
        
            [image: The title is in angular font, with a Helm of Awe in the O of Wolf, and a curling fox in the C of Witch. A black line drawing of a stylised wolf head, is the central motif, and it has bright green-blue eyes and a slight smile. The border is flowers and leaves, in orange and blue to match the orange fox and blue text.]
        

    
Little Wolf and the Witch

	Wendy Palmer

	[image: Winterbourne Publishing logo, small white W on teal background]



	



	This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

	Little Wolf and the Witch. Copyright © 2025 by Wendy Palmer. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Please support the author by purchasing only authorised electronic editions and not participating in or encouraging electronic piracy of copyrighted materials.

	NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

	ISBN: 978-1-7637115-3-2. First published in 2025 by Winterbourne Publishing

	
1

	The season had turned. Northwards, the telltale smoke trails of the Vaer raiding camp’s fires were rising into the bright afternoon, grey smudges against the high blue.

	Feilan turned from contemplating this to contemplate his other problem, closer to hand.

	Two people were crossing the north field, eschewing the roads, of which there were plenty to choose from, since the Siftar trading post was positioned, sensibly enough, at a crossroads convenient to both the dense settlements of the Riverlands and the safe routes elsewhere.

	One of the travellers was either very petite or a child, the other of adult dimensions. They were swathed in heavy woollen cloaks though the afternoon was hardly chilly, and struggling with the uneven divots of the field, which Feilan supposed indicated shoes not fit for trekking in and feet not used to the vagaries of grazed pasture.

	They could only be avoiding the roads because they were concerned either about being robbed, which meant they were carrying valuables, or about pursuit on horseback, which perhaps meant they were valuable, though not so valuable they’d effected their hypothetical escape with horses of their own.

	That was none of the business of anyone in Siftar. But their trajectory was taking them due north, between the river and the northeastern road. The river, one of the larger waterways in an area justifiably called the Riverlands, would guide them all the way to the north coast over the course of a long few days’ walk.

	But they wouldn’t get that far, because, if they did not divert, they’d run into the raiders’ camp.

	Freyja had been severe when the bear-warriors had sailed upriver to make that camp seven summers ago: they were welcome to their staging post and she’d happily provision them, if supplied with appropriate amounts of coin, silver or goods. However, they were not to overwinter, no matter how common that practice was becoming along the northern and eastern coasts, and they were absolutely not to touch a single Riverlands town. She hadn’t spent years building her prosperous northwestern trading base to have her countrymen front up and destroy every skerrick of hard-won trust by raiding locally.

	The hersir grumbled, but the provisions she could deny his men on a whim could not be risked, and, more to the point, Freyja Anjasdottir was not to be crossed, not by breaking their pledge and definitely never by trying to raid her.

	But if two Riverlanders wandered into reach of this season’s newly arrived raiders, their mettle already up in anticipation of blood-and-flame service to the bear-god, their legitimate targets still far south along the river… Their self-control could not be relied upon.

	Feilan turned to Gytha, the sentry on duty at the overlander gate, who’d fetched him when she’d spotted the travellers and correctly anticipated the problem. ‘We better bring them in. Send me some men and then go warn Freyja.’

	The strangers saw the Siftar men coming at them, and at least didn’t try to run: it was too open here by the crossroads for any such attempt. The taller one stepped in front of the shorter one. They were both short, when surrounded by men of Vaeringa, the icy heartland of a raiding people. Well-dressed in dyed linen breeches, their good leather shoes and lower legs splattered by the dirt of the field, and traces of mud. They’d come by the river, then, though that didn’t mean they’d crossed it. They might merely have kept low along its banks to avoid roads and inquisitive eyes.

	Feilan signalled for his people to keep a fair distance, and came closer himself.

	‘Heilsa,’ he said, choosing to be friendly with his advantage. He was Freyja’s left hand, her information-gatherer – her spymaster, to some people’s more suspicious minds. It had made him a certain flavour of personable.

	He went on in Riverlander, the local language. ‘What brings you by, travellers?’

	The taller of the pair was a man somewhat younger than Feilan, but not a youth. He was clean-shaven, as was the Riverlands custom, and had his hair covered with a stone-grey knitted cowl, like a southern maiden. He was dark-eyed, and slender, and elegant, a man who might have been a skaldr, a poet or storyteller, back in the heartland, for he was too scrawny for raiding.

	He raised a stubborn chin to meet Feilan’s curious gaze without flinching, which put him already on the admirable, or foolish, end of bold. Feilan was not only built to the general mould, if not quite the same scale, of a proper Vaer warrior, but he also bore his grandmother’s witchy eyes, the pale blue-green of polished jasper. He’d not met many who could meet those eerie eyes and not at least blink.

	With disarming directness, the stranger demanded, ‘Are we being taken hostage?’

	Feilan raised his brows. ‘This is Siftar. We’re a trading post.’ That local name was a mangling of the Vaer name of Sif-Torg, Cursed Market.

	‘You’re barbarians.’

	Feilan’s eyebrows inched higher. He was well used to prejudice, aimed either at his own self or, less acutely personal, the entirety of his people. That was not to say Vaeringans didn’t earn a goodly dose of it. The grey smoke from the campfires was scenting the air northwards. The black smoke from their raids would soon be polluting the air southwards, though not as thickly as in years gone by.

	It was just that people both outnumbered and outweighed by armed Vaer did not usually have the front to call them barbarians to their faces.

	The other, shorter, traveller was a youth somewhere in the nebulous age between childhood and adolescence. Despite the breeches and simple tunic and cap, Feilan came down on the side of girl, mostly because he could see the inky plait rolled and clipped with silver at her nape, almost hidden under the folds of her cloak. She had similar eyes to the man, though their hue was more brown and warm than black and snapping. She stared at Feilan, mien clear and sweet, wearing the slightest of smiles.

	He managed to stay pleasant, for the sake of the child and that tremulous smile. ‘We’re traders, friend. Come on in and have a little chat with the boss.’

	‘If we’re not captives—’

	This one didn’t know when to shut his mouth. That was enough like Feilan’s own permanent flaw that he discovered another half-ell of patience. ‘You’re not our captives, but you’re not free to continue on your current path.’

	‘Then we’re captives,’ the Riverlander said obstinately.

	Feilan gave up. ‘Then you’re captives,’ he agreed. ‘Step this way. Freyja Anjasdottir will want a word.’

	Upon the news he’d made himself and his young companion into prisoners instead of guests, the man raised his hand, causing Feilan’s silent guard contingent to shift their weight in unison. But he was merely running fingers along the edge of his cowl, elegant face pensive, not trying for a weapon. He might not even be armed, under the thick cloak.

	A lot of wool had gone into that cloak, both cloaks, Feilan the trader adjudged as he escorted the pair in. Not as much as went in to the striped sails of the clinkers, the Vaer river boats, but they were of a quality that puzzled him. Why were two people of quality wandering these fields on foot?

	Through the overlander gate, escort dismissed back to their usual duties, the strangers looked around, the girl with innocent interest, the man ready to be scornful, if his haughty expression was any indication. Feilan revised his assessment – not a skaldr, though the most successful of those had a good dose of arrogance. This man had the taste of the pampered scion of a rich or powerful man, all privilege, no responsibilities.

	Siftar was laid out on Vaer lines. He and Freyja had spent twelve years travelling all the lands of Enea, from the little duchies of the Jodian Sea down to the isolationist caliphates spread along the southern coast, and seen all manner of architectural styles. But when Freyja had decided it was time to finally settle, when she had only a few summers on Feilan’s age now, it had turned out that the most important thing, aside from time and money, was knowledge. They knew how to build longhouses, so they’d built longhouses, though they’d used thatch for the roofs instead of turf.

