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			Chapter 1


			Boy


			The girl, seven winters of age, pressed her slight frame up against the wooden fence and peered past it in horrified fascination, caught between curiosity and fear.


			‘What is she doing?’


			The boy next to her rolled his eyes and made a face. ‘My father says something’s wrong in her head. She thinks she’s an animal.’ Everyone knew Mad Ida was just that: mad. Gone. Away with the trolls and the fairies.


			The girl didn’t even spare him a glance. ‘It looks pretty uncomfortable.’


			The clucking grew louder.


			‘Probably is. Beaks are much better for pecking with. Won’t last long, though.’


			‘Why not?’


			His voice had the hard-earned wisdom of all of his nine winters. ‘She’s scaring the hens and Auntie won’t have it.’


			The girl opened her mouth to speak, but a woman’s loud voice drowned whatever she’d started to say.


			‘Shoo! Shoo! Get out!’ The formidable woman who came striding from behind a nearby shack barrelled past the children and stormed into the chicken pen. She stopped and stood in front of the scrawny figure, not much bigger than a child, who was flapping her arms within oversized, scrappy clothing and squawking back at her. ‘Ida, get out!’


			The woman called Ida squawked angrily at the intruder and squeezed all her features into the middle of her face, as if she could form a beak through willpower alone. She pecked once in Auntie’s direction, then flapped away, scattering chickens as she went.


			The big woman groaned with frustration. ‘Get OUT, Ida! You’re scaring my animals!’ Happily ignoring her, Ida just kept flapping around the yard, jerking her head this way and that in her poor imitation of the chickens’ walk. But the chickens clearly weren’t impressed; every time she tried to get close, they moved off in a flurry of feathers to another corner.


			Snorting like an angry bull, Auntie stormed off, slamming the gate shut after her.


			‘Where is she going?’ the girl whispered, shrinking back.


			‘She’s probably gone to fetch—’ He stopped as voices drifted towards them from the direction in which Auntie had disappeared.


			One was loud and rapid, the other slow and rumbling. The first voice spoke a lot more than the second.


			Auntie rounded the corner again, this time with a big, broad man in tow.


			‘Is that your uncle?’


			‘Absolutely,’ the boy said with no small satisfaction. ‘He sailed with Greybeard, you know.’


			‘Wow,’ the girl said. ‘Who’s that?’


			The boy caught his breath. ‘You don’t even know who Greybeard is?’


			‘Is he the man who came two days ago to ask about the council?’


			The boy was indignant. ‘No! That was just some dumb traveller. And he wasn’t even old. Greybeard is the scariest raider there ever was! He sailed to the Southern lands where they have people with ash-black skin and he took all their gold – everyone knows he was the biggest, meanest—’ He stopped. His audience of one had lost interest, because Auntie and Uncle were now in the pen with Ida.


			‘You go right and I’ll try to shoo her to you,’ Auntie said, and this time she stepped gently towards Ida and almost cooing, said, ‘Ida, we’re going to go into the house and have some stew. Would you like some stew?’


			‘SQUAWK!’


			‘I don’t think she wants stew,’ the girl whispered.


			Inside the chicken pen, the chase was on: Auntie dashed, Uncle shuffled – and Ida darted with surprising speed between the two, squawking madly as she went. Twenty chickens getting underfoot did not help the pursuers’ cause.


			After a couple of rounds Uncle roared in frustration, ‘Enough of this!’ The big man spread his arms and approached Ida, slowly but deliberately. ‘Out!’ he ordered firmly.


			Ida stopped, looked at him and blinked. ‘Squawk,’ she said, reproachfully as the farmer caught and embraced her, none too kindly. The girl on the fence shifted out of the way as the big man lumbered out, carrying the old woman, and made for the longhouse.


			‘Nils!’ Auntie shouted after him, hurrying to keep up, ‘don’t—!’


			‘If she wants to be a chicken—’ the farmer shouted over his shoulder.


			‘What’s he going to do?’ the girl whispered, shaking.


			‘NO!’ Auntie was running now.


			The boy and the girl watched them disappear into the barn but they could still hear the shouted argument, interspersed with increasingly frightened squawking.


			The girl’s brow furrowed and she pursed her lips. ‘They’re really angry.’


			‘Look,’ the boy hissed suddenly, staring over her shoulder and pointing at the path leading down to the farm. ‘In the woods—’


			‘What is it?’ The girl turned.


			‘A rider!’


