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			For the ones who feel out of place, invisible, or unheard,

			For the ones who let themselves be led by their emotions,

			You are stronger than you think you are.
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			TO THE READER

			Thank you for diving into the world of the Northern Lands. Fire Fox is more of an Adult Fantasy, and therefore, some of the events and actions found within this book might not be suitable for anyone under the age of sixteen; it contains violence of battles, death on page and mentioned, description of (lethal) wounds and taking care of them, the mention of sexual assault, mental health struggles and the struggle for acceptance and the workings of the female body; referred to as ‘bleeding’ in the book.

			Please read at your own discretion.

			Thank you for picking up my book and I hope you enjoy the story. 
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			PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

			NAMES

			Dawn: Dawn

			Jyry: Jee-ree

			Lusia: Loo-shah

			Akseli: Ahk-she-lee

			Nilán: Nee-lan

			Vidya: Vi-diya

			Solveig: Sool-vay

			Kylli: Kuyl-lee

			Eldgrímr: El-gre-mer

			Lahja: Lahh-yah

			Frode: Fro-de

			Gabin: Ga-beh

			Heidrún: Hei-droon

			Clovis: Klo-vee

			Nicaise: Nee-kes

			Harald: Hah-rahl

			Emerik: Eh-me-rik

			Dušan: Doo-shan

			Braga: Braa-ga

			Bárodr: Bar-ror

			Ragnhild: Rang-heeld

			Wieland: Vee-lant

			Astrid: As-trid

			Inga: Ing-gah

			
			

			PLACES & CLANS

			Kēapmann pass: Keep-man Pass

			The Verja: Wer-ja

			The Jiske: Jis-ke

			The Hirds: Hir-ds

			The Ægir: A-gir

			Herðar Street: Her-rar Street

			The Vorðr: Wvor

			The Fjall: Fje-ll

			The Náotha: Na-a-otha
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			1. Mead Hall

			2. Council's Den

			3. Bird Kettle

			4. House of Eir

			5. Coldshack

			6. Home of Dawn's family

			7. Training fields

			8. Crop fields

		


		
		

		
			The thrall alone takes instant vengeance; the coward never.

			~ Grettir’s Saga, c.15
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			It’s supposed to be safe here.

			There’s been this rare tingle in the air the last few seasons. Rumor has it that several clans in the south of our lands have disappeared, entire villages burned down, nothing left but ashes and scorched ground. Not a soul to be found.

			Those talking about it get shushed.

			But the proof lies right here. In this field. The last few colorful blooms around her are still bobbing along in the breeze. Her throat is slit, and burn marks cover her bare arms.

			Not even us women are safe from those monsters.

			
			

			My feet are rooted to the ground while shivers rack my body, and the bow goes slack in my hand as I lower my arms. My brynja feels too tight, its chains and leather plate constricting around my chest.

			Every day, Father keeps telling me that we live in one of the safest regions of the world —the Northern Lands—because of the treaties and contracts between the seven clans, and now . . . look at this. Up until now we had found several bodies of merchants but never a woman. How long will it take for one of us to turn up tortured and dead?

			Kneeling down I take a better look at her. The angry red line on her neck looks too neat for an animal. So, the attacker has to be a fellow human. But why would they murder someone here, out in the open for all to see?

			A hare hops away into the nearest set of trees. Nobody would miss the little bit of meat it would bring to the meal anyway. At least not yet. If all merchants keep dying before they can reach our village, we are going to need every scrap we can find, no matter how small.

			I try to step forward. A heavy cloud moves over the sky, shrouding this place in a dark gloom, making me shiver. Some of her belongings are scattered around her—a tiny pouch that could hold a personal token and scraps of fabric from bags she might have carried her produce in. A ray of sunlight shines on her face as the cloud passes. She can’t be much older than twenty-three Summers or so, her dark-blonde hair bound back into a low knot at the nape of her neck and her eyes half-lidded. 

			That could have been me. We’re so close in age and appearance. I want to hurl even though there isn’t much to throw up from this morning’s meager breakfast.

			A hand lands on my shoulder, and I flinch.

			I sigh. It’s Nilán. His light-brown eyes are settled on the corpse, his black hair tousled with leaves, and three snared hares hang over his shoulder. 

			“This is close to home,” he mumbles.

			Tell me something I don’t know.

			
			

			I nod in reply. This merchant had almost reached us. So close yet too far away to hear her screams. If she had reached the woods behind us, she could have used them for cover until she reached our home on the other side.

			My fists clench so tight I might snap my bow and arrow. We should have seen this coming earlier. There have been ten sightings like this in the Kēapmann Pass last season, and now it’s here, at the steps of our home. It was bound to come sooner or later.

			To my right, leaves crunch underfoot and my head snaps up, my arrow half nocked in an instant.

			A man comes walking from between the trees that stand sentry around this field. His black hair is slicked back, and the red leather of his uniform sticks out from the greens and early yellows of the surrounding nature. His head is tilted forward toward the woman on the ground while he walks an arc around her and nods. He shifts his gaze to me, leaving a trail of ice over my skin as he studies me.

			I bristle and my muscles go stiff as my gaze dips to the emblem he carries on the left side of his jacket—a sword pointing down with half a triangle on one side and half a lion’s head on the other. My stomach tightens. My bow arm is raised and the arrow rests on the bowstring, ready to shoot. A Southerner from the Red Lion Legion is no friend to us.

			“Wait, wait, wait,” Nilán says with his hands beckoning me to lower my defense. He approaches the other man without his weapons. Fool.

			I snort. “You can’t be serious.”

			Nilán arches his brows. “I am. Talk first, remember.”

			The entire older generation have been telling us tales about the Red Lion Legion and the cruelty with which they take another leader’s land from under them. The Freeze Lands between our region and theirs had kept us safe. Until the murders, that is. One after the other, merchants have ended up dead, first in the Pass and now practically next to our village. This man appearing here right  now can’t be a coincidence. Nilán knows this as well as I do, and still, he wants to talk. He must be deluded.

			Every muscle within me tightens while I study the Southern man and another heavy cloud looms over us. We’ll have to be quick to avoid getting soaked. It seems to take ages for it to pass and give me a clear view again.

			Something glints in that Southerners hand. Is he holding something?

			My training kicks in, and I pull back the bowstring and let the arrow fly.

			The world moves in slow motion.

			Nilán darts in front of the Southern man and catches the arrow in his leg just above the knee. He stumbles back on his other knee and stretches his hurt leg in front of him.

			“You stupid—” I snarl. He seriously jumped in front of an arrow. For the enemy.

			The Southern man steps back. He seems torn between kneeling down or getting away as he leans slightly to his right, but then hurries toward the trees.

			I fumble for another arrow. In all the twenty-four seasons Nilán has lived in our clan as an emissary, we never particularly liked each other. Mister I-always-know-better. But I won’t let a Southern warrior kill him. That’s not something I’m going to be responsible for. I’m not going to carry the weight of that.

			He and Nilán exchange a look, and the Red Lion warrior mumbles a few words before he saunters off into the woods, looking back over his shoulder a few more times.

			I run, then I’m on my knees next to Nilán. “Sorry,” I whisper.

			He groans and grumbles. “For Odin’s sake, Dawn. You vicious . . .”

			I gently prod around the arrow, which pulls another painful groan from Nilán. The blood is already soaking through his pants. I fumble for the hem with shaky hands. Red smears form dark splotches on my fern-colored tunic as I rip off pieces to bind his leg. Nilán hisses while he keeps his leg still with both hands. With every sound he utters, my muscles grow tighter. I take a single deep breath  and force all my calm, if there is even some of it left, into my hands and rip off one more strip. We need to make sure the arrow stays put until we are home.

			“What were you thinking, protecting a Southerner?” I snipe while I bandage his leg.

			His brows are knit together in frustration and pain. “You’re a savage of a girl, and you need to use your head better,” Nilán pants between groans and whimpers. “He could have had valuable information about the merchant situation.”

			I tie a bow on top of his leg, pulling the knot a little bit tighter than I should. 

			Him with his information and opinions. The first lesson you learn when they throw you in the sparring ring: don’t trust a man or woman with the emblem of the Southern Warlords. I guess his parents haven’t taught him too well.

			I try to help Nilán to his feet, but he is a head taller than me and heavy with muscle. The trek back to our village is a long one, made longer by Nilán’s pace slowing the more we walk. My back hurts from supporting his weight as he drags his left leg and his breathing becomes labored.

			Darkness is settling when we arrive back home. Just in time to wade through all the people returning from the fields and their booths on Merchant Row. Some politely ignore us as we stumble through the narrow alleys, the first torches already burning in the sconces of the wooden houses. Others blatantly stare or tsk in disdain.

			Nilán groans again and trembles.

			“We’re almost there,” I say. He just needs to stay upright a little longer. I can already see the roof, only two more houses before we arrive at the healers.

			Heidrún is going to give me an earful when she sees this. And if Heidrún knows, so will Father. They always speak in hushed tones or stop talking once I enter the room.

			Father opens the door before we can get close enough to knock.

			I freeze and gulp.

			
			

			His gaze moves from me to Nilán and then down his body. A frown comes over his face. “What in the Nine Worlds happened?” With an exasperated huff Father beckons Nilán, who whimpers the moment he breaks free from my support.

			Yes, whimper like a child. You decided to jump in front of the arrow to protect the enemy, Nilán. You reap what you sow. But I’m sure Father wants an explanation either way.

			My mouth opens but no sound comes out, all words lodged deep within my throat. I try again and another time, but all that comes is a babble.

			“Do you know what . . . No.” Father raises both hands in front of him. “Nilán, go in, let the healers look at you. Dawn, go home now.”

			“But—” He doesn’t even want to listen to what I have to say.

			“No ‘but.’ Home. Now. Think about your actions, and then we will talk about this, later,” Father commands, then closes the door on me, leaving me outside.

			I look at the door for a while, listening to the mumbles that rise from the other side. A whimper raises the hairs on my neck.

			Gods, that overgrown man is as soft as a child. It’s just an arrow wound. As an apprentice healer myself, I see this all the time. Too much mead makes some people think it’s fun to play with a bow.

			I turn and get away as fast as I can.

			Thankfully the roads and alleys have quieted. My feet slip on the yellow-orange leaves and fallen pine needles while I keep a steady pace toward home. The mood is grim. Warriors pass me on the way to their self-imposed guard duty, their faces dark and heavy like the gathering clouds. Someone is cooking a broth, and the scent of gamey meat wafting up through the wind-eye makes my stomach growl in reply.

			My muscles are sore and stiff, and the chill seeps right through my clothes and skin, into my bones. Today was . . . eventful. Nothing seems to add up as of late. Father never tells us anything, but he knows, he has to. My gut has been nagging me  for a while now, and seeing that poor girl in the fields confirmed that agonizing ache. Add in the warrior with the Red Lion emblazoned on his chest, and things will only get weirder from now on.

			I take a few deep breaths, which plume in front of me like smoke, and I push open the door with trembling hands.

			Lusia, my younger sister, is humming. A pot with meat and vegetable soup hangs above the firepit in the middle of the room while she is at work kneading dough. Her singing stops, and I can feel her eyes burn into my back.

			I hate it when she is like this. The way she always observes every step I take.

			I get out of my muddy boots, put down my axe, and stow my bow and arrows away in the corner next to the door. Our house is simple and clean, with a nook by the entrance to stash our shoes, furs, cloaks, and other stuff that Lusia doesn’t want to see anywhere else in the building. Especially not near the firepit or the stash of sleeping mats and blankets in the back. Work stays at the door, as she says.

			I try to calm my nerves and enjoy the silence while I go about my chores and ignore those curious chestnut-colored eyes that focus solely on me. She inherited much from our late mother, like her eyes, her light-brown hair, her slim frame, and the same stare. A perfect younger copy of her. Unlike my twin brother, Jyry, and me, it’s as if everything about our mother was saved for Lusia.

			It’s just us two girls for a moment, and I quite like it because it happens so rarely.

			“What happened?” Lusia asks as she sets the plate of dough over the fire. “Come on, spill.” She makes her voice soft, and she knows it works every time since it imitates Mother’s so perfectly.

			I take a deep breath. My tense muscles must have tipped her off. “That idiot decided to catch my arrow in his leg.”

			Lusia’s brows shoot up.

			The door opens with a creak.

			
			

			“Dawn.” Father fills the doorway and slides his furs from his shoulders, revealing his axe that hangs from his hip. He pinches the bridge of his nose with his other hand while he looks up at the ceiling. A few ashen-blond locks glide from his shoulder. Then his attention is on me, demanding an explanation.

			“He has a name.” Jyry shuffles around Father with his best friend, Nilán, who leans on him, limping on his now bandaged leg.

			“Yes, Stupid is his name.” I sit down on the bench along the wall and jut my chin up.

			My brother bends down as he sets Nilán on the bench opposite me, even though the stubborn ass keeps saying he doesn’t need any help. Yet he winces the moment he accidentally puts pressure on his wounded leg.

			Father crouches down between us, his back toward the wall. An exasperated sigh leaves his lungs. He scratches his beard and traces the jagged scar that runs from his jaw to his collarbone. The wound had never healed well, as it was stitched together by a fellow on the battlefield with dirty thread. His blue-green glare penetrates my thoughts. 

			“I told you to think about what you did. So stop blaming Nilán,” Father says.

			I open my mouth to defend myself, but Father shakes his head no, and I lock my jaw.

			Father then gestures his big hands for one of us to explain while he observes in silence.

			“I jumped in front of the arrow, argh,” Nilán looks pained while he tries to move his leg into a more comfortable position. “She was about to shoot Nicaise.”

			“That man isn’t right and you know it. He is a Red Lion for Odin’s sake,” I snipe back. “And besides that, you’re on a first-name basis with each other. Cozy.”

			“Dawn, stop it,” Father commands.

			Nilán snorts. I have never seen him snort before. “Because I talked with him. Not all Southerners are bad. How would you feel if they said that all Northmen and women are bad, huh?”

			
			

			“Attempting to shoot him was a bit quick, don’t you think?” Jyry says, mingling himself into a conversation he has no place in.

			I glare at my twin brother and bite my tongue to keep the curse words in. But Father doesn’t stop Jyry from saying his piece. It makes my insides boil. Lusia looks on in stunned silence.

			I fold my arms in front of me and slam my back against the wall. “What decision would you make if you found a dead merchant girl first, and then a Red Lion warrior appears from the woods? Explain, oh dear brother of mine. What would you have done?”

			Nilán’s brows scrunch together and he huffs.

			“Weird stuff is happening and nobody tells us anything,” I say. “There is a Southerner lurking around our village, and Nilán immediately gets all friendly with him despite us finding another dead merchant in the fields just past the woods. A girl this time, Father.” I take a shaky breath. “She was close to my age. It could have been Lusia or me. Don’t you care? Because it seems nobody is doing anything about it.” I point my finger at him. Tears threaten to roll free, and my voice turns squeaky. “It’s supposed to be safe here. You gave up your position as clan Chief so all our people could be safe.”

			Father shakes his head in annoyance. “Dawn,” he shouts before returning to his calm. “That’s a lot to—”

			“Don’t belittle me,” I yell at him. I’m getting more aggravated the longer this goes on.

			Then Father turns solemn, and he bites on his thumb nail before clasping his hands in front of himself again. “It is supposed to be safe. But . . .”

			My stomach turns to stone. “What?” I whisper.

			Father purses his lips, then wrings his hands together and faces the ground.

			
			

			This can’t be. The last time I saw him act like this was . . . was after we lost Mother. He is lost. He is in over his head and doesn’t know what to do anymore. It was a long time ago that I saw Father this solemn and broken.

			The crackling of the fire is the only sound that fills the room.

			I try to stay calm. I really do. But it’s confusing. Father knows, I’m sure he does, but he wants to keep it all inside in an attempt to protect us. Why doesn’t he share his thoughts with us? Does he actually know who’s killing the merchants and why, or is he like us, just speculating? If we keep going on like this, we will lose our home to the enemy anytime now. Nicaise is just one, but how soon will more follow?

			I look at my siblings, Father, and Nilán. Lusia looks just as confused as I am. Father practically rips his thumbnail off with his teeth, his jaw is so tense. The others face the ground, like father. They know something, don’t they?

			The stench of burning bread fills the room, and Lusia hastily grabs it off the fire.

			“Someone has to do something,” I almost scream.

			“Promise me one thing.” Father squeezes my hand. “That you stay out of this.”

			Of course. As if that will stop me from figuring out what they try to hide from us. I want to laugh and cry at the same time. I’m a warrior, have worked hard to achieve this status and to be seen as a worthy one. Father was the one that taught me to defend myself. And now he tries to coddle me. He ought to know me better than that. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Two

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Last night I barely slept.

			The men in our household keep secrets. To protect Lusia and me, that was their reasoning, but that merchant girl in the fields . . . she is proof that they can’t protect us. The poor girl. I hope she didn’t have to suffer too much before her throat was slit. The thought alone left a copper tang on my tongue all evening, and I left my cup of berry juice untouched.

			And as if to spite me, my mind and imagination always get more active the moment I want to go to sleep. Encounters on the battlefield or frivolous meetings play out in my head. Yesterday was the second time such an encounter occurred with people I know.

			
			

			Nilán and I stood in the field where we had been earlier, though it was much creepier than I’ve ever seen it in real life. Opposite us was a human form made of black mist, and they tried to smother someone. Their smoky fingers grew into sharp claws, snapping and twitching. Enormous fangs protruded from their depthless face, and blood dribbled down their chin. I wanted to look away, but I could not. The person smothered by the mist was struggling, though I couldn’t see their expression. As I watched, the fog began to evaporate, the skin beneath peeling away to reveal a rabid, wide-eyed wolf standing on its haunches. An Eigi Einhamr—a shapeshifter—of which I only ever heard tales told to frighten us when we were younger. The beast was growling and snapping at us.

			Only little tell-tale signs of the young man they tried to smother were left as the shapeshifter took over the last parts of humanity in its host. Those devious blue eyes of the creature in front of us, somehow familiar. Shreds of red fabric dropped from its shoulders and evaporated in puffs of smoke.

			The world turned darker and greyish. The spruce trees went from lively green to dead wood ready to drop any moment. It was as if the creature sucked the life out of everything around them. Their smoky wisps lashed out at us and left cold trails biting our skin.

			It had taken some time before the images cleared from my mind and sleep finally found me, my body too exhausted to keep up with my brain. When I woke up, I still couldn’t shake the thoughts from my mind. It had been many Summers ago that I regularly had foreboding dreams like this. Something that only comes from scary tales. The worst of all was that they came true. My dreams had shown me the true nature of that person—their inner beast—before it came to be a reality.

			Lusia and I had pulled the blankets over our heads while Father, Jyry, and Nilán were already wide awake and getting ready for whatever they had planned for the day.

			
			

			I even feel a bit guilty to see Nilán limping around. But in true Nilán fashion, he is too stubborn to let others help him with his chores.

			That stubborn ass doesn’t know what’s good for him.

			We move in circles. While he scrapes the firepit clean, I fold the blankets in the back, achingly slow. My chores are the perfect distraction. Both of us seem to be content this way, but with every hiss or groan Nilán utters, a stone is added within my stomach.

			Lusia comes hurtling back into the house, a smile on her face. “Vidya is back.”

			I shove the last folded blanket onto the pile. This is a great excuse for me to get out into the fresh air and away from this smothering place. 

			“Great,” I say. I get up and pass Nilán.

			“What about your chores?” Nilán and Lusia both ask.

			“Done,” I utter, halfway out the door. I don’t bother to wait for their reactions.

			My lungs fill with the fresh air, making me breathe easier. I stretch my arms and legs while I make my way down the alleys. Trying to enjoy the silence, that isn’t here.

			It’s unusually crowded this morning. People are cackling and complaining.

			Most of them should be at their merchant booths or on the training grounds already. Come on, people. Move. I push through the throng of bodies on my way to Merchant Row. Elbows jab my side and back. People grumble as I pass.

			Knowing Vidya, I will find her by the merchant booths. It’s always food first with her.

			I hate it when the streets are like this. Mingling with crowds of people has never been a favorite pastime of mine. I don’t understand how others love to talk about things like the weather or gossip about others. If they could make a living out of it, those women would be rich by now.

			I bump into someone’s solid back. “Sorry,” I say and look up.

			Harald turns. He was one of Father’s advisors from when Father was still a Chief. He smiles, his grey beard adorned with beads today, the rest of his hair  tied back into knots with tiny braids woven through them. He circles his arm around me and pulls me forward. 

			“Don’t worry about it, little savage,” he says without the usual humor in his voice. The protection from Harald’s big frame keeps other people from continuously bumping into me.

			“Harald,” I drag out his name, letting my curiosity bloom through in my voice. “What’s going on here?” Maybe if I ask him with this squeaky childlike tone and feign innocence—this used to work when I was small all the time—he will give in and tell me something. It will be more than Father lets on at the moment.

			Harald huffs. “Our fellows have pushed for a meeting with Clovis.”

			I look over my shoulder, arching one of my brows in question. “And . . .” I tease. He can’t possibly leave me hanging here with just that.

			This man is like an uncle to us, sharing our parents’ secrets with us when he feels we need to know. All I have to do is make him think this is one of those moments.

			“Not this time, Dawn,” he says sternly. “Your Father won’t let me live in peace for the rest of my life if I tell you.”

			My fingernails dig into my palm. Fine, he won’t budge. Yet.

			A few more people push through the crowd gathered in front of the Council’s building. The big wooden door creaks, and Chief Clovis steps out with his hands behind his back.

			I stand on my toes to get a better look at the man.

			His black hair is tied back into a braid, the first streaks of grey a stark contrast, and his cheekbones are more sunken than a fortnight ago. Chief Clovis scratches his throat, his deep voice loud. “Well, let this get over with,” he drawls.

			That man became Chief when Father gave up his position after Mother was murdered thirteen Summers back. Father’s priorities shifted to taking care of us. Chief Clovis, in his turn, promised to keep our lands safe. Increasing warrior power and whatnot. He has done a lot of good for our village, Merchant Row  being one example. By creating a space where people can go buy their necessities, but also fun trinkets, the rest of the village stays calm. And being the first clan to create a street like this instead of our merchants selling from their homes also lured a lot of foreign merchants our way, to sell and trade their goods but also to observe how such a thing works. We became the gateway between the south and north of the Northern Lands as we are situated in the middle of it.

			However, beginning a fortnight ago, Chief Clovis doesn’t seem to care much about safety and has been skittish. He barely comes out of the Council’s building anymore, and if we can find him on the streets, he rather avoids all forms of contact and studies situations from the shadows.

			“I haven’t seen a merchant for two fortnights,” one shouts from the crowd.

			Another adds, “That’s not normal, is it? Are you even doing something about it?”

			I can see Chief Clovis roll his eyes all the way over the fifteen or so people in front of me while he leans against the wall nonchalantly and checks his fingernails.

			“We are running low on herbs we can’t grow here,” one of the healers protests. “Soon we won’t be able to help the wounded, and once we reach that, the—”

			“I know. I know. I know,” Chief Clovis snipes.

			“Do you?” Hilda, the owner of the forge, shouts. “Do you know that a Red Lion warrior was sighted mere steps outside our village?”

			The word Southerner flies through the crowd.

			I swear I see Chief Clovis grow rigid for a moment, but he holds up his hand and strolls to the right corner of the building, then all the way to the left before settling in the middle again. He scratches his clenched jaw. I can tell by his breathing that he is close to losing it. Only moments now, before his anger comes thundering down.

			The commotion around me grows. My fellow townspeople are whispering. A few mutter curses under their breath as they push their way out of the crowd.

			
			

			Chief Clovis looks over his people with a calculating gaze. Tapping his finger against his chin.

			Father wanted to keep the whole Nicaise situation a secret and had forbidden all of us to speak about it last evening, but somehow word had gotten out. How long will it take for Father to look at me unjustly? I accidentally let something slip once. I was ten Summers then, too young to know better, and Father never lets me forget.

			Two older ladies, known gossips, pass me. “A Southerner on our doorstep. That’s bad,” one of them whispers loud enough for us to hear.

			They will only make things worse if they keep talking like this.

			Chief Clovis lifts his chin and slams a meaty palm against the door.

			All attention is once again on him.

			“You all are yammering like children,” he spits. “I will send a group of warriors to catch the Southerner and will interrogate him.”

			People push forward and protests rise.

			Chief Clovis squares himself. “And now, back to work with you lot. Let me handle the situation. Those of the Verja clan that can’t control themselves, I will see to it that you find yourself a night in confinement.”

			That man is serious, isn’t he? Father would have never agreed with this tactic. Now that I think about it, it’s odd Father isn’t here. As the advisor of the Chief, he should be present and guiding everything in a calm manner.

			Instantly the crowd quails under the threat. Nobody looks forward to being confined in whatever space our Chief has in mind. People walk away murmuring and with their heads down, defeated.

			A small group of ten warriors, his loyalists, move forward and shake hands with Chief Clovis.

			I step away from Harald. Father has to be somewhere close.

			Harald grabs me by the arm. “Don’t go looking for your father,” he whispers in my ear.

			
			

			“What? Why?”

			He lets go of my arm. “He and Arne are out searching for that man called Nicaise, and Clovis is not supposed to know that.”

			My brow furrows. “And why—”

			Harald takes a deep breath and pulls me to the side. “Because Clovis was against it before our fellows uttered their displeasure about a Southerner lurking around in the woods. Your father wanted to be sure. I’m not telling you more, little savage, and please, act as if you’re not aware of this information at all.”

			I smile. “Because you want to live the remainder of your life in peace without Father complaining in your ear.”

			He groans at my words. “Exactly,” he says, and he rakes his hand through his beaded beard. He walks away, toward the training grounds near the lake, like no extraordinary information was exchanged between us. 

			At least Father took me seriously for once. Why can’t he admit that, though? As I turn and make my way to Merchant Row, I wonder what Father thinks to gain by searching for Nicaise, and why he feels he can’t tell me about it.

			I set foot on Merchant Row and hope Vidya is still hanging around somewhere. When I was younger, people would sell their goods from their homes. But within one Summer of Clovis becoming a Chief, this street was stamped out of the ground, up and running. From midday to late afternoon, it’s the busiest place to be. Friends strike up conversations and browse the various articles. Most are happy with this setup, but some feel it compromises the authenticity of our home.

			That merchant girl could have been walking around here now, to trade or sell her goods.

			Cold shivers creep up my back.

			Sometimes I come here to watch people as well, preferring to be one who sees instead of mingling with them. Unfortunately, I have to walk through the street to get to my observation spot.

			
			

			Both sides of the street have a number of longhouses, with turf on top and wooden hatches at the front, of which most are open now. One half swings up, to shade the sun, while the other half moves down to create a table for the wares. Usually, a head of the family does the selling while the rest work in the back. Always under the sharp eye of their buyers.

			I’m so happy we aren’t a merchant family. The idea of people scrutinizing me constantly while at work . . . It makes me run cold.

			I’m enveloped by the sweetness of freshly baked bread while I pass the first three buildings. The street is crowded with people chatting and bartering. Hilda’s forge clangs in the distance. My fellow townspeople’s dark faces tell me they are still grumpy from the meeting, and I don’t blame them. We all feel something is amiss, but nobody wants to be forthcoming.

			I walk toward the south where Merchant Row comes together in a small square before the Mead Hall—the beginning of our village, as the older generations call it. About forty steps into the street, I search and pick a spot to my left between the buyers so I can sneak into the nook between the Clothing merchant and Bjørn Alesson’s booth, or better said, whatever curiosities the traders bring that Bjørn takes an interest in.

			Off to my left, I catch a glance of light-brown skin and a raven-colored braid lying over a soft green sash. Vidya indeed is lurking around for food.

			The corners of my mouth lift when I meet her big onyx gaze.

			Her hand closes around my wrist, and she pulls me with her. There are some complaints as we both wriggle through the walking line.

			“Now, I heard something this morning,” Vidya starts and she stares at me expectantly.

			I purse my lips and huff. This owl hears every rustle in the forest.

			“Well? I want to know. Speak now or I will pull it out of you. Hmm.”

			
			

			We move further into the nook between the two merchant tables. In passing I see that Bjørn’s table only carries five trinkets of silver, and the man himself is rubbing his face in frustration. That’s not good.

			We follow a path we’ve worn into the turf, toward the side of a house where we can climb up to the top. Nobody seemed to care back in the day that two small girls sat atop a building to watch the streets and the people, nor do they now.

			I sit down next to Vidya and stare at the people in the street. They all move in neat lines along the booths. The cloaks and furs hang looser around their shoulders as the sun gains strength. The atmosphere is sober though. It’s in my fellows’ faces, their mouths turned down, shoulders sagging in defeat, no laughter or enthusiastic chatting but rather complaints. Their trading goods are smaller than they were a few seasons ago. Some turn their coins around twice before deciding to buy.

			“Stupid honored his name,” I say to fill the space.

			If Father could hear me now, he wouldn’t be too happy.

			Vidya snorts. “So, it’s true. You. You shot him.” She falls back and laughs.

			“Yes.”

			“Did he seriously jump in front of—” She claps me on the shoulder, her eyes glimmer in mischief. Something tells me she wished she could have been there to see it.

			“Of course he did. What do you think? That I shot him on purpose?” I arch my brow and shift my attention back to the merchant stalls. “I’m not the weird one here.”

			She snickers. Leaning her arms on her knees now, she mutters, “Wouldn’t have surprised me though.”

			I huff and fold my arms in front of my chest. Seriously, some best friend she is. Vidya knows how I feel about Mister Annoying, but that she seriously thinks I would willingly shoot him. Not a chance in the Nine Worlds.

			
			

			Vidya drops a bag on her lap and pops some nuts in her mouth. Typical Vidya, always carrying some sort of snack on her. She will be munching on something nonstop if you let her and miraculously not gain a single bit of weight. I grow by just looking at food. Despite me spending a good amount of time sweating in the sparring ring my pants are tighter than three seasons ago.

			I hold out my hand in the hope she is willing to give me one. When she doesn’t freely share her snacks then I know it’s the good stuff. And because, well, she has good taste. But right now, I still don’t feel anything in my hand, so I wiggle my fingers a few more times.

			She makes a show of sighing. With reluctance she puts one, just one, into my hand. Cheap.

			Before Vidya can snatch it back, I plop it into my mouth. The outside is sweet, and once I bite into its smooth and crunchy meat, the familiar taste of a hazelnut assaults my tongue. “Did—”

			“Hmmm,” Vidya utters, swallowing the last bit. “Yes, hazelnuts dipped in honey. It’s so good, isn’t it?”

			I nod. All I want is another one, though preferably more than one. I wriggle my fingers and manage to get another three of those honey-covered hazelnuts. She can be generous, if persuaded right. I put the first in my mouth and cradle the other two.

			“The vendor let me taste one first, since she pretty much made them out of leftovers.”

			While chewing, I say, “good idea.”

			“Tried to get a discount for a full bag.” We look at each other. She lets a deep breath go and she laughs. “Didn’t get any. Nothing. Let me tell you, that is one tough woman to bargain with.”

			I snort, lodging a piece of hazelnut in my throat. I cough a few times and tears roll over my cheeks. “And here you are with an entire bag of honeyed hazelnuts, for which you paid full price.”

			
			

			She points at me, brows raised. “No regrets though.”

			I smile through the dull pain in my throat and nod in agreement.

			We both sit there for some time, munching and observing the people below.

			Vidya stays silent. According to her, it’s one of the ways to make other people talk, and that’s how she acquires her observations and secrets.

			These moments, just eating and chatting—despite being generally quiet, it’s usually Vidya who does most of the talking—are the moments that help me breathe. To let the moment be what it is. Not constantly worrying. More than often, I get tired of myself. Ever since I got wind of merchants being murdered and seeing the first few booths close here on Merchant Row, my gut has been eating me up from the inside out. Something is not right. I just can’t put my finger on it . . . yet.

			“Where have you been, Vidya?” I whisper. I don’t usually pry, but in the last season alone, she has been disappearing more than usual and for more days at a time.

			She pops another hazelnut in her mouth and chews slowly. “Business,” she says.

			I try to grab her attention, but she willfully ignores me.

			Hilda takes a stance against a big burly man haggling over the price of an axe. His voice loud, he puffs up his chest to try to impress her with his massive height. The bigger and puffier they get, the more she will dig in her heels. Hilda Arnesdóttir is someone who always puts extra time into finding the right knife or axe for her customers, especially when it’s the first weapon parents are giving their child. However, if there is one thing she hates, it’s haggling down the price. She is the one that sells the knives and hand axes after all.

			Astrid, from the Mead Hall, mingles herself into the discussion between Hilda and the man and takes a weapon wrapped in cloth from under the table of the stall, holding it close to herself.

			I let my gaze wander to other booths.

			
			

			I spot a hooded figure among the crowd. I almost dismiss them, but their red hood stands out in the greens and browns of my fellows. It’s their behavior that really catches my interest—they circle the same tables again and again in silence. They check the booths a few more times and then disappear around the southeast corner of Merchant Row.

			Vidya drops her hand and the sack in her lap. “What was that?”

			“Don’t ask me.” Honestly, this person was just another one in a row of already odd people that have started coming to our village and events the last few seasons.

			It wasn’t too long ago that we sat here like we do now, and Merchant Row was flourishing. The tables bowed, heavy with wares, and people happily browsed and bought their goods. Nobody worried about the fact that traders from afar hadn’t come by our village yet. Everyone was going about their daily motions, contented and smiling. Until the end of Spring when the first few foreign merchants went missing, and then at the middle of Summer these odd fellows began to appear. They browse but they never sell or buy, and then they disappear again, only for another one to appear a fortnight later.

			I take stock, and it’s Bjørn’s and Mister Sunshine’s—he always smiles and I don’t know his real name—tables that sit almost empty. Skimming the rest of the booths, I see a lot of other merchants that are low on their usual items. The only ones still alive and active are the ones that sell and trade in local produce and materials.

			“Don’t you think it’s odd the booths decrease every few days?”

			Vidya pops another snack into her mouth. “Hmm,” she utters.

			I can’t help but wonder if someone has been confiding in her, since she is the kind of person that knows a lot of the gossip going around. People also have a tendency to tell her their darkest secrets. The fact that she already knew what had happened in the field is proof of that. And there have been, and are, so many rumors about dead merchants down south. She must have heard something. 

			
			

			I shared my thoughts with Vidya about the dead merchants not too long ago, but she had stayed silent for what felt like an eternity. The idea that she wouldn’t take me seriously, that she would tell me to stop worrying, keeps me from asking again. While the whole situation nauseates me more and more.

			Then thirteen days ago, she told me she overheard a conversation between two people. She couldn’t tell me who exactly, as she hadn’t seen their faces, but they had mentioned two corpses they found on the road between our village and the Fjall clan nestled in the mountains west of Kēapmann Pass.

			The streets have become quieter since then. The wares declining, booths closing, and even more foreign merchants seeming to have disappeared.

			Many stalls pack up for the day, earlier than usual. People go to work or training or home to take care of their children.

			Oh, dear Allfather Odin! I should be at the House of Eir already. How could I forget that?

			I shoot up onto my feet. “I have to go.”

			“What?”

			That’s all I hear as I run downstairs, wriggling myself between the people leaving Merchant Row. Right now, I’m glad the streets have gotten quieter, but it still moves too slow. The urge to kick people on their heels to move faster grows within me. 

			Why won’t people move on faster? Why do they always have to walk so darn slow in market areas.

			Navigating as fast as I can through the throng of people, occasionally I bump into others, muttering my apologies as I go.

			I can’t be late. Heidrún will be so disappointed if I slack on my healing lessons.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Three
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			My chest is heaving as I stand before the door of the House of Eir. Two statues of women with long hair draped over their shoulders and cloaks with hoods covering their backs greet me with their bowls filled with leaves. I wait a moment to take my breath. 

			Carefully, I push the door open and look in.

			Heidrún has spread out thirty or so jars on the wooden treatment table in the middle of the room and straightens her back as soon as I step inside. Her long grey hair is tied back into a braided knot at the nape of her neck, and her green eyes are stern. She brushes away invisible lint from her sleeve as she coughs. “You are on shelf cleaning duty.”

			
			

			This is Heidrún’s way of saying “this is your punishment for being late.” I know better than to try explaining why I’m late and move over, taking the cloth she hands me with both hands. I hope she won’t tell Father about this. I’m not in the mood to explain myself to him either.

			She moves through the hallway into the smaller back room and reappears moments later with another basket filled with jars. Then she disappears into the other room again.

			I sneeze once, twice, and a third time, while I swipe the dusty shelves.

			One by one I pick up the jars—none of them have names or runes written on them—and place them on the shelves by size. I wonder how the healers know which one is which. Would they mind if I open one?

			I look for the smallest pot I can find; if it gets ruined by opening it too early, there wouldn’t be too much waste. Simple logic, right. I scrunch my nose to sniff the mixture. It has a spicy scent to it, but there is also something else I can’t place. Rubbing some of the tincture between my fingers, I find it’s tacky and thick. Yuck. I dry heave, once. Dear Eir, I hope that they never have to use this filthy stuff on me.

			For the last thirty seasons I have been an apprentice here to learn the basics of healing. Studying herbs, plants, and potions. Or at least the ones Heidrún lets me read about. I can’t remember if this substance was described in one of those books.

			“Done, I see,” Heidrún says.

			I slam the lid on the pot and shove it onto the shelf. Not suspicious at all.

			I turn to Heidrún, who holds a small leather book, and clasp my shivering hands behind my back. The air in my lungs seems to have left me. Here comes the scolding again. Please, just leave it at a reprimand. I don’t want to clean the bowls used to make this substance. Knowing Heidrún, she will find me the most gruesome task.

			
			

			But Heidrún smiles, which emphasizes the wrinkles around her eyes. She puts the book down on the table, her hands lying flat atop it. She gestures to a stool on the opposite side of the workstation. “I want to talk about yesterday.”

			I nod. She is a woman with two sides; she can be sweet as honey but also so stern, much like Mother used to be. Maybe Mother even learned it from her, during her practices back in the day.

			“Yesterday, both of you were lucky that the arrow didn’t go too deep,” she says, with her shoulders and back stiff. “It’s immoral use of weapons, Dawn.”

			Like I didn’t know that yet. As a healer my first task will always be the wellbeing of others, not attacking them, or so Heidrún teaches us. I bite the inside of my lower lip to smother my rebuke.

			Of course, she had to be the healer on duty when Nilán came in with an arrow sticking out of his leg. That also explains why Father opened the door. He and Heidrún were probably discussing me again.

			I fidget with my fingers and pick at the cuticle of my thumb. She expects an answer. Her gaze could burn holes in me as she folds her arms in front of her. But I honestly don’t know what to say. I shrug. “Sorry.”

			“You should apologize to Nilán. Not to me.” Heidrún folds her arms. “Either way,” she continues, “I’ve had a talk with your father, and we have decided that you should be the one to take care of Nilán’s wound for as long as it takes to heal.”

			“What?”

			“No, no. Actions have consequences, and you are going to fulfill your self-inflicted duty.”

			I clench my fists under the table. Of course. I wasn’t allowed in the room while they were treating Nilán, but Father and Heidrún can decide it’s a good idea for me to take care of him after. Father always thinks he needs to punish my so-called uncontrollable behavior, to keep it in check, even when I was younger and had swung my fists at Jyry for his snarky words. Nice and easy of Father to let Heidrún break the message to me, too. He spends tons of time with Jyry to guide  him. My brother can go to Father with all his questions. But Lusia and me, we are always redirected to Heidrún.

			Father was the man that fought to allow women to train and fight back in the day, but Lusia and I seem to be the exception. And now he wants me to play caretaker for that stubborn ass. It’s funny, aren’t they scared I will find a way to inflict more pain through the treatment, since I used my bow in an immoral way to begin with? I want to spit the words out but clench my jaw tight.

			Heidrún slides the leatherbound collection of parchment over to me. “This seems appropriate for you to learn about next. Study it well.”

			Then she goes back to the worktable along the wall to my side and throws leaves and some other contents together in a bowl to mix.

			I focus on the yellowed pages; it has detailed descriptions on how to clean and treat various deep wounds. 

			Yes, I get the hint. 

			One of the pages describes how to pry an arrowhead out and wash the impact area. A blotch of ink sits on the right margin of the page. She probably added information to this part of the book yesterday.

			Shudders run up and down my spine. I hope to never have to clean and treat a wound like that. The thought alone makes me feel nauseous. Reading this, I realize I’m lucky I wasn’t allowed to be present here yesterday. Heidrún would have forced me to do the work under her intense scrutiny.

			The older woman bustles around in silence.

			I slide the book to the side. “Heidrún?”

			She hums in reply.

			“I didn’t see you at the square earlier today but . . .” I begin to ask carefully.

			“I was there, and Lahja took the words right out of my mouth as she stood there shouting,” she tells with all the calm she can muster. Heidrún takes a stool and sits down next to me and hugs me close. A sigh leaves her. “I want to tell you not to worry, but then I would be lying.”

			
			

			I take a shaky breath. Things are getting worse by the day, and there is nothing we can do about it. Chief Clovis doesn’t want to listen and threatens confinement if you open your mouth about it. “This is so, so wrong, isn’t it?” I whisper.

			Heidrún hugs me tighter. “Maybe that man will see some sense soon.”

			Leave it to Heidrún to be hopeful, even in situations like this. But we are moving closer to the everlasting dark with every moment that passes, and merchants never traveled this far north during the Winter seasons.

			“He doesn’t see sense now, not even with a merchant girl found dead, Heidrún. A girl around the same age as me, maybe a few Summers younger like Lusia. She looked . . . it wasn’t pretty,” I say, my voice softening with every word that comes out.

			Heidrún strokes my arms. “Clovis doesn’t even know about the girl yet, though,” she says.

			I try to keep myself together, I have to. But still, whether he knows or not, that man doesn’t care. It makes me wonder what Chief Clovis would think if he had a daughter himself.

			Heidrún leans back and rubs her arms, goosebumps rise on the top of her wrists.

			“How long do we have left with the”—I gesture around—“stuff?”

			She bites her lower lip. “Days. If we are lucky, a little bit more than a fortnight.”

			“That’s all?” I look to the shelves. The forty jars I put on it are all that’s left, and they are small.

			Winter still has to arrive, and maybe we can stretch our supplies to a fortnight. It’s bad. Terrible, really.

			Heidrún sucks in a deep breath and smiles again. “But we are a resilient people. We will make do.”

			I tap against my leg. “Don’t you think that’s too optimistic?”

			
			

			Heidrún stays silent and gets up to continue working on her mixtures. “Maybe,” she says over her shoulder, followed by more silence. “But sometimes optimism is all we have, and hope can help one survive for a long time.”

			Her eyes find mine, and she looks from me to the book and back to me.

			I nod and obediently slide the heavy, leatherbound thing in front of me, picking up where I had left reading earlier. Arrow wounds. Described in the goriest way possible. She most definitely spent a long time writing up her findings from last evening.

			This is why I will never volunteer to work as a healer during battles and blood feuds. Inflicting wounds is a whole world apart from treating them. It’s important and useful information, even for a warrior, but that is as far as I will take it.

			I started my healing lessons for all the wrong reasons. Father wouldn’t let me train with the professional warriors and instead put me in a group to learn basic self-defense. Out of spite, I went to the House of Eir—Mother had taken me there many times when I was younger—and asked Heidrún to take me as apprentice. I thought it would be nice to follow in Mother’s footsteps. Only to run to the back room and hurl in a bucket when assisting with my first patient, who had a deep cut in their calf.

			I can’t help but wonder. If we had found the girl earlier, could I have saved her? Or would I just stand there, dumbfounded? 

			Focus on your reading, Dawn.

			I read the same passage over and over again, trying to soak in the information.

			Heidrún paces back and forth, grabbing a bottle from the shelf here and there, adding a few leaves or crushed components to the pot that hangs above the fire. In between her work, she points out passages for me to read, quizzing me on them moments later.

			By the end of the morning, I have recited the notes about arrow wound aftercare, how to keep it clean and what to do in case of infection, in my head multiple times. By now I could be doing the work with my eyes closed. Not that I want to.

			
			

			Heidrún sets a small flask in front of me and spoons a cream-colored concoction from the bowl she has been working from. There is pine and some underlying sweetness wafting toward me. The more she stirs it, the more it thickens into a salve. “I made this to help heal Nilán’s wound faster.”

			I nod. Despite forcing me to take care of Nilán, she still helps me by making the salve.

			“So how do you proceed with taking care of Nilán?” Heidrún asks, to test me.

			“I clean the wound with water, careful to not agitate the stitches,” I say, “and then massage the salve into his skin around the gash. Let it air-dry for a moment before wrapping his wound with a cloth. Not pulling it too tight, that is.”

			She nods. “Good. It’s good practice for you, and maybe soon you can try and help us with other wounds again without hurling up your stomach contents.” She shoves the flask toward me and then continues her work, putting bottles and packages back where they belong.

			Out of curiosity I move over to the worktable and grab the bowl. I smell the creamy contents and smear it over the small cuts and nicks on my own hands to test out how it feels. It’s so soft. If only I had this stuff when I was eight Summers old, I wouldn’t have this ugly scar near my ribcage. The memory of that fateful night, when Mother died, would always remain though.

			I help to clean bowls and put them back on the shelves, my head heavy from the reading earlier. The sweetness, the smell of pine, and other various herbs are closing in on me.

			A loud smack emerges from the back room, and I hurry through the narrow hallway to investigate.

			Lahja—a fellow healer who started her apprenticeship together with me, but now actually practices the craft because she didn’t get sick every time she saw a wound—folds her cloak and puts it on the bench.

			“Morning,” I say sheepishly from my side of the room. “Well, since you are here, would it be alright if I take a break and get some fresh air?”

			
			

			Heidrún enters the room right at that moment, greeting Lahja. “Good morning,” she chimes. “And yes, you can get some fresh air, Dawn. Lahja and I will be fine for a bit.”

			Back in the front room, I step around the treatment table and grab my cloak from the bench next to the door.

			Fresh air slams into me, and I relish it. Nothing better than walking aimlessly through the alleys while the cold creeps into my skin and bones to keep me energized after absorbing all that distasteful information.

			I nod in greeting to my fellow townspeople. They nod back but carry themselves with stiff shoulders, anger a permanent look on their faces. The children don’t happily hop through the streets either; they feel their parents’ frustration with Chief Clovis. The normally cheerful conversations between families or friends are gone.

			Except for a handful of people.

			A group of men clap each other on the shoulders, merrily laughing while they make their way to Merchant Row and, no doubt, into the Mead Hall to celebrate the ruling of their favored Chief.

			You are a shame to your families. Some day you pigs will pay the price.

			I walk a circle around the Council’s building. Chief Clovis seems to have gone quiet after this morning’s effort, or rather the lack thereof.

			A loud kak, kak, kak makes me look up.

			A grey falcon, barely noticeable against the clouds, hangs in the air.

			Vidya emerges from the Bird Kettle, a tiny, square building where we keep our messenger birds, which is situated right behind the Council.

			I wave her over, and she takes her time to come. How slow can someone be.

			“Busy again?” I ask. Vidya is a tough nut to crack, and despite her coming back home, I highly doubt she will stay long this time.

			“Hm, just a message that needed to be sent,” she replies coolly.

			Just a message. I study her and purse my lips. Should I ask?

			
			

			Vidya arrived at our village when she was five Summers old, bedraggled and not speaking with anyone. Mother took care of the array of scratches and bruises she had. After a while, we started bonding, but she never told me where she’s from and always ignored my questions about it. She seems to have so many secrets, and I don’t know what to do with that.

			“I didn’t know you were still on emissary duty,” I say to pry.

			She nods left and right. “Just tying up some ends.” And she goes silent again.

			We turn another corner of the Council’s building, and I stop in my tracks.

			A group of armed men come marching into our village. It’s still Autumn, but they behave like it’s Mid-Winter with the number of fabrics they are wearing. Some of them shiver despite the scarfs coiled around their necks, their faces half hidden in them and their hair cropped short. There’s no way they can hide those red uniforms though. And their scarfs are not big enough to hide the insignia of the Red Lion Legion on their chests either.

			Somehow, they had managed to travel to our village deep in the Northern Lands, past the Vorðr clan south of Kēapmann Pass who function as the warden of our lands. Which means that the Vorðr are most likely wiped off the map as well.

			Are we seriously going to let them walk into our home like that?

			My fingernails dig into my palms.

			Even worse is that that Nicaise is among them, and he looks entirely out of place in the way he holds himself. His back stiff and straight, nose up in the air as if he is the Chief of this place. No doubt a smug smile is hiding underneath the scarf as he walks past me and stares deep into my soul.

			A cold shiver runs all the way up to the base of my skull, and I need to push back the urge to show it. I want to throttle him, right here and now. I look for Father. He was searching for Nicaise and yet is nowhere to be found right now.

			
			

			Around me, my kin murmur, also wondering what a group of Southerners has come to do here, marching into our village as if they have been invited. As if they own it already.

			Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. The number of red uniforms continues to grow. There are far too many of them. A small entourage would be enough for a friendly visit, right?

			The nausea deep in my stomach grows. Just when I thought it couldn’t get worse, the deities prove me wrong. Eighteen, nineteen, twenty, and still more come.

			The men stand in two columns, letting what looks to be their leader walk between them to the front. He appears to be around the same age as Father. A few patches of dark hair are left in his mass of greys, broad shoulders, big belly, and his scarf is folded loosely around his neck.

			Chief Clovis exits the Council’s building at that moment.

			A smirk appears on the Southern leader’s face the moment he gives Chief Clovis a pat on his shoulder.

			I can’t tell whether it’s nerves or that they’re not accustomed to this weather, but one of the men at the back of a column wobbles on the balls of his feet. Another is repeatedly tapping the pommel of his sword.

			My shoulders grow tense. I don’t care how this looks: this is not a friendly visit. They appear to be armed enough to go into battle. That’s enough of a threat. We should stay alert of them at all times. Red Lion warriors—Southerners—can’t be trusted. The older generation knows this; they fought countless battles with this scum to keep our lands safe from the Southerners conquering it.

