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Danielle L. -fenscn

He was Vragi the Savior, the man who'd delivered Selvegr fiom
famine lvhen the crops had failed ten years past, drawing in fish

from the North Sea to fillbellies, ensuring no one went without.
A hero, everyone had called him. And maybe oncre that was so,

but fame anC greed had vanquished the generosiry that had earned

him the tit1e, and now people spat at his name even as they honored

him with an annuai f-east. That no one had put a knife in his back

was mostly because he had the protection of the jarl.

But not entirely.
"We all do best to remember we might need his magic again,

Freya," my mother told me when I griped. "Ior would do best to

remember that he brings wealth to your hotne."

Wealth.

It was the reason my father had agreed-despite my vocal

protests-to Vragi's proposal of marriage. Yet instead of iiving to

see his error, my father had died on my u,'edding night, leaving

everlrans to mutter about bad omens and il1-fated matches. If it had

truly been a message from the gods, they need not have bothered:

I'd known from the moment Vragi had stuck his foul tongue in my

mouth in fiont of all the guests that this marriage would be a curse.

The past year had giveu me daily proof.

Except it was hard to cast bitter lvords about him into the ears of
others, for Vragi was generous to my morher, paying for all her

needs while my brother earned his place in the war band of our jari"

For trry fomily, I will" do this,I silently chanted, much as I had the

night I'd been wed. For my famib,, I will endure hirn, Aloud, I said, "I

will do better." And because he didn't look satisfied, I added, "I will
do it your way, Vragi."

"Show me." The condescension caused my teeth to ciench so

hard they nearly cracked, but I obiiged, swiftly gutting another fish.

Vragi snorted, then spat on the ground next to me. "My mother

was right-I should've married an ugly woman whose worth was in

her skill. Not a pretty one whose only skill is her looks. Looks do

not gut fish. Looks do not cook food. Looks do not make babies."
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Danielle L. Jensen

and see if they'll still host your feast and call you a hero when they

learn you cut your wife's face to spite her beauty."

His Lip curled. "They need me."
"That doesn t mean they need to honor you." And a narcissist

like him needed that honor.

I watched the wheels of his mind turn; no doubt he was musing

how much he could hurt me without consequence. But I refused to

look away despite the cold sweat that slicked my palms. The blade

pressed harder against my cheek, stinging, and I sucked in a sharp

breath to control my rising panic.

He heard it.
Vragi grinned, my tiny show of weakness satisfying him. He

let go of my hair, lowering his knife. "Get back to work, woman.

When you're finished, bring two fish to your mother. Perhaps she'll

remind you of your duties. It is her fault, and your father's"-he
spat-"that you don t know them."

"Do not speak ill of my father!" I grabbed my knife, but Vragi

only sneered at it.
"There is the proof," he said. "He forgot you were a daughter and

taught you like your brother. Now instead of a wife, I have a grown

woman who plays at being a warrior like a small child, brandishing

her stick and imagining every tree her foe."

Heat burned up my chest, turning my cheeks to infernos. Because

he was not wrong.
"Perhaps I've been complicit," he said. "I've allowedyou too much

idle time, which the gods know is the ruination of good character.:'

The only idle time I was allowed was the hours I slept, but I said

nothing.

Vragi turned away from me, going right to the water's edge, the

f ord glittering in the sunshine. Lifting his hand, he invoked Njord's

name.

For a long moment, nothing happened, and I breathed a silent

prayer that the god of the sea had finally rccognszedwhat a piece of
shit his child was and stolen away his magic.
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Instead of a splash, my ears filled with a loud cl"rrse, and I whirled

to find a man standing waist-deep in the !ord, rubbing at his cheek'

Which I'd clearly struck u,'ith the fish.
"Was the fish hurt?" I demanded, searching for siSp of the crealure,

concerned I'd killed it in my attempt to save it. "Did it swim away?"

The man ceased rubbing his face and gave me an incredulous

stare. "What about me?"

I stopped iooking for the fish and gave him a closer iook, my face

instantly warming. Even with an impact-reddened cheek, he was

alarmingly attractive. Tall and broad of shoulder, he appeared only

a handful of years older than my twenry years. His black hair was

shaved on the sides, the rest pulled back in a short tail behind his

tattooed head. He rx.,as all high cheekbones and chiseled lines, and

while most men wore beards, he bore only the scruff of a few days'

absence from a razot. He wore no shirt, and rvater dripped off a

naked torso corded w'ith thickmuscle, his sun-darkened skin marked

with dozens of inky tattoos. A warrior, undoubtably, and even with-

out a weapon I suspected he was a significant threat.

Realizing that I hadn't responded, I crossed my arms. "What sort

of fool swims in the fiord when the ice has just broken up? Are you

trying tofreezeto death?" To emphasizerny point,Ijerkedmy chin

at the thick slab of ice floating past him.
"That is not much of an apology." He ignored the ice and moved

toward the water's edge. 'And it seems I'm more at risk from flying

fish than freezing."

