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Prologue



Aarhus, 592


It’s the scream that always comes for her. It finds her in the thin time between night and day when it is too early to rise and too late to recover sleep, and it is fire-licked and blood-streaked so that all her dawns are coloured in vivid oranges and reds. They are colours she finds both exquisitely beautiful and searingly painful – just like the scream.


It is merciless. Hard as a spear-tip to pierce her heart and then soft and sinuous as a thousand serpents to chase down her blood until her body is burning with it, as her mother’s body burned. And every time it comes, she can see it all again. She can picture the ship, its prow curving high into the darkening skies as it was prepared for its last noble journey to the otherworld. She can hear the crowds cheering to the gods and smell the burning brand as the druid lifts it high above her father’s corpse, making the gold trim on his great cloak glitter as if beckoning the flames close.


Then she can see her mother, two steps in front of her, and it is as if she is there again. She is touching Lady Sigrid’s skirt, white as the moon, and finding the rich fabric reassuringly cool as the air fills with fire. She is using her mother’s body as a shield to stop her streaming eyes from drying instantly in the funeral pyre’s merciless heat, letting them flow freely down her cheeks instead, to soothe her grief for her father.


And then the shield is gone.


Sigrid moved so fast, as if the gods themselves had whisked her up, though Ofelia clearly saw her feet on the burning planks, saw the hem of her moon-white dress catch as she scrambled upward, and then her golden hair catch alight as she flung herself into the very centre of the inferno and onto her husband’s body. And she heard the scream her mother gave, sharp as a fox’s cry – agony and ecstasy – carrying up into the night, cutting through the swirling threads of smoke with its bitter glory.


The crowd gasped and the gasp gave way to a sigh at the glorious sacrifice but all Ofelia heard was the scream and all she felt was the double-heat scorching the sweet tears from her face and Lars’ hand sneaking into hers as the scent of their parents’ roasting flesh wafted around them.


‘Is she gone?’ Lars whispered.


‘She’s gone.’


‘Who will look after me now?’


Ofelia looked for a moment to their uncle Peder, the wifeless chamberlain of Jutland who saw the precious province as his only true care, then back to her brother.


‘I will, Titch.’


‘And who will look after you?’


‘I will do that too.’


She held his hand tighter and forced herself to stare deep into the flames as they devoured her known world. She knew then that any hope of cool, calm refuge was gone from her life and she was consigned to the heat forever. And she knew, too, that she would never subjugate herself to a man enough to cast her life away upon him like a fool. Her own shadow, unlike her mother’s, would stand alone – alone and strong.





PART ONE






Chapter One



Aarhus, October 601


‘May the gods take our blessed prince unto themselves!’


The priest flung his scrawny arms high to the darkening skies, silhouetting himself carefully against the flaring pyre like Odin’s own raven. His insistent voice seemed to rattle at the purple clouds massing low above the funeral gathering, demanding entrance for the soul of Prince Geir, currently wreathing its way upwards on the dark curls of smoke from the furious blaze.


‘May he feast with Odin in Valhalla for all eternity!’ the priest exhorted, rapping his long stave one, two, three times against the hard earth, to set it quivering beneath the feet of the many gathered to see their longstanding Prince of Jutland sent to the gods.


Ofelia, watching from as far back as she could get, hoped Geir was indeed feasting with Odin and his warriors for he had been a good ruler and he deserved a merry rest, but the thought of it sent cold tendrils through her stomach despite the scorching heat of the pyre. Was Geir clinking cups with her father? Was he, even now, kissing her mother on both pretty cheeks, Lady Sigrid flushed eternally pink from her final act of sacrifice at that other great funeral nine years before? And if so, where, in this land studded with endless memorials to the dead, were they actually to be found?


Ofelia shivered and looked around, hoping to escape, but all Denmark’s finest were packed onto the low-lying peninsula at Aarhus to celebrate Geir’s journey to the afterlife and there was no retreat open to her. The doors to the great hall stood wide open and there were as many people within as without. Most of the farm buildings were over on the mainland but guards stood on the three bridges over the river that divided off the inner sanctum to keep the mass of rapt commoners away and though they would not stop her leaving she could not face their curiosity. These were men she trained with, day in, day out. At least two of them she’d sported with when she’d ached for something harder than swordplay and she did not want their pity.


‘Meat for Odin’s table!’ the priest shrieked suddenly, lifting a hare high in the air with one hand and drawing a thin knife with the other.


It was a fine blade, carved with elaborate whorls that caught in the firelight as if it were twitching in anticipation of the kill. The hare kicked its back legs ferociously against the old man’s arm but there was god-given strength in his scrawny frame and he did not seem to notice the scratches the creature’s claws carved into his flesh. He cut the hare’s throat in one swift movement and held it even higher so its blood poured down, mingling with his own. The crowd gasped and then roared approval as the now limp creature was flung into the flames, landing with a wet splat on the fast-disappearing remains of Prince Geir.


Ofelia closed her eyes against the sudden image of her mother dashing into the flames nine long years ago. Sigrid had gone so lightly, as if she were simply scrambling up a hill to picnic or giggling her way into a dance. She had not looked back, not once. The hem of her dress had slipped through Ofelia’s fingers as easily as her soul had slid after her husband’s into the otherworld. Only that one piercing scream had told of the suffering she’d so keenly embraced.


Ofelia screwed up her eyes against the memory that tortured her but with the sickeningly tasty smell of roasting flesh on her tongue, the heat of the flames against her skin and the hiss of the crowd’s disgusted delight in her ears, it would not be banished and she could only pray to the gods for this all to be over. There was, however, small chance of that.


As the flames began to drop, the mood on the island rose. The druid, his drama done, retreated to a small podium where he began beating out a fierce pulsing rhythm on a large drum. Musicians were appearing at his side as if rising up from between the mourners, their lutes and flutes drawn like weapons against grief, and a tune lifted on the air, mournful at first but gathering pace and quickening into trills and runs of joy. Prince Geir was in Valhalla and they must not grieve but celebrate.


Sol was tugging the sun down below the sea like a kind parent leaving her sons to revel unnoticed and the dancing began. Ofelia’s feet, however, stayed locked against the earth as she looked for somewhere to hide. Hamlet would find her soon. He would want her to dance and she would upset him by refusing and she would rather not do that for he deserved to dance. Had he not, this very afternoon, before the as-yet-unlit pyre, been pronounced Prince of Jutland and heir to the High Kingship of all Denmark? What man would not want to dance after receiving such an honour?


And what man, she reminded herself, would lack for partners? Every eligible girl in Denmark would be pressed forward by eager mothers and fathers. Hamlet’s strong arms would be full to bursting with ripe, biddable flesh so he had no need of her. He’d still come looking though.


‘You will be there at the ceremony?’ he’d demanded after training this morning as they’d both bent, panting, over their practice swords. ‘I want you there, Lia.’


‘And what of what I want?’ she’d shot back, bracing herself for dispute.


Hamlet, however, had simply absorbed her words in his usual calm way and then asked: ‘What do you want?’


A fool’s question; though one she’d deserved.


‘I want to fight.’


‘Again?’


‘Again.’


But he’d shaken his head.


