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 Thank You 
 
    Thank you for choosing my book; I just want you to know that it means a lot to me. I know you had a choice … and you chose mine! (Happy dance!).  
 
    As a special thank you to my readers, I am offering a free book when you sign up for my newsletter. It’s exclusively for my readers and is not available anywhere else! You can get it here. 
 
      
 
    [image: ]When Halvar takes his younger sister Freja to the festival of the Disting, he expects her to be on her best behavior. After all, she’s supposed to be finding a husband. 
 
    But Freja cannot help herself. Wild and free-spirited, she is a skilled archer and a keen competitor who ignores the rules for women in her society. She finds a way to join the men-only archery competition and her talent catches the eye of a jarl, who decides he must meet her.  
 
    Freja’s mind is as sharp as her aim and she eagerly engages in the discussions surrounding the politics of the land. The jarl has never met a woman like Freja and he cannot stop thinking about her.  
 
    But with trouble looming in the form of a new king, the jarl must do his best to keep his people safe and he is forced to attend to political matters. When the crisis passes, the jarl’s thoughts turn to Freja. Is the difference in their social status too great? Can they be together? Or must the jarl bow to the will of the people and take a wife who will offer a political advantage? 
 
    This novella is set in the days of King Haakon of Norway, a time when the Vikings left their homelands to raid and plunder; when Christianity was making tentative approaches and kings fought for the right to rule. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
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   K aarina sucked in a sharp breath as the steep mountain trail opened out onto the undulating hills below. Cattle grazed in jewel-green pastures and smoke curled from the longhouses of a nearby village. But it wasn’t the farms or the village that caught her attention. It was the ocean. She had never seen so much water before.  
 
    “Is that the ocean?” Eira gasped from behind her. “There’s so much water!” 
 
    Halvar chuckled. “It is indeed. I didn’t realize you hadn’t seen it before.” 
 
    “We have lived in the mountains our whole lives,” Eira replied. “It is new to us.” 
 
    The trio fell silent, taking in the stunning panorama of ocean, mountains and farmland. Behind them, the six young men who were acting as their guards were also silent. Most of them had never been this far from home before. Travel in the interior of their homeland of Norowegr was arduous due to the mountainous terrain and many people from the inland lived their whole lives without ever reaching the coast. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Kaarina asked. 
 
    Halvar drew his horse alongside hers and pointed to a barely-visible settlement to the north. “Over there. That is the village of Merilant.” 
 
    “Is it beside this ocean you speak of?” Kaarina asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes. It will be different from life in the mountains.” 
 
    Eira rode up beside Halvar as the path widened. “What shall we do there?” she asked.  
 
    “I haven’t yet spoken to the village leader. I am hoping that we will be able to find lodging and employment for the winter months.” 
 
    Eira looked across the landscape as the gloom of late afternoon descended and a wintry squall swept in off the ocean, threatening to drench them. “I am looking forward to the end of our journey,” she said. “I hope the people we will be staying with will welcome us.” 
 
    “I have met the village chief before,” said Halvar. “They are not from our nation.” 
 
    “What?” gasped Kaarina. “We are going to live among foreign people?” 
 
    “They are sabbatati Christians,” Halvar explained. “They are hospitable people and often shelter the homeless and outcasts.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they have also been homeless and outcasts.” 
 
    “Well, they sound very strange to me.” Kaarina was not convinced that she would like living with them.  
 
    “Oh, they will be kind to you,” Halvar reassured her. “Kindness is one of the beliefs they hold dear.” 
 
    “Well, that is good to know,” Kaarina spoke confidently but she was still uncertain. What if these sabbatati Christians were so strange that she didn’t know how to act or what to do around them? 
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    Kaarina allowed her horse to fall behind the young men as Halvar led the way into the village of Merilant. The houses here looked different, built in an unfamiliar style. She felt shy and kept her head down but her eyes were wide as she cast darting glances at so many strange things.  
 
    “Greetings!” she heard Halvar say.  
 
    “Greetings, pilgrims,” said the man who had come out of a barn on the edge of the village. 
 
    Halvar pulled his horse to a stop and Kaarina dared a peek beyond the village to the ocean. She was certain she’d never get used to seeing so much water. It frightened her a little. What if a flood arose during the night and swept everyone away? Her attention jerked back to the present. 
 
    “We need lodging for the winter, my friend,” Halvar was saying. “The young men will be returning to our village but I will be spending the winter with these young ladies as their guardian.” 
 
    “Well, now, that’s an unusual situation,” the man said. “Come into my dwelling and tell me about it.” 
 
    Halvar swung down from his horse and followed the man up the road that ran through the middle of the village. They went into a house not far from the barn. Eira and Kaarina sat on their horses, wondering what to do next. 
 
    “When are you leaving?” Eira asked Torsten as he and the other young men waited on their horses for Halvar to return. 
 
    “As soon as possible, before the mountains become impassable,” he replied. 
 
    “I wish to say thank you for being our escorts,” she replied. 
 
    “That is our pleasure,” he said with a nod. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, Halvar emerged from the house. 
 
    “This is my friend Alfonso,” he told the girls. “He is going to speak with other people who may be able to help us.” 
 
    Kaarina felt anxiety clutching at the pit of her stomach. What would happen to them if these people refused to take them in? 
 
    At length, Alfonso returned. “I apologize for the delay,” he said. “But we can certainly use some extra help here over the winter. There is a place for each of you and you will be helping the family who provides you with lodging.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alfonso,” Halvar said, placing his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “We appreciate what you are doing for us.” 
 
    Alfonso smiled. “We never turn away those in need,” he said. “It is what we do.” He stopped and looked at Eira, who was holding her horse. “Young lady, I believe I could use your services in my household,” he said gravely. “May I ask your name?” 
 
    “It is Eira,” she said, lowering her head respectfully. 
 
    “Then you may come with me and I will introduce you to my family. But first, I will show the other two where they are to lodge.” 
 
    The group followed Alfonso across the road to a house that looked similar to his. The door opened and a buxom, fair-haired woman stepped out. 
 
    “Greetings,” she smiled. “Which of the young ladies will be my guest?” 
 
    Kaarina stepped forward and gave her a tentative smile. 
 
    “I’m Emiline,” she said. 
 
    “My name is Kaarina.” 
 
    “Well now, Kaarina, let me show you where you will stay. Our house might be smaller than what you are used to but we share with anyone who needs lodging. You will be helping me to care for my twins and with other household duties. During the winter months, we also produce items that we sell at the spring markets.” 
 
    Emiline chattered on as she showed Kaarina a small room at the end of the house. It had supplies stacked at one end. At the other were a bed and a small table. Kaarina heaved a sigh of relief. It was better than living in one of the barns! 
 
    “It isn’t much but it will be warm and cozy in winter,” Emiline was saying. 
 
    “It is perfect! Thank you. I shall be happy there,” Kaarina said, dropping her small bag with her few belongings on the floor next to the bed. “May I go to see Halvar for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course, my dear. You are not a slave here. We do not believe in owning thralls. Think of yourself as domestic help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emiline.” 
 
    Kaarina ducked out of the house and looked up the road. She could see the horses outside a house near the edge of the village. 
 
    “Kaarina!” Halvar called as he stood talking to Alfonso on the other side of the road. 
 
    She hurried over to them. 
 
    “Did Emiline show you where you will be lodging?” Alfonso asked. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for your help,” she said. 
 
    “It is what we do,” he said again. “Now, Halvar, have you been to see Ahren?” 
 
    “Yes, he showed me where I will be lodging and told me that tomorrow, he will teach me how to make fishing nets ready for the fishing season.” 
 
    “And the young men have lodging for the night?” 
 
    “Yes, they are staying in Ahren’s barn.” 
 
    “Good,” Alfonso said, pleased. “Everyone has somewhere to lodge. So now I will leave you to get to know your hosts. Young Eira is inside getting acquainted with my family.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alfonso,” Halvar said. “We are grateful.” 
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    Eira cast a shy glance at the two young women sitting on low stools opposite her. They were working on a weaving project, their hands flying over their looms. 
 
    “Have you met Eira?” asked their mother, Minna, as she entered the room. 
 
    They shook their heads and kept working industriously, but the dark-haired one gave her a shy smile. 
 
    “Eira, these young ladies are my daughters. They are unhoflich!” 
 
    Eira had no idea what unhoflich meant but she gathered that Minna was scolding her daughters for their lack of manners. 
 
    “Go on, introduce yourselves!” Minna ordered. 
 
    “I’m Sigrid,” said the blonde girl. 
 
    “And I’m Frida,” added the dark-haired one.  
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you both,” said Eira. 
 
    “Tomorrow, they will show you what you can do to help us with our winter duties,” said Minna. “For now, let us get to know each other. I am going to prepare the evening meal.” She bustled out, leaving the girls looking at each other in awkward silence. 
 
    “This is silly,” announced Frida at last. “We might as well get to know each other since we’ll be living and working together. You first, Eira. Is there anything you would like to ask us?” 
 
    “What is the language I hear you speaking sometimes? And why do your houses look so different from ours?” 
 
    “We are from Alemannia originally. That is the language we speak. But we have lived here in your land long enough that we now speak both languages.” 
 
    “Why did you come here?” 
 
    The girls looked at each other. “It is a long story,” said Frida. 
 
    “We will tell you more another day,” added Sigrid. 
 
    Eira wondered who these people were with their strange language and customs. But if the delicious aromas from the kitchen held any clues, they were good cooks. Eira was ravenously hungry after her long journey and she couldn’t wait to eat. 
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    “Heavenly Father, we thank thee for this food,” said Alfonso, head bowed and eyes closed. “Please bless it for our use.” 
 
    Eira was glad she hadn’t started eating right away. Her people didn’t share this strange custom. She waited until she was sure it was safe to eat then took a bite. Suddenly, it didn’t matter if the Christians asked their god to bless the food before they ate. It was worth the wait. She devoured every delectable morsel before she realized that everyone else was still eating. She blushed and lowered her head but no one else seemed to notice. 
 
    “Have you eaten enough, Eira?” Minna asked. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I was very hungry,” she blurted out. 
 
    Minna laughed and one of the three young men sitting on the opposite side of the table smiled at her.  
 
    “Mother loves to see people enjoying her cooking,” he said. “You have made her evening worthwhile.” 
 
    Eira blushed and lowered her head. 
 
    “Oh, don’t mind Landwulf,” Minna said. “He’s always teased his sisters so you’d better get used to it!” 
 
    “What? I’ve never teased anyone,” protested Landwulf, trying to keep a straight face, but his blue eyes sparkled with mischief. Like the other brothers, he was tall and broad-shouldered with big shoulders, muscular forearms and thick, blond hair. 
 
    “What about the time you and Farvald hid in a pile of hay until we came past and then you jumped out and scared us?” asked Frida. 
 
    “We wouldn’t do something like that, would we, Farvald?” Landwulf poked his brother in the ribs. 
 
    “Never,” said Farvald, trying to hide a grin and failing. 
 
    “We’ve always been wonderful brothers,” Landwulf added. “Isn’t that right, Gerfrid?” 
 
    “We would never harm a fly or frighten a beetle,” Gerfrid agreed in lofty tones. 
 
    “Don’t allow them to fool you,” Sigrid told Eira. “They are widarrðzanti.” She grinned as she said it and there was no malice in her tone; there were clearly affectionate feelings between the siblings. 
 
    As the banter flew around the table, Eira suddenly realized how much she’d missed being part of a family. Minna was a warm, motherly person and Eira felt drawn to her; she felt a pang as she thought of her own mother, somewhere far away. She refused to think of her father in case she couldn’t control the tears that sprang to her eyes when she remembered the way they had parted. She would focus instead on the present and would try to fit in with this family who had so kindly taken her in and given her lodging. Perhaps life here wouldn’t be so bad, after all. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
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   K aarina sighed and stretched as she woke up in her little storeroom. Emiline was right; it was warm and cozy and she’d slept well since she’d arrived here. 
 
    But now, it was time to arise and tend to the fire and start breakfast. The heavy gloom of winter lay hard upon the land now, with its almost endless night. Kaarina picked up her oil lamp and the flint. She would need it to find her way around the kitchen to get the fire going. 
 
    As she worked, she thought about how life had changed for her since she’d come to lodge with Emiline’s family. They were kind people who always had an encouraging word for her, especially after they had learned the reasons for her exile from her own home. It was hard work but she was happy to do whatever she could to help them. 
 
    Today they would be weaving cloth to sell at the spring markets. It was painstaking work and Kaarina preferred to do other things but she didn’t complain. Her fingers itched to try the craft of Leopold, Emiline’s husband. He made fascinating objects out of silver and other metals and she was hoping that he might teach her how to do it, too. 
 
    Her thoughts turned to Eira; she was looking forward to seeing her friend after the day’s duties were over. Emiline was always happy for them to spend time together as long as her chores were complete. 
 
    “Life must be balanced,” she’d said once. “For a person to be happy, there must be work, rest and play.” 
 
    Kaarina had never heard of that before but as she thought about it, she realized that Emiline was right. 
 
    But one thing she didn’t understand about these sabbatati Christians was their habit of ceasing work for a whole day. Every seventh day of the week, they simply stopped work and spent the day in prayer and meeting at the little meeting-house in the center of the village. Kaarina had never known such a strange custom. Perhaps she would be brave enough to ask Frida or Sigrid about it later today when she went over to see Eira. Or perhaps the boys would be there … she blushed as she thought about the three strapping young men at Eira’s house. It was just as well Eira would wed Halvar someday. Gerfrid and Farvald had both looked at her with admiration that verged on open attraction. 
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    Later that day, Kaarina pulled on her coat and boots, ready to visit Eira. 
 
    “Thank you for your help. You worked hard today,” Emiline told her, smiling. 
 
    “I am glad to be of service,” she replied. “I will be home in time to help with the evening meal.” 
 
    A few minutes later, she was seated in the common room. Frida and Sigrid were weaving, while Eira was sewing a pouch out of cloth they’d made earlier. Kaarina had no desire to weave or sew. She pulled out her leatherwork and started to braid a leather rope. It was far more satisfying than working with cloth. 
 
    “Why are you both not wed yet?” asked Frida, getting straight to the point. “Do not your people usually marry young?” 
 
    Kaarina was taken aback by the direct question but Eira spoke up. 
 
    “Neither of us has parents to arrange a brullaup for us,” she said. “And Halvar is in the same position.” 
 
    “Will you wed with Halvar?” asked Sigrid. 
 
    Eira smiled at their curiosity. “I hope so,” she said. “But the ceremonies that come before a wedding take a long time, sometimes even two years. A lot can happen in two years.” 
 
    “You could have a Christian wedding,” suggested Frida. “They are simple and can happen in a short time.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I hadn’t thought about that,” Eira replied, then changed the subject. “Why are the two of you not wed yet?” 
 
    “Our people marry later than yours. Our parents want us to be mature when we take on a home of our own,” Sigrid said. “Besides, we haven’t met any young men who are suitable.” 
 
    “You mean … you have to find your own husband?” Kaarina was incredulous. 
 
    “Our parents guide us but they leave the final choice up to us. They would never force us to marry someone we don’t love for the sake of family alliances or wealth. Our people value our freedom to choose for ourselves,” Frida replied. 
 
    “Where would you find a suitable husband? I haven’t seen any growing on the bushes around here,” Eira said. 
 
    The girls all laughed. 
 
    “Our parents prefer us to marry someone who shares our beliefs. So, it’s not always easy for us to find the right husband. Sometimes we must visit another village or attend the eindingida each year.” 
 
    Frida sighed with pleasure. “Last year at the eindingida, I met a handsome young man. He comes from a village far away from here and we didn’t get to talk until it was almost time to leave. I hope I see him again.” 
 
    Eira and Kaarina looked at each other in disbelief. Whoever heard of young women choosing their own husbands? It was beyond comprehension. These sabbatati Christians surely had some strange practices! 
 
    “Which young man was unlucky enough to catch your eye?” teased Landwulf, walking through the door. 
 
    Frida squealed. “You nasty beast! You were eavesdropping!” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” he said innocently but he couldn’t keep the smirk off his face. 
 
    Frida rolled her eyes. “Brothers!” she exclaimed. “You could at least be polite when we have guests!” 
 
    Landwulf looked at Kaarina and a blush spread across his face. He rubbed his short, fair beard with a large, work-roughened hand. His blue eyes met hers then quickly dropped away. “I apologize,” he murmured, then brightened. “My sister is so much fun to tease,” he said. “She always reacts.” 
 
    Eira burst out laughing. “You will forever be in trouble, Landwulf,” she said. “It follows you around like a pet dog.” 
 
    Frida and Sigrid laughed too. 
 
    “You will never find a wife who would put up with you,” Sigrid said. 
 
    Landwulf threw his hands up in the air. “I cannot argue with so many girls,” he said. “Four is too many!” He turned and left the room but they could hear him whistling as he went outside. 
 
    Kaarina thought he was the most handsome and interesting young man she’d ever seen. 
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    “Kaarina!” Emiline called. 
 
    “I’m here with the twins,” Kaarina called back. They had been playing a game of stacking little wooden blocks on top of one another. 
 
    “I’m finished now,” Emiline said, wiping her hands as she entered the room. She’d been making cheese. “The storm has passed now and that means that there will be kelp washed up on the beach. Can you take a basket and get as much as you can while it is light?” 
 
    “As you wish,” Kaarina replied, but inside, she was afraid of the water. It seemed to have a life of its own as the waves rushed onto the sand. How did they know where to stop? Was there a risk that they would rise up and carry her away? 
 
    But Emiline had asked and so she would go; she would do her best to stay away from the water’s edge. 
 
    She walked purposefully down to the shore, bundled up tightly against the cold. It felt strange to walk on the snowy sand; nothing like the feeling of solid ground. She walked gingerly, feeling as if it would collapse under her weight. Her eyes darted here and there as she searched for kelp; Emiline had said it was brown and shiny. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she spotted what she thought was kelp. There was just one problem: it was right near the water’s edge. Fear clutched at her heart as she realized that she would have to go close to the water to get it. The waves gobbled up the beach before retreating and she pictured them sucking her out to sea, where she would certainly drown or get eaten by a sea monster. She stood frozen to the spot, unable to move. 
 
    “Hello, Kaarina,” said a voice behind her. 
 
    She screamed and dropped the basket she was holding. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. Is everything all right?” said the voice. 
 
    She turned around to find Landwulf standing behind her, concern written on his handsome face. 
 
    “Landwulf! You scared me!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again. “Can I help you?” 
 
    She saw the basket he was carrying; it was a lot like hers. 
 
    “Are you collecting kelp?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s something we often do after a storm.” 
 
    “What does kelp look like?” she asked. “Is that it over there?” She pointed at the brown object near the water’s edge. 
 
    Realization dawned on his face. “Of course, you haven’t lived by the sea before. Yes, that’s kelp. Did Emiline send you out to get some?” 
 
    “Yes. But I haven’t collected it before. And it’s awfully close to the water.” Despite her best efforts to appear calm and in control, her voice wobbled a little as she thought about going near the water’s edge. She didn’t want Landwulf to see her fear and tease her about it as he did to his sisters. 
 
    But Landwulf seemed to sense her discomfort. “Do you fear the water?” he asked quietly. 
 