			Sure enough, where the trees thinned out they could see a figure on a horse making its way towards them at a leisurely pace.


			*


			Nils scowled. ‘I will have no more of this.’


			‘You can’t just snap her neck!’ Hertha was standing in front of the rust-stained block, broad forearms crossed, scowling back at her husband. Ida was squirming in his arms, her head twisting backwards and forwards, but with less and less fervour; she’d noticed the well-worn axe resting by his feet.


			‘She’ll be the end of us—’


			‘No, she won’t – look at her . . . what could she do to us?’


			‘She’ll open the gates and let out the cows,’ Nils snapped. ‘Or she’ll decide she’s a fox and eat the chickens. Or she’ll vanish off into the woods with the children and drive you crazy trying to find her. The gods don’t like her, Hertha.’ He inched closer to the block.


			Hertha’s scowl turned to a sneer. ‘“The gods don’t like her” – listen to yourself! Just because my mother’s sister is a little strange, you want to end her life? What’s next, Nils? Do I have to send the girl home to her own farm just because she might say something wrong?’ The big woman mimed a troll snapping a neck. ‘And don’t you dare think about picking up that axe.’


			‘You’re twisting my words,’ Nils snarled. ‘And anyway, you know I’m right. She can’t stay here.’


			‘Anyone home?’


			The voice from the other side of the barn door was followed by a very polite knock on the wall. Hertha’s eyes widened and Nils strengthened his grip on Ida’s neck.


			‘Is that—?’


			‘Yes, it’s me.’


			Hertha smiled suddenly. ‘Oh, but you can pick a moment, girl.’


			A young woman stepped around the corner and smiled at the assembled group, then swiftly slapped her cheek and looked at the flattened sting-fly in her palm. A satisfied grin lit her face. ‘Got him! This bastard’s been buzzing around my head ever since I passed the pond.’ She wiped the corpse off on the leather pouch tied to her belt next to bags of various sizes. ‘Hello, Nils!’ Smiling at the big Viking, she reached back to re-tie the rider’s knot in her black hair.


			‘Well met, Helga,’ Nils muttered, looking at his fidgeting captive with a hint of embarrassment.


			‘And hello to you, Ida.’ The old woman muttered something, shaking her head this way and that.


			Helga looked at Nils, smiled and raised her eyebrows a fraction. ‘Can I—?’


			As if he’d suddenly realised he was holding a burning log, Nils let go of Ida and almost pushed her towards the tall young woman. ‘Of course,’ he stammered. ‘I was never – I – anything you could—’


			‘You’ve done the right thing.’ Helga held Nils’ eye and after a few moments his heart stopped pounding and his shoulders lowered.


			‘She will be fine.’ Helga’s voice was calm as she reached out slowly to the old woman. Ida’s frantic head movements slowed as Helga talked to her in a low, rhythmic voice, the words only half-heard by the interested onlookers. She clasped the old woman’s bony shoulders before stroking her arms, the movements deliberate, firm, moving her hands down to the wrists, then holding the fingers. She let go and rested the back of her hand on Ida’s forehead, swept her fingers down the cheek to the chin, then repeated the action on her other cheek. Finally, tipping Ida’s head upwards, she looked into the old woman’s eyes. ‘Hertha?’ she said softly without taking her attention off Ida.


			‘Yes?’ The big farmwife snapped to attention. Behind her, her husband watched intently but silently.


			‘Do you have any daisies nearby?


			Glancing at Nils and smiling nervously, Hertha said, ‘Yes indeed. Whole field of ’em, out by the treeline.’


			‘Very good,’ Helga muttered, almost as if she was talking to herself, stroking Ida’s arm again, not losing contact with her for a moment. ‘Very good indeed. Perhaps we should have some tea?’


			*


			The sun had not moved far at all when the children came sprinting back, each with their small bag full of daisies. ‘Thank you.’ Helga beamed at them. ‘You are fantastic workers.’


			‘Thank you,’ the girl said solemnly, proffering the bag.


			The boy muttered something and looked at his feet.


			‘And fantastic workers get paid for their efforts,’ Helga said, mirroring the girl’s serious voice. Reaching into one of the small pouches by her hip, she pulled out two amber-coloured pebbles. ‘I think you might like this. And I have a very special request, which I could only ask of someone really trustworthy, like you two are: would you take care of Grundle for me?’


