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CHAPTER ONE
The Last Good Day

T he morning my father died, I was racing Leif through the 
barley .eldO kne of those autumn mornings that tric’s you 

into thin’ing summer hasnWt truly endedO parm enough for bare 
feet, crisT enough that your breath showed in the early shadows 
between the stal’sO vhe barley came uT Tast my shoulder that year, 
and I was twel“e years old, built li’e a ri“er reed, all ’nees and 
elbows, and faster than any boy in the “illageO

Leif was thirteen, and he would ne“er let me forget itO
C!heating”Y he hollered behind me, his “oice crac’ing on the 

word, the way it had been crac’ing lately, s’iTTing registers li’e a 
stone across waterO CAou started before I said go”Y

CI said go,Y I called bac’, not slowingO
CAou said it to yourself”Y
I burst through the far edge of the .eld laughing, arms thrown 

wide, the last of the summerWs warmth on my faceO - moment later 
Leif came crashing through beside me, redHfaced and Tanting, his 
dar’ hair Tlastered to his forehead with sweatO Re was going to 
be tallO Aou could already see it in the long bones of his arms and 
legs, in the way he was growing too fast for his own coordinationO 
Night now he was still more colt than warrior, all sTrawling limbs 
and accidental graceO

Re bent double with his hands on his ’nees, catching his breathO 
CAou always cheatOY

CI always win,Y I correctedO Cvhose are different thingsOY
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Re loo’ed uT at me from under his hair, and e“en then, e“en at 
twel“e years old, there was a loo’ in his eyes I didnWt ha“e words 
for yetO :ot annoyanceO parmer than thatO Re loo’ed at me the 
way you loo’ at a .reB as if it might burn you, but youWd stand close 
anywayO

CjMornWs daughter,Y he said, the way the older boys said it, half 
admiration and half comTlaintO Li’e being good at things was 
something IWd done to him TersonallyO

I grinnedO CjMornWs daughter,Y I agreedO
Sy fatherWs name in my mouth felt li’e wearing his cloa’O voo big, 

still, but mine somedayO Re was the Marl of our clan, broadHshoulH
dered and steady, a man who made e“ery room feel safer Must by 
wal’ing into itO Re had my motherWs gray eyes, TeoTle said, which 
meant I had them tooO qtormHgray, the color of the sea before a 
sxuallO Re told me once that the color was a warning and a Tromise 
togetherO I will weather this, those eyes saidO And so will everything 
around me.

Sy mother had died bringing me into the worldO I didnWt mourn 
her, eUactlyO Aou canWt grie“e what you ne“er hadO jut sometimes 
I caught my fatherWs face when he thought no one was watching, 
and I understood that some wounds ne“er fully closeO Re ne“er 
sTo’e of her as a failure or a lossO Re sTo’e of her as a woman who 
ga“e e“erything she had, and he made it clear that was the highest 
honor a Terson could earnO

ReWd taught me thatO ReWd taught me most things worth ’nowingO
Leif and I wal’ed bac’ through the “illage together, still arguing 

about the race, as we had argued about e“ery race and e“ery sTar 
and e“ery swimming contest since we were small enough to be 
unaware that boys and girls werenWt suTTosed to comTete with 
each otherO LeifWs father, Glf, was one of my fatherWs best warriors, 
and they had houses near enough that Leif and I had grown uT 
underfoot of each otherO Re was my oldest friend and my most 
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reliable oTTonent, and I lo“ed him the uncomTlicated way children 
lo“e the things that are simTly always thereO

I didnWt see my fatherWs warriors gathered outside our hall until 
we were nearly uTon themO

vhey stood in a cluster near the door, and the wrongness of it 
hit me before I ’new whyO voo xuiet, too still, their eyes mo“ing 
away from mine when I came nearO Funnar, my fatherWs second, 
was among themO Re was a boulder of a man, grayHbearded and 
scarred, and I had ne“er seen him loo’ uncertain beforeO Re loo’ed 
uncertain nowO

C-stridOY Ris “oice was softO Re ne“er sTo’e softlyO
LeifWs hand found my armO :ot xuite griTTing, Must TresentO -s if 

he already ’new, somehow, what was coming, and wanted to be a 
solid thing nearbyO

CAour father,Y Funnar saidO -nd thenB C!ome inside, girlOY

Ve“erO
kf all the ways for a Marl to go, fe“er was the one that made the 

least sense to meO Sy father was a warriorO Re carried scars from 
three camTaigns, had once dri“en off a raiding Tarty with nothing 
but a seaU and the ’nowledge that he was rightO Re should ha“e 
died on a battle.eld with his sword in his hand, the way the sagas 
saidO Re should ha“e gone to Ealhalla in glory and feasted there 
until Nagnaro’O

Instead he burned from the inside out o“er four days, and I sat 
beside him for all of themO

Re was lucid at the startO Re held my hand and told me things I 
needed to ’nowO pho to trust among his men, how to read the 
mood of the longhouse, what the western clans really wanted 
when they came with smiles and trading offersO Re told me about 
my mother, more than he e“er had before, as if he were unTac’ing 
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a chest heWd ’eTt loc’ed for twel“e yearsO Rer name was FunhildO 
qhe had laughed too loud and argued too freely, and he had lo“ed 
her without reser“ation or dignity, and he didnWt regret a moment 
of itO

CAou ha“e her eyes,Y he saidO C-nd her stubbornness, gods helT 
whoe“er has to deal with you when youWre grownOY

CIWm already a Troblem,Y I told himO
Re smiledO D“en then, e“en burning with fe“er, he had a good 

smileO CAouWre a gift,Y he saidO C?onWt let anyone tell you differentOY
jy the third day he didnWt ’now me anymoreO jy the fourth day, 

he was xuietO
I didnWt cry at the funeralO I watched them build the Tyre and 

thought about how he would ha“e hated thisO vhe ceremony, the 
sTeeches, the TeoTle Tressing my hand and telling me he was with 
the gods nowO Re was a Tractical manO Re would ha“e said the gods 
had enough comTany already and heWd rather be needed hereO

Leif stood beside me through the whole of itO Re didnWt say 
anything, which was the right choiceO Re Must stood close enough 
that our arms touched, a small warmth in the cold morning, and 
that was enoughO

qigrid vhorsdottir found me afterward, behind the longhouse, 
where IWd gone to .nally be alone with itO qhe was a year older than 
me, which at that age felt signi.cantO qhe had already begun the 
weaTons training that girls could ta’e if their fathers Termitted it, 
already carrying herself with the selfHconsciousness of someone 
who ’new TeoTle were watchingO qhe had blonde hair li’e mine, 
though lighter, and eyes the color of a summer s’yO qhe had been 
watching me from across the clan gatherings for as long as I could 
remember, with an eUTression IWd ne“er been able to readO

qhe sat down beside me in the mud without as’ing and didnWt 
sTea’O

-fter a while I said, Cphy are you here8Y
Cjecause you shouldnWt be alone,Y qigrid said simTlyO
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CI want to be aloneOY
CI ’nowO jut you shouldnWt beOY qhe Tulled her ’nees uT to her 

chestO CSy uncle died two winters TastO I was alone when I heard, 
and I made uT stories about how he wasnWt really gone, and I 
belie“ed them for months, and it made e“erything worse when I 
.nally stoTTedO qomeone should ha“e sat with meOY qhe glanced at 
me sidewaysO Cqo IWm sitting with youOY

I loo’ed at herO qhe loo’ed bac’O qomething settled between us, 
xuiet and TermanentO

CRe was a good man,Y I saidO
CAes,Y said qigridO CRe wasOY
pe sat there in the mud behind the longhouse until the autumn 

dar’ came down, and neither of us sTo’e much, and it was the 
beginning of e“erythingO



CHAPTER TWO
How to Build a Shield-Sister

B jorn’s hall passed to his thane, a man named Aldric. Fair 
enough, if not the leader my father had been. What mattered 

more to me that winter was that his daughter was now a jarl’s child 
without a jarl, and the world reconTgured itself around that fact in 
ways both large and small. :he largeI k was watched more carefully, 
spoven to more formally, giqen a vind of distant respect k hadn’t 
earned and didn’t want. Aldric was generous and uncomfortable 
about it in eMual measure.

