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The laugh rose in his throat, joyous and wild.


Around him, dusk dew sprayed in silver showers, his legs pumping through the bracken.


He glanced back.


Far behind languished the fastest of his companions. He’d left them all dead-footed. Now they were no more than pinprick shadows darting through the trees.


He surged on, thighs burning. He felt alive. Beside him ran his beloved hound. The dog had only one eye – half the sight of other dogs maybe, but twice the heart.


So far the sport had been thin: a pair of foxes and a red deer were all they had to show for a long day. But this was going to make it a day to remember.


Ahead of him, the beast fled through the undergrowth. A magnificent hart, crowned with towering antlers of a dozen proud points.


King of the forest.


And a prize worthy of the son of a king, thought the young man, breathless. The gods knew a feast was long overdue at his father’s table. If he could only get a line on it. One chance was all he needed.


Suddenly, there it was.


He pulled up. His dog stopped beside him.


The wind had dropped, the air now still as death. The deer stood, not fifty paces away, blowing panicked breath into the dirt. The prince sniffed with satisfaction. He’d guessed he would get his chance. With those antlers, it was never going to run far.


The dog’s one eye stared faithfully up at him, patient as ever. The prince shot him a wink for luck.


Noiselessly, he nocked an arrow, inching right for a clearer shot. The dog shadowed him, stealthy as a ghost. Up ahead, the stag had found a few old blueberries and was picking at them. The light was fading. This would be his last shot of the day. His last, and his best.


He stilled the beat of his heart, drew back the bowstring, sucking in a breath, locking it away.


Just. . . one. . . more. . .


Suddenly the deer’s head snapped up. For a heartbeat, its eyes pierced the gloom. The prince’s arrow tip wavered. And just for a second his blood ran cold.


The deer had the eyes of a man.


Surely he was mistaken. But before he could look again, the beast sprang towards him.


He backed away. Only a step, but enough to break his concentration. He could shoot a moving target, but deer should run away from their pursuers, not towards them.


The dog growled as his master’s mind flirted with his sword hilt. But there was no time. The deer was heading straight for him, muscles rippling under its hide.


He raised the arrow tip again, took aim, felt the power in the bow. One shot.


Suddenly, the deer swerved across his line of sight. He glimpsed its flank, swung the arrowhead giving the animal a lead.


And loosed.


The arrow flew like a comet. But at the last instant, the deer chinked left. The point raked its haunch, but didn’t bite, and the arrow skittered away into the dusk. The animal bellowed in protest and charged. His bow felt sickeningly empty. He backed away, panic rising like bile, then his foot snared and he was falling.


A dull thud of bone on wood. His head exploded in pain and he slumped against the trunk, only to see the stag drop its thicket of antlers. He had hardly time to whimper before they slammed into his body. He screamed, pain surging through his torso like a burning tide. He tasted blood. The dog was barking.


Do something, he begged in his mind. But for once his faithful friend failed him. He lay stupefied. Bleeding.


Dying.


The stag backed away slowly, as if measuring a second blow. But for the moment, it held off. Instead, its head peered closer, snorting hot breath into his face.


He groaned. His body was aflame. And then he saw those eyes again. The same terror gripped him, and as he watched through a fog of pain, the animal seemed to change. The bulging haunches shrank, the legs grew thick and long. The fur shrivelled, became taut and smooth. The muzzle melted away. Only those eyes stayed the same.


Noiselessly, the creature reared up. The dog let out a whine and scampered off into the gloom. The prince’s heart was pounding. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Yet he had to. There was no mistake.


The hart had become a man.


The figure stood over him, naked body streaked with dirt, blood streaming from his shoulder. In his hand, he clutched the fragment of an antler, tips wet with blood.


The prince’s bowels turned to water. This wasn’t real. Couldn’t be. This was the stuff of old songs.


The stuff of nightmares.


A shiver passed over the figure, and then, slowly, he leaned closer. The prince stiffened with the horror of recognition. ‘You!’


A glimmer of a smile passed over the cold, white lips.


Then a hand closed around his throat. He coughed, felt blood spatter his lips. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He was the son of a king, heir to the realm. But the shape-shifter only snarled and stabbed the antler into his stomach, sinking it deep.


He felt the bone twist. Caught the foul smell of his own innards. Tried to push the man away, but his arms wouldn’t respond.


He heard voices, undergrowth cracking. He tried to cry out, but all that came was a crumpled moan.


‘Hush.’ The voice was cold as winter. A hand covered his mouth. His heart was kicking like a mule at his ribs. The noises grew fainter. His eyes fell shut.


And then, he heard nothing at all.
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Four months earlier, in the faraway land of the Jutes, the farmstead of Vendlagard was a whirl of excitement. These were the last busy days before the Feast of Oaths.


Geese flapped, chickens squawked as hairy-chinned thralls chased them round the yard. The womenfolk, up to their armpits in bubbling tubs, scrubbed their finery: bright dresses of tight-woven wool, silken ribbons for their hair or costly shawls to adorn themselves for the revelry. Sunlight danced off blades burnished like mirrors by warriors’ servants. Every man was to look his best.


The boys and girls were sent to gather flowers and ivy from the woods, and heather growing wild on the heath to the west. The little ones shrieked around the yard in delight, strewing foliage in their wake.


Before long, the hall of Vendlagard was a burst of colour, its dark pillars decked in red and blue and white and yellow flowers, the carved faces in the gable still grousing away, in spite of the colours playing about their ears.


This day had been a while coming. In nineteen years of service, Tolla had seen many a young man stand before his lord and swear his oaths, kin looking on. No more than boys, every one. Some of them still lived; many had fallen. That was the way of things. The All-Father made his choosing, and nothing anyone could do about it.


But tonight was special. Tonight it was Hakan’s turn to bind himself, blood and iron, to his lord father. She felt a glow of pride. After all, didn’t she love him like he was her own? Perhaps better even than that.


And now all the Vendling kinsfolk would come, and many others from the Jutish families, to see him sealed a man. Word had gone out to every corner of Jutland. Lord Haldan’s hall would be full to the rafters with merriment. No seat left empty.


And it’s past noon already.


The thought suddenly made her feel sick. There was precious little time before the first guests arrived and still much to do.


Now where was Inga? Hakan’s younger cousin was flighty as a swallow. Always getting under your feet when you wanted her out the way, and never to be found when there was any work needed doing.


‘Einna!’ she yelled at the scrawny maid toting a pail of milk across the yard in a hurry. ‘You seen that dratted girl Inga?’


‘Like to get my hands on her myself,’ returned the girl, her cheeks flushed. ‘She promised she’d split half my chores and I haven’t seen a hair of her all morning.’


Lord Haldan’s spear-master loped by. ‘You haven’t seen Inga have you, Garik?’


‘Check the stables. I’d lay my hand she’s off on Sorvind. And Hakan with her.’


Most days, that was a fair bet, but Tolla had just come from the stables and Inga’s beloved stallion was tethered.


‘Thinks she’s too grand for hard work, that one,’ said Einna, setting down her milk and pushing her feathery hair out of her face.


‘Just needs taming by the right fella,’ grinned Garik, licking at a crooked tooth. ‘High blood or low – it’s the same for all you wenches.’


‘You just keep a-walking, you leery brute,’ snapped Tolla, shooing him away. ‘And mind you don’t talk like that about Lord Haldan’s kin. Especially not today.’


Garik gave her a wink. ‘They all gotta learn it sometime, sister,’ he laughed, and stalked off.


Maybe, Tolla thought. But not Inga. Not yet.


Now where the blazes was that girl?


‘They’re going to find out,’ giggled Inga, still making half-hearted efforts to fend off his wandering hands.


‘Never!’ Hakan laughed. ‘They wouldn’t know a nail if it poked ’em in the eye.’ He pushed her back against the tree. The sweet, sticky smell of pine mingled with the sea air. This time she gave in, looking up at him. He shook his head, marvelling at those doe eyes. In them he saw a girl and a goddess both. Everything he ever wanted.


‘You need a leash,’ she smiled, biting her lip. ‘And that Tolla – she’s got her beady eye on everything. We must be careful.’


‘Bah! Hel take the careful! Come here.’ He slipped his hand round her and drew her close, catching a whiff of the sea in her hair. Her lips met his and parted. She tasted salty. Her tongue flickered against his teeth – a trick they had discovered together that summer.


They had discovered many.


‘The best kisses are after a swim,’ she murmured.


‘Aye – and more than just kisses,’ growled Hakan, tugging hungrily at her girdle.


‘Not here! Not now. Someone might come.’ She glanced anxiously over his shoulder towards the farmstead.


‘You didn’t seem to care the other night.’


‘That was different.’ She smiled, remembering. ‘Besides, they’re expecting me in the yard. Tolla’s probably already marked me for a birching as it is.’


‘Just a while longer,’ he murmured into her dark curls.


‘I can’t,’ she insisted, pushing him away. ‘There’s too much to do.’


‘Horse shit.’


‘Well, you can hardly complain, cousin. It’s all for you, isn’t it?’ She broke free and began strutting up and down. ‘Tonight, you must become a man, Hakan,’ she boomed, aping his father’s voice.


‘I’m a man already.’ The joke irritated him. Hadn’t she made him that?


Was it only two months since the morning they had set out for the Skaw, the northernmost tip of Jutland? It seemed like a lifetime ago. They had been two different people then, riding north to the point. To the place where seas collide. That day, they had been cousins – the closest of childhood companions. Hers was the first face he could remember, the last he would ever forget. But that day, under the shadow of the swaying grass, he had tasted her for the first time. Had been able to show her the love he had always felt for her.


When they rode back to Vendlagard, to the ancient hall of their fathers, as they had done so many times before, they both knew. The world would never be the same again.