    She nodded, unable to voice the awful secret. Surely no one else was afraid of the water the way she was. Landwulf seemed to have no fear. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, holding out his gloved hand. “I’ll show you how to beat the waves.” 
 
    His hand was big and strong around hers and she felt safe with him. Surely he wouldn’t put himself in danger by taking her too close to the water! She relaxed a little and allowed him to lead her close to the water’s edge. The waves looked even bigger from where they stood and she tried not to watch in horror as a huge one approached, its monstrous grey-green depths topped by foaming white. 
 
    Landwulf noticed her shaking. “It’s all right,” he soothed. “The waves are just bigger than usual because of the storm we had last night.” He led her even closer. 
 
    The wave broke onto the shore, racing up the sand, its foamy edge aiming for their feet. She smothered a scream and tried to run but Landwulf held her hand firmly in his. At the last moment, they took one step backwards and the wave stopped before it reached them. Kaarina felt as if her lungs would burst from pent-up terror. 
 
    “See?” Landwulf said. “We watch to see how close the wave is coming and then we step out of its way.” 
 
    “But what if it doesn’t stop?’ Kaarina asked fearfully.  
 
    “They always do,” Landwulf said, confidence in his voice. “No one from our village has ever been lost at sea because we know how to work with the water. When it’s stormy, the fishermen stay at home. We stay away from the big waves that come with the storms. And our God protects us.” 
 
    Kaarina thought about Aegir, the god of the sea. She was quite certain that he wouldn’t step in to save mortals from their own foolishness if they ventured into his realm. The Christians’ God must be a special one. 
 
    “Shall we fill our baskets together?” Landwulf asked. 
 
    His words jerked her back to reality. She was still holding his hand, mesmerized by the terrifying raw power of the waves. She looked up at him. 
 
    “Yes, I would like that,” she said. 
 
    He smiled at her, dislodging tiny ice crystals that had gathered in his beard. “Good. I can show you the best spots to find it.” 
 
    They set off along the shore, walking just below the line where the snow stopped but well out of reach of the waves. The storm had been generous; there was plenty of kelp. 
 
    “What do you use it for?” Kaarina asked. 
 
    “I’m collecting it to use in the gartlih when the weather warms up. Mother asked me to get her some.” 
 
    “Oh. Is it like fertilizer?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s good for the vegetables. But I’m guessing that Emiline will be using what you’re collecting in her cooking.” 
 
    “You mean … people eat this stuff?” Kaarina was horrified. 
 
    Landwulf laughed. “It’s not that bad,” he said. “It adds flavor to the food and helps us to stay healthy during the winter months when the vegetable gardens are asleep.” 
 
    Kaarina shuddered. “I can’t imagine putting that in my mouth,” she said. 
 
    Landwulf grinned at her. “You won’t recognize it when it’s in the food,” he said, piling one last kelp plant into his basket. It slithered to the side and almost fell out because the basket was too full. “I guess that means we need to go back,” he said. 
 
    Despite the intense cold, Kaarina was sorry to turn around and head back to the village. She’d enjoyed Landwulf’s company and he had been kind to her, helping her to overcome her fear of the ocean. The waves still pounded mercilessly onto the shore but she was no longer terrified every time one came rushing towards her. She looked around. On one side of the village, the mountains rose into thick fog, snow blanketing their lower slopes. On the other side of the village was the turbulent ocean tossing and heaving, grey and unfriendly. She looked up at Landwulf. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, smiling beneath the cloth that covered the lower half of her face. 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” he said, smiling back. 
 
    “I am grateful for your help,” she insisted. “I have never been on the seashore before. I did not know what to expect.” 
 
    “In that case, I am glad I came along. It was a privilege to show you the ocean for the first time.” He put his hand inside his coat. “I found this for you,” he said, holding out a small object in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “What is it?” Kaarina asked, looking closely at the delicate fan-shaped object with intricate brown stripes. 
 
    “It’s a cockle shell. It’s for you to keep so that you remember your first visit to the seashore.” 
 
    “Oh, Landwulf, thank you!” she exclaimed, taking it from his hand. “It’s pretty! I shall treasure it.” 
 
    Later, as she lay snuggled up in her warm bed, she smiled as she thought about meeting Landwulf by the seashore. She drifted off to sleep dreaming of seeing his face smiling at her, his blue eyes alight with life and laughter. It would be easy to fall in love with someone like that.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
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   H alvar stood inside Alfonso’s blacksmith’s barn, watching in fascination as Alfonso expertly fashioned a nail out of heated metal. He’d never made nails before; his village produced wheat, wool and cloth. He’d always bought whatever metal products they needed at the markets. 
 
    But now, watching Alfonso, he was certain that he could make nails, too. 
 
    “Try it!” Alfonso told him. 
 
    A few minutes later, under Alfonso’s patient guidance, he’d produced his very first nail. The head was a little lopsided but it was definitely a nail. 
 
    “You will get better with practice,” Alfonso told him. 
 
    “You mean you will let me do more?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course. Whatever you make, we can sell at the markets. It’s only fair that you get your share of the profits, too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Halvar said, then changed the subject. “Alfonso, I want to marry Eira. As you know, we left my village because she and Kaarina needed to live somewhere safer. But it has always been my intention to marry her.” 
 
    “That is good news,” said Alfonso. “She is a lovely young woman and you are lucky to have her. She seems to have a great knack for reading people’s minds, though,” he added, perplexed. 
 
    Halvar laughed. “It got her into trouble in her village,” he said. “That is one of the reasons it is not safe for her to be there.” 
 
    He made no mention of the accusations of witchcraft that had followed Eira wherever she went. It wouldn’t do to jeopardize her safety here. He shuddered as he thought of what might happen to her if word got out in the surrounding areas. The sabbatati Christians probably wouldn’t believe it, but they might not be able to protect her. 
 
    “So, we have a wedding to look forward to,” Alfonso said. 
 
    “It is not that simple for us,” Halvar replied. “We have no parents to arrange it for us and the ceremonies that precede the wedding can take a long time. As much as we wish to begin our married life with the blessings of the gods, I am not sure we want to wait that long.” 
 
    Alfonso stroked his greying beard. “I can see that you have a problem,” he said. “Would you consider a Christian wedding? They can be arranged quickly and simply.” 
 
    “Would your pfaffo consider marrying us?” Halvar asked. 
 
    “Normally, he would only marry those of our own faith but since we know you both, I will ask him.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alfonso,” Halvar said. 
 
    He pictured going to the little meeting-house in the middle of the village with Eira and coming out as husband and wife. That was how it worked, wasn’t it? He’d never been to a Christian wedding and hadn’t even been inside the meeting house. The next time the Christians held their seventh-day stefna there, he would go along and look inside. 
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    “Halvar! Halvar!” 
 
    Halvar looked up to see Ahren hurrying towards him as he cleaned out the barn. Soon the cattle would be able to graze on the pastures again and he was looking forward to that. 
 
    “What’s wrong, my friend? Why the hurry?” he called out as Ahren got closer. 
 
    Ahren slowed his pace, picking his way along the muddy path to the barn. Spring was approaching and the ground alternated between frozen and muddy. Too much haste was an invitation to fall into the mud. 
 
    “There are young men here to see you,” gasped Ahren. “They say they are from your village. Their business is urgent.” 
 
    Halvar felt fear clutching at his heart. He had left Canute in charge of village matters until his return in the spring. Winter was usually a quiet time in the village. The villagers used the time to catch up on mending, maintenance and other chores. They also made various crafts and homewares to sell at the spring markets. What could possibly have gone wrong? He hurried with Ahren to meet the young men. 
 
    “Greetings, Halvar,” Torsten said, dismounting to stand beside his horse. 
 
    “Greetings, Torsten,” Halvar replied. “What brings you here now? Surely you must have risked your lives to cross the mountains at this time of the year.” 
 
    “Indeed, it was a difficult and perilous journey,” Torsten replied gravely. 
 
    “Come, you must be weary after your long journey,” Ahren said. “Come to my house and rest your horses in my barn. Then you may tell us of the reason for your visit.” 
 
    “Thank you, kind sir,” Torsten said. “We will be glad to accept your offer of lodging.” 
 
    A little later, Halvar found himself seated around the fireplace in Ahren’s house with several of the young men. The others had opted to stay in the barn and care for the horses. 
 
    “Tell me, what was so important that you came to see me?” asked Halvar. “You know I told you I would return in the spring.” 
 
    “We have news that has terrified the entire village,” Torsten replied. “Do you remember the metal peddler, Bjarke?” 
 
    “Yes, he is a fine fellow. He always treated me fairly and I’m sorry I wasn’t there to do business with him. But why was he there so early in the season? Surely, it must have been difficult to get his cart through the snow.” 
 
    “He was on horseback. He was travelling through to his village to begin his work for the season from there. He spent the winter with kin instead of at his own village.” 
 
    “Very well. But what does that have to do with the reason for your visit?” 
 
    “Bjarke stopped at Kallekot Dalr for a few days to rest his horse and restock his provisions for the journey. As you well know, travelling at this time of the year is difficult.” 
 
    “Yes. Go on.” Halvar was anxious to get the story out of Torsten. 
 
    “While he was at Kallekot Dalr, he realized that Taft was gathering forces together for an attack. Bjarke is very cunning. He listened carefully, talked to people without them realizing what he was up to and eventually got the truth about what Taft is planning. He intends to attack our village as soon as the roads become passable in spring!” 
 
    Halvar sucked in his breath. No wonder the people of his village were afraid! Taft with a large force of warriors was a daunting thought. He’d been consumed with rage when Halvar had defeated him during a fight that had arisen between them. He’d left the village soon after. Halvar regretted not taking Taft’s thirst for revenge more seriously. 
 
    “What of Canute?” he asked. 
 
    “He is preparing our men for battle. But he doesn’t have the battle experience that you do and we are all afraid that Taft will wipe out our village. He’s angry with you and also because Kaarina ran away.” 
 
    “But he knows not where she is. She could be anywhere.” 
 
    “Bjarke said he overheard Taft talking about his daughter and wanting to force her to return home. Taft is certain that she is in our village.” 
 
    Halvar fell silent. This was a calamity of epic proportions and totally unexpected. He should’ve known that Taft wouldn’t give up. He was too proud to admit defeat. 
 
    “Very well,” he told Torsten. “I will return with you. We will set out tomorrow.” 
 
    Relief flooded over Torsten’s handsome face. “That is heill,” he said. “May Eir1 grant us safety.” 
 
    “I must be going,” Halvar said. “There is much to do and not a moment to lose.” He rose to his feet. “Ahren, would you be so kind as to care for the needs of the young men? They must be ready to leave in the morning.” 
 
    “Of course, my friend. It is grave news they bear. I will do whatever I can to help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ahren.” 
 
    Halvar strode out the door, grateful for the friendship that had sprung up between himself and his employer. He needed all the help he could get right now. He had to tell Eira of this new development. He knew it would be hard for her to bear and he was glad that she was living with a caring family who would take care of her while he was gone. But first, he had other business to attend to. 
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    Halvar stood beside Carolus looking across the vacant land a short ride from the village. Snowy pastures gave way to a wooded slope that rose up the mountainside. An icy stream gurgled through the center, flanked on either side by tall trees as it made its way down to the seashore. It was perfect.  
 
    “Why are you selling this land, Carolus?” Halvar asked.  
 
    “I have been using it for pasture for my cows but I have bought a field that’s closer to the village,” Carolus replied. “This one is a little too far for the cows to walk every day.” 
 
    “Well, I like it,” Halvar said. “I will pay the price you are asking for it. And then we will be neighbors!” 
 
    “That suits me, my friend. You will make a fine neighbor!” 
 
    As they rode back to the village, Halvar felt pleased with himself. Now he would own land here and would be able to offer Eira a place to build a home of their own. Perhaps in time, others would join them and create a village much like the one they’d left behind.  
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    “What brings you here so early in the day?” Eira asked as Halvar entered the kitchen where she had just placed a loaf of bread in the oven to bake.  
 
    He noticed the look of pleasure on her face and his heart smote him as he thought of the news he was about to deliver.  
 
    “Did you see the young men arrive?” he asked.  
 
    “Why, no. I’ve been inside all day doing chores.” 
 
    “Torsten came with the young men.” 
 
    Eira gasped. “At this time of the year? They are fortunate to make it over the mountains!” She shuddered as she thought of the hungry wild animals and deep snow that made the mountains impassable in winter. 
 
    “The snow has started to melt in places,” he said. “But their mission was urgent. Taft is planning to attack the village. He is angry that Kaarina ran away and he thinks she is there.” 
 
    Eira grew still as the implications of this news dawned on her. “Does that mean …?” Her words trailed off as she realized why the young men had come.  
 
    Halvar hated being the cause of the pain and sorrow that crossed her lovely face. He stepped forwards and took her in his arms.  
 
    “I am so sorry, my love,” he whispered, holding her close.  
 
    Tears seeped from her eyes and stained his tunic. “Oh Halvar, that is such a risky journey. And what if Taft …” She couldn’t say the words.  
 
    “I must go, my sváss,” Halvar whispered against her hair. “My people are desperate. Canute is a good village leader but he is a farmer, not a warrior. He would be no match for Taft, especially if Taft has a large force with him.” 
 
    “What shall I do if you don’t return?” Eira sniffed, wiping tears from her cheek.  
 
    “I will return. You have my word.” 
 
    “But there are so many dangers!” 
 
    “Hush, my sváss,” he soothed, then straightened up and looked into her eyes. “When I return, will you marry me?” 
 
    “Oh Halvar, yes!” she exclaimed, a smile breaking over her face.  
 
    He bent his head and claimed her lips in a slow, intense kiss that deepened and brought heat to both of their faces. “I am looking forward to that,” he said, his voice husky. “Would a Christian marriage ceremony suit you?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Halvar! I do not want to wait for all the rituals that must take place before we wed the way our people do! The Christians’ way will be perfect.” 
 
    “That settles it, then,” he said, satisfied. “Our friends here will be happy to know of our decision. This way of doing things is new to us but it is not so strange to them. They will rejoice with us.” 
 
    Halvar kissed Eira again, lingering over her lips with his. “I will remember these kisses,” he said. “The memory will keep me warm at night until we can be together again.” 
 
    “The days will go slowly,” Eira said. “I will spend them thinking of you, my love.” 
 
    Halvar reached into his pocket and drew out a small object wrapped in cloth. “This is for you,” he said.  
 
    Eira carefully unwrapped the cloth to reveal an intricately carved, silver bracelet.  
 
    “Oh, Halvar, this is friðr!” she exclaimed, holding out her arm.  
 
    He took it from her hand and slid it over her wrist. “I am glad you like it,” he said, pleasure on his face.  
 
    “I shall treasure it. Whenever I am missing you, I will look at this lovely baugr and remember your words.” 
 
    “Now I must leave to prepare for the journey,” Halvar said, kissing her again. “I will return in the morning to say goodbye before we leave.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   T aft looked around at the men he’d gathered to help him defeat the village of Myrkvior Fjall. They were mostly younger men but there were enough battle-hardened warriors among them to put the fear into any enemy. He smirked. Finally, he was about to take revenge on Halvar. He would be rid of the loathsome man once and for all. And no daughter of his was going to get away with the kind of defiance that Kaarina had shown by running away. She was in for the beating of her life when he caught her. He, Taft, would be undefeated and no one would dare to challenge him again.  
 
    “We must be ready to leave at daylight,” he told the men. “Njǫror2 has smiled upon us and sent warm weather to melt the snow.”  
 
    That night, he and his men camped close to the boundaries of Myrkvior Fjall in a disused barn.  
 
    “We will strike the village at daylight,” Taft told the men. “Remember, we want to take Kaarina alive and kill Halvar. If we need to, we’ll burn them out.” 
 
    Before daylight, the men crept towards the unsuspecting village on foot. Horses would be too noisy and might alert the villagers to their presence. As they reached the edge of the forest, Taft paused and they stood there in complete silence. Nothing stirred in the dim light and Taft felt rage mixed with a savage desire for revenge as he gazed upon the place that had led to his humiliation. A grim smile of satisfaction spread across his face as he pictured victory over the man who had defeated him the first time. He motioned to the men and they spread out in a noiseless advance upon the sleeping village.  
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    “TYR3!!!” 
 
    The shock of the war cry shattered the village forever. Canute leapt to his feet and grabbed his weapons on the way out the door but it was to no avail. Within minutes, three men were dead outside their homes and horrific screams pierced through the din of battle as the village burned and the villagers tried to escape.  
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    A huge hand seized Canute and he whirled around to face his attacker, axe about to strike.  
 
    “Taft!” he exclaimed in surprise.  
 
    “Where is she?” Taft demanded again.  
 
    “Kaarina?” 
 
    “Yes, you fool. Answer me before I kill you!” 
 
    “Kaarina is not here. Halvar took her away where she would be safe.” 
 
    Taft roared with rage and shoved Canute so hard that he fell to his knees.  
 
    “Where did they go?” he yelled.  
 
    “That I know not,” Canute replied. “If you have killed our men and destroyed our village in the search for those two, it has been in vain.” He rose to his feet and spat in disgust.  
 
    Taft was shaking with rage. “That little whore is no longer my kin,” he roared. “I reject the bikkja completely!” He stormed towards two warriors who were standing over a man on his knees, axes raised to strike the fatal blow.  
 
    “Knud! Sten!” he bellowed.  
 
    The two men looked up from their murderous task.  
 
    “Leave that worthless pig alone. Go and round up as many young women as you can. We will sell them at the slave market.” 
 
    “As you wish, Taft,” one of the men replied.  
 
    “We are wasting our time here,” Taft spat in disgust. “Halvar and his whore are not here. We will take the slaves and return to our village. At least we will get some money for them.” 
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    “We could not find any young women,” Knud reported to Taft half an hour later. “They have been killed by the fire or have run away.” 
 
    “Then we shall leave,” Taft ordered.  
 
    As they disappeared back into the forest, Taft turned for a last look at the fiery ruins of the village. Several bodies lay in front of the burning longhouses and flames leapt from the barns. It was gratifying to know that he’d destroyed the home of his enemy and made it uninhabitable. It didn’t matter to him if the villagers starved; they deserved their fate. They should never have supported Halvar as their leader. Taft might not have achieved what he came to do but the destruction was satisfying nonetheless. Halvar would have to wait for another time.  
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    Halvar’s horse stumbled through a snowdrift as he and the young men climbed the last ridge before descending to their home valley. It was getting late in the day and he was looking forward to being back at his old home. The journey had been long and arduous, with patches of deep snow lingering in the shadows. The rivers and streams were swollen with meltwater and several crossings had been almost impassable. He planned to stay and defend the village from Taft and his men until the weather was warmer and the journey back to the coast was more manageable. Recent warm weather had made the snow start to melt earlier than usual; perhaps they would have a warm summer this year.  
 
    “It will be good to be home,” he said to Torsten as they rode side-by-side.  
 
    The younger man nodded. “It will,” he agreed. “It has been a long journey and I am looking forward to sleeping in my own house tonight.” 
 
    They started the descent towards the valley floor and Halvar could almost smell the home fires cooking the evening meal. His stomach rumbled as he thought of sampling the cooking of the women of his village. Even the food from his birthplace tasted like home.  
 
    But as they neared the edge of the forest, his stomach clenched with anxiety. Something was wrong. Terribly, awfully wrong.  
 
