and opened my arms, tilting my face towards the heavens. The children flashed quick looks at each other, but didn’t dare to interrupt. The ones that were standing farthest away, had dropped their sticks and were already edging into the forest.

“I call upon Freya,” I declared in a ringing voice, “great goddess in the skies and protector of earth’s living creatures. I beg you to spare this poor animal, and deliver it from the hands of those who might cause it harm. I beseech you to punish its oppressors, to seek out all who would...”

I peeked open my eyes.

The children were gone, leaving a pile of sticks behind them.

You better run.

I stared after them a moment, listening as those panicked whispers grew quieter and quieter, before turning back to the hawk. It had gone still when I started speaking, watching the scene with unnatural attentiveness, those sharp eyes dilated to their fullest extent. When I took a step closer, it stood its ground—flaring out its remaining wing in a silent warning.

“It’s all right now,” I murmured, pulling a knife from my belt and circling to the far side of the brambles. “No one’s going to hurt you. I’m going to get you out of here.”

To prove myself, I started cutting far away from where the bird was tangled, letting it see as I removed the thorny branches, one after another. It tensed again as I drew near, but watched as I took the stem that had ensnared it—keeping far away from those talons, and sawing it by the root.

It was hard work, with many punishing slices. There was a reason we avoided the brambles, even when harvesting their fruit, we left the berries that grew in the middle safely inside. At long last, the branch came free. I reached for it then, carefully extracting the hawk’s feathers. I was surprised it let me, even when I had to use my knife. The moment it was free, it made an undignified squeak and hopped into the clearing, stretching both wings into the air beside it.

“There, you see?” I sheathed the blade with a smile. “No harm done.”

It cocked its head to the side, studying me in silence. I studied it back. We stood there so long, I half-expected it to speak. Then without a bit of warning, it lifted suddenly into the sky.

I stared after it, feeling unexpectedly sad. “Safe travels to you as well.”

The sound of bells echoed in the distance. I turned my head with a sigh.

It’s starting...they’re here.
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IT WAS POSSIBLE MY people did not understand the meaning of the word birth day. Because when it came time for the king’s celebration, everyone acted like it was the very first time.

“Out of the road!”

My eyes flashed up to see a horse and cart flying towards me, still a long ways off. It wasn’t a road, it was a forest path. And I wasn’t standing on it, I was walking alongside. It seemed impossible the man wouldn’t realize this. From the looks of things, he just needed to shout at somebody.

With theatrical obedience, I bowed low to the ground and then took wide steps backwards, so wide, I needed to lift the hem of my skirt. His brow tightened with a scowl and he opened his mouth to say something, but by the time the words came to him, the cart was already gone.

I stared after it until the wheels vanished over the crest of the next hill.

For weeks, people had been pouring from all over the kingdom—straining the walls of a village already too swollen for its fences. But those fences were large, and the roots ran deep. It was more of a settlement than a village, and there were only a few so far south in the kingdom. The king had already celebrated in the rest the land had to offer. This year, the honor had fallen onto us.

You’d have thought the gods themselves had come down from Valhalla. Never had I seen so many people, heard so many dialects. The markets sprang up before they’d finished unpacking—a colorful sea of awnings, displaying wonders from everywhere in the known world. There were silks from China, coins from Arabia, and necklaces from the Indian provinces that shone like the sun.

None of it was ours, of course. It was all stolen, but my people never used that word. Raided, that’s what they called it. A noble profession, taking things by the edge of a sword.

Then selling it at twice the value.

For as much as we Vikings liked to throw around words like honor and sacrifice, for as much as we steeped ourselves in legend—claiming divine dispensation—there was something depressingly economical about us as well. For over three hundred years, people had been striving to keep us trapped on our little island. For over three hundred years, those same people had failed.

Maybe I can get something, I thought distractedly, my eyes flitting over the curls of smoke rising from behind the fence. I have a little coin saved.

Instead of going to the settlement proper, I made a wide curve and headed off the path, through the waist-deep grass that caught on my skirt and served as a barrier between my home and the rest of the village. There were a few of us that lived beyond the fence. People who farmed, or fished, or tended goats and cattle. People with backstories that would be questioned were they to venture past the gates. For a people that placed a fierce value on loyalty, that fence had been one of the first things they’d built. A pointed reminder between who was deemed worthy, and who was not.