			Their eyes widened and the boy put his hand forward, eager and nervous. The girl, after a quick glance at him, followed his lead. As Helga handed over the payment, she murmured, ‘I am sure you have many things you need to do.’ The children didn’t need to be told twice; she’d barely finished speaking before they were bolting off to see to her horse.


			Helga turned to Hertha and Nils. ‘Honey sweets with a little bit of dried ground beet. Good for busy bees. Now for Ida. You know how daisy tea calms the mind?’


			Hertha crossed her arms. ‘We’ve tried that.’


			‘I would expect nothing less of you and Nils,’ Helga said. ‘For most, that would have been perfectly effective.’


			‘What do you mean, “most”?’ There was hesitation in Nils’ voice; he still wasn’t sure he wanted to be involved in this discussion, but the young woman wasn’t giving him much choice.


			She looked at them briefly before turning her attention back to Ida, who was almost drowsing in her arms. ‘You are very lucky: Ida has been touched by the gods. She will bring great fortune to your farm if you show them the respect they are owed.’


			‘How?’ Hertha’s arms remained crossed and at her belligerent tone, Ida’s mutterings grew ever so slightly louder. Behind them, Nils tensed up again.


			Helga’s smile was not remotely shaken. She pulled out a small but sharp-looking blade, a carving knife with a wicked point, and produced a tile from another of her bags. ‘The gods . . . well, sometimes they’re a little hard of hearing,’ she said conspiratorially. ‘And sometimes we need to shout in different ways. Pour the tea.’ The command in the young woman’s voice had Hertha moving before she’d quite decided whether she was going to.


			It wasn’t long before she was back, clutching a rough-hewn tree-bowl filled with steaming tea.


			The knife made a scritching sound as it lanced into the thumb-sized tile in Helga’s hand, quick, deft movements sending blink-thin slivers of wood drifting to the ground until a rune appeared. Gently, she reached out and took the bowl from Hertha, passing her the tile in return.


			‘Is that – magic?’


			Hertha shushed her husband, none too gently. ‘What do we do with it?’ she said, respect in her voice.


			‘You keep it on you,’ Helga said, ‘and touch it when you are making the tea.’


			‘I don’t know this one,’ Hertha said, turning it around in her fingers and studying the mark.


			‘I would be surprised if you did. I learned it some years ago from my m— It came from a family I stayed with when I was younger.’


			‘And this works?’ Nils said hopefully.


			Helga looked him straight in the eye. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And if the gods change their minds and it stops working, you come and find me immediately. There are other things that we can do as well.’ She turned back to Hertha. ‘Meanwhile, set Ida to simple tasks, preferably with counting – things she can actually do – and make sure she eats her food. Four flowers to each bowl, like I did; when you’re down to one flower in a footprint you need to move on and find a new patch. If you run out, come and see me – I always have some dried at home.’


			‘I usually put two in the bowl when she’s bad . . .’


			Helga smiled. ‘I think she’s worth four, don’t you?’ She reached into her bag and produced a handful of the honey sweets. ‘I’ll leave these here to bribe your workforce.’ She winked at Hertha.


			Ida shook her head forcefully, her breathing quickening. ‘Nnnaah!’ she muttered more loudly.


			‘Now,’ Helga said, her voice still level but the words coming out more quickly, ‘you have the rune, and the gods are watching. What do you need to do?’


			Hertha stiffened. ‘I, uh—’


			A large, callused hand appeared and plucked the bowl out of Helga’s hands.


			Nils kneeled down in front of the woman and spoke softly. ‘You are going to have some tea, Ida,’ he intoned, with the calm voice of someone who had dealt with skittish horses all his life. Ida’s eyes darted from him to Hertha, then back to the farmer. ‘There’s a good girl,’ he murmured softly, raising the bowl to Ida’s lips.


			‘Nnnh!’ Ida shook her head.


			‘No,’ the Viking said, unmoving, ‘drink.’ He tilted the bowl slightly, Ida’s head stayed still, then she tasted the tea with her tongue. Nils tilted the bowl again and this time the old woman’s lips started moving. Before long the bowl was drained.


			‘Now what?’ Hertha asked.


			‘Just wait.’ Helga smiled and reached for Ida’s hands, feeling with her thumbs past the old woman’s gnarled knuckles to the sinewy wrists. Her eyes closed slowly.


			‘. . . hungry,’ Ida whispered.


			‘No wonder,’ Helga said, opening her eyes.


			Hertha stared at them both for a moment, then she disappeared through the door.