‘Don’t be angry.’ She brushed her fingertips against his cheek. ‘Come on.’ Taking his hand, she led him back to their things.


‘Are you nervous?’ she asked, as he pulled his tunic over his wet hair.


‘Nervous?’


‘About tonight,’ she replied, fussing at the brooches that held her work dress in place.


‘Maybe. A little.’ He shrugged. ‘Everyone’ll be looking at me. But it’s all pointless, don’t you think?’


‘Why?’


‘Hardly takes a ceremony to make me loyal to my own father. Or serve him. It’s not as if I have a choice.’


‘Maybe. But an oath makes all the difference. Your life becomes bound to his in a deeper way. In life. And in death.’


‘Gods – you sound like Garik!’


‘Well?’ she laughed. ‘Isn’t it true?’ Her face clouded. ‘Now you’ll have to fight.’


‘I would fight anyway,’ he said, bristling at the reminder that he had never stood in the shieldwall.


‘Yes, but you would be sworn to it.’ He saw a glimmer of sadness in her hazel eyes.


‘Inga,’ he said, squeezing her hand. ‘You know I’d never leave you alone.’


She forced a brave smile. ‘That’s for the Spear-God to decide.’


‘Listen, my fate is joined as tight to yours as any oath can tie me to my father.’


‘Do you promise?’


‘Haven’t I a thousand times?’


She made a teasing pout. ‘Just once more then.’


‘I promise.’


Inga smiled, and the breath caught in Hakan’s throat. Her beauty was fresh as the first morning of the world. Suddenly she pulled him close and kissed him.


‘Come on – I’ll race you back to the yard!’


‘Bitch,’ he grinned. ‘You know you’ll win.’


‘Every time,’ she winked, and took off down the slope, laughing.


He set out after her, pain shooting up his leg with every stride.


When they stumbled breathless back into the yard, the air was rich with aromas wafting from the cookhouse – hogs turning on spits, cauldrons filled with bubbling fish soups, garlic sauces and freshly baked bread. And of course the malty smell of ale.


When they spotted Tolla, she was talking with a woman neither recognized. From a distance, it didn’t seem the friendliest conversation.


‘I’ve told you once,’ snapped the nurse, her usually warm features looking decidedly cold. ‘We don’t want your kind here.’


‘But on such an occasion,’ insisted the stranger. ‘And such a noble family. The Lord of Vendlagard would be delighted to have a telling. Tonight of all nights.’


‘Don’t you presume to know Lord Haldan’s mind. He don’t want bothering with the likes of you!’


The stranger had quick, darting eyes. She couldn’t have seen more than thirty summers, though her skin was hard and tanned. ‘I’ll take my leave from him and none less,’ returned the woman. ‘So you’d better go and fetch him.’


She was leaning on a staff, for all the world looking like she owned the place. Tolla had a job on her hands.


Inga tapped Tolla on the shoulder. ‘Did you miss me?’


The nurse rounded on her. ‘You little pest! I’ll say I missed you. Where have you been?’


‘A girl needs to bathe,’ offered Inga.


‘Does she just? And while you’re splashing about, the rest of us do your work, is that it?’


‘I’m sorry.’ Inga was doing her best to look contrite. Not one of her more obvious qualities.


The fraught lines in Tolla’s face showed a woman in an unforgiving mood. Sensing his cousin was in for a tongue-lashing, Hakan decided to intervene.


‘Who’s this then?’ He jerked his head at the stranger.


‘A spakona!’ Tolla spat the word like a curse. Hakan didn’t see why Tolla was all riled up about a teller of fortunes. They were common enough in those parts.


‘My name is Heitha,’ said the woman, unruffled by Tolla’s hostility. ‘I am a vala.’


‘Vala? Spakona?’ exclaimed Tolla. ‘They’re all one. Leeches are leeches, I say.’


‘Oh, Tolla,’ said Inga. ‘Don’t be such a grouse. Why – this is perfect! You couldn’t have come on a better day.’


‘So I heard, little sister,’ nodded the vala. ‘Them folks at Hildagard told me of a feasting here tonight.’


‘Hildagard? My – that’s a long way!’


‘Not for these old legs,’ Heitha smiled. ‘They’ve carried me many leagues over the years, and they’ll carry me a lot further yet.’


‘Did you give the Hildagard folks a telling?’


‘Indeed, I did. Happens a fine one. A newling in the spring, and a good harvest before the leaves fall. Some other trifles. What I saw pleased them well enough.’


‘And I’ll warrant there’s gold in your pocket to prove it,’ said Tolla.


‘Happens there is, sister. I’m bound to say I found the lord of Hildagard an open-handed host.’


‘You’ll not find my uncle any the less,’ promised Inga. ‘Hush, you silly girl!’ snapped Tolla. ‘We need no foretellings here.’


‘What harm can it do?’ asked Hakan, amused.


‘These folk trade in curses,’ said Tolla. ‘They rob a man’s purse and put his feet on the road to Hel.’


‘Tolla!’ protested Inga. ‘She’s our guest.’


‘Not yet, she ain’t.’


‘Seems you have a dim view of a vala’s talents,’ smiled Heitha.


‘Talents? Is that what you call it? You meddle with darkness.


I’ve seen it. Your touch is death.’


‘Come, sister. These are lies.’ And for the first time, a little heat crept into Heitha’s cheeks. ‘A vala sees what will be, that’s all. I meddle with nothing. The Norns have woven all our fates. I only tell where the thread must run.’


Hakan’s mother had said the same. She would often sing of the three Norns – three sisters dwelling in the shadows among the roots of the Tree of Worlds, spinning and weaving the destiny of men. Each thread unbreakable as iron. Unchangeable as granite.


Tolla gave an indignant grunt. ‘That’s how it should be. But there’s none love gold more than a vala. None who’ll curse so black to get it.’


Heitha was peering at Tolla. Seeming curious at first, but then harder and harder, like she was looking right inside her. And then, unexpectedly, she gave a brittle laugh. ‘Now I begin to understand! I see what’s sown in your face.’ Tolla shifted uncomfortably. The vala cackled. ‘How much of the past is in the masks we wear!’


‘Never mind about my past.’ For a heartbeat, Tolla looked as though a shadow had crossed her soul.


‘It’s not for me to mind. But perhaps for others . . .’


‘Are you threatening me?’


‘Oh Tolla!’ broke in Inga. ‘Enough of this. You’re so serious! Let her stay. It could be exciting.’ She clapped. ‘Perhaps Heitha has brought us a great blessing.’ She looked around for Hakan. ‘Cousin – it’s your day. What say you? Wouldn’t a telling be fun?’


Hakan wasn’t sure. It might be amusing to know the course his life must take. But to have that knowledge . . . to be bound by it. Did he want that?


Before he could answer, a familiar voice called his name. They all turned to see his father crossing the yard.


Haldan Haldorsen – Lord of Vendlagard, headman of the Vendling blood and ruler over the Northern Jutes. He was taller than his son with shoulders broad as a bear, but the rest of him lean and hard as a knife. Folk often said Hakan was his father come again. Certainly they shared the same tousled black hair, same sharp nose, same square stance. But Hakan’s face was still young, while his father’s beard grew thick as tar, and twenty years of steel and slaughter leave their mark upon a face.


‘You should be getting ready, so you still have time to visit your mother before things get under way.’


‘All the way up there?’ Hakan’s mother was nothing now but bones, drying to dust in a barrow-grave on the hill where his father had laid her eight years before.


‘Just get it done. It’s what she would have wanted.’


‘If you say so.’ His father seemed to care a lot more what his mother wanted now that she was dead.


‘Who’s this?’ Haldan nodded at Heitha.


Inga started tugging excitedly at his hand. ‘Uncle, you have to help us. This is Heitha. She’s a vala, offering us a telling tonight. Please say she can.’


Haldan looked Heitha up and down.


‘All she wants is your gold, my lord,’ said Tolla. ‘Did you ever meet a vala wasn’t grasping as a dwarf when it came to gold?’


‘A woman has to live, my lord.’ Heitha smiled at Haldan.


The Vendling lord considered her. ‘A good vala speaks truthfully what she sees. An evil one what she thinks will please whoever’s paying her. Which are you?’


Heitha opened her palms. ‘I cannot speak for myself.’


‘Aren’t you curious, Uncle?’ asked Inga, excitedly.


‘I’ve known many folk regret learning too much about what will be,’ Haldan answered.


Hakan shrugged. ‘Surely it’s useful to know what good or evil is coming our way.’


His father’s mouth tilted in an ironic smile. ‘So you want to become all-wise, do you, my son?’


‘The vala’s word binds, my lord,’ pleaded Tolla. ‘It brings no good.’


Hakan saw the vala was staring at him intensely, and then at Inga, apparently heedless of the outcome of the talk. There was something discomfiting about those far-seeing eyes.


‘Then she can bless as well as foretell!’ cried Inga. ‘It’s simple. Give her gold to speak the truth of what she sees, and gold to speak a blessing over each of us.’


The vala smiled. ‘There is much love in this one. She’ll bring a man a good deal of luck one day.’ She turned to Hakan and for an unsettling moment, those darting eyes seemed to know his every secret. ‘Aye – and a good deal of trouble.’


‘You can stay,’ said Haldan.


‘But, my lord—’ began Tolla.


‘I said, she stays.’ Inga clapped her hands in triumph. Tolla bristled, but held her tongue. ‘You’ll get your gold.’ Haldan nodded to Heitha. ‘Only be sure you speak the truth. Now get along, all of you. Our first guests will arrive within the hour.’