When I was a child, I used to stare for hours at those sharpened stakes, wondering what was happening on the other side. These days, I didn’t mind. They got the settlement. We got the view.

“Morning, Liv!”

I raised my head to see the figure of an elderly woman waving in her front yard. She was the carpenter’s wife, but he was long dead now. The morning after it happened, my grandmother and I had gone over with baskets of flowers—weaved them into a shroud to place atop his grave. When my grandmother had died, just a few years later, she’d arrived with baskets of her own.

“Morning,” I called back, waving in return. “Do you need any help with the washing?” I eyed the heavy parcels stacked by the door. “I could carry those inside.”

Drag them, was more like it. Each one of them weighed the same as I.

She let out a cackle of laughter—the kind of sound that could easily frighten, if you didn’t see the warm crinkles around her eyes. “With those stick arms? I’d have better luck with them myself. I’m surprised to see you here, anyway. Shouldn’t you be down at the settlement?”

“I’m going there now,” I replied, cocking my head further up the hill. “Just getting Trina.”

She bobbed her head and murmured something unintelligible, before waving again and disappearing inside. The door swung shut behind her, as I continued up the hill.

Unless one was familiar with the landscape, there wasn’t much to distinguish one place from the next. The forest was bare in some patches, then stretched endlessly in every direction. The river was a good marker, but the land was riddled with a hundred identical marshes and streams. The little houses that dotted along the hillside weren’t much better. Each of them was small and compact, and hobbled together with the same dark wood and dried grass as the next. Some of them had been built so long ago, the weather-stained planks had begun to sink into the earth beneath them.

But my grandmother had strived to make ours into something a bit different. Not in terms of structure, but all the little flourishes she’d added along the side. Instead of the same grass or a muddy pen to keep sheep like most of our neighbors, a wide garden had been meticulously grown around the path that led to the front door. The house itself was dripping in flowers—not the bright blooms that grew for a season, but their paler companions that lasted for the entire year.

Every day of my life, I’d awoken to the scent of those flowers. No matter the rigors of the day, it was a quiet solace. It was probably the reason I was so partial to bees, which were drawn to it like a haven. Five years she’d been gone, and I’d done everything I could to keep up the garden, drawing extra buckets of water in the summer months, doing endless battle with the weeds. It was a constant burden, but one I was glad to shoulder. Even if I was undermined every step of the way.

“By the hammer of Thor—I shall destroy you!”

There was a hitch in my stride, then a wide grin spread across my face as I sailed over the last few steps and pushed open the door. A lovely woman was standing in the kitchen, wielding a blunted hatchet over her head. Her eyes were fixed upon something hiding in the corner, something apparently deserving of a bladed weapon. Something too small to see.

Given our history, I was guessing a spider.

“Liv—thank the gods!” she cried, turning at the same time and spotting me. The hatchet was still raised above her head. “I know I promised that last time was the last time, but there’s a—”

“A spider?” I guessed, flouncing past her with a smirk.

I grabbed a cup from the table and crouched in the corner, striving to find it for myself. As though it felt my roving gaze, a pair of grey legs scuttled farther beneath the wood pile. I moved the logs quickly aside, capturing it at the same time.

“Streð mik!” she cursed, pressing to the wall as I walked past her. “Filthy beast. Why must you always release them? You should crush them—decisively—so they can never come back.”

I knelt down in the garden, tipping the spider from the cup.

“But then how would I collect so many favors?” I rose from the ground as it skittered out of sight, turning around to face her. “Where did you learn that kind of language?”

“At the docks,” she replied without hesitation. “Where did you learn to be so judgmental?”

“From you.”

We stared at each other a moment, then cracked a simultaneous smile.

No matter how many years she’d been there, I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the sight of Trina in the kitchen—hands on her hips, black curls spilling brazenly down her shoulders, standing in blatant opposition to the quiet serenity my grandmother had always fostered in the house.

It hadn’t always been that way.