			Our Chief appears at ease, smiling as he talks in hushed tones with his Southern friend.

			Oh, how I would love to smother Chief Clovis with that ugly red scarf.

			Father steps around me.

			He and Jyry and Arne walk toward the front, shouldering their way through the crowd until they are face-to-face with Chief Clovis and the Red Lion leader.

			
			

			The whispered conversation continues.

			People in the crowd look on and collectively hold their breaths. Many warriors rest a hand on the head of their axe, another man twirls his in his hand. A group of young girls watch them with admiration and interest.

			Solveig, one of the warriors in Jyry’s team, bumps her shoulder against mine. “What in the Nine Worlds is this?”

			I tap against my leg, a nerve tick I can’t seem to unlearn. “You tell me.”

			Some of the Southerners grow more skittish, their eyes flitting from one to the other in the crowd as the number of my fellow townspeople grows around them, all of them ready to fight.

			I hate that none of us are being included in this meeting. It’s like listening to a leader spinning his tale why we should do as he tells and believe him, that it won’t have dire consequences for us.

			Father pushes forward into the crowd and tries to announce something, but Chief Clovis holds up his hand, silencing everyone.

			“Dear fellows, Gustav is an old friend of mine,” Chief Clovis thunders over the crowd, “and you don’t have to worry about these warriors. Despite the Red Lion insignia they wear, they fled from that horrendous regime in search for a life of peace without war. Therefore, we shall grant them refuge in our home until they find a place for themselves.”

			The crowd murmurs, and Chief Clovis glares at all of us, collectively.

			Many fold their arms in front of them or put their weapons away.

			Confinement for the ones that don’t listen, right?

			Father’s shoulders slump down and his mouth is set in a depressive, downturned arc.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Four

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Chief Clovis made the decision to let the Southerners in so easily, he can’t be in his right mind. The leader being his friend, the Red Lion warriors, all of them deserters hoping for refuge in our home. Hah. I never heard someone speak so much pigshit in my life.

			Chief Clovis completely ignored Father’s words. Father, who is his closest advisor, doesn’t deserve to be humiliated in front of his fellows like that. His mood has been sour since then.

			Tension hit our village like the arrival of First Snow. Sudden and fast. One moment the skies are dry and blue, and a blink later a cold blanket of white has been laid down upon our world. 

			
			

			Most people try to go about their daily lives as usual, yet many can’t help but take a detour along the paths in the east of our village to steal a look at where our so-called visitors have been settled in our vacant lodges. I’ve even seen Father doing it.

			And I couldn’t help it either. I had done a walk-through of the entire village, sneaking through the hidden alleys and paths around the back of Merchant Row.

			A few of the Southerners had left their lodge to wander around the merchants’ booths, browsing the wares and trying to strike up conversations, but everyone is leery of them. I have yet to see them anywhere else. But, invited into our home as they were, they’re allowed to roam free without question. Deserters or not, they are a danger to us.

			Father’s generation had to fight. They had to see their friends die on the battlefield to keep the Red Lion Legion from taking over our lands and force them back to the other side of the Freeze Lands. It had taken many lives and many Summers before peace finally returned.

			Them standing on our doorstep to ask for refuge is absurd. Allowing them a place here is foolish.

			I rip a cloth into smaller strips, loose threads swirling to the ground.

			“While effective, the fabric can’t help change the decisions of Clovis,” Heidrún says, rolling up a fabric strip.

			The door flies open and bangs against the bench next to it.

			I clap both my hands on the table, still clutching the fabric. Heidrún gently puts down the roll.

			Gustav marches into the House of Eir with two younger men in tow. He practically throws the shorter one toward me and Heidrún. The other man, tall with warm brown skin and eyes like night, tries to hold the short one upright. The shorter man is pale and drenched in sweat.

			
			

			Gustav points his meaty finger to them. “Help,” he says with his thick Southern accent, and leaves again. He pulls the wooden door into its frame with the same force he entered with.

			Heidrún storms into the hall and calls for Lahja.

			Get yourself together, Dawn. This is work. I can do this . . . I think.

			I shove the cloth rolls aside and help get the shorter man, who is barely hanging on to his friend’s shoulders, onto the treatment table. He is shivering, though his face is flushed, and his breathing becomes more labored with every moment that passes.

			I grab a piece of cloth, douse it in the water barrel beside the work table against the wall and hurry over to dab the sweat from the sick man’s forehead.

			His midnight gaze follows my every movement, and then the man whispers something to his friend.

			The healers hurry in from the adjoining room.

			Lahja pushes the tall man aside, her red braid swinging over her shoulder as she whirls around to interrogate him. “Any idea what may have caused his fever?”

			The man looks startled, his arms in front of him as if he wants to fend Lahja off while he struggles to find the right words. He says things in his foreign language that leave us guessing. His shoulders droop, but he watches, his shoulders hunching forward helplessly.

			This isn’t helping.

			The longer the man struggles to communicate, the more frustrated Lahja becomes, until she dismisses him with a wave of her hand. Heidrún runs back and forth, handing cloths over to me while she fills bowls with cool water for our patient.

			I replace the cloth on his forehead with a freshly doused one and use another to dab his neck and collarbones. He is burning. His black hair sticks to his pale skin. I look to his friend, who has his head titled upward as if he can pluck the word he needs out of the air.

			
			

			He turns to me. He blinks rapidly and points his finger at me.

			“So,” I say, preparing for whatever he has to offer, if we can even understand it.

			“Wound,” he says, and taps his lower abdomen. “Side.”

			“Lah, did you hear that?”

			“Sure did.” She grabs a knife and rips his shirt apart, mumbling to herself while she inspects his side.

			I fold the sweat-soaked fabric out of the way. The man begins to murmur.

			There, just above his right hipbone, sits a bloody bandage. Lahja rips it off and throws it in the bucket at the side of the table. A deep wound with cloudy drainage is revealed, his skin red and swollen around it.

			No wonder this man has a fever; the infection has spread quite far.

			Just looking at the wound makes me jump. I swallow the bile in my throat back down and watch the others work. Just think about happy things, nice places and good memories.

			“Bo u,” the man on the table murmurs.

			Lahja feels around the wounded area while Heidrún knots back a strand of her hair that was dangling precariously over the sensitive wound as she cleaned it. The man grits his teeth, wincing at Lahja’s touch.

			I douse the cloth in the cold water again, wringing it with all the strength I have in my hands and arms. I repeat this process more than necessary, but it keeps my hands busy and my stomach contents in place. Dear Eir, why did I want to follow healing lessons again?

			Lahja prods around the wound, moisture oozing out of it, and Heidrún is at her side with a cloth.

			The tall, dark man tries to look over their shoulders as they work.

			After what feels like ages, the sick man’s breaths become steady and his shivering lessens too. The wound is now nothing more than an angry red cut.

			
			

			Heidrún feels around in his wound, and more blood oozes out while she checks for internal bleeding, or so she had explained it to me not too long ago.

			The man arches his back. He whimpers and tears roll down the sides of his face.

			I hold my breath and lock my gaze on the bowl next to his head.

			Heidrún stops digging. “Lahja, get me a needle and thread. Time to sew this up.”

			I keep dabbing his forehead while he looks up at me with his teary hazel eyes, and more whimpers escape from his throat.

			Should I calm him down? Talk to him?

			In moments they have his wound stitched up, slather some salve on, and dress it. Lahja and Heidrún help him walk to the back room, where he can rest for a bit.

			The tall man stays here, following everything I do.

			I clutch the cloth between my hands, fumbling with it. I don’t think I can do this, ever. No. I can’t dig around in other people’s wounds and then sew it up. I can’t.

			“Thank you for helping us.” Lahja says, wiping the blood from her hands as she comes to stand next to me and observe the mess of bandages, bowls, jars, and blood in front of us.

			“I wasn’t that much of a help though.”

			Lahja takes the cloth away from me, her fingertips gliding over the fabric, and she dunks it in the water again. “It may be simple work to replace these cold pads. But, do you realize how much harder our work would have been if you had not done that?”

			I let her words sink in. I guess I helped . . . a bit then.

			“It’s true,” Heidrún says. “Now, Lahja, you keep watch on the young man in the back room. And you”—she points to the other young man—“sit down and have some calming tea.”

			
			

			She takes him to the chair and practically pushes him into it, even though he towers over her.

			Then she turns to me. “Now, here you have the salve for Nilán. Time for you to go home.” She gives me the flask and ushers me out the door. Heidrún, as busy as ever.

			What kind of leader dumps one of his sick men—who can’t even speak with us—at the healing house, barely uttering a word, and leaves. Father would never have condoned this behavior if it were one of his. “Stick together and help your kin, we are a team,” he would have said. But then again, when they arrived in our village yesterday, I saw only warriors among them. It seems it’s not normal for them to have a healer or two tag along on their journeys. A grave mistake.

			Daylight has given itself over to the night sky and its stars, and each day becomes colder as darkness takes hold. Winter is closing in on us, after all. A frigid breeze makes me clutch my cloak tighter around me. The house torches guide my way.

			Mother once told me a story about Ice Giants—how they awaken and put their claws into our world, blowing icy breath over the lands. Her stories always had me entranced. I loved them. But none of the rest of us—Jyry, Lusia, Father, or me—are such good storytellers as Mother was. It’s in moments like this, when I remember her tales, that I miss her a lot. If only she was here.

			I step into the cozy embrace of our home, where everyone is busy.

			Nilán limps around the room, tidying up his weapons and the furs while he drags his leg with him. Every single pained grunt stabs into my guilty conscience. 

			Lusia moves swiftly, slamming bowls down on the bench behind us with vigor.

			“Finally dry, you wet dog,” Lusia snipes to Jyry, who comes in after me.

			She is in an awful mood today. I sit down on the bench next to her, carefully.

			Our brother mumbles something in reply while he scratches the scruff on his jaw. I can tell that act alone makes her insides boil hotter than the stew ever will.

			“We are sorry,” Nilán says, calming her down. “Next time we will be on time.”

			
			

			The ladle in her hand is pointed toward both the men. “You’d better be.” She almost growls.

			Of course, Father couldn’t have found a worse moment to step into the house. He tries to sneak in, but the creak of the door betrays him.

			Lusia turns around faster than a sword can be pulled from its sheath and points the ladle at Father. “You . . . What is it with all of you, hm? This household needs new rules when it comes to respecting the ones that make your food, because next time, I will put poison in it if you are late and forget to tell me.”

			Father’s wide eyes jump back and forth between the ladle and Lusia. “Lus,” Father says.

			“Don’t ‘Lus’ me,” she snaps back. Anger radiates from her whole being. “Do you know how much effort it takes to keep the food hot? Huh. Do you?”

			Father squares his shoulders. “You can’t demand someone else behave if you yourself behave like a beast.”

			This only irks Lusia more. She can curse at Father, make him out to be a monster, and he will still treat her like a soft baby bunny, with love and care. If I behaved like this, Father would have put me in my place before I could utter another word.

			“Lusia, calm down,” I sigh, and grab her wrist before she can throw the ladle, which might happen any moment now as she struggles against my hold. “Ju—just take a moment.”

			The men look at her like deer meeting a hunter’s gaze just before the arrow flies.

			Father shuffles over to Jyry and Nilán.

			Lusia lets a few deep breaths go and gestures for me to fill the bowls. I ladle out the stew silently, trying to appease her foul mood, and hand them to her to pass on to the others.

			
			

			All three of them sit down in a row as if they are children watching the skald in Summer—expectantly.

			My little sister has placed the bowls in front of her, like she might perform a magic trick before passing them out. The vicious véttr. She, with her threats of poison.

			Apparently, withholding food is the new punishment in this house.

			I tap against my leg. I can’t help but wonder if she will keep my stew away from me too. I was late without warning as well, just like the others. On the other hand, I’m not hungry anyway.

			A wicked smile pushes onto her face. “I say, from now until Mid-Winter, the men in this household will make the food.”

			Protests, flailing arms, and distressed faces follow.

			I have to suppress a laugh.

			“So,” Lusia raises her voice, “Dawn and I are going to take it easy until then.”

			I study Lusia, taking in her face and the mischief that shines in her eyes.

			I was only eight Summers when Mother was murdered, and Lusia five. With the help of Heidrún, we tried our best to learn the basics, like cooking, to take care of our grieving Father and Jyry, who didn’t know how to deal with the loss either. Father was devastated, I get that. But Lusia and I didn’t get to be girls who could play with friends, explore the world, or fall in love. Family always came first, and it still does. What always scared me was that Lusia, though she is younger than me, fit the role of mother so well. It comes so naturally to her. As if she were born for that purpose alone. And I’m the older sister that stumbles and looks on while Lusia gives up parts of her life to take care of us.

			But right now, I don’t find anything but an véttrish kind of joy on her face.

			And it’s not like I helped a lot in the house the last few seasons either. So what exactly is she up to?

			“Vicious véttr,” Jyry mumbles.

			“What did you call me?” Lusia screeches.

			
			

			I shake my head and clutch the ladle closer to me. Leave it to Jyry to put more wood on the fire. 

			“You know you are. You expect us to cook for thirty-seven days.”

			Nilán moves away from Jyry, slowly, and looks at him with amusement and pushes back a smile. His tongue sticking in his cheek.

			“What?” Jyry snarls. “You are included in this punishment too, lad. You might be a longtime guest, but by now you are as much part of the furniture as the rest of us. You don’t get out of it.”

			Nilán shrugs.

			Jyry shrugs back. His brows shooting up.

			Nilán grins in reply. “Yes. So, no problem, I can cook. Mom taught me.”

			“Sounds like her,” Father replies, smiling to himself, and he shakes his head.

			I tsk. “I’m sure you are included in this sanction too, Father.”

			Lusia nods in answer but otherwise gleefully watches this play out in front of her. Our poor brother, the main character of Lusia’s story.

			To Father’s credit, he just huffs. “I can cook too, you know. But my daughter punishes me harder than my own mother ever did, and that hits hard.”

			“Dad always tells me how sweet your mother was to him when he used to visit in his younger Summers,” Nilán tells Father.

			Father laughs. “Oh yes. Nikho got the sweet-child treatment as my best friend. Me and my brother, Ake; her real children, not so much. Dear Allfather, I will never forget Mother’s punishments.”

			Nilán looks to the side and for a moment, it’s only us in the room. “Sounds like my mom. Venlá and I are always treated harsher than our friends when they come . . . well, came along.”

			They laugh together.

			I purse my mouth. What are you looking at me for, stupid? Not once in the twenty-four or so seasons that he has been here as an emissary has he gone home  to visit his family. I guess he likes the guest treatment from Father more. Good thing Lusia is intent on punishing all of them.

			The room turns silent as everyone is handed their bowl. The stew is thick and cold now, but Father, Jyry, and Nilán sit neatly in a row, eating in silence. It’s clear they don’t dare comment on it.

			Lusia keeps the ladle near, just in case.

			The stew sits like a stone in my stomach. I eat the whole bowl, even though I wasn’t that hungry, and observe my sister. Why is it that I’m not punished along with the others for being late? Lusia’s gaze makes me want to crawl away into a dark corner the firelight can’t reach and sleep until all of this is over. Until she has finally calmed down. However, there are always chores waiting to be done.

			We all busy ourselves with cleaning and organizing.

			Nilán sits by the fire and rolls up his trousers, wincing in pain as he does. The roll of fabric becomes too tight around his muscled thigh, and he is not even close to uncovering his wound.

			Before I can stop myself, I sit in front of him and try to move his heavy log of a leg so it will relax and I can slide the fabric up easier. I look up at him to gauge his reaction but avert my gaze the moment I see him shift his focus to me.

			Just do your job, Dawn. Just clean his wound. Focus.

			I loosen the wrapped bandage like I’ve done tens of times by now—not that I keep count—and lightly trace my fingers around Heidrún’s neat stitches. No swelling. Good.

			Nilán coughs but cooperates while I clean his wound.

			I take the corked flask from my pouch.

			Within a moment it’s snatched away.

			We stare at each other, unblinking. His face more rose-colored than I’ve ever seen before. My hand frozen in the air. I gasp like a fish out of water.

			“Dawn,” he whispers. “I can do the rest myself.”

			
			

			Several eyes are burning into my back. Warmth flows into my cheeks. I cough. “The wound looks good, but, eh . . . apply the salve with care and a light patting motion, not too much rubbing.”

			Everyone is staring at me.

			Lusia busies herself with something else on the other side of the house, humming a light-hearted tune. Jyry scratches his beard, and heat crawls through my entire body. Father’s face looks as red as my body feels, and he turns away.

			I get up and walk until cold air hits my face and it feels so good. The wind rustles through the trees, carrying voices from far away. Our garden is a bit unkempt, full of the wildflowers that grow all over and the grass higher than it usually is. It’s a comfortable calm and quiet. Living on the outskirts has its benefits. In the distance, Harald sits in front of his house, a torch illuminating his face, smoking. Someone walks with a torch through the alleys in the distance. I lean my head back and let my body cool down.

			“Dawn.”

			Just when I thought to have a moment to myself.

			“I see the healing lessons are paying off.” Father, ever the optimist, comes to stand next to me. But his voice quivers the slightest bit, the fire illuminating his face while he looks at something in the distance.

			I glare at him.

			“There is nothing wrong with taking responsibility and practicing your craft.”

			“No, maybe not. But all of you made it awkward.”

			The silence sits heavy between us.

			“Well, I needed a moment, too, when I saw my precious daughter . . . and Nilán . . .” He gestures to me.

			I bite my tongue. “Ugh. Why do you see things that aren’t there?”

			Father stares at me incredulously and then looks up into the sky. It’s a clear night, and the stars seem especially bright for us. He smiles, as if the stars are talking to him. “I know what I saw.”

			
			

			I snort. “And of what are you convinced then?”

			I want to snipe at Father, but he has me curious. The least he can do is explain what he thought was between Nilán and me, because there’s nothing between me and that . . . that piece of work.

			“I saw.” He mulls over his words. “I saw a man lovingly looking at a woman, my daughter in this case, and you two seemed to understand each other without words. Something you only see between couples. And . . . Nilán has been avoiding this for a while, as his parents told me, and both of you are of age for the bonding ceremony, so—”

			“Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” I say through gritted teeth.

			Father tilts his chin up the slightest bit and opens his mouth. I get ready to snarl again.

			Does he want to get rid of me that bad? Desperately trying to tie me to the son of his best friend? I’m his daughter, he should protect me. And besides, he has more to worry about than bonding ceremonies.

			We stand in silence for a while.

			Father whispers, “if you only saw what I did. Then you would see I don’t do this to punish you, but because I care for you.”

			“Staring didn’t help,” I say to underline my point and get away from this topic. “And there are plenty of other things to worry about. People are going hungry. That should be a priority.”

			“Point taken.” He huffs and shakes his head. Turning around, he pats me on my shoulder and walks back inside.

			Why does he have to insinuate things like that in a situation like this? It’s not my problem that Nilán’s parents clearly want him to find a partner. I’m not some breeding mare to auction off.

			I take my time, relishing in the cold and calm that washes over our village. The night is a comforting balm for my overactive mind.

			
			

			A shape forms in the darkness ahead, and I squint, watching it approach. A man comes around the corner, sniffling from the cold. As soon as he notices me, a sneer appears on that nasty face of his. “I guess papa wants his precious daughter to be happy.”

			“Shut up,” I growl.

			“Little girl bites,” Nicaise says as he closes the distance with five long strides and taps my chin.

			My hands clench in a deadly grip, my jaw tenses, and I urge every muscle within my body to not move out of his reach. Oh, how I wish I could snap his neck, like I do in my nightmares from time to time. The same eyes. Could he be that ugly rabid wolf, wearing an obnoxious grin, but deep down a monster? I square my shoulders to mirror him. Fisting the fabric of my shirt, I will him to stare at me again, to stop seeing me as an innocent deer about to flee from its hunter.

			“What are the customs in your clan when coming to visit unannounced, hmm?”

			“Preferably just disappear,” I snap.

			He hisses through his teeth. “Someone is being a bad hostess.”

			Condescending brat. I unclench my jaw. “Just knock.”

			My feet are frozen to the ground when he knocks on the door.

			“Welcome,” Father says, embracing him like they are best friends.

			What in the Nine Worlds is this? I refuse to walk back into the house. But I do sneak closer to the door. A part of me wants to know why he has come to visit us. I have to concentrate hard on the muffled voices behind the wood to make out their words.

			A giggle. “Hello, Nicaise,” my sister says. My fingernails dig into my palms at her simpering welcome.

			Are you cozying up to the enemy as well?

			
			

			Father coughs, followed by the baritone of their hushed conversation until Nicaise’s voice grows louder. “We should work together.”

			I reach out my hand to the doorhandle but pause when my sister giggles again. What are they working on? Nicaise’s words make my heart drop to my feet.

			He wants to work together. A Southerner wants to work together with Father, on what? We can’t, we shouldn’t. What is that scum planning? This is so wrong, and the outcome . . . I gulp for air, and I need space, a lot of it. We shouldn’t trust that man. If he can turn his back on his Southern Warlord that easily, he will likely do it again. He shouldn’t be trusted.

			I turn around and walk.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Five
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			The moonlight is at its brightest, but it will only remain this strong for a few more days as the sun moves further away from us, one small step at a time.

			I find the clearing in the woods and slump down against a fallen tree in the eye of moonlight glistening off the early morning dew. I groan and jump into a crouch, my bottom wet. The moist soil has most likely left a charming spot on the seat of my trousers. Just my luck. With another groan, I fall back against the bark, overgrown with soggy moss. My clothes are a mess already anyway.

			Ahead of me, a pair of glowing orbs from behind the tree line find me.

			I relax but don’t blink.

			Twigs snap under slowly approaching feet, leaving clear impressions in the soggy ground. The grey fur almost looks silver in the moonlight.

			
			

			“Hi, buddy,” I mutter.

			He pushes his grey snout under my arm. Ulf, my gentle giant wolf, has the kindest heart I have ever known a creature to have. He is the only one that can calm me down so well. The fact that he loves to be cuddled helps too. Ulf leans his head against my leg while I stroke him from the tip to following the bridge of his nose, over his forehead, to behind his ears. For him a massage, for me a soothing motion. A mix of earth and wet fur envelops me.

			Was I overreacting about Nicaise? I can’t help but feel something is off about that man, even though both Father’s and Jyry’s judgments do deserve my trust. Even Nilán has earned it. Lusia, on the other hand, seems to be entirely enamored with him, giggling like a fool at anything Nicaise says. What does she want from him?

			The way he had showed up in the fields and with his Red Lion warrior fellows in our village not much later makes the hairs on my neck rise. Him acting all nice doesn’t make me feel different. That Southerner is hiding something. I know it, I feel it in my gut . . . Just his breathing makes my nerves crawl, like they are trying to escape from the prison that is my body.

			Ulf pushes his snout underneath my hand, his way of demanding more scratches and ear massages.

			For the first time in a long while, the corners of my mouth pull up, and a comfortable warmth floods my face. A tear pricks in the corner of my eye. I am still capable of genuinely smiling, who would have thought. It feels so much better than the one I force on my face when I am expected to.

			It’s stupid this makes me cry. It’s supposed to be something so simple.

			I lean my chin on top of Ulf’s head and stroke the sides of his snout. My breathing eases with each breath of his.

			Ulf’s ears twitch, and my heart stutters. I hold my breath when he bares his teeth. In an instant, he frees himself from my embrace and jumps up, turning to face into the trees behind me.

			
			

			I follow his example. My muscles tense as I grab at my hip, reaching and finding nothing but air. Shit. So, so stupid. Where did my axe go?

			I can’t leave the fighting up to Ulf alone. If he doesn’t run first, that is.

			He won’t, will he?

			“It’s just me.” Two hands appear on the other side of the tree. Vidya slowly stands up straight and looks rather sheepish doing it. 

			I deflate with one sigh. She is lucky Ulf hasn’t attacked her yet. But I have no idea how long that will last. He is crouched low with his eyes locked to her.

			I arch my brow and fold my arms in front of me.

			She lowers her arms, hesitant, and points to Ulf, who is tense as a taut bowstring.

			“Can I pet him too?” Vidya’s voice turns up a few pitches, like it always does when she grows curious and doesn’t really want to ask to do what she already has in mind.

			“No,” I say, fiercer than necessary.

			Vidya pouts.

			I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but I also don’t want to lose the trust I’ve built with Ulf, and his pleading face tell me he doesn’t quite like the idea of being petted by everyone. “I didn’t mean it like that,” I reply.

			“Dawn,” Vidya utters.

			“. . . I don’t know if it’s a good idea, because Ulf needs time to adjust to a new presence. And, and I don’t want you to get hurt either.” I know I’m rambling, but . . . “It will take a lot of time to build up enough trust from Ulf before you can safely pet him, if ever at all.”

			I bite my lip. 

			“Dawn.” Vidya laughs. “I understand. Dear Gods, how many times do I have to repeat myself, hmm?”

			“Huh?”

			Vidya holds up five fingers. “It’s five times now. Five.”

			
			

			What in the Nine Worlds is she talking about? “Five what?”

			“The number of times you let me repeat myself before you finally heard me between that rambling mouth and mind of yours. You were so busy explaining, you didn’t even hear me say your name.” Five times, she mouths silently while she holds up her hand again and laughs.

			Am I really that engrossed in my thoughts? I shrug. “You can sit down on the tree. Careful though.” 

			Vidya slinks over to the tree to do as she is told, never taking her eyes off the wolf. She even sits down in the most careful motion I have ever witnessed. This must be how she sneaks up on people. Silent like a ghost. Only the rustling of her sash can be heard, and if someone didn’t know any better, they might think it the sound of wind moving through the trees.

			Once she sits, I pat Ulf on his head. “It’s good, relax.”

			I walk over and sit down next to her, gauging the reactions of both Vidya and the wolf.

			Ulf lies on the ground in the exact spot where he stood, his attention trained on the both of us.

			I ponder whether I should ask how she found me and trace the cracks in the tree, turning the words over in my mind. 

			“Why did you follow me?” I whisper. If she followed me, how many more will find this place and find Ulf? The chances that he will be killed are too high. I can’t let that happen.

			“Curiosity,” she replies. She’s still enamored by Ulf. “I couldn’t help but wonder where it was you always hide that makes you so impossible to find.”

			We both fidget for a while. Our glances meet before we look over to Ulf again.

			This is my place of solitude, a spot where I can go when the world gets too loud and busy—which seems to become worse by the day—and with a whole  group of Southerners staying with us, the restful times will be far gone. I will need this space more than ever.

			“Sorry,” Vidya then says.

			“For what, finding out? You don’t have to be sorry for that.” It’s my own fault. I should have been more careful in the first place.

			She plays with her sash. “Now it’s no longer a secret though. Not from me at least.”

			I know she will never tell anyone. Ever. Not even if she is angry. “You won’t rat me out.” I nudge my shoulder against hers.

			“Of course not. But you’ll want to be more careful and use different tracks. The one you use right now, you use far too much, and sooner than later people will notice. 

			“Thank you for the observation,” I say with a smirk.

			“Don’t just thank me, do something about it.” She snickers. “But my lips are sealed. I won’t even tell your family. I swear it on my bracelet.” She gropes the piece of metal around her wrist.

			Although the size of the metal band has been adjusted since she was a child, the iron flower still sits on top of her wrist. She twists it back and forth on her wrist and she taps the flower on top once. Her fingers tracing the ornamental piece. It’s one of the few possessions she has from her homeland. Vidya has been more adventurous than I. She traveled all the way from the east, alone. Though we still don’t know why she did so; she isn’t exactly talkative about her reasons.

			Once again, we fall into an eerie silence.

			Watching Vidya, I notice her posture is rigid, for her, and I don’t know whether it’s because of Ulf or her trying to smother her own curiosity. Some form of uneasiness within her has managed to creep onto the surface.

			When she arrived in our village, we didn’t particularly like each other, but we both had—and still have—this overflowing bucket of curiosity that brought us closer. We had so many adventures and an equal amount of scolding as well. I’ve  lost count of how many times we were sat on the bench, either Father or Mother in front of us waving that finger and telling us to never do this or that again. It only made us smarter though. Sometimes even the following day, we would try again. I can always trust Vidya to have my back, and I will always have hers.

			I scoot back and gasp for air, the pressure building within me. I want to tell her about Father hugging Nicaise like they were best friends and Father talking about a bonding ceremony for me and Nilán, but I don’t know where to start.

			Vidya now observes me, trying hard to stifle a laugh.

			“Father,” I spit out. “He insinuated such a weird thing, and then, then he hugged Nicaise like one does his best friend after they haven’t seen each other for a long time. Weird, right?”

			“Hm” is all she replies with.

			Just “hm”? That’s all I get when Father, the former clan Chief, is getting all cozy with the enemy? I keep my complaints to myself, but she sees right through me, she can pick my worries apart without so much as a word.

			I nod. “And guess what? Nicaise suggested working together. The worst thing is Father will most likely consider it. So Jyry will be convinced with a snap of his fingers, I’m sure. He was barely a moment in our house when he uttered the words”—I deepen my voice in imitation—“‘let’s work together’ or something like that. What happened to not blindly trusting strangers? Not to speak about Lusia’s constant giggling when around him. Blegh.” I take in a deep breath. Just thinking about the whole situation chills me.

			Vidya turns to me and folds her hands in her lap. “You should have been in that house.”

			“What!” My jaw drops, and I glare at her.

			“You should have been there.” Her face closer to mine. “Because that would have been a great opportunity to see what Nicaise is up to. To get information. So why weren’t you?”

			
			

			Her and her need for information. “There are plenty of weapons in our household, and Nicaise is clearly an irritation factor, so I’m sure Nilán’s leg would disagree with you on that.”

			To her credit, Vidya stays silent and stretches her legs in front of her.

			I look to Ulf again, who gets up, inclines his head, and walks back into the woods the way he came. Please, don’t go, not without our goodbye hug.

			Instead, I embrace myself. “Everything tells me we shouldn’t trust Nicaise.”

			Vidya grabs my hand and drags me along with her. We walk back over the path I suspect she might have used earlier.

			“Just think about it.” She stops and turns around to me. “If you can get involved with Jyry and Nilán’s training group and mingle with Nicaise, one way or another, you will get information. You will get to see what kind of man he is, what is his intentions are.”

			There’s not a single sound to be heard around us, the world truly quiet for once.

			She has a point. I hate to admit it, but she has a point indeed.

			Then that devious smile appears on her face again. “The closer you are, the sooner you will figure him out, and when he proves he is indeed no good, well”—she slams her hands together—“we use every single thing we have against him.”

			“You and I,” I say. My body starts to shiver, and my eyes droop as drowsiness washes over me. Staying up all night gets harder the older I get. It might be the constant stress making me feel as old as a grandmother though.

			“You and I,” Vidya says, and we clasp each other’s forearms. “And anyone willing to stand against him.”

			As we walk back to the village, Vidya shows me the exact hiding spots she used when she followed me.

			“It amazes me how the trees made room for the glow of the moon in such a perfect circle,” she tells me eagerly. “And what surprised me even more was Ulf. You just sat there while that big beast approached you. Wow.”

			
			

			I yawn. “He won’t appreciate you calling him a beast.”

			She blinks rapidly. “Animal then? Or Ulf. You know what, let’s just go with Ulf. That way we can talk about him in public too. It was so hard for me to stay hidden while you were cuddling with him. How did you tame him?”

			“I didn’t,” I reply, followed by another yawn.

			When we arrive home in the early morning, Father is furious, pacing back and forth and scratching his beard. He opens his mouth a few times but then shakes his head. “Get some sleep, we will talk about this later. This counts for the both of you.” Father leaves the house with an irritated grunt.

			I want to ask him about last nightfall, about Nicaise and what more they had talked about after I left, but I have no idea how to do so without sounding suspicious. The last thing Vidya and I need is for Father to discover the beginnings of a plan to figure out Nicaise.
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			I slept through half the day, like I used to do as a kid, to the annoyance of Mother.

			Father leans against the wall, following my every movement with dark eyes, until I have my boots on and the axe on my belt. Vidya folds her sash over her shoulder with practiced ease and tucks it underneath her belt at the back to keep the fabric from flapping all over the place.

			Father rakes his hand over his face. “Now, hurry up and get your asses over to the sparring fields.”

			We follow diligently, and I try to keep up with Father’s pace.

			From our house, it’s easy to avoid the alleys around the back of the other houses to get to the training fields. The clang of Hilda’s weaponry emerges in the  distance. Nature whips up a cool wind while we march through the fields and along the trees.

			“Father,” I say, “why do you allow me to train for battle now?”

			I know Father, and he doesn’t change his ways from one day to the next. But I went from only being allowed to learn basic defense to now joining Jyry’s team, who are training like a war of the Lands might be happening this evening. 

			Vidya jerks on my arm, her jaw tense. She shakes her head no.

			“Because I changed my mind,” Father replies coolly.

			I’m not buying this, not at all. I want to bite back my retort, but it’s out of my mouth before I know it. “Oh, so you can change your mind in a matter of a day, but when I want to, it’s a problem. No, completely valid. Great.”

			Father stops and sucks in a breath.

			Vidya steps away from me, her shoulders stiff.

			“Dawn, if you really want to know, you have a lot of anger brewing in you. Yes, I see it. And yes, I think I understand it too,” Father says in a commanding voice. “And I don’t want more accidents like what happened to Nilán. So, the only way around this is to teach you how to handle weapons and learn to control that anger.”

			I open my mouth, but Father clenches his jaw and inhales deeply. “No more attitude, young one. I’m done with that.”

			“But—” I utter.

			“No,” Father roars over me, and then he turns around.

			We continue walking in silence until we stand at the outer line of the sparring fields. A group is going home while Jyry’s team breaks up into pairs for practice. Harald and Arne pass by Father, and they whisper something before they clap each other on the shoulders and leave.

			Nilán stumbles around at the edge of the field, leaning on one of the upturned logs.

			
			

			I cringe. There are so many times I wish I hadn’t acted so foolishly, especially toward Nilán. We have been at odds since we first saw each other, when I was seven Summers and he was nine or ten. We were at Mother and Father’s holiday lodge on the fields northeast of our village. They thought it would be fun to have us meet their friends’ children, but Jyry and Nilán had done nothing but bug me. Every single day of that trip.

			I take a shaky breath and tap my leg. I guess I have to become part of this team now, somehow.

			The mud squelches underneath my boots as I take the long way around the side of the field. A bubbling source nestles itself into my lower stomach. I have no clue how to become a part of this group, I’ve never been one to mingle easily with others. And since I shot Nilán, all of them most likely know it. If Vidya does, it’s likely they do too. I watch Father and Nilán, who are now deep in conversation.

			Vidya is pretty much stuck against my back, slightly leaning over my shoulder while she follows me, with a bounce in her step. Her curiosity drives her forward. Typical.

			Vidya almost bumps into me when I stop. She moves beside me, squares her shoulders, and looks at me out of the corner of her eye. Securing herself a front row seat to the play.

			I glare at Nilán.

			He won’t meet my gaze. Instead, he seems to be very interested in the sparring session that begins across the field, and with a nod to Father, he stumbles away from us.

			“Father,” I say. He wants me to come with him to these fields, to work with Jyry’s team, but then leaves me guessing while he does his rounds. It’s odd for Father to act like this; normally he is focused and organized. He always is.

			Father approaches me and Vidya. “Yes, back to business. You are going to practice with the bow, and we will go from there.”

			“What do you mean ‘we’? Who else will be there?”

			
			

			But I already know the answer. I don’t like that Jyry knew this and didn’t bother to tell me anything. On the other hand, I’m not surprised either. The men in this family seem to have a penchant for secrets.

			He blows out an exasperated breath. “Does it matter?”

			“It does,” I snarl. My voice grows louder. “The least you can do is be clear to me.”

			“Dawn, please.”

			I almost scream, “You always leave out important information and then wonder why I get angry.” 

			Father mutters to himself and combs his hands through his hair before sliding them down over his face.

			Had I really gotten so intolerable in the last few seasons? I mean, I’m no Lusia. She is the epitome of a good daughter. Doing chores without asking, working hard on her lessons and training. Not to mention her talent and natural gift for the bow and arrow. Unlike me, who needs every moment of daylight on the sparring fields to learn the basics.

			No, no natural talent here.

			Vidya pats her hand on my tense shoulder and whispers, “Stay calm.”

			This is just great. Father treats me like a kid. My best friend thinks I need to calm down. My insides are boiling. A little bit of faith and trust would go a long way. Am I really so worthless in their eyes? I can’t be, I’m . . . I’m not.

			“Dawn,” Father says, “get that anger of yours under control.”

			I lock my jaw and hold my head down to avoid Father’s harsh gaze.

			“There is no talking with you when you always spit fire. And you take that mentality with you when handling weapons. You let your anger take over and become uncontrollable.” Father emphasizes every word as he says, “We need to work on that.”

			
			

			I look at Father and suppress the urge to counter his argument. He doesn’t see the anger I do control, but I’m going to prove it to him. I nod in agreement but keep my lips sealed.

			He gestures for me to walk with him, and I relent. 

			“Whether you like it or not, I can see your pain and anger and worry. Heidrún sees it too. It hurts us to watch you struggling through life, and we want to help you. You only have to allow us to do so.”

			I lean against the wooden fence that separates the archery range from the sparring pit, or mud pit as we call it, and observe the people in there right now. Deliberately ignoring Father.

			Solveig has her feet set apart, the muscles in her body visibly working to counter the pressure of an ongoing attack by a burly, broad-shouldered man. Her sword clashes with his axe. She is covered in mud from the waist down—it even sticks to her long blonde braid that swings along with her movements. With each blow she receives, she lets out a growl, but she bares her teeth and slams back.

			Thud. Thud. Thud. Her wooden practice sword hits his blunt practice axe three times before she steps back, challenging him with a mischievous smile and a lazy swing of her sword.

			This is the impressive result of father’s allowing women to be who they want to be, to train if they want to be warriors instead of house mothers, healers, or merchants. The men in our clan are not scared of strong women, they embrace them. They want their partners and daughters to be capable of defending themselves when the need arises. Every woman in our clan has a choice, except for Lusia and me.

			Leaning his arms on the big log fence, Jyry looks to Solveig with pride and encourages her from the other side. My brother had a crush on her for a good few seasons before she joined his team, and he was practically jumping when she did. 

			“Come on, Haraldsdóttir. Don’t let Eldgrímr get to you,” he shouts.

			
			

			Eldgrímr changes his angle of attack and swings low toward Solveig’s calves. She jumps over it and, taking advantage of the opening in his defense, points her sword to the crook of his neck just above his shoulder.

			He bats her sword away with another axe.

			She twirls around him and grabs the back of his tunic with both hands, dancing with every step he takes while he tries to reach for her in vain. She uses his own big body against him. Smart.

			“So, you want me to get better with the bow, and then what, trying to fight a big bloke like him?” I gesture toward the man.

			Father nods toward Solveig and her sparring partner. “I want you to help and, indeed, train with them at some point,” he tells me.

			“I see.”

			“I had expected you to be more enthusiastic, since you have claimed that you want to train like a warrior rather than a healer for ages.”

			I put my tongue in my cheek. I hadn’t been complaining about it for ages, not even a word for the last season or two. Father clearly hadn’t even caught on to that. I guess that’s how much you truly care for me, huh? A sigh escapes me.

			I already know Jyry is going to demand I run back and forth over the field and through the mud pit just to spite me. People always seem to think it’s good to be twins, but it’s not, not when one needs to feel superior over the other. My brother already thinks he can boss me around like Father, and now he gets the chance to do so officially. Dear Allfather Odin, I’m going to hear about this until the end of my life.

			Not to mention the way he throws in smiles and winks for Solveig. His heart seemingly takes over his entire being when in her proximity. Not an image I like to have imprinted on my mind. I shake away the shivers.

			Nilán sets two wooden target boards against a dune on the other end of the field, his wounded leg slightly dragging.

			
			

			Kylli is a head smaller than me, her dark-blonde hair wrapped into a bun, takes a bow and arrows from the weapons rack. Some sort of cloth is wrapped close to the arrowhead. She strikes it against a stone and sparks fly, setting the fabric ablaze. And then nocks her first arrow.

			She lets it fly, and it strikes the marks with a loud thud, the wood darkening where the flames lick it.

			Why do they feel the need to set their arrows on fire? Intimidation? Like some clans put ashes on their faces before battle, or—

			The boards erupt into flames.

			I flinch and focus on the hot flames that slowly eat their way through the wood until there is nothing more than ashes left. Embers rise into the air.

			The realization hits like hands closing around my lungs, squeezing out every bit of oxygen. They—Father and all of these people—feel the need to do this . . . to people. My body is heavy. I turn.

			To my side, Nilán and Father watch with fascination. I try to stay silent, and my bones turn cold. I rub the gooseflesh rising on me with one arm and pinch my leg with the other.

			No. Who in the Nine Worlds thinks this is right to do? I’m not going to do this, no way. Our world, our people, will never know peace if this becomes normal.

			“I’m not going to work with them.” My voice cracks.

			Father looks at me askance. “Why not?”

			“We can’t . . . you can’t be serious about lighting people on fire.” I gulp for air, and I’m shivering. “We aren’t that kind of clan. We don’t do stuff like this.”

			Nilán comes to stand in front of me, his hand on my arm. “We don’t use them on people.”

			Hah. It’s only a matter of time before the edges blur. “Still no,” I whisper through gritted teeth, my vision clouding.

			Maybe I am like a petulant child sometimes. I feel like one now, as I turn on my heels and walk away from them all without another word.

			
			

			Some mutter under their breath.

			To which Father replies loud and clear, “Let her.”

			I cannot and do not want to hear what they have to say. All I know is that I don’t want to join them. Ever.

			Walking with my face to the ground, I’m jerked back by my arm and look up.

			Nilán’s grip is tight. Out of breath, he tries to speak. “Don’t be a child about this.”

			I rip my arm from his hand. If he thinks he can call me a child, then he is wrong.

			Nilán pushes his tongue in his cheek and gives me a frustrated glare.

			An older warrior runs past us toward Father. They whisper back and forth. I hold my breath and watch Father’s eyes dim as the man mumbles something through a locked jaw, and my stomach lurches. Father scratches his beard. With a nod, the other man hurries off to the field again, and Father looks around. All Jyry’s attention is on him. It’s clear, something has them on edge, and it does not seem good.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Six
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			My legs have been sore for the last two days as I was running from the House of Eir, to the training fields, then to meet with Vidya before arriving home just in time for dinner and some sleep, just to repeat it all the next day. Now I’m alone with Nilán at the archery range while the others practice with swords. The sun looks down on us, but its heat is long gone. Nicaise’s eyes burn hotter than the orb in the sky ever could. What possessed Father to invite that piece of work into this team.

			Nilán adjusts my elbow, his hands circling around me ever so carefully to adjust my posture, as he seems to have declared it his mission to make me a better archer.

			He is much too close.

			
			

			“Shoot,” he whispers in my ear.

			I swallow and focus solely on the circle on the board. I push the feeling of his breath against the rim of my ear to the back of my mind, and the world quiets. That’s my mark, that’s where the arrow has to find its home. Pulling the string taut, I breathe in and slowly exhale as I let the arrow go. My arms instantly go slack. The arrowhead thuds just within the circle, touching its left edge. Better, but still a long way to go.

			Nilán puts his hands on my shoulders. “You are doing great.”

			“But not good enough,” I reply.

			“Just control your breathing. You’ll get there.”

			I loosen up my shoulders and place another arrow on the bow. Do it well this time. If I prove I can do this, then Nilán will leave me alone. I pull the string taut, my shoulders tense, and then I let the arrow fly. It’s as if the entire field is silent. Not a single crack of wood or scream or grunt is heard.

			The darn thing missed the target entirely. 

			Clutching the bow, I scream inward while my head starts pounding. I throw the bow to the ground, turn to glare at Nilán, then walk away. “Really great, isn’t it,” I snarl. My anger rings in my ears. The pounding in my head takes up a steadier rhythm. This is useless. I thought I was getting better at it, but I’ve only made a fool of myself.

			Training is all I’ve done these past two days, shooting arrows and following my healing lessons. I grit my teeth. I also haven’t been home for family dinner twice already, and the well of excuses is running dry. I know I’m a terrible liar and can’t help but think Father is on to my plotting with Vidya. It’s the way he pinches the bridge of his nose when I tell him some sweet lie.

			Feet pound on the grass behind me, and Nilán hobbles past and stops me. He sure has gotten fast on that wonky leg of his. He puts his finger under my  chin to make me look up at him. Those intoxicating light-brown eyes look deep into mine.

			“You are not one to give up so easily,” Nilán says in a soothing voice. Then he whispers, with lighthearted mirth and a smirk, “And foxes don’t growl, Dawn.”

			What is it with that tone when he pronounces my name? And . . . did I growl?

			His thumb strokes my lips, and he flicks his tongue in the corner of his mouth, then smiles. Stupid habit. But fitting for him, I guess.

			My hands turn into fists. “Don’t touch me,” I say, slapping his hand away from my jaw. That man has no right to touch me like that.

			His smirk intensifies, and softly bites the pad of his thumb. “I didn’t mean to—”

			“You don’t mean to a lot, Nilán,” I say.

			The way he huffs a laugh tells me his words are useless and false. He is the most confusing person I know. When I take care of his wound he is as respectful as one can be, freeing me from the stares of my family by taking the bottle from my hand and treating his own wound, but now? Now he taunts me. “I’m going to take a break,” I whisper. I don’t even know why I’m whispering.

			“Fair.” He leaves to join Eldgrímr to set up the equipment for axe throwing.

			I rub my lips with the back of my hand.

			Pounding headaches seem to have become the norm, along with the extra training and tutoring. It all takes its toll on me faster than I thought it would. What I wouldn’t do to sleep for an entire day, to crawl away into my comfy furs beside the fire with food at arm’s reach. But instead, I have to train, and then there’s Nicaise. It’s clear he’s not very forthcoming about himself or his past, so I will have to befriend him one way or another to pry it loose.

			“I really need to visit Heidrún after training,” I mumble to myself as I sit down on a log, massaging my temples. Mother used to scold me for sitting like this, with my shoulders drooping forward and my back rounded.

			“You shouldn’t aim to become a hunchback, Dawn” is what she always said.

			
			

			If only Mother were here right now, she would know what to do.

			But I’m glad that Vidya was allowed to join this team as well. What’s one more, right? And two pairs of ears and eyes always find out more than one can.

			“Ey, what bussies your mind?” Eldgrímr’s heavy, rough voice makes me startle and stiffen my back.

			I put my heel on the ground and stack my other foot on top of my toes. “Nothing much,” I say, and smile awkwardly.

			He folds his burly arms in front of him. “You don’t have to tell if you don’t want to, y’know,” he says. “But know you can, especially seeing as you’ve been spending a lot more time being close with your ‘Mister Annoying,’ as you call him.”

			I bite my tongue. Apparently my annoyance toward Nilán is common knowledge among these people. Was it Jyry who told them or Nilán himself? And what more have they talked about?

			“Come.” He pats me between my shoulder blades, exactly where my muscles are tense. “I will teach you some breathing techniques that will help you relax.”

			It’s funny how Eldgrímr, this big bear of a man, who has muscles like solid rock, is actually so soft and kind. He has this childlike wonder about him, despite his twenty-five Summers of age. Although I have yet to witness him get angry, which, if I did, might entirely change this impression that I have of him. He spends most of his time at the sparring fields for a reason.

			We look for a dry patch of grass in between the set-up equipment and fold a woolen sheet into a square to sit on. He folds his legs, each of his feet leaning in the crook of the other leg, and puts his hands in his lap.

			How is that big man so flexible?

			I try to follow his example. My ankle is strained and won’t settle in like his, and I flail as I almost fall backward. So I push it into position and hold it there with my hands.

			Eldgrímr has the audacity to smile.

			
			

			“What?” I look at him, arching my brow. “I guess I need some flexibility training.”

			“As long as you’re comfortable, then it doesn’t matter how you sit.” He takes his time to study my posture. “Push your shoulders back. But . . . we’ll add flexibility training to your schedule as well.”

			I grab a pebble near me and throw it at his head. He dodges it with ease, and his laugh rolls over the field. I can’t help but smile in return.

			He wiggles his shoulders as he sits up straight again and moves his hand up as he breathes in, lowering it when he breathes out. Breathing in . . . and breathing out.

			I square my shoulders and follow his example. Inhaling and exhaling. The damp earth burns in my nostrils, and I swear I can hear the trickle of the river further behind the sparring fields through the din of arrows and weapons. There is some rustling, and I peek through my lashes.

			Vidya joins us, grabbing a sheet for herself to sit on, and folds her legs with ease into the same position as Eldgrímr. “Hello, Eld,” she says.

			And here I am, holding my foot in place with my hands while I try to relax at the same time. I’m such a loser.

			“Ey, Vi, good to have you here,” Eldgrímr replies.

			Eld? Vi? I glance at Vidya, who sits next to me entirely relaxed. She hates to be called anything other than her actual name. What is . . . you know what, no. I’m not going to be curious, and I don’t want to know. I try to shake the thoughts from my head. I’m supposed to concentrate on the relaxing part.

			We sit here for a long time, and the tension in my shoulders eases. My limbs grows light and the pounding in my head lessens.

			The rest of our team comes our way, laughing and talking.

			I wouldn’t mind this becoming part of my training. I stretch my legs in front of me. “Thank you, Eldgrímr.”

			
			

			Eldgrímr nods as he collects the sheets and stores them away in the shed before joining the others.

			Nicaise and Nilán are deep in conversation.

			Don’t tell me that Nilán sides with Nicaise. After twenty-four seasons of being treated like our family, he should be as loyal to Father as anyone can be.

			Right at this moment, Father pushes through the team and takes Jyry aside to discuss something. Nicaise and Nilán are with them moments later.

			Apparently Nicaise is important enough to be included but not me.