    As they reached the clearing, the entire group stopped and stared in horror at the scene before them. Most of the village was in smoldering ruins. Several bodies lay among the wreckage and a handful of people wandered aimlessly through the ruins, one clutching his arm and moaning in pain.  
 
    “NOOOO!!!” howled Halvar, urging his horse forward. “NOOOO!”  
 
    Surely he wasn’t too late. Surely he would awaken from this nightmare with fear, his heart pounding and his hands sweaty. His mind refused to comprehend the awful sights that his eyes were seeing. It couldn’t be true.  
 
    But when he reached the first body, the truth hit him with all the force of Odin’s hammer. “Harald!” he shouted, leaping from his horse and bending over the lifeless man whose eyes stared at the sky. He started to sob as he realized that the kindly older man would never speak to him again.  
 
    “Revna!” Torsten shouted. “Revna!” He started to run towards the end of the village, searching frantically for his betrothed.  
 
    The other young men ran to the remains of their homes and tried to search the rubble but the ruins were still hot and smoldering.  
 
    Halvar left the lifeless body of Harald and went to check on the next body. It lay crumpled in a strange position in front of what had been his own longhouse. He couldn’t tell who it was; a blow to the face had wiped out its features, leaving a gaping, bloody hole. He shuddered and smothered the urge to vomit.  
 
    “I can’t find Revna,” Torsten gasped, desperation and fear in his voice. He covered his nose with his hand, trying not to gag on the stench of blood and smoke. 
 
    Halvar looked at him with sorrow. “We were too late,” he said dully. “Taft got here before we did and our people paid the price. I should never have left.”  
 
    “I found Helga and Gertrud,” Leif said, walking up to Torsten and Halvar. “They are too stunned to speak. I cannot get them to tell me what happened or who remains.” 
 
    Halvar thought of the two elderly widows whose homes now lay in ruins. He shook off his own shock and despair as he realized that his people needed him to help them and right away.  
 
    “Are there any buildings left?” he asked Leif.  
 
    “Only the two barns at the far end of the village. One of them has oxen inside.” 
 
    “Well, they will have to do for tonight. The people that remain need shelter. Leif, please check how many people are still here,” Halvar ordered.  
 
    “Of course.” The young man turned and walked away, trying not to look at the bodies as he walked past. They were people he’d known all his life and he hadn’t yet had time to process the enormity of what had happened.  
 
    Halvar turned to Torsten. “Can you ask Arne, Erik and Sten to come to me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Halvar looked at him with pity. “Then you may continue your search for Revna. I hope you find her.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the young men stood before Halvar.  
 
    “I need you to help me secure the dead,” he told them. “They deserve respect. If we leave them out here, wild animals might come for them.” 
 
    Erik scrunched his fist into his eyes. “My father is among them,” he said quietly. “I will take revenge.” 
 
    “Now is not the time for revenge,” Halvar said. “The people need us.” He looked at Erik with sympathy. “Your father was a fine man,” he said. “Valhalla will welcome him with open arms.” 
 
    They paused for a moment to gather their emotions together.  
 
    “We must stay strong for the people,” Halvar said. “They need us to lead them. Has anyone seen Canute?” 
 
    “No. Maybe he perished in the fires.” 
 
    “Arne and Sten, go fetch the oxen in the barn and harness them to that cart over there.” He pointed at a wooden cart that had escaped the flames. “We will load the bodies into the cart and cover them tonight. Tomorrow we will bury them.” 
 
    Arne and Sten walked towards the barn, their heads bowed. In one moment, everything they had known all their lives was gone.  
 
    Halvar turned to Erik. “While we are waiting for them, let us check around the longhouses for any dead or wounded. We won’t be able to get close to them yet. They are still too hot.” 
 
    They walked around the first longhouse. Near the rear was another body, this time a woman’s. It appeared that she had escaped the flames only to die of her injuries. Halvar turned her over.  
 
    “Revna!” he gasped.  
 
    Her beautiful features were blackened and her clothes burned to tatters. Halvar felt rage welling up inside him towards the men who had done this. Revna was just entering the prime of her life. She should be about to marry Torsten and live a long and happy life with lots of babies. Instead, they would bury her tomorrow. And someone had to tell Torsten. Halvar wished he could bring his axe down upon the head of the person who had done this. Revenge would be the most satisfying thing he could do right now.  
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    Several hours later, the dead had been collected and stored in three carts and the survivors had gathered in the barn. They were fortunate that the owner had enough food stored in the barn that they would be able to survive for a little while. Some of the older women had managed to rescue their blankets and some clothes before the flames claimed them and the young women had returned from their hiding place near the stream. 
 
    “How did you escape?” Halvar asked Thyra.  
 
    “As soon as we realized what was happening, we ran,” she replied. “Liv called us together and told us to run to our hiding place. She knew that we might get taken as slaves.” 
 
    “Revna is dead,” Leif told her.  
 
    She gasped. “I haven’t seen her all day. I was hoping that she got away somewhere else.” 
 
    “We put her in the cart with the others. Torsten is outside, guarding it. He will stay with her all night.” 
 
    Tears gathered in Thyra’s eyes and she turned away silently. On a day when she’d already lost so much, her best friend’s death was another loss that was too much to bear. She slipped outside to be alone.  
 
    Halvar looked around at those that were left. Pallavi was not among them; it was likely that the old woman had been unable to escape the fire. He felt sick as he imagined her, alone, afraid and trapped.  
 
    “What of Pallavi?” he asked. “Did anyone see her?” 
 
    “No,” they replied, one after the other.  
 
    Halvar knew it was a question that they would ask many times as they began to realize who was no longer with them. He counted the survivors and came up with forty people. Forty bodies that needed clothing and feeding with the meagre resources that remained. It was a daunting thought. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
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   K aarina felt a sense of satisfaction as she added another woven cloth to the pile to go to the spring markets. She and Emiline had been hard at work all winter, weaving cloth and making leather belts and bags.  
 
    “We will have plenty to sell this year,” Emiline remarked cheerfully as she surveyed their wares. “Thanks to you, I’ve been able to produce more than I usually do.” She stopped and looked thoughtfully at Kaarina. “After we buy more of the materials that we don’t make ourselves, there will be profit. I think it would be fair if you kept half of it. After all, you’ve worked hard and I have far more to sell than I normally do. Yes. That shall be how I pay you.” 
 
    “Pay me?” squeaked Kaarina.  
 
    “Of course. You’re not a thrall. You’ve worked hard for your lodging and it’s only fair that you have some money of your own.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Emiline!” exclaimed Kaarina. “In my village, I would work hard and get nothing. That’s the way it is. Women’s labor has little value.” 
 
    “Well, not for me,” answered Emiline. “We do value the work that women do. And if they work hard and earn money, it is only right that they get to keep it.” 
 
    “Well, that is one of your beliefs that I shall not argue with,” laughed Kaarina. She couldn’t imagine having her own money to spend as she pleased.  
 
    That afternoon when she went to see Eira, the girls couldn’t stop talking about the upcoming markets. Kaarina and Eira had never been to the markets before and they listened wide-eyed as Sigrid and Frida tried to describe what they would see.  
 
    “There are skalds that play beautiful music and recite poetry,” said Sigrid.  
 
    “And we will sleep in a gizelt,” added Frida.  
 
    “There are so many things to buy!” Sigrid told them with sparkling eyes. “Of course, you must have money. But it is fun to look.” 
 
    “And not only at the wares,” sniggered Frida, digging Sigrid in the ribs.  
 
    Sigrid blushed. “There are many young men at the markets,” she giggled.  
 
    “Many marriages are arranged between people from the villages,” explained Frida. “Of course, our parents prefer us to meet someone we like but that happens sometimes at the markets, too. Just last year, our friend Helga married a young man she met while her family was selling dried fish!” 
 
    Kaarina and Eira looked at one another. It seemed that a visit to the markets was a highlight in this part of the world.  
 
    “But if you have nothing to sell, you stay home,” Sigrid said. “So, we’d better keep making things to sell. I would not wish to miss the markets for anything!” 
 
    “Only the old people stay home,” Frida told them. “They care for the animals while everyone else is gone.” 
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    Kaarina gasped as the town of Fljót Hlið came into view. The villagers of her village had taken the coast road, a bumpy, rutted track with bog holes and the deep grooves worn by countless carts over the years. It rarely strayed out of sight of the ocean and required several water crossings manned by ferrymen who took them across in boats built for the purpose.  
 
    But many others had come in longboats. Kaarina couldn’t believe how many skútas were tied up at the wharves and along the edges of the river that met the sea. Surely there couldn’t be that many people in the world! She was glad that the people of their village preferred to transport their wares in carts pulled by oxen. She was quite certain that she would die of fright if anyone ever asked her to get into a boat and travel across the ocean. The crossings they had already done were bad enough. 
 
    Landwulf came to walk beside her.  
 
    “It’s an exciting sight, isn’t it!” he exclaimed.  
 
    “I suppose so,” she said uncertainly.  
 
    He looked at her. “Have you been to the markets before?” 
 
    “No, in our village only the men went.” 
 
    “You will enjoy it, I promise,” he said. “Why don’t I show you around after we get set up?” 
 
    “I’d like that,” she said. “It looks so big! I fear getting lost.” 
 
    “You will not get lost. I will take care of you.” 
 
    She smiled up at him. It was a good feeling to have someone like Landwulf to take care of her. She found herself looking forward to their visit to the markets; she could relax and enjoy the new experience now that she knew someone would be watching out for her. 
 
    They made their way to a field next to the town where the markets were being set up. The women busied themselves readying the tents, erecting the skin structures and placing skins on the floors to sleep on. The men took the oxen to a nearby stream for a drink then tethered them in the animal holding area and gave them grain. The weary beasts were soon lying down, contentedly chewing their cuds.  
 
    “At least the people that came by boat don’t have animals to care for,” said Gerfrid as he returned from the ox pen.  
 
    Kaarina shuddered as she overheard him whilst helping Emiline prepare food. “That is a good thing,” she said. “Travelling by land is far safer.” 
 
    “Have you ever been in a boat?” he asked.  
 
    She shuddered again. “No. And I do not wish to.” 
 
    “You know not what you are missing out on,” he teased. “Fear is robbing you of all the good things in life.” 
 
    She shot him a sideways glare and turned her back on him. He wasn’t going to get the satisfaction of knowing that he’d annoyed her. She thought about Landwulf, who had never teased her about her fear of the water even though he knew more about her secret than anyone else. In her opinion, he was the best one of the brothers. She was looking forward to exploring the markets and she hoped that he remembered his promise to show her around.  
 
    The following morning, trade was brisk. Emiline showed Kaarina what to do and how to count out change when a customer bought something. By the afternoon, she’d mastered the art of market selling. Their sales were steady and Kaarina was excited as she watched the money in her pouch grow. She would have to count it out with Emiline, of course. They would put some aside to buy more materials and then she could keep half of what remained. She wondered how it would feel to have money of her own to spend. Would she even know what to do with it? 
 
    Emiline spent the afternoon purchasing household goods and other items that they needed. She bought hides from the tanner for making leather goods. She purchased several pottery items, soap, thread for weaving linen cloth and an assortment of metal clips and buckles for attaching to the leather goods she planned to make.  
 
    “That was a good afternoon,” she beamed as she returned to their market table.  
 
    The twins spotted her. “Muoter!” they cried, running towards her on chubby legs.  
 
    “My babies! Did you miss me?” she exclaimed, scooping up one under each arm. It wasn’t often that she parted from them and she knew they were anxious without her.  
 
    Kaarina laughed. “They kept me busy, especially with all the customers as well. We sold lots of cloth today.” 
 
    Emiline nodded. “We have a reputation for making fine cloth,” she said. “People are eager to buy it and we usually cannot make enough to supply the demand.” She peered into the cart at the piles of cloth. “But since you helped me this time, maybe there will be enough.” She looked at Kaarina. “Go and enjoy yourself, dear. You’ve worked hard here today and I can manage until the market closes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Emiline,’ Kaarina said gratefully, but she was reluctant to venture into the markets alone.  
 
    Almost as if he’d overheard, Landwulf appeared. “Are you free for the rest of the day?” he asked.  
 
    Kaarina smiled at him. “Emiline told me that I can spend some time looking around the markets,” she said. “But I know not where to go.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Landwulf told her. “We shall explore the markets together. Do you have money?” 
 
    Kaarina blushed. “No, I am afraid not. Emiline will pay me later but we have not worked out what she owes me yet.” 
 
    Landwulf whistled in surprise. “Have you ever had money?” he asked.  
 
    “No. Women in our village were not important enough to have their own money.” 
 
    “Well, that is not the way it works here. The women get to keep what they earn by selling the things they make. Having money is important for a person to feel secure.” 
 
    Kaarina marveled at his wisdom. “How do you know so much?” she asked. 
 
    He looked at her in surprise. “Everyone knows these things,” he said.  
 
    She shook her head vigorously. “No. I had never thought about money that way. No one in my village ever did, either. It was just accepted that the women would make things and the men would take them to the markets to sell them. No one ever thought that the women should get to keep the money from the things they made.” 
 
    “I guess my people see things differently,” Landwulf said thoughtfully. “We believe that each person should be compensated for their labor, regardless of who they are. That is the right thing to do.” 
 
    Kaarina shook her head in disbelief. “You Christians are always surprising me,” she said.  
 
    Landwulf grinned. “There is never a boring moment,” he said. “How about we explore the metalworkers’ section?” 
 
    Kaarina gaped in astonishment at the sheer size of the metal market. She’d never seen so many people or goods in one place. Landwulf laughed and tucked her hand under his arm. She felt like a princess with her prince as they wandered along the rows of metal goods. Her heart swelled with an unfamiliar feeling as people turned to look at them together. It felt good to be with Landwulf.  
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    Next door to Emiline, Minna was counting the coins they’d made from selling their goods. She handed Eira the money pouch with her earnings in it. Eira looked inside and gasped.  
 
    “Minna! I’ve never seen so much money,” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Well, dear, you worked hard for it and it’s yours,” she said.  
 
    Eira hugged her. “Thank you, Minna. You are so kind to me,” she said. “I have never had my own money before.” 
 
    “Spend it wisely,” Minna advised. “Keep some for the future. You know not when you might need it.” 
 
    “I will,” Eira promised.  
 
    “Go, enjoy the markets,” Minna said. “You have worked hard today. Have some fun.” 
 
    Eira didn’t need to be told twice. She wondered briefly where Kaarina was but she was determined not to waste this opportunity to see new things. She darted down the makeshift street before someone could stop her.  
 
    She wandered through the metal markets, astounded by the beauty of many of the goods for sale. She’d never seen anything like it and her eyes feasted on each new treasure that she spied. Before she knew it, she’d wandered past the end of the metal market and into the farmers’ market. Chickens squawked, pigs squealed and children ran around as their mothers shrieked at them. Eira smiled; the farmers’ market wasn’t unlike her home village.  
 
    “Eira!” said a familiar voice.  
 
    Eira blinked and looked up. Who would be calling for her here? She knew no one.  
 
    “Eira!” The call was more urgent this time.  
 
    She looked around, then broke into a run.  
 
    “Father!” she cried, throwing herself into Bjarni’s arms as tears cascaded down her cheeks.  
 
    He caught her and held her tightly against him.  
 
    “Eira,” he said again. “My little girl! I never expected to find you here!” 
 
    “I did not expect to find you either, Father,” she sobbed. “I thought I would never see you again!” 
 
    Bjarni brushed a tear from his cheek. “I thought you were safe with Taft, living in his village. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “It is a long story, Father.” 
 
    “Well, we had better sit to hear it,” he answered, leading her to his market stall.  
 
    Two stools sat behind his crates of chickens and bags of grain. Eira was grateful to sit down; her legs felt wobbly.  
 
    “Tell me of Mother,” she said eagerly. “Oh, I have missed home so much!” Fresh tears slid down her cheeks as she remembered the carefree days she’d spent roaming the forest and the village. 
 
    “Your mother never changes,” Bjarni said drily. “Like a leaky roof when it drips in the night.” 
 
    Eira giggled through her tears. “But you love her anyway,” she said. “Is she well?” 
 
    “She is. We are getting older now and your brothers have many children between them. It is the time of life for us to slow down.” 
 
    Eira couldn’t imagine her mother getting old and slowing down but as she looked at Bjarni, she could see that what he was saying was true; grey peppered his shining blonde hair and deep lines creased the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “Tell me, how did you come to be here?” asked Bjarni. “I never wanted to banish you. I was forced into it.” 
 
    “I know, Father. I do not blame you.” 
 
    “And your gift? Has it led to problems in your new life?” 
 
    “Not directly. I have learned how to keep it to myself.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “When I arrived at Taft’s village, word got out that I’d been accused of witchcraft. I was almost killed before I even found Taft.” 
 
    Bjarni gasped. “I would never have consented to you being sent there if I had known. I believed you would be safe there.” 
 
    “Taft is a cruel and angry man, Father. He deeply resented my presence in his house. Eventually, there was a fight because of me and I left the village and lived in the woods. But Halvar found me.” 
 
    “Who is Halvar?” 
 
    “He is the village chief.” 
 
    “And he is special to you, yes?” Bjarni asked with a sly grin. 
 
    “He is,” Eira said, her eyes shining. “We are hoping to wed soon. But neither of us has parents to arrange it for us.” 
 
    “That still does not tell me how you came to be here.” 
 
    “After the fight, I realized that I would never be safe living in the village. I could not live all year in the forest, either, so Halvar brought me over the mountains to the coast. We live in the coastal village of Merilant.” 
 
    “Merilant? That doesn’t sound like a word in our tongue.” 
 
    “It is the language of the Alemanni people.” 
 
    “You live among foreigners?” 
 
    “They are sabbatati Christians and I serve with one family as domestic help. They welcome anyone who needs a home for they have also been homeless in their past. Remember that, Father. If you ever need to flee from the village, you are welcome in Merilant.” 
 
    “It is a terrible tale that you tell, Daughter. But I am glad that you are happy and safe now. Where is this young man you are fond of?” 
 
    A shadow fell across Eira’s face. “He is back at his home village,” she admitted. “Some of the young men came from there and begged for his help. They said Taft planned to attack the village after the snow melted. I can only pray for his safety.” 
 
    “Your mother’s brother is not the man I thought he was,” muttered Bjarni. “He was harsh and unkind when we married. But I had no idea that he would turn out to be an enemy of his own kin.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself, Father. You were not to know. I am so glad I found you again.” She took his large, weathered hand. “Please give Mother my love. I have missed you both so much.” 
 
    “She misses you more than she will admit,” Bjarni said. “She will be glad to know that I have seen you and that you are well.” 
 
    “What of the village since I left? Is there peace now?” 
 
    “Do you really think there would be? There is always something for the people to grumble about. Sometimes I fear that they will no longer want me to be the chief.” Bjarni’s words were light but concern creased his brow.  
 
    Eira realized that he wasn’t telling her the complete story for fear that she would worry about them. “Father, just remember what I told you. You will always be welcome in the village of Merilant.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised.  
 