Hakan was about to leave when his father beckoned him closer. ‘Are you ready?’ He took hold of Hakan’s shoulders, digging his thumbs in deep. Hakan nodded. ‘You know the oaths you will make?’


‘I do, Father.’ Hakan had known every word of the ritual for five summers past. Longer. Every boy knew them. Every boy dreamed of the day he would get to utter them – in fire, in iron, in blood.


‘The time is on you now, Hakan.’ A smile ghosted over his father’s lips. ‘My Chosen Son.’









CHAPTER TWO
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The beat of the drum was insistent. Summoning him.


The sun had fallen some time ago. But overhead the night was streaked with summer light. Hakan stood in the shadows a short distance from the Vendling hall, its doors flung wide and welcoming. Light spilled into the yard, bathing the faces of the arriving guests with the glow of the firepits within.


He’d watched them come a while now. Kinsfolk, near and far; his father’s oathmen with their wives and younglings; house-karls with bonny maids.


The men strutted like stags, though most were ruffians and drunkards. But tonight they had their finest daggers on display, tunics brightly trimmed, mail glinting under newly dyed cloaks. Their womenfolk glided on their arms, long hair brushed till it gleamed, bound in braids of every style, threaded with ribbons and flowers. The air danced with their gossip and laughter.


Hakan watched, trying not to think about the hollow in his belly, or that soon the eyes of everyone who’d passed would be on him.


He heard footsteps running towards the thinning stream of people. It was his friend Leif, late as usual, tugging at the buckle on his belt.


Hakan whistled. Leif pulled up, peering into the shadows. ‘Oh, it’s you!’ he cried. ‘The man of the hour.’ He poked a finger into his jug-ear and grinned. ‘So I’m not late?’


‘Not yet. Any tips?’


‘Stand up tall. Don’t scream.’ He shrugged. ‘And if you drink too much, try not to piss yourself. Never looks good in front of the girls.’


‘Sage words.’


He snorted. ‘I learn by experience – same as the next fool.’


‘Well, that’s me.’


‘Exactly.’ Leif winked, scratching at the star-shaped scar above his eye. Leif had been a wild boy. Their battles went back as far as he could remember. But he’d also been the closest thing Hakan had had to a brother.


‘Better get in there.’ Leif slapped his shoulder. ‘Good luck.’


The scar had been a gift from Hakan. Revenge for calling him a cripple after the accident. He’d only been five winters old, but he’d got him a sweet shot with a stone all the same. In the end, it hadn’t been worth it – his mother gave him the beating of his life. ‘You’re to be a man,’ she’d said, ‘not a monster.’


She’d said that a lot.


Still, Leif never called him a cripple again. Not to his face, anyway.


You’re to be a man . . .


He still wondered what she meant by that. Now he would never know. The dead kept their secrets close.


The last of the guests crossed the threshold; the drum beat on.


Hakan stepped from the shadows.


Inga was in an ecstasy of anticipation. She couldn’t remember a feast so grand. The women were beautiful, ornaments glinting, robes cinched with gilded girdles, their lovely figures whispering through the cloth.


The men looked handsome. Well, as handsome as they could. Even Hadding, her aunt Tuuri’s lecherous old husband, didn’t look quite so like a toad as usual.


Inga wondered whether the other women were admiring her crimson dress in turn. Tolla had helped her re-cut the cloth from one of her mother’s dresses. It had been left along with the small chest of things that were the only link between her and her parents. When Tolla had applied the final touches to the hem, and Inga tried it on, the nurse had gasped. She’d even shed a tear, saying Inga was her mother’s blood and fresh as the spring. Inga couldn’t help but notice the glances of many of the men. She dropped her eyes demurely, as she knew she should. But inside, her heart sang. The last big feast at Vendlagard had been two summers before. She’d been thirteen then, and few men had given her a second look. Now, almost everywhere she turned, she felt their eyes, young and old, on her, which then flitted away like ghosts if she looked up.


She decided she liked it. Tolla would probably say she oughtn’t to, but then Tolla was always worrying. The old goose reckoned it safer to sit among a pack of hungry wolves than on a bench of men.


Tolla doesn’t know everything, Inga giggled to herself. Indeed, there was a lot that Tolla didn’t know.


The drum was banging away. If it kept on like that, it would drive them all mad. But suddenly, a hush fell and all the guests turned towards the door.


All but one.


One face across the hall remained in her direction. She had to look. The face belonged to a man. Quite a young man, but she saw at once he was very handsome. He was looking straight at her, bold as Baldur. In truth, looking her all over, up and down, like he was pricing up some thrall at a market. And now, seeing she’d caught him, he still didn’t look away. Far from it. His stare turned into a smile. Warm but goading.


She frowned a little. She hated to be laughed at. It was one thing for a man to admire her beauty, another to make her feel uncomfortable. She saw him snigger, and looked away sharply, annoyed when she felt her cheeks colouring. In the tail of her eye, she saw this only made him laugh the more.


Well, she wouldn’t let that insolent fool spoil the moment. Because Hakan had entered the hall, and he looked splendid.


Six feet tall and straight as a spear. The firelight bounced off his leather tunic, waxed to a shine. Round his shoulders hung her gift to him – a cloak trimmed with the skin of the wolf he’d slain. Even his limp didn’t seem so pronounced as he walked past their kinsfolk. It would be causing him pain, she knew, but he didn’t let it show.


She clamped her lips shut, afraid she’d end up grinning like a halfwit, and she didn’t want to look foolish. Hakan was close now. She wanted him to look at her. To see how beautiful she had made herself tonight, for him. But his eyes were fixed on his father at the end of the hall. She felt annoyed he could be so cold. But just as he was passing, she saw the corner of his mouth curl and tighten, and knew he was suppressing a smile.


Of course he noticed her! He loved her!


Hakan reached the platform where her uncle sat and stopped before the Lord of Vendlagard.


She sighed. This was the boring part, her uncle Haldan having first pull on the pitcher, as it were. He stood, droning on and on about honour and duty and bonds of blood, or raven’s wine, as he called it. Inga never understood why men liked to talk of things with other silly names. The sea was the whale-road. Battle was the spear-din. A warrior was a feeder of ravens – an image she found especially loathsome.


Wasn’t there enough poetry in the world speaking plainly?


After Haldan, it was Logmar’s turn. White as a corpse from head to toe, with a nose knobbly as an old stick, Logmar was godi to the Vendling clan. Had been for as long as anyone could remember, since he was old as the giants, so of course the prayers and blessings fell to him. Inga rolled her eyes. The Jutes had many gods, true. But it seemed Logmar wanted to squeeze a favour out of every one of them. Odin, the All-Father, god of war and kings – of course. Frey and Freya, the twin gods of prosperity and good luck and fertility – fine, although she didn’t see that fertility had much to do with swearing oaths of fealty to a warrior lord. Thor – for weather luck and strength; Njord – for luck at sea; Loki – for cunning; Tyr – for skill in weapons; Weyland – for blades forged strong. The old godi’s prayers croaked on and on. When he started asking Heimdall for a blessing that Hakan’s horn may ever sound long and true, Inga wanted to stab herself with frustration.


At long last Logmar was done and summoned Hakan closer. Inga nearly whooped with relief.


‘In the name of Odin the All-Father, are you ready to make your oath – by iron, by fire and by blood?’ asked the godi.


Hakan nodded. ‘I’m ready.’


Logmar drew a dagger, seized Hakan’s wrist, and tugged him closer to a brazier. Deep in its heart, embers shimmered red and orange.


Logmar lifted the dagger for all to see.


‘Iron is the mettle of your strength. Do you swear by iron that you pledge your strength wholeheartedly to the service of your lord, Haldan, son of Haldor, chieftain of the Northern Jutes?’


‘I swear it,’ said Hakan.


Logmar plunged the long blade into the glowing embers. ‘Fire is your life spirit,’ his ragged voice rang. ‘Do you swear by fire that your life is now subject to the will of your lord, Haldan, son of Haldor, bane of Gotars, champion of the Vendling?’


‘I swear it.’ Inga snorted. As if Hakan needed to make such an oath to his own father. She found herself detesting the godi and everything he was saying. Perhaps because she knew what was coming.


Logmar withdrew the dagger, its blade glowing red from the heat. He turned his cold eyes on Hakan. ‘Blood is the suffering and death through which all must pass – either to rise to Odin’s table or to go down to the halls of Hel. Do you swear by blood that you are willing to suffer unto death in service to your lord, his land, his people and his good name?’


‘I swear it.’


‘Then let iron, fire and blood be joined in one solemn oath, witnessed before gods and men.’


The godi grabbed Hakan’s wrist, raised the dagger high, and then sliced its searing edge across his palm.


Inga winced at the sound of iron cutting flesh.


Everyone was watching Hakan. To cry out would have brought shame on every Vendling. But his face was stone. Inga saw nothing but a tensing of his jaw. He squeezed his fist and blood dripped onto the dusty floorboards.


The ceremony wasn’t quite complete. Hakan had sworn all to his father as his oath-lord. Now Lord Haldan had an oath to swear.


An oath of love and trust. An oath to provide grain and gold. An oath of protection. Inga felt sorrow well inside as her uncle spoke. He must have made the same oath to her own father, all those moons ago. She gazed longingly at the seat beside her uncle. Her father should have been sitting in that empty place. In his stead Wrathling – the ring-sword that had belonged to him – set there to honour his memory.


A pitiful trade: a father for a sword. What did it matter that Haldan honoured his brother so faithfully? What had his oath of protection been worth after all?


Oaths were but words. And words were weak as the breath that spoke them.


But everyone was clapping, and her bleak thoughts were swallowed up in applause.


‘Drink to our newest warrior! To Hakan! To my son!’