When my grandmother had spirited me away from our last village, the place I was born, we had come here alone. I was too young to remember, I knew the tale only from stories. The moment of rendering, secret footsteps in the dead of night. Trina had come not long after, but she’d kept her distance from the house—claiming a room in the brothel where she worked. She would visit often, but never linger long. And never did the two women share company, unless I was present.

The week after the burial, she’d simply appeared on the doorstep—a flamboyant pipe stuck between her lips, and a bag slung over her arm. I don’t cook, was the only thing she’d said to me.

Then she started to unpack.

It was a beginning.

The woman may have refused to spend time in the kitchen, but she did a great many other things. She taught me to read, taught me to fight. Helped me stitch new clothes when I outgrew the ones I was wearing. She’d even tried her hand at midwifing, if only to keep up the old woman’s legacy, but to be honest, she didn’t really have the stomach.

The woman had once fended off a wildcat using nothing but a stick, but she couldn’t stand the sight of blood. Or babies. Or insects. It was a toss-up as to which one she hated most.

I’d always teased her for it, said she was a disgrace to our heritage. Our people liked to say things like that—throwing out arbitrations at random. A Viking who tensed at the sight of blood was like a cat with no claws, a snake with no venom, a ship with no sails. So far from the rest of the breathing world, it was the only identity we had, so we wielded it whenever possible. Making jokes and making threats, drawing lines and claiming folly where none had existed before.

It should have been easy sport, the woman shuddered at the sight of crickets. But Trina wasn’t so easy to tease. She merely said that when it came to Vikings, there were better things to be.

“Where were you this morning?” she asked, tossing the hatchet carelessly on the table. “I asked for you at the market, but no one had seen you there.”

The humor stilled on my face, and I ducked my head swiftly.

“I was just running some errands,” I said evasively, picking up the weapon and placing it back on the shelf. “Silly things, nothing of consequence.”

She looked over her shoulder, taking in every detail with a sweeping glance. “Nothing of consequence, eh?” she repeated, adding a log to the fire. It sent up a burst of sparks when it landed, fading quickly in the morning air. “Are you going to the settlement?”

I nodded quickly, remembering my purpose. “In a moment. I was just coming here to get you.”

Even as I said it, my eyes drifted over the house. Her cloak was folded neatly by the door, her boots lay forgotten beside it. She’d just added more wood to the fire.

“You’re not coming?” I asked in confusion. “Don’t you want to see the processional?”

The woman might claim indifference, but each village was a point of isolation in a wild and uncertain land, and there was only one king. Our people lay roots, we didn’t travel. Other than feast days and the seasonal sacrifice, there was very little to differentiate one day from the next.

“I’ve had my fill of soldiers,” she said lightly. “But you should go. It’ll do you good to get out of the house for a while. And we could use the coin,” she added with a sideways look.

I tilted my head sarcastically, well familiar with the look.

“Oh yes? And how will you be helping with that?”

She turned with a sweet smile to face me, arms folding across her chest.

I wasn’t supposed to know about the brothel, even though I’d seen her vanishing behind the wooden doors almost every night. When I was a child, easily swayed with deflections and excuses, it had been a puzzlement. When I’d gotten older, it had become a sort of game. The solitary time I’d worked up the courage to ask her about it directly, I’d received a rather predictable reply.

“That’s no talk for such a tender spirit.”

To complete the image, she’d condescendingly patted my ears. Ridiculous as it had become, I loved her for keeping it from me. It was a kind of tenderness, precious in its own way.

“What do you mean, Liv?”

I hedged my bets, pleased the counter was between us.

“It’s a simple enough question.” I tried to mimic her posture, failing spectacularly at the same time. “You bring in far more coin than me. Is there to be some kind of plan?”

Her eyes twinkled as she crossed the kitchen, flicking me under the chin. “Never you mind.”

And the game continues...

With a quiet chuckle, I strode down the hall and grabbed what I needed before heading back to the kitchen. Trina was already sitting at the table—her legs kicked up on the wooden slats, a cup of something that wafted sweet steam affixed to her hand. I debated stealing a sip, then crossed instead to the doorway, nodding absentmindedly as she rattled off a list of cheerful demands.