	Four longhouses formed the central axis. The meeting hall was by the main gate to the river. The warehouse lay to the rear, chickens scratching in the dirt nearby. These days, Freyja was more the facilitator and protector of an immense trade network than an actual trader, but she reserved the right to the bounty the Vaer brought along with their summer raiding. They arrived with ivory and amber and soapstone, furs and wool, as well as more goods from their wide-flung trade routes, beads and gemstones of every colour, rich damasks and silks, glass and ceramics, spices and wines, and metal coins, and they departed having traded Freyja southern plunder, jewels and gold, all for their preferred silver, bearing her mark. Every last scrap of that wealth filtered via the warehouse.

	Twin longhouses mirrored each other across the open yard in the centre, one accommodation for the travelling merchants who arrived by river and road at all times of the year, the other the barracks for the hired guards who protected Siftar’s walls and accompanied the merchant trains bearing Freyja’s colours and her golden reputation. The stables lay beyond.

	A toddler, sturdy legs moving fast, dashed across the yard, scattering chickens in noisy protest. One of the older children, designated child-minder, ran after her, calling her name.

	Feilan picked up the little one as she tried to dodge past. The kid instantly set up a wail right in his ear. The stranger flashed a look that implied he might be thinking of trying to wrest her from his arms and Feilan felt his brows go up again. The older child arrived then, red-faced and cross, and delivered a stinging slap across the girl’s bare leg.

	‘None of that,’ Feilan said mildly, hoisting the screaming child over to his other hip to protect her from both potential assailants.

	‘Feilan, she ran away!’ The boy, himself only six or so, stamped his foot. ‘She won’t listen and she keeps running off!’

	‘Hitting her won’t make that any better.’ Feilan dropped his free hand, and the boy took it, bottom lip pouted out. Feilan’s father would have backhanded him for that sort of sulky look, but Freyja ran a different camp, simultaneously gentler but with paradoxically higher expectations for managing one’s own behaviour. ‘Let’s get her settled back with the others.’

	He walked off, bouncing the little girl until her wounded sobs turned to hiccups, and then to smiles. The visitors perforce trailed him. He could feel the man’s eyes boring a hole in the back of his head as he went, and indulged himself with a smirk. He supposed he was currently being judged not only for being a barbarian, but for being weak as well, coddling the warring pair instead of dealing out a few clips around the ear and sending them running to their mother.

	He wasn’t either child’s father, actually, and had only the smallest inkling of their names, but Siftar had the same village approach to childrearing as the heartland did, if not so intent on policing the slightest deviance from strict norms, and far less of leaving the work to the women.

	He took the children back around to the rest of the young ones, some still about their chores, taking scraps to the chickens or pigs, carting water and hay for the horses, digging over the vegetable beds, carefully stacking cords of wood, scraping hides and grinding grain, those minor tasks small hands could manage with each other to help. Others were already done with their fair share and played nearby, tossing a roughly stuffed cloth ball back and forth or gathered about some serious doll business.

	Setting his giggling bundle down, Feilan squatted to talk to the combatants at their level. Only once both children were mollified and an agreement of sorts negotiated did he rise, dusting off his palms, and nod to the strangers to follow him towards the river gate.

	Directly by the gate sat the largest of the longhouses, the meeting hall. It was the most impressive structure in the trading post, and even then, it was small for a magnate’s hall, its clay-daubed planks smooth and grey with age, except the fresher patches where they’d made repairs over winter. It had been the first one they’d built, he and Freyja and their small collection of other Cursed, when they’d decided to make a permanent home here.

	Freyja kept talking of replacing it with stone, the local yellow-hued riverstone, to blend in better with the wealthier homes among the closest settlements. They hadn’t done it yet.

	Feilan touched the carving on the lintel, heartlander protection runes, the lines of the sigil softened, blurred, since he’d etched them thirteen years ago. Soon, in just a few more summers, he would have spent longer in this one place than he had the village of his birth.

	The hall was warm, though summer had not yet begun to bite. When they’d crisscrossed the breadth of Enea, establishing Freyja’s reputation and trade networks, the summer heat in the southern caliphates had made a brutal contrast to their far northern homeland across the Vithisa Sea. Their Riverlands trading post was a compromise in more ways than one.

	Freyja’s domain was kept from stuffiness and murk by ventilation holes and reed-wicked oil-lamps. It was richly decorated with tapestries on the walls and rugs on the packed-dirt floor, regularly removed to have the ash beaten from them. By the door, Feilan had their problem guests hang up their cloaks and headwear. The girl doffed her cap without demur, but the man seemed strangely reluctant to remove his cowl. Only when Feilan made it clear it was a gesture of respect to the boss did he deign to slip it off, revealing shoulder-length hair, longer than Feilan kept his own, loose and gleaming true red in the sunshine falling through the open door, as dark and bright as pure prized carnelian.

	He paused as if expecting a compliment, or at least a comment. When it was not forthcoming – though Feilan was instantly enthralled by the unusual shade and had to work to keep it from his face – he hung the cowl on the hook by the girl’s cap. They followed Feilan down the central aisle, delineated by the two rows of carved wooden columns, to where Freyja waited for them on the far side of the unlit firepit, attended mostly by Siftar women industriously working distaffs, the scent of the wool grease a warm grey haze over their heads. A few guards stood attentively by.

	Freyja was dressed plainly but well, in a rich overgown mimicking the traditional smock, dyed deep blue over a paler underdress. Her honey-blonde hair was tidied into twin braids, left lying over her shoulders since she did not consider herself a married woman. Her manner was lordly, her bearing regal. She did not quite sit a throne, but her high-backed chair was large and ornately carved, with broad arms for her to rest her own bare arms on, showing off armlets, bracelets and rings, and with legs tall enough that the bench set before it perforce seated visitors lower than her.

	Feilan waved the guests down on to the bench; he took up position between it and Freyja’s seat, hands loosely clasped behind his back. The girl sat, with an odd little flick at her breeches that Feilan recognised meant she was more used to skirts, likely the kirtle bodice and skirt arrangement popular locally. The man hesitated, then made the deep bow accorded to Riverlander elders. Fair: Feilan was contentedly strolling into his forty-second summer, which meant Freyja was grazing her sixtieth despite only a few threads of silver in her hair, and she didn’t just sit like a queen, she bore the expensive garments and jewels befitting one; she lacked only a circlet of gold.

	The man sat very neatly, set his hands on his knees, and looked expectantly at Freyja. The bench at this time of day was illuminated by a shaft of light from an overhead smoke hole, and the thin sunshine set off amber glints in the carnelian.

	Standing loosely to attention, Feilan was increasingly fascinated. The locals here and southwards tended to be wide variations on dark-haired, like the girl. His own people came from the land of the pale-haired, ranging from near-white to the poet-blessed golden colour of ripened wheat, to a darker sandy colour like his own hair and short beard. There were some with a tinge of copper, usually a sign of western heritage, but he’d not ever seen anything quite like this carnelian shade.

	‘Rufran,’ he said to himself, which meant Little Fox, but which could have a decidedly less innocent interpretation, something along the lines of Foxy.

	Freyja quelled him with a glance, and he shut his mouth, suitably chastened. She then presented the older of the pair with an imperious look; really, the woman needed a literal crown to accompany her metaphorical one. ‘Well?’

	Either unaware of Feilan’s interest and Freyja’s dismissal of it, or valiantly ignoring it, the man said, ‘My name is Renart Nivardus. This is Adeline.’ He paused, but neither Vaer said anything, so he continued, ‘You may be aware that King Geroald of Seven Hills recently died.’

	‘We are,’ Freyja said, and they were, because keeping abreast of developments that might impact the trade networks was Feilan’s job, and he was good at it.

	The whole of the Riverlands was rife with little realms governed by little rulers, of which Seven Hills was a particularly minor example. While it wasn’t unusual for the multitudinous lands of Enea to bear litters of kings in snapping distance of each other, Riverlands allegiances were woven together not by the perceived strength of the powerful man, or occasionally woman, on the throne and the depth of his or her purse, but by close-knit bonds of kinship and intermarriage. It made for a tapestry of the finest of weaves, tight and strong, and thus a peaceful and stable region.