Hakan was free to smile now, and no sooner was he than he sought out her face. She laughed when he found her, his bright eyes dispelling any disquiet in her heart. She must pull herself together. This was a great occasion and she was proud of her cousin. Of course she was.


She would show him just how proud she was.


Later . . .


But now, they must feast.


It was a while later when Hakan decided he wasn’t going to piss himself. At least, not yet. But his head was swimming. Tomorrow he would have Thor’s own hammer beating in his head. But what could he do? Every cousin, every kinsman, every karl – they all wanted to drink a toast with him. Man to man. Brother to brother. And down it all went. Horns of mead, pitchers of ale – cup after cup, drowning him in drink.


By now, the feasting was well under way. Faces swam in a fog of hot breath and steaming food and laughter. Thrall-wenches stalked up and down, serving yet more food or replenishing pitchers. Smoked-fish stews, honey-glazed shrimps, great slabs of hog flesh, roasted to a crisp. Barley pies filled with cheese and leeks, baked beets and boiled lamb; sweet blackberry patties and fruit puddings, flavoured curds and nut cakes. Hakan had never seen so much food.


The guests grew ever louder, bawling across the table, the talk moving from crops and herds to conquests over seas or under covers. Even his father, who usually could raise a lead shield easier than he could a smile, became quite merry.


‘Hadding!’ he cried. ‘A drink to old Ottar!’


Aunt Tuuri’s ogre of a husband bashed his cup against Haldan’s upraised horn. ‘To Ottar and his pig!’


‘What about his pig?’ slurred Hakan, struggling to keep the big man in focus.


‘What?’ roared his father. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t heard this one!’


Hakan shook his head and immediately regretted it when the oak pillars holding up the roof seemed to wobble alarmingly.


‘You remember Ottar!’ cried his father. ‘Fierce as a bear, dumb as an ox. Always returned from a fight in a Hel of a lather. He’d bundle up his wife and hammer at her till the rafters shook. “Thunder-weather,” they called it when he came home.’ Haldan’s face creased with mirth. ‘Well, he saw to his wife a sight better than he saw to his house. The place was rotten through. One day he comes home and the two of them get to work, and in the thick of it, there’s a cracking and a creaking, and before he knew his arse from her tit, the two of them were crashing through his bower and landed slap on his favourite pig!’


‘Killed the thing stone dead!’ cried Hadding, and the kinsmen bellowed with laughter.


‘Best meat I ever tasted,’ roared Haldan, sinking another horn of honey-wine.


‘Aye – and the poor fool didn’t live another year,’ said Hadding. ‘Left his woman all alone.’


Hakan felt a bony elbow in his ribs. ‘And she was the best meat I ever tasted,’ hissed Garik, through broken teeth. Hakan’s instructor was lucky, in battle and out of it. He’d taught Hakan everything he knew about combat, ever since Hakan could hold a stick. But he’d never bothered with a wife. Instead he had a reputation for consoling lonely widows whose husbands had gone to the dust. After the summer raiding most years, that kept him busy enough.


‘Reckon we have to see you blooded this summer.’ Garik gave Hakan a thunderous slap on his back. ‘One way or t’other.’ He reached out and grabbed a passing thrall-wench, and hauled her into his lap. ‘You’ve got a soft eye for our young hero, haven’t you?’


The girl was one of the fleshy pieces that his father had bought the previous spring, sold on from the faraway lands of Gaudarika, beyond the great rivers across the East Sea. She had darker hair than the women of the north, a broad squat nose, and full lips.


‘More than I do for you!’ she giggled, slopping ale in his breeches.


‘Yah!’ Garik shoved her away. ‘Silly bitch!’


‘Serves you right. Why can’t you be a good boy like him?’


The girl leaned over and refilled Hakan’s cup till it was frothing over. As she did, she bent close and whispered, ‘Wouldn’t I like to show you how to be bad though, eh?’ Hakan felt her tongue curl up the edge of his ear. He jerked away. Suddenly, all he could see were dark eyes, plump lips and a heaving bosom. Truth was the whole hall seemed to be heaving like a ship in a storm. He shoved her away, mumbling, ‘Some other time.’


Weak, he thought disgustedly, hauling himself to his feet and prising his legs from the bench. He was going to be sick. And very soon.


He needed air. Needed to get out. But then he saw something that hit him like an arrow in the eye.


Inga.


She was standing on the far side near the doorway that opened into the blue and balmy night. Through the cloud of ale in his head, she appeared like a crimson dream, her long auburn hair pulled over one shoulder into a single loose braid, twined through with scarlet ribbons. He would have hailed her, but just then she threw back her head and laughed, and in a heartbeat, his dream became a nightmare when he saw whom she was with.


He was older now, of course. A man, no longer a boy. But Hakan recognized the smug half-smile, the conceited tilt of his head. Konur, son of Karsten, heir to the Karlung lands and the bane of Hakan’s childhood memories. He remembered Konur’s taunts, the crushing humiliation of the other children’s laughter, his powerlessness against his older kinsman. He had tried to fight him then, but it had availed him nothing but a black eye and another stern talk from his mother.


This time it would be different.


As he stumbled towards them, Konur leaned in and whispered something to Inga. She smiled and Hakan saw Konur’s hand touch her elbow and steer her towards the door. Next moment they were gone, out into the night, and some other drunken clod was blocking his way, trying to get him to drink another toast.


‘Fenrir take you, fool!’ The guest looked wounded but Hakan didn’t care. ‘Out the way,’ he snarled, staggering off towards the bright midsummer night.


Inga had been having a wonderful evening. The sights and sounds of a feast always filled her heart with warmth. How pleasing to see her hard work paid back in the happy faces and raucous laughter of her kin!


Well, at least some of it had been her doing. Not as much as Tolla expected, but Tolla always expected too much. Especially from her. After all, wasn’t she the ward of the Lord of Vendlagard? Why should she have to do the same as a common thrall-girl?


Anyway, the main thing was it was all a grand success. Hakan had been honoured and their guests were riotous. Songs had been sung; the men were in their cups; the women were full of stories; and everyone had been most gracious to her.


Particularly the men. Whichever way she turned, there was another one wishing to speak with her. How different from the last feast when she’d been treated as little more than a nuisance! Now thanes and earls and great warriors were competing to make her laugh. As if she were someone to impress.


Yes – it had been a splendid night.


And one man especially had wanted to amuse her. The one laughing at her earlier. At first, when he’d come up to speak to her, she’d tried to brush him off, but he was quite determined and, it turned out, quite charming. He had sworn they had met before. When she had assured him he must be mistaken, he had insisted.


‘Twelve years ago. At this very hall.’


‘I can only have been three.’


‘Indeed, you were very small. You kept begging to climb all over me.’


‘And did you let me?’


‘I hardly had a choice,’ he laughed. ‘Perhaps the time has come for you to return the favour.’


It took a moment for her to understand him, and when she did she felt her cheeks colour. ‘This hall is full of men sworn to protect the honour of my uncle – and his household. That includes me.’


‘Ha! Have no fear, Lady Inga. It’s not your honour I’m interested in.’


He had levelled a gaze at her that she found discomforting. She had suddenly remembered Hakan, and glanced over to the high table where he was sitting. To her surprise, Hakan appeared to be engulfed under the flouncing curves of Kella, one of her uncle’s thralls. The girl was a slattern, everyone knew, but Hakan didn’t seem to be minding her attention at all.


Inga turned away, annoyed.


‘There was a water butt, I remember,’ her admirer had continued. ‘In the end, you were being such a little pest, I threw you right into it.’


‘So that was you!’ Inga threw her head back and laughed. She remembered the shock of the cold water, and screaming for someone to lift her out. ‘You must be Konur.’


He nodded. ‘I hope you’ve forgiven me by now.’


‘That depends.’


‘On what?’


‘On whether you’re worth forgiving, I suppose.’ The two looked at each other. He had light grey eyes, pretty as a girl’s, and high sharp cheekbones. She couldn’t deny he was pleasing to look at.


‘This talk of water has made me thirsty,’ she suddenly blurted to break the moment. But when he offered to accompany her to the water butt, she let him. She didn’t know why.


Outside the sky was a rich purple. Streaks of summer light broke up the darkness, though it was long past midnight. Inga loved the world in the summer. The way it throbbed with a kind of lust for living – from the great sun in the sky down to the tiniest little beetle under the earth. Like there was no time to sleep. Like there was too much life to be lived.


The water butt was there, just as it had been twelve years before. She led Konur across the yard and took up the ladle hanging on a bit of twine. She offered him a drink, but he shook his head.


‘Are you mad? A man can’t quench his thirst with water! What would folk say?’


‘Stupid,’ she smiled, putting the ladle to her lips. The water was soothing after the heat of the revelry.


She tossed the ladle back in the water. When she turned back, Konur had stepped nearer and without any warning, his hand slid round her hips.


‘What are you doing?’ she gasped.


‘What do you think?’ he murmured, his voice thick, pulling her close. ‘I’ve seen how you look at me. I want you too.’


‘Want you?’ she stammered, trying to slip from his grasp. ‘No – you’re so mistaken.’


‘Feel here.’ He grabbed her hand and forced it down. Her fingers brushed something hard. ‘There’s no mistaking that. I’m aching for you.’


She recoiled, disgusted, but he only pulled her tighter against him, his mouth searching for hers. She flicked her head side to side, desperate to get away, but he didn’t seem to care.


‘Stop – please, let me go.’ She pushed him away harder, but it was no good. ‘Let me go!’


All of a sudden, Konur spun away and before she knew what was happening, a fist slammed into his face. There was a sickening crunch and Konur reeled back against the water butt.


The barrel rocked, then crashed forward again, slewing water over Konur and his attacker.