‘I cannot. Father has commanded my presence in the hall before the ceremony and I can hardly appear before the High King in a sweaty leather practice jerkin.’


‘You would rather bathe than fight?’


He’d refused to rise to her jibe, as he so often, so infuriatingly, did.


‘I would rather fight, but I must bathe. And you know it.’


She’d sheathed her sword, tilting the blunted blade so that it rasped loudly in the scabbard, and then bowed low.


‘Well then, pretty prince, I shall not stand in your way.’


He’d rolled his eyes and grabbed her hands.


‘You will be there, Ofelia?’


She’d tried to pull away but he’d held on tight. He was stronger than she was these days. The tide had turned somewhere around his fifteenth birthday when he’d suddenly shot up like a sapling in the spring sun. For a pleasing month or two more he’d struggled to control his long limbs and she’d continued to hold an advantage over him in swordplay but once he’d mastered his new height she’d struggled. She could still sometimes beat him with her speed, agility and skill but increasingly less often.


‘I know funerals are hard for you,’ he’d said this afternoon as she’d squirmed in his grasp.


‘They are not.’


‘But this is a new start for me. I will rule Jutland and you will stand at my right hand. I must have you there.’


‘I am yours to command, lord prince.’


He’d groaned at her mockery.


‘Would that you were. Please, Ofelia.’


The sudden catch in his voice had disarmed her far more than his grand words and she’d sighed her assent.


‘I will be there, Hamlet. Of course I will be there.’


‘I am glad of it.’


He’d held her for too many heartbeats longer and then let her go and she’d run from him, making for the stables and her horse, Ansgar. The stallion had needed exercise and so had she and she’d taken him far out over the moors while Hamlet had been primped and preened and dressed in the brightest Danish wool ready to be proclaimed High Prince. But she’d been at his shoulder as the slim diadem had been placed on his head and in truth she’d been glad to be a part of it. Now though, with his duties done and the dancing upon them, he was better off with a pretty girl in a gown.


Ofelia felt an ache deep inside and looked again to the guards. She’d sported with the nearest lad, Eric, a few times. He was good – hard and fast and silent, the way she liked it. She might have sworn not to give herself to any man but she’d learned early on that taking what she needed from them could help pound the screams of the dead out of her foolish brain and with Geir’s damned pyre still burning high she needed that more than ever. Surely Eric’s fellow guard could hold a little footbridge against a handful of gawping peasants on his own? It would not take long and perhaps, afterwards, she would be in a better mood. She might even dance.


She sidled through the crowd, taking her time as she moved past the front of the great hall towards her target, relishing the prospect of losing herself in someone else for a little while. But as she drew close, a disturbance broke out on the far side of the bridge. Two wrestling lads had knocked into a barrel of ale and it was pouring wastefully onto the dry ground. People rushed to right it whilst others turned on the lads and in an instant Eric was off across the bridge to impose his bulk on the situation.


Ofelia sighed and leaned back against one of the few trees on the peninsula. She glanced up. A low branch extended invitingly at shoulder level and in an instant she had grabbed it and heaved herself up into the V it formed with the trunk. She nestled back, feeling the bark pleasingly rough against her hot skin, and looked out over the scene.


At the far edge of the peninsula the pyre was caving in on itself as Prince Geir’s ship burned through in the middle and the two high ends rolled into the heart of the flames. Sparks flew up and children chased them to the ground, stamping on them in delight, the sombre corpse already forgotten in the joy of ongoing life. Ofelia looked up to the sky and saw the prince’s ashes whirling with the sparks and wondered where the gods were carrying him. The dead were all around, she knew. Their cries still pierced the air if you listened hard enough, or even if you tried not to listen at all, and sometimes she itched to track them down and silence them once and for all. But not tonight.


The druid, old and wearied by his theatricals (and no doubt uncomfortably sticky with hare’s blood), had retreated with his drum but the other musicians would play all night to dance Geir firmly into Valhalla. Myriad ale barrels stood on wooden frames to one side to slake the thirst of the exuberant mourners and next to them long trestles groaned with food to help them keep up their strength.


Opposite the musicians, on a dais erected this morning by some of the younger soldiers, sat King Otto, Hamlet’s father, with Queen Gertrude at his side. Hamlet’s mother, an exceedingly elegant woman who was forever trying to persuade Ofelia to wear a gown and loosen her dark-blond hair from its tight braids, looked poised and at ease. Otto, in contrast, was jumping up and down to greet people, yanking them onto the dais to chat like hearth mates.


Otto was Prince Geir’s younger brother but had made such a name for himself fighting in High King Rorik’s army against the Norwegians that he had been granted Rorik’s daughter as reward. It had been a fine honour but none had foreseen that over the next years, as the couple quietly brought up young Hamlet in the relative obscurity of Jutland, all three of Rorik’s sons would be killed in battle, leaving Otto, his son-by-marriage, as his unexpected heir. When Rorik had died last year Otto had duly been raised up to the High Kingship and it was testament to his reputation and popularity at court that none had contested the appointment. He had ruled wisely ever since. Prince Geir’s funeral was the first time he’d been back in his own Jutish homeland and it was clear he was delighted to be amongst old friends.


‘He likes Zealand well,’ Hamlet had assured Ofelia earlier, ‘but Jutland is home to him.’


‘And Jutland is better,’ she’d countered, for everyone knew the Zealanders were soft, concerned more with fashions and ornamentation than with the realities of farming and fighting.


‘How do you know?’ Hamlet had demanded.


‘I’ve been there too many times.’


‘But only for festivals – for Walpurgis and Eostre and Yule. Everyone is a little bit mad at festival times; they are not a true reflection of life.’


‘So will you go to live in Zealand once you are heir apparent?’ she’d demanded, trying not to panic at the thought.


Hamlet had been her friend for as long as she could remember and her sparring partner for not much less. It was Hamlet who had been there to hold her back when her mother had dived for the flames and Hamlet who had sat stolidly at her side through the bitter months afterwards, refusing to be driven away by her snaps and hits and endless flares of temper. Aside from her little brother Lars, Hamlet was the only one in Denmark who knew and accepted her as the miserable, spiky sow she was. Life would be very dull for Ofelia if he went away.


‘I will go for some of the time,’ he’d agreed easily. ‘And to Fyn and Lolland and Skane too, to meet their people and learn their ways. And you will come along.’


‘I will?’ She’d tried to disguise the hope with disapproval but her voice had just come out sounding squeaky.


‘Of course. You will be my constable so I will need you with me.’


‘Constable?’


‘Absolutely. Lady Ofelia, Count of the Stables.’


‘Cannot I be a lord instead?’


But at that Hamlet had shaken his head.


‘Even you, Ofelia, cannot defy the gods. You have the body of a woman.’


There’d been a pause then, a catch even. For a moment he’d looked at her as if he was all too aware of her woman’s body and she’d felt a mad impulse to gift it to him but she’d recovered swiftly and said, ‘But I have the heart of a man,’ and he’d bowed and reached for his sword and the crazy moment had passed. Now, however, as Ofelia saw him leap up off the dance floor to talk to his royal father on the dais, she felt her loins lurch dangerously. Why could Hamlet not be ugly? Why could he not have a twisted limb or a stooped spine or a hideous scar across his handsome face?