I took a wary step back, recognizing his faint accent. It w-as rare

for Nordeland to raid this early in the spring, but not impossible,

and I glanced up and down the f ord, looking for drakkar and men,

but the water was empry. Moving my gaze to the far side of the

!ord, I scanned the thick forest rising up the side of the mountain.

There.

Motion caught my eye, andl froze, searching for the source. But

whatever it was had disappeared, likely nothing more than small

game.

"I'm not a raider. r ,:r., ,

in the urater, his reerh :. .:
of a bath."

'So rou sar. I iur:.. - --

5oarJ. ' \bu coulu b. '. -
:1, )\'e on mi i'illa-r I : ._ _

He lvinced. 'Frnr l-:-.. 'r

I tcn:ed, reaCr ro .. -- . - .

he added, "\h. clanslrm ::
lJl -\OU afe \-ef\ lOrlu- - - -

t :l :o lllrt u'iih rhr :: -
' ..'ieJ.,,re u ill h. ..--

-':,r air.ea.lr I har c ;: -,'

"1r'cheeks 
I.u..::-. . -. .

. ulJ grrc a> j. j -: -
-::. ror tlirt:r:l ,. . -
ir :r'teJ back]::: --,-. I

:-S'-'ri- all n-rr- inte -:- - ::. ,

' l,{-J1IS\\a\ Oni-l ::- :l
.: *-: .^.:iIie.: :.- . -:

, , - ,-- :e trl:a ile

''- : :l ..h,* ... .:

: -i':-;-, SOara: -l -i -i

- 1J T

' {.'
:

' _--i _ l

-i

- - ----'- -l:--'-'

- . -: '.-
" .- '..: -. - - -

.-1 -"-'.:* -



I

'q:eruots slrl Jo sellsnru paDoDI aql ot pueq E passa.rd all
.."nod te rq8r: u.trro.rqr a;e daql ueq,^.\

qsu qllel ue,\a touu€f no1 'urg louueJ no1 'rq8g touupf, noa inod
daal or qsyr\ I lurqr nod sa>leru ierl,4&,, 'u.l.rop pue dn ruq pa>lool

I peelsur tnq 'puel s.pueqsnq dru se,u. srqt pue pa,^.\ se.l.r. I roJ 'J^Eal

ot 'oB ot tul{ flat p1nor.{s I 'ul{s >lJrIS sq u.^aop 8ur1o; Je]E,^.\Ees Jo
sraldorp 'qtpearq dru a:r.Lr-t pue aru uer{1 rallul sreplnoqs puE pEer{

'se^\ aq a3.re1 .,r,r.oq lsnf ;og uorler:a;dde ue paule8 I '.asolf, srr{I

..'IrEq aru a>let Ja au ilr,l.t. suorueduror dru se Ja.\aJoJ

p;o$ aqt Jo aprs sql uo urerual lsnru I 'papuno.tl os LuE I,, 'asJE pup

s8al srq Jo alfsnur pJEr{ aqt ot Sur8urp sJesnoJt pa>leos 'rate,^& er{l

Jo tno pa{lB.^d eq sE quru qrr..ra. Surleqs IES sraplnor{s srq 'para.la.suE

eq ,.'ueruor\l. 'qsg q]r.,td. op no,( se spJo,r qlr-l& IIa,AA sE rure no1,.
'3ru eJo-Ieq poots

pue plroly\rapun aq1 ur dse.r8 s.1a11 pade:se pEr.l JlasuIq rnplE8
qBnoqr sE-aArltrEJIe sEnA. Jr{ rnq 'spo D 'sd{ dur otuo de,tl sti pal.ro,t
JIIrus B dre,u pue pren8 uo urE[ral o] suortuatur dru 1e alrdsap

pue 'q:u pue daap punos aqt 'paq8nel pr.re peaq srq {leq patlu rH
,.'Suuq8g roJ op nod se Surl;rg roJ rualEi

elurl sE eAEr{ no 'pallEJ nod as;nor JO,, 'roB 1 se poo8 se a,r.r8 pFOr 1

IUEJLU rJl{lorq Jeplo uE qtr.,r,r dn 8ur,\A.oJ8 lng rpaqsnu slaaq: dtrntr

..drge;asnu pallpJ a^Er{ 1dpea.r1e pue

lset alos dur se,a,r. r1,, 'paq8rs aH ..,'IlEne 01 ges eq ru^\ eiA. 'petlerl
-srp rar{ qti,4& 'qsg 8ur,ro;r1l uerrro,^d. InJr}neaq aqt qlr.t.r. r"rrg or p-ro[g