	That stability of allegiances was both a boon to Siftar, and a difficulty, which was why the change of power at Seven Hills was of particular interest. King Geroald had steadfastly refused to allow passage for Freyja’s traders. Inconsequential little kingdom it may have been, but Seven Hills bottlenecked them from myriad little kingdoms beyond.

	‘Adeline is his daughter. His only child.’

	Freyja and Feilan looked at the girl. She offered a dip of her chin in acknowledgement, more rueful than regal.

	‘You…’ Freyja paused, giving a flick of a look towards Feilan: was she addressing a princess, then?

	Feilan murmured in rapid Vaer, ‘They let women rule, but she wouldn’t necessarily inherit as a matter of course. Looks like a leadership dispute, if she’s out here with such a paltry escort.’

	Freyja grimaced. She liked to take advantage of local politics; she did not like to get involved in them.

	‘The heir, yes,’ Nivardus said, glancing uncertainly between the two of them. He was following something of the Vaer, then; many Riverlanders did have some grasp of it, given how long Vaeringans had been visiting the region, peaceably or otherwise. ‘But her age, it’s a problem.’

	‘Who are you to her?’ Freyja asked. ‘Brother?’

	‘Uncle,’ he said. ‘I am, I was King Geroald’s youngest brother.’ He added hastily, ‘I’m not in line to inherit.’

	‘You are,’ the girl piped up. ‘Everyone is. That’s the problem.’

	Nivardus held up his hand as if they’d tried to interrupt. ‘I will try to explain. Please tell me if I go too fast.’

	‘Can’t expect us barbarians to keep up,’ Feilan muttered, and got another dark look from Freyja.

	Nivardus once again chose to ignore the byplay. ‘If Adeline were a grown woman, the inheritance would be clear. If she were a boy, an inheritance under guardianship until the age of majority would be clear. But she is a girl.’

	Freyja looked to Feilan, but his knowledge of Riverlands customs failed him. ‘This matters because…?’

	‘Her guardian may marry her.’ He saw the looks on their faces, amid the murmur of surprise among the attendants. ‘To someone of his choosing, I mean. Who will then be king.’

	Freyja addressed the girl. ‘How old are you, then? Older than you look.’

	‘I’ve twelve winters,’ Adeline said, and Feilan felt the ripple of shock as everyone recoiled; she was not at all older than she looked.

	Freyja said, diplomatically, ‘Child-brides are not something our people engage in.’

	‘And they call us barbarians,’ Feilan said, less diplomatically.

	‘You barbarians take children for slaves,’ Nivardus snapped.

	‘At least we don’t rape them and call it marriage.’

	‘What do you think happens to slaves, you ignorant—’

	‘Stop,’ Freyja said, softly but with a crisp snap that quietened both men instantly. ‘Be aware we are traders of mid-Vaeringa, our people have not taken slaves for over one hundred years, and I do not appreciate the implication.’

	Nivardus managed to wrestle his expression from a scowl into something approaching contrition. ‘I apologise,’ he said stiffly. ‘I meant only— Never mind. Just to know that the inheritance is being questioned because there is some concern among our allies that Adeline’s guardian will marry her off to his own advantage, making his position too strong for their liking.’

	‘You could pledge not to, surely,’ Feilan pointed out.

	‘I am not her guardian,’ Nivardus said with flat dislike and the cadence of explaining something to a particularly dense child. ‘She would not be at risk if I were.’

	‘You think the possibility of such a marriage is high, then?’ Freyja said, since Feilan was too busy indulging in a minor seethe to fill in the gap for her.

	‘Very much so. And remains so, because of the proposed solution.’ He paused, but neither spoke. He nodded. ‘You have not heard this yet, I see.’ Before Freyja could give Feilan a stern look, he said, ‘It is not a failure of your intelligence network, as limited as that may be—’

	‘Ooh, you whining little shit,’ Feilan said under his breath. Freyja’s eyes gleamed in amusement at his expense.

	‘—as this was only decided last night. There is to be a contest, open to all acknowledged claimants – anyone in the bloodline who desires to partake.’

	‘A feat of arms? The current guardian’s champion against the contenders’?’ Freyja asked.

	‘A monster hunt. King Geroald was killed by a monster that stalks our lands. He who wins its head wins a regency. Perhaps hand in marriage, too. Mostly, though, a regency, to overrule the guardianship.’

	Feilan was still back at the beginning of this explanation. ‘The king was killed by a monster,’ he repeated.

	‘As I said.’

	‘A bear,’ Feilan said.

	‘A monster.’

	‘Did you see it?’ Feilan said. ‘Because in the mist, among trees—’

	‘I saw the wounds on the body.’ Nivardus spoke very coldly, eyeing Feilan with overt hostility, but his voice trembled.

	Feilan opened his mouth to point out that a mauling death, no matter how gruesome the injuries, was more readily attributable to the crushing bites and gashing claw marks of a wild and angry bear than to a mythical monster, too rare in this age to be probable. At the slight downturn of the little girl’s mouth, he remembered he was speaking to the dead man’s brother, in front of the dead man’s daughter. He desisted. It was almost certainly a bear, perhaps even an old and wily boar, but he did not press further.

	Freyja, at least, was managing to follow the salient point. ‘You hope to take part?’

	She managed to not give Nivardus and his slender, if not scrawny, limbs an insulting once-over, but Feilan didn’t. Nivardus caught it, and glared at him. ‘We may compete by proxy. A contender may enter a champion pledged to them by mercenary or marriage contract. We are here to hire champions.’

	‘Champions?’ Feilan repeated, heavy on the plural. ‘Both of you?’

	‘Yes. If Adeline’s champion wins, she proves she has the blessing of our goddess and the mettle to rule in her own right, with advisers of her own choice.’

	Here Adeline gave her uncle such a warm smile that Feilan had to draw the conclusion that Nivardus had managed to slide this provision across the table during whatever negotiations had occurred to come up with this archaic dispute settlement.

	A quick glance Freyja’s way told him her opinion was in concordance with his: a win for Adeline was both an unlikely outcome, and unlikely to be honoured in full by whoever actually held the reins of power back in Seven Hills. But the weave of alliances holding Adeline’s throne safe for her would at least allow her some leeway with this clever condition in place.

	If Nivardus noted their doubt, he had enough sense to ignore it. ‘If my champion wins, I assume the regency, and can keep her safe till she is of age. We double our chances if we both submit champions to the hunt.’

	‘And you planned to obtain your champions from the bersverdar camp?’ Feilan didn’t hide his opinion of the stupidity of that course of action; he even used the Vaer word to underscore it.

	‘If I’ve not been clear, we require the win,’ Nivardus said, also not hiding his opinion of Feilan’s stupidity. ‘A Vaer warrior is our only hope of that.’

	‘Your niece would have been safe enough, but you would have been fair game,’ Feilan told him bluntly. ‘Thank your lucky stars we intercepted you.’

	‘We go with good silver to make a fair deal!’

	‘That works here,’ Freyja told him, more gently than he deserved. ‘Not among the raiders. They would simply take your silver and then demand ransom from your people as well.’

	‘If they’re thinking ahead,’ Feilan said. ‘If not, they’d’ve just murdered you for the fun of it, right in front of your niece.’

	The girl flinched. Freyja gave a single nod, mouth set in a grim line. ‘You’ve forgotten what our countrymen are like.’

	‘Believe me, I have not,’ Nivardus said, looking daggers at Feilan, who held up his palms in mock innocence, though it was also actual innocence, because he had no notion what he’d done to earn it, aside from childishly matching the obnoxious tone of their obnoxious guest.

	He raised his brows at Freyja with some amusement. She sighed.

	‘Stay here tonight,’ she said. ‘We will step in to broker the deal tomorrow. I hope you have a great deal of silver, however. Vaer warriors are not, generally, sellswords. They’re here for plunder, not to hang about inheritance disputes.’

	Instead of showing an appropriate level of gratitude for the unprecedented favour of Freyja Anjasdottir offering to interfere in local politics, Nivardus said, ‘Can it not be today?’