			Jyry claps his hands, all attention on him. “Well, team, Father just told me that we are expected to join a meeting at the Mead Hall. So”—he points his thumbs toward Merchant Row in the distance—“time to go.”

			Father and Jyry are smart enough to have us walk through the alleys until we reach the Council building’s square before turning onto Merchant Row, instead of using the narrow, hidden-away paths that snake between the buildings from Herðar Street to Merchant Row. We, and a few villagers, tend to use them when we want to move quickly from one place to the other. At least they aren’t showing our entire hand to Nicaise, yet.

			We meet Chief Clovis, who looks like he just came back from doing his rounds along the merchant booths. He nods to Father and studies our group with an inquisitive look.

			My fellows joke around. Eldgrímr functions as a wall to keep Solveig and Kylli apart while they argue. Everything about us appears to be a group of friends going to the Mead Hall to have some fun.

			I sneak a look over my shoulder when we’re halfway up the street, and Chief Clovis still studies us, his arms crossed in front of him. We have to be careful. If Father, Harald, and Arne didn’t bother to invite him to this meeting, then they must not want him to know something. And it looks like he is on to us, or at least suspicious.

			
			

			“Ah, hello,” Astrid says. She is one of the owners of the Mead Hall, together with her partner, Frode. Really, it’s an oversized house with a big firepit in the middle and decorative brackets hanging on the walls. Multiple sitting places are adorned with furs and tables set with beakers waiting to be filled. Behind the bar are more beakers and mead horns, and barrels filled with alcohol stand beside it. The air is nice and warm.

			This building has been in Astrid’s family for generations, and her great-grandmother and -father had created their own mead recipe, which attracted a lot of people at the time. They say it was the center of what soon became the lively village of the Verja clan back then. Even though it doesn’t sit in the center of the village any longer, it’s still a hotspot.

			But why these people would serve so many others in their own home every day eludes me completely. Having no privacy whatsoever, and the cleaning—because we all know that drunken people spill sticky mead all over the place.

			I move toward one of the corner tables, but Solveig and Jyry are pretty much stuck together there, embracing and kissing, not caring that everyone can see them. I push down bile. It’s not one of my life goals to see my twin brother like this. No, thank you.

			“Yes,” Nilán says, “seeing your siblings like that is weird.”

			I shift my gaze to his, and my lips form words, but no sound comes forth.

			He sucks in some air. “Can’t say I’m a fan of my older sister’s flirtatious behavior either.”

			“Ah” is the only sound I can manage to make. It seems we do have something in common after all. From what I remember, when we were kids and our parents would get together for the Summer, I was always convinced that his sister Venlá was closer to me in age and that Nilán was the older one of the two. Now I have no idea how old Venlá really is.

			The house fills with noise as all the people file in. Mead beakers and horns clink together, followed by cheers. The heat within the building rises.

			
			

			Astrid has braided and pinned her hair in a crown, her skirt swooshing over the floor while she does her rounds, and she keeps herself busy, as usual, giving out beakers of mead. Not one is to be left empty-handed in this drinking hall. Neither am I. She pushes a drink into my hands that is filled to the brim. And she continues making her way to others, pulling Solveig and Jyry apart to shove a beaker to each of them so they can scurry off and mingle with the rest of us.

			Nilán and I collectively snort.

			Vidya curls her arm around mine while I observe the space.

			Nilán’s leg is healing nicely, but he still stands unsteadily. He leans from one leg to the other beside me, trying to adjust the pressure.

			I grab his arm the way Vidya did mine. “Just for support,” I mumble to him, my face burning.

			His body turns rigid, then he nods and looks the other way, sipping his drink.

			Why did I do this? My arm is locked at his side, and it’s a little too late to pull away now. I just need to keep my head cool. Don’t overthink it. This is simply a kind gesture, nothing more. You are making this weird for yourself, Dawn.

			I can use this opportunity to get rid of my beaker, maybe hand it off to Nilán or Vidya. Whoever wants it can have it. Mead has never earned my favor; the smell alone makes me dizzy.

			Father steps on top of a table and clears his throat loudly to get everyone’s attention. “Welcome to this impromptu meeting, and thank you, Frode and Astrid, for opening your home for this, for us.”

			Beakers and horns fly up, their contents spilling over as people cheer.

			“The reason I called you all here today,” Father says, his voice echoing through the hall, “is because my suspicions have been confirmed. We all know of the strange occurrences along the southern border of our lands for the last two, if not three, seasons, and it has come crawling closer than Chief Clovis likes to admit.” Father scratches his beard. “It’s hard to get information when people don’t dare to talk or are no longer capable of communicating.”

			
			

			He inhales sharply, as if what he has to say next is going to hurt. “I believe that Nicaise, and his battalion, as they call it, can aid us to prepare for the worst. As a deserter of the Red Lion Legion, he knows more than we could ever know.”

			I sneak a puzzled glance to Nilán, who stares to the wall on the other side. So, this was the reason for getting all cozy with the enemy, and Father, Jyry, or Nilán couldn’t be bothered to tell me anything about it.

			His words elicit a lot of grumbling within the crowd. Fellows shake their heads, or go into hushed discussions among themselves. They point to Nicaise, who stands behind the table.

			Vidya squeezes my hand. Focus.

			The time has come to keep my eyes and ears open and soak it all in.

			I spot Jyry in the crowd. His jaw is tense, and his attention is on me. Lusia is standing close to my brother but is distracted, smiling from ear to ear at someone else. Nilán has turned his focus to me as well. Both are waiting for me to rip Nicaise’s head off in front of everyone, no doubt about that. Well, they are going to see something unexpected today then. I’m not going to bite. I will behave like an obedient young woman.

			After a long silence, Father says, “Please hear him out.”

			Father steps down and off the table, and Nicaise takes his place. Wringing his hands, he looks out over the crowd before him like a sentinel. “The Warlord has been walking my father’s lands for many Summers now, and it seems that one of his battalions has arrived here in the Northern Lands about ten seasons ago as well. At least you think so. The reality is that one of his highest knights, uhm… warriors you call them here if I’m not wrong, came here under the guise of friendship long before that. Those bastards tend to take the form of a helping hand in hard times.”

			So, supposedly this threat has been looming over our heads far longer than we thought. I try to keep my face neutral, sifting through my memories as to who this might be. He sure knows how to spin a nice tale.

			
			

			Unrest sets its claws in all of us. People murmur about who this mysterious knight might be.

			“Now, lad, first tell me who you are,” Arne, one of Father’s old advisors, shouts.

			Followed by another that exclaims, “And what is your role in the Red Lion Legion?”

			A higher-pitched voice pops up over the crowd. “If you want us to trust you, answer now.”

			More demands race through the group, and unease floats around the room. People look around skittishly and bow their heads together to whisper their thoughts.

			Nicaise smiles and takes in the scene. I have to give him credit for restraining that arrogance he had the night he came to visit Father, and even his eyes don’t seem to have that malicious gleam for once.

			“My apologies, I like facts and tend to focus on those.” He composes his face into a serious expression. “My name is Nicaise, and I’m from Vanntes, one of the smaller states in Normstria—a land in the south, past the Freeze Lands. A long time ago we were just like you, a free people with peaceful borders and good relations with our neighboring states. However, when I was seven, the largest state in Normstria welcomed a new king. This man promised us better cross-border relations, better trade routes. And for a while, he lived up to his promises. But with time, more of his friends came to visit our lands and stayed.” Venom creeps into his voice. “The normalcy of our lives was disrupted.” He falls silent and tucks a strand of hair behind his ear.

			The entire building has gone quiet.

			I dig my fingers into Nilán’s arm and look to Vidya, but her gaze is glued to Nicaise, and it’s not a nice one. Nilán’s thumb caresses the back of my hand.

			“The king’s friends joined him, got along with our fellows, worked with us as if we were one people. All the while, our king had hidden warriors throughout our lands who were waiting on his signal to leap into action. You see, he wanted  the land we owned but not the people, our culture and habits, that came with it. So he won our trust. When he called in his battalions, we were overrun, and entire families were ripped apart in the process.” He pauses again, biting his lip, and he focuses on the wood of the table underneath him. Then he looks up with glassy eyes. “I saw them murder my parents, taking their time to torture them. Getting all the information they needed to rule my father’s former state. They used my sisters for pleasure . . . and threw them away when it was no longer fun. Those that had a swift end were lucky. Many more had to, and still have to, endure that torment well into adulthood.” His voice becomes hoarse. “Boys were thrown into vicious training camps. Myself included. We were beaten daily, some of us nearly to death. So I listened, I behaved, but I never forgot.”

			I’m rooted to the ground, my grip on Nilán’s arm tighter than it was a moment ago, my jaw locked.

			I know what a dark space is left behind when you lose a parent, a loved one. A deep and gaping hole inside my chest is all that’s left since my mother’s death. Imagining the horror that he must have been through makes my loss feel small in comparison. 

			His sisters. Who could do something like that to young girls? 

			Such vile . . . I’m boiling inside. Those Southern Warlords should be driven to extinction. Destroyed in honor of those people who have suffered at their hands.

			Vidya holds my hand in a vice-like grip. I try to grab her attention, but she looks so small right now, and she refuses to look up from the ground.

			Nicaise takes a shaky breath. “They indoctrinated us, or rather tried, into their way of life. Not a friendly one, I can tell you. They taught us how to continue their work, how to conquer more territories all over the world. But I never forgot my family. The highest Lord values me because I’m one of the best scouts they currently have.” He allows a silence to let his words sink in. “Once I gained their trust, they let me move around freely, and I learned I wasn’t the only one. Many others held on to the memory of their families, biding their time for re venge. If you want to prevent this from happening to your lands, we must join forces. The Warlord approaches your village as we speak. He won’t stop until the Northern Lands are his too. He will do anything to gain control. He will rip your families apart. Your fellow clans south of the Northern Lands have already fallen. We came here not just as refugees, but to warn you. To help you. We know how he works. We know his weak spots. We can stop this from happening here. Together.”

			He finds me in the crowd.

			I want to see his usual smugness, but instead all I find is a doe-eyed expression. I’m still not sure about you though.

			My nightmare about Nicaise turning into that rabid wolf must have appeared in my mind for a reason. Just like when Mother was murdered. He can act nice all he wants, but I have to see it before I believe it.

			Most people are nursing their beakers of mead, letting the information sink in, a cough here and there.

			Father steps back on the table. “Think about it. Having someone who knows all about the Warlords will work to our advantage.”

			The audience stays silent for a long time. Both step down from the table and discuss with Father’s close friends. People stick together, having hushed conversations in their circles.

			Harald raises his axe toward the ceiling. “I will join.”

			Nicaise nods.

			Father grasps Harald’s other arm in a firm shake.

			Arne also grasps Father’s arm. I remember Father telling me about his youth, when both Harald and Arne and Father were grouped together to go fight.

			Others throw their axes and knives up as well, and the cries rise up. They stand behind Father, behind this decision. Groups form for further discussions, and the room looks to be split between the people who stand with Father and those who are still skeptical. I can’t blame them; I’m not sure about this either.

			
			

			Father nods to his fellows. “Think it over this evening, and we will meet again tomorrow to create more concrete plans.”

			The drinking hall empties out fast, and people mumble their agreement to Father when they walk past him, with a pat on the shoulder and a shake of his hand.

			Nilán pulls free from my grasp on his arm.

			I turn to Vidya, who is still facing the ground. I try to offer her my beaker, something she normally doesn’t say no to. However, her mind doesn’t seem to be with us now.

			Father, Jyry, and Nilán flock to Nicaise.

			Lusia practically hangs onto Nicaise’s arm like an innocent maid. She won’t be any help anyway, with all her giggling and smiling when he is around. Since his arrival, my sister even puts in extra time each morning to look presentable, as she calls it. She has made it her mission to conquer Nicaise’s heart, and I’m seeing a whole new layer of my little sister. I can’t remember her behaving like this out in the open with the boys in our village, ever. I have no idea how this will turn out, but I’m not comfortable standing on the sidelines while it happens. Heidrún might scold her again, like last time a tumble in the stable with one of the farmer boys went a bit too far, and she needed herbs to avoid pregnancy.

			Should I tell him that my little sister isn’t so innocent? No . . . it’s not my business.

			Part of me feels sorry for him. But the dread in my gut tells me differently. Something about him is off. He knows how to spin a tale, but can we truly trust him? His mind has been indoctrinated with the Southern Warlord’s way of life for so long. He was only a child when they took control over him. For all we know, this is a ruse, and he is only acting like the king in his story right now.

			I can’t let myself feel sorry for him. He needs to prove himself with his actions. Before that, I won’t believe a word he utters, regardless of the sad mask he manages to put on his face.

			
			

			I nudge Vidya and pull her along with me by the arm. She needs some fresh air. I put my mead down by the door, hoping Astrid won’t mind.

			But Vidya grabs the beaker and downs the drink in one go.

			She can seriously drink.

			She smacks her lips. “Can’t waste any mead in the drinking halls, now can we,” she says. In moments, her old demeanor resurfaces, but her voice and still vacant eyes can’t hide the way she truly feels. Nicaise’s story must have hit a nerve or two.

			She is always there for me. And despite not knowing much about her life before she came to live in this village, I have every intention of being here for her now. She might even let me in a little.

			I drag her with me, meeting the fresh air and letting it wash over our faces.

			We take a narrow path toward Herðar Street, which runs behind Merchant Row connecting the farmers’ fields with the rest of our village, referred to as the backbone of our clan. It’s also a lot calmer than the other streets and alleys because most of the farm workers have already gone home or to training this late in the day.

			“What are you thinking, Vi?” I say, nudging her.

			She pushes me back playfully. “Vi-d-y-a. It’s Vidya.”

			I sigh. “And what does Eldgrímr have that I don’t?” Looking over my shoulder with a pout, I say, “But really, what’s on your mind? You know you can tell me.”

			Vidya points at me and pushes her tongue into her cheek. “Is Lusia saving food for us this evening, or do we need to go somewhere else?”

			I let her avoid my question, for now. If I keep at it, she will tell me something eventually . . . I think.

			“No, I think not. The three useless souls, her new name for Father, Jyry, and Nilán, have already done enough to work on her temper as of late. Jyry has deliberately made a mess of dinner ever since his punishment started. She’s done with  them, and anyone who comes late goes to bed hungry.” Maybe it’s better to go to Heidrún. I really need something for the headaches. “I say we go to Heidrún.”

			Vidya claps her hands, doing a little happy dance. When we were younger, we would sit around the fire at Heidrún’s house awaiting a delicious dinner while Mother told us stories about adventures, much like Father told his bad, scary ones at home.

			We walk around the edge of the square to avoid the warriors and merchants coming and going and take the first alley we can find between the houses toward the House of Eir. Dusk is already closing in on us.

			Vidya blurts out, “Something tells me your father doesn’t entirely trust Nicaise.” Then she says in a hushed tone, “He has been devising plans far longer than us and has made more progress than we know.”

			I frown at her. “How so?” I whisper, scared that Father might appear from behind us.

			Vidya looks around for a moment. “I have been observing both Nicaise and your father since we joined the team two days ago, and your father keeps his eyes on him at all times. He even takes people aside from the training team and makes it look like he’s helping them with their techniques, but in reality, he is asking questions.”

			How could I have not noticed this?

			Vidya found this out in two days while sparring and keeping up with the team, and I couldn’t see it with seasons of living in the same house as Father. How is that possible? What else have I missed? I have been angry with Father for so long because I thought he didn’t take the dead Merchant situation seriously, and that’s so wrong of me. If only he trusted me enough to tell me something, even a little bit would have been enough.

			The warmth of the House of Eir welcomes us as soon as we open the door. Heidrún seems to spend all her days and nights here since her partner passed,  three and a half seasons ago. Father stands opposite her. His furs have been draped over the small bench near the door, but his axe still hangs on his belt.

			Oh, no. An uneasy feeling brews deep in my stomach.

			Vidya folds her arms behind her back and sticks herself against the wall behind me.

			Father looks over his shoulder, his face somber. “We need to talk.”

			Now he wants to talk, after all this time.

			“You need to understand this is to keep you safe,” Father says. “I need you to stop going to the woods at nightfall.”

			I step back and take a shaky breath. “Oh, now you start to care.”

			Father pinches the bridge of his nose. “Dawn, don’t be like this. You are my daughter, of course I care.”

			Vidya mumbles something as she takes me by my wrist, but I can’t hear it.

			“Don’t you think it would be a good idea to talk to Lusia? She pretty much throws herself at the enemy. Instead, you are here forbidding me this one thing I need most,” I bite out.

			“I will, but what is there that you need so much? Explain that to me, Dawn,” he replies.

			“Why is it that you forbid everything that is important to me, but Jyry and Lusia get to do everything they want? I’m allowed to see Ulf, whether you like it or not.” My voice softens to a squeak. “You cannot keep me away from my friend.” A tear escapes while I snipe at Father.

			“Who?” Father shouts back.

			Heidrún comes to stand between us, her hands on Father’s shoulder.

			Father bristles. “Who in the Nine Worlds is Ulf, Dawn? Speak.”

			Vidya rubs my arms, laying her chin on my shoulder. “Try to stay calm,” she whispers.

			“You start by telling the truth first, then maybe I will tell you more about Ulf,” I snarl.

			
			

			I’m boiling. Father has some gall thinking he is allowed to keep his secrets but demand answers for mine.

			Father clenches his fists and grinds his teeth. “From now on, you will stay in this village and in sight of me or Nilán or Jyry. Or Heidrún, understand?” He clearly ends the discussion here and now.

			I let out an odd sound that might be half laugh and half hiccup. My voice is calmer than I expected. “I’m twenty-one Summers, Father; a grown-up. But you keep coddling me like I’m still eight Summers young. Time has not stood still. I’m not a child anymore, and you can’t treat me as if I am.”

			Father turns red in the face. “You are my daughter, and it’s not safe in the woods past nightfall anymore. There have been wolf attacks, and the Southern Warlord is crawling closer. I don’t care, regardless of whether this Ulf person will protect you or not, I won’t lose you. Or Lusia. Or Jyry. Not like we lost your mother, Dawn.” He grabs his furs and throws them over his shoulders. “This also counts for you, Vidya. No exceptions for anyone in this family.”

			Vidya nods, not uttering a single word. My vision blurs, and I hiccup every time I take a breath. Father stands there and watches me. Forcing his breaths to stay calm.

			Heidrún ropes him back in. “Akseli,” she states, “let the girls stay here tonight.”

			Father’s eyes spring back and forth between us, Heidrún, and the door. He lets his gaze linger on the older woman. He shrugs. It’s like an unspoken message is communicated between them. Then he secures his furs once more, nods, and walks silently out the door.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Seven
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			Heidrún, Lahja, Vidya, and I have been working on burn ointments every morning for the past six days. From the moment our team started practicing with the burning arrows, there has been an increase in wounds, my fingertips included. After the third time I held the flaming arrowhead too close to my hands, Nilán forbade me to practice with fire until I got a better aim and feel for it. He had me repeat the motion to nock the arrow in the bow countless times, and it still wasn’t good enough. 

			It had kept me distracted from not being allowed to visit Ulf as well. Father and Heidrún keep their eyes on me at all times.

			However, right now my fingers are more sticky than sore after cutting the aloe vera stems and scraping out the jelly using a bone comb. My arm hangs be side me and my wrists ache because beating the gel in the bowl to a more fluid consistency had taken ages. But I was successful, with Lahja’s guidance.

			Lahja had prepared several small bottles—the ones healers carry around in their purses when traveling—for the whole team. “For your comrades,” she told me.

			I just nodded. I would never call the people on that team my comrades, but it’s sweet of my fellow healers to do this. We will need a lot of this salve, considering our track record of late.

			I clutch the bag of bottles close now that I stand at the edge of the sparring ring. Our last stalks of aloe vera have been used to make this. There won’t be another batch, so we’d better be careful with those fire arrows from now on. We have to.

			Vidya had to be somewhere else, leaving me feeling uneasy about this training session.

			Jyry is skulking around, completely covered in mud, and throws death glares toward Solveig. Who in her turn is also covered in muck but smiles, broadly.

			I try to circle around them.

			“Well, look who’s here.” Jyry spreads his arms wide. “Come get a hug from your big brother.”

			“We were born on the same day, stupid.”

			“Alright, but you are still the younger one.” Jyry pouts like a petulant child, and the others snicker. “But you are late and—”

			“And you act like a child. That’s why you lost a wrestling match to a woman a head smaller than you.” I snort when his mouth falls open and he sets his hands on his side.

			Even Nilán laughs, trying to cover up his smile with the back of his hand.

			Jyry and Solveig continue to taunt each other.

			I hold one of the bottles out toward Nilán, at arm’s length. “For burn wounds,” I mumble.

			
			

			His fingers brush mine as he takes it. “Thank you,” he mumbles. A small smile appears on his lips, and his dimples reveal themselves.

			Heat climbs into my face. I don’t understand why such an annoying person would be blessed with cute dimples whenever he laughs or smiles, which he does a lot while tutoring me. It makes me want to scream every time.

			“I’ll go set up some things before Solveig buries your brother even deeper in the mud,” Nilán says.

			“He doesn’t seem to mind though,” I add, watching them break apart to prepare for training.

			Nilán drops a batch of arrows in a wooden canister on the ground. To avoid more time with Nilán, I walk over to Solveig and Kylli, the latter stretching in preparation for her sparring match.

			“Something for our burned fingertips,” I say, as I hand a bottle to each.

			“Oh,” Kylli utters. She turns the bottle around, opens and sniffs it. “That’s convenient. Thank you.”

			Solveig nods and stuffs it into the small pouch on her waist, patting it a few times. “Tell Heidrún and Lahja ‘thank you’ for us.” She slaps me on my shoulder and leaves a muddy print. “Let’s get to sparring.”

			I hang my pouch on the weapon rack and grab a wooden practice sword, which feels featherlight in my hands compared with a real blade. I’m glad to see Solveig is my first opponent for the day. I’ve noticed in the last few days that we seem to get along well, and she doesn’t laugh at me for still fighting like a newborn reindeer.

			Jyry approaches the mud pit with Nicaise in pursuit, the latter’s mood dark and serious.

			Eldgrímr takes two practice swords and throws one to Nicaise, challenging him to spar next to us, to pry him apart from Jyry.

			
			

			Meanwhile, Kylli lurks around the edge. I have no doubt she is ready to jump in whenever she sees the chance or when Jyry orders her to. Surprise attacks, I quickly learned, are normal in Jyry’s training.

			I twist the wooden blade once, twice, and set my feet apart. I don’t tremble this time, my grip tight while I point the tip toward Solveig.

			Solveig tends to go for the left side, and this time is no different. Eight steps and she is right in front of me. She leaps, and her sword arcs toward my shoulder. 

			I lean to the right. Her practice sword swishes past my arm. My feet slip in the mud, and I need to lean my entire body forward to keep from falling back. Adrenaline races through my body. I swing my sword at Solveig’s open side, but she is faster. The wood blades thud against each other, and she pushes me back with every bit of strength she can muster. My boots squelch into the wet earth, and then my ass is on the cold ground.

			Jyry scratches his jaw, pacing on the edge of the mud pit. “Solveig,” he shouts over the thuds of Eldgrímr’s and Nicaise’s ongoing mock battle, “watch your side. You’ll get yourself killed if you forget to cover it like that. Pretty much every warrior is fiercer than Dawn.”

			I huff. Well, thank you very much, brother. I’m doing my best here, and now I’m not fierce enough, but the other day he told me to control my emotions during fights.

			“And Dawn, yesterday you were too emotional, and now you are too slow and laid back. Find a middle ground or keep to the bow and arrow,” Jyry says. He then points to Kylli. “Next is Kylli and Dawn.”

			I take a shuddering breath. She may be the smallest of the group, but not one of us can compare to her viciousness. She even has her tactics for getting a man like Eldgrímr down, fast and effective. She is the same age as Lusia and started actively training early on, after her father lost his lower left leg in battle. She had to take on a lot of responsibilities as the only child of the household. That petite girl doesn’t hold back, ever.

			
			

			She immediately corners me, swinging her practice sword from all angles.

			The tip grazes my skin, and the thuds become rhythmic. Every hit sends a throbbing shockwave from my wrists to my feet. My legs and arms grow tired, quivering with the effort of each movement. By now I’m covered in bruises, I’m sure, but Kylli keeps attacking me. She is quick on her feet and dances her way around me. I hate this. I’m done with being hit and hurt and sore. I grit my teeth, and all the anger within me flows into my sword hand. I turn, and the muscles in my outstretched arm strain as I swing at her, stopping a few hairs from her neck. I drop my sword. Thank Allfather Odin this isn’t a real weapon.

			Kylli drops hers and laughs. “Damn, Dawn, that was great.” She hugs me and turns to the others. “See, she has a talent for battle. You just need someone to annoy the shit out of her.”

			Honestly, I don’t know what to do with that information. Is it supposed to be a compliment or an insult? Maybe both.

			Nilán looks satisfied and nods toward me. I guess he is proud that I won in the sparring ring for the first time ever.

			At the edge of the crowd, I catch Nicaise watching Kylli and me, his expression indecipherable. He is observing, sauntering around the crowd of onlookers. Almost like he is studying us, the tactics we use when training and therefore most likely use in battle. But we haven’t seen a lot of his fighting skills in return.

			I still don’t get why Father thought it a good idea to include him in this team.

			Jyry approaches me. “Finally it comes out, but time to get more fire arrow practice in.”

			With a sigh and a grunt, I brush past my brother and walk toward Nilán, my so-called private tutor. For the past six days, he has hovered around me, his callused fingertips grazing my wrists and hands to adjust my aim. His light-brown eyes on my every breath.

			
			

			Early dusk is settling, and I can’t wait for training to be over. My stomach growls in agreement.

			Nilán hands over a bow and an arrow with cloth already wrapped around the head. “Ready?”

			“Does it matter if I’m ready or not?” I mutter.

			His face becomes serious, and Nilán gestures for me to light the arrow.

			The firestone is heavy in my hand. I balance the bow and arrow precariously in my other hand and slam the stone against the arrowhead. Sparks fly, and the cloth catches fire. I slide my fingers back a hair or two from the flame. I take a deep breath, the smoke invading my nostrils and throat, while I pull back the string. The moment I let the arrow fly, I free my breath as well. I follow the arrow, which seems to fly slower than ever, but it hits the mark, and the wooden board chars until the flames take hold. I blink rapidly. Backdropped by twilight, the glow is blinding. I did it.

			A purple curtain of light with green trim moves across the sky in waves. It’s not often that we can see it so clearly. Most of the time, it’s a greenish haze in the night sky that disappears before it can grow stronger.

			“Someone managed to call the Fire Fox,” Nilán whispers in my ear.

			I let my arms go limp at my sides. “You and your myths,” I say back.

			Nilán observes me with a smirk on his lips. “It’s a good and honorable myth about a fox escaping its hunters, and . . .”

			“And?” I coax.

			“You and that fox seem to have a lot in common.”

			I hiss, “Shut up.”

			“Ehm, no,” he says.

			In frustration I grab another arrow, light it not caring if it burns my fingertips, and shoot it. I hit the board again, then go for another, but Nilán’s warm hand is on mine. He is so close he looks down on me. I grab the arrow tighter.

			
			

			Nilán doesn’t say anything, but our eyes are locked, and his fingertips brush up and down the back of my hand. The gesture is calming, oddly enough. The silence sits heavy between us. “Why is it that you are so angry all the time?”

			Because all of you infuriate me. I want to snarl it at him, scream, but I bite my tongue. While Father hasn’t shown his face here today, I’m sure Jyry would report back if I snap, and then another reprimand would be waiting for me the moment I set foot in the house. The tense muscles in my back and arms ache as heat climbs up my face, but I keep silent. Nilán will not be privy to my thoughts and feelings.

			“Well,” Nilán begins, “if it has to do with this Ulf you are seeing, why not introduce him to your father? Maybe then he will understand.”

			I snort. “From what I understood, he has visited already.”

			Nilán frowns solemnly as he mulls the words over in his head.

			Father had mentioned wolf attacks that evening in the House of Eir, and I’ve never seen another wolf lurking in the woods surrounding our home. And if it’s Ulf, then people must have irked him. I hope he is alright and that nobody has hurt him in the meantime.

			Nilán steps back and tries to throw me a smile but fails at it miserably.

			Lahja flits through the crowd, rounding us up. A few of her fire-red hairs have escaped her long braid. “You have to come with me, right now,” she says as her chest heaves. “Chief Akseli needs us at the Council. Clovis demands a clan meeting.”

			She is one of the few people that still dare to call Father Chief, a dangerous habit. One that could cost her tongue if Chief Clovis should ever hear her say it out loud. But knowing Lahja, she might in fact prefer that option over anything else.

			I look dumbfounded at her.

			Nicaise worms his way into our circle, ready to ask questions, but Lahja is faster.

			“Now,” she urges, and waves in the direction of the Council’s building.

			
			

			My body awakens at the urgency in her voice. I throw aside the bow and arrow and get myself out of the fields and onto the road.

			The shuffling of feet follows.

			Lahja comes marching next to me. Her green cloak billows along in the wind because she has only clasped one of the closures in her haste. “Anyone else I need to find and get there?”

			I brush a loose hair out of my face. Vidya should be there; she knows how to make strong arguments. “Vidya.”

			“She’s already there,” Lahja says. She pulls her skirt up the slightest bit to avoid the edges getting muddy.

			Goosebumps rise on my arms as the cold air envelops me, now that I’m no longer sheltered from it by a dune. Mud creeps into the nooks and crannies of my boots, soaking my feet. The snow is late this season, and until now all we have had is cold rain. The kind that penetrates right through the clothes and makes one shudder deep in one’s bones, as if its drops turn to ice the moment it touches skin.

			We walk as fast as we can to the Council’s Den. The wind picks up and sings between the corners of buildings.

			My hands are freezing and I stick them underneath my arms. Lahja rubs her hands together to keep them somewhat warm.

			We weave our way through the people that have gathered outside the building, most of them bundled in their furs. Even our visitors have congregated among our kin. Confusion on their faces.

			Chief Clovis isn’t one who likes to have so many ears around his decision-making. Too many opinions to keep in check. But whenever he calls for a crowd, he means to go all out with the dramatics.

			With every step closer to the door, details that our blacksmiths spent many seasons perfecting become clearer: the ornamental handles that look like woven knots, a bear’s head adorning a shield hanging in the wooden door’s center, and  not to forget the swirling wood carvings that create a continuous line on the columns to each side, done by the woodworker.

			My legs grow heavier. It’s like I’m dragging two heavy boulders with me. Whatever it is that Chief Clovis has to say, it can’t be good if Father needs us here.

			The heavy wood creaks when I push the door open, and we are met with shouting.

			Here we go, again. My shoulders drop. These men fight like children.

			For a moment I want to linger in the entrance before walking into the bigger open space of the Council’s room, but I’m urged on by my comrades. The room is a beacon of light with all the lit sconces on the walls and the burning firepit that everyone is gathered around. A wooden chair was shoved against a table—with force by the looks of it—and the bench that stood there earlier is lying on its side in a mess of furniture legs.

			Gustav—the Red Lion commander who dropped the two younger men at the healers—is red in the face and barking at Chief Clovis like a rabid dog. Chief Clovis growls back and Father separates them as he tries to be the voice of calm and reason in all the commotion, but no one is listening. Except for the young man who had been our patient. He leans against the wall to my left next to the closet—his skin a healthy, rosy tan, his hazel eyes clear and alive—listening and observing the scene in front of him.

			I spot the tall one who had accompanied him back then. He tries to talk to his commander and serves as a human shield as the man’s arms are thrown around in all directions.

			And Vidya. She stands in the middle of the shouting match with her arms folded in front of her and picks at her nails.

			All of us look at them, words stuck in our throats. The shouts echo through the room, and Jyry is next to Father in a moment. Even Heidrún is here, sitting on a bench, watching with an open mouth. I head over to the older woman and brush my fingertips against her arm to pull her from her stupor.

			
			

			“They are worse than gossiping women,” Heidrún says, wearing agitation plainly.

			My mouth forms a line. “Exactly, but when you tell them—”

			“They go into denial,” Lahja, Kylli, and Solveig add in unison.

			The noise gets louder, and I highly doubt they have even seen us come in.

			I shake my head. How, why are we called to this mess?

			“Shut up!” Heidrún shouts with all her might, a voice so loud I didn’t think she had it in her.

			Everyone in the room falls silent and turns to the older woman in shock. Her body trembles with anger, and she practically spews fire. She is tired, and the exasperation is clear in her voice. “You fight like children not getting what they want. You are grown men for Odin’s sake.”

			The smoke hangs heavy in the air and everyone glares at one another.

			A few shout again.

			The tall man covers his face with his hands now, his chest growing and falling with deep breaths and shoulders drooping. He looks at a loss for how to calm down his commander and shoots out his arm to catch his leader’s swinging fist before it can find its home in Chief Clovis’s face.

			Father then holds a finger between them and silences Chief Clovis. “Thank you, Emerik,” he says to the tall stranger.

			So, Father is on a first-name basis with them as well, huh.

			Getting a better look at him, I see Father holds his shoulders tense and his hair has been tied in a fast and rough knot at the nape of his neck. “Chief Clovis here wants us to march on the Jiske clan immediately,” he tells us all, his voice trembling.

			I observe both Father and Chief Clovis. We have been at peace for as long as I can remember. The Jiske clan keeps the southwest shore safe from enemy attacks, like the Vorðr clan is supposed to keep the Kēapmann Pass safe. And considering we have a group of Red Lion warriors right here with us, it’s likely  that both groups have been wiped off the map for good. Wanting to attack the Jiske doesn’t make sense. What are his reasons for doing so?

			“What for?” Vidya asks, before I can make myself speak.

			Chief Clovis grits his teeth. “That is not for you to understand, girl.”

			Vidya smirks. “Hmm. We are at peace with them, and there have been no signs of hate or harm from their side.”

			Our Chief laughs at her. Murmurs rise in the room, accompanied by looks of disgust and admiration toward Vidya.

			“I know,” she retorts, and it echoes through the now silent room. She stares him down. Vidya understands more than he knows, and she isn’t afraid to show that, if necessary.

			“There you go. If anyone can know, it’s Vidya,” Father says, his body relaxing the slightest bit. “If you would just listen to people like her, our emissary who has knowledge from our surrounding clans . . . She knows. And besides that, our people are hungry. There are shortages of everything. This is not the time to disturb the peace. There is no reason good enough for that.”

			Chief Clovis laughs again.

			It makes me want to grab him by his beard, drag him out of the building, and feed him to the wolves. Instead, all I can do right now is strangle a piece of my tunic and hope no one notices.

			Heidrún coughs to get our attention. “It’s true. As it’s right now, we won’t have enough to sustain us through half of Winter. Imagine what happens if you decide to march on another peaceful clan.” She says the last bit slowly, allowing it time to bore through Chief Clovis’s thick skull.

			The room stays eerily silent. I glance between Heidrún and Chief Clovis and wait for one of them to react.

			The foreign visitors clump together, getting into what seems a heated discussion. Father leans closer to them while Jyry takes half a step toward Chief Clovis.

			Finally, Emerik says, “Our commander agrees with—”

			
			

			Chief Clovis slams his hand on the table. He puffs himself up like a bristling bird. “We are going to battle,” he declares over the crowd, “whether you like it or not. They’ve got to have information they’re holding back about the Southern Warlord’s Legion. I’m sure of it. They might be working with them too. It’s time Ragnhild proves her loyalty to me. If she and her clan won’t give us what we seek, we will have to take it. My decision is final. Prepare yourselves.”

			Gustav locks his jaw, and Emerik moves between our Chief and his leader again.

			Others shake their heads as they bite back words.

			Are we seriously going to attack another clan on a suspicion? That man has gone mad.

			Father pinches the bridge of his nose. He is tired, exhausted from fighting and trying to get Chief Clovis to listen to reason.

			I walk over to Father and hug him, my head against his chest, and I let myself be enveloped in his warmth. “You are not alone. I’m tired too,” I mumble. I don’t know if he can hear me in all the commotion, but I hope he does. Despite our disagreements, I will still stand by his side.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Eight
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			People crisscross the street and push each other aside after news of the impending battle falls over the village, shouts and orders coming from all directions. Kids are crying out and screaming in fearsome confusion, and mothers turn into protective bears while they try to shepherd their children from the crowd.

			Their high squeals make my blood run cold from head to toe.

			I bump into people as I try to keep up with Father. My feet slip in the wet layer of snow. The wind cuts through my clothes and furs. “Father,” I try another time.

			He doesn’t listen to a word I say and keeps marching toward Merchant Row, where groups of foreigners make their way as well—more than just those who came with their commander—joining the shoving and fighting on the road.

			
			

			My heart thunders in my chest and throat. I’ve never seen people go this crazy before. Chief Clovis really managed to get under their skin this time.

			I don’t know what Father’s intentions are but some of the men do calm down when he grabs them by the shoulder and whispers something in their ears. Then he finds Emerik and his friend—they are always together—in the crowd. “Come with me,” Father says, and then he gestures for them to walk with us.

			We form a group and Father is my shield to all the people running back and forth to get their armor, their weapons and anything else they deem necessary for this moment.

			The further we go into Merchant Row, the worse the mayhem gets.

			Hilda curses at a Red Lion warrior who makes a grab for the weapons at her booth. She flicks his nose with her finger, which puts him off for a moment as he looks at her sheepishly. He then snarls and tries to grab for them again, but she puts both palms on his chest and shoves him hard into the middle of the street.

			Other merchants keep an eye on their own wares as they help defend each other from the looters.

			We push forward, following Father’s broad back, raving and shouting all around us.

			Someone falls against Emerik’s friend who was treated at the House of Eir. He struggles in the mixture of wet snow and mud and falls to his knees, soaking his pants.

			I grab his arm and Emerik takes hold of the other, and together we drag him up. “Father!” I shout, louder this time, scared to lose him.

			Father rubs his face with his hands in exasperation but waits until we are up and moving again.

			Once we get closer to the square, things become calmer. There are no booths to loot here, and most people’s mood for mead must have evaporated after the news that Chief Clovis wants to go to war with another clan.

			
			

			Father’s friends Arne and Harald keep guard on the path leading to Frode and Astrid’s drinking hall. One of them rests his hand on the pommel of his sword, the other lets his axe lean on his shoulder, both ready to use them any time. Their greying beards and hair are groomed to perfection.

			Father grabs one of them by his arm. “Harald,” he says. “Arne.”

			The three of them move aside to let us pass, and Arne nods at me.

			When we enter the hall, Frode sits on the other side of the firepit, his eyes fixed angrily to the axe in his hand, his fingers tracing along its sharp edge, and at least five more lie in front of him.

			Astrid comes straight for me and pulls me into a warm hug. I allow myself to bask in her calming embrace for a bit; her loose hair covers part of my face when she looks the other way. She rubs soothing circles on my back, but her heart beats like a horse’s gallop. She gestures for me to take a seat.

			Emerik and his friend watch from a small distance but take a step forward once Astrid invites them to come further inside, and they smile at her shyly.

			The clang of iron on iron followed by a dull thud emerges from the room behind the bar before Frode appears in the doorway. I instinctively look back to the fire. All five axes are gone. I slowly shift back toward Frode again. One hand axe hangs on his belt, and he acts as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened, with his laidback smile and a wave. He takes three drinking horns and dunks them in the barrel of mead.

			I know everyone has at least one axe or knife on them at all times, but six in the back room of a place like this? That doesn’t make sense.

			Astrid moves around the house with a cloth, wiping the tables to keep herself busy as usual.

			Emerik’s friend takes a big breath as he sits down next to me.

			“You good?” I ask carefully. Maybe he doesn’t want to talk to one of those Northern savages, as they tend to call us in the south, or so I’ve been told by merchants.

			
			

			But he pushes his shoulders back and smiles. “I’m fine. Just have to get used to . . . what was that word you people use? Get moving, active? That again.” His accent has a nice flowing rhythm to it, with a few rougher pronunciations mixed in. A completely different ring to his speech than Emerik has, though.

			It doesn’t surprise me at all that he needs exercise, considering his wound was deeply infected by the time his commander dropped him off at the House of Eir. “Understandable,” I mumble.

			“I’m Dušan, and this is Emerik.” He points to his tall friend. “I don’t think we introduced ourselves before.”

			Emerik seems to emerge from his daydream and throws me a timid wave.

			“My name is Dawn Akselisdóttir, daughter of”—and I point to Father, who enters the hall with Harald and Arne in tow.

			Dušan’s brows knit together. “Akselisdóttir?”

			I don’t know why I felt the need to emphasize that fact. “So, you don’t have a last name from your father?”

			He looks to the ground. “We don’t, not that we can remember.”

			“Oh,” I utter. 

			Dušan wriggles on the bench, and Emerik purses his lips while looking anywhere but my direction. We sit in an awkward silence, and I realize I probably should stop prying. Then Emerik’s focus moves to me.

			“But your brother’s last name is different, is it not?” he asks.

			A smile pushes its way onto my lips. “His is Akselisson, as in the son of Akseli.”

			Emerik blinks through the realization. “So, daughters and sons have different last names.” He rubs his hands and looks back to the fire.

			None of us fill the space with words.

			I tap against my leg; it helps to keep my mind busy. There are so many questions I want to ask them, to see if we might have something in common, because I don’t believe we are so different at all. We all think we are. But in the end, we all  want the same thing, to just live our lives as we see fit. My curiosity pulls more forcefully the longer I try to ignore it.

			Then Dušan hesitantly glances around and lowers his voice. “Most of us don’t know our parents or the traditions from where we come from. We haven’t been there since five, six Summers old. For most of us, that is.” He looks over his shoulder, as if nobody is allowed to know this. “Lord Gabin took us when he destroyed our homes, and ever since, it was . . . we tried to not be beaten daily for asking about our families or mentioning our homelands. I’m from the flatlands in the southeast by the way, and Emerik originates from the deserts and jungles further down south.”

			I open my mouth to say something but don’t know what to say, not anymore. The reason they all look so different, speak in various languages and accents, is because they were ripped away from their homes when they were children and had nothing to return to.

			Nicaise said something similar, didn’t he?

			It’s like stone weights are tied to my face, pulling down the corners of my mouth. I try to pull them up as Dušan oozes nothing but friendliness, even though his gaze is dull, but it just won’t happen.

			The shouts from outside waft in when the door opens and the building fills with my fellows.

			My entire training team walks in last, and Solveig and Kylli are deep in conversation. They are followed by Jyry, Nilán, and Eldgrímr. Then Nicaise comes sauntering in, with Lusia on his heels, right before Father closes the door.

			Emerik stares daggers at Nicaise.

			Dušan lowers his head, his shoulders hunch forward to make himself small, and his left foot continuously taps on the ground.

			My gut tells me something happened between Nicaise and Emerik, something not so friendly.

			
			

			I bite my tongue to keep the questions inside. I shouldn’t pry, even though everything inside me screams at me to do so. What if Emerik can tell me more about Nicaise? Maybe even proof that we shouldn’t trust him at all. But if I do and Father gets a whiff of it, I’m done. He will take away every bit of freedom I have left. Not that that is much, though. But I appreciate the little I still have.

			Nilán appears next to me, his short hair standing at angles from raking his hand through it earlier, and I move aside to make space for him. Our outer thighs touch and the heat of his body flows into mine through the fabric. I try to move, but I’m being smooshed up against either Dušan or Nilán. Nilán is the better option.

			I direct my focus to Father, who has sat down on the other side of the fire, flanked by his best friends.

			Father takes a deep breath. “Things got—”

			“That man has gone mad,” Frode shouts, and looks angrily into the flames again. “But there is no choice, is there?”

			The room goes silent, waiting on Father, much like the meeting we had here seven days ago. No one outside the drinking hall is aware that it’s filled to the brim with potential insurgents.

			I don’t understand why the older generation in this clan feel like they don’t have a choice. There is always a choice. Father gave up his position as Chief to Clovis twelve Summers ago for multiple reasons, for safety and protection against the Southern Warlord, with a promise to see our people prosper. But also so he could bring up Jyry, Lusia, and me as a single Father. Or so he told us and Heidrún in private. For Father it was impossible to divide his time between functioning as a Chief for the Verja clan and being there for us kids.

			But now, here we sit again. It’s time to take action. Unless . . . there is more than we are told. A threat, one that keeps an entire generation held tight in its claws. Something much worse than the Southerners. Something otherworldly, like Mother used to tell us about in stories. But then again, those were only sto ries. There is no living being that has ever seen one of those creatures, except in dreams.

			I had a dream about Nicaise being an Eigi Einhamr, though. A rabid wolf shapeshifter emerged from his human form. But it was just a nightmare. One that I haven’t had a second time, and Nicaise has been walking around here for many days now. If he were a dangerous creature and the dream a subconscious warning, then why hasn’t it repeated itself?

			I will my body to take in fresh oxygen, and my fingers tap furiously against my leg. I close my eyes as my vision starts to swim in front of me. Sounds begin to muffle and distort, like I’m locked in a bottle while the world outside moves on without taking notice of me. Shudders take over my body, as if my soul is trying to escape the confines of flesh and blood.

			Then the weird feeling sinks into one place on my right wrist.

			The nausea recedes, and I let go of my focus. The world turns wider, and I see Nilán looking at me with his brows creased. His finger traces circles on my wrist, to soothe me.

			I never knew that Nilán’s left eye had some russet brown around his pupil, flowing into a lighter brown the further it spreads out. He blinks and our connection is broken.

			Father and Frode are still arguing.

			“You know that is not true, Frode, not all of it.” Father’s voice is hollow, and he looks around the room until our eyes meet. The frustration is etched in wrinkles on his forehead.

			My mind is spinning now that it works again. Focus, I tell myself. You need to keep your ears open and listen.

			“Where do you see chances, Akseli? In what direction do you think we should go?” Harald asks my father. Harald’s mischievous smile tells me he already has an idea.

			
			

			Father scratches his beard. “It’s the first time Clovis will leave this place since becoming Chief. He will certainly leave someone to keep watch on the situation here while he is gone. Especially since a group of Red Lion refugees arrived. There is something that’s set that man on edge, but I haven’t been able to put my finger on it yet.”

			“Wouldn’t surprise me. But who do you think it is?” Frode scoffs.

			I look to Nilán. My lips form the “who?” in silence. My mind reels with faces and names.

			He shrugs and mouths “no idea.”

			A secret Chief Clovis has managed to keep well. Who could he possibly be close enough with to willingly leave his precious post as Chief?

			“Second thing is,” Father continues, “we are on friendly terms with the Jiske clan. We have left each other alone and have respected our territorial agreements from back before Clovis walked within these lands.”

			A fact we are all aware of, regardless of age.

			I let my gaze wander over the crowd. So many familiar faces. Could any of them be his informant?

			Vidya wriggles to the front and folds her arms. I didn’t even see her enter the building. “And I don’t believe for a single moment that they are the ones killing the merchants or letting enemy forces through either. They would have conquered this village and destroyed the people within it already,” she says, loud and clear.

			“I have to agree,” the village’s seamstress behind me shouts over the crowd.

			“True,” Solveig agrees with the woman. “I don’t see the Jiske banding together with the Southern Warlord and traveling all the way to Kēapmann Pass just to slaughter some innocent people for fun.”

			The Jiske have always been known to travel through the mountains—it’s faster for them, and the trees and undergrowth provide ideal cover. From what I know of Chief Ragnhild, she doesn’t do small talk and rather jumps to the actual problem immediately as she hates wasting time. Working together with  the enemy and keeping it secret as well as taking an extra day to travel to the pass isn’t logical, not for her.

			Father stands up. “Exactly. The information we have doesn’t make sense with what we know. We should find a way to talk to them before Clovis sets out on his attack. We need to figure out what is really happening.”

			Anybody who can think of one throws out an idea. I try to register every face and voice. Even if it means more headaches.

			One suggests sending a small group to gain information from the Jiske before Chief Clovis begins the journey. But it’s already too late for that. He wants to leave at nightfall, and it’s at least two days’ travel to reach the Jiske. Time is slipping through our fingers faster than we can keep track of it.

			Whatever Father is planning, he has to do it quickly, and it has to be effective, because if Chief Clovis discovers it . . . there will be trouble. He might hang Father for treachery or find an even worse punishment. We can’t let that happen. He is the only one Jyry, Lusia, and I have left. Father thinks about his people, his town, but he seems to forget us right now.

			We shouldn’t have to worry about a predicament like this to begin with. Throughout the ages, the Jiske and our clan have never been close friends—we probably never will be—but we have always been on good terms.

			And I don’t see why Chief Clovis is rushing headlong into this, at the start of Winter no less. Snow will be piling up sooner than later, which will make traveling hard. Not to mention what Chief Ragnhild will do when she sees a war party marching into her village. His actions might just spark a war within our own lands.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Nine
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			There’s only silence left now. Some stare at the wall, and others at the ground or toward the horns of mead in their hands. So many ideas, and yet we don’t have enough time for any of them. If Chief Clovis succeeds, the Northern Lands will be once again ripped apart because there is no way that Chief Ragnhild will welcome a group of armed Verja warriors with open arms. Not a single Chief in their right mind would.

			A sharp pain blooms where I pinch myself in the leg. War is coming, and blood will flow. I could—no, most likely will—lose Father and . . . and Jyry. Possibly Vidya as well, because she won’t be holding back. And Nilán . . . what will he do?

			
			

			I find Father on the other side of the fire, his face clouded with darkness. He knows things will be dire. He has lived the life of blood feuds before, and he has seen firsthand the harm they can do.

			There’s a cough, followed by slurping. Clothes rustle behind me as people move about. The occasional hesitant sniff of someone trying to keep it together.

			I swallow back the stone that seems to have locked itself in my throat.

			Astrid stands up from beside Frode, pats her hand on his shoulder, and takes a shuddering breath that echoes through the building.

