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DANIELLE L. JENSEN

turning vollr o\vn innards into outtards. I have hcard such qrand tales of

Nordelander ferocity, but this is pitiful."

"Is she el,er silent?" Harald der.nanded of Bjorn. Thr: krng oi-Norde-

land r,v:rs not irntnune to the tossing waves and his tentper u'as fia)'ing

as a result. I garre hirn a beaming smile ancl w:1s rewar..ied r.vith a scorvl.

Bjorn only bent ovcr the oar he was ntitnning, unaffectecl by the

waves. Which $,-as regrettable. If an1'one deserrred to taste the sour burn

of biie, it rnias hirn and his lying tongue.

"\bu"11 knolv no peace, Father," tsjorn finallv ansu'ered, the nruscles

of his back strainins against his tunic as he put his strength into rou inq.

"But I'11 rernind you that you invited her vitriol upon yourself."

Halald's jarv tightened. Yet instead of oilering a retort, he only

ie lred iirto his own oar. thin arrns laboring. Not even Norcleland's king
..',,:. .rb.oh e d lronr rou.ing through this nightmar-e, everyolte's strength

::-.'-rr-:rl ro ke ep r-rs il'onr flounderins. The Northern Strait was ttotori-

.r:'r., -.or clatnir.tg 1ir-es. :rncl N.lotds domain carecl not lor the po-,ver of
kings.

Nor the children of gods.

A rvave roiled over the drakkar ard water slapped me in the fice

ll,ith such violence it hurt. Fear rose in r.rry chest, for it was impossible

to bre:ithe in the rcy deluge. The vessel tipped and slid dorvn the trough
1..:nreen ss-ells. the blackness of the depths seeming to reach for me. I

:1'.rirS rc. u'hrr hanclhoids I cor-rld. nails scratching on the lvood and my

e.rrs r1r1g11rg n'ith the shrieks of the thralls who lost their grips. To tall

neant death, fbr there was no salvation in the crushing sea.

Yet nry fear faded to longing as I stared at the dark rvater. It rvhis-

pered rvords promisinu relief from the grief that clarved at my heart"

Frorn the rage that plaguecl rny soul. From the loneliness that hollowed

rn- insides, for I had lost everything that matterecl to nle, includine rny

pLlrpose.

The sea reacired for me, and my fingers slackened, rny broken hearl

yearning for the lespite from the pain. To be drawn dowrL down down

into the darkness.
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6 DANIELLE L. JENSEN

Skade only pulled the bowstring taut, glittering blue eves fil1ed rvith

many things-indecision \\,as not one of thern.

My mouth went dry r,vith the abrupt certainty that I'd gotten nryself

kil1ed rvith nry bluster. Only for her weapon to disappear as Harald

snaried at her to hold her temper ol sufl-er the consequences.

Not caring that my laughter sounded deranged, because it r'vas surely

better than sobbing, I hor'vled, "\bu all sacrificed so much to steal rre,

so I thrnk I can say w'hat I please, and vou all have no choice but to

listenl No choice but to sufrer urv words. You r,vanted me? Nor'v you

Jicking have all of me, so enjoyl Delight in the fruits of your laborl"

Skade dove at nre, small fists srvinging.

Though i'cl ten-rpted this fate, she still surprised me. Her fist struck

mr- cheek and knockeci me back. Ndy head hit the mast, stars bursting

in rrry eyes as Skadet hands reached for nry throat.

"You need to be put down," she screatrred in m1. face. "You are a

plague. Hel-child!"

I-je rked rnv knee up and slammed it into her currt. The other worlan

rervarded me witir a shriek but didn't let go, fingers implacable around

my throat.

Then Bjorn grabbed Skade around the u,aist. He hauled her off^me,

but -she onI1, turned her ire on him, and all went to chaos.

Thralls recoileci as the pair collided rvith ther-r-r. The drakkar groaned

ancl turned sidew'a1,s, dipping into the swell of a wave. Water crashed

o\rer me, hear,ry and relentless. Everything tlpped and I rolled, lxy eyes

filled rvith rvood and waves and blackened sky.

And then hands had me by the rvrists, Bjornt skin hot asainst mine

as he pinned me to the bottonr of the vessel. "Are you trying to get us

all kilied?"

"Yes!" I screarred as the others -struggled lvith the oars. "That is

eractlv r.vhat I'm trying to dol"
"Ifyou die, you r,vill never have answ-ersl" He pressed dow'n. holding

rne in place as I thrashed and tried to knee him in the balls. "You'll

never know' the truth!"