    Later, as she snuggled into the blankets beside Frida and Sigrid, Eira couldn’t sleep because she was thinking about her parents. She was overjoyed that she’d found her father again but concerned about the state of affairs in the village. She knew that several troublemakers called it home. She just hoped that her father had the wisdom and courage to do the right thing even when he faced opposition. No one could fault a village leader who was wise and strong. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
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   “S o long dear friend. See you on the other side,” Halvar spoke the solemn words as three young men carefully laid Harald’s body in the pit they’d dug. Beside him lay his wife, Gudrun, who’d perished in the fire. They’d tried to keep all family members together in the mass grave. They placed those they couldn't identify at the far end of the pit.  
 
    It was a grim, thankless task, but Halvar was determined that these people who’d been part of his life for so long would have the best sendoff they could manage under the circumstances. There would be no ale or mead, no feasting, no celebration of a life well-lived. Just a simple remembrance ceremony under the canopy of the weeping sky. It was all the traumatized survivors could manage.  
 
    That night, crammed into the barn with everyone else, Halvar thought about what to do next. There was no way the people were ready for a journey over the mountains, even with the warmer weather starting to melt the snow. Some of them were old and others were injured. They would need to wait until conditions were more favorable if they were to make it to the coast. But if they stayed here for too long, they risked starvation. There was no way they would have enough food to last until the crops grew again. Staying wasn’t a long-term option.  
 
    Halvar sighed as the responsibilities he now faced pressed against the heavy weight of grief in his chest.  
 
    But at least there had been one bright moment that brightened the gloom of grief and survivors’ shock. They had found Canute. Halvar remembered the joy he’d felt when he’d spotted his old friend crawling out of the ruins of a pit house, injured but alive.  
 
    “Canute!” he’d exclaimed, running to help the wounded man get to his feet. “What did they do to you?” 
 
    “I was lucky,” Canute had replied, his face screwed up from the pain of his injuries. “Taft spared me because he wanted information about you and Kaarina.” 
 
    “So that’s what this was all about,” Halvar had said bitterly. “We weren’t here so he destroyed the village.” 
 
    “They attacked at dawn while everyone was sleeping,” Canute replied.  
 
    “Cowards!” Halvar spat in disgust. 
 
    “When Taft realized you weren’t here, he and the men left. But by then, they’d already destroyed the village and killed people. Taft is a dangerous enemy,” Canute warned. “He will keep seeking you. He has no idea where you went, of course. But I pray to Heimdallr4 that he will protect you.” 
 
    Now, as Halvar lay awake, he could hear Canute moaning in his sleep. He’d entered the pit house after the fire, believing that his wife was inside. She wasn’t there and before Canute could get out safely, part of the roof fell on top of him. It would be some time before he was ready to travel but could they survive until the injured were ready to go? 
 
    Halvar hoped that by rationing the food, they would have enough to last until the weather warmed and the injured either recovered or died of their injuries. If they all made it out alive, it would only be through the favor of the gods. He wished that Eira were there with her healing skills. She would know what to do to help the injured.  
 
    As for Taft, Halvar made up his mind that one day, the man would face justice. He would be patient and wait until the time was right. And then, Taft would pay for what he’d done.  
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    “Kaarina, I’d like you to take these eggs down to Leyna,” Emiline said, handing her a basket. “She has some cheese that she made yesterday to give you in exchange.” 
 
    Kaarina took the basket and put on her coat to shield her from the day’s drizzle. She was looking forward to getting out of the house; as much as she loved the twins, they were hard work and she seemed to be spending a lot of time with them lately while Emiline did other chores. There was much to do in springtime.  
 
    Leyna’s house was at the other end of the village, set apart from the others. It would be a good walk to get there and Kaarina needed the exercise. She’d been feeling restless lately, wondering what would become of her life. She was happy with what she was doing for now, but it couldn’t last forever. One day, something would need to change. Would she ever find a husband and have a family of her own?  
 
    Her thoughts strayed to Landwulf. Since the visit to the markets, she hadn’t seen much of him; whenever she went to visit Eira, he had stayed out of the way, only appearing briefly to say hello before disappearing again. She wondered if he was avoiding her; had she done something to offend him? 
 
    She reached Leyna’s house and exchanged the eggs for the soft cheese. She was looking forward to eating it; Leyna made delicious cheese.  
 
    “Thank you, Leyna,” she said, tucking the basket under her arm. “Emiline will be pleased. She likes your cheese.” 
 
    Leyna’s good-natured face broke into a broad smile. “Tell her thank you for the eggs,” she said. “My hens have not laid many lately. Maybe ‘tis the weather.” 
 
    “Tell them they are slow. Emiline’s hens have been laying lots lately,” Kaarina giggled.  
 
    Leyna chuckled. “I’ll tell them that slow hens get turned into hen soup,” she said. “Maybe that will frighten the eggs out of them.” 
 
    They both laughed and Kaarina thought how good it was to share a joke with a neighbor in a village that was welcoming and safe.  
 
    “You’re a kind neighbor,” she told Leyna impulsively.  
 
    “Emiline is my friend,” she replied. “Besides, kindness makes our village a better place.” 
 
    “It does,” Kaarina agreed. “Well, I shall be on my way now.” 
 
    She turned and walked back towards the house. The seashore caught her eye and she suddenly wondered if she dared to walk along the sand alone. The more she thought about it, the more she thought she could do it. She needed a change of scenery and if she stayed away from the water’s edge, surely the waves would stay in the ocean. Landwulf had taught her how to dodge any that came too close so she could take care of herself now. She knew Emiline wouldn’t mind; she always said it did a person good to go for a walk in the fresh air.  
 
    Feeling brave, she ventured onto the sand. It crunched under her feet, a strange sensation after walking up and down the often-muddy paths of the village. The waves rolled lazily onto the beach, their grey-green faces much smaller today. Kaarina relaxed; perhaps the beach would even be a nice place to walk on days when the waves were small. There was something refreshing about a brisk walk with the tang of salt air in her nostrils and the rhythmic sound of the waves breaking onto the sand. 
 
    Suddenly, she spotted a familiar figure walking onto the beach with a rope in his hand.  
 
    “Landwulf!” she called impulsively. “Landwulf!”  
 
    He looked in her direction and hesitated. Then raising a hand in greeting, he turned and quickly walked away towards the village.  
 
    Kaarina was hurt and disappointed. Why would Landwulf refuse to even say hello? Now she was sure he was avoiding her. What had she done wrong? 
 
    She walked slowly back home, head down, feeling hurt and disappointed. She hardly paid any attention to the water that had frightened her so many times in the past. Now, it just reminded her of Landwulf and how things had changed between them since the day that he had helped her to overcome her fear. How was it possible that she could go from feeling on top of the world to feeling rejected so quickly?  
 
    When she arrived back home, she quickly handed the cheese to Emiline and made an excuse to use the outhouse. She didn’t want anyone to see that she was near tears.  
 
    That afternoon, she went to visit Eira, hoping for a chance to speak to her alone. She was lucky; the other girls were working in the vegetable garden while Eira prepared food for the evening meal. Kaarina decided to help her peel the vegetables for the stew while they chatted.  
 
    “I am glad you are alone,” Kaarina said. “I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “Why, do you have man troubles?” Eira teased.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Kaarina said.  
 
    “Oh come on, I’ve seen the way Gerfrid looks at you.” 
 
    “Gerfrid?” Kaarina asked in surprise.  
 
    “Haven’t you noticed?” 
 
    “No. He says little to me.” 
 
    “He looks at you whenever you come here. I can sense his interest in you.” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course. I’d forgotten about your abilities that get you into so much trouble!” 
 
    “Well, do you have any interest in him?” 
 
    “To be truthful, I think Landwulf is nicer.” 
 
    “He watches you, too. I am not surprised; the brothers do everything together,” said Eira, piling vegetable peels into a bowl.  
 
    “I was beginning to think that Landwulf liked me but I’m not sure now,” Kaarina confessed.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he seems to avoid me. I was walking along the beach today and I saw him. I called his name but he waved to me and then walked away. Have I done something to offend him?” 
 
    “I know not. He has not said anything. But I can try to find out for you if you want me to.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” replied Kaarina. “I hate not knowing what is wrong or how to fix it.” 
 
    “I guess that he’s shy,” said Eira. “Or perhaps there’s rivalry between himself and Gerfrid for your attention and he knows not what to do about it.” 
 
    “I would like to know why he is avoiding me,” said Kaarina. “If I’ve done something wrong, I want to make up for it somehow.” 
 
    “I will talk to him,” promised Eira.  
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    Minna shook the soil from the bunch of carrots she’d just pulled from the garden. The early warm weather meant that they’d been able to sow their vegetable crops earlier than usual. These were only baby carrots but they would go nicely in the stew that Eira was making for the evening meal.  
 
    “Landwulf!” she called as she spotted her middle son walking past the vegetable patch, rake in hand.  
 
    “Yes, Mother. What is it that you want?” 
 
    “Please take these carrots to Eira for the stew she is making for the evening meal. I believe Kaarina is also with her.” 
 
    Landwulf’s eyes brightened and he blushed. “As you wish, Mother,” he said, taking the carrots from her hand.  
 
    Minna watched him go thoughtfully. If what she suspected was true, Landwulf had feelings for Kaarina. She decided to probe a little deeper and walked up the rows of vegetables until she reached the place where Frida and Sigrid were sowing summer greens.  
 
    “We’ve got lots of work done today,” she told them, sounding pleased.  
 
    “We’re almost done with sowing the summer greens, Mother,” Frida replied.  
 
    “When you’re done, you can stop for today,” Minna decided. “There are indoor chores that we need to do.”  
 
    “And more weaving,” added Sigrid. “I’d like to finish the cloth I’m making.” 
 
    “Did you know that Kaarina is here?” Minna asked, changing the subject. “I saw her walk over a while ago. She’s probably helping Eira in the kitchen. I sent Landwulf down there with some carrots for the stew.” 
 
    The girls gave each other a sly look that Minna immediately noticed. “Your brother seems to like hanging around the house when Kaarina is here,” she said.  
 
    Frida stifled a giggle. “No, Mother, really?” 
 
    “She’s a nice girl,” Minna said lightly. “Does he care for her?” 
 
    “You will have to ask him yourself,” Frida replied. “He would never tell his sisters.” 
 
    The girls looked at each other and sniggered. Frida tried to disguise her mirth as a cough. Minna had seen all she needed to know. “I shall be down at the house,” she told them, standing to her feet. The girls had confirmed her suspicions. Now she would have to come up with a plan to help Landwulf find someone more suitable than Kaarina. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
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   E ira watched as Landwulf strode out the door to the storage barn where the firewood was kept. Minna wanted more wood for the fire. She waited a moment then slipped out the door after him, hoping that no one noticed. This was the opportunity that she’d been waiting for.  
 
    “Landwulf!” she said quietly.  
 
    He spun around, shocked that someone else was there.  
 
    “Eira!” he gasped. “You startled me.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” she said. “I wanted to speak to you while you are alone. There are few opportunities.” 
 
    “True. What is it that you wish to say?” 
 
    “I wish to ask you what your feelings are for my friend Kaarina.” 
 
    Landwulf looked surprised. “I ... uh … don’t know,” he stammered, turning red.  
 
    “It’s all right,” Eira said. “Your secret is safe with me. You care for her, is that not true?” 
 
    “It is,” he admitted, relief in his voice. 
 
    “Kaarina thinks she has done something to offend you,” Eira said. “You have been avoiding her.” 
 
    He looked at her with stricken eyes but said nothing.  
 
    “Is it Gerfrid?” she asked gently.  
 
    He nodded, a miserable expression on his face. “We do everything together. I cannot see how we can love the same girl. It will not work.” 
 
    “What if the girl only had feelings for one of you? Would that make things different?” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Well, if she would only accept one of us, yes, I think it would.” 
 
    “What if I told you that the fortunate man is yourself?” 
 
    His eyes lit up. “Really?” 
 
    Eira smiled. “Kaarina does care for you but she is confused by the way you have been treating her. And she has no feelings for Gerfrid so you don’t need to feel guilty about that.” 
 
    A huge grin split Landwulf’s face in two. “Really? I cannot believe that a girl like Kaarina could think of me that way.” 
 
    “She is special,” Eira agreed. “But you owe it to her to make things right with her. She is trying to think of what she has done to hurt or offend you. Tell her that you think she is special and put her out of her misery.” 
 
    Landwulf looked sheepish. “I ... uh … know not how. Pretty girls do not grow on trees around here. I have never had one like me before.” 
 
    “Be brave,” Eira advised. “Kaarina is kind. She will not intentionally do anything that will hurt you.” She looked at him directly. “But if you do nothing, you will lose her to someone braver than you. What have you got to lose?” 
 
    “Landwulf!” Minna called from the house. “Where is the wood? My fire is going out!” 
 
    “I had better go,” Landwulf muttered, gathering up the wood.  
 
    “Remember, be brave,” Eira told him with a grin.  
 
    He pulled a face and hurried to the house with the wood.  
 
    Later that evening, Eira went to the kitchen after everyone else had retired to the communal room. She wanted a drink of water. Landwulf waited a moment then followed her.  
 
    “May I speak to you for a moment?” he whispered so that no one would hear them.  
 
    “Of course,” Eira whispered back.  
 
    “When Kaarina comes to see you tomorrow, tell her that I will be down on the beach. Just tell her that, nothing else.” 
 
    “I will,” promised Eira. “And I wish you good fortune,” she added. She liked Landwulf.  
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    The rain came down steadily as Kaarina donned her coat and boots to see Eira.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to go out?” Emiline asked doubtfully, peering at the leaden sky.  
 
    “I need to get out of the house for a while,” Kaarina answered. “Besides, I want to show Eira the new bracelet I am making.” 
 
    “Of course. Well, enjoy your time, dear,” Emiline said.  
 
    Kaarina scurried across the road to Eira’s house, ducking her head. Eira opened the door and let her in then quickly closed it to keep out the cold, damp air.  
 
    “We should all be ducks!” Kaarina exclaimed. 
 
    “And then we would put you in a pot and eat you,” Eira giggled.  
 
    She looked around the stofa, the living room where the family sat in the evenings. Sigrid and Frida sat at their looms, their hands flying as they wove fine cloth. Minna sat nearby, knitting a headscarf to sell at the summer markets. It was going to be difficult to find the opportunity to tell Kaarina that Landwulf was waiting for her on the beach. She’d seen him leave just as Kaarina knocked on the door. He’d muttered something about going to the beach to gather some kelp for the garden. No one had paid him any attention and he’d left without a fuss. But how was she to tell Kaarina?  
 
    Inspiration suddenly struck.  
 
    “Come with me to the sleeping quarters,” she said to Kaarina. “The new blanket I’m making is on my bed.”  
 
    The two girls went to the little nook where Eira slept. The blanket was folded neatly on the bed, waiting for Eira to do some more work on it.  
 
    “The blanket is not why I called you in here,” Eira said. “I wanted to tell you that I spoke to Landwulf.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He was shy and embarrassed at first. But he admitted that he does care for you.” 
 
    “So why has he been avoiding me?” 
 
    “Part of the reason is that he’s shy and doesn’t know how to express his feelings to a girl. It’s also partly because he knows that Gerfrid also has thoughts about you and he doesn’t know what to do about that because they do everything together. In his mind, it doesn’t work for both of them to love one girl.” 
 
    “But I don’t care for Gerfrid. He is thoughtless and unkind.” 
 
    “When I told Landwulf that you have no interest in Gerfrid, he began to see that there might be a way to work it out.” 
 
    Kaarina drew in a sharp breath. “I can’t believe that he would care for me but not show it,” she said. “It seems a strange way to treat someone you care about.” 
 
    Eira shrugged. “Men are peculiar creatures,” she said. “We will never understand them. But that’s not important now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because last night Landwulf followed me into the kitchen and told me that he will be down on the beach today when you visit here. He left just as you arrived.” 
 
    “In the rain?” 
 
    “Do you want to know what he has to say to you or not?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then ignore the rain. What does it matter if you get wet?” 
 
    “It doesn’t. I will dry out.” 
 
    “So stay for a few minutes to be polite to Minna and the girls and then excuse yourself. Emiline doesn’t need you at home right now, does she?” 
 
    “No, she won’t be expecting me home for some time.” 
 
    “Well, go. And good fortune be yours.” 
 
    Kaarina made her way down to the beach, a basket on her arm. Eira had given it to her in case someone questioned why she was there in the rain.  
 
    “Tell them you’re collecting kelp because the waves are high and there might be some on the beach,” she’d advised. “Then it will appear that you and Landwulf have met by accident.” 
 
    It was good advice but hardly needed. Kaarina looked up and down the deserted beach. There was not a soul in sight, not even Landwulf. Was she about to get wet in vain? 
 
    She started to walk along the beach, gathering strands of kelp to put in the basket. It was fresh and clean and Emiline would certainly be able to use it. Soon, the curve of the beach obscured the village. The rain had eased to a drizzle and the air smelled fresh and clean. She took a deep breath. Even if Landwulf didn’t show up, a walk on the beach cleared her head and made her feel good.  
 
    “Kaarina!” 
 
    She turned her head to see Landwulf approaching from the edge of the beach, where it met the grass and low trees. She stopped and watched him walk towards her. He looked towards the village, checking to see that no one had noticed them.  
 
    “Hello Landwulf,” she said quietly when he came near. 
 
    “Hello, Kaarina,” he said with uncharacteristic shyness. “Shall we walk?” 
 
    They continued along the beach and Kaarina wondered if he would ever speak.  
 
    “I am sorry for the way things have been since the spring markets,” he said at last.  
 
    Kaarina was surprised. “You mean, for the way you have been avoiding me?” 
 
    He hung his head. “Yes. I did not think about how it would seem to you.” 
 
    “I was worried because I thought I’d done something to upset or offend you.” 
 
    He stopped and turned to face her. “No, Kaarina. You’re not to blame. I am.” 
 
    “But I did not know that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I did not know how to tell you what was on my mind.” 
 
    “And what is on your mind?” she asked, waiting in stillness for his answer. 
 
    “You,” he said simply. “I cannot stop thinking about you.” 
 
    “But avoiding me is a strange way to show it.” 
 
    “I am a simple man. I do not know any flowery language to woo a pretty girl. It was easier to say nothing.”  
 
    She smiled. “Do you think I’m pretty?” 
 
    He blushed. “Yes, I do. But Gerfrid thinks so too. I could not see how we could both care for the same girl. That is still a problem in my mind.” 
 
    “I have no interest in Gerfrid,” she said. “He is not the same as you and I could never care for him.” 
 
    “So, you are saying that there is no hope that he will ever win your heart?” 
 
    “None.”  
 
    “And what of me? Could you care for me?” he asked, hope and fear flitting across his features together.  
 
    Kaarina smiled. “You are a fine man, Landwulf. Any girl would be proud to call you her own.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Yes, Landwulf, I care for you. That was why I felt hurt and disappointed when you avoided me.” 
 
    He smiled a huge grin that lit up his blue eyes and parted his blonde beard to reveal perfect white teeth. Kaarina thought she’d never seen someone as handsome as Landwulf. Her eyes rested on his lips, full and rosy. She caught her breath as she imagined what it would feel like to kiss them. He took her hand then drew her against him. She looked up at him and his eyes met hers, searching and intense.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” he asked.  
 
    Kaarina had never heard of any man ever asking a woman for her permission to woo her. Women were regarded as inferior beings who did what they were told.  
 
    “I am sure,” she said with wonder in her voice.  
 
    Landwulf put his arms around her and held her against him in a tender embrace.  
 