aqt ssoJfe Lur,l.t.s ot sr >lsEt .rno,{ os '8uqoo1-poo8 d"ra.r" a;e nod gnq

rarq8g poo8 e qf,ns tou aJe no1, 'aur 01 pres uarusuep dyq,, 'pappE arl

uat!\\ tor{sJee urqlr,Ad. esoqt 01 Suru.rerrl E LUEeJls o1 dpea.r 'pJsuat I

..'lno Jru rqSnet eAEr{ notr'3ug 'eurc,, 'paf,ur,\A. aH

..'a8elpd pue "rarq8nels ot a8elp.t dtu uo a,Loru

s.4 .ollal :nod airqar. au 8uu:e.rtsrq 'aru or 3urd1 eq p1nol nof,., 'preoq

Suiun: al{r uo a3iu4 dur Fuu.eal ro3 Slasdru pasrnl 1 ..des noi og,,

._'r{]Eq e Jo
peau ut ueru E dlro,, 'riu8 pasnruE uE ur pJJEq r{lea} sq 'rale,lrr er{l ul
daap-aan1 paddors aH ..'uJefuo: rnol. s.ter{t JI 'Jepre,r E lou ru.I,,

yoolg ul pe4ul efil v

IIErus uerp arou tqpo dp
tng'ef,mos aqr JoJ Burqrres

'uretunoru erp Jo aprs ap &
erp Jo apls reJ aqr or wE f,
'uaru pue ru:D[B]p roytqloq
'alqrssodun tou tnq 8qr& a

aJer selK 1I 'luef,JE rqg qE

Sqdg uro{Iqu lE aroruruJ s

pa^ou prre 3f,r eqrParodr +
-E

rmp ,(ur pal.raf y 'ru1od,(u z
nod ary qdn ualorqrsnf suq;

lJos 1er{ry\,, 'surre dru passoo
'lEarqr luEqr

-rprn\ ueaa pue {gurqnoprm'
Pa>lreru uDIs PeueIJePum q
E Jo paddlrp relers Pue 1.4

.sdep ,v'ag e Jo nmrls ap {rc
pue 'sarrrt pelasnfJ PrrE sat(x
srq purqeq Lrel uoqs B q F
sE1rA. rrEr{ )I)EIq sIIf 'sread Iru
dluo pareedde aq tappopy
se.^l. aq 5leaql PeuaPPar-rra
a:e; du '{ool rasop e uml aa

snoInPaJJL[ ue eul arret pu
..1deme urtars tr prt, fI r^rs

'ernleaD etp Jo rfrs rqyt rfT.

leaqr s.n1re 8urqqru ?uo$ r
pelrrq^r 1 pue 'asrnr PnoI e rF



Danielle L. Jcnsen

pretending to double over as he gasped, 'A mortalblow." Dropping
to his knees before me, he looked up with a smirk, the sun illumin-
ating eyes a shade of green like first leaves of spring. "Before you finish

me off, allow me to prove that I'm not entirely devoid of skills."

If anyone saw us like this, there'd be Hel to pay if they told Vragi.
And perhaps I deserved it, for I was a married woman. Married to a
man I loathed with every bit of my being but whom I'd never be

free of, no matter how much I wished otherwise. So I said, "What

skills could you possibly have that I might be interested in?'l

The spark in his eyes turned to heat, and my toes curled inside

my shoes as he said, "Better if I show you. I think you will not be

disappointed."
My heart thundered against my ribs. This was wrong, deeply

wrong, but a selfish streakwithin me didn't care. Wanted only to kiss

this charming, attractive stranger with no care for consequences.

Except that was not who I was.

I swallowed hard, shoving away the aching, needy desire demand-

ing I allow this to continue, instead holding out a hand, drawing

him to his feet. His palms were callused and the backs of his hands

scarred in a way that belied his claim that he was no fighter. "Wher-

ever you come from, the women must be either desperate or foolish

to fall for such nonsense. Be on your way"
I struggled not to hold my breath as I waited for him to react to

my rejection, for few men tookit well, but he only inclined his head

and said, "It seems you are neither desperate nor foolish, which
some would say is my loss." He lifted my hand, not seeming to care

that it stank of fish as he kissed my knuckles. "I say that it only
meurns I must try harder, for you are a remarkable woman indeed."

The brush of his lips against my skin sent shivers coursing

through my body, my mind lost in the depths of those green eyes.

Letting go of my hand, he reached up to touch my face, thumb
brushing across the line Vragi's knife had left on my cheek. "Where

is your husband?"
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I slid to a stop, every part of me wanting to sink into the ground,

because my brother \ ras one of the jarl's warriors. If he learned I'd

been flirting with this man . . . "You ride with the jarl?"

He winked at me. "something like that." 'Ihen he dug his heels

into his horse's sides and headed down the beach at a gallop, leaving

me staring in his rn'ake.
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