Konur was moaning, trying to shield his bloodied nose. Inga staggered away, glad to be free of him. The attacker threw himself on Konur, and the two set to writhing in the dirt.


‘Bastard! Bastard!’


‘Hakan!’ she cried, recognizing her cousin’s voice. But he wasn’t listening to her or anyone else. They rolled over and over, trying to get a hold, and even in the half-gloom she could see the anger on Hakan’s face.


She’d never seen him like that. Never seen that blind rage burning in his eyes. It scared her.


Konur had recovered his wits enough to fight back, and they went at it in a blizzard of fists, fingers, knuckles and knees, butting each other like boars. Konur got his arm around Hakan’s throat, twisting his head. Then Hakan seized his groin and yanked, hard. Konur shrieked and fell back, flinging out a lucky fist that cracked Hakan in the jaw. Hakan spat a shower of blood and rolled away groaning on the ground.


‘You’re a dead man,’ yelled Konur, leaping on top of Hakan, pounding at his face.


‘Stop it!’ screamed Inga. ‘Both of you! Stop!’ But it was no use. Nothing would make Konur stop until Hakan slammed a palm into his face. Konur squealed, blood streaming from his nose, while Hakan’s lips frothed scarlet spittle.


She had to do something. This was no drunken brawl. One of them would do murder before much longer. She ran back into the hall. ‘They’re killing each other! Uncle Haldan! You must come at once!’


She waited long enough to see her uncle turn to see what was the commotion and get up from his seat. Then back she went.


The two of them were a tangle of limbs and mud and blood and curses, neither able to gain the advantage over the other. She heard voices behind her; at last people were coming. The first just gaped. Others circled around the fight, laughing and jeering drunkenly. And then, thank the gods, her uncle was there.


He didn’t even break stride. Just went in, took hold of Hakan’s collar and yanked him off. Inga marvelled at how absurdly easy her uncle made it look.


‘What the Hel are you two about?’ Haldan slung his son down in a heap away from Konur, who was propped on an elbow, wiping his blood-smeared face on his sleeve.


‘Why don’t you ask your son? He’s a fucking animal.’


Hakan was gulping down great lungfuls of air, his face still black with hatred.


‘Well?’ demanded Haldan.


‘He was attacking Inga!’ shouted Hakan.


‘I wasn’t attacking anyone!’ protested Konur. ‘Your idiot son was trying to murder me.’


‘Watch your tongue, boy,’ warned Haldan. ‘It’s unwise for a guest to insult his host.’


‘Aye – and a host his guest,’ returned Konur, picking himself out of the mud. ‘Is this the kind of hospitality a man should expect under your roof?’


Inga was at Hakan’s side. He was spitting splinters of tooth into the mud. ‘It was a misunderstanding,’ she said.


‘What kind of misunderstanding?’ her uncle demanded, eyes as fierce at her as at the others.


Inga wasn’t sure how to answer. Konur had thrown himself at her. But had he attacked her? ‘He . . . he was . . . forcing himself on me.’


Konur scoffed at this. ‘Bah! I hardly laid a finger on her. Next thing I know, your cripple broke my fucking nose.’ He screwed up his eyes and tilted back his head.


‘He was hurting her. She was screaming. Father, believe me.’ There was no hiding Hakan’s slurred speech. ‘He’s nothing but contempt for us all.’


‘Go to Hel, cripple! Your son’s a madman, Haldan. You should keep him tied up.’


‘I suggest you tie that tongue of yours before your quarrel is with me and not my son.’


‘I had no quarrel with your son.’


‘He would have dishonoured Inga, Father.’ Hakan was picking himself up. Inga reached to help him, but he knocked her hand away. ‘She’s your ward. You’re sworn to protect her.’


‘I don’t need reminding what I must do. Inga, tell me what happened.’


Inga always felt thrown when her uncle demanded she speak up; now worse than ever. Her mouth flopped open, but she had no notion what to say. Maybe this was her fault. She tried to think. What had happened? It seemed only moments ago she was a confident woman, yet now she was a naughty girl again. But before she could answer, another man appeared from the crowd.


‘I see your son has your father’s hot blood,’ the man said in a strangely whispery voice. She recognized him as a distant kinsman, of the Karlung clan, though with all the guests that night, she couldn’t recall his name. But she remembered that one dead eye. As a child, it always terrified her. It unnerved her still.


‘Just a squabble between boys, Karsten.’


Karsten – that was it. Which made him Konur’s father and earl of the Karlung lands.


‘Let me guess. Injured Vendling pride?’ Karsten gave an easy chuckle. ‘Your father was the same. There’s many a man around the East Sea dead, thanks to his thin skin.’


‘His honour was precious to him.’


‘A good deal more than the lives of other men’s sons. Or his oaths. Or his loyalty.’


‘It was he who was betrayed.’


Karsten snorted. ‘That’s not how the Wartooth sees it.’


Inga was trying to keep up. The Wartooth, she knew, was Harald Wartooth, the old king of the Danish Mark, once overlord of their lands. But she knew the story of her grandfather, Haldor the Black, breaking faith with the Danish king. ‘I can’t help the stories that old boar tells himself,’ her uncle replied. ‘Men weave the truth as it suits them.’


‘Perhaps. But you can ill afford to let your son lose the few friends left you. Whatever his grievance.’


‘The insult was with your son.’


‘The insult is there,’ hissed Karsten, pointing at Konur. ‘In his bloody nose. A guest; a kinsman come in peace. An insult and provocation, I say.’


‘A scrap between boys. Nothing more.’ Haldan’s tone left no room for argument. That was obvious to everyone. Except, apparently, Karsten.


‘Boys who are heirs to both our lands. We share blood, you and I, even if it is five fathers back. But if our lines must feud, so be it. You’ll find the loss of the Karlungs’ friendship goes ill for you. And I have powerful friends—’


‘There will be no feuding. Whatever was traded between these two has been repaid. A bloody nose for a bloody mouth. There’s an end to it.’


‘So long as you tighten your son’s leash.’ Karsten’s dead eye glinted, pale as the moon.


‘And you the same,’ Haldan returned. ‘There’s more than one way to cause trouble.’ He nodded at Inga and she suddenly felt foolish. Like some stupid sheep to be bartered over.


Gradually the hard lines of Karsten’s face softened into a languid laugh. ‘Truly said. Very well.’


‘Come – shake hands and make your peace.’ Haldan beckoned the two sons together. Hakan began to protest. ‘You will do as I command!’ Haldan bellowed.


Inga watched them, half-expecting them to be at each other’s throats any moment. But they accepted each other’s hand, and shook. Yet all the while, Hakan’s gaze seethed hot with anger; and in Konur’s pale eyes was hatred cold as ice. There’s no peace here. Not a scrap.


They separated.


Seeing the climax had passed, the crowd was dispersing, distracted by something else. A loud thumping was resounding from inside: fists banging on oak tables; a murmur, growing ever louder.


‘A telling! A telling!’


Her uncle had already gone in with Karsten, an arm round him as they shared a joke. Her uncle knew when to fight, and when to talk.


She turned back. Hakan was staring at her. She could see the drink in his eyes, but he said nothing. Just stood there, staring. Then, slowly, he turned and spat blood into the dirt.


‘Hakan, I—’


He cut her off with a shake of his head and stalked after his father.


‘A telling – a telling!’ The chant grew louder still.


Inga frowned, tears prickling her eyes. Konur was on his feet, his face a lascivious grin. Perhaps he expected one in return, even after what he had done. She turned her back on him. She was mad at him. Mad at everyone. Mad at herself most of all. But she wasn’t going to cry, she told herself, bunching her fists, swallowing down her tears. Suddenly, she wanted to yell a curse on all men. Confusing, infuriating, pitiful, frightening and wonderful all at once.


‘A telling! A telling!’ The very pillars of Vendlagard seemed to shake with the cry.


Curiosity getting the better of her, she followed the others inside.


Hakan was confused, angry and thoroughly drunk. He’d never been able to take much in the way of strong drink. Tonight only proved the point. Still, Konur had had it coming for ten years, and whatever he had tried with Inga only made it worse.


His head hurt from too much ale, too many punches. But it didn’t bother him half so much as the pain in his heart. Why was Inga out there with that greasy son of a whore to begin with?


He resumed his seat opposite his father when the chant of a hundred voices reached its climax.


‘A telling!’ they yelled. ‘A telling!’


At last, the vala had made them wait long enough. She rose; a cheer erupted around the hall. She smiled, waving down the revellers, her bronze staff glinting in the firelight.


‘A telling you shall have,’ she cried, bowing her sharp-lined face to his father. ‘If it pleases our Vendling lord. And the lord has gold,’ she added.


A knowing jeer slewed around the drunken faces.


His father slipped a ring from his finger and tossed it to her. She plucked it expertly from the air. ‘There’s gold to make a start. Speak nothing falsely just to please us, sister.’


‘Never,’ she said, scraping low; the ring vanished into the fathomless folds of her cloak. ‘Those who speak lies to gain gold mock the True One. Scabby hags – and fools! They curse their own heads. Fear no deceit from me, noble host. As the Lord of the Hanged shows me, I will tell.’


She backed closer to the firepit. So close Hakan thought her cloak must catch fire, but the heat seemed to bother her none. Her silhouette darkened before the dancing flames, her face shrouded in shadow.


‘The road to the World Tree is reached by galdra song. Will any sisters stand and sing to the Slain-God?’ She looked about, a crooked grin creeping over her mouth. ‘Perhaps you, sister?’ Her gaze fell on Tolla.


The nurse blanched. Tight-lipped, she shook her head.


‘Sing,’ his father said. Tolla’s eyes darted to him, but still she didn’t move. ‘Must I tell you twice?’