“Remember not to set down your cloak, it will be lost in a sea of hundreds and we cannot afford to get you another one. Don’t go anywhere alone with a stranger—or even a friend, for that matter—and keep to the main tent. There will be guards and attendants. It will be the safest place, at least when the night is young. When it darkens, come home straight away. I don’t like the idea of you wandering outside the fence. You have your mother’s knife, don’t hesitate for a moment to use it. But don’t show it to anyone, not unless you intend to stab them. The blade is pure silver, Liv. It will be taken from you and sold before you ever realize it’s gone. And if you intend to stab them, be sure to aim for the neck or the belly. A stomach wound is a curse to those who—”

I turned around slowly, trying to control my face.

For years, I’d heard the same lectures. For years with my grandmother, before that. Lectures were often the only thing we could offer, and the women in my family did them well.

So well, that I could recite most of them by heart.

“I will be safe,” I promised indulgently. “I will stay somewhere well-lit, with hundreds of guards, and if anyone looks at me sideways, I will stab them a thousand times in the stomach.” I tilted my head, catching her gaze. “There. Are you happy?”

She lifted her chin ever so slightly, looking too young to have delivered such a speech. “Scarcely ever. But then again, I’ve been sentenced to a life of perpetual servitude. You should meet the girl I’ve been tasked with protecting. She would give you frightful dreams.”

My lips twitched, holding back a smile. “I’ll stab her in the stomach, too,” I promised.

The tension eased, as I strapped the cloak over my shoulders and shoved open the heavy wooden door. It had swollen in the warm summer months—cramming itself into the frame, like the two were strangers. We would have to shave down the edges just to force it back to size.

“I’ll see you after the feast,” I called over my shoulder, blinking swiftly as my eyes adjusted to the blinding sun. “A decent person might have supper waiting—”

“No decent person lives in this house,” she answered without pause. Our eyes met in a silent farewell, but before I could shut the door, she called out to me once again. “And, Liv...?”

Our eyes met for a solitary moment, then I put my hands deliberately into my pockets.

She nodded slowly, drawing in a deep breath. “That’s my girl.”
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“BROTHEL OR KITCHEN?”

In an attempt to be clever, I’d decided to avoid the main entrance to the settlement—a dirt-packed road that was sure to be crowded—and had circled instead to a smaller door on the southern side of the great wall. Only then had I discovered how many other people had attempted to be clever the same way. The path was almost as tangled as the other, only less choked with the vats and crates and cages brought by the merchants, eager to hock their wares. Those people needed a permit, which could only be given at the proper road. If only the rest of the locals had forgotten.

“This is ridiculous,” a girl in front of me muttered. She had a pointed chin and hair that was very nearly black, a rarity amongst our people. “At this rate, the feast will be over and done. They will simply force the jobs we might have done, onto those who already have work in the kitchens.”

The arrival of royalty was a once-in-a-generation occasion, and the modest settlement had spared no expense. The doors of the sacred grain store had been opened, the hunters had been at it for weeks—combing the forest in preparation, coming back with dried strips and pelts. The women had been at it even longer, sewing and cleaning and shuttling back and forth between the forest, coming back with baskets of roots and berries and flowers. If nothing else, the king would see an abundance of over-achievement, even if our standards were not as he was accustomed. Bets had been placed on the clothes he’d be wearing, and the weapons. And the queen. Everything from their horses, to their luggage, to their bannermen had been a source of constant speculation.

I was not looking for a spectacle. I was looking for work.

“Brothel or kitchen?”

Because there was but a single door, we’d been forced to straighten into a line and file inside, one after the other, just like all those un-clever people who were surely moving much faster on the main road. It should have been an easy enough process, but for some unknown reason, we were moving at a glacial pace. This for a people not particularly inclined towards lines in the first place.

There had been three fist fights already, and it was barely nearing midday.

“There will be plenty to do,” a boy in front of her answered. He was tall, and could see all the way to the front. From the grim set to his mouth, it wasn’t getting better. “We should be grateful for the opportunity. Think of those in the villages who were left behind. Cooks without a meal to prepare, serving girls with nothing to serve. And what of the grooms? Nothing but long days, and empty stables. At least here, there is a promise of coin.”

She made a derisive sound under her breath, but said nothing further as we inched closer to the wall. There was a man in the entryway ushering people in. He kept repeating the same question.

I strained my ears towards the front, trying to make it out.