			‘How are you feeling?’ Helga scanned the frail old woman as she talked. ‘Headache? How is your stomach?’


			‘I just said I was hungry, stripling,’ came the tart reply.


			‘Oho! She’s better,’ Nils said, a smile breaking out on his bearded face, as Hertha emerged from the longhouse with two fist-sized rolls of bread, a dollop of butter and some quartered plums on a plank.


			‘Here,’ she all but barked, handing it over to Ida, ‘eat.’


			Helga glanced over at Nils, who was looking at the two women with affection. ‘The shrews of Rowan Glade,’ he said. ‘Never a kind word to each other, no one more true.’


			He smiled as Hertha fussed over her old aunt. ‘This is good,’ he told Helga, and grabbing a hand-axe, left the women to it.


			The farmwife turned from her aunt and looked Helga up and down, almost as if sizing her up. ‘You know, for a Norsewoman you’re not bad.’


			Helga grinned. ‘Thank you,’ she said, looking down. ‘I should be going. Just remember, send for me if you need anything, or if Ida gets bad again.’


			‘I will.’


			Overhead, swallows swooped and dived on the summer wind.


			*


			The horse moved slowly, gently picking its way down the shadow-striped path from Rowan Glade. The sun sent cascades of green light shafting through the leaves to the forest floor, which was still moist and fresh from the night’s rainfall. She drew in a deep breath, feeling like she was sensing nature with every fibre of her body.


			Beneath her, the horse snorted.


			‘I agree,’ Helga said. ‘It’s beautiful here.’


			Content with the response, the horse tossed her mane and continued walking. The rocking motion and the warmth of the big body set Helga to thinking, and she felt a familiar, pleasant tingle rise in her cheeks. ‘Only one day now,’ she said softly to the horse, then hummed, ‘Tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow.’ There was an ache running throughout her body, which was almost unbearable. Almost. In a sense, the wait was sometimes nearly as delicious; it reminded her of the joy and relief of quenching a hard thirst with cool spring water.


			‘Right, girl,’ she said, ‘enough of this dallying. So where do we find our bounty?’


			The horse tilted her head and looked sideways at her.


			‘Oh, forgive me, your Highness. Of course I should not bother you with such mundane questions.’


			Grundle pulled on the reins and Helga stroked her neck. ‘All right, then – if that’s what you want, we’ll go down that way.’ The horse stepped away from the broad path; the thick underbrush meant the going was harder, but the beast was right. Her prey was more likely to be found away from the beaten track.


			She peered through the trees until she spotted a sun-dappled glade, the perfect spot. The henbell’s distinctive long stalks, drooping cross-hatched flowers and spiky leaves were nestling in the grass away from the pine trees. She dismounted, but she didn’t need to tell the mare to stay clear; Grundle was already moving a little way back as Helga picked her way towards the flowers with her knife in hand, breathing shallowly as she muttered the old rhyme,


			Touch of death and odours fell


			When you pick the dreaded Bell. 


			She tried to ignore the bitter taste to the air around the plants as she knelt down and wrapped a long rag around each hand before going further. Only then did she slice the first stalk in half, taking care not to get any of the sticky juice on her flesh. That was bagged, then a little digging yielded the root too. She quickly dealt with another two plants, then retreated thankfully, already starting to feel giddy and slow. If she’d stayed much longer she might have had to deal with hallucinations, even nausea too. But once dried and used carefully – a tiny portion of the leaves to calm and soothe; a shaving of the roots to help with sleep – henbell was invaluable for any healer.


			‘If I’d fallen asleep, you’d have had to come and get me,’ Helga said to Grundle. She got a snort in reply as they ambled back into the forest.


			When they came across a field of motherwort beside a stream, the stern voice of the woman she’d thought of as her mother for most of her life came back to her: Stop fussing and drink the tea, girl. The cramps had been so bad she’d been doubled over, clenching her teeth so hard she thought they would break, but instead of sympathy – not that Hildigunnur had ever been big on sympathy – she had been brusquely assured that she wasn’t dying, offered a clean rag and then the tea. The smell had been bitter and the first sip unpleasant on the tongue, but then Hildigunnur had made great show of stirring a generous dollop of honey into the bowl, a high treat.


			The jagged spikes of pain had dulled immediately and while the soreness and the squeezing feeling had remained, it had been nowhere near as unbearable. Thinking back on it, she wondered if that had been the moment – that actual tangible result – which had made her love the idea of being a healer. A day later, the cramps and tearing pains had all but vanished; there was still the blood, but nothing that couldn’t be managed.