    “My Kaarina,” he crooned, resting his face against her hair.  
 
    Then he drew back and looked at her while tiny raindrops swirled around them. His gaze was earnest and intense. Wordlessly, she closed her eyes and raised her face towards his while his hand cupped the back of her head and drew her towards him. His lips met hers, firm and silky smooth and utterly delightful. He kissed her gently, taking his time as his lips brushed across hers. She responded with hunger, eager to explore his sensuous lips in a kiss that grew more intense. She wanted it to never end, this exhilarating, breathtaking moment beneath the rainy sky. Kissing him was even better than she’d imagined and she felt breathless when they finally parted. 
 
    “You make my heart beat fast,” he told her, holding her shoulders while he looked into her face.  
 
    She smiled at him. “Oh Landwulf, I’m so happy! I never thought a wonderful man like you could ever care for me!” 
 
    “You are beautiful, Kaarina. You are beautiful on the outside and the inside. I love you,” he told her.  
 
    “I love you, too, Landwulf!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around his neck. She had never felt so happy in all her life. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
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   M inna walked purposefully towards the barn where she knew Alfonso would be working. Her thoughts were on Landwulf. She wanted to make the right decision and that meant she must speak to Alfonso.  
 
    “Greetings, wife. What brings you to my barn?” Alfonso smiled at her.  
 
    She smiled back. “‘Tis a fine day to visit my husband away from the many ears in our house.” 
 
    “Is it a romp through the hay that you seek, my love?’ 
 
    She laughed. Even after all these years of marriage, their love was strong; there had been times in the past when she had agreed with his quirky suggestions and they had indeed enjoyed a romp through the hay. But today, she had other things on my mind.  
 
    “As tempting as that sounds, no. I came to talk to you about something.” 
 
    He looked disappointed. “I was thinking a romp through the hay sounded good right now,” he said.  
 
    She grinned. “Never fear, husband. It shall happen again.” 
 
    “So why did you wish to talk to me?” 
 
    “It is about Landwulf.” 
 
    “Landwulf? Has he been causing trouble?” 
 
    “Not at all. But I’m concerned that he will find trouble.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Have you not seen the way he looks at Kaarina? The boy is in love with her, I swear. And the girls seem to know more about it than they will say.” 
 
    “Is that such a bad thing? Kaarina is a fine girl.” 
 
    “That she is. I have no argument with her. But I think that our Landwulf should choose a bride from among the people of our faith. Besides, Kaarina has no kin to call her own and no one to arrange a brðtlouft for her. She is like an orphan.” 
 
    “That should not matter, my dear. We know what it is like to be outcasts, remember?” 
 
    “You are right. As you say, she is a fine girl. But not for Landwulf.” 
 
    “So what do you propose to do?” 
 
    “We shall send him to the village of Alahsan to find a wife from among our people there. It will do him good to leave our village and venture far away.” 
 
    “It will make a man of him,” Alfonso agreed. “Very well, wife, you know best in these things. Do as you see fit.” 
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    Minna waited until Landwulf went outside to collect wood for the fire and followed him outside. She wanted to speak to him in private.  
 
    “Landwulf,” she said behind him.  
 
    He spun around to face her. “Mother! What is it that you want?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you away from the listening ears inside the house.” 
 
    “What did you wish to say?” he asked uneasily.  
 
    Minna decided to get straight to the point. “I have noticed your interest in Kaarina,” she said.  
 
    Landwulf didn’t deny it. “She is a fine girl. I like her.” 
 
    “Your father and I have decided it’s time that you went away to find a wife from among our people.” 
 
    “But why? What is wrong with Kaarina?” 
 
    “She is not one of us, Landwulf. Her people are the víkverir. Their beliefs are different from ours. They live differently. Besides, she is alone with no kin. Do you want to marry an orphan?” 
 
    “None of those things matter, Mother. Kaarina has adapted to living among us and she is a good person. Doesn’t that matter more than whether or not she has kin?” 
 
    “You have a point,” Minna conceded. “But it means that she will forever be dependent upon you and our family. Her own will never be able to support her in any way.” 
 
    “That should not matter, either, Mother. I would be happy to support her as a wife.” 
 
    “Well, your father and I have decided that you will go to the village of Alahsan to find a wife from among our people.” 
 
    “Alahsan? That is a long journey!” Landwulf protested.  
 
    “It matters not. You will be an obedient son and do as we say.” 
 
    Landwulf drew himself up to his full height and looked her squarely in the face. “I am a man, Mother,” he said. “I can make my own decisions now. I am not a little boy. I love Kaarina. She is beautiful on the inside and the outside.” 
 
    “We have spoken, son. You will do as we say.” 
 
    Landwulf looked angry. “Very well, Mother. I will go. But understand this: the only reason I will go is to please you. It does not please me at all. I do not want to go. And I will only go on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That if I reach the village of Alahsan and find no one I wish to marry, I will come home. I am not going to stay there for a moment longer than I must.” 
 
    Minna sighed. She should’ve expected this strong son to be stubborn. He’d inherited it from her. Still, at least he’d agreed to go. She decided to accept his terms of compliance. “Very well, son. I will say nothing if you return without a bride. But I expect you to stay there long enough to get to know any suitable girls. You will leave tomorrow. And you will not see Kaarina before you go, nor will you discuss the matter with your sisters.” 
 
    As Minna walked back inside the house, Landwulf was angry. He smashed the axe into the wood he was splitting with savage force; it splintered and flew in all directions. It was unfair that his parents should snatch happiness away from him as soon as he’d found it. He loved Kaarina; why couldn’t they see that she would make a good wife? Yet, he knew that he had more freedom to find his own wife than Kaarina’s people did. They accepted arranged marriages that were intended to strengthen family wealth or political alliances. He’d seen the way some of the men treated their women. They were little better than property, although they did have the option to divorce. That would never do for his wife. He intended to marry someone he loved. And if he couldn’t marry for love, then he wouldn’t marry at all. He would not be bullied into a loveless marriage for the sake of keeping his family happy. It was his life and he was the one that would have to live it. One day, his parents would be gone and he would have to continue living the life they had arranged for him. It would be better to never marry than suffer that fate.  
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    Kaarina felt as if she were floating on air as she crossed the road to see Eira. She was hoping that Landwulf would be there and that they might have a chance to talk.  
 
    But when Eira let her in, she seemed subdued. “Come to my bed so we can talk,” she said. They sat on the bed. 
 
    “What is wrong?” asked Kaarina.  
 
    Eira looked at her with something like pity. “They have sent Landwulf away,” she said.  
 
    “Away? Where?” 
 
    “Minna and Alfonso decided that he needed to seek a bride from among their people,” she said. “They have sent him to Alahsan.” 
 
    Kaarina drew in a sharp breath. Surely this must be some awful joke. “But what about …” 
 
    “You?” Eira asked.  
 
    Kaarina nodded, unable to say the words.  
 
    “It seems that they would prefer him to choose a bride from among their people,” Eira said gently. Her heart went out to her friend; this was a cruel blow.  
 
    Tears gathered in Kaarina’s eyes. Eira hugged her. “I know, this is hard for you,” she said. “He is a good man and I was hoping that the two of you could be happy together.” 
 
    “I thought he loved me,” Kaarina’s voice broke as tears rolled down her cheeks.  
 
    “I think he does,” Eira said. “He looked sad and angry as he packed his things and left. He did not want to go.” 
 
    “Then why did he?” 
 
    “Because he’s honoring his parents as a good and dutiful son does. But that doesn’t mean he agrees with their decisions.” 
 
    “He is a man, Eira! He should be able to make his own decisions!” 
 
    “In the end, I think he will. He is stubborn and independent. I’m certain that no one will be able to force him to do something he doesn’t want to.” 
 
    “Then why is he going?” 
 
    “He loves his parents and they are a close family. He is going because he wants them to be happy.” 
 
    “Well, that is great news for them, but what about me?” 
 
    “If it is any consolation, I think Landwulf is feeling the same as you are right now.” 
 
    Kaarina sniffed and tried a wobbly smile. “You’re a good friend, Eira. Thank you for being there for me.” 
 
    “I know your heart is breaking. It is not easy when happiness is snatched from your grasp just as you find it.” 
 
    “Oh, Eira, I was hoping that one day we would marry and live right here in this village! I have been happy here. Emiline has been so kind to me and has taught me so many things about keeping a house. Mother died when I was young and I had no one to teach me and Emiline has been a wonderful teacher. I feel that I am ready to care for my own household now. But I will never get the chance!” 
 
    “Do not give up on finding a husband you can be happy with,” Eira advised. “I know you are not ready to hear it now, but there could come a day when you are able to find someone from among our people.” 
 
    “I would prefer a Christian husband. They value their wives more than our people do.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should become a Christian yourself. It might be easier to find a Christian husband.”  
 
    “I am not sure I want to become a Christian,” Kaarina said. “Their beliefs are so different from ours.” 
 
    “Why don’t you at least pray to the Christian God? That cannot do any harm. We already pray to our gods. Besides, the Christians often pray to their God when they are feeling sad or need guidance. It seems to help them feel better.” 
 
    “I will try it,” Kaarina said.  
 
    “Good. And do not forget I am here to listen if you want to talk.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eira. You are a good friend.” 
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    Landwulf’s heart felt heavy as he guided his horse south towards the village of Alahsan. It was a long journey and each step was putting a greater distance between himself and the life he knew and loved. He tried to bury the resentment he felt deep inside; he didn’t want to carry an unforgiving spirit towards his parents. But couldn’t they understand that he was a man now and could make his own decisions? And what of poor Kaarina? Surely she must know by now that he had gone. Did she think that leaving her was his own choice? Would Eira try to explain what had happened? He’d tried to explain the reason for his sudden departure, hoping that she would help Kaarina to understand.  
 
    He thought of how happy Kaarina had been on the last day they’d seen each other, on the beach in the rain. His heart constricted when he realized that this would wipe her happiness away.  
 
    But to be fair to his parents, he would go along with their plan. He would go to the village of Alahsan and try to find a bride. He would do his best to do what they wanted. And perhaps they were right; perhaps there was a girl from among his people who would make a better choice than Kaarina. But he doubted that. He doubted that he would be able to get Kaarina out of his mind long enough to assess another girl’s worthiness.  
 
    He sighed and patted his horse on the neck. “It might be just you and me for the next few years,” he said aloud. “It doesn’t seem that I will find a wife easily. So I will only have you for company.” Despite his gloomy mood, it struck him as funny. He laughed and the horse’s ears flicked back. He would become known as the man who talked to his horse because he couldn’t find a wife.  
 
    “Oh God, please care for Kaarina,” he prayed, deciding that prayer was a better option than talking to his horse. “Comfort her if she’s sad. And please guide me to make the right choices. In Jesus’ name, amen.” 
 
    Peace replaced worry after he’d prayed and as Landwulf turned his attention to the journey ahead. Tinges of excitement started to build as he wondered what adventures awaited him. What would happen when he reached Alahsan? Were his parents right? Would he find happiness there, after all? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
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   K aarina felt as if she spent each day wading through water. Her sorrow seemed to slow her steps and it weighed so heavily on her heart that it seemed as if it would fall out of her chest and drag on the ground behind her.  
 
    Emiline noticed her grief and suspected that it had something to do with Landwulf’s departure, but she didn’t know how to broach the subject so she said nothing. Instead, she showed extra kindness, allowing Kaarina plenty of time to do as she wished. Kaarina was grateful for her thoughtfulness. It gave her time to start processing her grief in private. 
 
    Kaarina thought about Eira’s advice. She wasn’t sure she was ready to become a Christian; she had little interest in finding a Christian husband if she couldn’t have Landwulf and it didn’t seem like a good enough reason to change her faith. But she did decide to pray to the Christians’ God. She tried it one evening when she was alone in her little room and the house was quiet. She’d seen the Christians kneeling on their knees when they prayed, so she knelt beside the bed and stayed there for a while, thinking about what to say to a God she didn’t know. 
 
    “God of the Christians,” she finally said out loud, “I don’t know how to talk to you. Please excuse my ignorance.” Nothing alarming happened, so she decided to continue. “Oh God of the Christians, my friend told me that you help people to feel better. My heart is heavy from the loss of my beloved. He has gone to find a wife who is more worthy than I. Please help my sorrow to ease and my heart to feel happy again. And please send him back to me.” She paused, thinking of the right way to end her prayer. “Oh God of the Christians, thank you for hearing my prayer.” 
 
    There was no answer but as she slid into bed, Kaarina felt a sense of peace steal over her troubled heart. Was that what Eira meant when she said that the God of the Christians helped people when they were feeling sad? 
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    Kaarina made her way purposefully across the street to visit Eira. She was hoping that Sigrid and Frida would be weaving today. She had questions that she wanted to ask them. But when she arrived, Eira was sitting at her loom and she looked sad. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Eira?” she asked. 
 
    “Halvar should have been back by now,” Eira said, her eyes downcast. “With each day that passes, I cannot help but think that something terrible has happened to him and I will never see him again.” 
 
    Kaarina put her hand on Eira’s shoulder. “I can see how you would be worried,” Kaarina said quietly. “He has been gone for a long time. I miss him, too. He’s been like an older brother to me. He was always kind to me when my own brothers were cruel.” 
 
    “He is a good man,” Eira said with a catch in her voice. “But it is so hard not knowing what has happened to him.” 
 
    Sigrid came through the door and went to her loom. “Hello, Kaarina,” she said. 
 
    “Hello Sigrid,” Kaarina replied politely. 
 
    Ever since Landwulf had left, the girls had been guarded whenever Kaarina was around. She missed the fun and chatter of the early days of getting to know each other. Those were the days before her world had fallen apart. Still, she was hoping that Sigrid or Frida might answer the questions she had about their God. Since she’d started to pray to the Christian God, her curiosity about him had grown. What was he the god of? Surely he had a job or a role like the Norse gods. Was he the god of war or fortune or prosperity? Or something else? And why would they pray to him for comfort? Kaarina decided to be direct about her questions. Surely the Christians wouldn’t mind talking about their God. 
 
    “May I ask you a question, Sigrid?” she asked the pretty blonde girl as she sat at her loom. 
 
    Sigrid looked surprised. “Of course.” 
 
    “I want to ask you about your God. What is he the god of? War? Prosperity? Or something else?” 
 
    Sigrid looked thoughtful. “He is the only God we believe in,” she said. “So He is the God of everything. We believe that He created the world and that He loves the people in it.” 
 
    “Loves them?” This was news to Kaarina. She’d never heard of a god that loved people. Most gods ignored mortals or demanded sacrifices as appeasement. 
 
    “Yes. He has a son that He sent to this earth.” 
 
    “I thought you said He was alone.” 
 
    “We believe that He and His son are one. Kind of like the two faces of a coin.” 
 
    That made sense, so Kaarina moved on to something else she’d thought of. “Why did the son come to the earth?” she asked. “Where did he live before?” 
 
    “He lived in heaven, in the sky. After they created the earth, they intended that it would be governed by their laws, which cannot be changed.” 
 
    Kaarina was familiar with the laws of the land and figured it worked something like that. “So what happened? Why did he need to come to the earth?” 
 
    Sigrid paused, thinking about how to explain her story in a way that Kaarina would understand. “Things went wrong on the earth,” she said. “There was an evil foe and he caused the people of the earth to break the laws of God. The penalty for breaking the laws was death.” 
 
    Kaarina gasped. “This God sounds harsh,” she said. 
 
    “There’s more to the story,” Sigrid said. “I’m getting to the best part.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Kaarina begged. 
 
    “This God was sad about what had happened on the earth. He did not want all the people to die. So he and the son came up with a plan. The son would go to the earth and die as a substitute for the people and the father would accept his life for theirs.” 
 
    “But why would they do that?” 
 
    “Because they loved the people. They did not want anyone to die.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “They carried out the plan. Jesus, the son, came to the earth and died. Then he was able to offer his death as a gift to anyone who would accept him in their place.” 
 
    “I can’t believe a god would do that,” Kaarina marveled. “Who is this gift for? Christians?” 
 
    “It is available to anyone,” Sigrid said. “All of us need it. None of us can keep God’s laws on our own and death awaits us all.” 
 
    Kaarina thought about all the times that she had done things that she knew were not right. “I like this God of yours,” she said. “I think I will continue to pray to him.” 
 
     She couldn’t stop thinking about a God who loved her instead of ignoring her or harming her if she failed to do what he wished. It was a difficult concept to understand but she was determined to know what made the Christians different from her own people. She was certain that their God had something to do with it.  
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    “Sigrid!” Kaarina called as Sigrid walked up to the family’s vegetable garden. “Wait! I’m coming to help you!” 
 
    Sigrid waited until Kaarina had caught up. Since Kaarina had expressed an interest in the Christians’ God, their friendship had changed. They were closer and Sigrid shared more. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you something,” Kaarina said. 
 
    Sigrid grinned. This was how their conversations usually started. Kaarina was hungry to know more about their lifestyle and their faith. “Ask, then,” she said. 
 
    “Why did your people come to this land?” she asked. “Was it something to do with your faith?” 
 
    “I was born here in this land but my parents came here from Alemannia,” Sigrid replied. “You are right. They came because here they can freely practice their faith.” 
 
    “Why could they not practice it in their homeland?” 
 
    Sigrid paused, trying to think of an answer that would make sense to Kaarina. “It became difficult after the rulers of the land banned worship on the seventh day. The first day of the week is the official day of worship.” 
 
    “Why does it matter? Could you not just worship on the first day?” 
 
    “We believe that it matters to God. We follow the example of Jesus and the apostles in worshipping on the seventh day.” 
 
    “Oh. That makes sense, then,” Kaarina said. If the Christians’ God required a particular day for worship, why would anyone argue with Him? 
 
    “So our parents came to this land where we can worship as we please,” Sigrid finished.  
 
    They reached the garden and bent to pull weeds out of the onion patch. 
 
    “Thank you for answering my questions,” Kaarina said. “I like this God of yours. I think I might like to follow Him.” 
 
    “Would you be willing to follow Him instead of the gods of your people?” 
 
    “Ha. They have done nothing for me,” Kaarina said tartly. “All they do is demand things or ignore us. This God of yours is much more attractive.” 
 
    “Then, we must speak to the pfaffo,” Sigrid said. “If you are serious about becoming a Christian, he will tell you what you must do.” 
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    Excitement tingled through Kaarina’s veins as she looked at the beautiful sunny day outside. It was warm and calm, a perfect sambaztag. She’d been worshipping on the seventh day with the Christians over the past few weeks and it had become her favorite day of the week. 
 
    But today was extra special. Today was the day of her dwahal when she would commit to following the Christians’ God.  
 
    Sigrid came over early to see her. “I brought you this,” she said, holding out an exquisitely embroidered robe. “Put it on.” 
 
    Kaarina slid the beautiful garment over her head. It was a perfect fit.  
 
    “You are a beautiful westibarn,” she said, hugging Kaarina. “If only Landwulf could be here to see you now!” 
 
    Kaarina felt a shaft of pain slice through her heart. “He has probably found a wife by now,” she said.  
 
    “If it means anything to you, I did not agree with my parents’ decision to send him away,” Sigrid said softly. “I could see that the two of you would have been happy together.” 
 
    “It still hurts my heart,” Kaarina admitted. “But I am happy that I found your God to love me instead.” 
 