Slowly, Tolla rose. ‘My thanks, sweet sister,’ cried the vala. ‘I need three more.’


Another thrall stood. Then a distant kinswoman, come from the shores of the Western Ocean. Last of all, Inga rose, dark and lovely in her crimson robe. Hakan’s heart quickened.


‘Sing out, sisters,’ the vala cried. ‘Sing to Odin, the Ancient One. Sing so he gives me sight, far into things yet hidden.’


Tolla was first to sing, the others soon weaving their voices with her sweet and wandering melody:


The Brown-Eyed God hangs on a tree


Screaming he sees of Was and Will Be


The song meandered on, the four voices rising with the tendrils of smoke to the rafters.


When fire burns the Masked One calls


The slain about him all will fall.


The vala began to sway, face tilted, eyes closed, staff weaving back and forth, fingers rattling the bones at her belt. The song reached its end and the women stood, silent. But the vala went on dancing, as if to some other music, unheard by the hushed revellers. Eyelids flickering, she began to utter a guttural moan. She stretched on her toes, arms swaying higher and higher. Suddenly her eyes snapped open, half-maddened with heat, searching, scanning, far above Lord Haldan’s seat.


‘The High One speaks,’ she wailed. ‘The High One sees. This land is favoured – fortune and wealth, for this generation and many.’ A cheer rose around the hall, some beating the table with approval. But they were soon hushed. ‘Sons and daughters of Jutland will carry their blood far, over wave and vale. The Jutes will live long in the songs of men.’


Hakan scanned the grinning faces, flushed with mead, as his own must have been. By the gods, he could speak as well as this damned vala. Fortune and wealth? It was easy enough to promise that and get his father’s gold for it.


‘From your sisters’ wombs, fame and gold shall come,’ she continued. Another cheer. But then she paused, a frown wrinkling her brow. ‘And yet . . .’ Her stare grew wide. The hall-folk leaned in, hushed in a moment. ‘This land knows fire and death,’ she murmured. ‘Ere long, blood will run in its furrows. Tears will run like rivers.’


The listening faces darkened. This was less pleasing.


‘And you! Lord of the Vendling blood! Neither man nor beast will cut you down.’ The band around her head glittered silver, her eyes grown suddenly fierce. ‘Yet you will take a wound. A wound so horrible! Pierced through your heart with a blade that cannot be stopped. Your days will be long and bitter. The All-Father will never grant you rest.’


All eyes sped to their lord, waiting for the eruption of anger many knew only too well. But his father only sat, listening, face hard as flint.


Suddenly, the vala gave a shriek that split the air. ‘Quail, you men – tremble, you women! The Slain-God thunders here! The final destruction shakes these walls from the ends of time. The kindling that will burn the World Tree to ashes is lain here – bonds of kin are cut; beauty and love are slaughtered like swine. You must drink the cup of sorrow to its dregs.’ Her body was shaking; at last her legs faltered and she fell to her knees.


The last words of her telling died away and the company sat stunned. Was no one going to say anything? Hakan lurched to his feet, indignation boiling his head.


‘This is all you tell?’ He slammed down his cup, sending it bouncing away. ‘You speak good fortune on our folk, then curse this household?’


The vala’s head turned to him, eyes aflame, and immediately he wished he had stayed in his seat. She glared at him a while, as if seeing something that was strange, even to her.


‘Who speaks?’ she said at last, her voice shrunk to a whisper.


‘I am Hakan, son of Haldan. Chosen Son of the Lord of the Northern Jutes. This you well know.’ Flush with ale and still angry from the business with Konur, Hakan spoke far louder than he meant. He suddenly felt foolish.


At first, the vala made no reply. Instead, slowly she pulled her hood over her head, and bowed down to him. Once . . . twice . . . a third time. Each bow, she lay down flat, pressing her head to the ground and stretching out her arms. His kinsfolk gaped on, making no sense of this strange prostration or what it might portend.


Hakan held his tongue, puzzled as anyone.


The vala got to her feet. ‘Hail to you, you Chosen Son. I bow because your road will be one of suffering. You are marked for a path beyond even the All-Father’s sight. A greater hand is on you – deeper magic, outside my telling. You will bear much pain, but you will never break. You will fall and rise again.’


‘Enough – wretch!’ Haldan’s roar broke like a thunderclap. ‘Black whore of Hel! We give you gold and you repay us with curses!’


The vala was ready for this, returning his outrage with a cool smile, her face a dance of shadows. ‘For gold, I spoke – aye. Yet it scarce matters whether Odin has me tell what will be or not.


The fate of all men is graven on the World Tree. It cannot be undone.’


Lord Haldan looked on her a long moment before he answered, eyes dark as a storm. ‘You see the fate of other men clear enough. I wonder, have you seen your own?’


A flicker of doubt crossed her face. Haldan gestured to a nearby thrall. ‘Fetch a rope.’ The servant hesitated, eyes flitting between them. ‘Now!’ The man scurried off.


The vala’s face greyed to ash. ‘Lord, I spoke only the truth – just as you asked.’


‘And for that you have your gold. But speaking truth bears fruit. Both sweet and bitter.’


‘But, Lord, this is not just!’


‘With this hand, I hold justice,’ he replied, holding out his left; and then offering his right. ‘And with this, I protect my people. True or not, your tellings are a cancer in this land. One I intend to cut out.’


The vala scrabbled to dig Haldan’s gold from the depths of her cloak. ‘Lord, keep your gold. It is nothing to me. Please. Take it.’


‘Nay – keep it. It was fairly earned. Along with this.’ The rope had arrived. Haldan took it and began tying a knot. ‘You should be pleased. Odin has spoken tonight. We show our gratitude with a sacrifice to his honour.’


The fear on the vala’s face twisted into a sneer. ‘You cannot turn what must be.’


‘Nor can you. Take her.’


Two men flanking her rose without question and seized her. She wrestled uselessly as they shoved her up on to the dais.


Haldan flung the rope up into the shadows of the rafters. A moment later, the noose dropped to the floor. He snatched it up and slipped it over her writhing head. The vala was babbling a flood of prayers and pleas and curses. But his ear was iron to them all.


Every eye was on him as he pulled the rope tight. Hakan’s heart was thundering like a stallion’s hooves.


‘The Lord of the Hanged awaits you.’ The vala screamed.


The rope whined, and the scream was cut short.


Yet the vala’s words still echoed in Hakan’s mind. You will bear much pain, but you will never break.


Above him, her feet, calloused and black, capered to Odin’s dance of death.


You will fall and rise again.









CHAPTER THREE
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Next morning, a breeze was blowing from the southwest.


Hakan decided this was the only good thing about the day since, instead of sleeping off the ill-effects of the night before, he was astride his horse.


His father had woken him with a kick, and told him to get dressed. When he’d shaken the sleep from his head and appeared in Haldan’s chamber, his father said he was sending him to Vindhaven, the small market harbour half a day’s ride south.


Officially, he was to report on the provisioning there: how trade had gone over the summer, what stores they had laid aside from harvest, the state of their flocks and herds, how they would fare through the coming winter, what levies in skins, amber and such like they meant to send north to Vendlagard.


Unofficially, his father ordered him south to cool his heels. ‘I don’t want to see you for a week,’ he growled. ‘Preferably two.’ After Vindhaven, Hakan was to head to Vestberg and then cut north to Hallstorp, before he came home. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken the brunt of his father’s wrath. But that morning, Hakan had to admit, Haldan was in a rare fury.


‘You and your bloody temper!’ Hakan had put at risk everything he had been building for fifteen years, he railed. Hakan knew a feud with the Karlungs wasn’t in their interest, and his scuffle with Konur had given Earl Karsten leverage against his father.


But he also suspected his father had woken with a few regrets of his own. He had gone too far last night with that business with the vala. Perhaps it had been the drink. That and Haldan’s steel-edged certainty of always knowing right from wrong. But Hakan suspected this time his father had acted without thinking. That was a rare thing. Whatever came of it, his father’s deed would win no one’s praise.


So Haldan was taking out his disgruntlement on his son. And here he was, under a sweltering sun, sweating through breeches too thick, with a stomach leaping about like a herring on a hook.


It was just before noon. Already he had stopped to nap in the shade of a wood to avoid tumbling from his saddle asleep and breaking his neck. He’d tried sticking his head in a stream a league back. Bliss while it lasted, but not enough to stop the pounding in his temples nor the sick feeling in his belly.


Sick and angry.


It was all well for his father to berate him for his short temper but it didn’t take a vala to know where that came from. Almost as long as he could remember, Hakan had had to answer the taunts of other boys. Cripple, they called him. And a cripple he was, thanks to his father.


He’d hardly been five winters old when Haldan took him for a walk down by the shores of the Juten Belt. There he had helped him climb to the top of a rock, as high as he’d ever climbed. Hakan thought they were playing a game. His father stood below, arms outstretched. ‘Jump!’ he’d said. ‘Jump and I’ll catch you. Come on, don’t you trust me?’ Of course, he had trusted him. Hakan had swallowed down his terror and jumped. And at the last moment, his father stepped aside. He meant for his son to land in the sand and take a tumble. But there had been another rock hidden under the sand. Hakan had landed right on it and cracked his ankle. After that he could walk only with a limp; run hardly at all. Not like the other boys anyway.


His mother had been furious. ‘What the Hel do you think you were doing?’ she had screamed.


‘Teaching him a lesson,’ replied Haldan.


She had sworn and asked what possible lesson that could be.


‘That you can’t trust anyone in this world,’ Haldan had replied. ‘The sooner he learns that the better.’