:he smallI k was suddenly, ferociously free.
Sy father had trained me, but within the bounds of what he 

thought k needed. Hword basics. Low to read a room. -etters and 
Tgures and the histories of the clans. Le’d giqen me a thorough 
foundation and a clear ceiling, and the ceiling had been his protecB
tion as much as his authority. A jarl’s daughter had limits, because 
limits vept her safe.

With those limits gone, k went looving for something to Tll the 
space they left.

k found it in Higrid.
Ler father :horqald was a different vind of man than mine had 

been. Larder, blunter, with rough affection that showed up as 
criticism. xut he belieqed in useful daughters, which meant Higrid 
had been in real weapons training since the autumn. Hhe brought 
me with her that winter as naturally as if it had been planned, 
appearing at my door one morning with a wooden practice sword 
and a loov that said come on, then, and k went.
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:he training yard was cold and crowded and absolutely where k 
was supposed to be.

:he weapons master, an old warrior named xirna who had herB
self fought in three campaigns before a vnee injury ended her 
battleTeld years, looved me oqer with the e“pression of someone 
eqaluating a horse.

”xjorn’s girl,Y she said.
”?es.Y
”Le started you on sword worvEY
”:he past two years. Le said k was old enough to learn properly.Y
Hhe held out a practice blade. ”Hhow me.Y
k showed her. Hhe watched without e“pression, then held up a 

hand.
”?ou’re leading with your shoulder,Y she said. ”?our father taught 

you his style. xroad man, wide stance. ?ou’re narrow. ?ou’ll Tght 
differently, or you’ll Tght badly.Y Hhe toov the blade and demonB
strated. ”-ive this. Again.Y

k was there eqery day after that.
-eif had been in training for two years already, and he greeted 

my arriqal with the enthusiasm of someone who had been hoping 
for e“actly this.

”Finally,Y he said, handing me a blunted training sea“. ”Jqeryone 
else here is terrible and k’m bored.Y

”?ou’re not that good,Y k told him, and he grinned the wide, 
uncomplicated grin k had vnown my whole life, and we fell into 
sparring live we’d been doing it foreqer. Which, in a sense, we had. 
Nust with sharper conseMuences now.

Higrid watched us from the side, her e“pression thoughtful.
”?ou two always live thatEY she asved, during a water breav, 

nodding toward -eif, who was demonstrating something to one of 
the younger boys with more conTdence than accuracy.

”Hince we were small,Y k said.
”-ive you’re arguing eqen when you’re not talvingEY
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k frowned. ”We’re not arguing.Y
Higrid smiled the way she had when she’d seen something and 

was deciding whether to share it. ”Go,Y she agreed. ”Got arguing.Y 
And she picved up her sword and went bacv to practice without 
e“plaining further.

:hose were good months, that winter. zrief sat in my chest live 
a stone. Hometimes smooth and bearable, sometimes with an edge 
k’d catch une“pectedly, reaching for something and Tnding it gone. 
xut the training gaqe it somewhere to go. Hweat and soreness and 
the satisfaction of getting something right that you’d gotten wrong 
a hundred times before. :hese things don’t heal grief, but they giqe 
you a place to put it while you learn to carry its weight.

-eif and k sparred eqery day. Higrid and k ran in the mornings, 
breath clouding in the darv before dawn, feet Tnding the fro3en 
paths through the qillage and out into the Telds and bacv. We 
talved about eqerything and nothing. Ler family, the other girls in 
training, what we thought the gods actually wanted from people. 
We talved about my father, sometimes, which no one else seemed 
willing to do. :he liqing want to let the dead stay Muiet. Higrid 
understood that sometimes you need to mave them speav.

xy spring, the three of us were inseparable. -eif had accepted 
Higrid’s presence with the easy adaptability of someone who had 
neqer Muestioned that his world would e“pand and improqe. Higrid 
had accepted -eif with the mild wariness of someone who has 
assessed a risv and decided it’s manageable. :hey didn’t haqe what 
-eif and k had, that old, wordless shorthand, but they had their 
own thing. A careful mutual respect, and a shared e“asperation 
with me that became, oqer the years, one of their deepest bonds.

We were a strange little clan of three, but we were ours.



CHAPTER THREE
Yield

T hree years passed. I was ftneeu wheu I frsn oudersnmmd nhan 
smienhguc had bhauced Lenweeu Oegt aud ie. ,r ranherl nhan 

smienhguc had Leeu bhaucguc sjmwjy tmr a jmuc ngiel aud I had mujy 
Wosn umngbed.

ve were sparrguc gu nhe nraguguc yard mu a jane soiier e;eugucl 
imsn mt nhe mnhers ajready cmue nm sopperl Wosn nhe nwm mt os aud 
nhe jmuc cmjdeu jgchn aud nhe sneady rhynhi mt wmmdeu Ljades. I 
was Lenner nhau hgi mu speedk he was Lenner nhau ie mu reabh. 
ve had Leeu refuguc nhe daube mt mor spebgfb snreucnhs aud 
wea’uesses tmr nhree yearsl aud we ’uew eabh mnherSs im;es nhe 
way ymo ’umw nhe wmrds nm a smuc. Hm wejj nhan ’umwguc Lebaie 
gusngubn Lebaie smienhguc bjmser nm nhmochn.

I weun tmr hgs jetn sgdel whgbh I ajways dgd wheu I was ngredl 
aud he swepn gn dmwul whgbh he ajways dgd gu respmusel aud nhe 
bmouner ISd Leeu pjauuguc tmr hgs respmuse jauded pertebnjy. I had 
iy wmmdeu Ljade pressed nm hgs rgLs aud hgs Lab’ acagusn nhe 
teube.

Te jmm’ed dmwu an nhe Ljade. Dheu op an ie.
ve were ;ery bjmse. I bmojd see nhe swean mu hgs neipjel nhe 

jasn jgchn banbhguc gu hgs eyes. -ar’ Lrmwul waril jg’e rg;er waner 
gu aonoiu. TeSd crmwu gunm hgisejt nhan soiierl nhe aw’ward 
bmjn“phase fuajjy dmuel aud nhe persmu whmSd eierced was smie“
mue I wmojd ha;e bajjed haudsmie wgnhmon hesgnangmu gt he haduSn 
Leeu Oegtl whm ISd ’umwu sgube Letmre we had wmrds tmr nhgucs jg’e 
nhan.
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Y”gejdlx I sagd.
Te dgduSn ygejd giiedganejy. Te jmm’ed an ie a imieun nmm jmucl 

wgnh nhan eNpressgmu ISd Leeu seeguc imre mtneu janejy. Bmn uewl 
eNabnjyl Lon imre ;gsgLje smiehmw. Og’e a rg;er gu sprguc Ammd 
shmwguc ymo hmw iobh waner had ajways Leeu im;guc Leueanh 
nhe gbe.

Dheu he sagdl Y”gejdlx aud I snepped Lab’l aud we Lmnh preneuded 
nhe imieun haduSn happeued.

?on I nhmochn aLmon gn nhan ugchn. Mud nhe ugchn atner nhan. I 
nhmochn aLmon gn nhe way ymo nhgu’ aLmon smienhguc nhan wmuSn 
Le ounhmochn. Doruguc gn m;erl eNaiguguc gnl umn sore gt whan I was 
fudguc was reaj mr smienhguc ISd gu;euned mon mt jmuejguess aud 
prmNgigny.