			The door slams open, and a burly man, silhouetted by the torches that flank the door outside, stands there as if surveying the room. He takes a few slow steps forward. Our fellows part to make way for him. Chief Clovis tries to appear laidback by lazily walking toward the fire with his hands clasped behind his back and head held high, but his stiff back and shoulders tells me he is annoyed beyond the Nine Worlds.

			“So, so, so,” Chief Clovis says, sliding his glare from Father to Frode and Astrid, then to the fire. “It’s quite cozy in here, isn’t it?”

			I dig my nails into my leg and clamp my jaw shut.

			Nilán bristles next to me as if he is about to get up.

			Chief Clovis grumbles. “I expect every able warrior to get ready, now.”

			“Clovis, that is unreasonable,” Father replies while he gets to his feet, squaring up against Chief Clovis.

			Unreasonable is a nice way to put it. It’s idiotic, foolish, stupid . . . it will drag us into a war none of us are willing to fight, at least by the looks of the group here. Most of my fellow townspeople aren’t looking forward to putting their lives on the line again. To losing their loved ones. But Father has to be careful about how he tells him so. One wrong word might have him exiled or worse, publicly punished by Chief Clovis. There is nothing more humiliating than standing in the square to be judged and treated accordingly, as our Chief likes to call it, while the whole village watches.

			
			

			“If you can fight, you join. It’s really just that simple, Akseli,” Chief Clovis spits out Father’s name.

			Dušan nearly topples the bench we sit on as he darts up. “Sir,” he projects over the room, and immediately he is the center of attention. “It’s ridiculous to send every able warrior. You base everything on a guess. You don’t know for sure the Chief there is working with—”

			“Who are you to argue with my logic, boy? You were thrown into the Warlord’s training camps at, what, the age of seven Summers? A child. Nice and susceptible, exactly as that monster likes his warriors. Your opinion can’t be taken seriously.” Chief Clovis looks over Dušan’s body and locks on to his hand lying on his sore lower side. Dušan might be feeling well, but his wound is still fresh.

			Nice and susceptible. Chief Clovis seems to know a lot about the way the Southern Warlord rules.

			It surprises me that Dušan fights Chief Clovis with so much fire in his veins though. Our Chief gave him a place to stay, where his wounds could be treated, and food to eat, and yet he speaks out. I don’t know if it’s courageous or just plain stupid. Maybe both. But it must mean they are on our side.

			Dušan shakes his head. “That’s exactly why I should be taken seriously. I know how he works and . . . and . . .”

			“Well,” Chief Clovis utters impatiently.

			I inhale deeply through my nose while I watch him. Chief Clovis treats Dušan as if he is on trial for a crime because he speaks out, his hate for the younger man oozing out of him, which is so odd. Why would he give them refuge in our village if he so clearly hates the Southerners?

			“Please share you thought, Dušan,” Father says to break the tensed silence sitting between both men.

			Chief Clovis laughs sardonically. “Are you seriously going to listen to the Southern mutt?”

			“Look who is talking,” Emerik butts in.

			
			

			“You mutt,” Chief Clovis shouts back.

			Dušan puffs himself up. “Don’t you dare call us that.”

			Chief Clovis throws his hand around. “Don’t you—”

			“Shut up,” someone adds next.

			For one moment it’s silent, but everyone is alert enough to jump in between them if necessary, followed by more shouting. It’s like we are back in the Council’s building with men snarling and screaming at one another.

			Emerik lurches forward.

			I shoot up, reaching out to hold Emerik back.

			Nilán speeds past me, his hands on Emerik’s shoulders to push him backward, and Dušan already has his arms wrapped around his friend’s waist.

			“I was good enough to welcome you in our village, to give you a new home. Don’t push me too much, boy, because I will kick you out,” Chief Clovis shouts.

			Father jerks Chief Clovis back. “Shut your mouth,” he growls through his teeth.

			While Emerik was nothing but calm and collected in the Council’s building earlier, he now gnashes and bellows harsh words in his own language with his fists balled at his sides. One of the few insults I can pick out is “mutt.” I guess even the most serene people have a wild side that comes out when things get to be too much.

			But why do they call Chief Clovis a mutt? I know he wasn’t born in the Northern Lands, but he’s never shared his origin with us. Does that mean Chief Clovis is connected to the Southern Warlord? Or . . . is he a Southerner? Did he escape the same treatment that Dušan and Emerik had to suffer?

			I’m jostled around as everyone tries to keep others from throwing fists or attempts to escape being caught in the middle of it. Elbows jab my side and back. A hand shoves me aside, and I stumble over my own feet. My ankle twists. I wince and hiss out my pain and veer dangerously to the side, until Nilán wraps his arm around me and pulls me back, fast. 

			
			

			“Gods, what a mess,” I blurt out.

			“That’s quite the understatement,” Nilán says. He then looks to me, his arm still wrapped around my waist. “Are you hurt anywhere?”

			“No,” I say, and push myself away from him.

			He searches me until he finds my sore ankle and then catches my gaze.

			“I’m fine,” I mumble, and instinctively I wrap my arms around myself.

			Nilán opens his mouth but then looks away, as if deciding it’s better not to say anything.

			I step aside. I don’t want to be scrutinized right now, especially not by Nilán. I can take care of myself.

			I spot Lusia on the other side of the room, curled together with Nicaise while she emanates fear. He has one of his arms wrapped around her waist, and his other hand rest on the back of her head. His body covers most of her while he snarls at the people bumping into them. They look as if they belong together, made for each other by the higher powers. And weirdly enough, it doesn’t look all that strange to me. It should though. Lusia deserves better than that monster-in-hiding, and I can’t keep looking on while she becomes more infatuated with him. Someday she will be confronted with the bad parts of him. Her heart will break, and I can’t let that happen to my little sister. I won’t allow it.

			Something clatters on the floor, and it mutes the whole crowd.

			My heart thunders in my chest, my feet rooted to the ground.

			Some people still have their fists raised in the air or their mouths open and ready to protest, but slowly they drop their arms and close their mouths.

			Astrid stands on the bench with lightning in her eyes and a fist in the air, and she breathes like a moose that just had to run for its life. Frode shakes his head but still sits on the bench as if nothing has happened. In front of them lies a kuksa, splintered into three pieces scattered across the ground.

			“I’m done with all of you,” she snarls. Her hands form fists, and a muscle ticks in her neck as fast as her heart must be beating. Astrid pushes her shoulders back  and breathes in through her nose. She straightens her apron and feels along the beads strung across her chest. “We don’t tolerate this behavior in our home.”

			Chief Clovis snorts.

			Astrid doesn’t wave him off, instead in cold fury she commands, “Out.”

			Chief Clovis lifts his chin to mirror Astrid’s pose. “Fine. Get ready for battle, now,” he says with a deadly calm. “I expect you as well, Frode.”

			Frode sucks in his lips, looks up to his partner, and nods.

			“Oh, he won’t be going. Frode stays here, with me,” Astrid says, her voice turned to ice. “You don’t need all our warriors. You can take a small entourage of people who wish to go with you. That’s more than enough.”

			Father steps in front of Chief Clovis before he can open his mouth again. “I will join with a team of volunteers, in place of Frode and any other men and women that wish to stay home.”

			“I will join too,” Harald says as he stands up.

			Arne gets up and gently puts his mead horn on the bench. “Add me to the team as well.”

			Jyry nods as soon as he and Father find each other in the crowd.

			Chief Clovis turns to us, with his nose in the air as he leers at Dušan and Emerik, and then he is out the door, but not before leaving us with his last demand. “Get your weapons and armor. We meet in the square.”

			Dušan takes a step forward with clenched fists, and a growl rises in his throat. “Supa—”

			“It’s probably better you don’t finish that,” Emerik says.

			Dušan’s shoulders relax, and he seems to give up. Emerik folds his arms in front of him. His head tilts slightly as he looks at Nicaise and Lusia with a frown, as if he is studying them.

			Something has happened between Emerik and Nicaise, I’m sure of it. 

			Emerik and I seem to have a common interest in Nicaise, only Emerik has been with him for seasons. He knows things I don’t.

			
			

			I step closer to Emerik, who startles as soon as he notices me. “Emerik,” I begin carefully. Should I just ask him?

			He hums an invitation for me to continue.

			“What do you know about Nicaise?” I whisper in the hope that Nicaise won’t hear us.

			My tone had been too curious, laced with accusation. The question is out. There’s no way I can take it back or make it look like some vague interest. He purses his mouth before he lowers his face closer to mine.

			“Nicaise has acted weird since we arrived in your lands,” he whispers.

			So, something is at odds within Nicaise, just as my dream had told me, as my gut has been screaming at me. “How?” I whisper back. 

			“Dawn, I need you to go home and get ready,” Father says as he pulls me and Emerik apart. For a moment he lets the silence sit between us, thinking, and then he throws his thumb back to the door as a signal to go.

			I obediently go home with Nilán beside me. He wants me to join, but I don’t even know how to fight in a real battle. I’ve never done anything like this before.

			I stay close to Nilán, hoping to find some guidance, but he is looking absentmindedly toward the distance and biting the inside of his cheek with such ferocity he probably tastes blood. As soon as he catches me watching, he throws a sad smile on for me. But once again we find ourselves spending time together in complete silence.

			It’s probably the same as preparing for training. I clench my fists by my sides and clench my teeth. I can do this . . . I think.

			We take the narrow alleyway between the Mead Hall and its neighbor onto Herðar Street. The paths between houses are as good as empty, and the moon illuminates our way since most people are running out of torches and it’s more important to keep the house warm than the alleys lit. The cold wind howls in the dark.

			
			

			It’s then that I see Nicaise and Lusia emerge from a nearby alley, his arm still locked around her waist and her head leaning against his shoulder, like a cute, cozy couple.

			This is not good.

			As an older sister, I should prevent this. I should have talked with Lusia days ago. We don’t truly know Nicaise or his motives.

			I quicken my pace and catch up to them. “Lusia, are you alright?” I ask to start a perfectly innocent conversation. I don’t want to rat myself out to Nicaise or be too direct with Lusia.

			She breaks loose from Nicaise and wrings her hands nervously in front of her. “I’m alright,” she says.

			Nilán takes Nicaise aside for a talk and nods to me as if he knows what I’m trying to do.

			I’m not sure if I should be thankful or worried.

			“Are you and”—I point to Nicaise—“well, him, are you . . .” How can one imply something like this without being awkward? I’m not made for conversations like these. This is something Father is supposed to do. Not me. Yet here I am, stumbling over my words like a drunkard.

			Lusia looks at both the men further down the alley. “I like him, Dawn. A lot.”

			I cringe and try to hide it with a cough. This is exactly what I was afraid of. In only a few days, he’s won over her heart. And too easily. Probably with sweet tales and promises he can’t keep. I inhale deeply and unfurl my tight fists. I was so stupid for waiting, and now I’m too late.

			“Lusia,” I say with a sigh, “Nicaise isn’t good for you.”

			“How do you know that? You don’t see all the things he has done for me, Dawn,” she snipes back too loud.

			I try to shush her. I can’t have Nicaise listening in on us.

			“We barely know anything about the man, and he is from an enemy force. What more proof do you want?” I whisper back.

			
			

			“That’s not proof.” Lusia laughs sarcastically. “He has a good heart and treats me like no one else ever has. Not you. Not Jyry. And not Father. He listens to me. He values me.” She lifts her chin up in defiance.

			I bite my tongue but can’t keep myself quiet. “I don’t want to see him hurt you,” I say.

			A mirthless laugh erupts from her. “Don’t worry, he won’t. I know my own heart. And besides that, Nicaise is such a gentle soul deep down. He may wear that harsh mask all the time, but deep down”—she smiles through her tears—“he is such a good man, Dawn. I found my Chief, and he treats me like a worthy partner. What more can a girl ask for?”

			My mouth is open but no sound escapes.

			Lusia wipes her tears away and hugs her arms around herself, trembling a little. She waits a moment or two but then moves toward the two men. At least they can’t have heard this conversation, as far as they walked, but what if Lusia tells Nicaise about it?

			I look once again to the place where my little sister stood moments ago. She isn’t so little anymore. Lusia behaves every bit the grown woman, ready to settle and make a future. Despite being younger than me, she matured faster. I’m the one who falls short, and I never should have lost sight of her. I should have been there for her. I rub my face, and then follow the others home.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Ten
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			I trace my fingers along the cold iron blade of my hand axe, the edge so sharp it could be fresh from the forge. But nothing is less true. I had this one since I was eight Summers young, picked out by Hilda Arnesdóttir for me a mere two days after Mother died and Father ordered me to always carry a weapon. Yet I rarely did. The blade has never been stained by a drop of blood, but now that will change. It makes me feel barren and cold inside, like the most brutal of Winter storms, and the crackling fire in the middle of the room can do nothing to change that. Soon, I will know what battle looks like.

			Nicaise is on the other side of the room, wedged between Nilán and Lusia. I count at least six knives with short to medium blades hanging on the belt  strapped tightly around his waist. His sword leans lonely beside him against the bench.

			My sister hangs on to him, both her hands wrapped around his upper arm. “Please, Nicaise, can’t you stay here?” she whimpers for the tenth or so time.

			He takes my sister’s face in both hands and looks at her intently, their foreheads touching. “Don’t worry,” he says, and then I tune out the rest of their conversation.

			Do they really have to do that here, with all of us watching?

			Nilán turns his back to them, searching the ceiling for only Allfather Odin knows what. Vidya and Father observe the entire ordeal, the latter with an uneasy frown on his face. He must have looked at me the same way days ago, when I was bandaging Nilán’s leg. Lusia seems oblivious to Father’s eyes burning into her side though.

			I look to the door and focus on the grains in the wood with the crackle of the burning logs in the background. But Lusia’s squeaky voice keeps pulling my attention back to them.

			None of your business. Focus on the battle ahead. 

			We are expected to fight a peaceful clan with the odds stacked against us. No one would take such an attack on their clan lightly, especially not vicious warriors like the Jiske.

			I get up and slide my axe in the loop on my belt.

			Father grumbles something under his breath, and then the door creaks open, carefully.

			Lusia and Nicaise go silent, their intimate moment broken.

			Everyone’s attention is on the person behind the door.

			Jyry looks around the corner, his hair disheveled, and takes a tentative step forward. He stands in the doorway with his mouth downturned.

			
			

			Father’s right brow twitches, a sure sign he is irritated. The impending battle has made Father’s patience more fragile than ever.

			I shrink myself against the wall behind me. My brother smiles without his usual levity.

			Caught frolicking around instead of preparing for battle. I let out a snort.

			Jyry takes his axe from the corner by the door. Vidya holds her fist in front of her mouth to hide a smile. She’s the only one who can see the fun in situations like these. It only irks Father more though.

			“Jyry,” Father says.

			My brother turns around and squares his shoulders, his entire body tense.

			Why in the Nine Worlds do I have to sit in between Father and Jyry? 

			The tension smothers me, and I can’t escape from it. If only the wall would swallow me; then I would finally be able to breathe freely again.

			“I’ve been thinking about it, and I think you have to stay here.”

			“What? No,” Jyry shouts, flailing his arms with a chagrined frown set on his face. “I’m not staying home.”

			“I need you to be here because—”

			“This is ridiculous. I have been training for this since I could hold a practice spear. You can’t command me to stay home when Dawn gets to fight alongside you.”

			I glare at Jyry. How dare he drag me into this. It’s not my fault Father wants him to stay home. “Don’t blame me,” I say.

			“Blame you?” Jyry practically screams. “Come on, Dawn, you don’t even want to fight. The battlefield is not a place for you.”

			I’m speechless. I hold my fists at my sides and push back the urge to get my axe and throw it at him and his . . . his unthoughtful and mean words. I’ve trained  hard to get better, to be seen as a worthy warrior. I’ve worked my ass off for it. The least they can do is allow me to prove myself.

			Father is up on his feet and looks menacing. “If you would only listen to me for a moment.” Father’s voice fills the room and leaves no space for any more arguments.

			Jyry’s mouth clamps shut.

			Nicaise sits down without a sound, watching Father.

			“I need you to stay here and figure out who in this village Clovis trusts so much as to leave his village behind for at least four days, if things go well, but most likely many more. You have your mission here. And us, our job is to get to Ragnhild as fast as possible,” Father says. His voice is calm, but his tone of voice was unrelenting.

			Jyry looks to the ground and then up to Father again. “Us?” he utters in a whisper.

			Father inhales. “As in Dawn, Vidya, Nilán, Nicaise, and me.”

			Lusia slams her fist on the bench, and tears threaten to flow freely. She opens her mouth to say something, but Father’s unrelenting gaze finds her faster, and she swallows back her words.

			Father walks over to Jyry and puts a hand on my brother’s shoulder as he whispers in his ear. It seems to quell the anger and frustration inside Jyry. But he still doesn’t look happy about it.

			I want to feel sympathy for Lusia. The silent tears that run down her face as she holds onto Nicaise’s arm cut me, deep. I’m her older sibling, and I should protect her at all costs, spare her from torture both physical and mental, but all I do is watch. I shake my head.

			I’m a terrible sister.

			“Is everyone ready?” Father asks, breaking the silence.

			Without another word, those of us going to battle move for the door, passing Jyry while he looks stoically into the fire. He lets out a mirthless laugh. Nilán  stretches his arm toward Jyry, which seems to call my brother out of his stupor. They close their hands on each other’s forearms—the warrior’s grip—then give a nod and a pat on the shoulder. Nilán throws his furs around his shoulders and follows Father outside.

			Lusia whimpers the moment Nicaise sets foot outside the door and hugs herself.

			I feel my tiny fabric satchel to make sure I have the wooden figure of a woman holding her child. Please let it bring me luck on the battlefield.

			Jyry pulls me toward him, holding my arm in the warrior’s grip, and his muscles tense. “Stay safe,” he whispers. My brother might not always show it, but he cares. He is more sensitive than most people give him credit for.

			“I will,” I say, and swallow deeply. “Please keep an eye on Lusia as well.”

			After a brotherly pat on my shoulder, I head out the door.

			Before I can secure my furs around my shoulders, the frigid wind slaps me into alertness.

			Vidya takes a shivering breath while she fumbles with her own furs and leathers and walks in circles to keep herself warm.

			I shove my hands under my arms and nestle my face as far as possible into the fur around my neck. But the wind quickens in its persistence to freeze our limbs off and begins to howl, rustling the trees and singing around the buildings.

			I promised my brother I would stay safe, but we all know those words aren’t worth a thing. People my age are blessed enough not to remember much of the last war that raged through these lands. We’ve known peace in its stead. We aren’t trained for battles like Father’s generation is. Goosebumps rise all over my body. I can do this. I need to do this. I need to help Father.

			We walk through the dark alleys toward the square, which has become the one and only beacon of light in the village.

			Little slivers of light slice our path as warriors open the door of their homes to leave their loved ones behind, to join this journey of ours.

			
			

			It’s a somber march toward the square. Clearly Chief Clovis has been hoarding torches while the rest of my fellows had run out. As long as he gets to sit warm and safe, all is well.

			Nicaise lingers around Nilán and Vidya while Father falls back until I’m next to him.

			“Dawn.”

			“Father,” I whisper back before he can continue.

			He hisses through his teeth. “Stay close to Vidya during battle, and if it gets out of hand, you both leave as fast as possible.”

			I stomp my feet on the ground as I turn to him. He tries to protect me, I understand that. But I can do this. I want to tell him as much, but his unwavering gaze leaves no room for argument. Somewhere, Father knows I’m a valuable warrior. He admits as much by allowing me to tag along. I have so many questions but don’t know where to start, and what if my curiosity makes him angry? Maybe this isn’t the moment to ask.

			Father scratches the back of his head with a look of confusion on his face.

			I blabber out, “Can you at least tell me what you plan to do? What can I do to help make this successful?” I bite my lip and instinctively sink further into my furs. Not that it does much to cover me. Here’s hoping he won’t mind my prying.

			Father gestures for me to join him in one of the dark alleys off our path.

			We have a full view of the square, where a few handfuls of warriors have gathered already. The atmosphere around them is solemn. Many of them inspect their weapons one more time or stretch their limbs to get ready for the two days’ journey. It could easily turn into three or more days if the snow keeps falling or if we come across other unexpected blocks on our journey, such as a stray group of Red Lion warriors. A few seasons ago, I wouldn’t have given that a moment’s pause, but now . . . one can never be sure of anything.

			I’ve been curious about this ever since Vidya told me Father seemed to know more than he let on. 

			
			

			Father scratches his beard and says, “I want to speak to Ragnhild before Clovis can gain too much ground.”

			“You already said that. But what do you think to gain? Do you think you can stop the attack?”

			I’m worried Father is underestimating the challenge in front of him. Chief Clovis will be on our heels, regardless of how much faster we try to travel, and we also don’t know what we will find once we get there. For all we know the Jiske clan has disappeared, like the Vorðr has. When Father and Chief Clovis sent a small group of warriors to see if the rumors were true, they found that the Vorðr clan had vanished without sign of a fight, not a single soul to be found and only a few houses left standing with all the belongings left behind. People don’t just run and leave everything. It’s not natural.

			“I hope that by talking to Ragnhild I can prove Clovis wrong and that we can stop the attack before it happens.” Father sighs. “But, knowing Ragnhild, if she sees her clan attacked, then she will bite and won’t let go until she can rip her opponent’s heart out. A forceful woman, that one.”

			“What can we do to give you enough time to talk with her?” I ask, as if I’ve helped fight through battles and politics countless times.

			Father sighs another time. “Keep yourselves safe, be alert to what happens around you at all times. If one attacks, the rest will follow. It has always been like that, and it won’t be different now.” He bites the pad of his thumb while he thinks. “Right now, I’m contemplating whether I should take our team over the mountains while Clovis travels through the Kēapmann Pass. But I’m not sure yet.”

			Going through the mountains is shorter, but it’s all dependent on the weather. During Winter, it’s tricky. The soft white blanket of snow hides plenty of pitfalls. 

			“We can always ask Braga and Bárodr to . . .” To do what? Entangle themselves in an impending war? That’s a terrible idea.

			“I don’t think we should involve the Fjall in this,” Father replies.

			
			

			I nod. I know we shouldn’t, and I don’t want to see my childhood friends get hurt either.

			Dušan and Emerik emerge from the other side of the alley and stop in their tracks the moment they see us.

			Father gestures them over. “Can you two help Jyry with a mission here in the village?”

			“Already on it,” Emerik answers.

			Dušan adds, “He found us not long ago, told us to keep our eyes and ears open. Don’t worry, he doesn’t have to do this alone.”

			I smile at Dušan. Today they have shown that they are truly on our side, openly opposing Chief Clovis in the Mead Hall and now helping my brother uncover the confidant. It’s reassuring to have good people like them among the Red Lion warriors. I just hope their loyalty lasts.

			But Nicaise, I’m still not sure about him. He may be from the same team, but he didn’t speak up—not even a squeak—when Chief Clovis barged into Astrid’s and Frode’s drinking hall, unlike Dušan.

			Father pushes me forward. “Thank you,” he says to the both of them. “Time for us to go, Dawn.”

			I steel myself and take a deep breath. Dear Allfather Odin, please let us all return home safely. I retreat deeper into my furs to hide my shivering as we add ourselves to the group of warriors ready for the long journey.

			I look around carefully, and my stomach starts turning when I see that a few of the older warriors, loyal to a fault to Chief Clovis, seem to be enjoying this. They are eager to move, fingering the various weapons that hang on their belts or lie on their shoulders.

			I will never understand how someone can be eager to kill someone else. It’s disgusting. Inhumane. Those are the worst of us. They wear the skin of a fellow human, but deep down they are truly monsters.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Eleven
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			Despite seeing this all my life, it still amazes me how the snowflakes swirl their way down from the sky and blanket the world, making it look so much calmer than it truly is, as if it’s asleep. Almost like some kind of magic of the Gods. Though I’ve never heard of such a God before, one that tucks us in before the darkness comes and takes hold for the Winter season.

			Chief Clovis had taken us on the long road all the way through Kēapmann Pass and then over the lower mountains to the west toward the Jiske clan. It had taken two whole days. The moose carrying our supplies were huffing and puffing from the steep climbs and descents over slippery snow. Poor animals.

			Our Chief had been the only one riding a moose on the journey and did constant rounds with a frown on his face to check that everyone was still in line,  actively searching for something or someone to make a mistake. Father couldn’t find an opportunity to slip a small team away through the mountains and outpace Chief Clovis. My muscles went stiff every time the Chief came close to me. I was terrified he would find Ulf slinking along between the trees and attack him. The wolf nearly crossed our path as we marched through the woods and has followed me ever since. I surreptitiously shooed him to keep at a distance, and somehow Ulf understood.

			Luckily, Chief Clovis seems to be occupied by the fire for now, surrounded by a few that adore everything that man does. Murmurs echo through the darkening woods.

			The rest of the team is spread out, checking their weapons or trying to get some sleep, but Harald leans against a tree with his arms folded, watching the group around Chief Clovis nervously. He stands up straight, as if he wants to approach them, and then goes back to leaning.

			We will fight on the front lines while our Chief stays in the back, watching and ordering people around. He does it in our village, so why would it be different here?

			Can’t they see that man is playing games with our lives?

			Nilán paces back and forth on the far side of camp, his face set in a grim frown.

			Eldgrímr is huddled against a tree closer to Chief Clovis’s group.

			Vidya told me she was going to attempt to get as close to the Jiske clan as possible and that I should stay with the group. I haven’t seen her since, but I have no doubt she is hidden somewhere in the dark, listening in on conversations not meant for her ears.

			I’ve anchored myself to a tree, and I let out a long sigh, nestling deeper into my furs.

			
			

			Everything about this is a mess. The layer of snow is thickening, and we sit out here in the woods hiding behind trees and bushes until sunrise arrives and we begin a senseless attack.

			I bow my head between my knees, breathe in deeply, and blow out slowly. I need to stay calm. It won’t be the same as on the training fields where we intend no harm. This is a very real attack. This is what I have been training for; I can do this. I will not bleed out on a battlefield. I’m not ready for that yet.

			We still need to find a way to buy Father some time, however, if the worst can be prevented. But how? Sneaking out of camp is risky. The chances of Chief Clovis or one of his lackies finding out is too high.

			Father leans against a tree across from me and bites on the pad of his thumb. He looks into the darkening emptiness past me with a look of concentration.

			Ulf. The pounding in my chest becomes louder.

			My dear wolf friend lies on the other side of this tree, doing no harm, but Father might think otherwise if he notices him. He had already been on edge when there were wolf attacks in our village a few days ago. That might be reason enough for Father to attack Ulf now.

			Father then blinks rapidly and turns to Chief Clovis. I slump back against the tree and glance over my shoulder. Ulf is still sleeping, but his ears twitch, alert to approaching dangers.

			Nicaise breaks from the group of Southern warriors and approaches Father. They immediately begin to whisper. My spine goes rigid, and I lean instinctively forward, if only to catch a few words. But at that moment, they take a step back.

			I roll my eyes and concentrate on both men, still hoping to overhear something, even one word.

			But Kylli and Solveig come to sit next to me, and that breaks my concentration.

			Kylli’s cape hangs loose over her shoulders and is held together with an ornamental iron clasp, which I’m sure was made by her father, Bjarke. The man tries to fill his time crafting now that he is no longer of use in battle.

			
			

			She wraps her cape around her until she sits in a nice fabric cocoon to my left.

			Solveig pouts and sighs as she attempts to clutch her furs tighter around her torso.

			I pat the ground on my right side. We’ll be warmer bunched up together than separated. Most of the Southern troops group together in circles around small campfires, rubbing their hands to try to warm up.

			Solveig settles down next to me, our shoulders touching.

			It’s just us girls for the moment, huddled together like best friends about to excitedly talk about whatever girls tend to talk about. I was never part of those groups when I was younger. Never invited to join. Not that I cared—I despise small talk—but this is . . . nice. I know from their stiff shoulders and backs, though, that they are just as tense as me. None of us have fought a real battle before, and while both Solveig and Kylli have more practice time under their belts, the real thing is completely different. This is real . . . and dangerous. People are going to die. I force my breathing to stay even.

			“Everything about this feels . . . at odds,” Solveig says, breaking our quiet moment.

			“I know. Even some of the Southerners agree with us on that,” I reply.

			Our visitors and our fellows seem to have something in common after all, or at least most of our foreign friends do. There are so many new faces, it’s almost like their numbers are multiplying every day. Whether that is because Nicaise’s unit traveled in parts or because other squads wanting to break free from the Southern Warlord’s Legion have found their way to us, I don’t know. Either way, it fills me with unease. The idea of having to be on guard in our village doesn’t sit right with me at all.

			Kylli smiles. “True. Who would have thought.”

			I smile back at her. It feels fake and cold on my face, but I do it regardless.

			She has this childlike expression, bewildered by the swirling snowflakes that fall.

			
			

			With a small smile and a mischievous glimmer in her eyes, Solveig says, “I can’t help but see Jyry’s face in my mind after he heard he was to stay behind in the village, the pout and all.” She tries to steer the conversation away from the impending battle, but she loses the glint of joy faster than it had appeared.

			Apparently, my brother had gone to Solveig’s home to rant after he had gotten his assignment. He might have accepted his fate in front of Father, but he most likely won’t be over it for a while.

			I snort. “He was still pouting? That’s golden. I haven’t seen him act like that since we were little.”

			Her shoulders shake from laughing. “He was so distraught about you and me going, something along the lines of ‘I support women fighting battles, but not allowing me to go and giving me a simple mission, that’s just not tolerable.’” Her voice drops as she repeats Jyry’s words.

			I shake my head at the thought. Of course, it doesn’t surprise me that Jyry has been ranting to her. He can go on for ages pacing around and cursing and blaming Loki for playing dirty tricks on him. But Father needs someone back in the village, someone who knows what to do and where to search and knows the village inside out. Jyry has proven himself in that matter many times, trying to escape curfews and punishments. Father hadn’t liked that behavior much until Jyry had found out one of Chief Clovis’s secrets and came to tattle the tale to warn Father. That was marked as the day that Father found out Jyry’s unpleasant habits could be a good thing too. Jyry should be happy he is allowed to do so now for official business.

			“He was still muttering under his breath when I passed him,” Kylli adds.

			Solveig tries to smother a laugh and coughs. “I will rub some extra salt in that wound of his when we get back. I’ll tell him about our glorious exploits,” she says between coughing fits.

			
			

			All three of us laugh, but the heaviness of what we’re going to do once morning comes quickly weighs us down. I hope we are able to tell Jyry our stories of battle.

			We stay silent, all three of us apparently out of conversation material.

			Kylli’s head falls onto my shoulder as she seems to nod off. Solveig leans back against the tree with a long sigh and hugs her legs closer.

			I settle my view on a leaf carrying the sticky snow with ease, proof of strength despite its apparent fragility. Let us be like that leaf tomorrow, resilient and strong. My entire body grows heavy as the world becomes darker. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twelve
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			Someone or something is kicking against my foot. My left shoulder is heavy. There’s movement on my right side.

			“Time to get up, girls. Get ready for the battlefield,” Chief Clovis says with his bored tone of authority. “Or flee home if you can’t handle it.” 

			I groan at him as I stretch my arms and fold my legs under me. The weight from my left shoulder lifts herself up. Some of my joints pop as I straighten myself, and a thin, fresh layer of snow drops from my furs. I still stare at his blue eyes. I try to force a smile on my face, but every muscle feels like iron forged into a frown.

			He grunts and moves on with a look of pure disdain.

			
			

			Kylli groans and stretches her limbs before she gets up and starts her warming up exercises. Solveig pulls on her arms, and the furs fall from her shoulders.

			The day of the battle has come. Hopefully we will find out more and keep the peace, or it will erupt into war, and the clans will choose sides. Once that happens . . . no, I don’t want to think about it. Not right now. I just want to sleep. Hibernate, even. My hands are frozen, and I just want to get warm. And for this shit show to be over.

			I step around the tree, expecting Ulf to still be there, but he is gone. I hope he is alright.

			Vidya emerges from the shadows before me like a ghost. “Here’s the plan.”

			She looks from Kylli, who stopped in the middle of her stretching her arms, to Solveig, who snickers. Then Vidya looks back to me. All four of us move closer together.

			“The Jiske are ready to fight. Akseli still wants to talk with Ragnhild before Clovis attacks them. Or, if it turns out to be necessary, Akseli wants to keep Ragnhild and himself from the eye of the battle,” Vidya says.

			My mind is reeling. “How exactly is he—”

			“Our team is going to form a protective wall around them, which means we need a few more.” She points to Solveig, Kylli, and then Eldgrímr in the distance. “I was thinking you three could distract Clovis while the rest of our team keeps the other warriors at bay by forming a circle around Akseli and Ragnhild.”

			Sounds like we have our mission, but that only works if we can get Chief Ragnhild apart from her warriors, if she is somehow willing to go along with it. “About Chief Ragnhild, how are you so sure she will comply with Father?”

			Vidya nods a few times from left to right. “Well, despite Ragnhild not being overly friendly with any of the other Chiefs, she has always supported your father over Clovis and wants nothing more than to maintain peace,” she whispers.

			“Are you sure about that?”

			“My source was clear as the brightest rivers,” Vidya replies.

			
			

			Her source, that’s what she relies on. What if that person is wrong?

			I tap against my leg. My nerves race, and I push back the whimper that rises in my throat. We are part of another guessing game. This is going to go so wrong. It’s all such a mess.

			Vidya and Solveig move on to Eldgrímr and Nilán. Harald and a few others are gathered around the remains of the extinguished campfire not far from us and muttering something. Chief Clovis is still busy with his round through our makeshift camp. But I can’t find Father anywhere.

			Maybe he is already on his way to Chief Ragnhild. That’s good, right?

			Chief Ragnhild seems to be prepared, which means Chief Clovis’s approach wasn’t as covert as he hoped it would be, already disrupting the peace between clans. We are now a single step away from war. I can’t be sure how the other warriors feel about this, but I’m not proud of it. The Jiske clan hasn’t done anything wrong. This is not how it’s supposed to go.

			Kylli seems to have emerged from her temporary paralysis. “How deep is Vidya into all of this,” she exclaims to no one in particular.

			I laugh without mirth. “My thoughts exactly.”

			Kylli shakes her head and then follows the other two.

			I trace the firestone in my pocket, and my heart begins to hammer rhythmically in my chest.

			Everyone readies themselves, and squads are formed. The soft pink glow of the horizon shines through the thicket of trees, slightly warming us up.

			Father emerges from the trees behind me and rubs his palms over his face.

			The time for battle has come.

			I pick up a shield—the thing is heavier than I anticipated—and sling my bow over my head before I join the mass of warriors. I keep close to my team. Solveig and Kylli do so as well, and we nod an acknowledgement before we begin our march toward the Jiske village. We leave our moose behind, protected by the  forest and mountains, with one warrior to care for them. The layer of snow has thickened overnight. The slush sticks to our boots.

			The pure white space between them and us gets smaller.

			Soon this snow will be covered—no, ruined—by blood and gore. All for the sake of a Chief’s need to be right when he very well might be wrong. I grit my teeth and keep up the marching rhythm of the rest, but I honestly just want to stop and scream at Chief Clovis over how stupid this really is.

			In the distance, I see a row of Jiske warriors standing before their village, clothed in black leather armor, and about seventy pairs of ash-rimmed eyes watch us over the edges of their interlocked black-with-silver shields. Each shield has an eagle taking flight painted on it. About ten archers have taken position on the two wooden turrets that flank the stone gate, in which various runes are etched, that leads into their home. And at the lead stands a woman clothed in the same armor with her back straight and her posture unforgiving. That must be Chief Ragnhild.

			Are all battles fought for such foolish reasons? People are putting their lives on the line for Chief Clovis. They risk dying and never returning to their families. All for what could be a misunderstanding.

			It’s clear that the Jiske warriors are ready to fight and defend their home. Father has to find his chance. He could still minimize the damage, but if not . . . this will become a massacre. If they are as unrelenting as their Chief’s reputation, we can only count ourselves lucky to survive this in one piece.

			I take a deep breath as we approach. One. Two. Three. And out with the next step. One. Two. Three. And then we stop.

			Father’s shoulders tense. I’ve never seen him dressed in full leathers like this, his hair pulled in a braid, the curly ends falling down his back, every part of his body rigid in preparation for what will come next. Father looks every part the warrior that Harald and Arne told us about in the stories of their younger Summers.

			
			

			Chief Ragnhild, her brown braid just reaching her shoulders and eyes smeared with black coal, steps forward until there is one person’s worth of distance between her and Father. 

			“Akseli,” she says.

			“Ragnhild,” Father replies.

			Every muscle in my body turns to stone, I clench my bow with one hand and the shield with the other, and I grind my teeth. My heart attempts to burst out of my chest. But our group keeps its formation. She seems to want to talk. That’s good. I stop breathing. So many things can happen right now, and for a moment the world blurs, my entire body stiff. Then my ears pop, sounds come back to me, and my vision clears.

			“An unwise decision, Clovis,” Chief Ragnhild screams over both armies. She pulls her sword from its sheath, and in a blink, her warriors are behind her. The two closest to her hold their shields apart so she can step back through the wall.

			Chief Clovis snarls. “Stubborn woman.”

			He tries to run into the shield wall, swinging his sword forward, but Father pulls him back by the shoulder straps of his armor.

			My fellows push forward, and I’m not strong enough to withstand the stream. I stumble, and when I look up, I see Chief Clovis stare menacingly toward Father. Another snarl appears on his lips. Then he moves to swing his sword against one of the Jiske’s shields. Part of Chief Clovis’s enthusiasts follows his example.

			Chief Ragnhild orders around her warriors from behind the shields as they advance toward us as a wall. Spears are thrust through slits to keep anyone from getting too close.

			I’m jostled back and forth while I fight my way to Father. Breathe, Dawn. Breathe.

			Metal clashes with metal. People try to wrench the shields apart with their swords, spears, and hands. Grunts and screams and curses rise over the crowd.

			
			

			An arrow whooshes by, a few hairsbreadths from my face, and lands with a thud, followed by a gurgle and another even louder thud. I stop and look to my left. One of Chief Clovis’s lackies lies on the ground, gurgling through a red pool blooming around his neck.

			I whimper. Move. Move. Move. My heart takes up a steady rhythm in my chest. Don’t think, just move. The shield drops from my hand. With quivering steps, I try to get to Father. I look left to right while I try to avoid the other warriors pounding against the Jiskes’ shields.

			Father turns and he finds me. He takes the last five steps and embraces me. “Stay alert, Dawn.” He ducks and covers me with his arms as another arrow flies overhead. “And when it gets to be too much, you leave and go home. Understood?” His voice quivers while he takes a look around to assess the situation.

			“No, you need to get to Ragnhild, and I will help,” I say, though I don’t feel any courage at all in the moment.

			“That shield wall has to break first before that is even a possibility,” Father says. He looks around and places his hands on my shoulders and slightly shakes me. “I was wrong for bringing you here.”

			“Don’t you dare doubt me,” I reply.

			Father stills for a moment and then nods. Solveig stumbles backward and Father urges me over to her.

			“I can’t get through,” she says while rubbing her side.

			Another person bumps into my back, and I shove my elbow back to fend them off. My muscles tense.

			“Girl, you don’t have to be so mean,” Kylli says as she steps around me.

			I jump aside and throw her an awkward smile. “Sorry,” I mutter.

			The ringing of steel becomes deafening as our warriors try to pry a way through the shields. Sounds of boots sloshing through the wet snow mix with gurgled screams and the loud thuds of bodies. The biting wind races through my clothes and skin and settles within my bones.

			
			

			Father corrals Solveig, Kylli, and me together and then steps around us to pull Eldgrímr and Nilán out of the fight.

			Solveig throws her shield arm out and smacks it into someone’s face, followed by a kick to his chest. The man reels backward with his hands on his nose and stumbles into a cluster of warriors. He is pushed around until he drops to the ground and is trampled while he tries to stand again.

			Dear Allfather Odin.

			I step forward, but Solveig holds my wrist, and when I look back at her, she shakes her head.

			“We can’t,” I say. Doesn’t she understand he’ll be trampled to death?

			“We can. We have our own mission,” she tells me, her breath in my ear.

			The three of us stand in a line, watching the others fight through the shield wall. I grab the axe from my belt and hold it in my sweaty palms while I survey my surroundings. Nilán, Eldgrímr, and Father come to stand with us.

			Father takes a breath. “The moment that shield wall breaks, we go through.” His eyes darken as he focuses on a specific spot. “Get ready.”

			My heart is about to break from the confines of my chest. This is it. Any moment now I will have to put my axe and skills to use. I follow Father’s gaze into the battling group and see that our fellows are gaining space. The Jiske’s defense begins to yield.

			Harald and Arne wrench themselves between the shields and throw the butts of their axes against several jaws.

			The line of defense is broken.

			Commands are shouted all around. Warriors on both sides scatter over the field. People are thrown off or tackled down. Growls, groans, and war cries rise all over the place.

			Many shields are thrown aside as swords, axes, and spears come out for blood. Arrows whistle past until they meet armor or flesh.

			
			

			My limbs are featherlight, as if my body is moving of its own accord with my soul just tagging along. The axe is solid in my hands.

			The six of us form a circle, following Harald and Arne through the throng of bodies. I push away a meaty arm on my left and slam the knob of my axe against someone’s chest to my right. A throbbing pain blooms in my ribs as elbows dig into my sides while I try to move through the warriors. Their armor is already covered in spatters of blood and grime.

			A sword shoots out in front of me, and I slam it out of the way with my axe. It belongs to a Jiske girl who must be around the same age as me, a mean snarl, and a cut running up the left side of her face from her jaw to her brow. She throws her knee up at me. I let one hand go from my axe, attempting to keep her at a distance. The other shoves up until it’s under the steel head, and I ram the butt against her knee with a sickening crack, and a howl rises from her throat.

			I shouldn’t have done that. But, then again, this is battle.

			She glares at me. Streaks of black have run down her cheeks and she growls. Her hands reach for my throat.

			Nilán steps between us and pushes her back until she drops in the red-soaked snow.

			I cling to Nilán, my hands clutching his sleeves, and I look around at the ongoing massacre. Screams and ringing metal.

			Father grabs Chief Ragnhild apart from the skirmish and drags her backward.

			In my periphery, I see a flash of red; one of the Southerners races toward Father and Chief Ragnhild, ready to swing his sword.

			I urge my legs to run toward Father, ducking and shuffling around arms and swinging weapons flung from their own battles. I lunge between them and the Southerner. I growl, and the Southerner looks surprised. I hit the butt of my axe against the side of his head. He topples backward, grabbing his bleeding skull. The man stares at his red fingers, tongue pushing in the pocket of his cheek. In  a matter of seconds, his hands are back on his weapon, and he starts a vicious attack on me, his sword hacking and swinging.

			I parry, trying to smash into him with my axe. My muscles strain from the pressure he puts into his attack.

			His attention flits between me and Father and Chief Ragnhild. When his gaze slips from mine, I slam the axe against his forehead. He stumbles back another time. The assault on me temporarily stops.

			And I slam against his forehead again, until his eyes roll into his skull and he drops to the ground.

			I gulp for air three times. I . . . I just knocked that man unconscious.

			Harald runs in my direction, and he drags the man away by his collar and back into the fray.

			All senses come flooding back to me. I’m exhausted, and there is pain in my left arm. I touch the spot, and my hand comes away red. When did I even get this cut? My lungs tighten, and I gasp for air as I look around. To my right, a Jiske woman blocks a strike from a Southern man. I search for a face I recognize among the Verja leathers but find none. The fading pink light of dawn paints a sickening picture on the snow flecked with sprays of red.

			The weight of the axe drops from my hand.

			My gut keeps telling me something is off about some of the Jiske warriors. Their behavior toward the Southerners, they seem to hate them. There is no way that Chief Ragnhild is working with them. This is proof they aren’t.

			I scrunch my brows together. There’s a Red Lion warrior with a black tail hanging down his back who I don’t remember seeing in our camp. He slashes at a Jiske warrior with two curved swords. I concentrate on another one. He wasn’t in our camp either.

			I take a step back. Now that I get a better look, I see there are so many Red Lion warriors. Many more than were at the camp or even our village. Even Nicaise  headbutts one of those other Southerners. My breathing turns rapid. The Jiske clan isn’t working together with them. I look for Chief Clovis and find him fighting with a Jiske warrior. He seems oblivious to the growing number of Southerners.

			A Jiske man comes running over, his blue eyes shining through the ashes smeared over his face and his two swords swinging an arc toward me.

			My hands shoot up and I crouch down, hoping he will topple over me, but he stops barely a hands’ width in front of me. “Stop,” I scream. “I’m not your enemy.”

			There’s a scream from behind me and a thud.

			The man pauses in front of me and his arms go slack and he reaches out a hand. “I know.”

			I look behind me; a man dressed in the black leather pants of the Jiske lies no more than four steps away from me. His scarf came loose, revealing the Southern Warlord’s insignia on his chest. His head lies on the ground a little bit farther away, a path of blood drawn into the snow between the body parts.

			He tried to protect me. 

			The man lowers his weapons and steps away. “Do not trust that Chief of yours.”

			Before I can say anything, a sword finds its home in his neck, and the blade stops just short of me, and warmth splatters on my face. It’s pulled away a moment later. The slain young man groans painfully once while he stares at me, his mouth slightly agape. Both his swords drop from his hands as his body falls heavily to the ground.

			I drop to my knees and grab his wrist. I don’t know why I do it. The light leaves his gaze while he drowns in his own blood, which spreads like a halo around his head in the snow.

			Something hot runs over my face, maybe blood. It most likely is. I pry my hands from his wrist, shivering, and bile rises in my throat. When I look up, I see that Red Lion warrior with the long black tail slashing his sword through someone’s stomach. A little bit farther, Chief Clovis stands aghast among a group of  red-dressed warriors who are cleaning their swords on the nearby bodies. Almost as if they are holding an impromptu meeting and Chief Clovis is the odd one in the group. 

			Pigs.

			The battle temporarily stills. Only ten people, a mixed bag of my fellow Verja warriors and Jiske, still bare their teeth as they are met head-on with a legion of Red Lion warriors.

			A moment later, Chief Ragnhild jumps on one of the red-jackets like a wolf pounces on its prey. One of her hands finds purchase in the man’s hair while the other holds a small knife against his throat. The man steps around, trying to balance out the unexpected extra weight. She bares her teeth as she looks around at the men. For a moment, she locks eyes with me, and then she pulls the knife across the Southerners throat. Blood gushes out and over his hands while he desperately, but uselessly, tries to cover his wound.

			I look back to the warrior on the ground next to me and close his eyes, my hands still shaking. 

			“May you reach Valhalla well, and the afterlife be good to you,” I mumble, and I fold his hands on top of his chest.

			For a moment I think I see some likeness between Chief Ragnhild and the young man lying beside me, but it must be my imagination.

			My head hurts. Moments ago, I felt light as a feather, now I feel heavy as a log.

			The battle continues around me, chaos ringing in my ears. Harald drags Kylli up onto her feet, and she snarls at anyone coming for her. Arne swings his axe left and right. Vidya and Nicaise stand back-to-back, and the latter defends himself against men dressed in his uniform. Nilán slams people in the face with the butt of his axe. My fellows are almost unrecognizable under the blood that covers their faces and clothes.

			I stand on weak legs and look to the fallen.

			So many. 

			
			

			Spears and arrows protrude from them. Most are no longer breathing, but enough still whimper and cry while they try to pull the weapons from their bodies. People flit from one warrior to the next, to either help or show mercy.

			I turn, but it feels like I’m wading through waist-high mud.

			Father somehow disarmed Chief Ragnhild and Chief Clovis and, still attempting to negotiate peace, stands between them with his arms spread out. Chief Ragnhild keeps lunging for Chief Clovis. Father truly looks exhausted.

			Taking people’s lives because of a stupid dispute; that’s all this was. If this is what it means to be a warrior, then I don’t want to be one.

			Nilán runs past me.

			I shoot out my hand and jerk him back, grabbing the bow slung over his shoulder. I ignore him when I pull an arrow from the quiver on my hip, firestone already out of my pocket and into my hand.

			My body moves automatically, balancing the bow and arrow in one hand while I strike the stone against the arrowhead that bursts into flames. I slide the firestone back into my pocket, nock the arrow, and pull the string back against my cheek. Every motion has been hammered into my brain. I don’t care if my fingers burn, this battle has to end here and now.

			We need to stop fighting. I can’t do this anymore.

			I release the tension, and the arrow flies over the field, lodging into the warrior whose throat Ragnhild slit. The fire smolders until it erupts, eating away at the fabrics and flesh.

			I try to keep my breathing even but can hear myself wheezing.

			I lit someone on fire. I lower my arm, slowly.

			More bodies erupt in fire, and I know the others from my team have followed my lead.

			The fire catches the attention of most people on the field, and they spread out to stay at a safe distance. The fighting has stopped. Verja, Jiske, and Red Lion warriors stand next to each other and gape at the fires. We have been lucky that  Chief Clovis hasn’t discovered the fire arrows until now. Then this slaughter would have been even worse. A few Jiske warriors run over to the bodies closest to their village and kick blood-soaked snow over the flames to damp them.

			Their families deserved to say goodbye to them before they burned like this, but I took that from them. I shouldn’t have done this. It’s so, so wrong.

			Then my heart stops. Several paces away, Solveig is on the ground, her skin deathly pale. Her body is horribly mangled, her brynja soaked a scarlet hue.

			Tears roll down my cheeks. My knees give way as I stagger toward her.

			Her mouth is set in a terrible scream for eternity, and she stares lifelessly at the sky. Her belly and chest look torn to shreds. Someone had taken their time, tormented her. How could I have not noticed this? How?

			Solveig still had so much life left in her. I reach out to her, but snatch my hand back. I can’t.

			I double over and hurl. Then I run as fast as my legs can carry me. Someone is screaming for me, but I’m not going to wait and see if it’s friend or foe. Tears blur my vision, and my lungs feel like they are in a chokehold as I find myself in the woods and running up the mountain. I stumble. Fall. My hands and knees scrape over the ground, but I keep crawling.

			So much death. Too much of it.