She forced her eyes away from him to Eric, now resuming his position on her side of the footbridge, and thought how clumsy and thickset the big man looked compared to Hamlet’s lithe form. Her body ached, not just with the usual itch of dissatisfaction with the troublesome world she lived in but with a fierce, almost painful need.


‘Ridiculous,’ she chided herself and dug her fingers into the tree’s coarse bark so as to stay rooted up there, out of harm’s way.


Why not? said an unexpected voice, so loudly that she looked around for a tree sprite perched in the branches with her, but if there was such a creature nearby it lurked under a cloak of invisibility. It was persistent though: Why not bed him? What difference would it make? It’s just swordplay in another guise. Ofelia’s eyes shifted back to Hamlet, bowing low over the hand of a high-breasted young girl, and she felt a knife-prick of jealousy.


‘No,’ she told herself sternly.


She had vowed on her mother’s ashes that she would make herself a slave to no man and that included Hamlet, however fine his limbs.


But you’ve sported with plenty of others in the barracks, said the bothersome tree sprite. Ofelia hit out at the branch, hoping to knock it away, but it didn’t work. What’s so different about Hamlet?


‘Nothing,’ Ofelia snapped out loud. ‘He’s just a man.’


So treat him like one – have what you want from him and move on. Why not?


Why not? Why not? The question seemed to bounce off the now dark sky and Ofelia rubbed her back viciously against the bark. Hamlet was dancing with the girl, his eyes locked onto the inviting swell of her breasts beneath the pretty dress, and Ofelia twitched crossly at her own high-necked tunic and leather jerkin.


She looked to the sky again, searching for feisty Freya, the goddess to whom she had long since pledged her allegiance. The scudding clouds were lit from beneath by the still rampant flames and would make the perfect chariot for a goddess but she did not appear. Not that it mattered. Ofelia knew exactly what Freya would advise, for she herself lay with whomever she chose, whenever she chose, and did not trouble herself with consequences. But then, she was a goddess, not a flesh and blood woman.


Ofelia turned her eyes determinedly to Eric. He was free now the peasant folk were dispersing and he had little left to do. He could easily spare some time to rut the restless desires out of her and she knew from experience that he would not be slow to seize the chance. Men never were. She sighed. Eric wasn’t exactly setting her on fire but the haunting scream was threading its way out of the land of the dead, wherever that might be, and deep into her flesh so he would have to do for now. She reached along the branch, seeking a firm grip to swing herself down, but voices from below stopped her.


‘Look at them all – sycophants!’


Ofelia froze and peered down to see Hamlet’s two uncles, Lords Feng and Wiglek, lurking in the shadows just a few paces away. Wiglek was gesturing disgustedly to the dais where King Otto, their elder brother, was laughing heartily at a tumbling fool someone had brought forward.


‘Can you blame them?’ Feng asked. ‘He’s the king, Wiglek.’


‘Don’t we know it? He’s a lucky bastard, always has been. Who’d have guessed all three of Rorik’s sons would die before him?’


‘Wouldn’t surprise me if Otto didn’t have a hand in that.’


‘Me neither. Devious bastard. Remember when we were young – he always had to win, no matter what it cost.’


Both men grunted crossly and, unseen above them, Ofelia shook her head in disbelief for it was this sharp-faced pair who liked to win. She often trained alongside them in the yard and they had all the most devious tricks. Feng thought nothing of tripping a man up, or of bribing stable boys to create distractions during a competitive bout, and there were more than a few soldiers in the barracks with the mark of Wiglek’s teeth in their skin. She kept herself as still as possible as they huddled tighter in against the side wall of the hall.


‘And now bloody Hamlet is Prince of Jutland,’ she heard Feng grumble, ‘set above us both, though he is still but a boy.’


‘He’s not fit to step into Geir’s shoes,’ Wiglek snorted. ‘What does he know of ruling? What about us? We’ve lived in Jutland nigh on forty years.’


‘And been crucial to its governance for twenty.’ Feng set his stocky legs a little further apart and planted his hands on his broad hips. ‘I’ve all but ruled for the last two, with Geir fading and . . . ’


‘You have?’ Wiglek demanded.


‘Yes, I have.’


Wiglek snorted.


‘I’m here too, brother. And besides, everyone knows Chamberlain Peder runs Jutland.’


Feng spat into the dust.


‘Peder orders the supplies and counts the beans and makes sure the cobwebs are swept away. Any fool can do that.’


Ofelia bristled at this sweeping dismissal of her hard-working uncle. She wasn’t close to Peder but after their parents’ deaths he had given her and Lars a home and had seen them warm and fed and trained in warfare, for which she was eternally grateful. She ground her teeth and gripped the branch tighter.


‘Chamberlain Peder is just a petty lord,’ Feng went on. ‘I am of the royal line.’


‘As am I.’


Feng waved this away.


‘You’re younger than me, Wiglek. Remember that.’ Ofelia squinted down to see Feng ramming a fat finger into his brother’s furious face. ‘If anyone deserves this throne I do, and if you had any sense you’d support me and gain yourself high office in return.’


Wiglek knocked the finger aside.


‘I don’t see why I should defer to you because you’re one measly year older. And, besides, Hamlet has a greater claim than either of us for his mother is of the high line.’


Feng stamped his foot.


‘So what’s your plan then, little brother?’


Wiglek flinched.


‘I don’t have a “plan”, Feng.’


‘Which is precisely why you don’t deserve any sort of advancement in life.’


‘And you have a plan then, do you?’


Feng sighed in the darkness, a sound half of amusement, half dark triumph.


‘Of course I have a plan.’


‘What? What plan, Feng?’


Feng drew the moment out, needling his brother until his own impatience drove him to speak again.


‘Remember King Aethelfrith who was in exile here some years back and married Lady Bebba of Viborg?’


‘The lady you wanted for yourself?’


‘I did not.’


‘You did, you . . . ’


‘Listen, Wiglek! You have to stay focused or you’ll get nowhere in life. I’ve been in contact with Aethelfrith. He grows in power. After reclaiming his own kingdom of Bernicia he’s taken the neighbouring one of Deira. He has great lands, Wiglek – great power. And he has daughters besides, daughters who are half-Dane and I warrant would like a bit more inside them!’ He gave a low grunt and kicked suddenly against the wall. ‘Gods, I’m always horny at wakes. It’s death, Wiglek – it makes you itch to live.’


Up in her tree Ofelia nodded at this, the first sane thing either of Hamlet’s uncles had said. The rest had been dangerous; treasonous almost. She’d have to warn Hamlet. She caught sight of him at the edge of the dancing and, as if he felt her eyes upon him, he turned and stared straight at her in the flickering firelight. With a wink, he lifted his arms towards her and instantly her body was aflame.


She glanced down. Wiglek was gone and Feng had collared a slave girl and was fumbling roughly at her skirts as he pushed her up against the hall. Ofelia swung down unnoticed and pushed through the crowds to Hamlet.


‘At last,’ he said, grabbing both her arms, his touch searing her skin. ‘Can we dance now, Lia?’


She looked up at him, his eyes bright, his lean body close against hers. It was too much.


‘We can dance,’ she agreed. ‘We can dance all night. But not like this, not here.’


‘Do you mean . . . ?’