“What are they saying?” I murmured under my breath. “I can’t hear it.”

The question was addressed to no one, and no one answered. Idle as we were, there was enough on our minds without adding mundane intrigue that would be explained soon enough. The crowd pressed us from behind, and we pressed back, holding our ground, sometimes gripping our blades, casting incredulous looks over our shoulder at the people flooding out of the trees.

I had known the influx of travelers would increase the strain upon the settlement, but I had underestimated the extent. It looked like everyone I knew was crammed into the same tiny location.

And more were coming. It seemed more were always on the way.

With a distant fascination, I watched a hooded wagon rumble down the path, so large and ungainly, the others who’d been waiting there longer hurried out of its way, lest some of the poorly tethered items should fall and strike them. It was etched with markings from a dialect that was unfamiliar and brimming with so many goods and parcels, it was a wonder there was any room to sit inside. A frenzied man sat at the helm, death-gripping the reins of his donkey.

The scene quickly passed amusement and seemed precarious. The cart had careened within striking distance of the settlement and seemed unable to stop. But the instant the man cut past the last of the scattering crowd and neared the gate, his pace slowed to an even trot. The cart steadied and the bottles knocking against the side quieted. The tethers appeared loose, but were expertly knotted. A loud grumble swelled behind him, but it came too late. His trick had worked brilliantly.

He was already at the gate.

I should have done something like that. Bulged my eyes, started frothing at mouth. Brave as they might claim to be, there isn’t a person in the settlement that would dare to come near me.

I pursed my lips, considering it.

Of course, they probably wouldn’t let me inside.

“Imagine how it must have been on the king’s fiftieth,” the black-haired girl remarked, her previous impatience losing sway to the anticipation hiding beneath. Fifty was a great year for our people. To survive so many winters was a true sign one had been blessed by the gods. The king was now several years past. “How many days were they in celebration? How many nights until the well ran dry?” They moved a few places up in line, reaching the shade cast down by the wall.

“Then it’s a good thing we live beside a river,” the boy snapped with irritation, taking up her impatience as his own. While the girls were pretty and sure to find work, he needed more urgently to get inside. As large as the crowds had swollen, there were still limited positions for the locals to find work. Many of the king’s bannermen and nobles would be bringing attendants of their own. “If you find yourself so vexed by the crowds, then perhaps you should return home.”

And save more coin for the rest of us.

Instead of answering directly, the girl went abruptly silent. So silent, the boy was forced to glance over his shoulder. She was smiling sweetly, twirling the handle of a blade.

“I’m sorry,” she tilted her head, “I didn’t quite catch that.”

More frightened of the smile than the blade, he decided not to repeat it. Just to be safe, he countered with a smile of his own, gesturing her forward. “After you.”

The summer sun, which had been mild in the morning, continued to arc into blinding new heights as we continued our glacial journey to the settlement. The man who guarded the gateway was seen clearly now; a swarthy, squat sort of fellow, with quick-darting eyes that made a practiced assessment of anyone who stood in front of him. Most were dismissed swiftly, with curt instructions too muffled to hear. Others stayed longer, shifting uncomfortably, as those darting eyes lingered on their fair complexions and rosy cheeks. Still, he barked that same indecipherable question. Not until I reached the front of the line, was I finally able to hear it for myself.

“Brothel or kitchen?”

I drew back in surprise, wondering why I hadn’t expected it. Frequent as I’d seen him bark, it had come only to the women as they passed him. The boys were sorted someplace else.

“I’m a serving girl,” I answered calmly.

Today, that’s what I was. Tomorrow, I might be something else. If you were not married, or whoring, or old enough to be taken care of by your children, a girl found work where she could. I was lucky it was a large settlement. I’d never had trouble finding something to do.

“A serving girl, eh?” he repeated, looking me up and down. “A little of both, then.”

My temper spiked, like a drop of the gods’ own fire had been poured into my veins. For a split second, I indulged all the things I’d like to say in return, before forcing my face into the most angelic of smiles. “I’ll be sure to tell my aunt you think so. She runs the brothel.”

There was no need to say anything further, the threat had already been made.

There were a few people one would never cross in a Viking settlement: the man who kept the gate, the lord who owned the spears, and the woman in charge of the whores. Each one wielded immeasurable power; able to turn one’s life into the brightest of heavens, or the coldest of hells.