Well, Hakan had remembered the lesson. His ankle would hardly let him forget it. Of course, his father had been sorry. He hadn’t meant for him to be hurt. It was no honour to Haldan to have a son with a limp, after all. But in a twisted way, it had served Hakan. If you can’t run, you have to stand and fight.


He’d learned how to do that, and right well.


When the thumping in his head allowed, he spent the journey trying not to dwell on the words the vala had spoken over him. Easier said than done. They kept returning to his mind like the refrain in some unending song. With each repetition, they pushed further into his brain, roots burrowing deeper, never to be dislodged.


He tried to dispel them with happier daydreams of Inga. But these seemed to slew from sun-bathed visions of them as man and wife, an absurdly pretty child running about their feet, to recollections of their sweaty couplings, up against a barn or rolling around in the dry dirt of some wood. Neither of these achieved much besides leaving him simmering with frustration. And then he remembered seeing her across the feast, laughing at something Konur had said, the way he touched her elbow. And instead of his own body, writhing with hers in a slick of sweat, he pictured Konur’s, and jealousy bubbled bitter in his guts.


And yet, this was Inga. Maddening as she was, he had never been able to stay angry with her for long.


When the sun reached its highest, he came to the top of a hill and saw for the first time the inlet where Vindhaven lay. The settlement had grown up along the northern edge of Odd’s Sound, a shallow fjord that opened into the grey rollers of the Juten Belt. A small beech wood ran along the ridgeline, obscuring the village from view, but over the treetops he could see skeins of rising smoke.


He kicked his horse on towards the wood. But as he did, he sensed something was wrong.


On a summer’s morning, there would be fires. People had to cook; the smiths’ forges must keep burning. But so many? With smoke so black? Instead of a few wisps, dark billows stained the sky.


Reaching the wood, he slipped from his horse and guided it through the undergrowth. Suddenly he stopped. Some instinct told him to go on alone. Tethering the mare, he crept forward the last few yards.


At the treeline, he froze.


Vindhaven was burning.


Below, the ground fell away into meadows; beyond that, along the shoreline, were the barns and dwellings of Vindhaven. Every one was on fire.


Thatching snapped and cracked. The village was chaos. Men stalked about bristling with war-gear, menacing in their iron helms and mailshirts. Some went bare-chested, others wore wolf-skins. All of them carried evil-looking axes or crude butcher’s knives. Even from there, Hakan saw they were stained red with blood.


He shrank behind a blood-beech, fear drying his mouth. Screams and wails spiralled towards him on the breeze. The roof of the meet-hall, the heart of the little harbour, suddenly caved with a gush of soot and sparks.


He saw heaps of discarded clothing. Not heaps, but bodies, he realized. Vindhaven was not well defended. They had spears, axes, a few swords, and a handful of men who knew how to use them. But nothing to withstand these killers. The butchery must have hit them like a sea-squall.


There was worse to see.


In front of the meet-hall, a furnace was blazing. A few yards away was a line of villagers on their knees. Some sobbed; some writhed on the ground. Others pleaded with the big warriors. A few waited meek as lambs.


Within the furnace, darker shapes broiled. The stench of burning flesh floated like demon’s breath to his hiding place. And then the biggest of the wolf-warriors began his grisly work.


Schuck, schuck, schuck. The noise of his axe carried with the stench. Hakan watched, eyes riveted to the sight of head after head rolling on the ground like gaming-bones, painting the mud crimson. From that distance they might be rag dolls, heads plucked and tossed away – one child taunting another. Except dolls didn’t scream like that.


Suddenly, from one of the nearby houses, a boy appeared, not ten winters old, screaming like Hel’s own hound. He ran at the nearest raider – a squat killer, half-naked, face black with tattoos. The boy had a butcher’s knife.


Brave little bastard.


There was a streak of steel, and the killer’s axe opened him up from rib to spine. He crumpled into a shuddering heap of rag and bone.


Hakan tasted bile.


Something caught the tail of his eye and he looked east. An old woman broke from the lee of a smithy and ran for the slope. She was coming straight for him. He clenched his teeth, willing her on; but she was desperately slow.


She’d put maybe forty yards between her and the village before one of the wolf-warriors saw her. He sprang after her, and was on her in moments, knocking her down without even breaking stride. She rolled over, trying to fend him off, but he just ignored her puny fists, threw her on her face, and shoved up her skirts. Her wails faded to pitiful moans. When he was done, he pulled up his breeches, and, almost as an afterthought, pinioned her with his spear.


By now, most of his comrades were carrying chests or trestles loaded with pots and barrels and other goods. They wouldn’t find much of value among the meagre homes of Vindhaven. A little gold or silver hidden away if they were lucky. Bronze or glassware maybe, what they could carry of the harvest yields, a few weapons.


They wouldn’t leave empty handed, but it was hardly rich spoils.


Then Hakan looked further east, and through the drifting smoke he made out the lines of a ship. Even from there, he could see it was a true wolf of the sea: hull sleek and black, maybe thirty paces end to end; with a single mast, its sail furled out of the wind; a fierce prow. In the hold, lashed together and wretched as beggars, Hakan spied women – a dozen of them, heads drooped in fear.


Perhaps the raiders had done better than he thought. Thralls were valuable anywhere; thrall-girls more than most.


He was suddenly filled with fury. These were his people. They looked to his father for their protection. One day it would be him they looked to. Yet how these folk had been failed!


He felt ashamed and full of vengeance.


But what could he do? An unblooded warrior – against a whole raiding party? There must be forty, if a man.


He looked at them more closely. One nearest to him had a rusty beard; another, white-blond hair poking out from his helm. Many others had the same colouring. Most were of a hefty build. They weren’t Jutes. Nor even Danes. Truth was they could have come from anywhere around the East Sea. To Hakan, they looked like northerners, but then many lands lay to the north. Gotars or Finns. Estlanders perhaps, or Norskmen?


Whoever, the raid must be avenged if possible.


If he brought word to his father now, what use would that be with no clue as to where they went? So, settling down in the shadow of the wood, he decided to wait and see which course they set.


It was mid-afternoon before the raiders had loaded all they could, readied their ship and took up their oars to follow Odd’s Sound out to the open sea.


He swung into his saddle and rode for the shore. The wind was up, having wheeled to the west. Men were moving on deck, and then the great russet sail unfurled and caught the wind.


The ship leaned over, planks kicking up spray as they cut the waves. At first, the ship headed east, away from the land. Straight across the Juten Belt. Towards Gotarland.


But some way offshore, the prow swung north.


The course was set.


Northwards.


He rode up the beach, staying with them best he could until the ship built momentum and began to slip away.


‘Norskmen,’ he muttered. He thought he heard laughter chattering across the waves. ‘Laugh, if you will. But you’d better flee like the wind.’ The arm of his father’s vengeance was long, swift and crueller than Hel. He watched the stern of the Norskmen’s ship rise and fall with the swell.


‘We’re coming for you,’ he whispered, putting his heels to his horse’s flank. The mare took off in a spray of sand.


‘We’re coming for you!’









CHAPTER FOUR
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‘Ale or honey-wine?’ Probably the twentieth time Inga had asked the question.


‘Mead, thanks, my lady.’ Same as every other. Mead was the brew of Odin – the Spear-God. The Chooser. What else would a superstitious warrior drink before a fight?


She filled the cup and moved down the bench.


It was a different mood in the hall that night. Gloomy as thunder.


A lull was to be expected, as guests pulled themselves together, head-sore and dry-tongued, before setting off for their halls and farmsteads. Sometimes folk lingered, squeezing the last drop from Haldan’s hospitality, but today the guests had cleared off early, with a sour taste in their mouths in more ways than one.


Wanting to keep out of her uncle’s way, Inga had spent the day making something for Hakan. It wasn’t much. A token really: a silver amulet in the shape of a hammer. Not that Hakan had a particular fondness for the Thunder God, but Thor’s hammer was simple to make. Even so, Brok the smith had helped her, and it took her most of the afternoon to engrave the elaborate weavings into the metal.


But she liked having to concentrate. It gave her time to think. And there was plenty to think about.


Mostly about Hakan. She was annoyed, but also relieved, when she found her uncle had sent him on one of his silly errands. Annoyed that Hakan hadn’t bothered to say goodbye; relieved to put off their unavoidably awkward conversation. But when she discovered he was away for at least a week, she realized how much she would miss him.


Still, if she was honest, Konur popped into her thoughts more than once. Quite a few times, in truth. And every time, she tried to squash his image like a roach, only for it to come scuttling back a little while later.


It was because she was angry with Hakan, she told herself. Even so, she was ready to forgive him for being such a brute. He was only trying to protect her after all, albeit in typically blunt fashion. Sometimes, she wished he were a bit quicker with his words than his fists.


She debated a good deal whether she, in turn, should be asking his forgiveness. After all, what had she done but talk to Konur? Laugh with him, maybe. But wasn’t she allowed to laugh if someone said something funny?


By the time she was applying the finishing touches to the amulet and polishing it to a shine, she had decided that, if she must, she was ready to ask his forgiveness when he returned. Anyway, he wouldn’t be back for a few days. Perhaps he would have calmed down and there would be nothing to say.


So she had thought.


Hence her shock when, just around sunfall, Hakan came clattering into the yard, his horse a lather of sweat, raising all Hel about raiders at Vindhaven.


After that, everything moved fast.


Her uncle appeared and listened to the grim tidings.


‘Blood will run in its furrows,’ he whispered when Hakan was done. And in an eye-blink, he was changed, his black mood forgotten, shooting orders like arrows.


He took his horn and blew it so long and loud she thought his head might split. Its echo had hardly died than other horns on neighbouring farms took up the call. And soon, Haldan’s summoning was racing away in every direction.