His eyes darkened but still he looked unsure. She took a step closer and smiled wickedly up at him.


‘That’s exactly what I mean.’


He hesitated just an instant longer then spun her round and dragged her, at a half run, out of the crowd.


‘Then let’s go. Let’s go now!’





Chapter Two



They passed Eric so quickly he barely had time to raise his eyebrows.


‘Where are we going?’ Ofelia gasped.


She wanted to get on with it fast, before dawn brought sense crashing back in and robbed her of the glorious foolishness of whatever they were about to do.


‘Somewhere quiet.’


‘Why?’


Ofelia pulled Hamlet sideways, pushing him up against the wall at the back of the stables, but he held her off.


‘Because I’m prince here now.’


‘And that makes you too grand to sport in the woods like everyone else?’


‘Nope, it just makes me foolish to put myself in a vulnerable situation. You, beautiful Ofelia, are quite distracting enough to take a man’s mind off even the most obvious of sword-wielding enemies.’


Ofelia was momentarily caught off guard by the word ‘beautiful’ but mention of enemies drew Feng and Wiglek back to mind. It was almost a relief to have something else to think about. Almost.


‘Hamlet, I have to talk to you about your uncles.’


‘Now?’


His dismay was so comical she smiled.


‘No. Not now.’


She reached for his trews but he surprised her by spinning her round and pinning her tight against the wall.


‘Not so fast. This is too good to rush.’


‘But I might change my mind.’


‘You won’t.’


He leaned in and covered her mouth with his own and she knew, with shuddering certainty, that he was right. No one had truly kissed her before, not as Hamlet was kissing her, and his lingering intent disarmed her.


‘Take me,’ she whispered when he finally pulled back.


‘Oh, I will, but I told you: not here.’


He took her hand and pulled and she felt herself following blindly like some fool girl.


‘Hamlet . . . ’


‘In here.’ He shoved open the door to the stables and tugged her inside. ‘There’s a stall free at the end now that Geir’s horse has ridden into the afterlife beneath him.’


Ofelia shuddered at the memory. The horse had had its throat slit long before the hare. It had been done with more dignity but its blood had poured out every bit as fast as it had sunk to its knees, eyes staring wildly into the afterlife, and died. It had taken six men to lay the beast beside Geir’s body in the ship to accompany him to Valhalla but no one could go into death alone – though they could, it seemed, be left so in life. Images of her mother’s last moments flickered at the edges of Ofelia’s mind and she made a grab for Hamlet, thrusting him into the little stall and down on his back in the straw as she straddled him.


‘Where do you think the dead go, Hamlet?’


‘What?’


He blinked up at her, his hands frozen at her waist.


‘Where do they go? Where is Valhalla?’


‘In Asgard, of course, the land of the gods.’


He tried to pull her towards him, but she resisted.


‘But where is Asgard? Is it below the earth, think you? Are there gateways to it from all the barrow graves? And if so, why do we burn people? How will they find joy in the insubstantial air if the gods are feasting below ground?’


Hamlet groaned.


‘I know not, Ofelia, truly, and care less. Why worry where the dead are when we are here, together?’


He pulled harder and she fell against him, his hands running up and down her back, sending her mother, thank the gods, dancing away. She cried out with the pleasure of his touch and he responded with a groan of his own that pulsed through her body. She scrambled to her feet to remove her breeches but now he was sitting up and his hands were on her bare thighs as he held her still.


‘Take your time.’


‘Why?’


‘I want to see you.’


‘You see me all the time.’


‘Not like this.’


He rose, stepping unselfconsciously out of his trews and reaching for her tunic.


‘Too slow,’ she moaned.


‘No rush,’ he countered, lifting the fine fabric over her head and dipping his mouth to her breasts – and, oh, gods, it felt so good.


She arched, willing him to get on and pound away the perpetual itch inside her, but instead he stepped back and let his fingers trail over her stomach, across her hips and on down her legs before he stood back to take her in. She was naked before him, the dying light of the prince’s pyre playing across her body through the window, and she instinctively put up her hands. But then, despising herself for her timidity, she whipped them away, dropped her weight onto one hip and set her back straight so that her breasts jutted out. She was rewarded by a low groan of appreciation.


‘Like what you see, Prince?’


‘It’s all I have dreamed of . . . and more.’


The answer set an alarum buzzing inside her but not loud enough to drown the roar of her own need.


‘Then take it, man, before I find someone swifter to the quarry.’


Hamlet gave her a slow smile and licked his lips. Then he ran the lightest of fingers down her cheek and removed his own tunic so that they stood naked together.


‘Beautiful Ofelia,’ he whispered again, and then, at last, he was upon her, drawing her tight against him and running his hands all over her as if he were a blind man feeling his way and they were falling into the straw, rolling over and over until finally, in a tumble of limbs and kisses, they came together. Then all thoughts of her mother, or of pyres or horses or hares, were gone and there was just him; just Hamlet.


Afterwards they lay beneath his princely tunic, now creased and threaded with straw, his freshly bathed skin slicked with sweat. Ofelia felt light enough to soar across the skies behind Sol and heavy enough to lie, for once, completely still, her head on Hamlet’s chest and his heart thumping a rhythm louder than any druid’s drum into her ear.


‘That wasn’t your first time then?’ she murmured sleepily against him.


He stiffened.


‘’Course not.’


‘Sorry, I forgot – you’re a desirable prince.’


‘A desirable man,’ he corrected her, giving her rump a friendly slap.


The easy familiarity of the gesture jolted her and she sat up a little.


‘Who?’


‘Who what?’


‘Who else have you rutted with?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘I’ll tell you who I’ve been with.’


‘I haven’t got all night!’


‘Oi! It’s my body and I’ll do what I want with it.’


‘As you should. It’s a beautiful body.’


‘Will you stop saying that?’


‘What – beautiful?’


‘Yes. Stop it. I’m not beautiful. I’m too thin and muscled and my breasts are too small and my hips too narrow and my hair not soft and golden enough . . . ’


Hamlet looked at her curiously.


‘Who’s told you that?’


‘I have. And I never lie.’


‘You misjudge yourself though. You are not thin, but lean; your breasts are as ripe as figs; and your hips are wide enough to straddle mine, which seems perfect to me. And as for your hair . . . ’ He took up one of her many braids and twisted it, playing with the amber bead securing the base. ‘Your hair is glorious because when you bounce up and down on top of me these beads clack together as if cheering me on.’


‘Hamlet!’


It was so foolish she could only laugh and now he was grabbing her and twisting her so that she was on her back and he over her, his face just a finger’s breadth from her own.


‘If you must know, nosey, I was very well initiated into the loving arts . . . ’


The what?’


‘Hush! I was very well initiated into the loving arts by an older woman gifted to me by my royal father on my sixteenth birthday.’


‘How thoughtful of him. Who was she?’


‘Not someone you know. It was in Zealand.’


‘Of course it was!’ She grabbed his bottom lip between her own and sucked, feeling him harden gratifyingly fast against her. ‘She taught you well,’ she allowed.


‘Oh, I was a willing pupil and it was fun. But not like this.’


‘This is not fun?’


She pouted but he just stared intently back at her.