	‘They won’t come today. They only just came in from the sea, they’re still making camp.’

	‘It doesn’t have to be from the raiding camp,’ Nivardus said, a touch desperately. ‘Perhaps two of your sentries will take a contract?’

	‘My men are contracted already, to me,’ Freyja said in her driest tones. ‘I don’t reward disloyalty.’

	Nivardus grimaced. The desire for haste, together with the troublesome but hidden route over the fields, on foot, told Feilan something. ‘The princess’s actual guardian doesn’t know you’re doing this.’

	He knew he was right when Nivardus shot him a filthy look. ‘He does not wish her to enter her own champion,’ he reluctantly admitted.

	‘And Great-Uncle Bertrand wants Uncle Remy to also not have his own champion,’ Adeline said. ‘I think he doesn’t realise Remy would die if he entered the monster hunt himself.’

	‘I wouldn’t die, Lina,’ Nivardus told her crossly. ‘But I wouldn’t win the head for you, either.’

	‘You would die,’ his niece said.

	‘Thank you.’

	‘Welcome.’ She smiled cheekily.

	Despite himself, Feilan’s heart panged for this very young girl who’d just lost her father and was now attempting to avoid both her legal guardian and her own marriage with only her ineffectual uncle for help.

	Freyja hid her own smile. ‘The bear-warriors will be visiting tomorrow for their provisions. We can try for your contract then.’

	‘You just have to hope your guardian assumes approaching bersverdar for a contract is far too jolterheaded a move, and searches for you elsewhere in the meantime,’ Feilan added.

	He smirked to Nivardus’s scowl; he felt he’d scored a point there. He got another severe look from Freyja. She was being remarkably protective of their visitors. He rather thought she liked the girl, who was quiet and serious, and then teased her uncle with that cheeky grin.

	It made the pretty, obnoxious, uncle slightly more palatable, too. Uncle Remy, indeed.

	‘I should warn you,’ Freyja said, which only strengthened Feilan’s supposition that she’d warmed to their guests, or to one of them, ‘the bear-warriors are here in service to their god, and for their own glory and enrichment. They will likely be highly reluctant to turn from taking the river-road south. You will need to offer plentiful silver to even tempt them.’

	‘We have silver and gold,’ Nivardus said, absently reaching under his tunic, presumably to pat a fat purse tied at his belt.

	Freyja looked at him through half-lidded eyes, but said no more. Feilan knew she greatly doubted the man truly understood how much he would have to offer to secure the twin mercenary contracts he desired.

	‘We shall feast,’ she said instead, with a nod to Feilan.

	He went off to arrange that. It was one of the oldest customs of the heartland, displaying wealth through the copious provision of food and ale, especially ale, and one of the few customs Freyja hadn’t shaken off. It wasn’t a bad tactic, all round, for securing good trade connections.

	He did wonder why she’d bother, for such minor royal figures who likely wouldn’t have any political influence going forwards.

	
2

	The guests stayed out of the way on one of the benches lining the meeting hall until evening fell and the fire was lit in the pit. The tables were brought down from the lofts and laden with platters of sliced roasted pork and parsnips on beds of sharp bitter greens, grilled river fish, white cheese drizzled with honey, and bowls brimming with berries and the last of the winter nuts. The lull before summer harvest could be lean, but not in the wealthy, fertile Riverlands. The rich scents of the food left a haze of mingling colours at the edges of Feilan’s vision, not quite strong enough to be annoying, soon fading away.

	Freyja had bid not just ale but mead and fruit wine served, copiously. By about halfway through the small feast, the Siftar residents were merry enough that when Gytha tripped and dumped a brimming jug of ale over Feilan, the drenching was greeted with uproarious laughter and friendly jibes aimed at both of them.

	Feilan shook his head to clear his vision of the hazy amber washing across it, set off by the strong smell of his ale bath. Gytha had covered her face in mortified amusement, and he gave her a friendly nudge and a sly, ‘Did you want my clothes off for any particular reason?’

	She scoffed and swatted him, retrieving the jug.

	His soaked tunic was clammily sticking to his skin, and he pinched it away with some minor fastidiousness. He was promptly waylaid by a couple of women eager to help him peel it off so they could ostentatiously whistle at his bared chest, which was blatant teasing: he helped enough with Siftar’s physical work that he still sported solid muscle across shoulders and chest and thighs, but he was softer in the belly these days. There were plenty of bare-chested younger men about to admire, not to mention the anticipation of the incoming bersverdar, real Vaer men. But, given he was generally good-humoured yet uninterested, the women enjoyed pretending to swoon over him to tease.

	He played along, obligingly preening and flexing. Wiping his hair and beard off with the dryish back of the tunic and tossing it aside, he caught Nivardus staring at him. His cheerful smile dimmed. Adeline was laughing at the raucous antics, but her uncle, arm protectively about her shoulders, looked – not contemptuous, exactly, but certainly unimpressed, eyeing Feilan’s bared form as if appalled by the indiscretion at the feasting table.

	High spirits slightly dashed, Feilan turned back to his plate and his cup of ale, refilled with showy care by Gytha.

	It wasn’t long after Adeline had finished her own plate that she began to droop. ‘Uncle Remy,’ she said sleepily, leaning against her uncle. The corners of her mouth turned down. ‘I want to go home.’

	She wasn’t a composed young woman vying for her own crown anymore. She was a little girl, far from her own bed, and possibly trying not to give way to overtired weeping.

	Nivardus gently stroked her dark hair as her head came to rest on his shoulder. ‘I know, sweetheart. We will, as soon as we can. Safe and sound. Ready to win you your crown.’

	‘Promise?’

	Nivardus frowned. He looked around the table, accidentally meeting Feilan’s eyes as he shamelessly eavesdropped, sipping his ale. Uncle Remy didn’t want to make a promise he wasn’t entirely sure he could keep, it seemed.

	But he said, heavily, ‘Yes. Promise,’ and looked over at Feilan again.

	His strikingly dark eyes were ink-black in the dim light of the hall, and Feilan felt a frisson down his spine. He was almost glad to break eye contact when Freyja leaned over to direct Nivardus to where he could put his half-asleep niece to bed, pointing him to the spare sleeping niche beside her own.

	That surprised Feilan, a little, but then, he had already suspected Freyja liked the girl. She wanted to keep an eye on her. Doting Uncle Remy, presumably, would bed down on the floor beside his niece’s bench, wrapped in his thick cloak.

	Feilan thus didn’t expect him to return once he’d settled his niece, but he did, without the cloak – he must have given it to Adeline, extra padding for a princess habituated to soft beds and layers and layers of linens.

	He took a seat by Feilan, and accepted another cup of ale. By now, Feilan’s fascination with the carnelian hair and those dark, sharp eyes outweighed his awareness that neither of them liked the other.

	‘Why are you staring at me?’ Nivardus asked, on the very edge of leaning into Feilan’s personal space and demanding it.

	He was drunk, or at least not sober. Vaer ale was stronger than the local brews, though from the face Nivardus had pulled when he’d first sipped it, it didn’t taste as good to local tongues. And he’d tried both mead and wine before circling back to the ale, too. Definitely not sober. Still a bit of an arse.

	But that pretty hair was probably long enough to wrap around Feilan’s hand a turn or two.

	Feilan lowered his cup. He’d grown up marinated in the disdain of his countrymen, and lived all his adult life as the dishonourable nothing that was a Cursed, sifr, known to willingly take the woman’s part during the only kind of fucking considered obscene, so much so it was a profanity – serth and all its variants – in their language. He’d wrestled with shame and bigotry, and grown, perforce, a thick skin. He could even, without so much as a blush at the hypocrisy, insult other men by calling them serthar.

	He shrugged and said it. ‘Here’s the thing, Uncle Remy. I’m wondering if you ever fuck men.’

	Riverlanders were a good deal more relaxed about buggery than the Vaer were; it was part of the reason Freyja had settled here, having collected both a wide network of trading connections and a goodly number of loyal Cursed. He still readied himself to hear revulsion in response.