The man’s face colored in dismay, an ugly purple that made it look as though the veins were bulging from his neck. He tried to smile in return, perhaps thinking it wise, then either reconsidered, or found his mouth unable to hold the shape. He took a step back instead.

“You see that man?” he said abruptly, pointing through the commotion to a solitary point of stillness. A man with a stack of crates behind him, and a long-suffering slave nodding obediently at something he’d said. “He’s in charge of the king’s personal household, and came early to prepare for the festivities. The people who serve in the feasting hall report directly to him. There are not many who were chosen for this,” he added, like an afterthought. “It’s a privilege afforded only to a few.”

What a coincidence.

I smiled again, showing all my pearly teeth. “My aunt will be delighted.”

Feeling uncharacteristically smug, I headed off in the direction he’d pointed—glad to put the endless crush of the line behind me. A girl of my station had few defenses, let alone privileges. The brothel was the only card I had to play, so I used it often. In truth, no matter how grave the slight, I’d never think of mentioning it to Trina. The woman was unpredictable at the best of times, and there was no telling what she might do to someone who’d wronged me. In truth, she wasn’t even my aunt. I only called her such, just as I’d called Karmen my grandmother; we were family just the same.

The sun hung in a glittering orb as I weaved, carefully as I could, through the throng of people who’d gathered inside the courtyard. Most days, it seemed cavernous. As someone who’d spent her life looking from the other side of the fence, the size of the settlement had never failed to make an impression. It wasn’t until that very moment, I suddenly realized how small it actually was.

Not big enough to hold so many people. Not big enough to welcome a king.

My eyes drifted in a quick circle, trying to make sense of the commotion, before I quickened my pace. The man was still standing in the same place, dictating rapidly to his slave.

“Excuse me, sir.” I came to a stop at a respectful distance, waiting for a pause in his speech before announcing myself. He and the slave turned at the same time. “I was told to report.”

Even if I hadn’t known he was in charge of the king’s household, I would have known this man was from a place very different than mine. Amidst the chaos of preparation, he was a pillar of stillness, every muscle and line drawn with strict efficiency. His beard was neatly combed and fell in a point beneath his chin, his mouth was unsmiling. His sharp eyes looked me up and down.

“Who told you?” he asked curtly.

Without hesitation, I pointed to the man ushering people past the gate, wishing desperately I’d gotten a name. It didn’t seem to matter; he followed my gaze with a quick nod.

“We have reached the limit,” he muttered to the boy at his side. “Go tell him.” The slave bolted off a second later, vanishing into the crowd. The man’s eyes returned to me. “Well since you’re here, you might as well make yourself useful. Here”—he reached into the crates behind him and pulled out a large parcel—“take this to the barracks, then return to the main hall. We have enough serving girls already, but they could always use one more. Do not dawdle,” he added sharply, like I might be tempted to wander the streets, “we have only a few hours before the king’s arrival.”

I nodded in silence, wanting very much to escape that exacting gaze.

It wasn’t until the last second, he turned to me suddenly again, reaching deep into his pocket. “Here, take this.”

It was a small pin. A red stone, set in leather.

I stared a moment with a lack of comprehension, then took it quickly—fastening it atop the shoulder, where he indicated. He nodded with satisfaction, glancing back at the crates.

“That will grant you entrance to places most people cannot go. Places reserved for the king and his bannermen, and members of the court. Once there, you will handle yourself with the greatest discretion.” Those sharp eyes found me again, dubious and appraising. Like I might not be expected to know the word. “Do you understand me, girl? We are speaking of the king.”

Like I could forget?

I nodded again, eyes on the ground, feeling the prick of the pin against my shoulder. He waved a hand in dismissal, and the moment he turned away again, I vanished the same way as the slave, clutching the parcel tightly, lest I should accidently drop it.

It wasn’t until he was obscured in the sea of others, that I slowed my pace, lost the fear of him, and began to dawdle in earnest. He had not known I was coming, and the parcel couldn’t be urgently expected. I cracked open the lid and peeked inside, finding a jug of something potent and filled to the brim. I sniffed it delicately, feeling the inside of my nostrils burn.