Hgcrgd had umn Leeu preneudguc nhe imieun haduSn happeued.
Hhe tmoud ie Ly nhe snreai nhe ueNn imrugucl dorguc mor roul 

aud tejj gu Lesgde ie gu sgjeube tmr a whgje Letmre she sagdl YOegt.x
Yvhan aLmon hgiqx
Y-muSnlx she sagdl igjdjy. YI saw ymor tabe yesnerday.x
I rau tmr a tew imre pabes. YInSs umnhguc.x
Y—i.x Hhe ’epn pabe easgjy. YMud hgs tabeqx
I dgduSn auswer.
YMsnrgdlx she sagd. YISi ymor shgejd“sgsner. ”mo dmuSn ha;e nm Le 

bmy wgnh ie.x
Shield-sister. Hhe had snarned sayguc gn nhan sprgucl aud nhe wmrd 

had na’eu mu wegchn Lenweeu os. In wasuSn Wosn a trgeudshgp neri 
mr a nraguguc phrase. In was smienhguc ejse. Mu manh mt a ’gudl 
wgnhmon nhe tmriaj wmrds. Dhe snaneieun nhan her jgte aud igue 
were Lmoud nmcenher gu a way nhan nrausbeuded whane;er ejse 
happeued. I had a taigjyl nebhugbajjyl gu nhe tmri mt Mjdrgb aud hgs 
hmosehmjdl Lon Hgcrgd was nhe frsn persmu whm had e;er iade ie 
teej nhan taigjy was smienhguc ymo Logjnl umn Wosn guhergned.

YI dmuSn ’umw whan gn gslx I sagd hmuesnjy. YIn igchn Le umnhguc.x



BEFORE THE BLADE 11

YInSs umn umnhguc.x Hhe dgduSn say gn ou’gudjy. YTe jmm’s an ymo nhe 
way iy tanher jmm’s an nhe sea Letmre a ragd. Og’e smienhguc he 
wauns Ladjy aud gs atragd mt an nhe saie ngie.x

I nhmochn aLmon nhan tmr nhe resn mt nhe rou.
Oegt was 1ogener nhau osoaj nhan wee’. Te sparred wgnh hgs osoaj 

s’gjj Lon wgnhmon nhe bmiieunary he osoajjy ’epn op 2 nhe rouuguc 
brgng1oe mt hgs mwu pertmriaube nhan drm;e nhe mnher nraguees iad 
aud nhan I had ajways tmoud mLsborejy bmitmrnguc. Te was nhgu’“
gucl whgbh ieaun smienhguc was happeuguc Leueanh nhe sortabe.

,ue e;euguc I tmoud hgi sgnnguc mu nhe teube an nhe edce mt nhe 
nraguguc yardl jmm’guc mon m;er nhe fejds nmward nhe nreejgue where 
nhe sou was sennguc. I san Lesgde hgi.

ve were 1ogen tmr a whgje.
Y”moS;e cmnneu cmmdl Oegt. ?enner nhau cmmd. ?grua says ymoSre 

mue mt nhe Lesn sheSs nragued gu years.x
Y?grua says nhan nm e;erymue she nhgu’s ueeds poshguc.x
YHhe sagd gn nm ie jasn sprguc aud ieaun e;ery wmrd mt gn. I as’ed 

her atnerward.x
Dhan sorprgsed hgi gunm a reaj jaoch. Hhmrn aud snarnjedl nhe ’gud 

nhan esbapes Letmre ymo bau debgde whenher nm ajjmw gn. Te norued 
nm jmm’ an ie tojjyl aud nhe jasn mt nhe sou was gu hgs eyesl aud 
smienhguc gu iy bhesn dgd a bmipjgbaned nhguc.

YMsnrgdlx he sagdl aud nheu snmpped.
Yvhanqx
Te jmm’ed an ie tmr a imieun. Dhan eNpressgmu acagul nhe mue 

ISd Leeu banajmcguc tmr wee’sl nryguc nm uaie. Mud nheu hgs Waw sen 
nhe way gn sen wheu he was aLmon nm dm smienhguc nhan sbared hgi.

YBmnhguclx he sagdl aud jmm’ed Lab’ an nhe nreejgue. YBe;er igud.x
I jen gn cm. ?on I tejn nhe smienhguc Lenweeu os as bjearjy as I 

wmojd ha;e tejn au apprmabhguc snmri. Dhan bharce gu nhe agrl nhe 
way nhe jgchn bhauces Wosn Letmre e;erynhguc ejse dmes.

Hmienhguc was bmiguc. I dgduSn ’umw yen whenher nm bajj gn 
nmward ie mr Lrabe acagusn gn.



CHAPTER FOUR
Words Said and Unsaid

B y that autumn, Sigrid and I had been shield-sisters long 
enough that the word had worn itself smooth between us. 

Used so often it had stopped being a declaration and become 
simply a fact, like weather or breath. Leif, upon being told, looked 
genuinely moved in the way he always did when something mat-
tered to him. He never learned to hide it, which I thought was one 
of the best things about him.

“Good,” he said. “Good. Then you’ll look after each other even 
when I’m being an idiot.”

“You’re often an idiot,” Sigrid told him, not unkindly.
“Hence the need for looking after.”
It was the kind of conversation we could have in our sleep, the 

three of us, and I loved it. I loved them. I wasn’t sure, yet, if what 
I felt for Leif was the same thing he seemed to feel for me. I was 
sixteen and I’d spent my whole life focused on training and survival 
and the long task of growing up, and romantic feeling was still a 
language I was learning to read in myself. But I knew that the world 
with Leif in it was categorically better than a world without him, 
and I knew that when he smiled at me the right way my whole 
chest responded before my mind could get involved.

That, I was starting to think, was probably information.
We were seventeen when everything shifted for good.
It was mid-winter, dark and bitter cold, the kind that drives you 

inside for weeks, and we’d been cooped up in the longhouse for 
days while a storm ground itself out against the coast. The whole 
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hall was restless. Warriors playing dice and arguing, children un-
derfoot, everyone’s tempers fraying. Sigrid had gone to help her 
mother with something, and Leif and I had claimed a corner near 
the qre where we’d been sitting for the better part of an afternoon, 
not saying much, watching the qre and listening to the storm.

“Tell me something you’ve never told anyone,” I said, because I 
was bored and because it was a game we’d been playing since we 
were children, variations on it.

He was :uiet for a moment. ThenN “I think about the future too 
much.”

“That’s not a secret. You plan everything.”
“—ot like that.” He turned toward me, and his face in the qrelight 

was serious in a way that made me pay attention. “I mean A I think 
about where I’ll be in ten years. What I’ll have. Whether it will have 
been worth it.” He paused. “Whether the people I want to still be 
there will still be there.”

“You’re not going anywhere.”
“—either are you,” he said, and the way he said it wasn’t state-

ment or :uestion but something between. Dn offering with a re-
:uest inside it. Something that needed a response.

I looked at him. The qre was warm, the storm was loud, the hall 
was full of people, and we were somehow entirely alone.

“—o,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Something in his shoulders relaxed that I hadn’t noticed was 

tense.
Dfter a while he said, :uietly, “?o you ever think about itM The 

futureM”
“I think about tomorrow and then the day after that,” I said 

honestly. “Oy father used to say the present is the only thing you 
can hold. The future keeps moving.”

“But if you could hold itA” He stopped. Started again. Then he 
set down the thought he’d been circling and said it plainly, the 
way he did everything when he qnally decided to commit. “I’d 
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like to know if there’s a version of the future where you and I are 
something more than what we are. Dnd I’d like to know if that’s 
something you’d want. jr if I’ve Cust been seeing something that 
isn’t there.”

The storm pressed against the walls. Somewhere in the hall, 
someone laughed at a dice game.

I looked at him for a long moment. Dt the careful stillness he was 
holding himself in, at the effort it had cost him to say it plainly after 
all that circling. Leif, who planned everything, who thought too 
much, who had been working up to this for longer than tonight, 
and I knew it.