	‘I…don’t,’ Nivardus said, without any particular distaste, or rather, with a rather nuanced tone that suggested any distaste came not from the notion of lying with a man, but of lying with a man he thought of as a barbarian.

	Feilan shrugged again and turned to refill his cup. It was no loss to him. He had several casual bedmates in the trading post – one of them, Meik, was lingering nearby even now, waiting to see if he’d be looking for solace – and was anticipating the bersverdar’s visit just as much as half of Siftar.

	‘I…might,’ Nivardus said, and Feilan glanced back with renewed interest.

	The man looked at him, head on one side, gaze travelling over his bare shoulders and chest and stomach and arms, a slow evaluation that made that little shiver go down his spine again.

	‘For Njorda’s sake, don’t leave me in suspense, Rufran,’ he said.

	‘That’s not my name.’

	Laughing at the querulous tone, Feilan hooked a friendly arm around his slender shoulders, making it heavy, letting him feel the press of the muscles he’d been appraising.

	‘It means Little Fox,’ he said. ‘Like Feilan means Little Wolf. That’s all.’

	‘I don’t prefer men, as a rule.’ Again, he eyed Feilan off in that unintentionally provocative way, now close enough, ensconced under Feilan’s arm, that he felt his ale-touched breath on his lips. ‘But…’

	‘But you’re going to make an exception.’ Feilan was no longer surprised by how many men did.

	‘I need another drink, first,’ Nivardus mumbled.

	But he had three more drinks, fast, to Feilan’s one, and by the time Feilan got his arm around his shoulders again to take him to bed, he was wobbly on his feet. Feilan took a soapstone light-pot and lit its waxed rush wick from a glowing coal on the edge of the firepit, then guided Nivardus out into the night air, exchanging a rueful smile with the disappointed Meik as he left.

	The stars overhead swathed the velvet sky, and the moon was just past the glare – full, to Riverlanders. Nivardus curled in close to his side as they walked. Under the ale on his breath, he smelled herbal, almost perfumed, a whiff of scent that gave Feilan a lightning flash of green as bright and new as spring grass. He turned his face up to Feilan as if for a kiss, but if he didn’t usually countenance men, he wouldn’t want kissing, not on the mouth. Feilan didn’t want to misconstrue an invitation, especially if it lost him the invitation he did have. He already had doubts on that front, if he was going to be scrupulous about it.

	Vaeringans traditionally lived in large extended family groups, all within the same longhouse; Freyja was set enough in the old ways to have kept to her curtained-off niche within the meeting hall. But they did have private quarters, too, since Siftar wasn’t entirely Vaer. Besides, Feilan and some of his fellows had travelled foreign lands long enough to appreciate separate living spaces and some modicum of privacy.

	The simple huts ran in a row between the warehouse and the overlander gate, the bathing pond beyond and the garden plots and latrine trench opposite. They were simple one-room structures, wattle and daub, thatched like the longhouses, with a hide to block the doorway. Their interiors were dark, hence the little oil-filled pot of light Feilan carried with him, though some had square windows cut, their hide curtains pulled aside to let in air or light. In mild weather, small iron braziers adequately heated them, and the residents simply relocated to the warmth of the longhouses in the bitterest of the long nights. Tonight was temperate enough, though the morning would be cold.

	Inside was bare, his furniture only his heavy wooden trunk and a bench along the back wall, both carved with runes and iconography. He had thick layers of fur for his sleeping mat, a spare cloak on a hook, and a few personal belongings atop the trunk, a comb carved from an antler for his hair and beard, a whetted steel knife with a handle of bone, copper nailbinders of varying thicknesses, a scatter of glass beads, a clay ewer of water, a rounded cup of smoothed shaped leather, a copper bowl. He spent most of his time outside, and only came here to sleep, and even then not always.

	Feilan set the light-pot on his trunk. In its low glow, Nivardus was heavy-lidded, swaying. Feilan smiled and touched his face, feeling the rasp of incipient stubble under the rub of his thumb. He didn’t often meet men who went to the trouble of keeping their cheeks clean of hair, though he was aware Riverlanders preferred it. His own people found it unmanly, which had made him scrape his cheeks out of spite until he matured beyond allowing shadows from his past to dictate his behaviour in any way whatsoever.

	The last truly beardless man he’d met had been a eunuch of the caliphates, an Incised, caught up in a raid by Vaer slavers – not Feilan’s people, as Freyja had been at pains to tell their guests – traded east, castrated, and sold south. He’d been the majordomo for a wealthy southern merchant household, icy with affront at the idea of linking trade networks. Some prejudices were too lodged in personal history to be argued with, and Feilan hadn’t tried.

	Nivardus had his own prejudice towards the Vaer, but it appeared more generalised, the same suspicion that saw Feilan and Freyja escorted under guard into towns during their first years of trading, before Freyja’s name became a golden promise of exotic goods and scrupulously fair dealing.

	It wasn’t deep-seated enough to stop him, anyway. Shifting restlessly, nudging against Feilan’s solid body, he turned his face into the touch, so that Feilan’s thumb brushed over his lips, which parted under the slight pressure.

	‘You want…’ Nivardus said muzzily, lips tickling Feilan’s skin. ‘I suppose you want…’ And then, almost to himself, ‘It will take away the vile taste of the ale, at least.’

	Feilan started laughing; he couldn’t help it. Renart made a noise, half-complaint, half-moan, and pressed closer to him, trying, if Feilan was any judge, to keep his balance.

	‘Here,’ he said. He hoisted the ewer, held the spout to the man’s lips. ‘Drink some water, you sotty jolterhead.’

	Nivardus reached up a hand, but took hold, not of the ewer’s handle, but Feilan’s wrist, in a surprisingly strong grip, fingers wrapping tight. Sucking the short lip of the spout into his mouth, he turned Feilan’s wrist to tip the jug enough that the water flowed into his mouth. Holding Feilan’s eye, he swallowed heartily and with some facility. Feilan watched the muscles of his throat flex and felt a bolt of lust shoot through him.

	Still. He’d never consider a bed partner who wasn’t an active and willing participant, both aware of what they were doing and capable of enjoying it. So when Nivardus sank dazedly to the furs, he didn’t follow him down despite the persistent drag on his wrist.

	Nivardus mumbled something fretful and irritated, on the edge of incoherence and too soft to hear anyway, and Feilan wasn’t surprised to see his eyes droop closed almost immediately, his grip finally loosening. He made one last mutter when Feilan rolled him onto his side and threw another fur over him so that only the flame-lick of his soft hair was visible.

	Feilan strolled back to the meeting hall in the vague hope that Meik or some other regular bedfellow would be lingering, but found only Freyja, enjoying a cold herbal tea by the last embers of the firepit.

	She handed him a cup. ‘You tuck our princeling in?’

	He grunted a confirmation. She didn’t query further; aside from the brevity of his absence, she knew him too well to assume the worst of him. Though no longer a Vaer man, he’d been raised as one, and Vaer men had a strong taboo about that sort of thing. Forcing a woman was known to be unmanly: a real man never need stoop to it. Of course, Vaer men also tended to confuse fear with respect, silence with consent, and provocation with permission. Putting aside those rather large caveats, the absolute height of unmanliness would be to inflict oneself on someone too drunk or drugged to even wake up for it.

	Feilan, Cursed, was the Vaer epitome of unmanly, but the taboo ran deep, even if he hadn’t had a strong preference for activities both parties would enjoy.

	‘He’s a pretty one,’ Freyja commented, because, yes, she knew him too well.

	‘Only in the face,’ he said. ‘Plenty about who’re pretty inside and out and don’t call us barbarians in the same breath as demanding our help.’

	‘True enough.’ She took a slow sip. ‘Such good sense from my clever Little Wolf today. Will we see good sense tomorrow if and when Tryggvi Jansson comes strutting about?’