Clever.

The arrangement of such festivities was a balancing act, and the man had done well to start with a bribe. The presence of soldiers was both a blessing and a hindrance, but if those soldiers had been liquored beforehand, they were far more likely to approach their duties with good cheer.

It was the king’s birthday, after all. There must be some effort to limit the usual bloodshed.

I glanced back up with a faint smile, and let my eyes drift once more around the square. It was only then I remembered something that had been forgotten in the endless tedium of the line.

A part of me was wildly excited.

Never in my life had I witnessed such a spectacle; amidst the crash of noise and flashes of color, I felt as though I’d been living underground. Everywhere one looked, there was something new to tease the eyes. A vibrant display of oddly scented candles. A likeness of a dire wolf made entirely out of bones. The man with the runaway wagon had already set up a booth, and was loudly proclaiming his wares to be the finest in the southern provinces, straight from the balmy Indian shores. The corner of my lips twitched up in a smile, and for a second, I forgot all Trina’s well-meaning lectures and all of those other lessons ingrained in children of the north. I was delighted, by anything and everything. My eyes kept jumping from place to place, unable to settle. A girl with a flashing ribbon. A man with a monkey skull in his hair. At least, I thought it was a monkey.

I paused in the road with my head tilted curiously.

That’s nothing like how the merchants described—

‘Do not dawdle.’

Like some kind of watchful spirit, the man’s voice echoed back in a dark echo. I could almost see the stern lines of his face. With a little shiver, I glanced over my shoulder, wondering if he was watching, silently applauding whoever had the wisdom to appoint him to such a place.

With a sudden burst of speed, I left the main square behind, and turned down one of the side streets that led to the soldiers;’ barracks. If my trips to the settlement were rare, I could count on a single hand the number of times I’d crossed paths with the soldiers. There wasn’t a person I knew who would do so voluntarily; it was asking for trouble, the kind of trouble that made you pay.

They weren’t like our own warriors; the ones who’d been born within a stone’s throw of wherever they happened to be standing, and left families by the hearth when they went out on the raids. These were the king’s men; well-trained and disciplined, left behind in his chronic absence to make his presence felt and fortify his kingdom under a single throne.

It was a good strategy, in theory. In practice, it deepened the lines of fear and distrust; making people walk quicker, leaving streets of the settlement where they were unwilling to go.

I came to a stop, looking up at the heavy door.

Almost sixteen years, I’d lived at the settlement. I’d never gone inside.

“State your business.”

My breath caught and I startled, lowering my gaze. I had been so consumed with the building itself, I hadn’t even noticed the two soldiers standing guard at its gates. They were staring with bright attention, trying not to look amused. The one who’d barked at me, spoke again.

“What do you have there?”

I thrust the parcel between us, like an offering.

“I was sent to deliver it,” I replied shakily, wondering if I could just leave it by the door. “A gift, from the keeper of the king’s household. With his compliments,” I added, thinking this proper.

The soldiers glanced at each other and smiled, probably guessing what was inside. The one who’d spoken relaxed his position, gesturing to the doorway with twinkling eyes.

“In you go.”

...must I?

By then, my anxiety had risen to such a level, I almost considered a charming refusal, placing it squarely in his hands. But there was a spear in his hands already, and the other was still pointing to the door. With a deep breath, I nodded in acknowledgment and took a step inside.

The torches flickered, and my eyes took a moment to adjust.

In truth, it was very much how I’d imagined. A long row of pallets, dusty and draped in furs, with a small chest at the end for every man to keep his possessions. Swords and axes hung on pegs in the walls, and somewhere near the end of the row, there was a well-used water basin. The only thing that struck me, was that it was empty. The soldiers were all patrolling, there was no one inside.

Almost no one. A small cluster of men had gathered near the back.

With another quick breath, I left the comfort of the doorway and headed swiftly and silently down the middle of the beds, keeping my eyes directly in front of me. They hadn’t noticed me yet; it was a blessing, I don’t know if I could have continued moving forward beneath the weight of their collective gaze. They were speaking in soft voices, gathered over a thin stretch of hide. It was a map, I realized when I got closer. A map of the settlement itself. Various points had been marked with drops of candlewax. The commander, sitting in the middle, was rubbing at his chin.