“Give me a week,” I said.
“D week.”
“To qgure out whether I know my own mind about this. I don’t 

want to answer you because the qre’s warm and the storm’s loud 
and my good sense is somewhere else.” I looked at him steadily. 
“You deserve a real answer.”

He nodded, slowly. “D week.” He looked at me a moment longer, 
that expression, and then he turned back to the qre, and we spent 
the rest of the evening in a new silence. Fharged and strange 
and not unpleasant. Like the air after lightning, when you’re still 
unhurt and the sky is still bright.

I knew, by the end of that night. I think I’d known before the 
week began. But I gave myself the week anyway, because I was my 
father’s daughter and I didn’t make important decisions without 
considering them from all angles.

jn the seventh day, I found Leif in the training yard.
I walked up to him and I said, “The answer is yes.”
He looked at me for one complete beat, making sure he un-

derstood what was being answered. Then he smiled. The wide, 
complete smile I had known all my life, but with something new 
in it now. Something that was only for me.

“jkay,” he said. Dnd then, :uieterN “Good.”
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I told Sigrid that evening.
She looked unsurprised in the way of someone who has been 

waiting for a thing to happen for a very long time. “…inally,” she said, 
and went back to sharpening her blade, and said nothing more, 
and I thought she was probably right.

But the :uietness around her stayed. She had come back from 
her mother’s that afternoon with a stillness she sometimes got 
and never explained. I asked her, days later, what her mother had 
needed help with.

She was :uiet a moment before she answered.
“She’d found an old ritual. …rom before.” Sigrid’s voice was even, 

the way it got when she was deciding how much to say. “She forgot, 
sometimes, that she couldn’t do those things anymore. She’d start 
the preparations A the herbs, the arrangement, the words A and 
then she’d reach for the part that used to come naturally, and it 
Cust6” She stopped. “Wasn’t there.”

I didn’t ask. Sigrid didn’t offer. She picked up her whetstone and 
that was the end of it.



CHAPTER FIVE
The Language of Touch

W hat changed between Leif andWhat changed between Leif 
and me was not any one moment but the accumulation 

of small ones, each sitting on top of the last until they became 
something you could feel the full weight of.

The rDst time he held my hand. kelibeDately, not incidentally, 
rngeDs inteDlaced and his pulse in his wDist and the full awaDeness 
between us of what this meant. We weDe standing at the shoDe 
watching a stoDm come in off the wateD. The svy was the coloD 
of a bDuise, beautiful and Iiolent, and “ leaned into him and he 
leaned bacv, and the stoDm came, and we stayed until we weDe 
both soaved thDough and laughing.

’We”De idiots,O “ said, thDough chatteDing teeth.
’-bIiously,O he said, and didn”t let go of my hand.
We leaDned each otheD diffeDently in those months. The IocabN

ulaDy of being close to someone who has chosen to be close to 
you. ;ot innocentlyB we weDe eighteen by then and the woDld had 
been educating us about desiDe with its usual blunt pedagogy foD 
yeaDs. Hut caDefully, the way you leaDn a svill you want to caDDy youD 
whole life, with attention and intention and the specirc gDaIity of 
vnowing this is not pDactice.

The rDst time “ vissed him, “ staDted it. xe”d been looving at me 
too long with that eYpDession, and “”d rnally Dun out of patience 
waiting foD him to close the distance.

’—ou weDe going to do that eIentually,O he said afteDwaDd.
’“ was saIing us time.O
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’—ou weDe also neDIous.O
’“ was notFO “ saw his face. xe was Dight. “ had been. ’Mine. 

EaDginally neDIous.O
’AndeaDing,O he said, and “ punched his shouldeD, and he caught 

my hand and pulled me bacv in, and being Dight was less impoDtant 
than this.

What followed in the weevs afteD was its own education. We had 
siY yeaDs of vnowing each otheD. AIeDy eYpDession, eIeDy habit, 
eIeDy opinion held too stDongly. Knd none of that pDepaDed us foD 
this. jnowing someone”s mind is not the same as vnowing theiD 
hands. jnowing theiD couDage is not the same as vnowing the 
sound they mave when you rnd the place below theiD Saw that 
maves them foDget what they weDe saying.

We weDe good at most things. We weDe not, initially, good at this.
The rDst time we tDied to go fuDtheD than vissing, “ vnocved his 

chin with my foDehead haDd enough that his teeth clacved togethN
eD, and we both swoDe at the same moment and then couldn”t stop 
laughing long enough to tDy again. xe had a bDuise on his Saw the 
neYt moDning. “ told qigDid “”d elbowed him in tDaining, and she 
looved at me with an eYpDession that said she belieIed none of it.

’ko you want toFO he staDted, lateD that weev, when we claimed 
a ?uiet coDneD of the stoDehouse on some pDetense neitheD of us 
belieIed.

’—es,O “ said. ’Hut “ don”t entiDely vnow what “”m doing.O
’“ don”t eitheD.O xe said it simply, without embaDDassment. That 

was Leif. xe could admit the thing most people would die befoDe 
saying, and mave it feel live the obIious and sensible position. ’We 
could rguDe it out.O

’TogetheD,O “ said.
’We”De good at that.O
We weDe. qlowly, haltingly, with wDong tuDns and whispeDed 

?uestions and the gDace of two people who tDusted each otheD 
enough to be incompetent togetheD, we weDe.
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The rDst time was not the smooth and ceDtain thing the oldeD 
waDDioDs made it sound live in theiD stoDies. TheDe was an awvwaDd 
negotiation of limbs, a moment wheDe “ laughed at the wDong 
time and he buDied his face in my necv and laughed too, and a 
long pause wheDe we both held IeDy still and looved at each otheD 
and said nothing, and eIeDything. xis hands shoov slightly. qo 
did mine. “ don”t vnow which of us was moDe fDightened oD moDe 
ceDtain, and “ thinv they weDe the same feeling woDn diffeDent.

KfteDwaDd we lay tangled togetheD in the daDv and he said, ’KDe 
you all Dight:O

’—es,O “ said. ThenG ’KDe you:O
’—es.O K pause. ’That wasFO
’;ot what the songs say it is.O
’;ot yet,O he said, which made me laugh, which made him smile 

into my haiD, and the tDuth of it was that he was Dight. “t got 
betteD. Aach time we vnew each otheD a little moDe thoDoughly, 
leaDned the language of the otheD”s body with the same patience 
we”d bDought to swoDds and shields and the long woDv of becoming 
waDDioDs. What had been tentatiIe became "uent. What had been 
unceDtain became its own vind of vnowledge. The vind that liIes 
in the hands and svin and bDeath, below the Deach of woDds.

“ had always been in my body in the way of a tDained rghteD. 
KwaDe of it, tDusting it, demanding of it. Hut this was diffeDent. This 
was my body leaDning something tDaining had neIeD taughtG that 
the same thing that maves you stDong can mave you soft, and both 
aDe tDue at once, and neitheD one cancels the otheD out.

The nights we had togetheD in those months belong to us.

qigDid, foD heD paDt, demonstDated the ?uality that made heD a tDue 
shieldNsisteDG she saw eIeDything, said only what was useful, and 
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vept the Dest as the pDiIate vnowledge of someone who loIes you 
and is glad foD you.

’—ou”De happy,O she said once, simply.
’“nsuffeDably,O “ agDeed.
qhe smiled. “t was the smile of someone whose contentment 

comes fDom its own souDce. xeD own vind of stDength and heD 
own complicated peace. ’'ood,O she said. ’—ou”Ie eaDned it. Hoth 
of you.O

-utside, spDing was coming. The snow was DetDeating. Knd in 
HlacvmooD, to the noDth, a young SaDl was inheDiting his fatheD”s hall 
and his fatheD”s ambitions, and the woDld was alDeady beginning 
to Deshape itself aDound the conse?uences. me was not any one 
moment but the accumulation of small ones, each sitting on top of 
the last until they became something you could feel the full weight 
of. The rDst time he held my hand. kelibeDately, not incidentally, 
rngeDs inteDlaced and his pulse in his wDist and the full awaDeness 
between us of what this meant. We weDe standing at the shoDe 
watching a stoDm come in off the wateD. The svy was the coloD of a 
bDuise, beautiful and Iiolent, and “ leaned into him and he leaned 
bacv and the stoDm came and we stayed until we weDe both soaved 
thDough and laughing.