    “You are stronger than I would be,” Sigrid said. “My life has been easier than yours.” She straightened the robe across Kaarina’s shoulders. “But now is not the time to be sad over what might have been. Now is the time to rejoice! Come, everyone will be gathering on the beach by now.” 
 
    They walked down to the beach where the villagers were gathering in small groups. The waves rolled lazily onto the shore, propelled by a gentle swell. It was the perfect day for a baptism. Kaarina still had a lingering fear of the ocean but she was determined to push it aside to go ahead with the ceremony that would show the world that she had accepted Jesus’ offer to cleanse her of her sins. 
 
    The pfaffo spotted her and came over. “Are you ready, Kaarina?” he asked kindly. “We shall walk into the water together. You may hold my arm to steady yourself if you wish.” 
 
    Kaarina took his arm, glad to have him to cling to as she faced her fear of the water. Together they waded in up to their waists. The water was cool but not unbearable.  
 
    “So now, I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,” the pfaffo said, raising his arm high over his head. 
 
    A moment later, he lowered her gently under the water. She tried not to panic as the water closed over her face, instead trying to concentrate on the thought of having her sins washed away. A second later, the pfaffo raised her again and the worshipers on the shore started to sing a hymn of victory.  
 
    Kaarina felt a sense of peace, unlike anything she’d ever experienced in her life. No matter what happened from now on, she knew that God would be with her and she felt herself relaxing into His loving arms.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
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   L andwulf grinned and tapped his foot. The lively rhythms of the fiddle, the psaltery and the rebec made him want to dance. He caught the eye of one of the fiddlers and smiled; the man smiled back, enjoying the pleasure his music brought to the crowd. The wooden floor of the barn resounded as the happy crowd stomped and swayed to the music.  
 
    Life had been good since he’d been at Alahsan. He’d met three pretty girls, Emma, Adelina and Gerhild, and now he was attending a wedding. He’d already danced with all three girls during one of the energetic dances.  
 
    Emma, in particular, seemed to think he was special. He knew her family had high hopes that she would become his bride. He looked over the crowd to see if he could spot her and saw her on the other side of the room, her fair cheeks flushed with laughter and exertion. Blonde tendrils escaped from beneath her kapfa and her blue eyes sparkled with happiness. He thought of the times that he’d visited her family’s home. She had been the perfect hostess, attending to his every need and serving him delicious food that she’d cooked herself. His parents would surely be pleased if he were to bring her back to the village as his bride. In their eyes, she would be perfect for him.  
 
    “Landwulf!”  
 
    His new friend Gerbold interrupted his thoughts.  
 
    “Get up and dance. Are you weak?” Gerbold challenged.  
 
    Landwulf grinned and made his way onto the crowded dance floor, where he stomped and clapped enthusiastically along with the crowd. There was no ale or mead at this wedding but no one needed it. They were happy just to have fun together.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Landwulf found himself opposite Emma. She smiled up at him with her beautiful blue eyes and he knew that she would be expecting him to make a declaration of his intentions towards her. That was the way it happened among his people.  
 
    All of a sudden, the enormity of that decision hit him with full force. Once a young man had declared his interest in a woman, it was almost as if they were betrothed. The families didn’t take kindly to young men who didn’t treat courting seriously. A young man had to be completely certain that he was willing to follow through with marriage if he started to court a woman. It was a big step to take and Landwulf knew that he wasn’t ready to take it. He mumbled an excuse to Emma and left the dance floor for the relative peace outside the building.  
 
    “God, I don’t know what to do,” he prayed out loud as he walked away from the noisy gathering. “Emma wants me to court her and her family expects it. Mine would be delighted. But the truth is, I just cannot see myself loving her.” His thoughts strayed to Kaarina and he wished he could see her again. “Emma is a good girl,” he muttered to himself, speaking aloud as he tried to untangle the knotty problem in his mind. “She would make a fine wife. And my parents would approve.” He kicked at a rock on the road and watched it roll into the grass. “It has been fun to get to know her and the other girls. But that is where it ends. Fun is not enough to base the rest of my life on and I can’t love her. She is not Kaarina.” 
 
    As he spoke the words, he suddenly realized what he needed to do. He needed to leave before social customs dictated that he declare an interest in Emma, thus trapping him into a marriage that he didn’t want. He needed to go home, stand up for Kaarina and their love, and respectfully convince his parents that finding a wife was his decision. His mind made up, he turned to go back to the festivities. He would tell Emma tomorrow that he was leaving to go home.  
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    “Kaarina!” Eira ran to catch up with her friend as she walked towards Leyna’s house with another basket of eggs.  
 
    Kaarina stopped to wait for her friend. “It is a beautiful day for a walk and it has been days since we’ve seen each other. Come, join me while I take these eggs to Leyna.” 
 
    “Actually, I came to share some news with you,” Eira said seriously.  
 
    “What news could be worth such a hurry?” 
 
    “Landwulf is back.” 
 
    Kaarina’s golden olive skin went pale. “Did he bring his bride with him?” 
 
    Eira shook her head. “No. But he has started to build his own house at the other end of the village.” 
 
    “That can only mean one thing. He is planning to marry and bring her here once the house has been built.” 
 
    “Oh, Kaarina, I am so sorry,” Eira said, putting her arm around her friend. “No one in the family has said anything about it. It seems to be a subject they do not speak of. Or perhaps they don’t want me to hear what they say about it.” 
 
    “I shall have to endure seeing her with Landwulf,” Kaarina mourned. “It shall forever remind me of what might have been.” 
 
    “I am sorry,” Eira said again. “It would be a difficult thing to endure, I agree.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can face making small talk with Leyna right now,” Kaarina said. “Please, will you take her these eggs? She has some cheese for Emiline.” 
 
    “Of course. I shall take it to Emiline and tell her that you felt the need for some fresh air.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eira. Your friendship means a lot to me.” 
 
    Kaarina turned and made her way to the seashore. She decided to walk away from the village in case she happened to meet Landwulf. She wasn’t ready to face him again and hear him tell of the bride who would soon be joining him in their village.  
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    Landwulf whistled as he prepared the land for his new home. He pictured living there with Kaarina, raising a family, and being happy together. He wondered where Kaarina was. He’d been home for over a week now and she still hadn’t come over to see Eira as was her custom. He could’ve gone over to see her himself but he wanted to surprise her with the news that he was building a house. It would be better to wait until he had something to show her. After today, at least there would be foundations. He set to work with renewed energy, trying to fit as much as he could into the day. He thought about the conversation he’d had with his parents after he came home.  
 
    “So you returned alone,” Minna had said, a trace of disapproval in her tone.  
 
    “Yes, Mother. Remember the agreement we made?” 
 
    “Did you not find a suitable wife among our people?” she asked.  
 
    “I met several pretty girls, Mother.” 
 
    “Well, why is one of them not your bride?” 
 
    “Mother, I am a man now. I will marry the bride of my choosing. Or I shall not marry at all.” 
 
    Minna gasped. “You cannot be serious! Of course, you will marry!” 
 
    “No, Mother. I will not. Not if it means that I must marry someone that I do not love.” 
 
    Minna had given in then. “Very well,” she said quietly. “I can see that your mind is made up. Do as you see fit.” 
 
    “Then we shall not have this conversation again?” 
 
    “No, I will say no more.”  
 
    “Thank you, Mother. I intend to start building myself a house at the end of the village.” 
 
    “So a bride is waiting for you to build her a house?” 
 
    “No, Mother. But if there ever is a bride, I shall be ready to provide for her.” 
 
    And so it was that Landwulf found himself spending every spare moment constructing his house. He was so busy that he hardly had time to notice that Kaarina seemed to be avoiding him. Once, he’d seen her across the road. He’d called her name but she’d given him a little wave and ducked inside. He dismissed the nagging feeling that something was wrong; she was probably just hurrying on an errand for Emiline.  
 
    But by the time the second week had passed, the nagging feeling had become a jarring discord in the harmony of his days. He’d tried to go to Emiline’s house to see Kaarina, but Emiline said she’d gone for a walk. Another day, he tried again; this time, Emiline said that Kaarina was busy and couldn’t come to talk to him. He was beginning to get alarmed and frustrated as he found every attempt to see her thwarted.  
 
    On the seventh day, when the work ceased, Landwulf had time to reflect on his labors. He went to the worship service at the dingstat in the center of the village. It was good to be worshiping in his home village again. He only wished that Kaarina could be with them. If she were there, he would look across the room to where the women sat and catch her eye. She would smile and blush, hoping that no one would notice the look that passed between them. It would be the best feeling on earth to see her face shining with love for him, the same kind of love he had for her. 
 
    His daydreams were interrupted by the end of the service. They sang a hymn then filed out into the bright daylight to go to their homes for the midday meal. The afternoon would be spent resting or visiting, caring for the sick or elderly, or making handicrafts to give to those in need. It was a rhythm of life that felt familiar and safe and Landwulf looked forward to the weekly rest day.  
 
    But today, he felt restless. He wondered what Kaarina was doing. Whatever it was, it seemed unlikely that he would have any success in getting to see her. He decided to go for a walk along the beach to clear his head. Normally, he would ask his brothers if they wanted to come but today, he felt like being alone to sort out the turmoil swirling around in his mind. He set off quickly, walking away from the village, his head down. He hardly noticed the sunlight playing hide and seek with the clouds, turning the lazy sea from grey to green to grey again. The birds sang their hearts out, but he didn’t hear them, either. He was too busy wrestling with his problem. Why wouldn’t Kaarina talk to him? What could he do about it?


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
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   K aarina sat on a log that had washed up on the beach, gazing out to sea. She had found this secluded little patch of beach on one of her long walks, well away from the village. She’d started to like the sea; it was always moving, always displaying different moods. This was her favorite place to come on the seventh day. Since Landwulf had returned home, she’d stopped going to the dingstat to worship with everyone else. She didn’t want to meet him or hear any gossip about his new bride.  
 
    Being alone on the beach was lonely sometimes but it was also strangely comforting. She spent time talking to God and always returned feeling refreshed and at peace.  
 
    She thought about how Eira didn’t quite understand it.  
 
    “I don’t know how you can spend hours talking to a god that you can’t see,” Eira had said. 
“I don’t know, it just feels right,” Kaarina replied. “I always feel peaceful after I spend time talking to Him. Maybe you should try it.” 
 
    Now, as her stomach began to rumble, she thought about returning home to eat. Emiline allowed her to do as she pleased on the seventh day and sometimes, Kaarina was gone for the whole day, wandering along the seashore or up into the woods. She felt safe here; the Christians enjoyed a good reputation among their neighbors and no one bothered them.  
 
    She got to her feet and started walking towards the village, stopping occasionally to admire a shell or pretty stone along the way. Her eyes scanned the sand for anything pretty or collectable that she could slip in her pocket to take home. She was so used to being alone on this beach that it never occurred to her that she might meet another person. 
 
    “Hello, Kaarina,” said a voice just in front of her.  
 
    She stifled a scream, fear racing along her spine. Landwulf stood in front of her, concern in his blue eyes as he saw how afraid she was.  
 
    “I am sorry. I did not mean to startle you,” he said.  
 
    “I was not expecting to see anyone,” she told him. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am going home.” 
 
    “Kaarina, can we talk?” 
 
    “No, Landwulf. Now, if you’ll excuse me …” 
 
    “Kaarina.” He stepped forward so that he was standing in her way. “Why will you not talk to me?” 
 
    “Do you even need to ask, Landwulf?” 
 
    “I am asking you because I do not know.” 
 
    She huffed out a breath of exasperation. “Is it not obvious? Or must I say it clearly?” 
 
    “Say it clearly. I am a simple man, remember.” 
 
    “Let us see. You went away without even saying goodbye. I was told by others that you had gone to find a wife from among your own people. Now you are back and building her a house! Did it not occur to you that these things would hurt my heart?” 
 
    He looked stricken. “I am sorry, Kaarina.” 
 
    “Well, now you know why I do not wish to talk to you. You are happy and full of wedding plans and I do not wish to hear about them.” 
 
    “Kaarina! It is not what you think!” 
 
    “I am sorry, Landwulf. It has taken me a long time to be happy again. I do not wish to lose what I have gained now. I really must be going.” She stepped around him and started walking towards the village.  
 
    He turned to follow her, his long strides catching her in a matter of moments.  
 
    “I do not wish to talk to you, Landwulf. Do you not understand that?” 
 
    “Kaarina, let me tell you what has happened in my life since I left!” he implored, keeping pace with her as she marched up the beach.  
 
    “Leave me alone, Landwulf. I do not wish to speak to you.” 
 
    “Then at least do me the courtesy of listening.” 
 
    “I told you, I do not want to know about your plans with your new bride.” 
 
    “Listen to me!” he commanded, authority in his tone. “You are making assumptions and you know nothing about what I am about to say!” 
 
    She glared at him then gave in. “All right, I will listen. But only this once. So you had better say whatever you need to now because this will not happen again.” 
 
    He grabbed her arm and forced her to stop. “Kaarina, there is no wife,” he said.  
 
    She gaped at him. “No wife? But did you not go to Alahsan to find one?” 
 
    “My parents sent me there. Out of respect for them, I went. But I had no desire to do so.” 
 
    “Were there no suitable girls in Alahsan?”
“Yes, there were. There were several and any one of them would’ve made a fine wife. But not for me.” 
 
    “Why? Would it not make your parents happy if you’d taken a bride from there?” 
 
    “Yes. And their families were expecting me to declare my intentions with one or the other of them. But I did not want to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I do not love any of them. And I will only marry for love. I have told Mother that if I am unable to marry for love then I will not marry at all. It is my life and I refuse to marry simply to please others.” 
 
    Kaarina was taken aback yet again at the independence the Christians allowed their young people. “I am always surprised at how much freedom Christians have,” she said. “My people marry to please their families or others.” 
 
    “I returned because there was no reason to stay,” Landwulf said. “My happiness lies here.” 
 
    “Why are you building a house if you have no bride?” 
 
    He looked shy. “I am hoping that in the future there will be a bride,” he said. “Kaarina, every time I saw one of those other girls, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I kept praying that God would comfort your heart if you were sad.” He paused and looked deep into her eyes. “I hope you can understand that I had to honor my parents by following their wishes.” 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured, “I understand.” 
 
    “But when I came home, I told them that I’d tried following the path they laid out for me but it was not for me. I am a man now, Kaarina. I can make my own decisions. And my parents must respect that.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” she asked.  
 
    “I love you, Kaarina. My heart beats only for you. Will you do me the honor of becoming the bride who will live in my house with me?” 
 
    Shock registered on her face, followed by delight. “Oh yes, Landwulf! Yes please!” 
 
    He grinned the biggest grin she’d ever seen then whirled her into his arms and swung her around. “I cannot believe it!” he almost shouted. “You said yes!” 
 
    “I cannot believe it either!” she exclaimed, breathless and giddy. “You are building that fine new house for me? I cannot believe it! I am so happy!” 
 
    “I am too. You have made me a happy man today!” 
 
    “Does it not bother you that I am not from among your people?” she asked. 
 
    “Not a bit! I love you just the way you are.” 
 
    “I have something to tell you,” she said. “I now share your beliefs.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked in astonishment. “Why did I not see you at the dingstat today?” 
 
    “I was baptized in the sea by your pfaffo not long before you returned to the village. I avoided the dingstat today because you would be there and I did not wish to see you.” 
 
    He whirled her around again, delighted. “This is such good news!” he exclaimed. “Now we will share the same beliefs!” 
 
    She giggled. “And so will our children,” she said slyly. 
 
    He blushed then grinned. “Our babies will be perfect,” he said. 
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    Halvar stood beside the mound of fresh earth, watching as the men laid another body to rest. They didn’t have enough cloth for a burial shroud so they had wrapped some rags around Hella’s body as they laid her in the earth. 
 
    Poor Hella, Halvar thought. She’d endured agonizing pain from her injuries; she was such a fighter that she’d lingered long after several of the other badly injured people had died. They were hoping that she would have the strength to recover. But at last, her strength was gone; she was no longer able to fight. She’d slipped away peacefully during the night as Bodil held her hand and sponged her feverish face with a cool cloth. It was a blessing that she was no longer in pain. 
 
    “Poor Hella,” Halvar said after the simple ceremony concluded. “She struggled so hard to stay alive but her injuries were too severe.” 
 
    Canute nodded. His own injuries were healing nicely and he was getting more active again. “Hella had her disagreements with me,” he said. “But underneath, she had a good heart.” 
 
    “She made life hard for Eira,” Halvar recalled. 
 
    “She was good at stirring up trouble,” Canute agreed. 
 
    “May she have a peaceful rest,” Halvar said, turning away from the grave as the young men filled it in. 
 
    Canute fell into step beside him. “We are almost out of food,” he said. “We were fortunate that Gustav had some stored in the barn on his farm.” 
 
    “Yes, it enabled us to stay for longer,” Halvar agreed. “But you’re right, we need to make plans to go now that there are no injured people who cannot travel.” 
 
    They’d lingered as the injured fought on, unable to move them but becoming increasingly anxious as the food supplies dwindled. Now that the last of the severely injured had passed on, they could leave. 
 
    “We’ll prepare for the journey right away,” Halvar decided. “There is no reason to stay longer. If we are fortunate, the food will last us until we get to the coast.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Canute asked. 
 
    “To a village on the coast where we will be welcome. I have bought land not far away where we can establish a new village. It is safer than this place.” 
 
    Their mountain home was too isolated, too remote, and too difficult to protect from attacks. 
 
    Canute shuddered. “None of us wish to remain here,” he said. “The memories are too strong. A new start will be good for everyone.” 
 
    Halvar did a mental count of the survivors who would be making the journey. 
 
    “We have the six young men, two young women, eight men, six women, and eight children,” he said. “Thirty people that we must provide for. Have you been to the coast, Canute?” 
 
    “Once, long ago. I recall that the journey was difficult.” 
 
    “Nothing has changed,” Halvar said wryly. “It will be a long and slow journey. We must be prepared for hardship.” 
 
    “We were fortunate that most of the carts survived because they were at the farms.” 
 
    “We should have enough oxen to pull them. We can bring everything of value with us. The injured and elderly can ride in the carts if walking becomes too much.” 
 
    “We also have the horses that the young men rode on their journey to call for you.” 
 
    Halvar grimaced as he recalled the day that the young men had arrived. “I still regret that I wasn’t here to help you protect the village,” he said. “It never occurred to me that the village would come under attack.” 
 
    “None of us ever believed that Taft would attack,” Canute replied. “He remains a dangerous enemy who could return if word gets out that we have rebuilt.” 
 
    Halvar nodded. “It is better for us to start again in a safer place,” he said. 
 
    Three days later, Halvar checked the last cart. It was well loaded and the yokes were secure on the oxen. He paused for a last look at the ruins of the village. Sorrow filled his heart as he remembered the friends and relatives they were leaving behind. He wished for the thousandth time that things had turned out differently. 
 
    But regrets belonged in the past. They had a new future to look forward to and the challenge of an arduous journey ahead. He walked up to the lead cart. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” he said to Canute. “Our journey to a new life begins.” 
 