‘Oh yes, but it is so much more too because I did not care for her. It was nothing with her, whereas with you it is everything.’


‘Shhh.’ Panic screamed through Ofelia and she wriggled furiously beneath him. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t talk of this as if it is something meaningful.’


‘But . . . ’


‘It is sex, Hamlet – nothing more. Fun. Pleasure. Lust. A tangle of bodies. Swordplay, if you will.’


‘It is nothing like swordplay, Ofelia.’


He looked cross. No, worse – he looked sad. She forced him away and wormed free.


‘You know I will not give myself to a man, Hamlet. You of all people know that. Have we not spoken of it a hundred times?’


‘Yes. Yes, of course. But we spoke, did we not, of other men?’


Ofelia shook her head.


‘We spoke of all men.’


He sat up, frowned at her.


‘So we cannot do this again?’


Her stomach lurched.


‘Oh no! That is, yes – we can do it again, if we both want to. Think of it, Hamlet, as scratching an itch.’


‘I am your itch?’


‘No! Life is the itch.’


‘And I am the scratching post?’


‘Exactly.’


He considered this.


‘It is not the most flattering thing I’ve been called all day.’


‘I’ll make up for it.’


‘Now?’


‘Now,’ she confirmed, and drew his mouth to hers, and then they were kissing again and the only image in her mind was of his hungry eyes upon her as he took in her naked form and called her beautiful. He was deluded, of course, but as he entered her again and his blood seemed to course around hers, as if they were not just joined but inextricably linked, it was hard to care.





Chapter Three



Fyn, Yule 601–2


Ofelia looked at the upturned faces of the court children as they sat in a tight circle around the fire, their eyes fixed intently on the skald as he moved between them weaving his tale.


‘Have we not all heard the Wild Hunt riding the skies this dark winter?’ he demanded and the children nodded keenly.


The adults nodded too, for the gods had hunted close to the earth these last months, chasing down the evil spirits who had felt too unnervingly close to their doors for people ever truly to rest.


‘Have we not felt the rush of the gods’ horses pulling the air apart, night after long night? Have we not heard the moans of their trumpet calls in the skies? And the clap of Thor’s hammer more times than ever before as he has laboured to keep us safe? Has not his lightning bolt struck fire time and again at enemies unseen? Every one of us could have been taken by the restless dead in these dark days if not for the gods driving on their heavenly steeds to hunt them down. Odin be praised!’


‘Odin be praised!’ all cried back, Ofelia as loud as any for it had indeed been a fearful winter.


The skies and the earth had been shaken by the forces of darkness until it had felt as if they might crack apart and swallow them all. She had sat awake too many nights, hearing the dead tearing up the skies and wondering if her father rode with them and if that were a pleasure or a torture. Sometimes, if the hunt chased sleep right out of her, she would ride out to one of the myriad ancient barrows that pushed out of the Danish earth, pulsing with spirits, and lie across the top, arms and legs splayed so that she might absorb a little of their energy.


One day, she swore, she would open up a grave and search for the entranceway to Valhalla. She would seek out her mother, confront her as she had been unable to do on the day Lady Sigrid ran into death’s embrace. For now, though, it was easier to face a thousand sword-wielding warriors than one selfish ghost and as the winter had battered on she had sought sleep more and more often in Hamlet’s arms, praying that from their easy comfort she would somehow find the courage to face the dead before her time on this uncertain earth was over.


‘Oh, we have suffered,’ the skald said, his voice low now and quivering with emotion. ‘We have suffered and we near have perished, for the dread wolf Skoll hunted the blessed Mother Sun hard this year. He hounded Sol mercilessly, stalking her on his powerful haunches, slaver dripping from his great jaws in anticipation of his feast and his eyes so yellow with menace that she had to hide away and looked like to be devoured before she could birth her daughter and bring new light to us all.’


He paused. No one spoke. All knew it had been close run this winter. For days the sun had barely been seen and all had feared Skoll had hunted down the sun goddess and triumphed over her, and her light would be gone forever. The trip here to Fyn, where Otto had chosen to celebrate the twelve days of Yule at his new estate of Odense – named after the great Odin – had been one of the most terrifying Ofelia had ever taken.


The land had been so sodden with water and so strewn with broken branches that they had chosen to spare the horses and take the longer sail from Aarhus. Barely had they got a turn of the hourglass from land, however, than the waves had gathered, building in size and strength until finally they had risen above the height of the mast, higher than anyone had ever seen in the normally tame Samso belt. Every moment they had dreaded spotting the scales of a sea-beast cresting the next sickening rise and when they’d finally been tossed up on the Fynnish sands they’d all fallen to their knees to thank the gods for their deliverance.


And still the storms had raged. Otto had called in druids from all over Denmark and its neighbouring lands. King Aethelfrith of Bernicia, far over the Northern Seas in the Angles’ land, had sent two men who had been punctilious in their observances to Odin and even more so in their attentions to Lord Feng. Ofelia had often noted them talking with him and Wiglek and feared their intentions, but surviving the battle of the gods had prevented her from worrying overmuch about the machinations of mere men.


And then somehow, Odin – perhaps pleased with Otto’s new hall, named for him with great ceremony by a huge gathering of druids – had led bold Frey and the other gods across the skies to save Sol.


‘Frey be praised!’ the skald cried now, drawing all eyes back to him as his voice rose in calculated gradations of joy. ‘For it was Frey who scented the evil wolf Skoll at last and Frey who rode forth on Gullinbursti, urging the great boar to speed across the skies in frantic pursuit of their enemy. It was Frey who held his gold-tipped spear aloft and Frey who hurled it with all of his great might straight down the jaws of the ravening wolf, piercing his throat and stoppering his teeth before they could clamp around blessed Sol and sink us into darkness forever. It was Frey who saved the light!’


And it did seem that he had. The last twelve days of Yule, as the young sun been nursed into strength with all the incantations of the many druids, had been a tense time but, gods be praised, the skies grew daily lighter and the nights were being slowly beaten back. It seemed, now, that the New Year would indeed come and all were giddy with the relief of it.


‘Frey be praised!’ the skald exhorted, and the chant came back over and over: ‘Frey be praised! Frey be praised indeed!’


The skald paced, his eyes red in the firelight, and the children huddled tighter against one another, shifting their little bottoms nervously on the soft furs beneath them and looking to the hall doors, bolted tight shut against the forces of evil. He spotted it immediately.


‘You fear still, little ones?’ One or two of them nodded; most just stared at him, round-eyed. He paced around them. ‘You are right to be scared. You are wise to be scared for the Wild Hunt is not yet over. The greatest victory is won but Odin must battle for our souls for long nights yet. He must ride Sleipnir high; he must drive the great horse on with all the power in every one of his eight strong legs, to lead the gods in their pursuit of darkness.’


He dropped suddenly to his haunches amongst the children and his voice softened.


‘Sleipnir is tired, children.’


Ofelia saw them all lean towards him. The older ones glanced at each other and sat up a little straighter – they knew what came next.


‘Sleipnir is hungry.’


One or two of the children nudged each other. A few smiles crept onto faces and the adults standing behind their offspring relaxed perceptibly. It had been a fierce battle but the new light had come and all would, surely, be well again.


‘What shall we feed Sleipnir, children?’