			She smiled at the memory as she sliced off the first of a dozen plants and bundled it into an empty bag.


			Riverside had been kind to her, and so had the woman who had adopted her; she could admit that now.


			Grundle turned a corner and Helga drew her breath in at the sight of the sun hitting a clump of tall, bright pink spikes. She dismounted and stroked the rough leaves beneath the speckled bell-shaped flowers hanging in ordered rows around a firm stalk; it looked like someone had taken great pains to arrange them in a regular pattern. ‘So who do you think named them foxgloves?’ she asked the horse, who sensibly ignored her.


			Out came her knife and she cut a handful of the rough, thick leaves just at the base of the plant. A little could make a racing heart beat a little slower, but you couldn’t use more than two leaves at a time. ‘Quick and slow and big and small is far more good than none at all,’ she muttered to herself, smiling wryly at the memory of being forced to repeat the words over and over and over until she was sick of them.


			Memories of Riverside had softened now. The first year away from the place she’d always thought of as home, at least until her siblings had come back for a family reunion, had been difficult. First she’d stayed with Thyri, Bjorn’s widow, and their idiot son Volund, a nice boy even if he’d long lost the wits the gods gave him. He was going to be a huge bear of a man like his father and as long as instructions were clear and simple and repeated enough times, he’d be able to help Thyri on the farm. However, when winter broke and spring started carving paths through the snow, Helga had felt the need to move on. She had fonder memories of the next year; Groa, the Eastmen’s cranky old healer had pretended not to like her for the longest time, but Hildigunnur had taught her to read people and she could see clear as day that the old woman had enjoyed the company. When Helga had found out that gossip was the old woman’s favourite thing, all manner of life wisdom had been grudgingly dispensed in return for rumours and stories, thinly disguised as chiding.


			Decide at night, do in the morning.


			If you find good water, drink it.


			Leave the boys alone.


			Well – two out of three wasn’t bad. She blushed at the sudden images in her head, although funnily enough, it was her skin that remembered most of it: strong bodies under fur, the feel of hot flesh on flesh, the pull of taut muscles, the heat, the musk . . . There had been a little blood at first, but Hildigunnur had warned her about that too, and ensured she’d never forget the recipe for particularly strong juniper tea that was ‘good for decision-making’. No young woman who came to Riverside left without the makings and instructions on what kind of night to use it after. It was months after she’d joined the Eastmen that she suddenly recalled how often she’d seen her mother brewing juniper tea for herself; what she’d learned by then made her smirk at the memory – and then she’d wondered, in a way that made her feel sad and happy at the same time, whether she looked anything like Hildigunnur when she did.


			But the woman she’d come to know as her mother had lied to her and deceived her and there could be no returning. With all mothers and daughters there had to be some evasion of truth, she knew that much – but there was a limit.


			Too much foxglove stops the heart.


			Grundle walked up to her and nudged her shoulder.


			‘Yes, yes,’ she said, ‘I know. I’m getting moody in my old age.’ She looked into the horse’s long-lashed eyes. ‘So you want to get going, girl, do you? You want to go home.’ She rose stiffly and remembered, too late, as always, that too much time foraging always turned her knees to wood. ‘Well, so do I.’


			She hauled herself a little gracelessly onto Grundle’s patient back and moments later they were heading home at a nicely paced walk.


			The forest gave her all it could: rich scents, riotous bird song, surprise patches of blooming flowers. She smiled and allowed Grundle’s rhythmic motion to lull her half asleep, her thoughts idling like fish lazily circling in a pond. On occasion the sun would pierce the leaf cover, bathing her in bright light and a gentle warmth.


			Life is good, she thought, feeling the herb bags bouncing gently against her hips, stuffed with the day’s bounty, and that in turn made her think again of what was to come when she got home and somewhere just under her navel there was a tingling and a tightening of muscles.


			Life is good indeed.


			*


			The gaps between the tall trees gradually widened, letting in more sunlight, and what had been a beaten path more used by beasts than men was unmistakeably now a road. Helga could see familiar shapes in the woods now – a crooked branch, signs of a stag sharpening his horns – which she greeted like old friends.


			I’m home. Even though three years was no time at all in the kingdom of King Eirik, as she was so often reminded, and even though the older ones still weren’t quite sure about her, on account of her coming from the west – most of them still called her ‘that Norsewoman’ or, she strongly suspected, ‘that Norse witch’ when she was far enough away – she still felt at home here.