“—twelve more at the southern gate, but that doesn’t account for those coming down from the mountain pass. If we’re to believe that Nim brought his men this morning—”

He stopped abruptly, lifting his eyes.

The others were quick to follow the gesture, turning in unsettling unison to see me standing before them. The conversation paused at once, and a dark-haired man sitting beside the commander pushed immediately to his feet, staring me down like I was some kind of criminal.

“What do you want, girl?”

I tried to answer, but my mouth went dry and I was momentarily unable to speak. I extended the parcel instead, hoping this would suffice.

“A gift from the king’s household,” I finally managed, placing what felt like a dangerous amount of faith in the tiny brooch on my shoulder. “I am sorry to interrupt.”

A gift, this softened them. The man swept forward with quick strides, already grinning as he took it from my hand and reached for the bottle. He held it aloft, to the applause of the men, before setting it down in front of the commander. The seal was broken and the smell was instantaneous.

My eyes watered and my stomach heaved.

“Are you a slave?” the man asked, as the others began to drink behind him. His eyes flicked to my wrists at the same time, not finding any metal bands. “Not a slave,” he murmured, answering his own question. His smile brightened, sharpened. “Will you stay for a drink, then? Lovely thing like you.” He cast a look over his shoulder at his fellows. “And they said southern girls were coarse and unseemly. This one is a flower, with eyes like amber and skin like milk...”

That’s my cue.

I backed a step towards the door, flashing an easy smile. “I am promised somewhere else,” I answered simply.

Promised, not expected. As though someone had a prior claim. It was sometimes easier like this, I had discovered. A girl by herself was no threat. But the prospect of some faceless employer was usually enough to stop things before they got very far. In truth, it had been a long time since I’d even had to think about it. The only thing that made me nervous now was the abundance of swords.

“That is a shame,” the man answered, eyes flicking up and down. They lingered shamelessly on my chest, before returning to mine with a smile. “Perhaps some other time, then.”

I nodded silently, beginning a casual retreat.

He caught me almost immediately, holding me lightly by the arm. It was a gesture almost as casual as my own, but I instinctively knew there was no breaking his grip.

“You see what they give them?” he asked the others, flicking the pin on my shoulder. “A charm to open any door, who would ever suspect them?” He grinned again, having drunk quite a bit already. “We have come to a nest of intrigue, and they are the perfect little spies.”

...what?!

Some of the officers were still watching, most were drinking. Either way, it seemed the time to say something in my own defense. 

With another charming smile, I shook my head. “I’ve come only to pour the ale. I’ll make sure at the feast, your glasses are full.”

This earned another appreciative cheer, but the man wasn’t finished. His eyes fastened with intensity onto mine, as he pulled a silver coin from his pocket. It glimmered in the torchlight.

“We are living in dangerous times, little flower. Many powerful people, with powerful agendas, drinking and plotting, jostling for power.” He paused, staring intently. “If you should hear anything that might be of interest...I trust you will not keep it to yourself.”

The coin glinted between us, and I managed a shaking nod.

“No, I...I will not.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 4

[image: ]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

FROM THE COOL SHADOWS of the barracks, I stepped a bit waveringly into the bright sunlight, blinking as my eyes adjusted, still feeling the faint curdling of avoided danger and shock. I wasn’t sure the man who’d sent me on the errand had any knowledge of how strange it would become; how I would be offered money beyond my rank and station, and tasked with slipping into the most secret of corners and bringing information back to the soldiers’ forbidden hut.

I had not taken the money. It had not technically been offered, merely held in the torchlight for all the world to see. Ours was a blunt land, open and unyielding, the lines of the map carved with the swing of an axe. But there was intrigue, as there was in any place where a large enough group of people had gathered together. We had rumor and mystery and spies. I had simply never been asked to be a part of it. That was for the people who lived inside the fence. I was an afterthought.

But perhaps that’s why he asked, I thought, touching the pin on my shoulder and trying to recount the man’s words. A key to open any door, and why not? Who would ever suspect them?

“Not what you were expecting?” a loud voice said behind me. I startled to the present and saw the pair of guards standing outside the door, looking supremely bored and slightly resentful to have
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