			I use a tree to pull myself up and run. One foot steps into a ditch, and the tip of my other boot catches on something behind me. I fall and roll. A sharp pain pours over my ribs and shoulder, and then my vision turns black. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Thirteen
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			It’s as if hundreds of small, sharp objects are plunging into my limbs, over and over again. The right side of my face is numb, my head heavy, and my breathing hurts. I try to get up, but it’s burdensome, as if I’m buried under a pile of furs.

			I hear creaking not too far away.

			A jolt of pain shoots up from my shoulder and into my skull when I turn to see what or who it might be. Tears fill my eyes, and a groan escapes from my throat as I roll onto my side. Someone or something—my vision is too blurry to make them out—stands at the ridge and tries to make their way to me.

			Oh no. No, no, no, no.

			
			

			My insides are screaming, but my throat constricts. I want to move, to get up, but my damn body is working against me. My feet and hands slip. Shots of pain send black spots swimming in my vision until the darkness claims me entirely.

			“Dawn.”
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			Something comfortable, warm, is crackling in front of me. Yet shivers run up and down my body, which seems to be frozen, and pain races through my ribs and neck.

			I open my eyes slowly, letting myself adjust to the swirls of orange and yellow dancing on the opposite stone wall. The drip of water echoes through the hollowed-out space. Wind sings from what must be the entrance to this place. Between that and the crackling fire, it’s hard for me to hear any movement other than my own in this cave. And I don’t like it.

			My muscles stiffen as I try to move as carefully as I can. I pat around my hip.

			Where is my axe? Where is my damn belt?

			If Father were here right now, he would scold me endlessly.

			I need to stay calm and figure out where I am. How close am I to home? I need to get home. I groan inwardly. Just breathe. Logical thinking above all.

			Ouch! 

			I put a hand on my left side. Pain stabs me between my lower ribs when I breathe in too much. Slowly, I crawl out from the blanket and furs piled on top of me.

			“Dawn.” A familiar voice, and then there’s stumbling around me.

			A snarl grows on my face. “You,” I say. I let the tears roll freely. My breathing falters into panicked gasps while the pain grows in my side. “It was you that—”

			
			

			Nilán smiles and covers my hand with his. His dimples distract me for a second. “Dawn, we need to patch you up before we head home. Let me check your wounds.”

			No. No. Another shot of pain courses through my ribs and into my arm and shoulder as I attempt to sit up, and the sore muscles in my arm spasm when I shove him away. I gasp for air in between my sobs. He locks my wrists in one of his hands between us.

			Then he embraces me, and I let him.

			The one person who can drive me mad with just one look or word, more than even Jyry is capable of, is now my source of calm. His warmth seeps through my clothes and into my frigid skin, his heartbeat and breathing like a soothing balm for my sobs.

			I want to pull away, but I can’t. Nilán’s embrace comforts me like nothing else can. For all the times I claimed to be a warrior, a grown-up woman and no longer Father’s little girl . . . here I sit. Nothing to be proud about. Nothing but a failure that ran away as soon as I saw too much death.

			I nestle my head in the crook between his shoulder and neck. “I’m so stupid,” I mumble to myself.

			Nilán tightens his hold around me.

			I allow myself to cry and sit a moment longer in his arms, but no tears come, and I push away from him. His heartbeat thunders under my palm firmly planted on his chest.

			He drops his arms from around me, and with his brows creased together, something akin to anger lurks in his gaze.

			I look away, distancing myself from him, and put my hand under my shirt. My fingers glide over my ribs. I don’t think it’s swollen, and sitting up already helps me breathe easier. But no swelling doesn’t mean it’s not broken.

			“Will you be alright?” Nilán asks.

			
			

			I bite my lip, my hand still on my ribs. My fingers now drift to the hem of my tunic. “Not sure,” I say. I don’t know how to say this. It can’t be something as blunt as “let me lift my shirt and bare myself. And take a look at my ribs, will you?” What if he accidentally sees the scar on my right side? But I can’t possibly bend myself over to see exactly what is going on, not with the pain. “I think there is some swelling, but that’s not important right now.”

			Nilán shakes his head. “It is.”

			“No, it’s not,” I say, “I need to know what happened at the battle. How did it end? How—”

			“Not now, Dawn. Your health comes first,” Nilán commands. He scowls.

			We sit in awkward silence once more. I want to cry, but push back my tears.

			I fold my hands in my lap and force the words out. “Could you please check for me?” The silence turns heavy in the air. “I can’t bend at the right angle to see for myself.”

			He nods, swallowing a lump.

			I grab the hem of my tunic, my hands hesitant and shaking, and we catch each other’s eyes again.

			I distract myself with the dancing flames opposite me. Come on, it’s just a medical check-up. Well, sort of. You can trust him the same way he trusted you before. No one is around to judge us this time.

			I slowly lift up my tunic, revealing my waist and then the left side of my ribcage. As I lean back a bit to allow him a better look, I hold the fabric up with one hand to make sure my breast stays covered.

			His callused fingertips move like hot flames over my skin, making me flinch and grit my teeth. His eyes leave a burning trail after them. Then Nilán looks away. 

			“There is some swelling at your side and around your back and normal bruises. They’re the usual color. Blue-purple,” he rambles, then distances himself from me, looking anywhere but my ribcage. “How do we proceed?”

			
			

			I pull down my tunic and place my hands in my lap. I try to force myself to relax, but my mind races for possible treatment options. I’m already shivering, but cooling the swelling will help to settle it down.

			Nilán’s cough echoes through the cave.

			Then it hits me. I have a small fabric satchel in my waist pouch. That could do the trick if filled with snow.

			I lift up the furs and pat around. “Where’s my stuff?”

			Nilán leans back and hands over my belt and waist pouch without a word. My brynja and axe are still behind him.

			With trembling fingers, I grab the satchel and turn it over. The wooden trinket drops into my lap. I grab the mother-and-child carving with one hand.

			I give the empty satchel to Nilán with the other. “Fill this with snow, please.”

			“Oh,” he says, “but you are—”

			“Still cold, yes, but I need to cool the swelling, otherwise it won’t get better.”

			He returns, water already seeping through the satchel, and he kneels in front of me, his hand reaching for my tunic. Then he pulls it back, and hands the satchel over to me. His ears burn red.

			I hold the bundle of snow to my ribs and hiss as the cold, stinging sensation creeps into my skin. I need something to distract me from my body turning to ice. 

			“Solveig,” I say. Her open mouth and empty stare flash in my mind. Poor Solveig. She died far too soon.

			Nilán scratches his jaw. “I don’t know. I left too early to know what they did with her body.”

			“What do you mean, you left too early?”

			“I saw you running away and followed. The Red Lion warriors started fighting the Jiske and our clan again, and—”

			
			

			“And what? Why did you follow me?” I ask through my chattering teeth. I know I should be grateful, but why would he abandon his friends in the middle of a fight?

			He locks his jaw and lets out an involuntary breath. “Your father sent me after you when he saw you run. Akseli told me he would convince Chief Clovis to go back home. I had to find you and get you back home, safely.”

			I snort and immediately regret it. “Of course,” I whisper. “Father can’t trust me to save myself.”

			“It’s not that,” Nilán replies, and he slams his fist on the ground.

			“Then what is it? Please, enlighten me, Nilán,” I say in a way I have never heard myself speak before.

			“He cares for you. It’s natural for a father to want his children to be safe.”

			“And you just follow whatever he tells you, even though I’m not your daughter, not anything to you, a nobody.”

			“I did it because I care. I care about you, Dawn,” he says. His breathing stops for a moment.

			I bite the inside of my mouth to keep myself silent. I want to throw so many words at this idiot, but I don’t know where to begin. He can’t tell me anything of what happened after I left. We don’t know what we’ll find when we get home. I don’t even know where I am right now.

			Nilán busies himself with rearranging the furs and blankets before he sits down behind me, like a mother hen trying to protect her chicks. “Come here,” he says, and his hands circle around me, but he keeps them at arm’s length for now. “We need all the sleep we can get before we leave early tomorrow, and I can warm you up.” He adds quickly, “If you want, of course.”

			I contemplate his offer for a moment. I’d rather go home right now, but this swelling will slow me down, and it’s better to travel in daylight. And his embrace was comforting and warm earlier. Otherwise, I sit here, still ice cold despite the fire and the furs covering me from my hips down. I let out a deep sigh and  cringe the moment my ribcage deflates. No deep breathing for me for a while. Carefully, I lean into his embrace. My back is against his solid chest, enveloped in his body heat.

			My mouth lifts into a smile, and I allow myself to nestle my head against his shoulder. This isn’t so bad. I let out a satisfied hum before dozing off into a deep sleep.
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			I wake to smoldering logs in front of me, and light streams into the cave. Nilán’s even breathing tells me he is still sleeping, lightly snoring even. In his sleep, he has slumped down against the wall, and his arms have gone slack next to me.

			I move slowly out of our cocoon, one hand on my ribs as I lift myself up, and start to feel that familiar dull throb low in my abdomen. I hate being a woman. What a time to get my bleeding. I’m stabbed by my ribs with every breath and now this. My body is attacking me from all angles now that I’m weak. 

			I really should get some padding.

			I look at Nilán, whose head leans back against the wall, lips slightly parted, his face calm. Or maybe innocent is a better word for it. My fingertips touch the trace of stubble along his strong jawline. He hates it. The first thing he does when he gets up is shave. Every. Single. Day.

			I snatch my hand back, clutching it to my chest, when he begins to move and stretch his limbs. No, we are not going there.

			“Morning,” I whisper.

			He blinks a few times. “Morning.” He scratches the back of his neck awkwardly.

			Without any more words, we both pack and try not to bump into one another. Pretty much the same way we work on our chores at home.

			
			

			I let Nilán leave first and then hastily fashion a pad for my bleeding.

			Moments later, when I set foot outside the cave as well, it’s clear a heavy snowstorm has raged through the land during the night. Branches are bent at weird angles from a thick layer of snow. And those are the lucky ones by the looks of it. Plenty of trees lean against their neighbors, and others have collapsed to the ground.

			I hope Ulf is alright.

			Stepping carefully away from the protection of the cave, we take in our environment. I sigh and hate myself for doing so as pain flares in my side again. This is going to take a few days.

			“Oof.” I turn and see Nilán fall forward, landing on his hands and one knee with the other leg buried knee-deep in the snow.

			I cover my smile with my hand and bite my tongue to stop from laughing fully, but a snort sneaks out.

			He hoists himself up with a grumble and takes a few more timid steps forward. Then he slips again, flailing his arms.

			I bite my lip. It just gets funnier the longer it goes on.

			Nilán throws back a glare, although I don’t think he means it because his dimples show.

			We keep moving at a tiring, slow pace.

			The woods have become an unreliable labyrinth of fallen branches and trees hidden under a thick blanket of snow. A guarantee that the trip home will take at least twice as long as usual. But Nilán guides me downhill, and we move toward more familiar territory, finally.

			“It’s like a wretched track with hidden obstacles.” Nilán mumbles, slowing to test the ground in front of him.

			“Labyrinth,” I mutter.

			“Huh?”

			
			

			I follow Nilán’s tracks, except where I had seen him slip. “I think it’s more like a labyrinth than a hidden obstacle course.” I stretch my legs to make up for his long strides and hiss every time I bend a bit too much. This man really has to take smaller steps.

			“A damn labyrinth and obstacle course in one if you ask me,” he grumbles.

			After a while, Nilán walks with confidence, until he slips and falls flat on his back right in front of a fallen spruce tree in our path. Something snaps, and he groans as soon as he sits up. For a few moments I’m sorry for him while he stretches his back. Just a bit though.

			I look around. There is no way to go over or under the tree. Not without the risk of being buried alive under the snow. There’s only one way to go, and I motion for Nilán to follow me. If I remember correctly, from visiting Braga and Bárodr many Summers ago, there is a track that runs along the river toward the Fjall clan. It has been many Summers since I’ve been around this place, but at least it will serve as a good guide back home.

			The only unfortunate part of taking the lead is that I no longer have a struggling and cursing Nilán in front of me to see and feel for hidden dangers. And I’m not in the mood to fall face down into the snow again.

			We get closer to the river; I can already hear it streaming.

			Then my foot slips and shoots forward, and I fall on my ass. A cracking sound comes from underneath me, and the shots of pain radiating from my ribs make me roll up in a ball. My hands dig in the snow beside me and find a thick branch snapped in half.

			Nilán laughs. Loudly.

			I don’t know what I expected, but I definitely didn’t think I would see him doubled over, holding himself off the ground with one hand. The rumbling sound of his laugh flows toward me.

			“Sorry,” he says, and snorts again.

			Heat rises in my face. “Are you, now?”

			
			

			He takes a few gulps of air. “A little bit.”

			Then I laugh, too, but my ribs put a swift end to that, and my breathing becomes harder. I drop my head back in the snow. “I could use a break though, but I want to go home so bad.”

			The snow crunches behind me, and Nilán is next to me, offering his hand to get me up. “Same here. There is a stream nearby by the sounds of it. I could use some water, and then we move as quickly as we can to get back, alright?”

			He’s right. My mouth is parched. I haven’t had a decent drink since before the battle. I take his hand and let him lift me up while I hold my other arm against my ribs. “Do you think the Jiske still have a home?”

			“I hope so,” Nilán replies.

			‘I hope so,’ he says. “What if the fire burned it down? Then they have nothing left,” I whisper.

			Nilán nods. “You were brave to use the fire arrows. You are the little Fire Fox after all.”

			“Please stop referring to me as a myth. The Gods might get insulted,” I say with a frown.

			He smiles and nods to the side.

			Together, we slip and glide down to the river, almost forgetting to be careful. The stream grows louder, and I’ve never felt so blessed as I do right now . . . I think. There is a huge, gaping hole in the thin layer of ice where the river flows into one big oval body, allowing access to the water underneath.

			I sit down on the edge and curve my hands into a cup to scoop out some water.

			“Here,” Nilán taps his kuksa against my arm.

			I look at the wooden cup and turn my nose up at him. That thing has touched his lips countless times. It would be like . . . kissing him, indirectly. Gods, no. That won’t be happening.

			He sways the kuksa in front of my face, mocking me with glee.

			
			

			I push back a sigh. Who cares? I’m thirsty. I rip the thing out of his hand and fill it with water, then practically inhale the liquid, and refill it. My stomach filled with a few cups, I feel better. I give the cup back to Nilán.

			Without cleaning it first, he dips it in the water and drinks eagerly.

			I shouldn’t care. I just shouldn’t.

			I hold the back of my hand against my lips and rub them lightly. Looking at him.

			Finished drinking, he hangs the kuksa back on his belt and stretches. “Ready to move on?” He gets up and begins trekking along this side of the larger body of water and follows the river that feeds into it.

			The landscape is more forgiving now that we have moved out of the hills and into the valley. This part of the journey won’t be as taxing as the path we leave behind. I follow Nilán’s lead once more as we walk downstream toward the village of the Fjall clan, Braga and Bárodr’s home, and back to familiar turf.

			When I was a kid, we visited them countless times, and I would always hang out with those two, who are also twins, like Jyry and me. Their family were old friends of Mom’s. We made many good memories there. It would be nice to take a moment and catch up with them, between all the unusual things going on within our lands. If only time could be on our side for once. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Fourteen
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			An acrid stench fills my nostrils, and dark plumes of smoke rise into the sky from just beyond these trees-scattered plains, where the Fjall village is.

			My heart hammers, and a nauseating feeling churns in the pit of my stomach. Please, let my gut be faulty for once. I break into a run. My nose burns with the terrible stench, and my breath stops in my throat when I round the corner of the woods with Nilán on my heels.

			Black specks drop down on the snow around us.

			Flames eat their way through the last buildings standing further along the horizon. The rest of the village is already nothing but piles of ash or about to collapse before our eyes.

			
			

			I carefully step onto the path that once led to the village center, where people used to sit on the grass around their houses, chatting and watching their children play. Braga and I had spent countless days playing hide-and-seek with the other neighborhood kids. Now it’s filled with rubble, scorched wood, abandoned blankets and weapons. The reality is a far cry from the memories I hold so dear. But we need to climb over this mess. If there are any people left, they need to be helped. At least, I hope someone would do this for my family and fellows if we were in this position.

			Holding my hand on my side while I try to get over the rubble, I scan my environment. It’s impossible to see where the fire might have started, as there is barely anything left of the homes. This was either a Red Lion Legion’s work or a disastrous accident with someone’s firepit. But the Fjall people are a careful kind, and they wouldn’t leave their home like this either. They are the sort of people to fight for their clan until death.

			Then I spot a sled dog who looks to us, one of its paws held up and patches of its fur burned. The poor thing lost its home as well. With its tail and head down, it limps toward a few others in the tree line, and they disappear into the woods, in search of a new safe space.

			Where is Ulf? I haven’t seen him since the battle. I look back to Nilán. Should I ask if he saw a wolf in the woods when he followed me?

			I wander around with my ears open and clumsily slink over another pile of debris. A scream erupts from my throat, and I step backward, gravity pulling me down.

			Footsteps come thundering my way.

			“I just . . . I-I just,” I stammer, swallowing the bile in my throat, and point toward the bloody hand sprouting from the rubble. A sword lies loose in it, the rune for strength etched into the blade, caked with blood and grime.

			
			

			Nilán kneels down next to me, collecting his breath but otherwise seeming calm.

			I ball a fist on my chest. I’m alright. It’s alright. It really is. Energy courses through my limbs again, and I sit up and push the rubble off the person underneath, the pain in my side a dull afterthought.

			Nilán pulls me back. “Don’t,” he says, loosening his grip on me the slightest.

			“But—” I look at him, pleading, but his eyes are stern and unforgiving. “We can’t leave—”

			“You won’t like what you find under there.” Nilán’s hands twitch at his sides.

			That may be, but we can’t leave them either. It’s inhuman. Everyone, regardless of what side you are fighting on, deserves a decent last place, and under a pile of debris isn’t that.

			Nilán and I meet head-to-head for a moment. His gaze makes room for both gentleness and a frown.

			He then focuses on the flames still burning in the distance behind me and swallows hard. “We don’t have time to comb through the entire village—not right now—and you know it,” he whispers, as if the person under the debris might hear him and be enraged.

			“I don’t care. I have to. What if Braga or Bárodr is among them? I need to know.”

			I push the first stone from the pile and throw rocks and pieces of charred wood aside. Everything that is in the way has to go. Please don’t be someone I know. It’s a selfish thought and a terrible wish, but I can only hope. I just can’t see another familiar face frozen in horror to lurk in my mind for the rest of my life. There are enough already.

			Despite Nilán’s protests, he seems to have given in and helps me get through the mess. “Better get this over with quick,” he mutters under his breath and lifts a wooden beam.

			
			

			I lift the last board, slowly, and reveal a bloodied face covered with cuts and scrapes and bruises. His gaze is turned to the side but void of any emotion.

			My hands tremble. I send a piece of wood clattering to the ground, and then our breaths are the only sounds to be heard. I can’t be sure, but the ashes on his face and the dark leather armor are trademarks more befitting a Jiske warrior than that of the Fjall clan. But he could have gotten the mess on his face from the fire eating through this village. Although, lying here in fighting leathers and sword in hand, there must have been a fight of some sort. But what does a Jiske warrior have to do with the Fjall clan? They live on opposite sides of the same mountain range but, as far as we know, are barely in contact.

			Nilán hoists the man up and drags him away, sword thrown aside.

			“What—” is the only thing I manage to mutter out loud.

			He huffs and attempts to get a better hold. “Grab his sword and help me.”

			I swallow, and the bruise reminds me it’s still there on my ribs while I quickly get up to pick up the sword. Holding it with both hands, I diligently follow Nilán.

			There’s not a single bird chirping or even a breeze as we make our way through the village to the woods on the southeast side. Nilán lays the man down with care, onto the ground around a tiny tree not entirely frosted over yet. The silence becomes oppressive. And it makes me feel empty inside.

			Nilán walks back into the village, still mumbling under his breath.

			I clutch the sword closer to myself, my feet heavy like logs and my heartbeat erratic. I sit down next to the man and lay the weapon between us. The trembling in my hands becomes worse when I lean over him and close his eyelids to take away the last bit of sunlight he—or rather his body—will ever see.

			A shadow appears from behind me, and I jolt up, my hands on the sword in a flash as I look over my shoulder. It’s just Nilán.

			Nilán stands there with two shovels in his hands. It’s a miracle he found these.

			I get up and take one, then stab its blade into the hard, frozen ground, stomping on it to dig down as far as possible. I put my weight on the handle to lever  the dirt and almost fold over from the pain in my side while dropping it a mere hands-width from where it came. With each move I make, the stinging grows. But I keep going until the hole is long and deep enough, though it’s still a shallow grave—only two feet deep—but it has to do for now. My muscles quiver with exertion, and my jaw is stiff from clenching my teeth. My head feels sluggish. I lean on the shovel and take short breaths.

			Meanwhile, Nilán continues his work in silence, and stepping into the grave, he grabs the man under his armpits to drag him into his final resting place. I urge my body to move and grab his legs, hissing at the change in position.

			Nilán folds the man’s hands on top of his chest, the joints cracking, and threads his sword under them with care, the rune facing up.

			We both look at the man, lying in his final resting place, but our work is far from done. We grab the shovels once again and pile every grain of sand, dirt, and snow back into the hole.

			Whether this is the custom for the Jiske clan, where I think this man comes from, I don’t know. But this is one of our rituals back home to honor the dead—a body laid to rest will also help his soul to move on, which hopefully will be to the halls of Allfather Odin, for he died in battle by the looks of it.

			Please, let this be honorable for this man too. If the Gods are watching, I hope they hear this.

			We find a few more bodies buried beneath the debris as we move further into the village and take them with us to the edge of the woods, where we’ve laid the other ones to rest as well, along with some stones we think will make for good markers.

			Nilán says, “No time to dwell, we can’t put everyone to rest. Not now.”

			I know he is right, yet I’m grateful for his help to do what we can for now.

			This village used to buzz with life, the people always in for a celebration. A loving kind they were. Something you could see in their clothes, from the various shades of greens and yellows. Now it’s dull and dark and destroyed.

			
			

			But what might have pushed them to act so strangely, to abandon their homes? I need to talk to Father—no, Vidya—about this. Vidya seems to have informants in each and every clan in these lands, she might have already heard what has happened here.

			We set the shovels against a tree, the last victim buried moments ago.

			I look to what’s left of the village and can’t help but think of the people that might still lie in there somewhere. My mind and soul is heavy with dread.

			Knowing the Fjall people, they will want to return someday and rebuild. I don’t want to imagine what they will feel when they find some of their fellows between the rubble. I didn’t even personally know the people we buried, yet I’m sure their faces will be burned in my mind for a long time to come.

			Nilán drags me along while I keep watching, the rubble disappearing in the distance and the plumes of smoke dying down.

			“Braga was not among them,” I say, mostly to myself.

			Nilán sniffs. “Good, that means she got away.”

			Where have they gone to, now that there is nothing left of their home? Which way would they go? If they travel further north, they will come across my home. I hope Braga and Bárodr stop there. Then I will know they are healthy and well.

			The journey proceeds slowly and in silence. As a precaution, we move away from the more well-trodden paths, traveling where the thickets can give us cover when needed. Our feet plow through the layers of snow.

			Nilán turns around, and I almost bump into him.

			Brows creased together, he points to a group of people at the tree line in the distance. They seem to have set up some form of camp, with blankets hanging in the lower limbs of trees to create shelter from the frigid weather. Two small campfires burn.

			Our gazes find each other and we nod.

			Sunlight is getting sparser each day—we are barely past midday, and darkness is already taking hold—but it creates ideal cover for us, on top of the snowy  bushes we hide behind. I try to keep my upper body rigid, and my breaths shallow but even, while I settle behind one of the bushes. Nilán sits down behind the one a few steps in front of me. I close my eyes and focus all my attention on my hearing. Anything to avoid more skirmishes; I don’t have the energy or strength right now.

			A young woman’s voice rises over the group’s mumbling. “Inga, can you come over here, this looks serious.”

			Wait! My muscles instantly relax. I know that voice. I dare to take a peek around the bush, followed by a quick step and a hiss as I get up; more steps follow. “Braga.”

			Her shoulder-length brown hair is in disarray, and she has scratches on her jaw and cheek. Her arm drops by her side and her mouth hangs open when she gets up, the fire blazing behind her. Then a smile appears on her face. “Dawn,” she says as she comes running my way, embracing me in her signature bear hug that strangles all the air out of my lungs and crushes my ribs. She hasn’t changed a single bit in the last four Summers, still overly friendly.

			“I need to breathe, Braga,” I squeak out when I feel the last bit of air leaving me.

			Braga lets go. “Of course,” she says, her shoulders sagging in relief. She then shoots an appraising glance past me, where Nilán must be. “And you are . . .”

			I arch my right brow at her. Braga, you don’t have to ogle him like that.

			“Nilán,” he says, and reaches his hand out toward her as he steps forward. “I believe we have met once, or maybe twice, many Summers ago.”

			She nods. “Ah, when we were thus high, I think.” She holds her hand flat next to her waist while she says this.

			Nilán nods in reply.

			I just stand there, fiddling with my hands, and smile when she looks back at me.

			The others in the camp follow us as we walk past. Among them sit a few Jiske warriors, scratches visible and wounds wrapped up in cloth, weapons discarded  behind them but close enough to spring to action when needed. Parents hold their small children who are mostly asleep, oblivious to the new visitors among them. The healer flits around like a bird moving from flower to flower.

			Does this mean the Jiske warriors fled to the Fjall for help?

			Braga leads us all the way to the other side of the camp and settles down near a lone campfire, allowing us some privacy. I sit down on the ground opposite her, my hand back on my side to quell the stabs that arose from all the leaning down and getting back up again.

			Nilán stays close to my side.

			Braga sits down with a huff and rubs her face with both hands.

			“It has been a long time since we last met,” I say to fill the silence.

			Braga smiles, her hands now on the sides of her face, as if she’s holding her head.

			I tap my fingers on my leg and force myself to speak again. “Who attacked you? I mean, there are Jiske warriors among your peers, so it wasn’t them, I think.”

			She drops her arms into her lap and leans forward, toward me. “You think.” She takes a deep breath. “Well, someone told me your Chief Clovis is working with those Southerners and that he chose to aggravate Chief Ragnhild. And guess what? Those red-uniformed monsters decided to follow the fleeing Jiske warriors over the mountains, from their burning homes to ours. And I heard you were there. So, what do you think, huh?”

			It almost sounds like an accusation. That happy girl seems to have vanished from the surface of the Earth, leaving space for one wearing a scowl on her face. Or maybe the smile from earlier was a mask all along. No, I know her, and that smile wasn’t fake. We have been friends since we were kids—her and her brother only one Summer older than me and Jyry. But from what I’ve seen of her home, I don’t blame her, it’s understandable.

			“The same lot of Red Lion warriors that have been attacking the merchants in Kēapmann Pass”—Braga grinds her teeth—“they wormed themselves into  your group when that Chief of yours decided to attack the Jiske, for reasons completely unclear to everyone else.”

			My heart stops for a moment too long, my breath along with it. I knew it. It takes decades, if not centuries, to build something up, but one person can tear it down with one single action, in one single day. Allowing Nicaise and his legion to stay in our village was a terrible idea other clans will judge us for. One of them might even be the merchant killer. Maybe all of them. Who else could it have been? Though I can’t believe that Dušan or Emerik would do that. But if the Fjall clan has already chosen a side, it won’t be long before the rest do, and then the whole of the Northern Lands will burn. And it seems there are more Red Lion Legions hiding around that must be hunting down the merchants. It would give the Southern Warlord an advantage over us. Maybe that’s why Chief Clovis wanted to march on the Jiske, to figure that out. Or maybe he and the Southern Warlord worked together.

			I clench my jaw and look down, my finger still tapping my leg. “Of course, we should never have allowed them to stay in our home, and those silly little fire arrows couldn’t stop the Red Lion attack either,” I whisper to myself.

			Braga laughs sarcastically. “Let me tell you, they got hold of some of those and used them on my village. Those Red Lion warriors seem keen on destroying other people’s homes and gaining control.” She makes a show of throwing her hands up and drops them again. “How could you let this happen?”

			Nilán grabs my hand. “Hey, hey, hey,” he says, while I try to avoid Braga’s penetrating stare.

			“How did they manage to get away with those arrows in the first place, hm?”

			It’s like the world crumbles, everyone is fleeing away from me. The stinging in my side is a reminder of the still-fresh bruise. “I don’t know,” I hiss at her.

			A look of disbelief settles on her face.

			Nilán puts a protective arm in front of me and glares at Braga while he bares his teeth. “Don’t you dare blame Dawn for this. She did what she could when the  battle got out of hand. Besides, it seems a new Red Lion Legion added themselves to the few among us already. Their numbers grow rapidly, but don’t ask me how. We haven’t had the time to look into the matter.” His voice is deadly calm. Now I understand why his parents sent him as the emissary—he goes for the facts straight away and doesn’t let himself get riled up by others’ anger.

			Braga’s mouth turns into a thin line and then turns her gaze to me, softening the slightest bit.

			“We are just as confused about all of this as you,” Nilán adds. “Nothing seems to make sense, and meanwhile, we lose control, little by little.”

			“I ran away the moment it got tough though.” My voice is small and my view begins to swim in front of me thinking about all that happened on that field. All that I could have prevented for Braga’s village.

			Braga bites her lip, her hands balled up in front of her. She looks like a fish out of water when she opens her mouth but no sound comes. She finally manages to say, “Then I’m no better . . . because I ran away too.”

			Nilán remains silent and pries my hand from my knee after I have been squeezing it tight.

			“The battlefield is not my place, Braga. It really isn’t.” I recoil from Nilán’s kindness. “All that time training to figure out it’s not my place to be.”

			Braga rubs her face again.

			Nilán fumbles with his tunic. “It’s fine, Dawn. The battlefield is not—”

			“It’s not fine,” I squeak.

			“How is it not fine?” Braga asks, her voice harsh.

			Great. They team up on me just like Father and Heidrún. Then I realize Father must be worried and most likely angry with me and Nilán for taking so long to get home. If he is home at all. And Mother, well, I don’t even want to know what she would think if she were still on this side of the veil.

			
			

			“I don’t think the Red Lion Legion that attacked your home is the same as the one staying with us,” Nilán says, leaning forward with his arms on his knees.

			Braga folds her arms in front of her. “Why do you think so?”

			Nilán shakes his head. “They broke free from Lord Gabin’s rule, took the risk.”

			Braga snorts. “And what? Have you ever considered it might be a ruse?”

			I ignore them both, and they continue without me.

			A ruse. Nicaise, yes, I can imagine that, but would Dušan and Emerik really be so cruel? No, Emerik is too gentle, and why would they volunteer to help Jyry with his mission if they want to drive us out of our homes instead? It just doesn’t make sense.

			I grow uncomfortable sitting on the cold ground, the pain in my ribs worsening viciously. Take small breaths. Both my hands are now planted firmly on my side.

			Braga speaks again, her voice somber. “My brother has been captured by those Southern warriors.”

			My attention snaps back. Bárodr never considered himself to be a warrior. Instead of going out to battle, he would seek out others to talk and discuss, trying to find the root of the problem and solve it with words. That must be how they managed to catch him. The last time I saw him, he hadn’t grown into his muscles yet, despite spending enough time doing basic training, and he had always been passive when it came to the sparring ring.

			Nilán’s voice sounds heavy, like a cloud filled with rain. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes, I’m sure,” Braga replies. “I’m going to get my little brother back.”

			I cringe. This is typical of Braga, brave but stupid. Unlike her brother, it’s actions first and ask questions later with her. Yet I know I would do the same for Jyry and Lusia. I guess we both are stupid and stubborn as mules then.

			“It won’t be easy,” Nilán says, and I know that will irritate her out of the Nine Worlds.

			
			

			“I know.” Braga squares her shoulders. “I’m going to rescue Bárodr . . . and the others they took prisoner. I need my brother back. You of all people should be able to understand that, Dawn.”

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Fifteen
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			My mind screams at me that this is a bad idea. This camp of a few hundred red-uniformed warriors doesn’t seem like a group that’s come to ask for refuge in the Northern Lands. 

			They’ve planted themselves on the seashore, a foolish thing to do in the middle of Winter when storms could be coming. Those tents won’t offer them a lot of warmth, but a huge fire has been set up in the middle of the camp, with smaller ones speckled toward the outer corners. A few Red Lion warriors seem to have gathered themselves in groups around each one.

			Nilán and I should be heading home, and fast, but I couldn’t live with the thought of leaving Bárodr behind either. Just like I couldn’t leave the Fjall village. I needed to know if Braga and Bárodr were safe.

			
			

			I rub my fingers along my ribs and try to soothe the pain while crouched down. It feels awkward and probably looks like it too, judging by the gazes I get from the others. They look away twice as fast when they see I’ve noticed. Not the ideal position to be in, dealing with a swelling injury and the cramps from my bleeding.

			Braga moves along her team, which has spread out in the tree line, and then comes toward me and Nilán. “We split up into two teams, one that will go into the camp to try and find the prisoners and my brother, and—”

			“What?” I cut off her sentence. Has she even thought this through?

			Braga seems to be solely focused on getting Bárodr out. She doesn’t think or even consider the consequences if we are found out by the Red Lion warriors. My stomach drops thinking about it.

			She continues, ignoring me completely, “And the rest stay behind, here, just in case we need help extracting from the enemy camp.”

			I let my gaze wander to the tents, the firepits, and the people walking around them. My whole being gravitates toward the small fire at the south point of the camp, over and over. I lean toward Nilán.

			He stops breathing for a moment when I move closer to him.

			“I need to know what you think of this plan,” I whisper, hoping Braga doesn’t hear me.

			His head tilts to the side, he shrugs, and he keeps his voice low. “You didn’t care much for my opinion earlier today.”

			I try to rub away the headache that settles between my brows. I should have known, this man can be so stingy sometimes. “Well,” I say, “I don’t want to let Braga down, but . . .”

			“But?” he urges me on.

			“We aren’t sure Bárodr is in this camp to begin with. And, well, shouldn’t we—”

			“Shouldn’t we be heading home instead?” Nilán finishes my thought.

			
			

			We sit here, and I slowly gravitate even closer to Nilán.

			Braga beckons us to join the dozen warriors she has gathered around herself. We scoot over, keeping to the bushes. I cringe a few times, and Braga gives me a sidelong glance. She points her thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the camp. “I take it all of you have seen the small fire to the south of the camp?”

			I was studying the layout, and it’s going to be hard to reach that spot unnoticed. The guards stand close to the fire, and the back of the tent is covered with more tents where their fellows might be sleeping.

			All of us nod in unison.

			Braga nods back. “Good.” She rubs her face. “The people standing there seem to be guarding something, unlike at the other fires where their fellows are lounging. But we are going to sneak in close using the trees, bushes, and dunes for cover.”

			It’s clear Braga makes do with whatever information she has and it looks like an actual plan, though a very small one. I wish she would think through her ideas more though. Still, we are not sure if Bárodr is among them. They might have dumped him in the wilderness earlier. Leaving prisoners behind as fodder for the wildlife, regardless of whether they were still alive, wasn’t an uncommon practice too long ago. I heard enough elder warriors talk about such acts from their time fighting blood feuds and raiding parties. True horror stories. But I swallow any of the things I want to say.

			Braga then turns to a lanky man crouching down a few steps to my left. “Aage, you are our lookout while we search the tents for prisoners.”

			Nilán clears his throat, carefully calling Braga’s attention. “It’ll be hard to search all the tents quickly without being noticed,” he says. “It looks a lot like a wild boar chase if you ask me. Are you sure this is the time and place to be doing this?”

			“Nobody asked for your opinion. Feel free to stay behind,” she sneers.

			I’m ready to bite back; my lips pull back and my jaw locks. Nilán isn’t wrong. Yet at the same time, I also know I wouldn’t act differently. If it were Jyry or Lusia,  I would do everything in my power to get them back safe, but we are unprepared. Our knowledge of the camp is limited. We don’t know enough about the people we’re dealing with or what kind of weapons they stash and where.

			Almost everyone looks down or away for a moment. Aage and a girl that reminds me a lot of Kylli visibly struggle to keep their mouths shut too. The whole group remains silent.

			We don’t need a Seeress to tell that our behavior hurts Braga, deeply, but this entire endeavor relies on hope, and a lot of it. The odds of this going wrong are enormous, especially since daylight has completely given way to darkness.

			With a heavy heart I move along with the others, Braga at the head of the group. None of us dare utter a word as we crawl from our hiding space. Four team members stay behind to guide the prisoners to the camp. 

			Nilán and I stay close to each other as we follow the team and keep low behind the swell of a dune. I have to stop myself from hissing or groaning with each painful move I make. I don’t want to be the person to rat us all out.

			As we get closer to the camp, my nerves rise to attention.

			With a tap on my shoulder, Nilán moves around me, pulls a dagger from his boot, and hands it over to me. Our fingers brush as I take it and slip it into the holster on my belt.

			Then he moves toward Aage. Together they sprint to the tent and hide around the corner from where the two warriors stand guard at the entrance. One of the guards draws his sword when he hears a rustling; the other stiffens but stays put. But the quiet of night takes over again, and they quickly relax.

			I stick myself against Braga’s back, my hand on top of her shoulder. I need her to know that, even though we don’t agree with each other’s methods, I stand with her and will see this through to the end.

			She covers mine with her own hand.

			Aage throws something on the ground in view of both guards.

			
			

			In a blink, Aage and Nilán storm toward both guards, grab them in headlocks, and cover their mouths so they can’t cry out.

			Keep calm. You can do this. My heart is thundering in my chest.

			The guard in Nilán’s hold goes slack. His movements slow and precise, as if he has done this many times before, Nilán lays the man down with care. I only know the compassionate and annoying version of him, but this man in front of me, he is different. Nilán might be more dangerous than I thought. I swallow deeply.

			The next moment, we are running toward the entrance.

			The small girl that makes me think of Kylli sneaks through the fabric flaps.

			I suppress another hiss while we wait outside for any sign from her, but there is no sound besides the crackling fire. Time seems to stretch on, and it makes me want to rip the flap open so we can get this over with and go back into the thicket, safe and sound. Then one of the flaps flings aside.

			Every muscle in my body goes rigid and a breath is locked in my throat as a torch is shoved in my face.

			“Light this one. I can’t see a face in this forsaken darkness,” the girl whispers.

			I snatch the torch from her hands, dip it into the campfire, and hand it back to her.

			“Bless you, Fraujō,” the girl replies.

			Did she just . . . call me Fraujō, as in an older woman? What in the Nine Worlds!

			Nilán snickers, covering his mouth with his hand.

			“What?” I mouth to him.

			I turn around and slap Braga on her arm. “How young is that girl?”

			“She’s thirteen Summers, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

			I hold the flap open for Braga and follow the young girl getting a count of the people held prisoner here.

			“I know,” Braga says, turning to me, her face impassive. “Nanna is young. I had the same reaction as you when she demanded her spot on this mission.”

			Yet you didn’t deny her at all, did you?

			
			

			I am still convinced she is too young for this kind of mission, but what choice is there? Her village has been overrun and plundered, and she has most likely seen her townspeople murdered. We shouldn’t bestow these cruelties on people her age, but unfortunately it has already happened. She keeps her head high and back straight, taking in all that she sees without so much as a blink. I guess some people are born for battle after all. And that idea scares me.

			I take a look around. The fire illuminates pale and frightened faces of men, women, and even children that have their hands and feet tied up, their clothes torn and smeared with blood. They are stacked like cattle in too small of an enclosure. Others sit on the ground, some cradling injured limbs. Muffled sobs come from every direction. I don’t need clear daylight to see that they have been treated like punching bags.

			My breathing turns shallow, my head pounds, and tears threaten to break free. How could someone do this to a fellow human being?

			Why is it that battle and glory are always spoken of together? This isn’t glory. This isn’t great. It’s horrifying. These are the people that suffer the consequences of others that glorify war. These people have done nothing to deserve this. They were just living their lives.

			The empty eyes of the merchant girl lying in the field, surrounded by the last few yellow blossoms and her scattered goods, appear in my mind. Had she been through the same? Did the poor girl have to suffer like this too?

			Nicaise already told us about the cruelty the Southern Warlord is capable of. He saw it firsthand . . . and yet he was that monster in my dreams. I want to hurl but swallow it back. I can’t do that to these people.

			Braga is down on the ground, leaning over someone. “Bárodr, please hold on.” Her voice is ragged, and tears roll down her face.

			I step closer to them and see Bárodr holding his hand on a blood-soaked wrap around his stomach, his teeth clattering as he tries to smile at his sister.  He wriggles to get up, but one of his legs doesn’t move with the rest of his body. Bárodr stifles a groan while he hugs his sister.

			I shake my head. Just standing here isn’t going to help; we need to work fast and get away from here.

			Nanna is busy cutting ropes from the prisoners’ ankles and wrists, and I hold up the fabric flap. 

			“Come,” I say, leading them outside to where the rest of our team is still hidden.

			The people are hesitant. Who wouldn’t be after the abuse they suffered? I’m just another strange face trying to move them around.

			An older woman helps me round up her people and has them follow her. “You too,” she whispers to one of the kids.

			I guide them part of the way, cringing when I hear crunches in the blanket of snow. My muscles stiffen, and I look over my shoulder to the other firepits. There’s some movement, but nothing that indicates the Red Lions know something is happening in this corner of their camp. 

			“Stay low to the ground and move around those bushes toward the trees over there as silent and careful as you can, all the way to that spot.” I point to where I know the others are waiting. “The rest of our team is out there to help you.”

			I sneak another look over my shoulder again, and a weird trembling settles within my body. There is still not a soul to be seen, yet I can’t help but feel a set of eyes tingling in my back. Someone might be lurking in the darkness. This has been far too easy. What kind of man is that Southern Warlord if he lets his prisoners stroll to freedom right under his nose.

			Multiple people nod that they’ve understood the plan. 

			“Come on now,” the older woman whispers, reaching out her hand. “Do exactly as this young woman has told you to do.” She pats each person on the shoulder as they pass her, mumbling and counting.

			I watch the north of the encampment and every movement I can see.

			
			

			Aage is still keeping watch and looks around the corner of the tent while maintaining the pretense of a guard, with his back straight and a Southerner’s sword at his side. He marches back and forth between the firepit and the entrance of the tent, much like the guard did earlier.

			Nilán shakes his head and must have said something, as it immediately grabs Aage’s attention.

			More people file out the other tent, and there are four girls, who are bruised all over their face and arms, clutching fabrics around their bodies. Their clothes underneath are ripped to shreds.

			Just like Nicaise told us had happened to his sisters. Monsters. I bite the inside of my cheek and inhale through my nose.

			“Bjørn, come on, boy. We need to go.”

			The older woman waves to a small boy, no older than five or six Summers, still standing in the opening of the first tent, hugging the flap. His tiny hands are white from clasping onto it.

			There is no time for this.

			I take a few steps in his direction and kneel down in front of him. “Bjørn, you can go with her. It’s safe.” I glance around for any sign the Southerners are stirring. We need to find a way to convince him, and quickly.

			He hugs the fabric closer, covering the lower part of his face. “How do you know?”

			My lungs constrict. I need to take slow breaths. It’s just a scared little kid. Bjørn has already seen too much of the cruel world for his age. To believe what anyone tells him without a second thought would be foolish.

			“Friends are waiting for us,” the older woman says, and reaches out her hand again, lightly bending her knees to get down to his level.

			Then Nilán slips the fabric from the boy’s hands. Bjørn looks up to him while he jerks his hand back and balls it into a fist.

			
			

			“She is right, you know. Friends are waiting in a camp between the river and the woods. No one is going to hurt you there. No more frightening things happening to you and the others.” Nilán’s calm voice is soothing, and he crouches down to sit level with the boy. He lightly pats him on the shoulder, as if they are best friends talking about everyday stuff. I swear I see a glimmer in the boy’s face while he looks up at Nilán. 

			“Promise?”

			Nilán smiles. “Promise.”

			Bjørn puts his small hand on Nilán’s forearm like a warrior.

			The older woman lets out a sigh of relief when the boy runs her way, and she straightens herself with a slight groan. Together they dart off toward the spot I had pointed out.

			The strongest among us help with Bárodr and the other two men that have suffered the most at the hands of their captors. They carry the men on their backs or hoisted up by the arms.

			There is a shout.

			Then the clang of iron on iron, and the tent collapses as someone drops their full weight into its side.

			Braga sends the group away with haste. “Whatever you hear, keep heading east.”

			Nilán pats my shoulder a moment and then turns around to Aage. “We need to go, now.”

			Of course it was too good to be true.

			A woman smashes the blade of her axe into a Red Lion’s warrior’s stomach and runs our way. “Those pigs abused those girls, Braga,” she snarls.

			Further into the camp a man with a heavy accent screams something that sounds like “the prisoners.”

			
			

			My hearing dulls. My heart feels like someone is standing on top of my chest and stomping down. Then I’m running, though my injury slows me down. But I have to keep running. Run south. Lead them astray. 

			I take a sharp left. Too sharp. My feet slip in the snow and I drop. I claw my way back up from the ground, scrambling on all fours until I can straighten myself again. The trees will give me cover, at least for a bit. Nothing is guaranteed.

			Branches slap me in the face and all over my body, adding pain to the wounds I already have, and I have to force my whimpers down.

			Shit.

			I stop and turn around. Someone with a torch comes my way, guided by my tracks. I kick at the footprints and spread my hands through the snow, holding my breath while I crawl backward underneath a tree.

			There are creaks as he steps around. The light of the fire does not help much in the dark depths of the woods.

			My hands turn to ice while I try to soundlessly crawl from underneath the tree. The snow gives way under my knee, and the branches rustle as I grab onto them to hold myself up.

			The man turns around, fire illuminating his dark, feral eyes that stare right at me. He is tall but lean, and the flames cast his jacket in an even more dramatic crimson. The Southern Warlord’s insignia on his chest glints like a spark in darkness. His grin is large and wild, like that of a rabid dog ready to rip me into pieces. There appears to be little to no control left within them. They make me want to pull in on myself and curl into a ball. I wonder whether he realizes he has lowered himself to the state of a depraved animal.

			A snarl appears on my lips, and I stand up to my full height.

			He grabs the pommel of his sword and pulls it slowly from its sheath. His other hand still holds on to the torch. His gaze radiates fury.

			
			

			He may be ready to fight, but so am I. I grab the dagger from my belt and hold it underhand with my arms crossed in front of me and my feet set apart, like Father had me practice countless times. 

			With a grunt he leaps at me. The long blade of his sword slices at my shoulder.

			I parry and duck under it, but he is swift on his feet. He swings for my waist this time.

			Each time I see the glinting silver come for me, I move, duck, and parry. The ache in my side flares up until it’s shooting through my entire body, taxing my muscles. Tears roll down, and I smother a scream building in my throat. I grit my teeth while I push him back. I’m not going to die like this. Not here, not today, and not by his hand.

			Despite fighting with one hand occupied by a torch, he keeps swinging dangerously fast and with tremendous power. 

			I parry most of his blows and lash out with my dagger while we dance in circles around each other. I’m wheezing and sobbing through jolts of pain. Keep going. I kick against his shins. Find his weak spot.

			I lash out, and the blade of my dagger drags through the fabric of his sleeve.

			Red leaks through and paints the fabric red-brown. He, however, seems unfazed.

			The next moment, a sharp slash right under my leather shoulder pad makes me flinch and I stumble back. I hiss and grab for the spot. My weight flies backward as my foot sinks into a snow-covered pocket in the earth. I swing my arms up to catch my balance, and my dagger drops in the white powder just beside my thigh.

			The man laughs, the pitch grating on my nerves. The torchlight casts eerie shadows across his olive-tan face while he slinks my way and points the tip of his sword under my chin. His eyes have turned even more mad.

			That man must be possessed.

			
			

			He drops the torch to the ground without much care, and by some miracle, it lodges upright in the snow and continues burning.

			My joints grow stiff. My hand frantically searches for the dagger I know is close by.

			He wraps both his hands around the hilt of his sword. Blood runs down his arms and drips from his fingertips.

			I freeze. My fingertips touch metal for a moment but nudge my dagger further into the snow. It’s too far for me to reach, and I don’t have the strength to wrestle the sword from his grip. My breath catches in my throat, and I gulp it down. The thoughts repeat, I’m not ready for this. I’m not ready to die yet. Not like this. But I meet his gaze head on, not that he seems to care.

			He sets his feet apart and adjusts his grip on his sword again.

			I bite on my lower lip to keep a squeak inside. Show no fear.

			A flash of grey sprints into the man, a growl, and an “oof!” The tip of the sword leaves a stinging cut on my throat.

			My arms turn to liquid, giving way from under me, and I roll onto my side. With trembling hands, I reach for my throat, and my fingers come away wet and red.

			Someone—that man—is gurgling, and there is a growl.

			I rip some fabric from my sleeve to push against my neck. My muscles ache with every move. Remember what Heidrún always says. It often looks worse than it is.

			A snout nuzzles under my arm.

			I jerk my head to the side and see a familiar face. My voice shakes, and hot tears run down my face. “Ulf,” I whisper.

			Ulf looks up, blood clinging to the fur around his muzzle and chest. He lays down next to me, and I wrap my arms around his neck. I sob into his coat. He pushes back up again, dragging my legs out of the cold pit.

			
			

			For a moment, I steal a peek at the man lying on the ground, and my arms loosen around Ulf’s neck. The man’s chest is covered in claw marks, and his throat has been ripped open. I look away and hurl, then bury my nose back into Ulf’s fur. The smell of pine and mud washes over me. I hug my sweet wolf a little longer and let myself bask in the silence for a bit.

			“Thank you,” I whisper to Ulf, kissing him on top of his head. “But you have to go now. I don’t want you to be hunted down.”

			I hate that it has to be like this, but luckily Ulf seems to understand everything I say perfectly. He nuzzles his snout against my chest one more time before he walks off into the thicker parts of the woods.