Many kinsfolk were still close when his summoning reached them. Many turned back, though not all. Inga had watched anxiously as riders came in, but Konur and his father were not among them.


As evening turned to night, the men sworn to Haldan’s sword and honour assembled one by one, and with them what vassals they could muster from the nearest farmsteads. In all, enough to fill two longboats – close to eighty men.


Haldan gave the grizzled twins Eskel and Esbjorn a dozen thralls to make ready the boats, waiting on the strand. Each had helmed since boyhood. Each could make a sea-wolf fly.


Eskel said they’d have a favourable tide two hours before dawn, if all was ready.


‘Good. We leave then. Meanwhile, let every man eat and sleep as he can.’


Word came from the eastern lookout. A sail had been seen tracking north just before dusk: rust-coloured, heading for the Skaw. It was a long lead, but Haldan was undeterred.


Of course, Tolla had collared Inga into helping feed the men.


‘For some, the next hot food they taste will be in the halls of Valhalla,’ Tolla had said. The thought made Inga’s stomach tighten. Some, she prayed to the Spear-God. But not my Hakan. A shameful prayer for a warrior, but she didn’t care.


Meanwhile, sparks flew into the gloom as whetstones worked, till each man was satisfied his killing edge was ready. Thralls hurried to fill barrels with bread and beer, packing salt casks with dried pork and fish, and carrying them to the boats. Tents of hemp and woollen blankets were loaded. Oars were checked, ropes lashed, sails made ready.


Everything had been too frantic to snatch even a few moments with Hakan. And foreboding gnawed at her belly. She had known this moment must come. One day. Just not so soon. Now, thanks to those stupid oaths, Hakan must sail too.


Along the benches, men shared jokes, or sang bawdy songs to amuse the thrall-girls, or sea-shanties in anticipation of the voyage. Over the womenfolk, she noticed a darker mood. For them, it was no joke. Some of these benches would be empty when Haldan and his men returned.


If they returned . . .


She filled another cup, and moved to the next man. ‘Ale or honey-wine?’


‘Ale for me. I’m sweet enough already, my lady,’ said Garik, with a friendly leer.


‘But your breath is still sour,’ she teased, happy to empty some of her ale. Garik chuckled grudgingly, and when a few others laughed too, he disappeared into his cup.


But he soon reappeared, wiping his beard. ‘You’re a hard one to please, my lady. Still, there’s plenty girls round here don’t seem to mind. Then it’s not my mouth they’re usually interested in.’


‘Leave her alone,’ said Gunnar, a fair-haired man with serious eyes, and the best bowman sworn to her uncle. ‘High-born ladies like her shouldn’t have to hear about your sordid exploits.’


‘What? There’s nothing sordid about it! What I’ve got is a thing of beauty, so I’ve been told!’ He laughed heartily.


‘Gaaah – you know all women are liars,’ returned Gunnar, sparing an apologetic wink for Inga.


‘Well, I’ve had no complaints.’ Garik called down the table, ‘Here, Hakan! You seen them girls they took. Any beauties among ’em?’


Hakan looked up from his food to see everyone waiting for his answer. He shrugged. ‘I was pretty far away. And they weren’t exactly looking their best.’


‘Hmm – well, there’d better be one or two worth going after, otherwise what the Hel are we doing?’ Garik gave another roar of laughter. A few laughed with him, but Inga noticed his question left a couple of younger ones stony-faced.


‘Don’t you ever take a rest from thinking with your cock?’ drawled a voice up the bench. They all turned to see who spoke. Sat apart from the others where the torchlight was dimmer was a man with a long sharp nose and dark sunken eyes. Inga knew him. His name was Dag. His reputation as a killer was enough to curdle anyone’s blood.


‘And why the Hel should I?’ Garik snorted. ‘Whatever gets you up in the morning, I reckon. Or whoever!’ he yelled, to more laughter.


Dag drew deep on his cup and, without looking up, said, ‘It’s just you sound – so – fucking – boring.’


‘You reckon?’ sniffed Garik. ‘Well, we know you’re a heartless son of a bitch, Dag, but I never knew you had nothing between your legs neither!’ But the others weren’t so keen to laugh at a joke about Dag. ‘Anyway, a man’s got to have some reason to fight.’


‘Why can’t he just fight?’ Dag’s voice sounded cold as the northern snows.


‘You telling me you care nothing for getting back what those Norsk bastards took?’


‘If a man steals a horse from me, I’ll go after him. I’ll kill him. But not because I care two shits about the horse. I’ll do it ’cause he thought he could steal from me. ’Cause he took me for a fool.’


‘Suit yourself.’


‘There’s one other thing,’ said Dag. ‘If you make it home and I don’t – you even think about going near my old woman, I swear I’ll come back from the dead and scare you fucking shitless.’


‘Don’t worry yourself, friend,’ grinned Garik. ‘A man’s got to have some standards.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Besides, he scares the shit out of me already!’


They broke into gales of laughter. Garik raised his cup to Dag who gave him a wink back, his mouth curling in a wolfish smile.


Inga, seeing Hakan only a couple of seats on, took advantage of the laughter and went to refill his cup. ‘I need to see you before you go,’ she whispered.


He looked up. ‘And I you.’


‘Outside. Soon as you can.’


He gave a quick nod.


‘All gone,’ she lied to the next man, shaking her far-from-empty pitchers. Leaving behind half-hearted groans of disappointment, she heard Hakan announce he was going out for a piss. She hurried back to the kitchen, abandoned her pitchers and slipped away unnoticed through the back, out into the night.


Outside the air was cool. She crept along the edge of the hall, one hand brushing the wall, hugging the shadows. In the two months of their secret love, they had learned to make darkness their friend. Her fingers slid into her apron pocket, feeling for the hundredth time the squat arms of the amulet nestled there.


She saw a silhouette appear at the end of the hall, then melt into the shadows of the buttresses.


Suddenly Hakan’s face appeared, pale in the gloom. She stopped, startled. Opened her mouth, but nothing came out. For all her thinking that day, she didn’t know how to begin.


Instead, they eyed each other warily in the half-light. ‘You went without saying goodbye,’ she said finally.


‘I had no choice. The old man wanted me away as soon as possible.’ He sniffed. ‘Besides . . . didn’t think you cared.’


‘And you proved you don’t.’


‘You should be glad. I’m sure it gave you more time to say farewell to your new friend.’


‘Don’t be such a child.’


‘Oh, but you’re so ready to be a woman, aren’t you? All grown up, ready to impress fine men like Konur.’


‘You become very horrid when you’re jealous!’


‘Whose fault is that?’


‘I did nothing wrong.’ She’d spent all day protesting as much to herself. ‘We were just talking.’


‘That’s not what I saw.’


‘Then he forced himself on me! You said so yourself.’


‘’Course I said that last night! I had to have some reason for flattening his face. Whether he did or not, I don’t know or care. I just wanted him off you.’


‘You didn’t seem so keen to get that fat little slattern off you!’


‘What?’ He seemed genuinely mystified.


‘Kella! She was all over you.’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t remember that.’


‘I’m not surprised – you were drunk as a Dane!’ She felt her hands bunching into fists. ‘Oh, you were such a beast last night!’


‘We’re all of us beasts,’ he snapped back. ‘You’re no better than the rest of us, you slut!’


She slapped him then. Hard as she could. The sound cracked the darkness. Both froze; each shocked as the other. His hand went to his cheek.


‘I’m sorry – that was too much,’ he said. ‘I . . . I didn’t mean it.’


‘Why are you being like this?’ She felt tears welling. ‘Why?’


No answer.


She leaned forward, searching his face for some sign of softness. At last a little shame leaked into his eyes. ‘Before the sun rises, you’ll be gone,’ she sobbed. ‘The gods only know when you’ll come back. I’m frightened for you – don’t you understand?’


She waited, weeping. And then he reached out, brushing away a tear with his thumb. His fingers had always been more eloquent than his tongue. Neither said a word. More tears fell, warm rivulets tickling her cheeks. His fingertip traced her temple, down her jawline, then his hand slid around her neck under her hair.


‘My love.’ He pulled her close. She felt his warm breath on her lips mingled with the taste of her tears. ‘Forgive me.’ He kissed her again.


After a few moments, she pulled away. ‘I’m sorry too.’ She dabbed her cheeks with her sleeve. ‘I wasn’t thinking last night. Maybe I was jealous of the attention you were getting. But there could never be anyone but you. Our lives are bound as one.’


Hakan gazed down. He didn’t need to say anything. His thoughts were her thoughts. No one knew her like he knew her. No one had done as much for her. She saw love burning in his eyes like a madness. And then he clasped her tight against him. She heard the urgency in his quickening breath. Felt it rising in herself.


Her hand closed around his in the darkness, guiding it downwards until his fingers touched the heat between her thighs. She shut her eyes and moaned. The wool felt coarse against her secret parts, the motion of his fingers stirring up sweet agony.


Hakan pushed her against the hall. She watched him drop to lift her skirts, glimpsed her own thighs, white and slender in the night. She slid her hands around his neck as he picked her up, his hands rough against her buttocks, pushing her harder still against the wall. Her thighs closed around his hips. There was a fumbling, and then she felt him, hard and hot as firestone, against her. She was wet with wanting him, and suddenly he was inside her. They groaned together.


Inga giggled. ‘Someone might come.’


‘Let them come – damn them!’ gasped Hakan, biting at her ear. The muscles in his shoulders were taut as a stallion’s. Once this hunger took him, there was no turning him aside. His chest pressed against her, smothering her, squashing the soft heat of her breasts, chaffing her hard nipples inside her dress. The murmur of many voices seeped through the cracks in the wall. But no one came.
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