	Feilan sniggered into his cup and said, ‘Doubt it,’ with enough charm in his smile that he earned a mere sigh instead of the censure he sorely deserved.
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	The river mist was still lingering when the Vaer clinkers nudged up to the dock below the trading post, passing under the arched bridge that connected the eastern roads to two westerly paths.

	If the low-riding boats hadn’t been able to slide under that bridge, coming and going, the Vaer raiders would have destroyed it every summer.

	Freyja must have sent a message over to her countrymen’s camp, for the clinkers were full of not only the usual trading goods and the two reithar, foremen, who accompanied the load to tick off their provisions lists and attempt the haggle, but also a double-handful of bersverdar.

	They swaggered up the beaten path to the river gate, leaving the Siftar traders to port the goods. Emptied, two of the clinkers put out downriver, the third holding at the dock to lade with provisions.

	Freyja established the outpost right by the dock when they’d first settled here. It only took the first winter to realise the mistake. The locals could have warned them about the tendency for flood but Feilan couldn’t really blame anyone for not spreading their arms wide to welcome in Vaeringans of any stripe in those days, not even Freyja Anjasdottir of the golden reputation.

	There was no more than a tolftar, a dozen, of the bear-warriors, but that was already more than would truly be interested in taking a piddling Riverlands mercenary contract when the summer raiding season lay ahead. Most would merely be taking the opportunity for an innocuous, perfectly reasonable, perfectly explainable excuse to visit the Cursed trading post. More of them might have come along, if they didn’t all know Freyja’s feelings on too many bersverdar inside her palisade, even disarmed.

	There weren’t any women in the raiders’ camp. Women couldn’t be true bear-warriors, and barely even warrior-like, not without risking exile from the light of their homeland and the blessings of their gods – in a word, Cursed. Siftar, however, was full of Cursed women; some of them even had women’s bodies. A few of the men had women’s bodies too. Others of the men, like Feilan, had become Cursed for getting caught taking a woman’s part.

	Siftar also held a strong contingent of Vaer men and women who had never been Cursed, who could still live within their communities and be traders or warriors or farmers or fisherfolk or artisans, or village wives, and chose not to. Living among their Cursed compatriots was safer than the alternatives, given the generalised distaste for the northern barbarians, and Freyja paid fairly and on time.

	It meant the congenial outpost was of perennial interest to the sex-starved men of the seasonal raiding camp. It wasn’t even hypocritical. As long as the warriors could point to the shortage of women, had their perfectly reasonable excuse to visit Siftar, made sure to never do anything so unmanly as kiss, and always took the man’s part, they were not at risk of getting cursed themselves. It was even, to a certain way of thinking, a moral choice: the Cursed couldn’t be cursed again, after all.

	It’d be a wild night tonight, after the completion of the trade exchange and the contract negotiations.

	Torben was among the visiting bear-warriors, as Feilan had assumed, or hoped, or prayed to deaf gods, that he would be; his old friend had survived another raiding season, another overwinter back home.

	His pulse picked up. The nice thing about Torben was that he knew Feilan would keep his mouth sewn shut even under the most extreme threat, and so, in private, he would kiss, though not on the mouth, and he would play more than the man’s part, and he was only a little rougher than Feilan liked men to be.

	Feilan knew better than to greet him, however. Given they’d grown up together in the same village, it was probably more of a clue to their periodic liaisons than a coldly formal salutation would have been, but there it was: by the skin of mere moments in a storehouse some twenty-five summers ago, he was a Cursed and Torben was a hero of the bear-god, and so they did not acknowledge each other.

	He glimpsed Renart Nivardus fidgeting beside his niece, until the pair were lost in the crowd of residents who’d come out to greet the new arrivals and help unpack the goods. Nivardus wanted the negotiations done with, plainly, the contracts signed, before the mysterious true guardian, Great-Uncle Bertrand, showed up. But he couldn’t divert Siftar’s mercantile purpose. There was business to be conducted.

	The bersverdar lounged in the sunshine, as befitted their status, while the reithar and Freyja’s delegates opened up crates and bales and argued over the contents. Feilan wasn’t overly involved in the true meat of Siftar, the fingering of cloth, the weighing of metals, the exaggerated exclaiming over exotic semi-precious stones from the east, the grit of the haggling. Freyja had better people than him for that.

	He looked around to check on their uninvited guests. Adeline was peeking over the shoulders of the children around her age – they were grinding seeds, a light job they made a game of, but a job nonetheless, which the young princess, after a moment of careful observation and an exchange of a few words, joined in on.

	Her Uncle Remy was twitchier, pacing to the river gate to peer out over the westerly ways, and back again, chewing on a nail and fiddling with the edge of his cowl. Feilan strolled over to the increasingly jittery Riverlander, who glanced up at him, and immediately looked away, a flush staining his cheeks.

	It occurred to Feilan that Renart might not remember what had happened the night before. Or perhaps, remembered only Feilan’s teasing touch at the outset, and not the subsequent chaste tucking into the furs.

	‘You might as well try to relax,’ he said bluntly. ‘Nothing will happen this morning.’

	‘But—’ He waved a hand to where the warriors were at an obvious loose end.

	‘Freyja’s busy.’ Even vaguely disliking Renart, he didn’t wish upon him an attempt to make the contract without her severe oversight. ‘It’ll be this until well after highday.’ He added, to Renart’s blank look, ‘Midday,’ in a sop to local cadence.

	Renart’s concern had been in a different direction. ‘That long? But aren’t they almost done?’

	‘They’ve barely started. And right now, we’re just buying. We’ll be selling next.’

	‘Provisioning them for their raiding.’

	There was a distinct note of disgust there, dislodging the previous dismay. Feilan shook his head and started to walk away.

	‘Can you not hurry them along?’ Renart demanded. ‘Didn’t I perhaps…’ His voice dropped. ‘…earn a small favour from you last night?’

	Feilan snorted. ‘No, Rufran, you did not. If you had, I promise you’d know about it today.’

	That telltale flush spread over Renart’s pale face. ‘Did I not perform as you wished?’

	‘You were drunk.’

	This did not appease the Riverlander. He snapped, ‘I know,’ sounding, if anything, even more indignant. ‘That was the only way I was going to get through it.’

	‘Yeah, thanks,’ Feilan said, with something of Freyja’s famously dry tones. ‘I enjoy it when men have to drink themselves into oblivion to stomach me.’

	‘That’s not—’ Renart swallowed. ‘I meant because I was nervous. I did…want to. Try it.’

	Feilan shrugged, hiding that he was charmed by this frank admission. ‘Why are you so desperate to get this contract done before Adeline’s guardian finds you, anyway? If she can’t sign a contract without his say-so, then anything she signs today is void.’

	Renart hissed irritably. ‘This guardianship… If she weren’t here, he could sign the contract on her behalf without even asking her opinion. Since he’s not here, she can’t sign it on her own behalf – unless she has the permission of an older male relative instead.’

	‘Ah. Uncle Remy.’

	‘Indeed.’

	Feilan thought about again warning him how expensive hiring a bersverdr as a mercenary would be. The truth was that even if the guardian failed to find them before the contract negotiations began, they were unlikely to be carrying enough silver to tempt two Vaer away from the raiding. They’d have to have a chest of silver ingots for that, which they plainly were not carrying about their dual personages.

	But prickly Renart Nivardus wasn’t proving overly receptive to advice, and Feilan’s mother had often told him he pushed too much, too proud of being the smartest one in any given hall. Insisting the supposed monster was a bear last night, cramming his opinion into the teeth of two grieving people, was a case in point.

	Feilan tried to sow the seed instead. ‘At least if he does show up, you can still make your own contract. You’ll still have one champion acting in her favour.’

	‘I’d rather she win,’ Renart said disarmingly. ‘I want her to rule in her own right, not subject to any regent, even me.’

	‘An untrammelled twelve-year-old queen?’ Feilan asked, notwithstanding he had his valid doubts that that would ever happen.