			I get up and wrap the wound on my neck better; it won’t do any good if I let the frost crawl into my skin. And if Ulf has followed me here from the mountains, other wolves might be lurking around too. Those won’t be so friendly.

			My body is heavy, like I’m walking through a deep trench filled with icy water. I grab the torch and look down at the man’s body one more time before I douse the flame in the snow. Too many foreign voices lurk nearby to keep a lit torch. 

			“Sorry,” I say to no one. 

			I leave his body here to lure the other wolves off my trail. I put all my energy into getting back to the river and closer to the encampment. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Sixteen
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			My body throbs from bumping into branches and trees, and I keep my ears open for any dangers that might be lurking. That feral man was unlike anything I’ve ever seen before, and the thought of him keeps driving me forward. It takes me so long to get back to the camp in the darkness, and I hope to find Nilán somewhere along the way. He has to be safe. He escaped. He must have.

			I arrive almost unseen, taking in all the faces, but still no Nilán.

			Where is he?

			Inga, the healer, has lined up the former prisoners that need treatment in order of severity. Her long hair hangs loose on her back and over her shoulder.

			Others look up at me while they bustle around and pack up their few belongings. The sheets are collected in a pile near the fire.

			
			

			I drag my feet toward Inga, shoveling the snow up at my boot tips while more flakes swirl their way to the ground. I’m trembling, and my throat and side sting like being hit by lightning. 

			I can help. We need to go home as fast as possible, but it’s also my duty as a healer-in-training to help. 

			Time to get to work. The enemy might be prowling the woods, and we should be out of here already.

			The older woman still watches over Bjørn and some other kids huddled close to the fire for warmth. She is handing out beakers and what looks like dried meat.

			It’s a miracle they made it to this camp with the enormous group of Red Lion warriors pursuing us. The one that followed me seemed to move inhumanly fast. How else did he manage to get so close to me without me noticing earlier? The way he swung his sword relentlessly despite the blood running down his arms. Like he had the bloodlust of an Eigi Einhamr. A beast in human form. Goosebumps rise all over my skin. Maybe that’s the Southern Warlord’s tactic: driving his warriors crazy and then loosening them to do his bidding. The idea is insane. I want to forget that man and the way he looked with his throat ripped out, his blood smeared all over Ulf’s snout and then nuzzled onto my clothes.

			But I have to tell Father about it. He needs to know, so we can prepare for what’s coming, even though we will most likely have little time to do so.

			I tap Inga on her shoulder. “Let me help you,” I say, and reach for the fabric she is ripping into strips.

			She arches her brow, her concentration temporarily broken, and she seems frozen for a moment. Her focus takes me in, and she nods before going back to the patient in front of her. Inga grabs a mortar from her bag, adds paste and herbs from tiny bottles, then pounds and mixes until it has a smooth consistency. She scoops it out with two fingers and smears it in a deep cut running from the boy’s elbow to his lower shoulder, a frown of concentration back on her face. 

			
			

			“You look pretty banged up yourself, but we need to work fast, so I could use an extra hand. Are you capable of wrapping up the wounds?” she asks, and collects her mortar and supplies.

			I nod. “Yes. I’m training with the healers at the House of Eir back home.” I can’t tell what Inga thinks, and honestly, I don’t care. She needs help, I’m offering it.

			Right now, I’m happy Mother took me along with her on a workday with Heidrún, making me curious about healing practice at a young age. But I never hoped to use my knowledge for anything like this.

			I continue to rip the sheets into strips while the warm campfire crackling behind me thaws my blood. At the same time, I keep on the lookout for Nilán. If he would come sauntering by, just so I know he is safe.

			She smiles at me. “I’ve heard many good things about the healers of the House of Eir.” Then the look of concentration takes over again, focused on her job, hands swift and steady in their administration. She moves fast from one patient to the next, and I follow.

			I move to the boy after she is done—my guess is he is around the same age as Nanna—and he holds his right arm extended with his other hand supporting it. His eyes are slightly red from shedding tears, but he is keeping his head high. Another brave child too young for any of this. His face will be burned into my mind for the remainder of my life.

			Biting the inside of my lip, I fumble through the strips, their threads catching on my nails. I need a wider one. I should have taken that into account when ripping up the fabric to begin with. Relief washes over me when I find one that will do. 

			I try to observe the boy while I lay a hand carefully on his icy-cold elbow. “I’m going to wrap up your arm,” I say. “It might be a little tight.”

			
			

			He nods and, head to the side, looks anywhere but to me and his wound. A big huff leaves his lungs, and he lays his other hand on his belly. I can see his jaw muscles flexing.

			I hold my thumb down on the beginning of the strip, just above his elbow, and circle it around his arm and up to his shoulder as mindfully as I possibly can. I still need to force myself to actually look at my patient’s face regularly, despite how many lessons I’ve had in wound care. Heidrún reasoned that it’s the most effective way to check if I am doing well, and it’s something she reminds me of to this day.

			If only she were here.

			I swallow a sigh and try to keep my fingers steady. My gaze glides to the boy’s face. His mouth is in a pout and tears are silently running down his face, but he keeps staring defiantly to the side. His chest rises and falls with each rapid breath. He appears to be uncomfortable but keeps calm.

			Getting a wound wrapped up is always a flood of pressure and pain and relief. This fabric scratches the boy’s sore skin and is obviously irritating. The cloths we use at the House of Eir are much softer than these. But we have to make do with what we have.

			Should I say something? Or ask him questions? But what?

			Kids have never been my talent. I adore them. I like to take care of the little ones and all that, but it seems the adoration is not returned. They always begin to cry when I am around, which makes me and kids an odd combination.

			“You are doing great,” I mumble, tucking the end of the strip into the layers of wrappings. It looks solid. Well, at least this is something I’m good at.

			The boy stops me from pulling his sleeve down and gently touches my hand. His watery vision goes back to me and then down to his arm. His finger runs over his bandage ever so lightly. “Thank you,” he says, sweeping the tears from his face with the back of his hand. He then moves his sleeve down and collects his belongings. The boy joins the others and merges into a group of kids his age.

			
			

			I guess I didn’t do so bad after all. A small smile appears on my lips. At least something is going well.

			I grab the rest of the strips and move on to the next patient. Working fast and effectively, I keep up Inga’s pace. The sting in my own side flourishes, and I push a yawn back, but there is no time to sit down and whine about it.

			The moment everyone with severe wounds is treated and patched up, the entire camp gets on its feet and moves in the direction of the village I call home. At least, I hope it will still be my home after what I did on the battlefield yesterday. Or was it two days ago? And I hope the enemy hasn’t found it already. These people could use a place to stay. 

			But Nilán, I still haven’t found him. Where is he? Is he alright, is he safe?

			Our procession moves slowly, and some people have to be carried. The children cling to each other or to a grown-up they’ve decided to trust. We are a mixed bag of the colorful Fjall and dark leathers of the Jiske, and then me, wearing brown leathers caked with blood, between all the other shades.

			Inga keeps doing rounds, dabbing salve on an elderly woman’s face, then darting to the next person to inspect their wounds and scratches.

			My limbs are heavy. I rub my ribs to try to soothe the stabbing, not that it helps . . . at all. But it’s a relief to be going home, finally.

			I stop abruptly. A few people bump against me, undeterred.

			Did Nilán even make it back to camp or is he lost and hurt, still wandering through the woods on his own? I haven’t seen him in front of me in the procession either. I need to find him.

			My heart thunders in my chest and up my throat. I turn around, again, and another time. I look at all the faces that pass without blinking. 

			“Where has that damn man gone,” I mumble to myself. It’s not like him to get himself into trouble, although he’s seemed to be making a habit of it the last season or so, but Jyry isn’t here to help him to cause mayhem either. He can’t be gone!

			
			

			The world turns even colder. I want to go back and search. I need a search party. Wait, where is Braga? And Bárodr? What if Vidya, Kylli, and Eldgrímr didn’t make it out of battle either? And Ulf, has he gotten to safety? I shake my head. No, I can’t go there. I shouldn’t.

			Then I hear the familiar rumble that I know so well. I follow the sound twenty or so paces down the procession while rooted to the ground. Every nerve in my body goes slack.

			His dimples show while he is smiling distractedly at a small, hunched woman who is talking with her hands waving in front of her.

			He is safe. Having fun, even.

			My nerves settle, but I notice the pain in my side flaring even more.

			Inga appears next to me. With two of her fingers, she lifts my chin and studies the wrap around my throat. The dark bags under her eyes have grown. “This needs treatment,” she says, pulling the dirty wrap away from my wound. “Looks like the work of a blade. Might have been a dirty one at that.” She rummages through her bag hanging from her shoulder while clutching my improvised bandage.

			I hold out my hand to offer help. She drops a bottle, a clean fabric strip, and a few other flasks into my palm.

			She wraps one of the cloths around her fingers and puts some liquid on it before dropping the flask back into my waiting hands and begins dabbing at the cut on my throat. My throat stings, and the pungent smell takes over my nostrils and all other senses for a moment. A growl emerges from deep within me, but I bite it back.

			Nilán passes us, but stops in his tracks, wide-eyed, when he finds me.

			The woman next to him moves on, talking and gesticulating to the others filing in next to her. Inga, in the meantime, continues dabbing until she is satisfied.

			Dear Fraujō Eir, I hate wound cleansers. They always smell terrible, and the stinging—as if the wound itself wasn’t bad enough. A slew of new, painful pinpricks shoot from the cut all the way throughout my body.

			
			

			I hiss and Nilán is standing next to me, his eyes following Inga’s hand while she smears herbal paste over the slash on my throat and wraps a clean cloth around my neck. The smaller scratches on my arm and hands also get disinfected and treated.

			I grab onto my side as I take too deep a breath again, keeping all the bottles and flasks balanced on a single palm until she takes them back.

			Inga studies me. “Wound’s done,” she mumbles, “but there’s more.” Abruptly, she wriggles her hand under my shirt, and her cold fingers check my ribs one by one.

			All the heat in my body climbs up into my face.

			“Is it still swollen?” Nilán asks, following Inga’s every step.

			She shakes her head. “I think it’s settling down, but more importantly, when did this happen?”

			I look down. Why does she need an explanation? It’s not like I want to recount my moment of cowardice for all to hear.

			Nilán settles his hand between my tense shoulders, as if to encourage me.

			I keep my head down. “I fell into the woods after the battle with the Jiske clan yesterday, or was it the day before that?” I shake my head. “I’m not sure. The days have gotten muddled in my head.” I don’t owe her more explanation anyway.

			“The day before yesterday,” Nilán adds. “She was injured when I found her.”

			I clench my jaw. At least he isn’t filling in the gap where I ran away from it all.

			“When we arrive at your village, which will be late noon tomorrow, you get this looked at right away.” Inga’s stern expression reminds me of the looks Heidrún gives her patients if they won’t take their wounds and healing seriously. Inga then rubs my arm, and a tired whimper leaves her. “Do you think your Chief would offer us help . . . a place to stay?”

			“If it were up to me, you and your people would be offered a place in our village, but I can only promise that I will try to persuade Chief Clovis to do so,”  I reply. I really hope Chief Clovis will offer them lodging. They are our fellows, and that should be enough reason.

			She nods and goes to follow the rest of the crowd.

			I follow as well, dragging my feet while the cold night air breezes past me and right through my clothes and leathers.

			Nilán notices me rubbing my arms to keep warm and puts an arm around me, carefully, and pulls me into a side hug while we walk. He keeps his pace equal to mine, which must be hard since it takes me almost two steps for one of his long strides.

			He sneaks sideway glances at me. “What happened after I lost track of you?” Pointing to his own throat to indicate what exactly he means. “I should—”

			I put my head against his shoulder. “I’m fine, but . . . I don’t want to talk about it, Nilán. Not now.”

			He sighs and his chest deflates. Our feet plow through the wet snow in silence, with a little distance between us and the rest of the travelers.

			Right now, I just want to go home. See my family. Forget the mocking, leering eyes of that man in the woods.

			Chief Clovis wanted answers from the Jiske clan, but he just played into the plans of the Southern Warlord. There were so many Red Lion warriors on the battlefield. They must have been biding their time for a while, like this was all planned. Maybe that’s why Chief Clovis has been acting odd for a while now. How else would what happened that day be possible?

			And Solveig, she paid the ultimate price. I shake my head. I don’t want to remember her face like that. I don’t want to remember her with a silent scream and eyes void of all the life she had in her. Always happy and smiling and having fun. Her death will fall hard on so many people, but Jyry, my brother, my heart sinks for him.

			
			

			Maybe healing the wounded is my place. Working together with Inga today went well enough. I know one thing for sure, battle isn’t my place. I don’t want it to be my place any longer.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Seventeen
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			Our village is cloaked in a grey whorl of clouds filled with rain. And while the seasons have moved into the time of darkness again, I don’t see any light in the village, at least not from this far away. Strange.

			I hold on to Nilán, my fingers digging into his arm.

			Everything about this feels off. It’s too quiet.

			Even before we can reach home, we are intercepted by Vidya and Kylli, who emerge from the bushes. They hurry our way but try to be as silent as they can. Vidya smiles as soon as she sees me, and I smile back. I’m so happy to see her unharmed and well. Then her brow raises in frustration as she takes a good look at the ones past me and that are being carried. She sighs and glances back to the village for a moment, then points at the injured. “You lot come with me.”

			
			

			Inga pushes herself through the crowd to the front. “What do you think you—”

			“I’m taking them to the House of Eir for the help they need, Inga,” Vidya whispers. Inga in her turn looks at Vidya like she has never seen her before. It makes me wonder how many informants Vidya has spread throughout the clans. The amount of information she must be cataloging into that impenetrable mind of hers. Thinking about it already makes my head pound. 

			“Besides that,” she continues. “Keep calm. Clovis can’t know you are here. He locked down the entire village after we hurried back from the battle with the Jiske.”

			I want to laugh and cry at the same time. Who does Chief Clovis think he is locking down our entire village after he invited a group of Southerners in. His behavior doesn’t add up. Not at all. But right now, I just want to get home, to know Father is safe and well. Hear what Jyry might have found out about our Chief’s confidant. But at the same time, I’m so tired and done with all of this. I rub my jaw and stifle a yawn.

			The healer’s brows knit together, but she nods and lets the wounded be guided away. She has her fists clenched at her sides and steps back and forth, trying not to lose sight of her patients as they hobble away with Vidya. It’s never a good feeling, letting a patient go when you’re still in the middle of treating them. I wouldn’t feel comfortable about it either.

			Nilán moves away from me to calm the rest of the group as unrest takes over.

			“You can’t expect us to blindly trust that girl,” Braga sneers.

			Nilán snorts, and shuts his eyes in annoyance for a moment. “Well, you’ll have to. If Clovis can’t know any of you are here, she is the only one who will get your people to help, unseen.”

			Braga folds her arms in front of her, sets her feet a bit further apart, and wrinkles her nose.

			
			

			Nilán chuckles. “That girl is like a ghost. She can get past everyone and everything without so much as a sound.”

			Kylli jumps and shushes them. Braga huffs in response.

			“Great,” Kylli says, and she turns to the others who are stunned with surprise. “People, listen.” She turns back to Nilán, Braga, and me. “Clovis has grown even more suspicious. He trusts nobody, not even the Council anymore, and this nobody-in-nobody-out policy is just the latest symptom. He has been mumbling about the Southern Warlord and even called the name ‘Gabin’ a few times.”

			Of course, he is on edge. He’s the one who created more mayhem in the first place and might have actually helped the Southern Warlord.

			All other discussion and murmuring quiets down.

			If only I hadn’t run away and Nilán hadn’t let me sleep for so long. Not to forget my insistence that we search through the Fjall village for Braga, and then going along with the mission to get Bárodr back. We might have been here earlier. Not that much would have been different, but I would at least know that Jyry, Lusia, and Father were alright. Especially Father. He disobeyed Chief Clovis’s orders on the battlefield, and knowing our Chief, he will find a suitable punishment. And how must my brother be faring after Solveig didn’t return with the rest? Stupid, such stupid actions, Dawn.

			Kylli throws her shoulders back and holds her head high while people gather closer, and all attention is focused on her. “So that means we have to be careful, silent, and fast. We have to sneak through the village, using paths known to us but not to Clovis and our unfortunate Red Lion visitors.” She spits out the last part as if she could snap through their necks with her teeth right here and now.

			We walk in a line through a high snowbank, with intervals between groups of around four or five people, and the last person rakes the snow to cover our tracks.

			My nerves are brewing in my stomach. How I wish we would have taken to the woods instead of following the stream. There are numerous secret paths on the west side that go along the House of Eir. All of those provide much more  cover than this one. But dragging these people further around our village—while everyone is already cold, tired, and hungry—might be too much. 

			We follow Kylli in silence, keeping up a quick pace, until we are behind a shed at the outer edge of the now empty crop fields. We wait for a few children and elders to be guided here as well, then move on toward the streets, also deserted. It’s oddly quiet.

			Every muscle in my body stiffens, and my aching side makes me want to double over as we round the corner onto Herðar Street. A fire is burning bright in the middle of the road, and four Red Lion warriors seem to have collected themselves around it. We will be entirely exposed before we can manage to disappear into the shadows of the buildings.

			Every step creaking in the snow is too loud, the night too bright. I glance to my side to check on Braga. She urges people, one by one, to follow me along the shadows from the crop fields.

			This is going to take too long. I shake my legs, trying to get my muscles to loosen up.

			Jyry appears from the other side of the Mead Hall. He’s only ten or so steps in front of me, but the downside is that the Mead Hall is an arm’s length longer than the rest of the buildings. Which means he is standing out in the open for the guards to notice him now. Stupid. He seems fine though, but his shoulders are slumped forward and his hair somewhat unkempt.

			I hold my finger against my lips and point to the fire.

			The others stay behind me without question.

			He nods and shakes his head as he comes my way, clearly unfazed by the guards.

			Could he stomp less with his big shovel feet?

			Jyry looks past me. “Don’t keep standing here like this, these people will get themselves into the Mead Hall.”

			
			

			Jyry and I can walk through these streets even if we were blind, but the newcomers don’t know every nook and cranny, let alone the narrow alley running next to the Mead Hall; it’s easy to miss in the dark. 

			“The guards are too close. They might see us when we walk around the back,” I hiss back to Jyry.

			He sighs and steps away. “It’s not like we leave them to their fate.”

			Jyry sneaks back to the other corner of the building and the entrance of said narrow alley. He waves me over.

			I urge one after the other in his direction, and they sidle along the back of the building until Jyry guides them into the small gap running the length of the Mead Hall and its neighbor. We locals started using this path to get messages back and forth without prying eyes and ears catching on.

			Then I make Kylli and Braga follow them, leaving me shoulder to shoulder with two Fjall people, a child no older than eight or nine Summers, and Nilán on the other side.

			Until now this operation has been going well, but two tall guards further down the street decide to walk in our direction. One of them has a torch in his hand, the hollows of his face shadowed and scarf pulled up to his nose.

			Turn around. Turn around and go back to the fire.

			The man and woman next to me cross their arms in front of the young girl while we instinctively fall back into the woodwork of the building.

			I hold my breath.

			Nilán steps past me and pushes himself against the back corner of the drinking hall, then takes a peek around the edge. He holds his hands flat next to him and moves them down and then backward, meaning for us to stay low and against the wall. As kids, Jyry and I would use these hand signals all the time when we snuck into the cold-shack behind the healer’s, to stuff our mouths with handfuls of berries. How we got away with it eludes me to this day. But it’s clear Jyry also used these signs while up to no good with Nilán.

			
			

			The light comes closer.

			My hand goes to the knife on my belt. Nilán tenses up, fists at his sides and ready to lash out if needed.

			I glance at the girl huddled between the other two. She pulls the fabric of the woman’s skirt in front of her face, only revealing the whites of her huge eyes. At least she keeps herself calm. That’s good.

			A familiar voice erupts from the other side of the road. “Men.”

			Another deep voice adds, “Ey, lads.”

			The guards stop and turn, the firelight retracting, and we are left in the shadows once again.

			There’s a friendly laugh. “Can we talk about this whole lockdown situation for a moment?”

			It’s Father and . . . Eldgrímr, I think. My nerves are boiling. I take a good look at him and can’t find any signs of injury, no limping. That’s good. Typical of him to want to talk, but can’t he see that option has passed long ago? He seriously thinks he can convince the Red Lion warriors and Chief Clovis to change the situation? They won’t. If we want our freedom back, then we have to take it.

			I tap on Nilán’s shoulder, and he turns around. His entire being is calm as always, and he holds a finger in front of his lips.

			“Talk to Clovis,” a deep rugged voice says, pronouncing the I hard. “You can walk there self.”

			The creaks of boots in snow and a grunt follow. 

			“Come on now,” Father says.

			“Or maybe you can walk with us instead,” Eldgrímr says, known for his direct approach.

			I step next to Nilán, daring to watch around the corner. I clench my hands into fists.

			Father shrugs his shoulder against his jawline. “Sounds like a perfect plan to me.” And he pats the Southern man on the shoulder. He subtly looks over the  man’s shoulder, and he notices me. He moves his gaze back and forth between me and the passage on the other side of the Mead Hall where Jyry still waits for us.

			I nod to him and force new air into my lungs.

			The contact between Jyry and Father is brief, but it’s enough.

			I beckon the others closer and reach for the girl. I lay my hand on the wooden wall. “Run as fast and close to this wall as you can toward my brother.” I want to slap myself. She doesn’t know who my brother is. “The man over there.” I point to my brother.

			The girl acknowledges him and then bravely runs to Jyry, quick like a fox sprinting toward its prey, and disappears down the path by the building.

			Father and Eldgrímr are still distracting the warriors, gaining the attention of the other two who were still sitting around the fire, who now circle them like vultures. I shouldn’t worry about them, there’s no time for that, and both know what they are doing.

			I hold up one finger next to me, and the woman gets ready to run to Jyry. The moment I wave toward him, she takes off, holding her skirt up away from her feet. Then I wave for the man, the last one.

			Both he and Nilán push me forward. “You first,” the man says, and gives me another push in Jyry’s direction.

			I hunch my shoulders inward, making myself small, and keep against the building as I run to my brother.

			Jyry’s attention is settled on the growing commotion in the street just around the corner.

			I try to look but Jyry pushes me back into the alley. “Move,” he says, distracted by the argument rising between Father, Eldgrímr, and the Southerners.

			The Fjall man observes what happens further down the street then runs toward us.

			My heart begins pounding. We should help Father and Eldgrímr.

			
			

			Nilán is next, but Jyry pushes the strange man and me further down the makeshift alley. We move without a word into the Mead Hall, and its comforting warmth embraces me. The tension trickles out of my body. My shoulders and spine relax, and my breathing calms.

			The little girl from earlier runs toward us. “Brother,” she says, reaching out her arms.

			The man lifts the girl into a hug. “Astrid,” he says, “you did great.” He smiles at her before sweeping his gaze over the crowd, but quickly brings them back to his little sister. He wears a grey tunic with gold thread adorning his belt and grey pants underneath. The trademark color of the Jiske clan. He lowers his sister back to the ground, and his hands and arms are covered in a mix of ashes and bruises.

			Jyry and Nilán close the doors behind us.

			Taking a page from Vidya, I observe the scene before me. She had told me once what she watches for when trying to get a sense of the room. I study the faces and gestures of the people. Some of my fellows watch the man hugging his sister, and their gazes darken to what could be called lightly hostile.

			Two days ago, we were in a compromised position with the Jiske; now we sit with a mingled group of the Fjall, Jiske, and our own. What has happened on the battlefield is not lost on anyone. Chief Clovis foolishly played into the Southern Warlord’s hands, and all sides have suffered from the consequences. If the clans are divided, the Northern Lands as a whole are more vulnerable. And we didn’t even realize it until it was too late.

			Our Astrid appears in my periphery and kneels down in front of the girl. “Well, did I hear that your name is Astrid?” she asks with a big smile.

			“Uh-huh,” the girl utters.

			“My name is also Astrid,” she says, and holds a palm to her chest, “which means I can’t help but give you honorary treatment. What do you say to a big beaker with berry juice, hm?” And she winks at the girl.

			
			

			The girl’s face lights up, her stressful situation all but forgotten by the looks of it.

			She grabs her brother’s hand. “But can my brother, Wieland, also get some, please?”

			“Of course he can. Both of you come with me.” Astrid straightens herself and beckons them to walk with her.

			Little Astrid follows at our Astrid’s heels, eager to get herself a beaker of juice. Her brother Wieland gets dragged along behind them, keeping his face turned to the ground, like he is ashamed of something he couldn’t change.

			This seems to let some steam out of the room, and many nod toward Astrid and her brother as they walk by. Both Astrid and Frode have a natural talent for making people feel at ease. Mother would call them the power couple of the Verja clan all the time when I was smaller. I guess this is what she meant by it.

			The space fills with hushed conversations again. Happiness and tears are shared. Shoulders are patted in camaraderie, and hugs for those who need them. Everyone has suffered one way or another, lost a loved one, and, in the cases of the Jiske and Fjall people, lost their homes on top of it. I hope we find a way to convince Chief Clovis to let them stay until they are ready to rebuild. I’m not opposed to Braga and Bárodr staying for good, though. But, knowing the Fjall people, they will always long to go back to their mountains.

			I let my vision wander over the room. Despite the circumstances, this is good; people are getting along. So, maybe it isn’t weird at all to wish for them to stay.

			Braga and Kylli sit together at a table in the back, deep in conversation. Nilán sits down on the other side of the table, and the hunched woman he had been walking with on our way back home talks to him vivaciously again.

			It’s good to see that my people are open to other clans and giving them shelter. Hopefully we are capable of building things up again, together. It would be nice to have my friends close to me.

			
			

			Everyone is here except for Lusia. I haven’t seen a sign of my little sister since we left. My feet are rooted to the ground as I keep searching. Where can she be?

			“Solveig?” my brother says, breaking me from my thoughts. “Is she? Was she . . .”

			My entire being turns to stone. I look up at him, and a storm takes over.

			I whisper, “She didn’t make it, Jyry”

			Jyry’s brows knit together. He nods and blinks away tears. “So . . . she really didn’t make it,” he says, as if he can’t quite believe it yet. He then looks at me again. “I had hoped that . . . that Kylli was wrong . . . that she . . .”

			I shake my head. My heart drops to the floor for my brother. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Eighteen
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			“ How?” Jyry demands, his glare stern throughout the tears and his mouth in a firm line.

			I instinctively grab to my own neck, fingers trailing over the bandage. “Jyry,” I whisper.

			“How?” he snarls. “Why will nobody bother to tell me how she died?”

			My voice croaks. “Not here, not now.” It’s hard to meet him head on, to see the pain of a heart shattering into hundreds of tiny pieces and the turmoil of emotions behind his tear-filled eyes. His body grows even stiffer than it already was.

			The words escape his tightly clamped teeth. “What. Happened. To. Solveig!”

			“Please, Jyry, for your own sake, let’s not do this right now.” I don’t know what more to say, what words to choose. Solveig, her last expression was one of  horror and coldness and death, her brynja and tunic and the snow underneath her painted a sickly deep red. I can’t tell him all that, I shouldn’t sully his memory of her. I bite my lip to keep the words inside. Pushing back that picture, though it’s forever etched into my mind. I open my mouth again, slowly.

			Jyry radiates anger at me but oozes with grief. “How?”

			“She . . .” I take a shaking breath and double over with pain. “Someone stabbed her, through her”—I swallow the bile that rises—“her throat.” That’s all I will share. He doesn’t have to know the rest.

			His lips part, and he whimpers as tears roll down his face. We don’t utter another word to each other.

			One of Jyry’s comrades grabs his shoulder and gives him a shake then takes my brother outside in silence.

			I turn to the room again.

			Every single person is watching me or the door behind me. Some nod in understanding, while others huddle together or look downward or into the drink in their hands. Harald waves me over to the table where my friends sit.

			For all we know, the Jiske that killed Solveig sits among us, never having learned Solveig’s name and unaware she is—was—the person my brother was screaming about. It doesn’t make any of this easier.

			“She’s the one that shot the first fire arrow,” someone whispers.

			More whispers of fire arrows follow while I walk by, even the words “Fire Fox” fall once, and it yanks my attention. Whoever said it ducks behind someone else the moment I turn. I go to the table in the back where Braga, Kylli, and Nilán sit. Ignoring the whispers about me that whirl around the room, I sit down next to my friends with my fists on my knees. I feel heavy as a boulder.

			Kylli could have told him the details about her death. Vidya would have known about it too. I think they were giving him hope while there was nothing left to hope for. Nothing. No, I had to be the one to kill the last spark of a wish  for her to return home. My brother must hate me for it. I was with Mother when she died, and now Solveig. It seems I’m the bringer of death to this family.

			My breaths come in shocks, but my tears have long since dried out.

			Everything is going to shit. All at once.

			Nilán hovers over me, his hand between my shoulder blades. I know he means well, but I nudge him away. He could have taken Jyry aside to tell him, instead of sitting down to chat with the others.

			Kylli and Braga continue their conversation on the other side of the table, oblivious to their surroundings.

			“It all happened so fast,” Braga recounts. “A whole group of Jiske warriors and merchants came running into our village with children and elderly people in tow. Their Chief . . .” Braga snaps her fingers a few times, deep in concentration. “Hmm, I don’t know her name anymore, but that woman didn’t waste a moment of time and barged into Chief Orvar’s house.” She shakes her head. “Chief Orvar was skeptical at first, but we knew enough. If such a big group of Jiske people were fleeing from their homes, it’s bad. Pa urged everyone who could to get ready, divided us into divisions for battle and those who would guide the evacuation.”

			I can’t help myself. I have to know. “What about Chief Orvar?”

			Braga tells us the short version right now, promising to fill us in later. Their Chief was also questioning Chief Ragnhild, and who could blame him? One of the strongest clans of the Northern Lands came to him as refugees. It’s clear that not one of the seven Chiefs has foreseen the number of Southern warriors coming for these lands. Chief Orvar was skeptical the same way Chief Clovis is suspicious, no doubt. But why? It’s clear as day who was killing the merchants. We need a plan to defend ourselves against the Southern Warlord that is crawling closer. We need a plan to stay strong together.

			Then I realize the group we led into our village consisted of more Jiske than Fjall, so I think that most of Braga’s clan must have gone somewhere else. Kylli’s attention darts back and forth between us.

			
			

			Braga laughs sarcastically. “Chief Orvar wanted every capable person at the southern border of the village to drive back the enemy with all the force we could muster. He halted the evacuation and forced people to stay in their homes.”

			Kylli rubs her hands over her face. “Looks a lot like hubris to me.”

			She takes the words right out of my mouth. The Chiefs have either gone mad because of all the instability in the world or grown hungry for battle after such a long period of peace. They grew up in the midst of one of the worst wars this land has ever seen, the so-called glory times, so these days must make for a pretty boring life. It’s no small chance that they want to reclaim some excitement from back then.

			“I’m not sure that’s the right word for it though,” Braga replies, biting her lip.

			We go silent.

			After a while Braga speaks again. “Many people still decided to leave on their own anyway, and something tells me they might be worse off than the ones we found in that camp.”

			We shiver collectively as we curl into ourselves. We’ve been so focused on our own villages, we have no idea how much else has been happening.

			“When it started to look a lot like Hel was putting her claws into the Earth, I pulled the last group with me and ran,” Braga says. She sounds calm, and her fingers trace the grain of the wooden table.

			None of us are old enough to remember the clan battles and wars that scorched these lands. We were too young to really register the aftermath. All of us except for the older woman sitting beside Nilán who is rendered silent after listening to Braga’s story.

			The older woman rubs her hands together. “They were not glory days,” she mumbles, her mouth forming a thin line.

			While I don’t remember the last battle that changed my village forever, I know Mother became a victim of it. Like a ripple, it was a reaction to something that had gotten out of hand many seasons before. Father never bothered to share  more of the details with us. But we have to prevent things from getting that bad again. We just can’t let it happen again. Our clan functioned as the wall between the High North and the south back then, and we can do it again. But we need to learn to keep the south of the Northern Lands safe as well, instead of letting them be overrun every time an enemy force marches into these lands.

			“We need to get to the root of the problem and form a strong front against the Southern Warlord,” I say.

			Someone claps their palm on the table and shocks me out of my thoughts. Vidya’s voice is loud and clear as she says, “Exactly. It’s time to put a stop to this, once and for all.”

			Inga sits a few tables away, looking at me, and taps her finger on the tabletop. She seems deep in thought at the moment.

			What is she thinking about?

			Then the door slams open.

			Beakers clatter down at the shock on Eldgrímr’s face while he stands in the doorway, out of breath. He swallows a few times. “Chief Clovis and the Red Lion warriors took Akseli prisoner.”

			My heart stops.

			My fellows turn to each other in alarm. Their chattering rises around me.

			“Silence,” Frode and Harald shout in unison.

			Harald glares around the room. “We don’t want those Southern bastards to rush in here, do we?”

			I’m frozen to the spot, my mind whirring. People sit back down, only a peep here and there.

			Frode and Harald move through the crowd, collecting little trinkets and jewelry and stones, then assemble them on the biggest table in the house along the right-hand wall.

			Astrid carries a few beakers to them. A few men drag the table toward the center of the Mead Hall. Everyone circles around it.

			
			

			The beakers on the table indicate the corners of our village, a longhorn on the place of the Council’s Den, and the several collected objects represent the groups of warriors spread throughout the streets on the makeshift map. It might have been nice to look at a map of our village from above for once, if it weren’t for such a dire reason.

			Jyry returns with his comrade in tow, and his eyes are rimmed red, his nose rosy from the cold.

			To my surprise he comes to stand next to me, his shoulder nudges against mine, and we nod to each other, but no words are spoken. He stares ahead, but Jyry just being next to me is a good sign. Or at least I think so.

			When all this is over, we should pay tribute to Solveig. I grab his hand and squeeze.

			“Did they take Akseli to the Council’s Den?” Frode asks.

			I search for Eldgrímr, who stands on the other side of the crowd. He shakes his head. “I think they did, I heard Clovis’s name be dropped a few times when they dragged him away. I felt I needed to warn you all.”

			This whole situation keeps my stomach twisting and turning. Did Father manage to talk with Chief Ragnhild? Does he have a plan? For all we know, Father is working on a solution with Chief Clovis, despite being dragged there against his will. But the truth is, we are in the dark. And these long, dreadful meetings are getting us nowhere, our plans are falling apart faster than we can devise them.

			While I try to make sense of this all, someone says, “We can’t keep doing this.” 

			Other people join in. “We can’t guarantee safety here either, not anymore.”

			Astrid twists around a beaker on the table. “I barely recognize half the guards that walk our streets.”

			Vidya nods. “The Red Lion Legion has grown since their arrival.”

			So it wasn’t my imagination, more people have noticed the increase of Southerners. Didn’t Nicaise warn us that they sent so-called friends or advisors  to crawl in among the locals to later activate when given a sign? Was the lockdown that sign?

			Kylli huffs. “Can’t say I have seen our Southern friends Emerik and Dušan since the lockdown either.”

			Now that I think about it, I didn’t even notice their absence until she said so.

			Did Chief Clovis take them prisoner in some misguided attempt to gain back control over the village?

			Braga stares daggers at Kylli. I cringe. Using the word Southerners to mention those two most likely wasn’t the smartest move.

			Braga clears her throat. “You mean to tell me—”

			In no mood for this discussion right now, I cut her off. “Yes, some of them have become friends. Emerik and Dušan have earned their place with us more than once.”

			Shaking her head in disdain, Braga harrumphs in return and crosses her arms. She clearly doesn’t agree with us. Not yet. Once she gets to know them, she might think differently.

			Vidya leans with both hands on the table, taking a deep breath while she studies the makeshift map, and rearranges three pieces of jewelry. She places the silver bracelet engraved with a valknut on the east side of the village, indicating where our Southern visitors reside.

			I lean forward and take a better look. A stone indicates Herðar Street, a woodcarving of the deity Thor is placed near the Council’s Den, and a few more trinkets are strewn across for the other streets, all except the paths that lead toward the House of Eir.

			“I still need to do some digging, but from what I know now, some Red Lion warriors are currently held prisoner in their lodges,” Vidya says with a wavering voice. “Specifically the ones who are friendly to our cause.”

			
			

			Goosebumps rise all over me. I don’t like that they know exactly who to lock up and who not. That means Chief Clovis knows more than he lets on. Or that there is a rat among our friendly Red Lion friends. 

			“Seriously, becoming all friendly with the enemy,” Braga mumbles.

			Jyry’s voice comes to life. “The world isn’t that black and white, Braga.”

			Oh no, these two will bicker for days if we let them. “Shh, hold back, Jyry,” I whisper-snarl to him. If I could drill my way into his thoughts right now, I would.

			My brother nods and bites the inside of his cheek. I softly bump my fist against his shoulder. I know it takes a lot for him to stay quiet.

			“The thought that they know more than we thought makes my blood run cold,” Frode says. Many hum their agreement.

			“That’s why we need to make decisions. The time for long discussions is over,” Vidya says.

			If the time for action has come, I need more weapons; the knife on my belt is not enough with the hostile Southerners prowling the streets on a mission to capture everyone violating Chief Clovis’s rules. I have no idea what those rules are to begin with.

			“I need a group of people—say, two or three—to help me find out what happened to our Southern friends. Who?” Vidya asks.

			There are rounds of people saying “aye” and “me” in the crowd as hands shoot up.

			Astrid drags chests from the back room behind the bar and throws the lids open to reveal a collection of armor and weapons.

			Murmurs fill the room and people shuffle forward.

			Frode plucks two of the volunteers out of the crowd, calling them to the front, and makes sure they are prepared for a fight.

			My mouth drops open, and I let my gaze wander to Vidya, who smiles and nods. She knew what Astrid and Frode were stashing all along. The Mead Hall  starts to feel a lot like a rebel headquarters, ready to overthrow the Chief and our enemies.

			Little Astrid also helps, digging through the chests to hand out weapons, serious in her quest. She tries to hand over axes too heavy for her and spears twice her height.

			I interrupt before Vidya can call for the next haul. “The kids are safer at the House of Eir, I need people to get them there,” I say, shooting up my arm, and I regret it immediately. The warmth of the room had been so comforting I forgot about the pain, but now my ribs throb again.

			Wieland calls, “I will help.”

			“Me,” Braga yells.

			I group up with them to get equipped, and I’m glad to add an axe to my belt.

			If only Ulf was here, he could keep the Southerners at bay. They’re probably still scared from the wolf attacks earlier this season.

			Wieland buckles a weapons belt with practiced ease, and Astrid hands him a knife and axe.

			He grabs the axe but tries to give it back. “I’m not good with this.”

			She takes it from him and slides it in the loop on his belt. “Just throw it at the enemy. It will distract them at worst, maybe even knock them out.”

			Braga is handed some armor, and she turns around a few times to check its integrity.

			“Let me help you,” I say, reaching out to strap the armor around her body.

			Little Astrid laughs nervously while she watches Braga and me. She blurts out, “My parents never taught me how to fight or put these kinds of things on.”

			I throw her a smile. “I hope you never have to.”

			I take a deep breath. Father fought so many battles when he was younger. It must be horrible for his generation to see the past being repeated. To see their children and grandchildren running toward bloodshed. I hope we are capable of walking away from it, all of us, and I hope in one piece.

			
			

			The little girl pouts. “I want to be courageous like the both of you, though.”

			I pat her on the shoulder and try to distract her from those thoughts. “I’m Dawn, by the way.”

			“I know, the Fire Fox that stopped the battle . . . until they came for our houses.” She mumbles the last part.

			I look to her in confusion. Did my actions . . . why did she call me that? She wasn’t watching, was she?

			A few moments later, the groups are set up to go in search of our Southern friends, to bring the children to safety, to free Father from wherever he is held, and to dismantle this lockdown. Nilán, Eldgrímr, Jyry, and Kylli have joined the other teams, but I didn’t register which ones exactly. I just hope all of us and Nilán will stay safe.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Nineteen
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			It’s just ten children, but that might as well be a hundred when you need to get them all the way to the other side of the village and past the Council’s Den without any unwanted attention from the guards stationed in the streets. So far, we have kept to the shadows, and things have gone well.

			Wieland stands next to me and looks around the corner, observing the Council’s square. “All lanterns and torches are lit,” he whispers. I peek around the corner as well and the place is filled with guards armed to the teeth and ready for battle, at least two guards are pointed in every direction except toward the Council’s building.

			I look behind me to the children and Braga, who is fidgeting. It’s a miracle Braga is this calm considering her fiery nature.

			
			

			“What do you think?” I ask Wieland.

			“Getting past these guards will be tricky, regardless of how we choose to do it.” He scrunches his nose. “We will meet guards. We just have to figure out which group is less vicious to handle.”

			And hope the other guards aren’t alarmed in the process. We need to pick our battles, and we have to do it fast. “Time is not on our side, though,” I mumble.

			Wieland grumbles. “The children can and will make it through. They are more resilient than we give them credit for. If necessary, they’ll be able to hide.”

			He doesn’t sound the slightest bit worried about the children, and he is probably right. For someone who doesn’t appear to know how to fight, he is surprisingly calm and collected about this whole situation.

			Little Astrid approaches us, and Wieland kneels down to his little sister.

			“Donar has bad sight, and he is really scared, and Saga is so nervous she feels like puking,” she whispers to her brother. She curiously observes the head of his axe, and taps on it with her ring finger.

			Somewhere between sneaking into the Mead Hall and now, Astrid seems to have found herself some courage and, apparently, possesses a keen eye for observation as well. This girl must have some sort of training, or guidance. I can’t help but wonder what more she is capable of despite her young age.

			She then moves back to the other children and links arms with a boy and a girl—presumably Donar and Saga. Saga clutches Astrid’s arm with both hands, but the boy tries to hide his hands in his pockets while one arm is tangled with Astrid’s. It might be out of shame, but maybe it’s just the cold.

			Braga hurries over to me and Wieland. “I can create a distraction. It would give you some time to run toward the alleys,” she says.

			Braga’s chagrined frown tells me she is tired. She has barely slept since her village was overrun, and squaring up to a group of Red Lion warriors is a terrible  idea. Especially after what happened to her brother, that would be like sending a wild animal into a tight cage. 

			“Not going to happen,” I say.

			Wieland straightens himself as he observes us both.

			She opens her mouth to answer, but I get there first. “Stay with the children and guide them to the House of Eir,” I say, “I will cause a distraction instead.” I walk past them around the corner, and Braga mumbles a reply that I don’t catch. I use the shadows to my advantage until I’m ready to step forward into the firelight and reveal myself. I dare to look over my shoulder one more time. Wieland pokes out from around the corner, worry edged on his features, and my heart takes up a swift march. The agony in my side temporarily subsides.

			Something snaps, and I find myself drifting toward the firepit in the middle of the square.

			One of the Southerners has gotten up and looks to the corner I just came from. But he hasn’t noticed me yet.

			I hold my breath, as though that will make me invisible, and urge myself to take the last few steps toward the warm light of an iron-wrought lantern on the wall. A little bit further. My focus settles on the Red Lion warriors.

			A man sitting on a tree trunk near the fire looks up over the scarf hanging loose around his shoulders. His eyes grow wide, and the color leaches from his skin, as if he has seen a ghost. Then he slams his hand into his neighbor’s stomach, stealing his focus from the piece of bread he was eating. Still chewing, he looks up in surprise at his comrade. Without a word, the first one points in my direction. He is like a rabbit chewing his greens, then drops everything out of his mouth in surprise. My bloodstained clothes and bedraggled appearance must be a sight. Or, as Jyry stated earlier, like Hel herself.

			
			

			Many of their companions close in, appearing one by one in my periphery. I sneak a quick look to the corner once more, which is now free of the guards’ observation.

			Good.

			I look at the seven Red Lion warriors that have cornered me, one by one. My hand leans on the axe hanging at my hip, and I decide to slowly move forward into their circle. It’s like the dwarves of legend are at work in my chest and head, so fast and steady is my heart pounding.

			Their gazes are like flecks of fire, illuminating me, making me feel naked.

			There is a creak behind me.

			Just make yourself appear calm. Heidrún taught me to never show fear. Fear they can exploit. To have you cower.

			I turn around to the two Red Lion warriors that have closed the ring behind me. The rest of the square is eerily silent, which hopefully means that my fellows have gotten away without anyone getting hurt.

			A small man, who has wrapped his scarf around his head, leaving only his moss-green eyes visible, says, “Quidi hi agi?”

			I arch my brow and hiss in annoyance through the thin line of my lips, the same way I know annoys the living soul out of Jyry. “What?” I sneer at him. “Different language, lad!”

			He shakes his head and his hands settle on his hips. “What are you doing here?” His r’s are rolled; again, a completely different accent than Emerik’s or Dušan’s.

			“Stupid wench,” his friend adds.

			“You look like shit,” another one shouts.

			Yes, well, I feel like shit too.

			Someone in the crowd snickers, their finger tracing the pommel of their sword.

			
			

			My teeth almost cut through my lower lip while I bite back my remark. It’s not hard to look like a mess with a bandage around my neck and blood spattered all across my clothes and most likely in my hair and face as well. Blood of one of their companions. “Like I care about your opinions,” I growl.

			The one with the moss-green eyes has a véttrish grin and throws his scarf to me, but I let it drop down in the muddy snow between us. He straightens his shoulders and puffs out his chest.

			Many are now laughing.

			Sheep. That’s what they are. If one of them jumps from a cliff, the others will follow blindly and willingly. Even if it means death.

			The small man in front of me rubs his jaw, tsking. “Still, does not tell me . . . why you are here.” It’s clear he has to search for the right words.

			“I heard my father might be here,” I say, straight to the point. I’m not in the mood to spin a nice tale.

			The laughing stops. Silence returns to the square while they step closer to me, prowling like rabid dogs and tightening the circle.

			Behind me, there’s the familiar, sharp sound of a blade being pulled from its sheath. The air at the back of my neck turns cold as the sword moves.

			Instinctively, I push my thumb under the head of my hand axe and turn in time to catch the blade with my axe’s heel. A dull clang rings out in the night. The firelight illuminates the man more clearly, and his hazel eyes are huge and round as surprise crosses his face. My other hand flies to my right hip, to Nilán’s dagger, as soon as I hear another sword pulled from its sheath. I push the first man back and twirl, hacking in the direction of the sound.

			Then weapons slide from their sheaths all around me. Scarfs flap in the gusts of wind, and the crackling of the fire becomes mere background noise.

			
			

			Someone shoves a dagger under my chin from behind me, and a hand lands on my shoulder from the side. My muscles stiffen and my hand clenches tighter on the handle of my axe.

			I’m not going to give in that easily. I follow the direction of the one who attacked me first. A mean sneer mars his otherwise sculpted and handsome face. I let them think they have me, just for a moment.

			Most of them slacken, relax their muscles, and sheath their swords.

			I shove my knife between the enemy blade and my throat, pushing it away from me, and duck under it. From a crouch, I slash at the kneecaps of the man who held me. He cries out and falls. I slice at the other men as they dive for me, carving their thighs and calves, and they curse and groan as they step back or fall over. I crawl my way out of the human prison. My hands slide in the cold and muddy snow. The iron smell of their blood fills my nose, and I nearly gag.

			I struggle to get on my feet, but a hand fastens around my ankle and yanks hard.

			My hands slip, and I fall onto my side, yelping as pain screams through my ribs again. Panic floods my senses.

			I look down and the man with the hazel eyes is crawling on top of me. His weight pushes me down, and he holds a knife with an arched blade in his right hand. The firelight glints off the metal as he raises his weapon.

			I try to cover my face and roll away, but I’m barely able to lift my shoulders from the ground. I wheeze as warmth begins to pool in the curve between my neck and shoulder after a sharp sting. I can’t let this happen. Not like this. The next thing I know, I’m clawing at the man’s face and am thrashing under his weight. After what feels like an eternity, he falls away from me. My muscles work on their own accord and lift my torso from the ground. By some miracle, I’d gotten out from under him and had crawled backward.

			“Asshole,” I hiss at him.

			He gently touches a deep scratch mark across his eye.

			
			

			There is a lull in the space and some of the men look at me in shock. But four of them have their swords back in their hands and are ready to attack again.

			Stupid asses. 

			I grab my axe and dagger from the ground and stumble as I rise and square my shoulders. I realize there isn’t a single female warrior in the Red Lion Legions, so I must be quite a sight. A woman covered in blood, both her own and that of her enemies, standing tall and ready for battle. While smiling, no less.

			Time to knock some of the Verja culture into these pricks.

			A few more Southerners have abandoned their posts in the streets to come and see what the commotion is about. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six more warriors prowl my way to help out their fellows.

			I could really use some friends now, too. I tamp down the whimper rising within me.

			The square fills with a cacophony of cries of both battle and agony, and clashing weapons. I parry as many blows as I can with my axe while lashing out with my dagger. My legs drag with every step, my muscles tight and sore, and the cold wind bites my bare skin while hot trails of blood run down my arms.

			Just back down and let me go.

			But the Southerners keep taking turns slashing their swords at me, and one of them succeeds. Biting pain slices from my shoulder to my elbow, and I clench my teeth as I scream and step back. My hand loses its grip, and my dagger drops to the ground with a thud.

			I stare into the abyss of red uniforms. Thirteen of them in a half circle around me and closing in. A mixture of muddy earth and blood clogs my nose.

			I lift my axe. We look at each other for a moment, completely still. Thirteen against one. It’s a miracle I’ve come this far. And then I swing. If they think they can attack me and get away with it, well, I’ll prove them wrong.

			Flesh meets iron.

			
			

			My body becomes numb to the pain as I choose to ignore all else except fighting.

			The shrouded one who saw me first lifts his sword into the air to attack, his scarf still flapping around his shoulders. I grab the fabric and yank it to the side. He stumbles sideways and over the log he had been sitting on. The fabric lands in the fire, and he yells as it climbs toward his face.

			I dodge through the crowd of guards that run in my direction.