8We9De idiots,8 “ said, thDough chatteDing teeth.
8-bIiously,8 he said, and didn9t let go of my hand.
We leaDned each otheD diffeDently in those months. The paDN

ticulaD IocabulaDy of being close to someone who has chosen to 
be close to you. ;ot innocentlyB we weDe eighteen by then and 
the woDld had been educating us about desiDe with its usual blunt 
pedagogy foD yeaDs. Hut caDefully, the way you leaDn a svill you 
want to caDDy youD whole life, with attention and intention and the 
specirc gDaIity of vnowing this is not pDactice.

The rDst time “ vissed him, “ staDted it. xe9d been looving at me 
foD too long with that eYpDession and “9d rnally Dun out of patience 
waiting foD him to close the distance.
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8—ou weDe going to do that eIentually,8 he said afteDwaDd.
8“ was saIing us time.8
8—ou weDe also neDIous.8
8“ was notF8 “ saw his face. xe was Dight. “ had been. 8Mine. 

EaDginally neDIous.8
8AndeaDing,8 he said, and “ punched his shouldeD and he caught 

my hand and pulled me bacv in, and being Dight was less impoDtant 
than this.

What followed in the weevs afteD was its own education. We had 
siY yeaDs of vnowing each otheD. AIeDy eYpDession, eIeDy habit, 
eIeDy opinion held too stDongly. Knd none of that pDepaDed us foD 
this. jnowing someone9s mind is not the same as vnowing theiD 
hands. jnowing theiD couDage is not the same as vnowing the 
sound they mave when you rnd the place below theiD Saw that 
maves them foDget what they weDe saying.

We weDe good at most things. We weDe not, initially, good at this.
The rDst time we tDied to go fuDtheD than vissing, “ vnocved his 

chin with my foDehead haDd enough that his teeth clacved togethN
eD and we both swoDe at the same moment and then couldn9t stop 
laughing long enough to tDy again. xe had a bDuise on his Saw the 
neYt moDning and “ told qigDid “9d elbowed him in tDaining and she 
looved at me with an eYpDession that said she belieIed none of it.

8ko you want toF8 he staDted, lateD that weev, when we claimed 
a ?uiet coDneD of the stoDehouse on some pDetense that neitheD of 
us belieIed.

8—es,8 “ said. 8Hut “ don9t entiDely vnow what “9m doing.8
8“ don9t eitheD.8 xe said it simply, without embaDDassment. That 

was Leif. xe could admit the thing most people would die befoDe 
saying, and mave it feel live the obIious and sensible position. 8We 
could rguDe it out.8

8TogetheD,8 “ said.
8We9De good at that.8
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We weDe. qlowly, haltingly, with wDong tuDns and whispeDed 
?uestions and the paDticulaD gDace of two people who tDusted each 
otheD enough to be incompetent togetheD, we weDe.

The rDst time was not the smooth and ceDtain thing the oldeD 
waDDioDs made it sound live in theiD stoDies. TheDe was an awvwaDd 
negotiation of limbs, a moment wheDe “ laughed at the wDong 
time and he buDied his face in my necv and laughed too, and a 
long pause wheDe we both held IeDy still and looved at each otheD 
and said nothing, and eIeDything. xis hands shoov slightly. qo 
did mine. “ don9t vnow which of us was moDe fDightened oD moDe 
ceDtain, and “ thinv they weDe the same feeling woDn diffeDent.

KfteDwaDd we lay tangled togetheD in the daDv and he said, 8KDe 
you all Dight:8

8—es,8 “ said. ThenG 8KDe you:8
8—es.8 K pause. 8That wasF8
8;ot what the songs say it is.8
8;ot yet,8 he said, which made me laugh, which made him smile 

into my haiD, and the tDuth of it was that he was Dight. “t got betteD. 
Aach time we vnew each otheD a little moDe thoDoughly, leaDned 
the specirc language of the otheD9s body with the same patience 
we9d bDought to swoDds and shields and the long woDv of becoming 
waDDioDs. What had been tentatiIe became "uent. What had been 
unceDtain became its own vind of vnowledge. The vind that liIes 
in the hands and svin and bDeath, below the Deach of woDds.

“ had always been in my body in the way of a tDained rghteD. 
KwaDe of it, tDusting it, demanding of it. Hut this was diffeDent. This 
was my body leaDning something tDaining had neIeD taught. That 
the same thing that maves you stDong can mave you soft, and both 
aDe tDue at once, and neitheD one cancels the otheD out.

The nights we had togetheD in those months belong to us.
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qigDid, foD heD paDt, demonstDated the ?uality that made heD a tDue 
shieldNsisteDG she saw eIeDything, said only what was useful, and 
vept the Dest as the pDiIate vnowledge of someone who loIes you 
and is glad foD you.

8—ou9De happy,8 she said once, simply.
8“nsuffeDably,8 “ agDeed.
qhe smiled. “t was the smile of someone whose contentment 

comes fDom its own souDce. xeD own vind of stDength and heD 
own complicated peace. 8'ood,8 she said. 8—ou9Ie eaDned it. Hoth 
of you.8

-utside, spDing was coming. The snow was DetDeating. Knd in 
HlacvmooD, to the noDth, a young SaDl was inheDiting his fatheD9s hall 
and his fatheD9s ambitions, and the woDld was alDeady beginning to 
Deshape itself aDound the conse?uences.



CHAPTER SIX
Iron in the Air

W e were nineteen when the trouble started. It began the 
way trouble usually does. Not with a declaration but with 

a silence. Trade routes that had been reliable for years went quiet. 
Messengers came back late, or not at all. The western clans started 
moving their livestock further from the northern borders, and 
when you asked why, the answers were careful and indirect.

Blackmoor is restless, they said. The old jarl’s son has something 
to prove.

I knew nothing of him then beyond that. A name not yet spoken 
aloud in our hall, a shadow at the edge of maps, a young jarl said 
to be more patient and more dangerous than his father had been. 
Where the old Bloodraven had raided openly, this one moved like 
cold water :nding cracks- a border dispute here, a trade agreex
ment renegotiated under duress there, a careful eLpansion that 
was hard to call war while clearly being war.

Aldric called his warriors together in the autumn.
I went.
I was not yet a warrior in the clan’s formal recognition. I was 

Bjorn’s daughter, trainingxtested and capable, but not blooded in 
proper battle and not of:cially sworn. “eif was the same. But Birna, 
who had trained half the room, made space for us near the back, 
and Aldric, who knew perfectly well we were there, didn’t object.

”Blackmoor has taken three villages on the northern border,H 
Aldric said. Yis voice was steady. ”They haven’t crossed into our 
territory. Uet. But the pressure is increasing.H Ye looked around 
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the room. ”I won’t pretend this isn’t war. It will be war. The only 
question is whether we meet it on our terms or theirs.H

“eif was very still beside me. I could feel it. Not fear, eLactly, 
but a heightened attention, every sense sharpened, the way he got 
before a hard spar.

Yis hand found mine in the dark and held it.
That winter was hard in a different way than the winters before 

it. The threat changed the teLture of everything. Training more 
urgent, conversations quieter, the way people looked north with 
their eLpressions shuttered. Birna pushed us harder. Aldric began 
drilling formations. The smiths worked late into every night.

And “eif and I found that what we had built was not made to be 
diminished by any of it.