One boy’s hand shot beamwards.


‘Hay!’ he cried.


‘Hay,’ the skald agreed. ‘And . . . ?’


‘And honey-balls,’ another burst out, jiggling with the excitement of it.


The children began to look keenly around for their parents. Earlier they had lined their best boots up in careful pairs either side of the great hall doors, ready to be stuffed with hay brought in from the stables and the tiny honey-balls they had been eagerly frying with their nursemaids at first light. These treats would feed Sleipnir over the remaining days of the Wild Hunt and in return he would leave a gift for every child. That would not come until the morning but for now there was treat enough.


No one had been allowed – on pain of being handed to the wicked god Loki as a toy – to eat any honey-balls earlier but as soon as two had been placed in every boot for Odin’s hungry horse, those that remained were there for all to enjoy. It took time to collect honey so such sweetness was rare to their tongues and now the long-awaited time was upon them the children’s fear was rapidly dissolving into giddy anticipation.


The adults stepped hastily back as maids claimed their charges and led the scramble to fill the boots. Ofelia knew – for she had seen them in the kitchens when begging food after training this morning – that there were many honey-balls spare for those smaller children less able to scrap for the first batch, but the children did not and the race was on.


‘I remember this so well,’ a voice said softly in her ear and she turned to see Hamlet, standing uncomfortably close. Her body reacted immediately and she tutted under her breath.


It had been a little awkward for the first few days after Geir’s funeral. Ofelia had been torn between avoiding Hamlet altogether and jumping him again and again. Avoiding him had not been possible, however, as she’d had to train with him every morning, so for a little time she’d indulged herself. That could not, she’d known, be sustained without tipping unfortunately from indulgence to habit and she had forced herself finally to pull back.


Hamlet had objected but had let her lead and she was both grateful for his respect and furious at the way it forced her to make hard decisions again and again. Gradually, though, they had found a balance and now she leaned easily back against him.


‘I remember it too,’ she agreed, looking again towards the bright-eyed children.


‘I still feel this knot of excitement in my stomach just looking at them stuffing the boots. I remember feeling as if I would never sleep as I lay listening for Sleipnir’s hooves with the glorious taste of honey in my mouth. And then suddenly it was morning and we were rushing to look for presents.’


Ofelia smiled.


‘Mainly I remember getting cross at having to put scratchy hay and sticky honey in my boots, especially the year when Father had had a pair dyed bright red for me. Freya knows, I loved those boots and no petty present was ever going to make up for ruining them.’


Hamlet laughed.


‘You’re a funny one, Ofelia.’


‘She is that,’ Lars agreed, stepping up beside them and dodging a small child as it darted between his long legs.


At nearly sixteen, Ofelia’s brother had been growing as fast as Hamlet and was now, she noticed, taller than him. Hamlet noticed it too.


‘And you, Lars, are a man indeed.’


Lars grinned and raked a hand through the blond curls he wore vainly long.


‘But with a girl’s hair,’ Ofelia teased.


‘One of us has to have it,’ he shot back, tugging on one of her braids like a sail-rope.


Ofelia yanked indignantly away. She considered challenging him to a fight but she was far too likely to lose with her brother grown so strong. It wasn’t fair. As Lars and Hamlet became men, it forced her, by sheer dint of the contrast, into being more of a woman. And the differences between them seemed to be permeating not just her body but her mind too.


‘Would you like to see me in a gown?’ she’d asked Hamlet one time as they’d panted together after a particularly energetic afternoon in a shepherd’s hut on the moors.


‘No.’


‘Oh. Why not?’


‘Because I like to see you with nothing on at all.’


‘Hamlet!’


‘It’s true. If you must wear clothing – and I suppose sometimes you must – then I care little what sort it is.’


She’d considered this.


‘But would not a gown remind you more of what is beneath?’


He’d smiled at this suggestion.


‘Oh, Ofelia, beautiful Ofelia, I need no reminding for it is clear in my mind’s eye at all times.’


‘All times?’


‘Yes – all.’


He spoke that way often, making no secret of his feelings for her and seemingly not caring that she refused to pledge him the same devotion. It made her angry. If he thought he would somehow grind her down into the pattern of a meek, submissive woman, he was very much mistaken. Ofelia was made of steel, tempered and hardened in her parents’ funeral pyre, and no one, not even Hamlet, would grind or bend or shape her to their own ends. For now, though, Lars was awaiting her riposte and she fought to think of one.


‘I am told,’ she said eventually, careful not to catch Hamlet’s eye, ‘that my beads clatter most erotically against one another with the right movement.’


Lars chuckled.


‘What crap! Have you been riding a skald, sister?’


She grinned.


‘Something like that.’


‘Well, I wish him well for he must be a brave man indeed to risk tangling with you.’


‘Beads are hardly dangerous, Lars.’


‘I did not mean the beads.’ She frowned and he flung a muscular arm around her shoulders. ‘Oh, come, let’s not fight. See – the children are off to bed and the feast can begin. The boar smells divine. Did you swear an oath to him?’


As Lars led her and Hamlet easily up the hall towards the table at the top, Ofelia thought back to the oath-swearing. As the children had fried honey-balls earlier, the adults had gathered on the frost-bright grass to dedicate a fattened boar to Frey in thanks for his defeat of Skoll. The beast had been chained in a golden pen, lit at its four corners with tall torches, so that men – and women if they so chose – could see the boar clearly while they swore an oath upon it for the year ahead. Words spoken to the boar were held inside it and released direct to Frey when it was sacrificed by the druid.


When Ofelia’s turn had come she’d knelt before the boar, so close she’d felt its sour breath against her face, and looked it straight in its pinprick eyes.


‘I swear my loyal sword to Hamlet, Prince of Jutland.’ The boar had seemed to look right into her, the light from the two torches at her back flaring in the very centre of its dark eyes, and she had hastily added, ‘My sword only,’ and retreated from the pen to make way for the next devotee.


The boar had been run through not long afterwards and now it was roasting on the spit, its soul gone to Frey along with their hard-sworn oaths and just its flesh left behind for the faithful to feast upon. She had promised Frey now: Hamlet had her sword and only her sword. She might gift him her body from time to time but her allegiance to him was as his constable. Nothing more.


Mind you, she feared he would soon have need of her in that capacity. The mood on Jutland had been uneasy since Geir’s funeral. Feng had been throwing his not inconsiderable weight around and these last twelve days in Odense Ofelia had seen him endlessly sidling up to people, whispering to them. It worried her and she looked around now to see him escorting Queen Gertrude to her seat with ostentatious solicitude.


‘I don’t like the look of Feng,’ she said, low-voiced, to Hamlet.


‘No one likes the look of him; he’s a wart of a man. Why do you think he has no wife?’


‘Oh, he has money enough to attract a wife even if he were a dwarf. And your mother seems to like him well enough.’


She pointed to where Gertrude was bending back to hear something Feng was saying close to her ear, laughing and batting flirtatiously at his arm.


‘Oh, Lia, that’s just courtliness. They’re all like that on Zealand.’


‘It looks more like danger to me. I told you, Hamlet – Feng’s plotting.’


‘Of course he is! He’s always plotting, be it his next cheat at knucklebones or the next poor slave girl he’ll impregnate with his seemingly endless seed. I tell you, that man has bastards all over Denmark.’