    As the oxen began their slow plod over the mountains, Halvar felt excitement building in his heart. Soon he would see Eira again. Soon, the rest of their lives could begin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
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   E ira collected her herb pouch from a hook on the wall beside her bed. The days were long and warm now and she was itching to go herb collecting again. She hadn’t gone for a while and her supplies were getting low. The villagers appreciated her abilities as a healer and often came to her for help or advice. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she reached the edge of the forest. She felt no fear; the slave raiders usually left the Christian villages alone because the Christians went to such lengths to recover anyone who was stolen that they often ended up losing their captives. It usually wasn’t worth the bother to raid near a Christian village. As for the wild animals, she had lived in the forest long enough to learn their habits and how to avoid startling them. She liked to live in harmony with the creatures around her. She hummed a little tune, one she’d heard Frida and Sigrid singing, as she walked up the path towards the woods. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she was engrossed in finding the perfect leaves for her sleeping tincture. At first, she didn’t notice the creaking, jingling sounds of an ox cart approaching along the track. Nor did she hear the hoofbeats of a horse until it was quite close. When she noticed, it was almost too late to hide. She sprang to her feet, gasping with fright, and scurried to hide behind the nearest tree. 
 
    She cautiously peered through the foliage as the noise came closer. She heard someone speak; it sounded like Halvar. She grew frantic to see who was passing by. 
 
    “Halvar!” she shouted, springing from behind the tree as his face appeared briefly through the leaves. 
 
    His horse shied sideways, almost dumping him on the ground. She was too elated to notice. 
 
    “Halvar!” she cried, running towards him. 
 
    The horse looked as if it might flee but he tried to calm it and it stood its ground after the initial scare she’d given it. 
 
    He dropped the reins and jumped down to meet her. “Eira!” he exclaimed, sweeping her off her feet and crushing her against his chest. His lips sought hers, desperate and intense. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much!” he exclaimed, kissing her again, more gently this time. “You have no idea how much!” He set her down and stood back to look at her. “I have not seen a more welcome sight in all my life,” he declared, a smile playing on his lips. His blue eyes shone with love as he looked at her. “My love, it is so good to see you again!” 
 
    “Oh Halvar, I’ve missed you, too!” she exclaimed. “I had no idea if you would ever return or if you were …” she couldn’t bring herself to say it. 
 
    “Dead?” he asked gently. 
 
    She nodded, her lips quivering. A tear trembled on her eyelashes. 
 
    “That must have been hard for you, my love,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, but hardship was your lot also,” she murmured. 
 
    There was more creaking and jingling as the ox carts caught up and stopped. Eira could see people from the village riding in them. Some were walking and others rode on horseback. 
 
    “Why are all these people with you?” she asked apprehensively, as memories of the persecution she’d endured at their hands flooded back. 
 
    “It is a long story. I will explain later,” he said. 
 
    “No one will accuse me of being an evil witch, will they?” she asked fearfully. 
 
    “They would not dare,” he growled. “But the troublemakers are no longer with us,” he added. “We have endured a difficult time and no one has any thought for stirring up trouble.” 
 
    “Where will they all stay?” 
 
    “I am hoping that someone in the village has some room in one of their barns until we can build on the land I bought from Carolus before I left.” 
 
    She gasped. “You bought land?” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes, my love. I always intended to return and build you a house.” 
 
    She clapped her hands with delight. “Oh Halvar, I am so excited that you are back. Now we can get on with the rest of our lives.” 
 
    He grinned at her enthusiasm. “I cannot wait, either,” he told her. “But first, we must make arrangements for the people. We have had a difficult journey and some of them are still recovering from the injuries they received.” 
 
    “Injuries?” 
 
    “Taft attacked the village before we arrived. These people are the only ones left,” he said. “I am sure Kaarina will be sad that some of them are gone. They were people that she knew from childhood.” 
 
    Eira went pale. “Taft is an evil man,” she said. “I hope he never finds Kaarina.” 
 
    “He has rejected her completely,” Halvar replied. “But he is still a dangerous enemy. The people are here because he destroyed the village and most of the food and it is too hard to start again with nothing. Besides, it is unsafe to rebuild the village in the same location. We were too isolated there, too far away from allies and friends.” 
 
    “It will be safer here,” Eira agreed. She was feeling sad about the news that many people from the village had died. Some of them had been kind to her. 
 
    Halvar looked up the track and counted the ox carts. Canute was sitting on his horse at the rear of the line. 
 
    “It looks as if everyone has caught up now,” Halvar said. “Let us go to the village.” 
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    Kaarina straightened up and rubbed her back. She looked around at what they had accomplished that day and gave a small sigh of satisfaction. Gathering up her tools, she left the new garden plot that Landwulf and his oxen had created near their house. She couldn’t wait until they could live in it. She still felt giddy every time she imagined that she, an orphan and an outcast, could be worthy of a husband and home of her own.  
 
    She wondered how Halvar and the other men were getting along with the new village. In the weeks since they’d arrived, they had worked hard to build a new longhouse and the outbuildings that went with it. Some of the displaced villagers were now living in the new longhouse while the men built another one; it took the pressure off the cramped living quarters they’d been sharing in Ahren’s barn. They were hoping to have everyone housed in the new village before the winter cold struck. It was an ambitious project that had the whole village buzzing. Alfonso and some of the other men were helping out as they could spare the time. Kaarina was looking forward to being able to visit Eira at her new home. 
 
    “Kaarina!” 
 
    Kaarina looked up to see Eira hurrying towards her. “I was just thinking of you,” she said. 
 
    Eira laughed. “I hope they were good thoughts!” 
 
    “I was dreaming of the day when each of us has our own home and we can visit each other,” Kaarina said. 
 
    Eira’s eyes sparkled. “And that day is not far away, my friend. We have much to do!” 
 
    “How is the new village taking shape?” 
 
    “The second longhouse is almost finished. And Halvar has almost finished a small house that will be for storage later. But it will be where we live after our wedding. Halvar has plans for a grand longhouse!” 
 
    “Did you ever think you would be a rygr?”  
 
    “Never! We are both as good as orphans with no one to find us husbands.” 
 
    “We were blessed when we came here,” said Kaarina. “I thank God every day for leading me to find Landwulf.” 
 
    “And I am grateful that Halvar came back safely,” Eira said. “I feared that something terrible had happened to him when he took so long to return.” 
 
    “But he returned as he promised he would and now we have our wedding to look forward to,” Eira said. She linked her arm through Kaarina’s. “Not only are we cousins, but we are also best friends,” she said happily. “I am so glad that we will be living near each other.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kaarina replied. “Has it not worked out well that we can be married on the same day?” 
 
    Eira giggled. “Sigrid and Frida think it’s wonderful. Double the joy!” 
 
    “Speaking of Frida, there she is now!” Kaarina said as she spotted the dark-haired girl walking down the road ahead of them. 
 
    “Frida!” she called. 
 
    Frida turned and stopped when she saw them. They caught up to her. 
 
    “Frida, I would like to ask you something,” Kaarina said. 
 
    “Of course,” Frida replied. 
 
    “I know that Eira has asked Sigrid to be her heimbringa at her wedding. Would you like to be mine?” 
 
    Frida squealed with delight and hugged her. “Yes! Of course! Oh, this is so exciting!” She linked her arm through Kaarina’s and they twirled around, laughing till they were breathless. 
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    Halvar stood back and looked at the second longhouse that he and the men were building. It would eventually house Canute and his wife and children, but for now, the villagers would share the two longhouses until they had built enough homes for everyone. It would be better than living in Ahren’s barn. He and Eira would move into the smaller storage house that he’d built near the first longhouse. He wanted her all to himself after they got married. 
 
    But there was much to do. Some of the men had planted crops as soon as they arrived in the hope that they would be able to harvest before the winter arrived. Others were working on the buildings, trying to provide shelter for people and animals before the cold weather arrived. 
 
    Halvar was acutely aware of the strain they were placing on their hosts’ hospitality. The sooner they were self-sufficient, the better. He looked around. Torsten was about to head back to the village for another load of lumber and he needed to send a message to Alfonso. Torsten could find Alfonso and deliver the message when he picked up the lumber. 
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    Torsten ambled along behind the oxen. Nothing could make those beasts hurry, he thought wryly. An oxen driver had to work at their pace. But if they forced him to dawdle, there couldn’t be a better day for it. The sun was warm on his back, butterflies flitted in front of his face, and the smell of warm, damp earth rose to meet his nostrils. For the first time since he’d come to live here, he felt at peace. The awful memories of the village he’d left behind in ruins didn’t seem as vivid on such a beautiful day. 
 
    As he neared the village, he wondered where he would find Alfonso. He had a lot of respect for the village leader who had accepted them, welcomed them, and met their needs. He would be forever grateful to these people who had enabled them to rebuild and start again. He decided to ask the first person he saw where he might find Alfonso. 
 
    In the middle of the road ahead, he spotted Kaarina and Eira walking towards him, deep in conversation. Maybe they would know where to find Alfonso. He’d known Kaarina since they were both children; she was like a younger sister. 
 
    But before he had the chance to call Kaarina’s name, another girl darted out onto the road ahead of them and began walking quickly towards him. He recognized her as Alfonso’s daughter. 
 
    “Frida!” Kaarina called. 
 
    She stopped walking and waited for Kaarina and Eira to catch up. From a distance, she reminded him of Revna and his heart constricted with grief as he thought of the future he would never have with her. He watched as the girls stopped to chat; they must have had happy news to share because a moment later, Kaarina and Frida were twirling around, arm in arm, laughing and joyful. 
 
    Torsten couldn’t take his eyes off Frida. She was so beautiful, innocently unaware that he was watching her, so vibrant and glowing with the joy of living. His breath caught in his throat and he felt like a shy little boy, tongue-tied and bashful. Would such a beautiful creature even notice him? 
 
    “Beware, girls!” Eira interrupted their happy dance. “You will be overrun by oxen!” 
 
    Torsten jerked his attention to the present. While he’d been dreaming, the oxen had kept plodding along, right up to the joyful pair. He could feel his face flush as their merriment ended abruptly and they scrambled out of the way. What kind of oxen driver would they think he was? 
 
    “Torsten!” Kaarina scolded with a grin. “Who else would try to flatten us like a fritiling beneath the hooves of the oxen?” 
 
    Torsten felt the heat rising up his neck. “No one but you would be foolish enough to pay no attention!” he retorted.  
 
    “Are you calling Frida foolish?” Kaarina asked.  
 
    Torsten felt his cheeks go flaming red and he found himself lost for words. “That is an argument that you can have alone,” he finally managed. “Have you seen Alfonso?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
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   K aarina awoke with a start as she remembered what day it was. Butterflies began to dance through her stomach and the excitement she’d been shoving aside all week finally bubbled over.  
 
    “It is my wedding day!” she sang aloud as she climbed out of bed. She wondered what Landwulf was doing right now. Was he as excited and nervous as she was?  
 
    She recalled the previous day when he had taken her to see the house he’d built. It was finally ready to move into and she couldn’t wait. She’d thought her heart would explode with love for him as he showed her all the thoughtful little details he’d added just to please her. She still couldn’t believe how fortunate she’d been to find a man who loved her and was willing to build her a beautiful little house. She was already feeling like a queen.  
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    “Landwulf!” Minna teased. “That is the third time you have checked your hair!” 
 
    Landwulf shot his mother a sheepish grin. 
 
    “I understand,” she said, softening. “It is the biggest day of your life and you are nervous.” 
 
    “What if Kaarina changes her mind at the last minute?” he asked.  
 
    “She will not!” Minna stated firmly. “You are just feeling fearful. Do not worry about it! Enjoy your big day.” 
 
    “I know you would have preferred me to marry a girl from Alahsan, Mother,” Landwulf said seriously. “But I need your assurance that you accept my decision and that you will treat Kaarina the same as you would if I had taken a wife from our people.” 
 
    “Your father and I realized that we need to allow you the freedom to make your own choice,” Minna said. “I am sorry that we sent you to Alahsan when you had already chosen Kaarina.” 
 
    “It was not a bad thing, Mother. It made me realize what I really wanted and that Kaarina was worth fighting for.” 
 
    Minna smiled. “Just remember to fight for her and not with her,” she teased. “You are stubborn like me, Son. And Kaarina is also strong. May there be peace in your home.” 
 
    “So are you telling me that we have your blessing?” 
 
    “Yes. Kaarina will make you a good wife and in time, I hope she will be a good mother to your children.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” Landwulf said, hugging her. Her blessing meant a lot to him.  
 
    A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door. Minna went to answer it and found a stranger standing there. Behind him stood a cart with a woman seated in it. Perhaps they were travelers.  
 
    “May I help you?” she asked courteously.  
 
    “I was told I might find Eira lodging here,” the man replied politely. “She is kin.” 
 
    “Just a moment. I will find her,” Minna said. “Eira!” she called. “There is someone at the door to see you!” 
 
    Eira was in the sleeping quarters where Sigrid was helping her to pin up her hair in an elaborate hairstyle as was the custom among her people on their wedding day. 
 
    “Coming, Minna!” she replied. 
 
    A moment later, the hair partially secured, she went to the door and opened it. 
 
    “Father!” she screamed, throwing herself into the arms of the man at the door. 
 
    He wrapped her up in a huge bear hug and spun her around. Then she glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Mother!” she burst into tears and flew into her mother’s arms. “Oh, I am so happy to see you both!” she cried. “How did you know it is my wedding day?” 
 
    “Your intended, Halvar, sent word with Arvid the leather seller,” replied Astrid, wiping tears from her own eyes. 
 
    Eira had a vague memory of a leather seller visiting the village weeks before. Her heart burst with love for Halvar who had arranged this moment to make her happy. 
 
    “It is such a long journey!” she exclaimed. “I thought you had forgotten all about me and would never come to visit!” 
 
    “We have missed you, Eira,” her mother said softly. “When we heard that you were to wed, we wanted to be here. We planned to arrive earlier but we had to stop for a repair to the cart.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you have made it in time,” Eira said, beaming with delight. 
 
    “So are we, Daughter,” Bjarni said. “You will make a beautiful bride.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Eira said. “Come into the house. Do not wait outside. You are honored guests!” 
 
    Eira led them inside, her heart brimming over with happiness. She couldn’t believe that the one shadow over her big day had been lifted by Halvar’s thoughtfulness. Surely her heart would burst with love. 
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    “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the pfaffo said. “Landwulf, you may kiss your bride.” 
 
    Landwulf tenderly lifted the lína from Kaarina’s face and looked into her eyes. Then he lowered his head and kissed her, his lips firm and warm on hers. She couldn’t believe that they were finally married. She was sure her heart couldn’t hold more happiness. 
 
    Beside them stood Eira and Halvar, exhilaration beaming from their faces as they watched Kaarina and Landwulf make the same promises that they had just made. 
 
    “You may now congratulate the couples,” the pfaffo told the crowd that had squeezed into the dingstat. The villagers started clapping and cheering as both couples made their way to the door, stopping to receive well wishes and hugs along the way. 
 
    Kaarina felt as if her face would soon fall off from smiling so much. “My face hurts from smiling!” she told Landwulf. 
 
    “Soon we’ll be able to relax, my love,” Landwulf replied, patting her hand as it rested through his arm. “Soon we shall be able to dance and eat with everyone else. What a fine celebration it will be!” 
 
    “I cannot believe we are really married!” Kaarina exclaimed. “Now we can be together always!” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The fiddle struck up a new tune and the psaltery and rebec joined in. Torsten sat on a bench along the barn wall, smiling as he tapped his feet to the rhythms of the fiddle. He’d already enjoyed several of the dances and had decided to sit this one out. He’d eaten well at the wedding feast; the women surely knew how to cook. Some of the dishes were unfamiliar to him but they were all delicious. 
 
    His eyes turned to Frida, whirling past with Landwulf, her brother. They were both good dancers and he found himself watching with admiration. She’d been the most beautiful heimbringa he’d ever seen. Her dark hair was long and loose; it flew out in a shining arc as Landwulf whirled her around. Her brown eyes sparkled with delight and she laughed as Landwulf stomped and flapped his arms, overplaying his role in the chicken dance. Torsten couldn’t keep his eyes off her. 
 
    “Torsten! Are you dreaming?” 
 
    His younger brother Einar stood in front of him, waving a hand in front of his face. Torsten blinked in surprise. 
 
    “I saw you watching her,” Einar teased. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The heimbringa of Kaarina,” Einar replied. “She is beautiful, is she not?” 
 
    “She is. But it is because she reminds me of Revna.” 
 
    “Revna is gone,” Einar said. “Treasure her memory but live for the living.” 
 
    “Wise words, brother.” 
 
    “Come on then, go out and dance. You will never speak a word to her if you sit here.” 
 
    Torsten rose to his feet and followed his brother into the happy crowd. Soon he was whirling and stomping as enthusiastically as the rest of them. But he was unable to get close to Frida. She always seemed to have someone else waiting to dance with her. Frustrated, he finally withdrew and went outside into the fresh air. Summer was coming to an end and although the evenings were still long, they held a faint hint of the cool breath of winter. He stood near the corner of the barn, looking out over the ocean. He was sure he would never tire of looking at its vast expanse. A moment later, he heard hurried footsteps approaching and turned to see who was coming around the corner of the barn. 
 
    “Oh, I beg your pardon,” Frida exclaimed as she scurried around the corner, almost stumbling into him. “I had no idea …” 
 
    He caught her by the arm to steady her. “It is fine. But why are you in such a hurry?” 
 
    She looked behind her. “I do not wish to dance with Fritjof,” she said. “He is very insistent.” 
 
    Torsten felt his anger rising. Fritjof had lost his wife to the attack by Taft and no doubt the man was lonely, but he was far too old for Frida. Besides, Torsten couldn’t bear to think of her marrying someone like him. He wouldn’t treat her well. 
 
    “Leave Fritjof to me,” he growled. “He will not bother you again.” 
 
    She looked at him with gratitude in her soft brown eyes. “Thank you, Torsten,” she said, giving him a small smile. 
 
    He felt on top of the world. Not only had this beautiful woman spoken to him, but there was also something he could do to protect her and help her to feel safe. It felt good. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Kaarina sighed happily as she looked around the barn. The women had done a wonderful job of decorating it with flowers and ribbons for the occasion. It had been the best day of her life. She looked over at Eira, who was sitting on a bench on the wall. She was deep in conversation with her mother. Kaarina had never seen Eira look so happy. Not only had she married the man of her dreams today, but she’d also been reunited with the mother she thought she’d never see again. Kaarina couldn’t believe how their lives had changed since those days when Eira had first come to their village as an outcast with accusations of evil witchcraft hanging over her. She had only survived through the intervention of Halvar and Canute. Kaarina couldn’t imagine life without her now. 
 
    “You look weary, my love,” Landwulf said, sliding onto the bench seat beside her. 
 
    She laid her head on his shoulder. “I am so full of happiness that it has made me tired,” she said. 
 
    “It has been a wonderful day,” Landwulf agreed. “And I am looking forward to going to bed, too.” 
 
    Kaarina blushed as she caught his meaning. “Shh!” she scolded. “People will hear you!” 
 
    Landwulf looked at the dancers thumping past. “I doubt it,” he said cheerfully. “Besides, you are my wife now. They expect me to whisper bedroom talk into your ears.” 
 
    Kaarina blushed again. “I can wait until the bedroom,” she giggled. 
 
    “I am not sure I can. Why do we not just sneak away? We can go to our own house for the first time as husband and wife.” 
 