We lay together on a cold winter night, the :re banked low, 
and he told me about his father. Yow ?lf had died in a raid three 
years before. I had known that. But now he told me the shape of it- 
how it had restructured everything he thought about bravery and 
sacri:ce and what you owe the people you love.

”Ye told me once that the only thing worth dying for is what 
you’d live for,H “eif said. ”I thought it was just the kind of thing 
fathers say. Now I think he meant it eLactly.H

”What do you live forSH I asked.
Ye was quiet for a moment. ”This,H he said. ”Uou. Eigrid. This 

place. The people in it.H Ye turned his head to look at me. ”What 
about youSH

I thought about my father. About the barley :eld and the races 
and all the things he’d tried to teach me and whether I’d learned 
them properly.

”Eame,H I said. ”OLactly the same.H
Ye pulled me closer. ”Then we :ght for it,H he said. ”And then we 

come back. Both of us.H
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”Ehieldxoath,H I said. It was what Eigrid and I had used. The 
weight behind the word, the understanding that this is not a wish 
but a promise in both directions.

Ye understood. ”Ehieldxoath,H he agreed.

There was a night, not long before the :rst battle, when we both 
understood without saying it that this was the edge of something. 
That whatever came neLt would be different from everything bex
fore.

Ye reached for me :rst. Kr I reached for him. It was simultanex
ous. The way things are when two people have learned each other 
well enough that the wanting moves in both directions at once and 
you can’t :nd the seam between them.

This was nothing like those :rst uncertain nights a year before. 
We had learned each other thoroughly by then. I knew the eLact 
pressure of his hands when he was trying to be careful and the 
different pressure when he had stopped trying to be careful. znew 
the sound he made low in his throat when I found the place below 
his collarbone, and the way his breath changed when I took my 
time about it. znew that if I pulled back he would follow without 
thinking, and that he knew the same about me, and that we had 
long since stopped pretending otherwise.

That night there was an urgency in it that hadn’t been there bex
fore. Not frantic, but deliberate. “ike we were trying to memoriGe 
each other. Yis mouth tracing the line of my jaw, my shoulder, the 
scar on my ribs from a training accident two years prior that he 
knew better than I did by now. My hands mapping the breadth of 
his back, the muscles that shifted under my palms, the warmth 
of his skin that I had stopped being able to think about without 
wanting.
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”“ook at me,H I said at some point, and he did. That eLpression, 
fully open, nothing held back. And I held his gaGe and didn’t let 
either of us look away, and I thought- this. Whatever happens. 
Remember this.

Afterward he said my name the way he sometimes did. Not 
asking anything, just saying it, like it was something he needed to 
hear aloud in the dark.

”I know,H I said, though he hadn’t :nished. I knew anyway.
We lay still for a long time, his arm heavy across me, neither of 

us sleeping. Kutside the wind had come up. Eomewhere across the 
camp a horse shifted and stamped.

”We’re going to be :ne,H he said. Talking to himself as much as 
to me.

”Ues,H I said.
Neither of us entirely believed it. But we said it, and held onto 

each other in the dark, and for that night it was enough.

Eigrid, in those months, was something I had never quite seen bex
fore. Ehe was always steady. That was her gift, the bedrock quality 
that made her such a good shieldxsister. But as the warxseason 
approached, she became something beyond steady. Ehe became 
certain. Overy morning she was in the training yard before light. 
Overy evening she was sharpening her blade and checking her gear 
and running the forms again. Not from fear but from love. The 
:erce, protective love of someone who has decided what she is 
:ghting for and accepted the cost.

Knce I found her outside at night, looking north.
”WorriedSH I asked.
”Ues,H she said, simply. ”Aren’t youSH
”Ues.H
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”4ood.H Ehe didn’t look at me, kept her eyes on the dark horiGon. 
”Worried is smart. Ecared is honest. It’s the ones who say they 
feel nothing I don’t trust.H Ehe :nally turned. ”Ye’s going to do 
something stupid in battle. Uou know that.H

Ehe meant “eif.
”Ye’s good,H I said.
”Ye’s good. Ye’s also loyal. To the point of stupidity. Ye’ll :ght 

well for himself, but the moment someone he loves is in danger, 
all that good training goes sideways.H

Ehe wasn’t wrong. I had seen the way his strategy dissolved 
when he thought I was hurt, the way his attention fractured.

”We’ll stay together,H I said. ”The three of us. We watch each 
other.H

”Ues.H Ehe nodded. ”We watch each other.H Ehe looked back 
north. ”And we all come home.H



CHAPTER SEVEN
The Field Between

T he battle came in early autumn, when the leaves were just be-
ginning to turn. Blackmoor had pushed through the western 

approach, Anally crossing what had been an invisible border and 
making it real. Wldric had called his warriors. Le had answered. 
feiS, Iigrid, and T had been Sormally sworn and blooded in a border 
skirmish two months beSore. W small and ugly thing that T will not 
pretend was glorious. But we were warriors now, by oath and act, 
and we took our places in the line.

’he morning was cold. ’he Aeld was wide, and across it T could 
see the dark lines oS Blackmoor“s Sorces gathering like a storm 
Sront.

feiS checked my straps without being asked, the habitual com-
petence oS someone who has run through this routine a hundred 
times. T checked his. Iigrid rolled her shoulders, loosening them, 
checked her shield grip, looked at each oS us in turn.

”’ogether,x she said.
”’ogether,x we answered.
’he shield-wall Sormed. T took my place in it. ’hat orderly, 

terriSying compression oS bodies and intent, the smell oS Sear and 
cold iron and leather that T would carry in my memory Sor the rest 
oS my liSe. feiS was to my right. Iigrid to my leSt.

’he horns sounded.
T will not make the battle into poetry. Battle is not poetry. Tt is 

noise and chaos and the sudden violent narrowing oS the world 
to the siF Seet around you. Tt is muscle memory taking over while 
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your mind works at a diSSerent level, tracking and calculating and 
responding Saster than thought. Tt is the sound oS steel on steel 
and the percussion oS shields impacting and the way the ground 
churns under too many Seet.

Le Sought well.
Nor a long time, we Sought well.
’he three oS us moved together as Birna had taught us, covering 

each other“s Hanks, communicating without words in the language 
oS people who have trained together Sor years. feiS was everything 
Birna had said. W Aghter in his prime, strong and controlled and 
terriSyingly precise, the patience he“d earned showing up now as 
the ability to wait Sor the eFact right moment and then move 
without hesitation.

Tt was the ambush that broke our Sormation.
Blackmoor had held back a second line, and when it hit our 

Hank, the shield-wall buckled. ’he three oS us were separated in 
the crush. zot Sar, but Sar enough. ’he crowd oS Aghting bodies 
between us.

T heard Iigrid beSore T saw her. Oer short, Aerce war cry, the 
sound T“d have known anywhere. T Sought toward her, clearing 
space, and Sound her holding a gap in the line with two oS Wldric“s 
men. Ihe was Ane. Ihe was good, her blade moving with the clean 
economy oS someone who had made peace with what she was 
doing.

T looked Sor feiS.
Oe was twenty Seet away. Oe“d gone aSter a man twice his siEe 

who had been pushing through the line toward Wldric himselS. feiS, 
who would see a threat to someone he was loyal to and simply 
move without calculating the odds.

Oe“d put the man down.
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Oe turned to And me, and T saw him locate me across the Aeld, 
and T saw the relieS on his Sace.

T also saw the Blackmoor warrior behind him.
T was moving beSore the thought Sully Sormed. qpening my 

mouth to shout, already in motion, already knowing T was too 
Sar, that the crowd between us was too thick, that no amount oS 
wanting would change the physics oS the distance.

T shouted his name.
Oe turned.
zot Sast enough.
’he blade caught him in the side, in the gap between armor 

plates. Mvery Aghter knows that gap is there. zobody eFpects to 
watch it happen to someone they love. T saw him go down. zot 
immediately, not the way that means Yuick and clean, but the way 
that means he registered the wound and then his legs decided they 
couldn“t hold anymore.