‘An army of them perhaps?’


‘What? Oh, come, Ofelia, you worry too much. Feng is a nuisance, no more. I have suggested to Father that he be given Fyn to rule, to keep him quiet.’


‘You have?’


She stopped dead, surprised, and Hamlet ran into the back of her. His hand gave her bum a quick squeeze and she jumped and turned to glare at him but he stared placidly back.


‘I have. You’re not the only one with sharp eyes, constable. I know he is restless. Wiglek too.’


‘Feng talks of England.’


‘So you said. Well, why not? It could be a useful alliance for us.’


‘For him. He seeks power, Hamlet.’


‘Which is why he should have Fyn. And it will keep him separate from his damned brother too. Wiglek’s resentment burns slower but, perhaps, more steadily, and it would be best if he did not have Feng constantly fuelling it.’


Ofelia nodded. It was a good idea, that much she could see, but as she watched Feng murmuring the gods knew what into Gertrude’s ear, she feared it would not be enough.


‘You think he will accept the offer?’


‘I hope so. But dinner awaits and my father is beckoning us over. Come.’


‘Not me, Hamlet.’


But he was tugging her after him as Otto called: ‘Hamlet! Here, boy – sit by my side.’


The king was dressed in flowing white robes with his fine beard made white with chalk so that he could preside over the festivities as Old Man Winter. He was in fine spirits and Hamlet hurried to join him, pulling Ofelia into the next seat on the top bench. With the king waving a welcome to her she hardly dared protest. Then, as she looked self-consciously around, she saw several prominent lords eyeing her furiously from the benches below and decided she rather liked her seat of honour.


She beamed openly at them all as she made a show of settling herself just two seats from the High King then watched, amused, as everyone else jostled for positions. Otto kept an easy court, preferring open hospitality to strict order. Ofelia knew some of the older, more formal members – her uncle Peder included – did not approve but she liked the king’s ways and she was not alone for Otto was proving to be a much-loved ruler.


‘So, Lady Ofelia, what think you of my new hall?’ he asked her, gesturing expansively around.


‘It’s wonderful,’ she told him without reservation for she loved the beautiful building.


At nearly sixty paces end to end, it was the longest she had ever seen. It had needed huge supporting pillars to keep the long roof beams locked in place but Otto had ordered sculptors from all across Denmark to put their own special stamp on each one and now the carved golden oak flourished with all manner of plants, vines and creatures. Ofelia swore you could spend days in here and still find new things to please the eye.


‘You should build something like this on Jutland,’ she told Hamlet.


‘He should,’ Otto agreed, delighted. ‘You are right, Lady Ofelia – he should. And if he gets on with it perhaps we could celebrate a very special occasion there? This summer perhaps?’


‘Lithasblot?’ Ofelia asked, puzzled.


The harvest festival was important but not usually considered “special”.


‘No! Not Lithasblot, my lady. I am thinking of a more personal celebration.’


His words pierced her as if a sea-beast had at last risen up above the waves and she shied back so fast she almost fell off the bench.


‘You mean Hamlet’s marriage, my lord king?’


‘What else?’


She had not known it was planned. Hamlet had not spoken to her of any discussion with his father though she supposed, with an heir to secure, it was important to proceed as quickly as possible. She swallowed hard.


‘And who is he to marry?’


Otto looked from her to his son and back again.


‘Isn’t that obvious? It is unusual, I grant you, for a prince to wed his constable but you are an unusual woman, Ofelia.’


‘Me?’


She didn’t know if this was better or worse than Hamlet marrying another woman. She looked to him for help but he seemed as stunned as she.


‘You wish me to marry Lia — the Lady Ofelia, Father?’


‘I think you wish it yourself, Prince Hamlet.’ Otto beamed benignly at him. ‘Do you not?’


Ofelia felt the glorious new oak beams closing in on her as if leaves and vines were twisting out of the knotted wood and the creatures carved there were shaking themselves free. She swallowed again and again but a lump of something – fear, horror, hope? – had lodged in her throat and there was no shaking it. She looked desperately to Hamlet but his eyes were fixed on the king.


‘I do wish it, Father.’


‘Then . . . ’


‘But I do not!’ Ofelia’s words came out like a whiplash and Otto jumped.


‘Sorry?’


‘I beg your pardon, my lord king, and thank you greatly for the honour you have done me in considering me, but I do not wish to wed. Not Hamlet, nor any other man.’


Otto looked at her long and hard.


‘Marriage can be a great blessing, you know, my dear.’


He did not seem offended by her refusal and she was emboldened to reply frankly.


‘For men perhaps but for women it brings only servitude.’


Otto blinked.


‘That is a little extreme.’ He glanced towards Gertrude seated on his other side. ‘I do not see my wife as a servant.’


Ofelia blushed.


‘Of course not. I apologise.’ She looked to Hamlet but he was refusing to meet her eye. ‘It was a poor choice of words. I mean, rather, that in a marriage a woman must always take second place.’


Otto thought about this then gave a slow nod.


‘I suppose that is true in theory but in practice, you know – and certainly in private – the woman always rules.’


‘See!’ Hamlet said suddenly, the first word he had spoken since Ofelia had made her objection, though it was not clear to whom he addressed it.


Ofelia felt the lump in her throat swell until it was so tight it almost brought tears to her eyes. First gowns, then marriage talk and now tears. It was too much. She squared her shoulders and faced Otto.


‘Hamlet is the dearest man on this earth to me, save perhaps for my brother Lars, and I have sworn my sword to him forever. Indeed, I swore it to Frey’s boar this very morning.’


‘You did?’ Hamlet asked, and at last he looked at her.


‘Of course I did, Hamlet. I would die for you as my prince and as my friend – but I will not live with you as your wife.’


‘But . . . ’


Ofelia saw Otto put a hand on his son’s knee and was grateful for his intervention.


‘If I were to wed any man it would be you, but I will not.’


‘Only because of . . . ’


Otto’s hand tightened on Hamlet’s knee and, thankfully, he ceased talking.


‘It matters not what the reason is,’ Ofelia told him tightly. ‘It matters only that it is.’ She waited for another objection but none came so she steeled herself. ‘But your father speaks true on one thing, prince – you must marry. You are Denmark’s heir and it is your duty to breed and keep her secure. We should find you a bride.’


‘Ofelia . . . ’ His voice was dark with warning but she ignored it.


‘What of her?’ she demanded, pointing wildly down the tables to the girl she’d seen Hamlet dancing with at Geir’s funeral before she had seized him for a jig of her own making. Theirs had been a fine dance but foolish. Now it was time to call the music to a halt.


‘Lady Agnete?’ Otto asked, easily enough, though his voice was strained and his hand still tight on his son’s leg. ‘She is of good blood, Hamlet, and comely, is she not?’


Hamlet said nothing.


‘Very comely,’ Ofelia agreed for him, her voice sounding ridiculously shrill even in her own ears. ‘Luscious breasts.’


‘Ofelia!’ Otto gasped.


She flushed.


‘I apologise. Again. I am used to barracks-chatter.’


Otto sighed.


‘I suppose you are. Perhaps you are right not to wed.’