			A dagger pierces my thigh, and I scream in agony. Spots dance in front of me, and my leg throbs so intensely I can barely put my weight on it. A roar erupts from my lips as I slam my axe into my attacker’s throat. It lodges with a sickening thud, and I let go of the handle when he drops to the ground. He gurgles, blood streaming around the blade caught in his neck, and thick red bubbles slip from between his lips. It flows to the snow under him.

			I shake and want to hurl. I didn’t mean to kill him but . . . I remember Solveig. They were going to kill me too. I had to defend myself. I . . . that doesn’t make this right. It doesn’t.

			Hot tears streak down my face, and my fingers grip the dagger in my thigh. No, keep it there for now. Otherwise I might bleed to death right here.

			A blow of pain cracks under my jaw, my head snaps backward, and my vision darkens. Time seems to slow down as I drop next to the gurgling man.

			I feel around in the snow for a weapon and find nothing. My thigh is on fire despite the cold, and the fabric of my trousers is slick with my blood. I try to lift myself from the ground, but my muscles work against me, pulling me back down. I blink a few times, and four swords are pointed at me, a grim look on the faces of all these men.

			This is it. I lost.

			Another man drops to his knees, beside his comrade who drowned in his own blood, and gently drapes the scarf over his face. Then his gaze shoots in my direction.

			
			

			I blink a few times. Time’s flow returns to normal.

			The heavy door of the Council smashes open and echoes over the square, followed by a roar. Three of the men immediately pull their swords away from me.

			I scrunch up my nose and glare at the one with his sword tip still pointing against the bandage around my neck. Did they corner Solveig like this on the battlefield too? I brace myself against the image of eternal terror that was on her face. I dig my fists in the snow, and the cold wakes my body up. Show them no fear.

			The man in front of me lowers his sword and turns halfway to the side.

			I follow his gaze and find Father, his arms held by two big Southern guards on either side. The air freezes in my lungs as they drag him from the Council’s building to the other side of the square, his head hanging.

			What have they done to Father?

			Our eyes meet for a moment, and Father tilts his head lightly toward the alleys.

			I get up, and the world turns a bit as I do.

			Does he really expect me to abandon him and run? I can’t do that. I shake “no.”

			Father’s head drops forward again, then he screams and, leaning on the guards, hoists himself up on his feet. He kicks and snarls like an animal. “You bastards, leave my daughter alone.”

			There’s a scuffle, and most have their attention on Father now. I take a few steps backward, tripping on my own feet, until my back hits a building.

			“Clovis, call back those rabid dogs of yours,” Father screams.

			One of the Southerners watches my every step but doesn’t come closer. His sword is still sheathed, and he nods lightly to indicate something to my right side.

			I feel with my hand first, and my fingers curl around the edge of the building, the opening to an alleyway.

			The man nods yes.

			I slink away, and my whole body immediately starts to tremble. I double over and heave up nothing but air. My hand traces along the wall of this house as  I force myself forward. I bite back a wail; it’s as if my leg is on fire. After a few faltering steps, I dare to peek over my shoulder.

			With his hands tied to a pole, they’ve spread Father out like a bearskin rug on the floor, completely unable to defend himself.

			This can’t be happening. I groan as I drag my leg forward once more. I need to get help. We need to get Father away from there.

			The doors of the Council slam shut, and I know that Chief Clovis has abandoned Father. My heart drops, I heave a few rattling breaths. Every muscle in my body aches, but I have to get to the House of Eir and to the others so they can help Father. I limp, with the dagger still protruding from my leg, through dark alleys and around garden fences. All of this pain might never go away again.

			Father’s shouts seem to have quieted down after Chief Clovis must have left the square. Or maybe they beat him to pulp.

			And I left him behind. I whimper, guilt tightening my chest. I’m a horrible daughter, and even worse warrior.

			But there was that Red Lion warrior who helped me. He might be like Dušan and Emerik, keeping up an act until he can get out. We don’t even know who we can trust, the lines have blurred too much. He might have saved me today but might just as easily throw me in the fire to save himself tomorrow, and I can’t blame him for it.

			Not a single torch or lantern is lit in the streets to guide my way, but I know the paths like the back of my hand. Under the cover of darkness, I keep dragging my leg with me, swallowing a sob down and locking it away deep inside as the pain grows dull. I don’t dare to look down, but I know this can’t be good.

			Chief Clovis seems to have collected all that was left of the village’s candles and torches into the square before the Council. The firepit made into one huge beacon. What if it’s a signal to the Southern Warlord? We already know there is a Red Lion Legion a day’s march from us, after all. Nicaise told us about some signal but didn’t elaborate on what that would look like.

			
			

			And I wonder how the food supplies have fared in the time I’ve been away. Chief Clovis wouldn’t listen to Heidrún when she told him, flat out, that all the supplies were dwindling. If that’s the case, then the Southerners won’t have to kill us, hunger will. Chief Clovis has truly gone mad, and us villagers are the ones that have to deal with the damn consequences of his actions. Great. Really great.

			At least outsiders won’t be able to enter the village unseen for the time being. Not without my fellows to guide them.

			One more turn and I’m at the House of Eir.

			A light comes bobbing from another street to my left, and I stumble behind a barrel. When two guards with a torch between them pass by in silence, I look over the edge. I try to hold my leg stable with both hands, but the knife shifts. I slap a hand over my mouth, holding a whimper inside. New blood dribbles down my leg.

			The torch carriers knock on the door at the House of Eir and force their way in when they aren’t answered fast enough.

			I strain to listen but can’t hear anything inside. There is no shouting, but that doesn’t mean it’s all good. The children should be hiding inside, and I hope these guards don’t stay long enough to figure out that the number of villagers has grown since the lockdown started. If they haven’t already.

			I groan when I straighten up, holding my wounded leg steady. Shivering uncontrollably, I hug myself as goosebumps run over my arms.

			A moment later, the guards come out with two others trailing behind them. Lahja and another girl I’ve only seen before in the crop fields carry a basket filled with bottles and cloths, hurrying after the guards. They will see to Father. They have to, right?

			I hobble my way toward the healer’s house, biting my lower lip. I’m almost there. Just a few more steps.

			Both the statues at the door are hidden under a pile of snow. Any other day it would have been brushed off, a habit maintained by every healer that has ever  practiced their craft in the House of Eir, like second nature. But they must have been busy caring for all the wounded who came in earlier.

			I hold on to one of those statues; my fingers dug in the snow are the only parts of my body that currently feel. I drag down a clump of the cold, white mess as I fall into the door and open it. I drag my leg with me into the building’s warm embrace, leaning my back sturdy against the door once closed. The heat bites at my cold skin, sending pinpricks racing through me while I take a moment to just look around.

			The room is oddly silent. Everyone might have had to flee when the Southern guards arrived.

			Braga comes stomping into the room, and her eyes widen at the sight of me. “Heidrún,” she shouts.

			I let my body slump onto a bench, which seems vacant except for the furs tickling my fingers and inviting warmth to flow back into my fingertips. But with the heat, my wounds also start to pulse like they each have their own tiny heart, reminding me I’m in a bad state.

			Heidrún comes running. Her grey hair hangs loose around her face, instead of tied up in her usual knot or braid, and she wrings her hands and stills in shock. She crouches down in front of me and peels back my pants, which stick to my leg, and does everything in terrible slow motion to keep the pain at bay as much as possible.

			My other foot bounces up and down with every pull. I’m not looking forward to what will happen next.

			Once she is further away from the wound, she mercilessly rips the fabric to shreds, revealing red smudges of blood that have dribbled down my leg. I finally get a good look at the blade still sticking out of me. It’s an odd feeling—pain, yet also relief that the blade is not lodged too deep in my muscle and bone. Is this how Nilán felt after I shot an arrow through his leg? How can he not hate me?

			“Dawn, Dawn, Dawn,” Heidrún mumbles.

			
			

			I lean my head back against the wall and count my breaths while my trembling hands try to keep my leg steady. Just keep breathing.

			A pair of hands cup my face. “Dawn, look at me,” Inga demands.

			I do as I’m told, and a whimper escapes me.

			One after another, people emerge from the back room, all gasping in shock.

			“Jyry, help me get your sister on the table,” Heidrún says, and she speeds toward the working table.

			My brother comes to me, one of his arms already under my knees and the other flat on my back. I wince and grip his shirt when he lifts me up and the knife moves deeper into my flesh.

			Inga gives him space. “Keep pressure on that wound, Dawn,” she says as if this is a regular everyday thing for her.

			A moment later, I’m on the table I have circled around many times in situations I hoped to never end up in myself, like with Dušan last season.

			“Inga, go get that bottle of paste of yours,” Heidrún orders.

			Inga rushes away, and takes everyone who isn’t supposed to be in this room right now with her. Many throw a look over their shoulder toward me.

			Do I really look that bad?

			Inga hurries back and says, “Now, let’s take a good look at that. Please move your hand away, Dawn.”

			Heidrún and Braga move around me, carrying towels, a bowl of water, and a few bottles and jars, which they cleverly hide from my sight. It’s like the entire room moves in slow motion.

			Jyry grabs my right hand and squeezes it tight. Anchoring and distracting me.

			I look toward my brother, my lungs short of air, my vision filling with tears, and I start hiccupping. “I’m scared. I can’t do this. Stay here,” I mumble.

			My brother’s hands tremble. “You have to and you can. I will stay right here.”

			All other sounds turn to background noise.

			
			

			“I can’t,” I whimper, “we can’t be here. Chief . . . Chief Clovis and, and, and Father—”

			Jyry shakes his head. “Don’t worry about that now.”

			I heave a deep breath and regret it immediately. “But they bound him to posts in the square, Jyry,” I whisper.

			He jolts back slightly and shock washes over him, but he blinks it away. “Father will be fine.”

			“How can you know that?” I sneer. “He needs our help.”

			His eyes dart away from me, and his skin pales. “You can’t help Father when you are like this.”

			I know he is right, and I hate it. If I can’t help him, someone else has to.

			Heidrún appears above me, stroking my hair, and brings her face close to mine. “It will be alright. You can trust me,” she whispers.

			Of course I trust her. Why would she say something funny like that?

			The whispers farther in the room become clearer. “Cauterize the wound.”

			I want to get off the table, and I can hear myself whimpering like a wounded animal. I clutch my other hand to Jyry’s 

			“No, no, no, no-no,” I plead to him and Heidrún between whimpers and hiccups.

			Heidrún’s forehead now touches mine, her hands still settled on top of my head.

			Jyry holds both my hands in a strong grip now.

			Braga gives something to Heidrún, who temporarily releases her grip on me. I recognize it, a stick wrapped in fabric for people to bite down on rather than biting through their tongues when something had to get pried out of their bodies.

			I don’t want to, but I let Heidrún do her work and put the thing into my mouth while she leans over me, holding the stick with her hands and keeping my shoulders in place with her elbows. Someone presses down on my hips, and another places their hands on my ankles.

			
			

			My breathing becomes even more rapid. This is what I hate about being a healer’s apprentice—I know what’s coming.

			Inga appears in my periphery again.

			The blade is yanked from my leg, and I bite down on the stick so hard pain shoots through my jaw. The grip on my ankles tightens as I rear back. But the initial pain subsides, and I slump onto the table, my leg throbbing in time with my hammering heart. Inga holds the bloody knife. I blink once and it’s gone. It’s a relief, but I’m trying hard not to think about what happens next.

			Jyry loosens his hold on my wrists for a moment. I see Heidrún shake her head and feel Jyry tighten his grip on me again.

			There is the unmistakable sound of a door opening and closing with a quiet thud. Everyone looks up and then an extra pair of hands settles down on my right hip and ankle. I’m shaking, tensing, my stomach a knot.

			A hot, blinding pain sears into my thigh, and my screams sound weird to my ears coming through the fabric in my mouth. The smell of scorched skin fills my nostrils until black spots start to dot my vision.

			“Dawn.” I think it’s Jyry who says it.

			The various points of pressure on my body loosen, and then it’s just black.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twenty
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			“ Dawn,” someone whispers. “Dawn?”

			The fog lifts from my head and I blink a few times. Every muscle in my body protests when I put my hands down and try to push myself up. I look down and squeeze my eyes closed before opening them again, slowly, adjusting to the light of a single candle that stands on the treatment table to my left. A few bottles lie around haphazardly, and furs are piled on the bench next to the door. Soft sounds emanate from the back room.

			I find Vidya, who has her hands lying on top of mine. Relief washes over her features the moment she notices I’m awake.

			I lean back and blow out a deep breath. I’m at the House of Eir. I managed to get here and then . . . All the memories, the pain, the panic, come flooding back  into me. My mouth is dry. Father was strung up in the square, most likely still is. Wait! How much time has passed since then?

			I can hear the rustling of Vidya’s colorful sash before I feel her hands embrace me from the back and rub my arm.

			The scrape of wood on wood grates my senses. I look toward it and see Nicaise putting a stool back with an apologetic smile. “I’ll get Jyry,” he whispers, and moves toward the back room.

			“Stop,” I mumble. What is that annoying piece of work doing here?

			Vidya squeezes my hand and keeps her lips pressed shut.

			Nicaise turns slowly, one hand still on the corner of the wall, but he stays silent as his gaze wanders like pinpricks over me.

			I’m willing the shivers to disappear and the words to leave my mouth. “Why are you here? Weren’t you imprisoned along with the others?” My dry throat burns with every word.

			He fiddles with his hands and tries to settle his body into a casual position rather than the natural, haughty version of himself, failing miserably. “Vidya freed us from the barracks, and then we came here.”

			Barracks? He must mean the lodges, at least that’s what we call them. It seems Vidya was right, as usual.

			“I stayed here because I was worried. You blacked out just after we arrived. And”—Nicaise looks around, thoughtful—“Lusia was panicked. She asked me to keep watch when she couldn’t.”

			I nod in response. The only reason for him to care is because of my sister, that’s it. He never cared about me. At least we are on the same page when it comes to that. “Where is Lusia now?” I ask. Hopefully she is still safe here in this building.

			Nicaise disappears into the darkness of the hall without telling me where Lusia is.

			
			

			I turn around to Vidya, but only barely. “You were right about our Southern visitors being locked up in the lodges.” I put my hands in my lap, hanging my head, following the silhouette of my legs under the blanket. A cramp blooms in my belly. Just when I forgot for a moment that I had my bleeding, it shows up to add to the pain.

			“Yes, the whole legion Gustav led was locked up. I couldn’t find Gustav himself though,” she says, followed by a deep breath. She stays quiet for a moment, but I can feel the curiosity radiating from her. Then she says, “Not a single part of me believes that being beat up and stabbed was part of your plan. What in the Nine Worlds were you thinking, Dawn?”

			I groan, but the corners of my mouth quirk up. “Someone had to be the distraction.”

			Vidya snorts. “Choose a different way to do it next time.”

			Someone had to do it. To give the children a chance to escape from the Red Lion warriors’ clutches. It’s sweet that Vidya is worried, but I think she has been in more dangerous situations than fighting Southerners in the square. She just refuses to talk about it.

			I laugh, but the shaking hurts from my head to my neck, my ribs to my leg.

			Heavy steps come barging into the room, followed by a few others. Vidya moves aside and drags the stool she had been sitting on with her.

			Jyry swoops in and wraps his big arms around me, almost crushing me in his hug. I sheepishly put my hands on his back and tap his shoulder.

			How I wish Father were here. For him to be safe here with us.

			“I would appreciate it if you use a different tactic next time, sister,” he whispers.

			I look up from his shoulder. Heidrún, Inga, Braga, Bárodr, and Wieland stand near the hallway.

			
			

			My brother lets go of me, and I swear I see watery eyes, but he blinks it away in a moment, his throat bobbing. He rubs my arms while he looks me over, almost as if he wants to warm me up, and honestly, it’s comforting. I smile, still slightly trembling.

			My annoying brother.

			Heidrún worms her way in between us and pulls me into a hug as well. Then she puts her hands on my face and, squishing my cheeks, says, “Never do that again. I almost had a heart attack when I saw you. There’s only one happy occasion I want you on my table for, understood?”

			“Not going to happen, or . . . or at least not planning to,” I tell her through my squished face. I don’t want to think about childbirth, not yet. Heidrún sees every new babe in this village as her own grandchild. I can only imagine how seeing me here like this must have felt . . . feels. 

			She lets go of my face and points one finger in my direction. “Then don’t you dare find yourself on my table again, ever.”

			I nod and bite my lips. It doesn’t take a genius to know that dire times are ahead, and this will be a promise I can’t keep. Considering my track record, I will break it sooner than later. I throw off the blanket and, clutching my leg with both hands, twist toward the edge of the table. I focus on a singed spot immortalized on my outer thigh. It looks horrible. Without me realizing, my finger trails over it, and an irritated pounding courses through my body from the slightly swollen, angry wound.

			Heidrún comes to sit in front of me, laying a clean pair of pants down next to me, and holds a bandage in her other hand. “Shoo, shoo,” she says to Jyry and the others, waving them away.

			My hand automatically flies toward the bandage, trying to get it from her tight grip. But she stops me.

			“Let me,” she says, and looks up to me, unrolling the fabric around my leg with practiced ease.

			
			

			Her movements hypnotize me for a moment. “What happened to doing stitches?” I mumble to myself.

			Heidrún securely tucks away the end of the strip. “I can hear your mind working.” She inspects her work. “Yes, we are out of thread and herbs. A few bandages are all we have left.” 

			And here I am, wasting what we have with my stupid actions.

			It really has come to this. All of Summer, the healers, Father, and many other people have made their worries known loud and clear about this very scenario, just to see it become a reality. Even the Council had been pressing the matter, but Chief Clovis still decided to ignore it. Still, we kept hoping for things to change. Now, we lick our wounds while Chief Clovis seems to sit comfortably in the Council’s Den. I wonder if we could have prevented this at all, if more protests would have helped, or would that have made it all worse.

			I slip from the table and balance on my legs, and the room spins slightly. Holding the table, I struggle out of my bloodied and ripped-up pants, not that there is much left of them anyway. Out of habit, I try to fold them neatly. Why am I doing this? There is no salvaging them.

			With slow movements, I step into the clean pants Heidrún brought, their fabric crisp on my skin. My shirt and brynja are a mess in comparison.

			Heidrún is already cleaning the table, and I grab a bowl of fresh water and a rag from one of the shelves to help out.

			Heidrún snatches the bowl away from me. “No need to clean, just go to the back, to the others.”

			“No.” I inhale a big gulp of air. My ribs hurt, but not as bad as before. “I’m not going to sit and watch. I can’t . . . I can’t talk about all that has happened since the battle and in the Fjall village, not yet. Not before I clear up my own mind.”

			“You mean—” she puts down the bowl.

			I nod. “Yes, I will help however I can instead of whining and running away.”

			
			

			A range of emotions cross her face and she gently touches my neck. “I didn’t . . . I didn’t know what to make of you when you came in with a dagger protruding out of your leg, covered in smears of blood and a bandage around your neck. If this is your idea of being a grown-up, please, it’s not . . . this,” she whispers the last part.

			“It’s not that.” I cut her off. “I just need to busy my hands so I can think. I need a plan to get Father away from the square, and there are people in hiding who don’t know what to do. We have to fight Chief Clovis, he can’t do what he wants anymore, but like I said, I need a moment to clear up my mind. Then I can figure out what exactly needs to be done and how.”

			The older woman bites her lower lip and looks away, then a sob escapes her.

			I embrace her. Poor Heidrún, she looks so hurt and scared. “We will get through this. And I promise to be more careful from now on,” I whisper. I feel her hand on top of my head and the other rubbing my back.

			After some time, she lets me go and nods to me, a sad smile playing on her lips. “You’d better. I don’t want to lose another one so dear to me.”

			Not much later, everything is back in its allotted place and the table is clean in case anyone else needs treatment.

			I limp into the back room and find a group of children sitting around the table where Braga, barely lit by a half-burned candle, is telling stories and making big gestures with her hands. I let myself get used to the dark so I can steer clear of the scarfs and furs strewn across the floor.

			My feet find their way between the giggling children crisscrossing my path. Little Astrid follows Lahja around and asks her a ton of questions, like how can she possibly know what bottle is for what in the dark.

			Jyry has settled himself in the back with Vidya, Braga, Bárodr, Wieland, Dušan, Nicaise, Lusia and a few others whose names I don’t know. It’s odd Emerik isn’t around, though. Usually, where Dušan is, Emerik is too. I merge myself into their group, relishing in the calm of this part of the room.

			
			

			Nilán is nowhere to be seen either. I don’t like it that he is getting into the habit of not showing up. If all the others are here, then why isn’t he?

			Jyry smiles at me and continues their conversation, “That gives us hope she is still out there, but how do we get her here?”

			Vidya bumps against my shoulder, her face close to mine like she might be ready to whisper something to me.

			“It’s not like we can spare any more capable warriors for a search party right now,” Nicaise adds, which stalls whatever Vidya was going to say.

			I hate to admit it, but Nicaise is right. Every capable warrior in the village is a necessity right now. We don’t know what Chief Clovis’s next step is going to be, how ludicrous it will become.

			Wieland bites his thumb, deep in thought with his gaze settled on the ground.

			My fingers tap against my good leg. “So . . . who are we talking about?”

			“Ragnhild,” Vidya whispers. “We need her here. The more warriors the better.”

			I purse my lips. “Ah, so we need to find a way to get her here.”

			She nods.

			“Alright, and have you figured out who Chief Clovis’s confidant was, Jyry? Is there a possibility of us having that knowledge to use against them and smuggle Chief Ragnhild in our village through them?” It’s most likely far-fetched, but it’s the only thing I can think of.

			“Well.” Jyry trails his lips with his finger. “Turns out it was one of the older Council members, and for the days that Clovis was gone, everything was back to old, happily so. Not really a threat. But I haven’t seen the man near the Council or his house since Clovis came back, though.”

			Vidya hisses. “Oh, that’s not good,” she mumbles under her breath.

			We all stand deep in thought for a moment and work out possible ideas. Chief Clovis will have guards on all the main roads, and using the path near the crop fields again is too risky. Going on foot is a bad idea, but . . . Then it hits me. 

			
			

			“Vi,” I whisper, and instinctively I move away from Nicaise. “The falcons. Back in Spring, when we sat atop the house at Merchant Row, you were contemplating whether or not the falcon had found its right destination.”

			Vidya’s face lights up, and the corners of her mouth turn up.

			“Falcons?” Wieland interrupts, looking back and forth between Vidya and me. “Ragnhild uses falcons for messages all the time.”

			Vidya nods with an all-knowing smirk on her lips. “I know.”

			Lusia breaks free from the group and helps Lahja pick up scarfs and furs.

			Vidya had been lurking around the Bird Kettle not too long ago, so maybe she already sent a bird with a message. 

			“Since you already know, then why hasn’t a message been sent to Chief Ragnhild yet?” I ask.

			Vidya arches a brow and stares at Braga. “Because Braga and your brother think it might be risky to do so with a whole Red Lion Legion camping on the shoreline, possibly closer by now.”

			“We can’t have one of them intercepting the bird and finding out where Ragnhild is hiding,” Braga adds.

			Bárodr holds his hand up, ready to speak his mind. “I understand your argument, sister, but waiting and doing nothing isn’t going to help either. So, I vote to send a falcon in search of Chief Ragnhild and hope the Southerners won’t see it.”

			“That’s asking for trouble,” Braga counters.

			“Braga, look around. Trouble is everywhere around us, and we can’t afford not to try,” Bárodr says in a way that leaves no room for further argument.

			Nicaise folds his arms in front of him and leans against the wall, all of his attention on this conversation.

			Jyry scratches his beard and sighs deeply. “Time to get our hands on a falcon then.”

			
			

			“Well, Wieland, Vidya, and I can go to the Bird Kettle and send it away with the message,” I say, shrugging. “I’m ready to get some fresh air, and maybe we can see how Father is doing. The Bird Kettle is close enough to the square.”

			“You’re not going,” Jyry demands.

			“Actually, I would like for her to accompany me,” Vidya says, throwing me a smile.

			I square my shoulders and stare at my brother. His face is etched with chagrin, but he huffs a laugh, defeated. “Don’t overexert yourself.”

			I nod and hobble along with Vidya to the front of the healer’s house. 

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twenty-One
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			We give the square a wide berth to avoid being seen by the Red Lion guards on our way to the Bird Kettle, right behind the Council’s building. With careful steps and some stumbling, I slowly find my way to relative safety. Vidya and Wieland are a few steps ahead of me.

			I know Jyry was right, but if he thinks I’m going to sit around while others do all the work, he’s wrong.

			Once inside, I lean against the rickety wall and rest my leg.

			Just inside a rectangular opening, three falcons sit with their legs chained to a beam that spans the coop. They don’t seem to mind the snow or the cold finding its way into their home. Old and dirtied blankets are piled together in what looks like nests around the room. The ground is covered in bird droppings, with  a few animal carcasses mixed in among the mess. I scrunch my nose against the overpowering stench of decay and excrement. Not a single soul has bothered to clean this place for quite some time by the looks of it.

			It takes every bit of restraint for me to not walk out right away. Just the idea that some people think it’s alright to have an animal live this way.

			Vidya and Wieland look up at me in unison.

			An ohooo rings out from behind the row of falcons. Wieland almost slips in the bird droppings as he storms toward the sound, his arms swinging in the air trying to keep himself up. The birds bristle at the unexpected commotion around them. I freeze, choking out the air left in my lungs.

			Wieland manages to balance himself, leans down with a palm on his knee, and reaches out the other. “Hello, buddy, can you stay quiet for us please?”

			My curiosity rearing its head, I shuffle toward him, careful to not slip on the mess like he just did. The tension in my body eases. Wieland whispers and rubs the chest feathers of a tawny owl, and its black beady eyes observe us suspiciously. But the creature seems to be content with the attention.

			The other birds keep quiet, luckily. Though, it makes me sad to see these perfect predators trained into docile messengers by humans and our ever-growing lack of respect for nature and its inhabitants. Or maybe these falcons just make us think they are obedient servants, waiting for the time to set themselves free. I smirk at the thought.

			Vidya moves swiftly between me and the birds and takes a wooden tube from Wieland’s pocket, then ties it to one of the falcon’s legs. She double knots it to make sure the message doesn’t get lost during flight.

			The falcon on the right angles its head, trying to figure out what Vidya is doing while she ties another knot around the other bird’s leg. Our messenger is already flapping and stretching its wings in anticipation.

			“To Ragnhild, Jiske,” she says, and she strokes its neck before unchaining its leg from the beam.

			
			

			The falcon opens its wings, feeling the wind. The other two shuffle aside, cornering the tawny owl. With a loud thud on the beam, the messenger takes off into the air.

			I stumble over to the opening and push myself in next to Vidya and the other two falcons, who look to the sky with longing as their friend flies in circles and then takes off to the south. I watch its mighty wings in the distance until the darkness swallows our view whole.

			Falcons aren’t nocturnal animals, and nature has arrived at a time of everlasting darkness, so I hope this will work. This dark season might as well be their hibernation period until Spring comes again.

			Wieland leans over the edge. “Here’s to hoping.”

			“To hoping, indeed,” I mumble. It’s the only thing we can do, and even if the message finds Chief Ragnhild and her warriors soon, it might still take them multiple days to arrive if they are holed up in the mountains. Even without the darkness and snow, it’s a long journey to make. And for all we know the falcon won’t find anyone at all; it will fly to the Jiske village and into the remains of a battlefield.

			I look at one of the birds, and the creature seems to study me from its place on the beam. A shiver runs from the top of my head to my feet. I move to the door and shove it open to fill my lungs with fresh air.

			What might the falcon do? Think about something else, anything but that. My mind paints a sick picture of the falcon sitting on top of Solveig’s few-days-old remains. Little Astrid smiling when she got a beaker filled with berry juice. A flash of Solveig’s face being ripped of its flesh, her eyes dark pits of decay and blood and rot. Lusia cooking her famous soup. Her open mouth set in a silent scream. Heidrún teaching me about herbs. Solveig’s spirit standing over her body, her eyes finding mine and begging. Think about good memories!

			The pain of my own wounds calls me back from the horrible illusion. I squat down and hold my head between my hands.

			
			

			Vidya pulls on my arm and pries me away from the door. In the distance, heavy footsteps in the snow, accompanied by hushed voices.

			Vidya and I freeze, and my breath lodges in my throat as I listen. Pressed against the wall, I look around the corner at two men standing by the Council’s building. Hopefully they won’t notice the door to the Bird Kettle is open. I look around to Wieland still standing by the owl, still petting it.

			“You need to make . . . uhm,” starts one man, with a Southern accent, and he snaps his fingers, “decitum. Aghh. What is the right word?” He rubs his hands through his short, reddish-brown hair, slicking the longer strands back.

			The other, barely a head taller and with a scowl on his face, huffs and steps closer to the first man. “Excuse me,” he says.

			I know this person, a face so familiar . . . Chief Clovis. What is he doing out of the Council’s building, with a Southerner no less?

			The Red Lion warrior snaps his fingers again. “Decision, that is the word. Seriously, Clovis, how can you lose mother language like that? Ha.”

			Ice spreads through my chest.

			Does that mean Chief Clovis comes from the same land as that man? He was one of the Southerners all along?

			I look up to Vidya, but she has her focus on both men and their conversation.

			Chief Clovis rubs his temples. “You should take care of the uproar on Merchant Row right now instead of standing here howling like a cub.”

			I tap Vidya on the shoulder, mouthing “an uproar?”

			She shrugs and shakes her head in response.

			The Southerner laughs sardonically. “I may be howling like cub, but you do know I am loyal, unlike that lord’s bastard son that been running around here for a season.”

			A lord’s bastard son? Who could he mean by that, Nicaise? But it might be someone else, someone we wouldn’t expect to be one of them. But who? It makes me wonder, because by the way Chief Clovis flinches and folds his arms in front  of him, it seems this is new information for him as well . . . or did he know all along?. Whoever it may be, it’s definitely a weak spot we can exploit.

			Another person comes running, gulping for air as he leans forward with his palms on his knees. “Lord Clovis,” he utters, still heaving.

			“Chief, boy. Chief.” Chief Clovis sounds annoyed.

			“Chief.” The newcomer nods back. “There is another skirmish near the fields and houses as well.”

			Chief Clovis growls. “Like I told your friend here,” he says, pointing to the other man, “solve the problem instead of howling at me.” He turns and stalks away, begrudgingly. “Why is it that none of you can do anything without my guidance?”

			The newcomer turns to the man with the reddish-brown hair, who nods to the south where the crop fields are. He almost bows to the man and then runs off again in that direction.

			The man with the reddish-brow hair remains there for another moment, hands on his hips as he looks around. A smirk appears on his face before he turns and saunters toward Merchant Row.

			Vidya and I collapse against each other in relief, but in truth she steadies me. My feet nearly slip from underneath me.

			Wieland has one of his brows arched up, and his hand has stilled, mid-air in front of the owl. The tiny creature seems to want more attention.

			I’m not about to wait another moment. I step outside and walk as fast as my darn leg allows me across the square toward the House of Eir. I lose track of Vidya and Wieland, but I need to speak with Jyry. Our entire village has gone into protest, like we should have done much earlier. But there is no organization, guaranteeing that it will get out of hand soon, especially in a village filled with trained warriors.

			I see people marching further into the streets, grouped together and circling the Red Lion guards. The weapons of my fellows are tossed to the side, and noise comes from all directions. There is shouting and pushing, a total transformation  from when I and the refugees snuck in. Nobody seems to care that I’m stumbling through the streets; the guards are scattered and their attention spread thin. Arguments rise everywhere.

			I see the colorful fabric of Vidya’s outfit flap in the wind as she runs toward Herðar Street. Wieland appears in my periphery and matches his speed to mine.

			We burst through the doors of the House of Eir, and Lahja looks up in alarm.

			More out of breath than I thought I would be, I ask, “Jyry? And where’s Nilán?”

			Lusia is nowhere to be found either. Where did she go?

			Lahja fidgets with her hands. “Jyry left not long after you did, didn’t tell anyone where he went though, and I haven’t seen Nilán for a while.”

			Everything inside me screams of dread. Knowing my brother, the uproar is his and Nilán’s doing. He must have felt he needed to cause a distraction to get us to the Bird Kettle. Maybe he’s even attempting to free Father.

			I storm out of the House of Eir without a word and half stumble home.

			Jyry might have gone to Father, investigating the square before setting his plan in motion. But it would only cause more trouble. I don’t understand him sometimes. We might be twins, but our minds are so different.

			“Wait.” Wieland follows me.

			I blink and look over my shoulder. “I’m fine. You can stay with Little Astrid.”

			He purses his lips for a moment. “Something tells me you might get yourself into trouble again.”

			Something between a gurgle and huff erupts from my throat. “Excuse you.”

			“It’s a gut feeling.” He shrugs, then chuckles. “And Little Astrid?”

			Well, thank you for your faith in me, Wieland. Are you sure we don’t know each other yet?

			But his gut feeling might not be so wrong at all.

			“I will explain that to you later,” I say, and motion for us to get moving.

			
			

			He smiles. “Knowing my sister, she will love the nickname, a lot. She has been talking about the Mead Hall all night and trailing after the healer girl.” 

			I nod. “The healer’s name is Lahja.” 

			Thundering footsteps pass behind us, orders are thrown around, and a young boy runs past with a spear in hand.

			Wieland shakes his head while we move through the streets. “She has this insatiable curiosity. Nobody and nothing can stop her once she has set her mind to something.”

			When I was her age, I was like that too. I would glue myself to Mother, observe all the things she did, and ask a constant stream of questions along the way while she worked around the house or at the House of Eir. Until one day I asked her the most stupid question anyone can ever ask, “Mommy, why are you not moving?” after someone put his sword through her.

			My hand begins to shake, and I tap against my good leg, trying to calm myself and breathe to the rhythm. I was a kid, I didn’t know better then. I nod to Wieland again, whose gaze is still on me, and push a smile onto my lips.

			We turn onto another street. Broken barrels and splintered wood litter our path. Ripped fabrics swirl in a light wind, and arrows jut from various surfaces, though luckily none human. The clanging of metal on metal grows louder alongside the shouts and screams a few streets over.

			I wish I could escape to the woods for now, search for some calm together with Ulf.

			But I have things I need to do first. I have one foot inside the fence around our house when Lusia comes out the door. She smiles as she twirls a finger in her hair and hums to herself, apparently oblivious to the skirmishes.

			My legs feel featherlight as I dash over to her, enveloping her in a hug. My little sister is safe.

			Her singsong laugh rings through my body when she hugs me back. “I’m happy to see you, Dawn.” There is a heaviness in her voice. I let her go and see her perfect brows creased together.

			
			

			I gulp then ask, “Why are you here, Lusia?” This might not be the time to ask, but why in the Nine Worlds did she leave the safety of the House of Eir to go home, smiling and acting like nothing is amiss?

			“I needed a moment for myself after I saw what happened to you.” Her big deer-like eyes drill into my skull, and she hugs herself. “We entered the House of Eir, and you were lying on the treatment table, a stick in your mouth and a knife in your leg, surrounded by bottles and cloths stained with blood.”

			I grit my teeth. “That’s not important right now, it was dangerous for you to move through the streets alone.”

			She looks to the side, shifts on her feet, and raises her nose to the air in a way only she can. “Nicaise and I were worried sick when we saw you like that. He even helped hold you down on the table.” She scoffs. “I need to be more careful? I don’t want to stress myself out every time you go off on your own. Both you and Jyry. You get yourselves into trouble way too much, if you ask me.”

			My cheeks suck inward. Nothing is as sour as being scolded by your younger sister, who always seems to know better, always carries herself with grace, and everyone considers wise beyond her years.

			But I try to steer the conversation toward the matter at hand and away from my actions. “Where’s Jyry?”

			“He has been brought to the Council and Chief Clovis, since he seems to have caused all the drama going on in the streets today. He should have known better,” she sighs and relaxes her body. “Jyry had this coming, just like Father. Nicaise warned them, many times actually.”

			Nicaise this, Nicaise that. Nicaise everything. As if he is the perfect epitome of a man. I have to force back the bile that rises in my throat. How can she be so light-hearted about this? As if it doesn’t concern her at all.

			“Take those words back,” I snap, harsher than intended.

			
			

			“The truth isn’t always comfortable, and I’m done worrying about you all,” she says with a calm voice and an empty gaze. She makes every single hair on my body rise.

			She really is a vicious véttr, only thinking about herself and nobody else. 

			Without another word, she throws a smile my way and walks past me and Wieland, heading toward the street with a bounce in her step. I must look flabbergasted, because she looks over her shoulder one more time, a guilty pout on her lips.

			My body is frozen.

			I look to Wieland, who seems as aghast as I am.

			What in the Nine Worlds just happened?

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Lusia hums as she disappears down an alley. How could she idolize Nicaise so much? This has to be more than a regular crush. Or maybe I really am wrong about him. Maybe he isn’t the monster I make him out to be. It all makes my head spin.

			I try to run after her, but Wieland throws his arm in front of me. I blow out through my nose, my insides boiling, and I smack Wieland’s arm away. My jaw clenches as I step around him and shake my head at him. “I’m going to the square to get Father.”

			“I’m coming with you.”

			We head to the square, keeping our eyes peeled and ears open, but we walk straight into a battle. Four of my fellow Verja warriors take on a group of about six  Southerners. Hilda comes running from the east alley with a bulging sack slung over her shoulder, the content clanging together, her dress ripped and frayed in places and splattered with blood, and a cut sits on her round cheek. Jyry had once speculated that she kept a secret stash of weapons nobody had ever seen before. Now she freely hands out the evidence. Throwing knives, axes, and swords in the hands of our fellows, who catch them with ease and swing at their opponents a moment later.

			I promised I would not get myself into trouble, to multiple people. But I need a weapon, I need something to defend myself with. In a blink, I find myself standing next to Hilda.

			She searches through her sack. “Here,” she says, and holds out a throwing axe. “This one suits you best.”

			“Thank you,” I whisper, swinging it around a few times, feeling its weight and arc. Even in such stressful situations, this woman still knows how to select the best weapon for each individual. I feel safe with my back against a building and Hilda at my side. Until I hear the high-pitched screams of children slice through the shouts and growls of battle. They come from the House of Eir’s direction. It rips my nerves to shreds.

			Wieland whooshes past me, his feet thundering on the ground while he pushes through the battle.

			What do I do? I frantically look between the House of Eir and the Council. Back and forth. Left or right? My heart picks up in tempo. Where should I go, Father or children? The children are closer, but . . . but Father needs help too. What would Father do?

			Hilda grabs me by the shoulders and pushes me in the direction of the Council square and Father, her a shield between me and the battle. “Go,” she says, shooing me forward.

			I urge myself to move and turn back when I reach the other end of the alley.

			
			

			Hilda hands out two razor-sharp knives and a throwing axe, then springs toward the House of Eir. Whoever made them scream like that will be in for a huge surprise from Hilda—a merchant woman turned savage.

			Hilda does what Father always tried to teach me—immediately jumping into action without letting anger get the better of her. She’s not ruled by her emotions. Something I still haven’t got the hang of. And if Hilda hadn’t moved me along, someone else might have smashed me to bits before I even had the chance to do something about it.

			With my patched-up leg and all the other hits I have taken in the last few days, I’m making terribly slow progress through the packed streets. Fellow Verja warriors are rounded up by the Red Lion warriors, slamming their swords whenever they can.

			I stop and push myself back against the wall of the building behind me in the hope that the Southerners herding my friends into a tight circle won’t notice me. Emerik slams one of the Red Lion warriors in the face. Eldgrímr snarls. 

			Emerik receives a pommel to his jaw. He stumbles back into the herd, and I notice the Southern emblem has been ripped away from his jacket. His fists clenching but unarmed, he growls at the one who hit him.

			I keep to the edges of the building. My leg aches, and I hope that keeping to the shadows will work as well as it did in the square yesterday.

			The cornered group stays calm, staring down the self-proclaimed guards of this village. Puffs of hot breath leave some of their noses, like angry moose. A few women are twitching their fingers. They will put their claws to good use soon if the Southerners don’t let them go.

			Emerik notices me, then his attention returns to the guards.

			I slide along the wall, my focus on the group.

			The back of my head smashes into the wall, a thick arm pushes against my windpipe, and a pair of dark-brown eyes stare at me. Through his joyful sneer, my attacker blows a wisp of his long hair from his face. He licks his lips and laughs  while his other hand forces my shoulder back, fingernails digging through my clothes and into skin. I groan, and the cutting pain goes numb after a moment. The scent of burned wood attacks my senses. My vision turns spotty.

			I bury my nails into his lower arm, drawing blood. My body twists helplessly, but he is too close for me to kick away.

			“Hey,” someone screams from the herded group, followed by thuds, growling, and all sorts of screams. The man holding me looks over his shoulder.

			That’s all I need. I grit my teeth and slam my knee up into his groin. His arm loses the pressure on my throat while he doubles over. I lift the throwing axe from my belt and smash the haft into his temple. He drops down, and I fall with him, beating my fists into his back to make sure he stays down. His hands slide away in the muddy snow when I put my full weight into the attack.

			I duck under fists in the skirmish that breaks out, grazed by hits while dragging my left leg. Emerik and Dušan jump between me and the swords coming my way, and my fellows keep the five Red Lion warriors back. The streets, houses, and people are a blur while I push forward, to Father.

			Out of breath I crash into one of the posts he’s tied to, and Father grunts and jerks his head. The rest of his body is limp; he seems completely spent.

			Father’s jaw and cheek are bruised, and a fresh cut crosses his brow, the blood smeared over the right side of his face.

			I look to the other side of the square—it’s free of guards. The Council’s door is closed. I stumble over my own feet, reaching on my tiptoes for the ropes that hold Father, and angle my axe against them.

			“Look, who joined party, once again.” It’s the same arrogant piece of work that approached me in the square last evening. His voice is hoarse. Red and raised marks drawn like flames on his cheek and down his neck from his scarf catching fire after I had thrown him away from me. His walk is slow and arrogant. He pushes me away from Father into the open, his hand lingering beneath my collarbones.

			
			

			Noise fills the square, and as I look around, I see the townspeople, old and young alike, being pushed into the square. Rows of red-clothed guards form a circle around us to pen us in like sheep in a field.

			I strike his hand from my chest. My lips draw back from my teeth in a sneer.

			He laughs and pulls his scarf up over his nose, his gaze wild with glee. I can tell he is the kind that enjoys power and dominance, but people like him always want more. Greed will get the better of him. 

			“We have a word for people like you,” I snarl through clenched teeth, “véttr. It means thing, useless, exactly like you.”

			He huffs another laugh. “Véttr sound funny to me.” The Southerner drags me away from father and lunges me forward in the square.

			Chief Clovis steps through the doors, his hands clasped in front of him and others following close behind. 

			Red Lion guards push the people at the front back by smashing sticks into their faces. Followed by yelps of pain and agony.

			A scream rises from the Council’s building.

			This is even too cruel to be the work of Loki.

			Jyry, pushing back and jostling in their grip, is dragged from the building by two Red Lion guards. Both of them wear their scarfs pulled over their noses, conveniently hiding their identities.

			They turn Jyry around to face Chief Clovis and kick the backs of his knees to force him to kneel down. I see a thick rope binding Jyry’s arms behind his back. My fingers go from tapping my thigh to digging into it forcefully. The treated stab wound feels dull against the bruising I cause myself now. Yet that, too, pales in comparison to what I’m feeling inside.

			“Let Jyry go,” Father roars.

			I look back to him and see that a Southerner with a long sword now stands next to Father. Father watches Jyry, pulling against his bonds, and he whimpers in frustration.

			
			

			“This has to stop, now,” Chief Clovis yells over the crowd of people still being pushed around by the guards. “Your home, this village, belonging to one of the most famous clans of the Northern Lands, will be ripped apart if you all keep behaving like ungrateful animals opposing me and creating a ruckus in the streets.”

			There is one animal here and it isn’t us.

			Harald screams from the crowd. “You’re one to talk. These Southerners are not going—” But he is smashed over the head before he gets to finish his sentence.

			I’m sick and tired of the Southerners—these beasts—smashing in skulls and stabbing necks.

			Others curse and push toward Harald’s attacker.

			Chief Clovis’s face turns red, his hands formed in fists, “Quiet!”

			The murmurs die down. Someone helps Harald up. Blood runs down his nose, but he holds his head high, defiance settled in his straight shoulders.

			My fingers will snap if I continue digging into my legs much longer, and my jaw clenches so hard I might never open my mouth again. I survey the crowd, and a gasp leaves me when I see Vidya captured here as well. The one who can move through the village like a ghost, caught. Next to her stands Braga, her stern face locked. And about ten steps in front of me among the crowd is Nilán, caught like the rest of us, but I breathe easier for a moment. He is alive. I should have known. To my left, it looks like Eldgrímr caught a Southerner’s arm just as he was about to slap Kylli.

			“We are not going to continue like this,” Chief Clovis says, his eyes settling on me and on the rest of my group of rebels. “I won’t have it. I won’t allow it. You lot behave like ungrateful savages, after everything I’ve done for you. I’m protecting you. The welfare of the economy has grown by my hand.” He shakes his head and holds up his finger, silencing any murmurs that grow in the crowd. “But for all the clans calling this Gods-forsaken, frozen wasteland their home, I want to compromise.

			
			

			“Akseli, you know better than anyone else here what I’ve done for you, your family and people.” His voice lowers the slightest bit. “You’ve always wanted the best for them, and yet you do nothing but oppose me, behind my back no less. This is not all, is it? And Jyry, you disappoint me so much, boy.”

			I hear Jyry’s sarcastic laugh, so familiar to me. “I will take any form of punishment you would hand out to me.” He says it loud enough for everyone to hear. Chief Clovis is not the only one who can command a crowd.

			Father shouts, “No. No you— Oof.”

			The guard next to father relaxes again as he lowers his fist from Father’s stomach.

			Nilán moves closer to me, pushing people aside, and wraps his arms around me like I need help. But his hands shake.

			He must be just as in the dark as I am. I sneak a sideways glance to him and see he is chewing his bottom lip.

			I watch as a hooded figure with a red jacket approaches the front. He slips through the people and between his fellow guards as if he glides on air. Then the person disappears from my view behind all the others standing in front of me.

			Gasps rise in the air.

			“Watch out,” someone yells.

			A silver dagger glints in the firelight, and its wielder dashes toward Jyry.

			I scream, “Stop!”

			Chief Clovis stills for a moment. Then he storms forward, raking aside the guards around him. His mouth moves, but I don’t hear a word.

			Jyry is knocked to the ground. The silver dagger thrusts in a downward arc toward my brother.

			The world goes silent.

			A pair of strong arms are wrapped like a rope around my waist. My vision fills with fog. Then, I’m being released.

			
			

			My feet carry me forward, to my brother, the world as dark as the night for me.

			My hands find fabric and clutch it, and immediately my sight clears. I look at Chief Clovis who has gone stiff with shock, his mouth trembling with silent words. “You,” I growl.

			He encloses his shivering hand around mine, without squeezing at all. A knife sticks out from his side, and a bit of blood stains through his tunic, but on first glance, the wound doesn’t seem too deep or serious. He caught the attacker’s knife before it could reach Jyry . . . 

			“I didn’t do this.” His voice is fragile, as if he is holding back fear and regret. “I just, your brother . . . he, he caused all the ruckus, so I took him prisoner. I hoped it would convince you all to listen.” He hisses as he moves his arm. “To convince your father to cooperate. I didn’t arrange the attack. I didn’t,” he says again. He points to my left.

			I look to where he points. Jyry lies on the ground, his hands still bound. But he is breathing, with a nasty scratch between his neck and shoulder. But alive.

			Chief Clovis squeezes out a weird sound and drops down to the ground. “I shouldn’t . . .” He heaves another deep breath.

			A hand falls on his shoulder. I look up to see Nicaise.

			“You shouldn’t have, indeed.” He whistles, and a few more Red Lion warriors come forth. “Imprison Clovis.”

			I let go of Chief Clovis. “He needs treatment.”

			Nicaise snorts. “Why would you—”

			I glare at Nicaise. “Because, enemy or not, I’m a healer and this is my duty.”

			But Chief Clovis is made to sit up by two guards who jostle him back and forth roughly.

			My mouth forms a thin line while Nicaise nods to one of the guards in approval. A small smirk appears on his lips and is gone in a moment as soon as his attention is back on me. 

			
			

			I shake my head but move over to help Jyry get free of the rope. We hug each other tight, and he is trembling all over, his breaths stuttering. I cling to him. “Don’t ever do something so stupid again, Jyry.”

			I can feel him nod his head and take a gasping breath, but he stays silent.

			One of Nicaise’s fellows comes and whispers something in his ear. Nicaise immediately turns solemn.

			“Uhm . . . your—” Nicaise kneels down, toying with a piece of his red uniform.

			“What?” I snap at him. I’m not in the mood to deal with him right now.

			He points to the other side of the square.

			I follow his direction, and my heart works double-time, as though it knows before I do what I will see. Then my gaze lands on it, and everything goes still. The world tips on its side and my stomach lurches. Everything is still. Hanging from the ropes is Father, a sword plunged into his back and out through his chest. Blood drips along the blade. I know immediately that he is dead. 
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			Chief Clovis is dragged away, yelping about the knife in his side.

			He won’t be among us for long if that knife stays in there, not to mention all the extra damage it must be doing as he is dragged away.

			Faces flurry past, our people fight the Red Lion warriors until they either have surrendered or are forced into captivity. Nicaise throws around orders, his legion working together with our warriors to corner those who won’t abide the new order of things. Nicaise calls for their weapons to be stashed near the fire in the square. Anyone not capable of fighting is sent home.

			Harald marches forward and faces off with Nicaise. “I will take over from here,” he says.

			
			

			Nicaise smiles. “I’m doing fine, thank—”

			“Akseli’s wishes, as our true Chief, shall be honored,” Harald says through gritted teeth.

			Both men argue, but I don’t bother listening in on the rest of it.