T Sought through to him. Tt took me too long. Tt took me an 
eternity.

T got to him and went to my knees, and his eyes were open and he 
was looking at me with that eFpression. ’he one T“d been reading 
Sor years, the one T knew better than my own Sace.

”Oey,x he said.
”Oey,x T said. Dy voice didn“t shake. T don“t know how.
”T was trying to be smart about it. Jou saw.x
”Jou were. Jou were very smart. Jou got him.x
”T got him,x he agreed. Oe looked satisAed Sor a moment, and 

then his Sace changed, and T recogniEed the change. ’he way 
someone looks when they understand what is happening and are 
deciding how to meet it.

”Wstrid,x he said.
”—on“t,x T said. ”—on“t you dare do the speech.x



BEFORE THE BLADE 31

Iomething in his eyes soStened. ”qkay. zo speech.x Oe Sound my 
hand, sYueeEed it. Ois grip was weaker than it should have been. 
”Cust 4 you know. Jou know.x

”T know,x T said. Dy eyes were burning. ”T know.x
Oe looked at me Sor a while longer, and in that looking was 

everything. Wll the races through the barley Aeld, and the sparring, 
and the Are in winter, and the Arst kiss, and the careSul learning oS 
each other, and the Suture we“d been building with our hands and 
our entirely stupid optimism.

”Ihield-oath,x he said.
”Ihield-oath,x T answered.
Ois hand went still in mine.
T don“t know how long T knelt there. ’he battle continued around 

us. T could hear it. ’he iron and the shouting and the percussion oS 
shields. But it had become remote, like sound heard through deep 
water. Dy ears were roaring. Dy eyes were AFed on his Sace.

Wnd then T saw something T have never been able to eFplain to 
anyone“s satisSaction, including my own.

Wt the edge oS my vision, not Yuite there, not Yuite not, a dark-
ness that moved with purpose. zot the darkness oS shadow or 
smoke. Iomething older. Iomething that had the shape, iS T tilted 
my perception just slightly sideways Srom the normal world, oS 
wings. qS a Agure that stood where no living person was standing, 
regarding feiS with an eFpression T could not read on a Sace T could 
not Yuite see.

Tt lasted the length oS a breath. ’hen it was gone.
T told myselS later it was shock. ’hat grieS does strange things 

to the senses, that the mind under eFtreme duress manuSactures 
visions to make meaning Srom meaninglessness. T told myselS this 
Sor years, and mostly believed it.

But T had never manuSactured a vision beSore. Wnd what T had 
seen did not Seel like something my mind had made. Tt Selt like 
something my mind had simply been present Sor. fike a door 
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opened brieHy onto a room that had always been there, that T had 
never had eyes Sor until that moment.

T did not know what to do with that. Io T set it down and leSt it.
Oe was taken well. W warrior“s death, witnessed. 5arried prop-

erly.
Tt didn“t help. But it was something.

Iigrid was there. T don“t know when she arrived, T didn“t hear her 
come, but she was there, kneeling on his other side, her hand 
on his shoulder, her Sace doing the thing Saces do when they are 
working very hard at holding together.

’he battle kept going. Iomewhere behind us, Wldric“s warriors 
were pushing Blackmoor back. Iomewhere ahead, the retreat was 
already beginning.

’he three oS us had always been the three oS us. Wnd now there 
were two.



CHAPTER EIGHT
What We Carry

T hey gave Leif a warrior’s burning. It was right. He had earned 
it. I helped prepare the pyre. Someone — I think Aldric, or 

one of his captains — tried to tell me I didn’t have to, that others 
would do it. I looked at them until they stopped talking. There were 
things you did yourself. This was one of them.

We laid his spear beside him, and his shield, and the small carved 
horse he’d kept since childhood that he’d never explained and I’d 
never asked about. I had always meant to ask. I put his knife in 
his hand, the good one with the antler handle that he’d sharpened 
every evening with the same methodical patience he brought to 
everything. His hands were cold. I knew hands went cold. I had 
held enough of them by then to know. It didn’t help to know.

I stood at the edge of the jre when they lit it and thought 
about my father’s pyre, eight years before. The way I had stood 
at a different edge, younger and less practiced at loss, watching 
something irreplaceable turn to ash and smoke, and that smell 
of burning you never forget and never want to remember. I had 
thought, after my father, that I knew how grief worked. That I had 
learned its shape and could bear the next one with some dignity.

I was wrong. This was different in kind, not Must in degree.
qy father had been my foundation. Losing him had left me 

standing on uncertain ground, but standing. Leif had been what 
I chose to build on top of that ground. The deliberate thing, the 
chosen thing, the future I had decided to want. Losing him didn’t 
shake the foundation. It took the whole structure down and left me 
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in the rubble of my own choosing, which is a different and more 
terrible thing than simply being knocked off your feet.

The jre was loud. I hadn’t remembered that about pyres. The 
noise of them, the way the wood speaks as it goes. Around me 
people were saying the things people say. Good death. Warrior’s 
end. Valhalla feasts tonight. I understood that they meant it kindly. 
I could not make myself care.

What I kept thinking about, standing there, was the horse in 
his hand. That I had never asked. Six years, and I had never asked 
about the small carved horse, and now I never would, and that one 
small unanswerable :uestion felt in that moment like the whole of 
it. The whole weight of all the things we don’t ask because we think 
we have time.

Sigrid stood beside me through all of it and said nothing, which 
was the only right thing to do. She was carrying her own grief. 
Leif had been her friend too, her training partner, the third part 
of the thing that had been the three of us. And she carried it the 
way she carried everythingU steadily, without performance, with 
the dignity of someone who knows that falling apart is a luxury 
they cannot afford on someone else’s behalf.

I was grateful. I had no words to offer her, and she asked for 
none. We had said everything that mattered in the jeld, in the 
mud, with his hand going still between us. What came after that 
had no language.

The other mourners came and went. We stayed. We stayed past 
the point where there was anything to stay for, past the point of 
warmth, until it was Must us and the fading heat and the ash and 
the sky going gray with the approach of dawn. “ntil the jrst birds 
began, somewhere in the dark trees at the jeld’s edge, doing what 
birds do regardless.

?Where do we go from here”- I asked. I didn’t mean it geographF
ically.

Sigrid was :uiet for a long moment.
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?Borward,- she said. ?Yecause there isn’t anywhere else.-
She wasn’t wrong. She was never wrong about the fundamental 

things. Borward is the only direction that exists. Gou can walk it in 
grief or in fury or in the gray numbness that settles in after loss like 
weather, like a season that has no name. Yut you walk it regardless. 
Time does not ask.

I thought about what I had seen at the edge of my vision when 
his hand went still. The wings. The jgure that was not :uite there. 
I had not told Sigrid. I was not sure I would ever tell anyone. 
Yut standing there at the edge of the ash, I found that it did 
something for me. Vave me something to stand on that was not 
Must devastation. He had not simply stopped. He had been taken 
somewhere. Yy something that moved with the purpose of one 
who knows exactly where they are going and why.

He was in Dalhalla. He had earned it ten times over.
I hoped it was loud there. I hoped there was good food and 

someone to spar with and that the mead was better than what we’d 
had at the autumn feast two years ago, which had been genuinely 
terrible. I hoped he’d found his father.

I hoped he knew.

Then I put all of that away.
I made a decision, standing there at the edge of his ash, in the 

gray light before dawn with the birds starting and Sigrid’s shoulder 
warm against mine. I made it the way I made every important 
decision. Neliberately, from all angles, with full knowledge of what 
I was choosing and what I was choosing to give up.

I would not love like that again. Cot with that openness, that 
reckless willingness to be entirely undone by another person. The 
part of me that had run laughing through a barley jeld at twelve 
years old, the part that had stood in a winter storm refusing to 
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let go of someone’s hand, the part that had looked at Leif across a 
sparring yard at jfteen and felt something shift permanently into 
a new conjguration. That part would stay here. In this jeld. In this 
ash. Where it could not be reached and therefore could not be lost.