‘I am right, my lord,’ she agreed solemnly, but with Hamlet glowering between them her privileged position on the top table suddenly did not seem so covetable and already she longed for the meal to end.


‘So that’s it then?’ Hamlet’s words slammed into Ofelia as hard as his sudden grip on her wrist.


She struggled but he’d picked his moment well, waiting until she made her way back from the latrines to pounce, and no one noticed as he pulled her round the side of the hall. A short distance away a couple were gasping warm air into the cold night and Ofelia instantly envied them their simple release. Sadly, it wasn’t always that easy.


‘If you mean my refusal to marry you – or any man – then, yes, that’s it.’


‘Why?’


‘You know why.’


‘Because your mother sacrificed herself to your father and you don’t want to have to do that?’


‘No, I . . . It’s not that simple.’


‘It can be. I don’t want you to sacrifice yourself to me, Lia. I don’t want your bloody servility. I won’t ever ask you to be “second best” and it offends me that you think I would. Don’t you know me at all?’


She heard the hurt in his voice and hated it.


‘It’s not you, Hamlet; it’s everyone else.’


‘You don’t care what they think.’


That much was true and yet . . .


‘You are Prince of Jutland. One day you will be High King of Denmark. You need a wife to sit at your side and bear your children and grace your ceremonies in fine gowns.’


‘Always with the gowns! It’s foolish. A gown is just a long tunic.’


‘That you cannot walk in and certainly cannot fight in. Gowns are fit only for those who sit weaving and sewing and simpering.’


‘So don’t wear a gown. I told you, I don’t care.’


‘You say that now when it doesn’t matter, when you are just a prince and can indulge yourself. But you will change.’


‘I don’t have to.’


‘But you will.’


‘Oh, I see, you know more of me than I do of myself?’


She shrugged.


‘Yes.’


He banged one hand suddenly against the wooden wall.


‘Then marry me! Help me. Stand always at my side.’


‘I will, Hamlet. I will stand at your side but as your constable, not your wife.’


‘That’s it then?’


‘As I said, yes.’


‘And if I don’t want you as my constable?’


She sucked in her breath.


‘Don’t you?’


‘No.’


His eyes bored into hers, challenging her. It was a look she’d seen in them a thousand times on the training yard and always there she rose to it. But it was easy to fight with swords; words were far trickier.


‘Then I must respect that decision, Hamlet, as you should respect mine.’


His hand went up and she braced herself for him to hit her – willed him to do so. It would be a release of sorts, if not the one she craved.


‘Go on,’ she goaded him. ‘Hit me. Beat me into submission. I am but a woman after all, but a servant to your desires.’


He dropped his hand, let go of her wrist and stepped back, his eyes cold now.


‘I have never treated you like that, Ofelia. I have offered you nothing but my time and care and love. Yes, love. I love you and you love me too, yet you will spoil it for both of us with your petty stubbornness.’


She shook her head.


‘And so it begins . . . ’


‘Aaargh!’


He banged his hand so hard against the wall that she feared the bones might crack. Further up, the amorous couple fell still then looked over at them. Ofelia heard the girl giggle and the man whisper something low and urgent and then they were off again, lost in their own joy.


‘You are infuriating, Ofelia.’


‘I know it. You are best rid of me. Find a biddable wife.’


‘I don’t want a biddable wife. The gods help me, I want you.’


‘But I am not yours to want.’


Hamlet’s eyes narrowed and his shoulders stiffened.


‘Very well then. Safe trip back to Jutland, Lady Ofelia. May your sword bring you joy for I know not what else will.’


And with that he gave a tight little bow and was gone, back into the giddy Yule crowds, leaving Ofelia to feel for the dint in the wooden wall where he’d lashed out and to bang her own forehead against the imprint of his fury.


The next morning the royal boats sailed for Zealand. Ofelia dared not go down to the jetties but stayed wrapped tight in her cloak amongst the stand of trees on a barrow grave above the shore. She had sat there all night, hoping that the frost seeping up from the dead men below might numb her pain but it seemed it had not done so for it still hurt like a thousand knife pricks when she saw Hamlet step out behind his father, ready to sail away from her.


She watched him look around, his eyes scanning the sparse crowd of those who had raised themselves after last night’s revels to see their king on his way. Was he seeking her? Almost she rose, cried out to him, but it seemed the frost had worked its icy charms on her limbs if not her mind for they were stiff and disobedient and before she could uncurl them he had gone aboard and turned his head firmly seawards.


Well, good, she thought. Let him go. It was for the best. He would be angry for a while but he would recover. She knew him. He could never hold a grudge for longer than it took the next meal to arrive. He was too warm and kind and open-hearted and . . . Ofelia closed her eyes, dug her fingers into the hard soil of the barrow, and willed up the picture of her mother scrambling into the flames but for the first time in nine painful years it would not come and when she finally opened her eyes again Hamlet was sailing away.





Chapter Four



Roskilde, Walpurgis (May Day) 602


Ofelia lifted her face to the deliciously warm spring breeze and willed herself to enjoy the sensation but it was impossible. Why did the wind not blow faster? Every day of the drawn-out last months of the winter Wild Hunt she had longed to see Hamlet and at last she was close – though not close enough.


So many long nights she had lain awake, cursing herself for her hot-headed handling of his marriage proposal. Almost she had wished the terrors of the Wild Hunt back and several times she had set herself against the stones of barrow graves in the hope of opening up something dangerous enough to take her mind off the ridiculous emotions coiling around her heart. In the end, though, she’d realised that even if she unleashed all the forces of the underworld, she would still have to face Hamlet and had forced herself to find a more practical solution.


She had to apologise to him, that was all. She had to set things straight – or at least as straight as possible since she’d brought about this painful estragement – and so she’d been delighted to step aboard ship to sail to Roskilde to join the court for Walpurgis. The great festival celebrated the end of the Wild Hunt and the coming of Trimilchi, the summertime, and so represented a period of new beginnings that Ofelia was determined to make the most of. Just as their ship had rounded the top of Zealand, however, the winds had dropped right away, leaving the sail flapping uselessly. There had been little choice but to lower the mast and draw out the oars and their progress down the long Roskilde Fjord had been, as a result, agonisingly slow.


‘Why can’t they go any faster?’ she moaned to Lars who was standing at her side in the prow of Peder’s ship.


‘Go easy on them, Lia. They’ve been rowing all morning and they are fasting like the rest of us.’


Ofelia’s belly rumbled obligingly. The nine days before Walpurgis were honoured with fasting in the daylight hours and as it was now the last day everyone was feeling the pinch of hunger. But that was no excuse.


‘Let me take an oar,’ she said, ‘and I’ll show them speed.’


Lars looked at her curiously.


‘Do you know how to do it?’


She shrugged.


‘How hard can it be? It’s just in–out, in–out.’


‘And you are good at that, sister.’


‘Lars!’


She flushed. In truth she had been useless at “in–out” since Hamlet had left. She’d had a couple of half-hearted encounters with Eric but they’d left her somehow itchier than before and she’d given up and taken to riding Ansgar further and further across the Jutish moors instead. The horse looked lean and fit on it but it had done little to benefit her. Ofelia leaned impatiently against the masthead, as if she could physically impel the boat to travel faster.
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