	‘With advisers.’ Feilan must have still looked too sceptical. Renart swept him with his black-eyed scowl. ‘If she may marry at twelve, she may rule at twelve.’

	Feilan held up his palms placatingly. ‘I don’t doubt your little queen, Uncle Remy.’

	Renart folded his arms, turning to watch Adeline as she laughed with the other children, cheerily wielding the pestle and mortar in time to the staccato clap of their hands, accompanied by a singsong rhyme. The set of his shoulders eased, and he smiled, which made him look quite a bit more like his niece, and even prettier than he’d looked in the firelight last night. Feilan wished he wouldn’t wear the cowl; he wanted to see the hair glinting in sunlight.

	‘It is good that she can spend some time being a child, however,’ Renart murmured.

	Feilan cleared his throat, and when Renart looked at him cautiously, said, ‘Thank you, Feilan. I appreciate you not letting us walk into the raider camp, Feilan.’

	Renart’s smile was still lingering, but it slipped in the face of Feilan’s pointed teasing. He said nothing, merely glared sullenly. Feilan’s dislike of the man was becoming distinctly less vague. He was still in enough good humour to laugh at the display of ill-temper as he reprised his shake of the head from his first attempt to walk away, and this time did effect a retreat.

	He collected the reports from his contacts across the heartland, etched on runesticks and carried to Siftar by the reithar as one of the conditions of trade, and spent the morning sorting through them at his small table in the meeting hall, set in the corner behind Freya’s rosewood chair, out of the way of the usual daytime bustle in and out.

	The news was old, gathered during the overwinter, but fresh to their part of the world. Feilan made notes, and he and his two clerks spent some concentration of time connecting the snippets to the wide-flung news brought in by their merchants networked across Enea.

	He’d put the work aside and was breaking bread with Gytha and Meik some time after highday when Freyja entered and gave two sharp claps. The effect was instant. The guards about the walls stood to attention. Every unessential person in the hall, including Feilan’s clerks and his dining companions, rose to leave, the clerks abandoning their inkpots and knives, Gytha swallowing her last mouthful of cheese and bread and hastily brushing her hands clean, Meik taking a last dark rye slice with him, dripping honey in his wake.

	Freyja was followed in by the Riverlanders, who this time were quicker to strip off their cloaks and head coverings. They’d taken some time to brush and straighten their clothes and tidy their hair. They sat at the table Freyja pointed them to, positioned in the best light, Adeline straight-backed on the hard wooden bench with a youthful grace Feilan envied, her high-strung uncle beside her, narrowly elegant face tense. As when he’d met with Freyja the day before, he sat neatly and unnaturally still, all his restless fidgeting under tight control. The bright sunshine falling from the smoke hole kindled fiery highlights in his hair.

	Helpers carrying trays of food came next. Freyja earned her generous reputation: as guests, the men from the camp would all receive bread and cheese and ale at no cost. But inside the hall, platters of cold roast pork and bowls of berries were added to the bounty, tempting in a greater subset of bersverdar prepared to hear out the terms of the Riverlander contract than Feilan had expected.

	Torben ducked his head as he came in, unnecessary but only just. Like all bersverdar, he towered, and his shoulders were square and broad. Feilan admired those shoulders, and thought entirely too long about seeing them bare later, and perhaps even from behind.

	He was inappropriately amused to see him pause, take in the sight of Renart’s hair gleaming in the beam of light, and then murmur, ‘Rufran,’ in the exact same tone Feilan had said it the day before. Freyja, sitting by Adeline, huffed in annoyance, making Feilan grin as he settled by Torben with the bronze scales. The other warriors filled the benches about the table, scooping slices of meat onto the dark bread.

	Freyja had already made the general offer clear to the potential mercenaries. Now she indicated with a nod for Renart to make his opening bid, which he did by untying his purse from his waist and upending the contents, a mix of silver and gold coinage, locally minted, onto the table. Feilan, exchanging a glance with Freyja, wanted to smack his own forehead, especially when Adeline, devotedly copying her uncle, also spilled her entire wealth onto the table from her own little purse.

	The warriors, entirely unimpressed by the pitiful hoard, continued picking over the platters. Feilan nudged Torben, who elbowed him back but did turn his attention to the negotiations.

	‘This is all you offer?’ he asked in rough Midlands, which wasn’t anybody’s first tongue, but, having arisen in the great Chalcadean ports where the peoples of Enea freely mingled, had spread to become everybody’s second tongue. He flicked a finger across the coins dismissively, scattering the pile. He saw no need to bother with the scales before he pronounced, ‘Too little.’

	Feilan was prepared to translate, but Midlands was usefully widespread enough that even the Riverlanders from an isolated little kingdom knew it. Remy touched his niece’s arm, giving her a small nod, encouragement to answer on her own behalf.

	‘It’s all we have,’ Adeline said in her piping voice, spreading her hands. ‘This isn’t a negotiation tactic, sir. It’s the very upper edge of what I can offer.’

	The honest naivety of a sweet-faced child was, in fact, a fairly decent negotiation tactic in some rare circles, but Torben merely shrugged those broad shoulders. ‘We can each make at least thrice this as our fair share of raiding.’

	‘There is less risk of death with this contract,’ Renart said, just as disarmingly frank in Midlands as in his native Riverlander.

	The men muttered at that. Most were already rising, piling pork high on the chunks of bread and grabbing handfuls of berries on their way out of the hall, eager to move on to their real reason for visiting the Cursed.

	Torben was easy-going, ready to relax and be argued with. He chewed a piece of pork crackle and watched Renart with half-lidded eyes. Renart turned from the sight of the great proportion of his potential pot of warrior-stock strolling out the door and ran straight into Torben’s best smile, looking briefly flummoxed to be subjected to it.

	Torben leaned in and said confidentially, ‘We like the risk of death, Rufran.’ He said the byname like he meant Foxy, too. ‘Can you offer anything else?’

	Feilan couldn’t tell if Renart understood he was being propositioned. Tone remaining cool and even, he said, ‘The hunt is at the dark of the moon. The coming new moon, and perhaps the next. You won’t miss the whole raiding season.’

	‘My party will have already sailed south. I won’t catch them in time to claim full share.’

	‘If you’re competent enough, you’ll get the job done the first moon. You’d only be a half-month behind them.’

	‘If I’m competent enough?’ Torben repeated, amused but with a hint that he was prepared to not continue so.

	‘Do you fear to travel alone to catch up with your party?’ Renart asked, which may well have been an innocent question or may well have been as barbed as the comment about competence. Renart might not have realised quite how barbed such an accusation was, to a Vaer man.

	Torben’s eyes narrowed. ‘I fear nothing.’

	Feilan didn’t need Freyja’s quick glance to know to press a hand down on Torben’s right hand. A bersverdr did not tolerate accusations of cowardice.

	‘Add on two good cloaks,’ he said. ‘Top-quality wool, silver clasps. And the little girl’s silver hair-clasp, too.’

	Adeline blanched and her hand flew to the ornamentation at the nape of her neck. Renart said, ‘That was a gift from her mother.’

	‘Worthy of a queen, then,’ Feilan said, merciless. ‘Enough for one contract?’ When Renart opened his mouth again, he knocked his knuckles lightly on the table. ‘Is its sentimental value worth a crown, Adeline?’

	Renart, finally remembering his own determination to let his niece rule, subsided, not without snapping a resentful look Feilan’s way, which Feilan merely smiled at. Adeline bowed her head. She loosened the silver clasp from the dark plaits nested at her nape, and laid it on the table amid the coins. The well-polished silver gleamed in the stream of light from overhead, swirls and curls of flowery scrolls trellised across its surface, studded with filigree rosettes. She gave one of the rosette studs a last lingering stroke before raising her gaze to look earnestly at Torben.

	Torben and the last few of his companions conferred in low voices. The others shook their heads and made their way out. Torben dropped the hair-clasp on one of the pans of the scale. The pan sank substantially; without bothering to put the matching polyhedral lead weights on the other pan, and certainly keeping the cloak-clasps in mind as well, Torben gave a satisfied nod.