A CURSE C
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"The Allfather sees ail that w'as and all that the Norn-s have said u'ill

be." If arald had ceased ror'ving, and his sray erycs locked on mine. "Saga

is his child and knorvledge is his gift. C)ther secrs uriqht harre ansrvers,

but Saga, it seems, is bound to your fate. It rray be that he'il shor'v her

the truths you so desperately desire." 'Without rvaitins ibr a response,

Harald faced forrvard aeain, muscles bunchirrg as he rorved.

My anqer slowly faded, and its absence left me hollor'r'. Tilting my

head back, I stared at the blackened sky ar-rd swirling clouds, lightning

dancrng alnong them. 'W'hat I r'vouldn't give to be fated. For higher

po\\'ers to have already deternrined the course of nr-v life, so all that I

sard. all that I did, and :ri1 that I ever .,vantcd could be blamed upon

them.

But the two drops of god's blood in rnv veins, one from Hlin and

one from Hel, meant I was accountable fbr er.erything I lelt in my

rv:rke. Faiiur:es and successes. Nishtmares and dreams. Love and hate.

\\ hrr tlcl I n:rnt?

Tl-re questron sank into my soul, because I needed an answer. Needed

a purpose to pull me fonvard. To remain where I 'uvas, as I was. would

nrean incinerating rrryself frorr the inside out.

I uant the truth.

I rvanted to hear frorn her lips the future that Saga h:rd foreseen be-

;,ruse C)c1in's children did not lie. Wanted the storv of r'vhat had hap-

pene d betu'een her and Snorri. Wanted ans\\rets about whether Harald

\\-as as much of a villain as I'd been raised to believe.

But rnost of all. I needed the truth about who I rvas.

Clirnbing to mv hands and knees, I crawled until I found a spot next

to a thrali with heavily tattooed arms. Taking hold of the oar, I pur my

strength into it and looked to the rocky coast of Nordeiand. The rru.inds

slackened and the seas began to ease, and if the Norns lvere r,vatching,

I r.vas certain they feared for the future they had created.

Because I r,vas Freya Born-in-Fire. Daughter of Hlin. Daughter of
Hel.

And I r,vould weave my own fate.
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s-hether a choice had tr,visted the threads the Norns had woven into

:rlrother pattern or whether I'd done exactly as they predicted. Every-

rhing I'd done in recent days had been with the aim of freeing Freya

fi-om those rvho'd ki1l her or use her to further their own ambitions. yet

ail I'd accomplished was moving her control from one king to another.

"'We are here bec:ruse of you, Father."

He only gave me a knorving look and cotrtinued up the beach

torvard the trees.

Klotuing, because there was no denying that once my plans to spirit

Frer.a arvay had been dashed, once she'd learned about nry treachery, I'd

hoped the truth would cause her to forgive nry lies. The hope that the

tantalizing glinlpse of a future I'd so desperately wanted could be mine

again once she understood why I'd dorre w'hat I had done. The hopes

of a rnan with u,'easel shit for brains, because no trvrth r,vould temper the

seethins rase that burned rn my Freya's heart.

-\-0r 1,6r1'q lnyfitlrc) logic whispered even as nry greedv heart screamed

rhrt she'd be mine until the end of days.

Castins aside mv handful of sand, I stood and follor.ved Harald into

the trees. The air was colder than it hacl been in Skaland. the stink of
rotting seaweed miring with the crisp scent of pine, the mossy ground

iponq\. beneath my boots. 'Wind shook the boughs of the trees, tile

soc-.ds alir.e s,'ith birdsong and the scamper of smal1 creatllres. A rvild

;.1.rce. For tl-ror.rgh tl-ie surnmers were rnilcl enough, ftrv had the mettle

to snrr-ive the crueltv of Nordeland'.s ."r.inters.

The man rvho had been a father to rle most of my life fbund a rock

to his liking and sat dorvn. Pulling o1f his boots, Harald shook sand

from them and then tossed thern aside. As I silently r,vatctred, he re-

moved his tunic and rvrung seawater from the sodden cloth, his pale

skin faintly blue fiom the cold. Leaner than I renrembered, signs of age

shorving in the wrinkles next to his eyes and the strands of gra,v in his

golden-brown hair. Just a man, though there lvere times I'd forgotten

that during my time in Skaland, as Snorri had ever painted hrm es a

creature capable of preternatural vi1lainy.
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