			Jyry and I sit here in front of the Council, hugging each other, and watch the otherworldly mess. My legs are paralyzed while people are working to get Father down from the poles. Another sob erupts from my throat.

			Somehow, we don’t seem to be part of the world anymore, but instead mere spectators watching from outside the bubble. My axe lies on the ground next to me, useless.

			Unblinking, I look around, turn to look over my shoulder, and then the other way. No hood. I subconsciously drift back to Father, his body now lying on the ground. The ropes cut. A throbbing pulses behind my eyes and in my temples as I try to remember every face I have seen in the square.

			Eventually, it all calms down, the red-jackets spread thin. Groups of people gather in the distance.

			Vidya faces Father, her body still and stiff.

			Jyry’s warmth disappears.

			A pair of hands tries to pull me up by my arms, but I throw my elbow back hard into someone’s stomach, loosening their grasp.

			Nilán steps around me and holds my wrist with one hand, the other rubbing his belly, as he drags me with him. “Let’s get to the House of Eir,” he hisses while I pull against his strength.

			I’m not going to sit comfortably in the House of Eir while Father is still here, lying on the cold ground with ropes still partially wrapped around his wrists. I just won’t have it. I lower my gaze to the tainted snow beneath us. I try to pry myself out of his grip, but he won’t budge.

			Jyry pushes me forward from behind, trembling and sobbing, while Nilán pulls me along. My heart plummets to my feet.

			
			

			I glance back one more time. Lusia sits on the ground next to Father, the hem of her dress in the pool of blood seeping out from under Father. Her head bent forward and posture demure, she closes his eyes and folds her hands on top of his chest.

			I didn’t even see her arrive at the square. Was she forced into the crowd too?

			The world swallows me into a dark abyss, and fog overtakes my vision. I want to break free from Nilán, but he holds me firm. I bend forward, leaning my head on Nilán’s hand clasped around my wrist, and I heave deep breaths. He’s gone. Dead. Taken from us, just like Mother. It’s too cruel.

			Nilán lets go of me and wraps an arm around my waist, patting the other on Jyry’s shoulder, who now walks on his other side, his face streaked with tears.

			“This is not really happening,” I mumble between hiccups.

			Nilán’s hold tightens on me, and he pulls me closer.

			A howl erupts from the woods, a wolf—maybe Ulf—seems to feel our pain.

			Sniffling and sobbing, we walk to the healer’s, where Father’s body will be carried so they can clean him and prepare him for his funeral pyre. Father always wanted a pyre instead of a burial, and we should abide by his last wish. It’s not something I would like to witness, not with Father. I’ve done it for many other families, but in this case . . . I can’t.

			I walk but drag my feet. I’m not ready to see him lying lifeless on the treatment table.

			“I’m sorry,” Nilán whispers in the air between me and my brother.

			He hugs me, his head leaning on top of mine as he rubs my back. I break down and clutch his shirt in my hands and soil it with my tears. He always seems to know when to comfort me, how to make me open up, almost as if he can see right into my thoughts. I don’t understand it. But for once, I don’t feel ashamed while I cry. I don’t have to explain what I feel to him. Despite all the mean glares and unkind words, despite shooting him with an arrow, Nilán is just there for me. The three of us stand here, in the middle of the street, for a while.

			
			

			Walking into the House of Eir is like a hazy dream. The healers have already arrived and turn to embrace me and Jyry. The moment they leave me alone, my gut urges me to flee to the back room and out through the door leading to the cold-shack against the woods.

			My Ulf, his eyes shine like stars in the night as he waits and watches me from the edge of the woods behind the healer’s house. And just when I thought I couldn’t cry anymore, I’m not able to stop now. My eyes burn, and the dull thumping in my forehead grows. Even now, Ulf has come here to console me, leaving the safety of the forest. I sink to the ground, and he lets me snuggle into his side, almost like an embrace. My body rocks with his relaxed breathing.

			I sit here in the dark, watching tree branches swing in the wind, and relish in the comforting silence while I allow myself to break down again.

			Until an eerie creak bursts my bubble.

			I snap my head to my left.

			“Dawn?” Heidrún’s voice quivers. A fleck of light dances across her face, and her eyes move rapidly from me to Ulf and back.

			I straighten myself. Ulf places his head in my lap, and I pat him behind his ears, where I know he loves it. I snap at her, “What?” My fingers stiffen in the fur, and I bite my tongue. Ulf moves his head the slightest bit.

			That came out harsher than necessary. None of this is Heidrún’s fault.

			The older woman flinches. She’s never shocked into silence like this. Her finger points toward Ulf before she snaps it back and wraps her arm in front of her belly.

			“He’s a friend,” I say, snuggling more into his side.

			She clears her throat. “Your father is inside.” The words come out in a hoarse whisper.

			Lying on the table, not breathing and his skin ashen. Dead.

			New tears forming, I take a deep breath and nod to her.

			
			

			Heidrún shifts on her feet but stays in the doorway. I don’t know what she expects of me, but I don’t move. I can’t help this time, not with Father. This is too close to home.

			“Your friends are also inside,” she whispers.

			A melancholic laugh echoes from deep inside me. “Friends,” I mumble to myself. If they want to see me, they can come here, outside. I know Vidya isn’t scared of Ulf, at least.

			Heidrún moves back into the building, her head hanging in defeat.

			Ulf lifts his head from my lap and pushes his nose against my side, nudging me to follow Heidrún.

			“You too?” I pat him on his nose. “I just . . . would like to stay like this.”

			I lean into him, and for a while nobody bothers us as we are blanketed in a light dusting of snow.

			Then a set of heavy footfalls, much like Father’s, come toward the door where Heidrún had been standing. “Is she—”

			I turn my face away. All the loss and pain seems to want to crawl out of my soul, out of my body, through the tears forming again. If only I could disappear from the world, leave behind all that’s supposed to be good and fun but has been twisted into torture and mayhem. I can’t do this anymore. I’m so tired and . . . done. I just don’t want to do this anymore.

			The heavy steps come closer, and someone kneels down next to me. His hand settles between my shoulder blades, patting while I weep for Father.

			Nilán appears in my periphery and looks to Ulf in wonder while he tries to calm me down. He brushes some of the snow out of his fur and from my hair.

			I hate him. I hate that he tries to comfort me.

			A storm rages inside his gaze. And he holds his shoulders stiff.

			“Why—” I say.

			He cuts me off and says, “Because I want to.” He remains silent for a moment. “Because everyone needs a friend in moments like these, Dawn,”

			
			

			I sob. “Jyry is your friend.”

			He brushes away fresh flakes of snow that have dropped on my hair. “He didn’t need any more of my consoling,” he says.

			I scrunch my brows together. My brother may look big and scary, but of the three of us, he is the softest at heart. He just hides it well.

			“He told me to look for you,” Nilán then adds.

			“Huh,” I utter. Maybe I shouldn’t worry too much about Jyry.

			We sit here like this for a long time until, after what feels like crying for eternity, every part of my face and every muscle in my body hurts. My tears have gone dry, and my mind is silent, comfortably so. My breaths have turned back to normal. I look up from Ulf’s fur. He still has his head in my lap, and Nilán sits close to him, stroking his finger from the wolf’s nose, up between his eyes, and over his head. Both of them seem at peace in each other’s company. A smile almost breaks on my face.

			Nilán, this annoying presence in my life, and Ulf, the most wonderful creature in my life, becoming good companions by the looks of it. Ulf nuzzles up to him. I have to wonder about Ulf’s taste in humans. Though I know Nilán has a calming personality, like sitting cozily around a warm campfire on a Winter’s night.

			I take a shaky breath, which gets both their attention. “It can’t get any worse.” New tears roll over my face, and I bite my lip.

			Ulf curls tighter around me.

			Achingly slow, Nilán removes his hand from Ulf’s snout. His face turns to the ground as he rubs his jaw. Soundlessly, he tries to form words; he swallows deeply while he wrings his hands.

			“It really can’t . . . right?” I say. What more . . . ?

			Nilán takes a deep breath and says through a breaking voice, “I’m afraid it can.”
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			Nilán still holds me close, having convinced me to come inside with him; our hands are intertwined, and his warmth seeps into me. It gives me strength and reassures me in a way that feels foreign. I don’t understand it, but there are a lot of things I can’t grasp lately. 

			Freezing wind follows us inside and disturbs the flame of a makeshift torch burning by the table where Jyry, Vidya, and Heidrún sit with our comrades. Bárodr sits in the corner behind the table. Dušan’s hair and clothes are disheveled. Kylli, Braga, and Emerik carry nicks and scrapes on their faces. Many more of our fellows are obscured in corners that are outside the flames reach.

			I barely have a foot in the door before surprised gasps reach my ears as Ulf comes to stand on my other side like a sentry overlooking the situation.

			
			

			Jyry begins to utter something, but Eldgrímr shakes his head at him as he observes Ulf. I instinctively pull Ulf closer to me.

			Shock washes over Bárodr’s face and his lips turn in awe.

			Little Astrid comes running through the hall, her footsteps echo through the silence filled room and she stops before us, her face lighting up with a grin as they land on the wolf. Wieland, in pursuit, freezes as soon as he sees the animal. His hands reach for his sister, but she shakes herself from his grip and darts over. The girl looks up at me expectantly, and I nod.

			She holds her hand out in front of his snout, and Ulf approaches her. She lets him sniff for a moment and then scratches him behind his ears with a big smile on her face. “Good wolf.”

			Wieland takes careful steps toward us. “Astrid,” he says, “go play with the other children. Please.” The girl pouts but lets go of Ulf and stomps back through the hall.

			“I guess he can stay,” Jyry says, almost pointing to Ulf.

			My eyes narrow to slits. Who does he think he is? My hand stiffens in Ulf’s grey fur, almost clutching hands full of it. I glare at my brother. He doesn’t get to decide Ulf’s fate. It’s not like my brother was thinking straight when he set the entire village against Chief Clovis and the Southerners without a plan, but now . . .

			Ulf steps aside and sits down next to the door with a grunt. It’s clear he won’t let himself be sent away.

			A woman emerges from the dark corner to my left and sets her kuksa on the table. Her hand lingers on the rim of the wooden cup, and her blue gaze moves nonchalantly from Jyry to me. Most of her long, dark hair is slung over her left shoulder. She has a scarf typical of the Southerners draped over the other shoulder and covering most of her upper body. The woman’s calm yet stern look she reminds me of the Jiske warrior who saved me on the battlefield. But I couldn’t save him.

			
			

			Taking a better look at her, I see a Jiske warrior’s trademark black leathers buckled down with silver clasps underneath the scarf. Then it dawns on me. Chief Ragnhild!

			Her attention is still settled on Ulf, but the corners of her mouth creep up. “Your sister made a good friend. He won’t harm us,” Chief Ragnhild says, and turns back to Jyry. “Unless one of us attempts to hurt her. Then that creature will rip you to shreds.”

			The rest of the room keeps quiet. Ulf perks his ears, waiting to hear what will be discussed next.

			Jyry exhales and scratches his beard. “Back to business.”

			I suck in a breath.

			How can he even think about “business” at a time like this? Father lies on a treatment table, and he wants to talk tactics. Now is not the time, brother.

			Nilán places his hand on my back and nudges me to the circle of people, but I’d much rather stand here; the cold air assaulting my back keeps me wide awake and alert. I shake my head and look down. He, however, walks past me and closes the door, patting my shoulder as he passes.

			Ragnhild continues the conversation as if it were never interrupted. “Hundreds of warriors have collected at the entrance to Kēapmann Pass. The end of their camp was far from sight. And that was two days ago.” She grabs her kuksa and hangs it on her belt. “Even if all the Red Lion warriors in this village were to choose your side, we are nothing more than a lone flame flickering against the frigid gust of Winter.”

			Snuffed out before we know it. The day has come that we either have to leave our home or die trying to protect it. A day we hoped would never come.

			Our village is known as the last line of defense keeping the High North safe. Do they even know that part of our history, and about the two remaining clans?

			
			

			Jyry looks like he tries to swallow bile. “We have time. Right? They are not prepared for all the snow and the everlasting darkness. Right?”

			“I don’t know, Jyry, I really don’t,” Chief Ragnhild replies.

			Dušan hisses. “I’m not so sure about that.”

			Jyry drops his arms by his side. “Care to enlighten us?”

			The rest of the room steps closer to the table, and so do I. I need to remind myself to breathe.

			Dušan shrinks under all our gazes. “Lord Gabin, the Southern Warlord, as you call him, he has collected all his capable men and marched them this far into your lands. Our legion was not prepared for snow, but I know he has a group of warriors he trains like beasts in the Southern mountains in Winter. Those are vicious creatures, no longer quite human.” His hands are shaking. “I don’t see snow and darkness stopping them.”

			Beasts. As in the Eigi Einhamr, the shapeshifter I’d seen in my dreams. Nicaise. Goosebumps rise all over my arms. 

			Jyry leans his elbows on the table and picks at the cuticle on his thumb.

			Any other day, Father would have processed all this information and had the beginnings of a plan already forming in his mind. He wouldn’t hesitate to set people into action. Now we feel the lack of his presence, a gaping, dark hole. One of uncertainty.

			Jyry stands at the head of the table, next to Chief Ragnhild, and he tries to take the lead, but will he succeed? Harald is keeping the village together after Father’s passing and Chief Clovis’s capture so we can have time to grieve. But will our fellows allow Jyry to become the new Chief? Is that really what he wants? Or should we leave it up to someone else?

			I rub my own arms, as something much colder than the weather outside grows within me.

			
			

			“Take it from Emerik and me, we were forced to grow up under his control, felt his rage every day. We . . .” Dušan falls silent while Emerik glares at him with a locked jaw and venom in his eyes.

			Then Chief Ragnhild’s voice breaks through the stillness. “I’m going north with my warriors. Feel free to come with us.”

			My brother nods and looks around the room, catching each of our eyes with his. Mine last. Pain, fear, sadness, but also a willingness to fight take turns on his face. We nod in unison, and for the first time, I sense I have a direct bond with my brother, my twin.

			Jyry looks down at the table as he says, “We need to talk to Harald, he works hard to keep this village together now and until we have a new Chief. But I also want to speak with Nicaise. Maybe we can do something to . . . to keep our home safe. To give our fellows and us . . . time.”

			There’s the scrape of chairs being pushed back, rustling of fabrics as people stand. The clang of iron on wood as weapons are picked up. It seems everyone is ready to take action.

			“Nilán,” Jyry says.

			Nilán hums in response. “If we can unite with all the Southerners already here, we might have a chance. But we should evacuate everyone who’s not capable of fighting.”

			“We’ll create teams to make that happen,” Eldgrímr adds.

			“Where to?” I butt in.

			Nilán purses his mouth. “My clan is prepared for this scenario. We have been for a while actually . . . but Dad and Akseli had hoped to never have to go this far.”

			So, he did know it all along.

			Maybe I can try to get it out of Nilán, his family and clan’s plan for the Southerners. If Father and Nikholávo have been scheming behind our backs, it was most likely through Nilán. They should have included us.

			
			

			Jyry gives people their orders while I crawl deeper within my own mind. Nilán’s home and family have been prepared for something like this for a while. His Father worked together with mine. So they saw this coming? I want to ask him but . . . my head is pounding. There are too many things happening too fast.

			The room empties out fast, and Ulf trots outside the way he came in. An awkward silence settles between me and the remaining people. I shuffle over to the table and sit down next to my brother, the screeching of the chair on the wooden floor like a bone shattering howl on my nerves and ears.

			Jyry shows a sad smile, and his hands cup his face. “Did I even make the right decision just now?”

			“I don’t know if there are rights or wrongs in these situations, Jyry,” I say.

			My gut kept telling me something wasn’t right. I even shared my thoughts with Father, but at that time he had put it all aside. But I can’t blame anyone, I got distracted too. Distracted by life and other useless stuff.

			The voices at the front of the House of Eir grow. Someone stomps through the room, and Heidrún gets up from her place, her body rigid. I straighten myself, and Nilán is next to me and Jyry, who still sits slumped forward.

			Then this person comes through the hall, and Lusia emerges into the torchlight. “I didn’t know we were harboring another Chief here.”

			I bare my teeth. “You don’t know a lot.”

			Jyry looks at me in shock, his hands in the air to hush me.

			“Well,” Lusia begins, and pinches her brows together. Something that looks like sadness washes over her features for a mere moment. “Father’s funeral pyre will be ready tomorrow. We are expecting you early.”

			“Who is we?” Jyry asks.

			I have a good idea who she means. She and Nicaise have been attached to each other since he set foot in this village.

			Nilán looks between us and Lusia. “You are all grieving the loss of your father, now is not the time to be picking fights.”

			
			

			Jyry laughs sarcastically. “I’m not.”

			“Your grief is oozing out of you in anger. This is something the three of you need to do together,” Nilán says in a commanding tone I’ve never heard him use before. “No interruptions from outside the family. Not from your side either, Lusia.” 

			Jyry’s palms land on the table with a loud bang, and he stares daggers at his best friend. Lusia turns and goes away without another word.

			A wan smile crosses Jyry’s lips before tears roll down into his beard. “I hate it.” Another sob erupts from him.

			Heidrún sits in the other corner and rubs silent tears from her cheeks.

			I embrace my brother from the side and look up at Nilán still standing beside us, then let new tears roll freely too. We really are in a mess, and we can’t even come together to solve it.

			Whether a good decision or bad, for Father’s sake we need to try and protect this village. We need to come together, all the Verja, Fjall, Jiske, and Southern allies who are currently living here. We need to form a wall and keep the true enemy out. This is our home. It always will be.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twenty-Five
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			Jyry had gone home with Nilán to check on Lusia after her visit last evening, and to retrieve Father’s axe, his neat bear furs, and other items for his funeral. Chief Ragnhild disappeared to only the Gods know where. I and the others stayed with Heidrún at the House of Eir, keeping each other company all day and through the night.

			Father is wrapped in cloth and ready for his funeral pyre.

			I take one step forward. And two steps back. The dark and narrow hall leading to the front room seems to want to swallow me.

			Father is on the other side, cold and lifeless.

			My fellows in the background mumble something, but it doesn’t register in my mind. I screw my eyes shut and, with my fists clenched at my sides, I force my self to take that step forward. One. Two. Three. Just keep walking. I stand on the threshold to the front room and open my eyes. A few candles burn throughout the space, and in moments, I’m next to the table—and Father. I grasp the fabric that covers him. The dips in the fabric frame his silhouette, his stomach as still as a thick layer of ice lying on a river. I bite my lip and swallow back a sob.

			Never again will Father call me to him, scold me, or look up in exasperation as I challenge him. I was a terrible daughter. I realize that now more than ever. I shouldn’t have been so hard on him. I wouldn’t listen, even though he tried to help me, so, so many times. I went behind his back to scheme against Chief Clovis and . . . him. I blamed Father for everything bad that happened around here. While he had no fault in it. No, he tried to talk to Chief Clovis and smooth things before they got worse, and it was all for nothing.

			Hot tears stream down my face.

			The wooden door creaks. A fresh wind blows inside, and the door is shut, slowly and carefully.

			Nilán and Jyry line up on the other side of Father. Jyry covers his face with his hands and begins to sob again. He clutches Father’s rich brown furs and a silver bracelet that had been a gift for Father from Mother. Father had been too scared to wear the ornament, for fear of damaging or losing it, especially after her death. It was the only thing he had left of her. He had put it away somewhere in the house, and none of us ever saw it again. Until now.

			Heidrún appears on my right and Vidya on my left. All five of us stand here in silence for a long while.

			Today is Samhain, a day when the veil thins between our world and the world of those who have already passed on, or so Mother told me once. Usually, a bonfire would be built in the square before the Council’s building, and the whole town would come together to lay down offerings for loved ones they wish to remember. We and our fellows would push daily tasks aside to cook food and  dress ourselves in our best clothes, make our hair look pretty for the get-together that evening. The last two times, Lusia had created intricate knots and braids in my hair, which were a nightmare to get out afterward. I miss her right now.

			“Will Lusia come here as well?” I whisper the last part.

			Jyry shakes his head. “We will see her at the funeral pyre. She . . . she wanted to stay home until Nicaise comes back.”

			I push myself away from the table. “Where is he, if he isn’t with her?” When I lay here sleeping after my knife wound was treated, he claimed he stayed here because Lusia wanted it, needed it. So why wouldn’t Nicaise be with her now?

			Jyry pushes his tongue in his cheek, thinking. “It seems he has been holed up in the Council’s Den, pelting Clovis with questions.”

			“So you mean . . .” But I don’t finish the sentence. When I badgered Nicaise last evening to let me see Chief Clovis, he held me back and told me it was better if I didn’t, that my grief was too fresh. But he gets to sit there and ask questions to his liking while Father’s killer is still on the loose.

			“Nicaise is taking the reins, opposing Harald while we’re occupied with Father’s death,” Jyry says.

			I clutch the fabric harder, making a great effort to not rip it to shreds. Who does Nicaise think he is? All I see is red, like the uniform he wore sneaking through the woods that day I found him and when he marched into our village a few days later with his head held high. The wrong kind of red. I let go of the cloth, square my shoulders and take a deep breath. I burn holes into the door. I may be grieving, but I will get my answers from Chief Clovis. Today.

			I slam the door open, drag my heavy legs outside, and let the fresh Winter air assault my face as fog cloaks the world. “If he gets to talk to Chief Clovis, then so do I.”

			The people in the streets look at me as if I’m crazy, their eyes wide and mouths agape while they step out of my way.

			I march through the streets until Vidya stops me.

			
			

			“Your cloak,” she says as she throws it at me.

			I catch the fern-colored fabric out of the air and swing it around my shoulders. Not that I needed it, my boiling rage keeps me warm enough. Together we continue the trek toward the Council’s building.

			The ice-slicked streets are crowded with people bustling back and forth, carrying baskets full from the last harvest before snow cushioned the world and the cold truly settled in. This Samhain is different from all the others that came before, but many people still try to hold on to our traditions.

			Eldgrímr walks past me with an arm full of wood for the pyres. Frode stands in front of the Council’s Den on the other side of the square, his fist raised to pound the door. The world seems to slow down as I walk over to him.

			As soon as he sees me, he lowers his fist as well as his gaze. “My condolences to you, your brother, and sister.”

			“Thank you,” I whisper. “Are you and Astrid alright?”

			I would much rather walk into the building than talk with Frode right now, but I also don’t want to be rude. I haven’t seen either of them since I left the Mead Hall yesterday, so I should take this moment.

			“We are fine,” he says, and nods. “Lahja and Wieland brought the children to us before your father was put up on the treatment table. They didn’t want the little ones to see him like that.” He swallows hard at the mention of Father. “Astrid keeps them occupied with games and stories.”

			I sigh. I hadn’t even noticed the children’s absence at that point. I was too occupied with Father and with my own thoughts. That doesn’t explain why he is banging on the door though.

			“But . . . why are you here?” I ask.

			His nostrils flare, and he strokes his dark beard. “Harald tried to get into the Council’s building but soon learned that Nicaise had locked everyone out but himself and Clovis with two of his accomplices guarding the door. And Harald has been here all night asking to be let in.” Frode looks tired and lets out a joyless  laugh. “So, when I found him this morning, I sent him home to get some sleep, then took his place. We are all just trying to do whatever we can.”

			I turn to the door. Nicaise locked everyone out; sounds a bit familiar. This is exactly what Chief Clovis did when the fire got too hot under his feet. If that Southerner thinks he can get away with this, well, he will soon realize his mistake. I’m going to get into this building, one way or another. 

			I draw as much air into my lungs as I can and scream, “Nicaise.”

			Frode startles and takes a few steps back. I’m sure this has gotten the attention of more people within the village, especially the ones on the other side of these thick, ornamental wooden doors. I tap against my leg as my impatience grows. He can’t claim he didn’t hear me.

			Then the door opens, slowly.

			The gap is just big enough for Nicaise to come slithering through. He blinks in surprise. “Yes?”

			“What, didn’t expect it to be me?” I say without an ounce of humor.

			He purses his lips. “Indeed, I did not. You have quite the throat to be screaming like that.”

			“Well, I take after Father. You heard him in the square yesterday.”

			“Hard not to.”

			I look down to the ground. Even the ones who managed to stay out of the Southerners’ claws yesterday must have heard Father scream. It was loud enough. It’s a moment I would rather not remember, but unfortunately our minds don’t work like that.

			I look up at him again. “I want to speak with Chief Clovis.”

			Nicaise huffs. “Told you before, that—”

			“Don’t argue with me,” I say.

			We stare at each other for a good while. I square my shoulders and set my feet a little further apart as if I’m readying myself for battle. He can’t keep me out. He won’t succeed at it. He mirrors my stance, but with Frode next to me and  Vidya just a few steps back, I stand stronger. Emerik and Dušan come to stand next to me as well. Emerik folds his arms and Dušan also stares Nicaise down.

			“Let her in, Nicaise,” Emerik demands.

			Nicaise snorts. “Her grief is too fresh to be talking with her father’s killer.”

			“He didn’t kill Father,” I snarl. “But he might know who did.”

			“Don’t start with me.”

			“I will. You should be out here finding Father’s killer, not tormenting Chief Clovis,” I say.

			Nicaise tilts his head to the side, observing me.

			“Do you want your leader, Gustav, to help me convince you?” I know it sounds petty, but he might be the only person Nicaise respects enough to listen. But now that I think about it, Vidya couldn’t find Gustav when she freed the Southerners from the lodges.

			A vein in Nicaise’s jaw pulses. “Come on in then,” he whispers.

			Nicaise pushes the door further open, and I follow on his heels.

			“You and your guards are going to stay here,” Vidya says, her hands planted firmly on her sides. “And the door stays ajar.” 

			Frode holds his hand in front of his mouth and looks down.

			Nicaise sputters as Vidya scowls at him like I’ve never seen her do before. She curls her finger, beckoning him and his guards to come sit their asses down. The first time, they ignore her, but once she takes a step forward and glares at them with growing fury, they obey without uttering a word.

			I nod to Vidya as I enter the building and leave the door ajar as she asked. Or rather demanded.

			On the other side of the candlelit room, Chief Clovis hangs in a chair, his hands bound behind him, and a bloody patch sits on his side where the knife had been. He whimpers with every breath. Someone should have stitched that wound. I walk over to him until we are an arm’s length apart. My shadow hovers over him. His hair and clothes are disheveled, and he looks nothing like the Chief he  was before the attack. No, this looks more like someone who wanders the lands without a home to go to, who has to scour for food. It’s . . . sad.

			He notices me, and regret immediately fills his eyes, one of which is black and blue. He has a cut lip and an enormous bruise on his jaw and neck that shines right through his thinning beard.

			I stand here, frozen. I wanted to talk to Chief Clovis so badly, to insult him, hurt him for what he has done to my family. But seeing the man before me, all those wants and needs leave me. He has been treated as trash. Nobody deserves that, not even my worst enemies.

			“Why?” I whisper. It’s all I can manage right now.

			His good eye shimmers with fresh tears. “I didn’t . . . I didn’t mean for things to get out of hand like this.”

			You didn’t mean a lot of things to happen, and yet they did. But I don’t speak those words out loud. 

			“That’s what you always say, but why? Why the attack on the Jiske clan? Why the lockdown? Why hang Father in shame in the square? Why capture Jyry and use him as a pawn in your game? Why? Why? Why?”

			“Because”—he swallows deeply and winces—“because a Red Lion Legion was spotted near the Jiske clan, and they are moving closer. They want to control this place. Gustav and his legion are old friends that came to warn me and fight with us against Lord Gabin’s control. I tried to keep them out of the Northern Lands but failed. I overlooked a rat that was hiding in Gustav’s legion, and my friend paid the price for it. This is no longer a safe place.”

			I lick my lips. “It wasn’t safe long before you administered the lockdown.”

			Chief Clovis leans closer. “I know. I was too blind to see the truth.”

			I inhale through my nose. Hope. It can be great, but when allowed to be blinding, it can also be one’s greatest downfall.

			The rope tightens behind him and the chair creaks as he leans further forward. “We have one of Lord Gabin’s rats among us, Dawn. Watch out for him.  Gustav is dead, I know it. I found a note from his lost daughter on the floor of his lodge. He would never be so careless with the last memento he has of his beloved daughter.” His voice fills with wild intensity. “It’s not right. It’s not safe here. Leave so you can fight another day.”

			His wound must be infected and making him delusional because he looks a lot like the rabid Red Lion warrior that attacked me in the woods. Can I even take his words as fact at this point? I lean to the side to check, but his voice calls me back.

			“Leave,” he squeaks. “Don’t trust Nicaise, something is off about that boy. I feel it in my bones.”

			I step backward, my focus still trained on him. He has gone mad and lost his mind entirely now. Talking to him was a mistake. I stumble backward to the door. Seeing him like this, he will only be one more person haunting my memories and dreams, and I can’t take it anymore. I bump into the door and turn, one foot out of the building and one in, as I look one more time over my shoulder to Chief Clovis. No, not Chief Clovis, but the shell that is left of him. And I walk out and keep moving until I’m as far away from the Council’s building as possible.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twenty-Six
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			There is a sadness looming over all of us; the Wintery darkness darker than it has ever been before. People are too scared to greet their fellows. The streets are eerily silent. And everything just feels wrong as we walk through our village.

			Lusia follows Nicaise around dutifully, like a lovesick puppy. She used to be a young woman, wise beyond her Summers, but now I don’t even feel guilty comparing her to a pet. Any other person would call me a horrible sister for even thinking it. But the proof walks right next to me while Jyry and Nicaise walk ahead, talking together.

			
			

			I look away as soon as she looks up to me, only to look back once she turns away again. To begin a conversation is never easy, and I rack my brain for an opening. “Lus,” I whisper.

			She looks expectantly my way, but Nicaise snatches my attention away.

			“It’s your birthright to be the next Chief of the Verja clan,” Nicaise says to Jyry. “Let me stand next to you as an advisor or whatever position you wish. Together we can build up what has been destroyed.”

			A snort leaves my throat before I can push it back. Nicaise is growing bold with his words; there are plenty of others who would get a chance for the position long before he does. I will make sure of that.

			Jyry shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

			Nicaise looks at my brother in confusion. “We can make this one of the most powerful clans to have ever existed within the Northern Lands.”

			That sentence alone raises my hackles. Father never talked about becoming all-powerful, he wouldn’t have it. He called that mindset “poisoned.”

			I bite my tongue. For a moment, I had thought I was wrong about Nicaise, and maybe I still am. These are just words. His actions have been nothing but helpful. But if he wishes to find a home here, he really needs to change his mindset. Maybe that is something we can achieve through Lusia. He might listen to her. I see how he treats my sister. I know better than to think Lusia is the only one who has been swooning.

			But on the other hand, even Clovis doesn’t trust him.

			We find our way toward the hills that lie east of our village.

			I huff. “Maybe that’s a conversation we can have later.”

			Nicaise stops and looks at me. “Probably, yes. But for the people in this village, it might be best to make decisions fast, to give them clarity.”

			Lusia nods in agreement.

			
			

			I keep my tone clear and strong. “They have waited one day, they can wait one more.” Regardless of what’s important for the people of our village, Father’s burning comes first. One day more or less doesn’t make any difference at this point, not anymore.

			“I’m with Dawn,” Jyry says as his shoulders droop forward.

			Our eyes lock for a moment, and I don’t like what I see. My brother seems in doubt about something, yet the strangest of all is that, after so many Summers of butting heads, we are finally on one line.

			Once we reach the open field, we see Father’s funeral pyre set up at the foot of the hill, with two other stacks of tree stumps and wood to the left of him. One for Kylli’s father, Bjarke, who, despite missing a foot, had gone down swinging. And the other for Oyvind—mister Sunshine of Merchant Row—who had found a terrible end; according to the townspeople, multiple spears were impaled through his gut, but he kept doing whatever he could to defeat the Southerners.

			They all died for the same cause, though, in an attempt to save our home.

			There’s mumbling and creaks in the snow all around as our fellow villagers come to stand with us. They fold their cloaks and furs tighter around themselves. I look over my shoulder and find Father’s old friends Harald, Frode, and Astrid. My friends have come to join, too, even Bárodr managed to come with Braga, Eldgrímr, Nilán, and Lahja in tow. The sadness settles on their faces while they look at the pile of wood in front of us. Emerik and Dušan stand together farther in the distance.

			Jyry notices them, too, then looks up much like Father used to when he didn’t know what to do, tears already rolling down his face. Lusia fidgets with her fingers, straightens her shoulders, and holds her head up high. The more I look at her, the more I feel she stands next to us but not with us. There is this . . . odd distance oozing from her, I feel it in my gut.

			Harald passes us with a torch in his hand and lays it down at the base of Father’s last bed.

			
			

			Despite the twigs partially concealing his body, I can see the cream-colored cloth Father is wrapped in, illuminated by the fire, the axe that lies on him glinting in the night.

			A sob escapes me. This is final. There’s no turning back. No changing anything.

			Small wisps transform into dancing flames high in the sky, and the crackling and snapping of wood intensifies as time passes. Three sources of heat and light in a world enveloped by cold and darkness. Plumes of smoke find their way into the open air as the fire swallows their bodies whole, setting their souls free to move on to the halls of Valhalla.

			Jyry and I huddle closer together. Kylli stands alongside her mother a few steps over, tears streaming down her face, but she holds her head high. Vidya is on the other side of Jyry, sniffling as she wipes her eyes with her sleeve. Jyry reaches out his arm and pulls her closer, until she is with me in his embrace.

			The acrid stench of burning flesh fills my nostrils. I can hear whispers among the sniffles. The smoke adds to the layer of fog that has hung over our world since early morning.

			I don’t know how long the burning takes, it all happens too fast and too slow at the same time.

			Our family is just the three of us now. No parent to turn to with our silly problems or for guidance. I interlock my hand with Jyry’s, but my other hand on Lusia’s side remains alone. This makes me wonder how deep one can fall. In the last few seasons alone, too many people have been taken away from us and in the cruelest of ways.

			Even my face starts to feel warm from staring into the flames, and I scrunch my brows together.

			In the distance, a few odd bulbs of light seem to move through the forest to my right, and for a moment I think it’s the flames from the funeral pyres. But  that’s not possible, they are too far away. Then they break loose from the center and spread out, appearing to bob along in the air.

			More of those bulbs appear as the few first ones slowly march closer, until the full forms of armed men emerge into the pyres’ light, and they hold their torches high in the air. They move like ghosts from the man-made road between the trees, the lower part of their faces covered by scarfs to hide their identities. The red of their uniforms becomes clear as they walk around the pyres.

			My heart thunders in my chest.

			People in red uniforms step from behind us as well, and once again, we are encircled by a human wall, about one hundred of them against sixty of us. And not all of us are in fighting condition.

			Harald pulls his axe from his belt, and many others follow his example, then they watch the Red Lion Legion in front of them with anticipation. The air turns heavy. The Southerners draw their swords, but nobody attacks. The Verja warriors and the Southerners just watch each other. The cries of grief have died down.

			Slowly, our fellows form a front line. The ones who had been carrying weapons like every other day have them out now, and their fingers twitch, ready to defend our home.

			Out of habit, I move my hand to my hip as well, searching for a weapon that is not there. Of course, I left it at the House of Eir. I could slap myself right now, and Father would have scolded me for my carelessness if he was still among us.

			The Southerners also form a line, mirroring ours. Nicaise steps forward.

			Lusia takes a few steps after him before she looks our way. “Lusia,” I whisper, which seems to stop her. She quickly turns her face to the ground. Nerves race through my body, I clench Jyry’s arm.

			Our attention is on Nicaise the instant he opens his mouth.

			“Lord Gabin,” Nicaise says.

			He embraces a small but burly man. The red uniform sits tight around his shoulders, and he wears a huge Southern emblem with pride in the middle of his  chest. Puffs of smoke rise from his mouth as he mumbles something to Nicaise, who smiles in response.

			Chief Clovis warned me that we aren’t safe, that Nicaise was a risk. He knew. And there’s so much red. The memory of a sword protruding from Father’s chest, red dribbling down its sharp edge. So many of them and so few of us.

			Nicaise looks innocently our way and pushes back a smirk teasing at the corners of his mouth while several Southern warriors step forward, their swords at the ready.

			I drag my feet backward and pull Jyry along with me while he glares at Nicaise.

			“Dear people of the Verja clan,” Nicaise drawls, his sights on me, “play nice and we will allow you to keep your homes, loved ones, and jobs.”

			The townspeople seem transformed into wolves as we growl in unison.

			Nicaise casts a mocking glance to Jyry. “If only you had accepted my offer to figure things out, you’d have something to barter with Lord Gabin here, for something better for your people.”

			Does he blame Jyry for what is happening now? I let go of my brother. I don’t need weapons to claw out Nicaise’s eyes and rip out his tongue.

			Jyry pulls me back, he shakes no with a locked jaw while his focus stays on Nicaise, and his hold is strong on my arm.

			I pull myself free. “We need to keep Lusia away from him,” I say.

			Jyry turns to me. “I don’t think she needs our help.”

			I bare my teeth. She might not think she needs it, but we can get her away from him and try to convince her otherwise. If we keep them separated long enough, Lusia might see some sense again. I look over to her and try to find a signal, any kind of sign from her.

			But she looks our way with véttrish glee. She is so relaxed and at peace while she goes to stand there with Nicaise; her hand lies on his chest and her head leans  against his shoulder. That girl made her choice a long time ago. A choice with no place for us, or at least not a good one.

			My body feels like it contracts. Everything inside of me wants to crawl out. My limbs shake uncontrollably, and I hug myself, trying to warm up, but it’s no use. My clan members stand shoulder to shoulder, weapons drawn. I sink into a defensive stance, my heart thundering in the base of my throat. The Southerners snicker and smirk, smug within the safety of their numbers. I grit my teeth. All I need is a weapon, and then I can wipe those smiles from their faces.

			There’s a shout from one of my fellows, and then both sides surge forward. Iron hits iron, drowning out the shouts and cries. Bodies press against me on every side, heating the Winter air around me.

			Shrill screams pierce through the din, and I catch sight of people being pushed onto the funeral pyres, some engulfed in flames, others escaping with only a few smoldering burns.

			Beside me, Jyry blocks an attack. I stick close to him, his axe the only thing between me and the Southerners.

			Harald comes running our way. “Leave. Now!” He takes a look over his shoulder where several Verja warriors have pushed forward and try to keep the Southerners at bay, but there are too many of them. “Leave, follow Ragnhild, and unite in the north. We will keep them away from you.”

			“I can’t just leave you to fight,” Jyry snarls.

			Harald shakes his head. “There’s a difference between being brave and being smart. Choose the latter, Jyry. Go north. Prepare to fight back.”

			The big man pushes us both away from the fight. Our friends come in pursuit and slam back any enemy that breaks free from the battle and dares to follow.

			We run across the square and into the alleys; the buildings will give us some cover to hide if we must. My side stings as I gulp for air.

			Heidrún waves us into the House of Eir, bags and weapons at the ready.

			“Heidrún, the . . .,” I try to say.

			
			

			She nods. “I know, sweetheart.” Then she shoves a bow and quiver into my hands and hurries us to the back door. “Lahja. Wieland,” she yells over her shoulder.

			Jyry takes as many weapons as he can carry, filling up his belt. As soon as Lahja comes through the hallway, Heidrún hands her a bag full of items that clink against each other. 

			“Go, go, go, go,” Heidrún says, waving frantically.

			Something heavy slams into the main door, and I jump, half raising my bow. The door shudders at the impact, but the drawbar holds firm.

			“What about you and the others who can’t get out?” Wieland asks.

			Heidrún shakes her head. “We stay. There will be plenty who need our help, and I know how they fought back in the day. I’ve seen worse than this. I will be fine.”

			“But—” I utter.

			Heidrún turns on me. “No ‘but.’” She hugs me and pushes me toward the back door before she walks back into the front room where the pounding grows harder.

			“Go,” Wieland says, bouncing on his feet. “Go now. I will stay here to help as well.”

			Jyry drags me out the door and pulls Lahja along with him as well. She looks back to Wieland, who nods and then hurries to the front room.

			The cold assaults us all again, and we run into the woods behind the building, Southerners already in pursuit and coming from around the house. The first one screams as a wolf—it must be Ulf—jumps onto him and lodges its teeth in his body. There are flailing limbs and the undeniable shake of Ulf’s head ripping something out before he slinks to the next target.

			I put all the strength I have into my legs and push myself forward as fast as I can between the trees. In the distance, I see Emerik, Dušan, and some fellows  running for their lives with children. Nilán, Vidya, Kylli, and Braga regroup with us, but the Southerners are gaining ground fast. For people who are supposed to be unfamiliar with this land and the snow’s trickery, they are oddly fast.

			The woods give way to an open space.

			My lungs squeeze in my chest while pains and cramps make me double over. I lift my bow over my head and grab an arrow from the quiver at my side. I set the nock against the bow’s string. I feel the fire stone sitting in my pouch and slam it against the arrowhead. Sparks spring to life and the arrowhead catches flame. The rock, now sandwiched between my hand and the grip, presses into my palm. The pressure increases with the pull of the string, and then, instant release.

			The arrow hits home in someone’s chest, the flames licking his uniform before taking hold.

			For a moment, I just watch. Lights move our way from the village but not with good intent. Lusia betrayed us. How didn’t we see it coming? And Father is dead. He died for a failed cause to save our home . . . our home that is overrun with the enemy. Our fellow villagers scream in the distance, and I want to scream with them, but I keep quiet and screw my eyes shut, smothering the pain rising in my throat. We will return to take back what is ours, and Lusia will have to explain herself when that day comes.

			I shoot another fire arrow, and one more, each finding its way into a Southerner’s body, holding the others at bay as they watch their fellows erupt in flames.

			The Nordlight rises through the everlasting dark, like it’s emanating from the burning bodies, while I run away from what was once my home.

		


		
		

		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven
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			We have been holed up in this cave at the foot of the Northern Mountain range for a while now, trying to warm our bodies around a fire made of scrap wood we scavenged. I hug my knees to my chest and push myself against the cave wall, willing it to swallow me whole. Cold or warm, none of it matters anymore, I can’t feel the difference. My soul seems to be frosted over, leaving nothing but death and torture wherever I go.

			Snow fell on us the whole way here and is still falling now, conveniently hiding our tracks but also slowing us down. At one point, I tried to plow through a pack of the white slush as high as my hip. Children had to be carried on shoulders and cradled in arms. It was hard to get through, even for people like us, born  in these lands. We have worked with these circumstances all our lives, but this time we were ill prepared for travel.

			We were lucky Chief Ragnhild hung around our village longer than intended, which helped us find her and her warriors faster. Chief Ragnhild walks into the cave, all her attention settled on my brother sitting on the other side of the crackling fire. Tears streak down his cheeks while he stares blankly into the flames. He looks like he might collapse at any moment. And when he does, he might go headfirst into the fire, so hard is he staring at it.

			“Jyry,” she whispers, but my brother won’t budge.

			Braga’s head rises from the ground, and then falls back as she continues sleeping.

			Pins and needles prickle at the tips of my fingers and feeling slowly trickles back into me. Moisture runs over my face as my hair and lashes defrost. I bite the inside of my cheek and lean my chin on my knees to keep myself balled up against the wall.

			Jyry didn’t even get the time to grieve for Solveig before Father was killed while we were tripping over each other and Chief Clovis at the front of the crowd. I shake my head. Not Chief Clovis, just Clovis. And our little sister has sided with Nicaise. It makes me wonder if she even knows what she’s gotten herself into. Or maybe she knows all too well and has been waiting all this time. When she was younger, she blamed me for Mother’s death for a while, but quieted down about it after Father had a talk with her. I think she never stopped feeding that grudge and just pretended to keep our family in harmony.

			And then there is me . . . I was always a mess to begin with.

			“Fire Fox,” a small voice whispers, snapping me out of my thoughts. I look to where that voice comes from.

			Along the same wall I’m leaning against, all the children are huddled in another corner, most of them asleep except for two girls who eagerly whisper to each other and point at me.

			
			

			One of the girls giggles and nods her head. “Someone told me that she can control the fire.”

			The other girl, the one with her dark hair tied back in intricate braids nods. “Hmm, hmm. And then the lights in the sky started dancing the moment her fire touched the ground.”

			I get on my feet so fast my knees might snap in their frosted state. What a time to gossip about something impossible. Even if I were the Fire Fox, it’s not like it has helped anything, nothing at all. Our village is lost, a prison for the people that stayed behind.

			Nilán pulls me back into a sitting position and crouches down next to me. His voice is heavy in the stillness of the cave. “Let them.”

			Lahja moves over to the girls and hushes them.

			I rip my arm out of his grasp, the spot where he touched me burning. “They shouldn’t talk crap like that.”

			Nilán’s brows rise, and he huffs. But he keeps silent, leaning his head back against the wall. An annoying smirk settles on his face. “They are two young girls repeating what they have heard others say.”

			I cross my arms and let my back lean back against the wall next to him. Then they should learn young not to spread useless gossip like that.

			“They look up to you. You are a living myth now,” Nilán whispers.

			I grumble and grind my teeth, swallowing back any retort that comes to mind, and failing. “And who told them to look up to me, huh?”

			Nilán’s shoulders rise and fall with a deep sigh. “The people from my region believe in a Fire Fox who once fled north to escape its attackers, and—”

			“So, it was you,” I snipe back.

			“And . . .” he starts again.

			I cover my ears with my hands like a petulant child. “I don’t want to hear it, Nilán.”

			
			

			He grabs my wrists and locks them both in one hand. “When the fox’s tail touched the snow, the greenish waves appeared in the air. The birth of what we call the Nordlight.”

			I look at him sideways and see he is focused on me. All of this is still not reason enough to spread stories like that.

			He continues on, “Right now, that myth has come back to life in the form of a young woman.” He pauses. “You.”

			I struggle to rip my wrists away until he lets go. “I didn’t ask for that.”

			“I made the comparison, and the girls must have overheard me.” Nilán adds, “It gives them hope in these dark times, Dawn.”

			He shouldn’t have gossiped like that to begin with.

			I go back to hugging myself and swallow down the bile in my throat. Just because I shot a few fire arrows, a trick introduced to me by Father. Nilán himself trained me for days on end, we had been perfecting it together. It’s nothing but a silly hoax that makes something of me that I’m not. I can’t help it if the Nordlight coincidentally decides to appear as soon as one of my arrows hits the snow. 

			“Careful, the moment you do anything heroic, I will be the one to tell a tale and I won’t be the only one that is going to suffer for being a myth,” I grind out toward Nilán. If I find out anything about him that could be a myth, I will use it.

			Lahja glides over to where Emerik and Dušan are resting, and her body goes slack the moment she leans her head back against the wall. The two little girls have gone to sleep as well.

			Vidya lies down beside Jyry, patting the ground for him to lie down next to her.

			Except for Nilán and me, a few guards, and Ulf prowling at the entrance of the cave, the rest of the group is now sound asleep. The fire warms our bodies before we have to trek through the cold again.

			Looking at my friends, I realize we left behind most of our townspeople. Eldgrímr, Kylli, and Harald are not here. Frode, Astrid, and Heidrún and so  many more are locked within the village, hopefully still alive. Father’s hard work was destroyed by the Southern Warlord and his Red Lion Legion, and Lusia is their accomplice.

			And I sit here.

			People claim I’m the embodiment of a myth. A so-called legend that I never wanted to be. A failed myth that can’t even protect her own people.

			We can do nothing other than hope at this point.

			I hope Nilán’s clan is filled with warriors, because we need all the help we can get. And I hope there will be someone to train me. Now is the time to become a strong warrior. There is no going back now, not until we can reclaim our home and free our people. We’ll have to return with all the strength we can muster. I wonder if that’s what the Fire Fox did. I know now that I have to become strong enough to be the myth.
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The thrall alone takes instant vengeance; the coward never.

			That is the quote you find at the beginning of the novel as well and comes out of Grettir’s saga and can be loosely understood as; actions are often ruled by emotions; handle your business in a timely manner, but know when to exercise restraint.  

			This is one of the things Dawn has to learn throughout the course of this book as well as learning to accept the situation for what it is. Something she keeps struggling with. She doesn’t only have to come to terms with what happens around her, her family and fellow Verja clan members, but also with herself. Fire Fox is just the beginning of her journey. 

			Besides this being her journey, a lot of it was also part of my own path of life once. The 21-year-old me struggled just as hard as Dawn does, had trouble accepting and processing all that happened around her, felt invisible to the world and often also her family. But worst of all she had a lot of trouble to accepting herself. We can be our own worst enemies. However, we should never let that stop us from discovering our true selves no matter how hard that is, because let’s be real, it can be so hard. But despite that, I hope you keep going, keep discovering and keep climbing, and do it with your head held high. 

			Also, a note on the names of the characters;

			Most names are from Norse, Swedish, Finnish, Icelandic, Germanic or Sami origin, with some exceptions to French and a Serbian name. Those native pronunciations of said names should be honored. I did my best to translate that too  the pronunciation guide at the beginning of this novel, but if natives claim it to be different from what I’ve written; the natives’ versions should be taken as the factual and correct pronunciations of those names.

		


		
		

		
			GLOSSARY

			Brynja: mail, armor. It’s made of rings connected to one another and worn in battle.

			Eigi Einhamr: not of one skin. Eigi Einhamr appear as shape shifters in the folklore of Norway, Denmark and Iceland where, according to legends, some men were born with powers to transform themselves into forms of animals or other supernatural beings.

			Fraujō: Old Norse word that means Lady. 

			Herðar (Street): (Old) Icelandic word for the shoulders, upper part of the back. 

			Kēapmann (Pass): the Frisian word for merchant/trader.

			Kuksa: a wooden cup from Nordic origin. Originally, it was used by the Sami people as a personal cup to drink or eat from or to gather berries. 

			Véttr: (Véttrish) an Old Norse term descended from the Proto-Germanic word ‘wihtiz’ for thing, creature. Normally it refers to a supernatural being. In this novel it’s used as an insult.

			Volür / Völva: a seeress or woman who can see into the future.
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