	‘But I can’t take a token of the little girl’s mother,’ he said then, which deep-buried softness was exactly why Feilan had referred to Adeline like that. ‘Let’s hack it in half.’

	Feilan winced. He’d been a trader too long; he’d added value in his rote appraisal of the hair-clasp for its function and beauty. Vaer raiders cared solely about purity and weight. But Torben was trying, in his crude way, to be kind: he’d hack half for the silver, and she’d keep a portion as her token. That it would be forever ruined didn’t cross his mind.

	Renart abruptly stood. His niece was almost in tears, trying very hard to not let them fall, and he had no way to recognise the kind intent. He could therefore only take it as an insult to his liege; even a less ill-tempered man might have.

	Bristling with offence, he snatched the clasp from the pan. ‘And that is the end of the contract negotiations.’

	He swept the clasp into Adeline’s hands, and swept the coins back into his purse, and swept himself and his niece out of the hall, without taking their cloaks or remembering to thank the boss. Freyja, looking sour, departed after them.

	‘Foxy has a temper, does he?’ Torben said in Vaer, rising smoothly. He’d gaped at the display of spleen, but had already shrugged it off, smiling down at Feilan, wide enough to crinkle his eyes at the edges.

	‘Do stay for our hospitality tonight, naturally,’ Feilan said, in thrall to that smile, as he had been the moment Torben had first strolled in through Siftar’s gates seven summers ago; as he had been twenty-five summers ago, for that matter.

	‘I am ever fond of your hospitality,’ Torben murmured, which was actually quite a clever quip from a man who was normally nothing but straightforwardly blunt.

	Feilan was too wise to broach the subject again until much later, when Torben was loose and magnanimous with rich food and plentiful drink – though the feast tonight was somewhat the opposite of the previous night’s, less merry, less ale, more food – and pressing his fingers to the inside of Feilan’s wrist with a meaningful look. He evidently wanted to move the evening onwards to its inevitable conclusion.

	Feilan glanced around. Both Riverlanders had joined the feast to eat but were absent from the hall now, or perhaps already wrapped in their cloaks in one of the curtained niches, trying to sleep amid the noise of the crowded tables, the shouts and flirts of the bersverdar. That was good. There were things going on not suitable for a child’s eyes.

	Careful to maintain distance from his friend, he said, ‘You won’t consider the contract at their best price? It’s a monster hunt, after all.’ He added enticingly, ‘It could be the making of your saga-song.’

	‘It’s a bear,’ Torben said. ‘You know it’s a bear, Little Wolf.’

	‘A big, old, canny bear. That must hold some interest, surely.’

	Torben grunted. He wasn’t being careful to maintain distance. He was practically leaning on Feilan, hand about his hip. But then, he’d come on this expedition with a tolftar of hungry men who’d all tacitly decided to turn a blind eye to what they each did tonight.

	By the time Feilan rose to circumspectly slip out first, most of the other warriors had already vanished with their accommodating partners for the night, except one who was sitting on the rug by Freyja’s knee wearing a blissful expression while she petted his hair.

	Feilan wrinkled his nose at her – the man was more than half her age – she scowled at him – she was none too fond of Torben – and they silently but mutually agreed to ignore each other’s lack of good sense.

	He went out of the hall. Torben didn’t bother to make his own exit anything other than right on his heels.

	Outside, the air was crisp, the stars and moon brilliant overhead, and the yard was quiet, though laughter and voices raised in song could be heard from the far side where the most cheerful revellers had spilled out to enjoy the soft night air. Beneath the open revelry were the sounds of sex, whispers and moans, grunts and sharp imprecations.

	‘You could…’ Feilan faltered as Torben pressed harder into him from behind, his mouth hovering over his bare neck. He didn’t let his lips touch Feilan’s skin, but Feilan could feel the ghost of them and it raised goosebumps. ‘…demand a gratuity if you win the contest for her.’

	‘What kind of gratuity?’ He’d got both hands around Feilan now, holding him tight, pulling him in close, letting him feel his muscular breadth, his want. ‘Take me somewhere private.’

	‘I was,’ Feilan said acerbically. Squirming loose, he reached for Torben’s hand, but quickly desisted, jerking his chin towards his hut instead. ‘She’ll be a queen,’ he said. ‘She could throw open her brand-new treasure house.’

	Feilan didn’t know why he was insisting on this. But Renart had been desperate enough to offer up his body last night in exchange for merely putting in a word towards the contract. He’d likely be off seething at himself for not controlling his mouth. Feilan would have to find him, tell him it had been the price, not the mouthiness, and now he’d be able to say he tried and he wasn’t even expecting Renart to make good.

	On that thought, he added, ‘They’re desperate enough to offer you anything, if you win.’

	‘I’m desperate enough to put you on your knees right here if you don’t hurry it up,’ Torben said, hand on the nape of his neck.

	‘Yes, yes, all right,’ Feilan said with a mock show of irritation, swatting his hand off and zagging abruptly into his hut, Torben right there with him. ‘As if you would.’

	That was said with less mock irritation and more actual annoyance than he’d intended. It wasn’t Torben’s fault their entire culture reviled the Cursed. A man in Torben’s position could follow a Cursed with the transparent intention of a fuck, but he would never do anything in the open that couldn’t be denied, if only facetiously.

	Especially not when he’d come within a heartbeat of getting caught in his youth, gleefully fucking the mouth of his childhood friend.

	Stark-naked, he’d bolted from the old storehouse when a watchman flung the main door open and raised his lamp, shining unwelcome light on unwholesome activity. He’d gone out the rear door into the chill night without looking back, leaving Feilan on his knees to face the elders’ wrath.

	The watchman had seen only blond hair and the muscular physique of a big man’s backside. Ironically enough, Torben’s back side was well enough known among the girls that they might have been able to point to the scar on his thigh or the constellation of freckles under his left shoulder blade to identify him. But to the watchman standing over Feilan, he could have been anyone.

	It was the one and only time Tryggvi Jansson, byname Magni Torben, had ever run from anything.

	Feilan had steadfastly refused to salvage his honour by accusing his fellow transgressor, let alone hint that if the watchman had opened the door even a thumb’s width of time earlier, it would have been Torben caught taking cock, and not in the mouth, either. Only his stubborn silence had saved Torben and left him free to be the great warrior he indubitably was – not many devotees of the bear-god made it to his age, after all – to the glorification of his name and all that saga draf.

	Feilan didn’t begrudge his friend. Permanent exile eventually lost its sting, and he stopped missing the mountains. He’d never missed the bitter cold. Comfortable, safe Siftar made for neither a hard life, nor a lonely one. And it was by far the better alternative, for he’d been facing execution for his silence until Freyja had precipitously intervened.

	The room was in pitch blackness. The rush wick of the little light-pot Feilan had left lit must have guttered. The moment the doorway curtain fell behind them, Torben was pushing him down onto the furs, pulling at his clothes.

	‘Been too long,’ he said against Feilan’s collarbone, letting his mouth taste his skin in a kiss now they were off the thoroughfare, in the dark.

	He still wouldn’t kiss Feilan’s mouth. He never had, not even before his close brush with dishonour and exile.

	‘The summer’s barely started,’ Feilan protested. ‘I know it’s a long crossing but surely you can manage yourself for longer than—’

	‘Too long since I’ve had you.’

	Torben’s fingers scrambled urgently over the knots of Feilan’s shirt ties, couldn’t decipher them by touch alone, and shoved his shirt up and over his head with scant regard for ears or hair, all while Feilan was still thinking about that.

	Torben was not affectionate. They fucked during the summers, for the brief interludes when Torben was at the nearby camp between raiding forays. Feilan never knew if he’d come back from those, or if he would come back from the overwinter in the heartland. Even if Torben could read and write like Feilan could, he wouldn’t be sending missives between these rare visits. He’d never before intimated that he might miss Feilan, or at least his cock, in the between-times. He’d more a you’ll-do sort of attitude.
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