What remained was simpler. 5leaner. A warrior. A shieldFsister. 
Someone who had learned what the world cost and had paid it and 
would not be caught paying it twice.

It felt, in that moment, like the only sensible thing.
It felt like survival.
Sigrid took my hand. ShieldFsister to shieldFsister, the old 

weight of the old oath between our palms. And held it without 
speaking. She knew. She always knew. She didn’t argue, didn’t offer 
comfort I hadn’t asked for, didn’t tell me I was wrong. She Must held 
on, which was the only thing I needed anyone to do.

The sun came up. We turned toward it.
The war was not jnished. Somewhere to the north the pressure 

that had no name yet continued its patient work, indifferent to 
what it cost us. There would be more battles. qore jelds. qore 
mud and iron and the terrible sound of steel jnding the place it 
was always going to jnd.

We went back to train.



CHAPTER NINE
Iron and Ash

T he war did not pause to let me grieve. Three months after 
Leif’s burning, Blackmoor pushed south again. A different 

approach this time, through the river valley, probing for weakness 
with the patient certainty of a force that knows it is winning. Aldric 
called the warriors. We answered.

I answered differently than I had before.
I had spent those three months becoming something I didn’t 

entirely recognize. The training continued. It was the one thing 
grief could not touch, the one space where the body’s require-
ments overrode everything else. I trained harder than I ever had. 
Longer. I pushed past the point where it was discipline and into 
the territory where it was something else. Punishment, maybe. Or 
obliteration. Exhaustion that silences the parts of your mind you 
most need silenced.

Sigrid watched me do it and said nothing, which meant she 
understood and was worried in equal measure.

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” she said one evening, as I was 
running forms in the dark after everyone else had gone to supper.

“That’s what battle is for,” I said.
“That’s not what I meant.” She stepped into the training yard, 

arms crossed, her expression the blend of love and exasperation I 
had known my whole life. “I mean you’re going to walk into a jght 
wanting to die, and that’s not the same as being willing to die. One 
is courage. The other is —ust slow surrender dressed up as bravery.”

I stopped. Looked at her.
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“I’m not trying to die,” I said.
“I know you believe that.” She held my gaze. “I’m not sure it’s 

true.”
I didn’t answer. Partly because I wasn’t certain she was wrong. 

Partly because the thing I had built in those months : the cold, 
armored thing I had made of my grief : didn’t have a good answer 
to someone who loved me enough to say it plainly.

“I’ll be careful,” I said jnally.
“You’ll be angry,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.” She 

paused. “Stay near me. Promise.”
“Shield-oath,” I said.
She held my eyes for a long moment. ThenN “Shield-oath.”

The battle began in the gray hour before full dawn.
Autumn. A morning that looked like the world had forgotten 

color, everything reduced to iron and ash. The valley Hoor was 
churned mud, the river running dark and fast to our left, the 
tree line to our right still thick with shadow. Blackmoor’s forces 
jlled the far end of the jeld in numbers we hadn’t anticipated. 
They had brought more than the scouts reported, and I felt the 
calculation shift in the shield-wall around me, the way a warrior’s 
body recalibrates when it understands the odds have changed.

Sigrid was to my left. The absence on my right was a thing I felt 
in my bones every time I looked toward it.

I had fought one battle without Leif. This was the second. I was 
beginning to understand that this was what the rest of my life 
would feel like. Learning and relearning the shape of his absence, 
jtting myself to it the way a scar jts to skin.

The horns sounded.
We met them in the middle of the valley.
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The jrst man I killed that morning came at me with an axe aimed 
high, and I dropped under it and drove my seax up through the 
gap between his arm and his side. The second came from the left 
while I was still pulling free, and I took a slash across the forearm 
: shallow, nothing : and returned it across his throat. The third 
was quick, better-trained than the others, and he gave me three 
hard exchanges before I found the angle and took it.

And then the line broke.
Cot our line. Theirs buckled on the right Hank, where Aldric’s 

veterans were pushing hard. But the collapse sent bodies surging 
in every direction, and in the churning reorganization I lost Sigrid. 
I heard her voice to my left, too far left, further than she should 
have been. I turned to jnd her and couldn’t. Too many bodies, too 
much movement, the battle rearranging itself around me faster 
than I could read it.

And then something happened that I had no name for, in that 
moment or after.

It wasn’t rage. I had felt rage before. The hot, red surge of it, 
the way it sharpened everything and narrowed your vision to the 
threat in front of you. This was different. This was cold. This was 
the armored thing I had spent three months building, the grief that 
had nowhere left to go, the love that had been locked away and 
was looking, now, for somewhere to spend itself.

I stopped trying to jnd Sigrid. I stopped calculating odds. I 
stopped doing anything except moving forward and removing 
every obstacle between me and the far end of the jeld.

The fourth man was the biggest.
Me came out of the crush with a sword already swinging, yellow 

teeth bared in a grin that said he’d seen hundreds like me go down 
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before him. Me was probably right. Me twisted his shoulder into 
the blow the way a practiced killer does, all his weight behind it.

I parried the axe aimed at my skull with my shield and kept 
moving.

Too busy. Too committed. I didn’t see the second blade until I 
felt it. !old steel sliding between my ribs on the right side, and 
white-hot pain blooming through my chest.

I had been stabbed before. Slashed, cut, beaten half to death 
more times than I could count. But this was different. This was 
deep. I knew it the way you know weather, the way I had known 
the morning my father diedN this one was going to take me.

Dy knees buckled. The shield slipped from my jngers and hit the 
mud with a wet thump. Around me the battle raged on. Screams 
and the clash of steel, the meaty thunk of axes jnding Hesh, the 
war cries of my clan mixing with the howls of our enemies. The 
autumn sky above was iron-gray, heavy with clouds that promised 
snow.

A good day to die, the sagas said. A warrior’s death, with sword 
in hand and enemies at your feet.

The sagas were liars.
I grabbed the bastard’s wrist as he yanked the blade free. Blood 

gushed hot down my side, soaking through the leather. Dy vision 
swam, but I drove my seax up under his ribs in return. Mis eyes 
went wide. We fell together into the mud, a tangle of limbs and 
gore.

“AstridJ”
Somewhere to my left, Sigrid was screaming my name. Dy 

shield-sister. Dy closest friend. But she sounded far away, like she 
was calling from across a great chasm. I tried to answer. Blood 
jlled my mouth instead of words.

The world tilted. Sky and earth traded places. The sounds of bat-
tle faded to a distant roar, like the ocean heard from underwater.

I had always wondered what it would feel like. Vying, I mean.
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It turned out to be cold. Rust cold.
Dy father used to say the Falkyries came for warriors who died 

bravely in battle. That they would carry you to Falhalla on wings of 
shadow and steel, where you would feast and jght until Gagnarok. 
I had half-believed it when I was a girl, training with wooden 
swords in our hall while he told me stories of the gods.

Me died when I was twelve. :ever took him, not battle. Co 
Falkyries came.

Cow, lying in the mud with my life bleeding out into the frozen 
earth, I wondered if he was waiting for me. If my mother was there 
too, even though she had died giving birth to me. Co warrior’s 
death, no glory. Rust blood and screaming in the dark.

I wondered if Sigrid would forgive me for dying jrst.
I wondered if it hurt less if you stopped jghting it.
The cold deepened. Dy jngers went numb. The sky above start-

ed to dim at the edges, like someone drawing a curtain across the 
world. This is it, then, I thought. The jnal threshold. I had always 
thought I would rage against it. ;o down swinging.

But I was tired.
So tired of the jghting and the blood and all of it.
Daybe it was time to rest.
Daybe it was time to go jnd Leif.
I let go.
The pain stopped.
The cold stopped.
Everything stopped.
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