    “You know that is not the tradition,” Kaarina said. “We must take the ox cart that the women decorated with flowers and ribbons. And the people must escort us.” 
 
    Landwulf groaned. “That will take so long! I want us to be at home now.” 
 
    “Why, so we can go to our bedroom?” Kaarina teased. 
 
    It was Landwulf’s turn to blush. “Are my thoughts that obvious?” he asked. 
 
    Kaarina giggled. “Every husband is anxious to whisk his wife off to bed as soon as they are married,” she said. “Everyone knows that is what you are thinking.” 
 
    “Let us tell them we are ready to go, then. They already know why!” 
 
    As the late evening sun sank towards the horizon, the two wedding carts turned in opposite directions. Some of the people went with Halvar and Eira to their new home. The rest walked alongside Kaarina and Landwulf as the oxen began their slow plod through the village. Kaarina leaned her head against Landwulf’s shoulder. 
 
    “This has been the happiest day of my life,” she said softly. 
 
    “Mine, too,” he said, covering her hand with his. “I am so glad you came to me and that someone else did not find you first.” 
 
    “I could not imagine a future with anyone else,” she said. 
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LOVED IT? DIDN’T LOVE IT? 
 
    Did you enjoy the story of Kaarina? Were there things you thought could have been better? Why not leave a review and tell others about your experience? Your feedback helps me to know what my readers like so that I can create something even better in the future.  
 
    Kaitlynn xx 
 
    PS You can leave a review on Amazon,. Bookbub, or on Goodreads.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 GLOSSARY: OLD HIGH GERMAN 
 
    
     
      
      	  Unhoflich 
  
      	  ill-mannered 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gartlih 
  
      	  garden 
  
     
 
      
      	  Widarrðzanti 
  
      	  dreadful 
  
     
 
      
      	  Eindingida 
  
      	  meeting 
  
     
 
      
      	  Alemannia 
  
      	  Germany 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pfaffo 
  
      	  Parson 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gizelt 
  
      	  Tent 
  
     
 
      
      	  Muoter 
  
      	  Mother 
  
     
 
      
      	  Brðtlouft 
  
      	  Wedding 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sambaztag 
  
      	  Saturday 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dwahal 
  
      	  Baptism 
  
     
 
      
      	  Westibarn 
  
      	  Candidate for baptism 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kapfa 
  
      	  Cap 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dingstat 
  
      	  Meetinghouse 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fritiling 
  
      	  Pancake 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heimbringa 
  
      	  Bride’s female attendant 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    GLOSSARY: OLD NORSE 
 
    
     
      
      	  Brullaup 
  
      	  Wedding 
  
     
 
      
      	  Heill 
  
      	  Good luck 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sváss 
  
      	  Beloved 
  
     
 
      
      	  Friðr 
  
      	  Beautiful 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bikkja 
  
      	  Bitch 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skald 
  
      	  Troubadour or Minstrel 
  
     
 
      
      	  Víkverir 
  
      	  Vikings or Vik dwellers 
  
     
 
      
      	  Rygr 
  
      	  Housewife 
  
     
 
      
      	  Lína 
  
      	  Bridal veil 
  
     
 
      
      	  Stofa 
  
      	  Sitting room 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    NORSE GODS 
 
    1.                 Eir, goddess of protection  
 
    2.                 Njǫror, the god of prosperity 
 
    3.                 Tyr, the god of war 
 
    4.                 Heimdallr, the guardian god 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
    While every effort has been made to preserve historical accuracy throughout this story, some elements of Norse culture remain a mystery or are disputed among historians. Therefore, some aspects of Norse life and beliefs have been “borrowed” from the known practices of surrounding nations while others are fictitious.  
 
    A NOTE ON THE SABBATATI CHRISTIANS 
 
      
 
    The term sabbatati Christians loosely refers to a group who followed the practices of an ancient form of Christianity dating back to Jesus and the apostles. Like the original Celtic Christians, these people kept the seventh day (Saturday) holy, preferring to take their example from Jesus and the apostles rather than the traditions upheld by the Church. In some places, this brought them into conflict with the rulers and religious leaders. As a result, some of them left their homelands to live in nations where they were free to worship as they chose. Their story is an intriguing but little-known piece of history.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Frida: Claimed (Sneak Peek) 
 
    This is Book 3 in the Viking Guardians series[image: ]. 
 
    Frida is excited about attending the meeting that people of her faith hold each year. It is where many young people find their life partners and she can’t wait to see the young man she met the previous year. Will there be a spark between them? Is he the one?  
 
    Things don’t go as she planned and when she goes home, more trouble awaits. Unbeknownst to her, her father makes a decision that will affect the rest of her life. She is devastated 
 
    Her friendship with the handsome Torsten helps her to cope, but even he cannot save her from the threat of an unwanted marriage looming ahead. She flees, knowing that it is a temporary solution and that sooner or later, she must face her fate.  
 
    Can Torsten find her before it is too late? Can he convince her that she will be safe with him? Will she see the truth in his heart? 
 
    This novella is set in the days of King Haakon of Norway, a time when the Vikings left their homelands to raid and plunder; when Christianity was making tentative approaches, and kings fought for the right to rule. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Frida!” 
 
    Frida looked up from the leather she was braiding. It was a warm, sunny day and she had decided to work outside, sitting on a low stool as she soaked up the sunshine. She looked up to see her sister-in-law Kaarina hurrying towards her. Since they’d married, Kaarina and Eira no longer spent as much time with the family and Frida missed them. She smiled and waved to Kaarina. 
 
    “It is a beautiful day, is it not?” Kaarina beamed, coming to sit beside her on the grass. 
 
    Frida had never seen someone as happy to be married as Kaarina. Her joy overflowed onto those around her and lifted their spirits, too.  
 
    “It is indeed,” Frida answered. “What brings you away from your work as a wirtun? 
 
    Kaarina sighed happily. “Being married is wonderful,” she said. “I love being a wirtun.” She straightened up. “But I am here for a reason. Landwulf sent me to ask if he can borrow your father’s big saga. It is bigger than his and will make the job faster. He has started work on the barn so the oxen have somewhere to live in winter.” 
 
    “I am sure Father will be happy to loan the saga,” Frida replied. “We shall go ask him in a moment. He is working nearby today.” 
 
    “Was not our wedding a wonderful day?” Kaarina sighed dreamily. 
 
    “It was the best occasion in the village for years,” Frida agreed. “Except for one thing.” 
 
    “What was that?’ Kaarina asked sharply. She couldn’t imagine how anything could’ve gone wrong. 
 
    “Fritjof would not leave me alone,” Frida said. “That man scares me.” 
 
    “He was unkind to his wife when we lived in Myrkvior Fjall,” Kaarina said. “I dislike him.” 
 
    “Torsten said he would tell Fritjof to leave me alone,” Frida said. 
 
    “Torsten?” Kaarina said with a sly grin. “He is handsome, is he not?” 
 
    Frida blushed. “I have not paid him much attention,” she said. 
 
    “Come now, surely you have noticed his blue eyes and his big muscles. Any girl who has not must be half-blind!” 
 
    “Well, if he is that attractive, why did you not marry him instead of Landwulf?” 
 
    “Pffft! He is too much like a brother. We grew up together. Besides, he was betrothed to Revna at a young age.” 
 
    “Revna? Where is she now? Why are they not married?” 
 
    “She was killed when my father attacked Myrkvior Fjall,” Kaarina said sadly. “She was beautiful and kind and I know that Torsten misses her. They were due to be married soon.” 
 
    The conversation moved on, but Frida found herself wondering about the handsome Torsten. Did he still grieve for his lost love? Did he lie awake at night thinking about the future they would never have? A new awareness of Torsten’s vulnerability began to grow in her heart as she imagined how it would feel to lose someone you loved right before you were to marry. She was sure that grief of that magnitude would be a heavy burden to carry. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Torsten hitched up the log behind the oxen as he and Einar worked to build a longhouse in the new village of Leið Lykð. It would be a modest structure at first where they would both live until they could build a second one. 
 
    “Let us get this one in place today,” he said, as they started their slow plod towards the new house. “We need to get this ready to live in before the winter months.” 
 
    “When can Halvar help us again?” asked Einar. 
 
    “He said he might be able to spare a little time later in the week,” Torsten replied. 
 
    As they approached the village, Torsten noticed Fritjof outside working on his new pit-house. 
 
    “Greetings, Fritjof,” he called. 
 
    Fritjof glared at him and turned his back. Torsten had the uneasy feeling that he’d made an enemy. 
 
    He thought back to the occasion of Halvar and Eira’s wedding. Frida had come outside, anxious to avoid Fritjof. She’d bumped into him and seemed agitated. He’d promised to tell Fritjof to leave her alone. 
 
    “Leave Frida alone, Fritjof,” he’d said after he returned to the festivities. 
 
    Fritjof had looked at him with disdain. “Who are you to tell me what to do?” he asked. 
 
    “Frida has no interest in you, Fritjof,” he replied. “You are too old for her. Leave her alone.” 
 
    Fritjof had come up close and stuck his face right in front of Torsten’s. “What I do is none of your business,” he said in a menacing tone. “If I wish to take Frida to be my wife, I will. You cannot stop me.” He paused. “And if you try, you will be sorry,” he added. 
 
    Torsten got the message. His interference was unwelcome and Fritjof would be willing to harm him. But he was worried about Frida. What would happen to her if Fritjof somehow managed to force her to marry him? 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Frida hummed a little tune as she gathered eggs from the chickens and put them in her basket. Her dark hair was tied back with a strip of cloth and her cheeks were glowing with good health. She was thinking about what to prepare for the evening meal. Perhaps they would have some egg; the chickens had been generous today. She rounded the corner from the chicken coop and found someone standing in the pathway. She gulped back a scream. 
 
    “Frida,” Fritjof said, coming close to her. 
 
    She could feel his hot breath on her face and took a step back. He reached out and grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “Do not run away, Frida,” he said, leering at her. “I think it’s time we had a little talk.” 
 
    She yanked her wrist from his grasp and stifled a scream. 
 
    “There is nothing to talk about,” she choked out and bolted away from him to the safety of the house. 
 
    That evening, Alfonso appeared while she was preparing the evening meal. 
 
    “We have a guest for dinner,” he told her. “Make sure there is enough food.” 
 
    “Who, Father?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “Fritjof.” 
 
    Her blood froze. “No, Father! Not him!” 
 
    “Why? He is a nice man!” 
 
    “No, he is not! He frightens me!” 
 
    “Nonsense! It is I he came to see, not you. Be gracious to him.” 
 
    That evening, Frida sat with her family at the table as was their custom. Fritjof, the honoured guest, sat opposite her. She had never felt more uncomfortable in her life. Every time she raised her eyes, he was looking at her, his eyes intense and watchful. She felt as if she were being hunted in the safety of her own home. Worse, no one else seemed to notice. Her skin crawled and she felt nausea rising from the pit of her stomach. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    A few days later, Frida was walking along the road to the center of the village. It was another sunny day and her heart was light until she saw Fritjof walking towards her. What was he doing here? Wasn’t he supposed to be helping Halvar establish the new village? 
 
    “Frida,” he greeted her. 
 
    She mumbled a reply and tried to duck around him but he stood in front of her and blocked her path. 
 
    “Let me pass,” she told him. 
 
    “Not until we talk,” he replied. 
 
    “There is nothing to talk about, Fritjof. Let me pass.” 
 
    He stood looking at her for a long moment. “Very well. You do not want to talk to me. Then we shall have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    He gave her a lecherous grin. “You will find out soon enough,” he replied enigmatically. “Your little friend Torsten will not be happy.” 
 
    Frida had no idea what he was talking about or why he made mention of Torsten but her heart clutched with fear at his words. She was certain he had evil plans for her. 
 
    That evening, she confided in Sigrid after they were in bed. 
 
    “Have you noticed Fritjof?” she asked. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Sigrid replied. “Why?” 
 
    “He scares me,” Frida confessed. 
 
    “What has he done?” Sigrid asked in alarm.  
 
    “He grabbed my wrist when he found me by the chicken coop. He told me we had to talk. And he would not leave me alone when Kaarina and Landwulf and Halvar and Eira got married.” 
 
    “I am sorry, I did not notice,” Sigrid said. “But I will watch now that you have told me. I hope he just stays away from us.” 
 
    “I do not think he will,” Frida said. “He told me today that if I will not talk to him, we will have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “I know not. He would not tell me. But I am afraid of what he might do.” 
 
    The following day, Frida was again preparing the evening meal when Minna came in. 
 
    “Fritjof will be joining us,” she said. “Prepare extra.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    Minna looked at her sternly. “We never refuse hospitality to guests,” she said. “Fritjof is a nice man. Be friendly to him.” 
 
    “But Mother …” 
 
    “No arguments, Frida,” Minna said. “He will be joining us and if he wishes to do so tomorrow, then he may. He is proving to be a good friend to Father.” 
 
    Frida’s heart sank. She’d been hoping that Minna would at least listen to her misgivings but that hope had been dashed. She would have to rely on Sigrid to be her ally in her attempts to avoid Fritjof. 
 
    That evening, Frida once more endured Fritjof undressing her with his eyes. He was again seated across the table from her, in the vacant place occupied by Landwulf before he’d married Kaarina. She made the mistake of stretching out her feet under the table. Immediately, he put his foot on top of hers, pinning it down. She jerked her foot away with an involuntary little squawk. All eyes turned to her. 
 
    “Have you a problem, Frida?” Minna asked, censure in her tone. 
 
    Fritjof’s eyes bored into her, threatening her if she dared to utter a word of complaint. 
 
    “No, Mother,” she murmured, but not before she caught Sigrid’s eye. 
 
    “Then let us hear no more strange noises while we are eating,” Minna replied. 
 
    After the meal was over, Frida rose to clear the plates from the table. She took them into the kuhhina to begin cleaning them. She was intent on her task and didn’t hear footsteps approaching above the clatter of the dishes and pans. Suddenly a hand reached around from behind her and groped her breast, squeezing hard. She screamed and lashed out, catching Fritjof on the chin. 
 
    Alfonso came running in. 
 
    “What is wrong, Daughter?” 
 
    Fritjof turned to him. “She was startled by a mouse,” he said smoothly. 
 
    Alfonso frowned. “You have seen many mice before,” he said, disapproval in his tone. “Why the fuss now?” 
 
    Fritjof bored holes in her with his eyes, daring her to speak up. 
 
    “I am sorry, Father,” she mumbled. 
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    That evening, Sigrid was curious as they lay in their beds. 
 
    “Did you really see a mouse?” she asked. 
 
    “No. That was Fritjof’s story.” 
 
    “So, what really happened?” 
 
    “He grabbed my breast and squeezed hard. It hurt and it startled me.” 
 
    Sigrid gasped. “Have you told Mother?” 
 
    “No. She would not listen to a word I had to say about Fritjof. She insists that he is a nice man and I should be friendly to him.” 
 
    “I would try to talk to her again,” Sigrid advised. 
 
    “It is no use,” Frida said sadly. “Neither Mother nor Father will believe me. I know not what to do, Sigrid. Why do my parents believe a stranger instead of their own kin?” 
 
    Sigrid had no answer. 
 
    “I am afraid of him,” Frida continued. “I am sure he is going to do something bad to me. And our parents will stand by and allow it to happen because they do not believe me.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Sigrid said. “If that counts for anything.” 
 
    “You are a good sister,” Frida said. “It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Read More 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A FREE BOOK FOR YOU 
 
    Receive your free copy of Freja: Ennobled when you sign up for my newsletter, which you can do here.  
 
    [image: ]When Halvar takes his younger sister Freja to the festival of the Disting, he expects her to be on her best behavior. After all, she’s supposed to be finding a husband.  
 
    But Freja cannot help herself. Wild and free-spirited, she is a skilled archer and a keen competitor who ignores the rules for women in her society. She finds a way to join the men-only archery competition and her talent catches the eye of a jarl, who decides he must meet her.  
 
    Freja’s mind is as sharp as her aim and she eagerly engages in the discussions surrounding the politics of the land. The jarl has never met a woman like Freja and he cannot stop thinking about her.  
 
    But with trouble looming in the form of a new king, the jarl must do his best to keep his people safe and he is forced to attend to political matters. When the crisis passes, the jarl’s thoughts turn to Freja. Is the difference in their social status too great? Can they be together? Or must the jarl bow to the will of the people and take a wife who will offer a political advantage? 
 
    This novella is set in the days of King Haakon of Norway, a time when the Vikings left their homelands to raid and plunder; when Christianity was making tentative approaches and kings fought for the right to rule. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 More Titles by Kaitlynn Clarkson 
 
    Eira: Banished (Viking Guardians Book 1) 
 
      
 
    [image: ]Eira has some unusual talents. Unfortunately, they land her in so much trouble that even her father, a mighty warrior, cannot save her. She finds herself alone, banished to a village that doesn’t want her and facing hostile strangers with nowhere to go. 
 
    Things go from bad to worse and Eira is certain that her end has come. But when Halvar, the village chieftain, comes to her rescue, she’s safe. Or so she thinks.  
 
    When fresh trouble finds her, she is forced to flee into the forest for her own safety. Will Halvar be able to find her in time to save her life? Can she trust him with her heart? 
 
    This sweet and clean novella is set in the days of King Haakon of Norway, a time when the Vikings left their homelands to raid and plunder; when Christianity was making tentative approaches and kings fought for the right to rule. It can be read as a standalone or enjoyed as the first of a series.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Crescent Head Series 
 
    [image: ]Meet Me At Crescent Head 
 
    Crescent Head Series Book 1 
 
      
 
    Madison Allan isn’t looking for love. She’s peacefully enjoying a holiday with her family. But when a good-looking surfer falls at her feet in the most adverse of circumstances, she starts to think about it. Greg is not only handsome, but he’s also thoughtful, funny and generous. But when a misunderstanding arises, it triggers painful memories of the past and threatens to tear them apart forever. An unexpected encounter forces Madison to be honest with herself – but can she be honest with Greg? 
 
    This is a novelette-length prequel to My Heart Belongs In Crescent Head.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ]My Heart Belongs In Crescent Head 
 
    Madison Lockyer has the perfect life. She’s married to the man of her dreams, she lives in a cozy cottage overlooking the beach, and she has a little son who means the world to her.  
 
    But when tragedy strikes, Madison’s world is turned upside down. She tries to make sense of her new reality but has to accept that she’s lost the life she knew and loved. Torn between the life that she knew and her need for support, she faces some tough decisions that leave her struggling to adapt.  
 
    When even her closest friends betray her trust, Madison is forced to take a hard look at her own heart to decide what’s important. In the process, she comes face to face with a difficult choice: will she allow love into her life again? Or will she shield her heart from pain? Can she trust the man who betrayed her? 
 
    Will an Australian single mom get a second chance at love? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About Kaitlynn Clarkson 
 
    Kaitlynn Clarkson writes sweet, mostly Christian romance stories with the intention of making her readers feel good. She loves to make people smile. She writes both contemporary and historical fiction. 
 
    When she’s not engaged in sunshiny activities or writing feel-good stories, Kaitlynn is dealing with the real world. This includes life on a farm on the Mid North Coast of New South Wales, Australia, where she lives with her husband and two children. She loves to play the piano and trombone in her spare time.  
 
    You can follow Kaitlynn on Facebook. You can also find her on Goodreads and Bookbub.  
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