			And there it was: the first flash of bright light shining through the trees. She still wasn’t used to how the chains sparkled and twisted in the wind like living things, but she recalled how frightened she’d felt when she’d first seen the enormous hall. Back then Uppsala had felt so terrifyingly big and crowded, with people shoving and swearing at her at every turn. She’d managed to keep a brave face, that first day, until she knew she had to get away; she’d told her travelling companions she was going to tend to the horses and ran off to the stable, where she’d indulged herself in a short but heavy bout of tears, then worked on fighting back the rising fear and the throbbing headache. Her overwhelmed senses had been so crowded with sights and smells and the sheer weight of noise, all intermingling and overlapping.


			It had taken a horse, nudging her from behind, gently reminding her that she was within reach of feed, to help her overcome that cold fright.


			She reached down and patted Grundle’s flank. ‘That’s where we met, wasn’t it? You were my first friend.’ The horse snorted. ‘And even though I really wanted to, I didn’t run away.’ She could see more blue sky now, and ahead, fields of green and gold. ‘I didn’t,’ she repeated, more forcibly.


			She relaxed in the saddle and allowed the horse to lead, thinking happily, I could fall asleep right now and wake up at home. Everything was alive around her. She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes, taking in her surroundings: the air was fresh, with a hint of sun-warmth and the smell of pine resin. Helga put out her tongue as if to taste it, then wet her lips. To anyone watching I’d look like an animal, she thought, which made her giggle, picturing herself on the horse, eyes closed, tongue darting in and out like an adder. ‘It’s a good thing there’s no one around,’ she said to Grundle, who was studiously ignoring her. ‘Come on, then, girl. Take us home.’


			The mare needed no encouragement, first settling into a gentle trot, then picking up speed, pushing into a canter, while around them the sunlight flooded through the increasing gaps between the trees, bringing with it a delicious smell of heat on leaves mixing with the soil being kicked up under thudding hooves. Even the air tasted different at this speed, almost like honey. Do I have any at home? Helga wondered, and another thought followed immediately which made her scalp tingle.


			She leaned over the horse’s muscular neck, feeling the solid warmth radiating, and urged her on as the forest disappeared behind them and the plain opened up before her. The sight thrilled her now: Uppsala, the Halls of the King, sat proud on the hill overlooking the farms far in the distance. The light flashed on the temple chains, drawing the attention of the gods to the bustling life below, the longhouses linked by walking boards, the fence-lines demarcating territory. There was always something happening there.


			At last she could just make out her own little house, nestled away near the northern treeline. Grundle did too, for she picked up the speed and the two of them thundered on towards home.


			*


			‘It’s good to run sometimes,’ Helga told Grundle. The smooth, even strokes of the brush were sending both of them into a trance of sorts. This is all that matters, she thought. Home and horse and life. There was something so powerfully good in coming home, in knowing every angle, curve and line of your environment, feeling like your small but sturdy house and one-horse barn were a part of you. This feeds me, she thought. Grundle’s hide was feeling smooth and kempt now, and judging by the soft snorting, the mare was happy. She gave her work a critical once-over and thought about Einar; he and his father Jaki had taught her how to treat a horse right. He’d have approved. Her feelings were still mixed when she found her mind drifting back to her life at Riverside. The first year she’d moved to Uppsala, she’d asked every traveller from the west for news of the valleys, but there had been precious little to hear: small kings and minor skirmishes, that was about it. Unnthor was the big man, and not just in his valley, and he and Hildigunnur kept a firm lid on trouble for miles around, so of course there’d be precious little news coming to the town.


			The moment she opened the gate, Grundle flicked an ear in farewell and walked in, immediately dropping her head to graze. With the herb bags bouncing satisfactorily against her hip, Helga visualised the interior of her storeroom, the small shed next to her house. She’d built the whole thing herself, even though there’d been no shortage of men – of all ages! – offering to help her with pretty much whatever she needed when she’d first arrived. But Hildigunnur had always been a great believer in self-sufficiency, and not being beholden – especially to men – so with her mother’s tart voice echoing in her ear, she had turned them all down. Her time with the Eastmen had taught her that a firm but friendly denial served best.


			Time to sort the harvest. The contents of her storeroom could be the difference between life or a slow, agonising death, so she always memorised exactly what she had and, just as importantly, what she needed.


			Patting the bags, she murmured,


			Henbell, hyssop, meadow-rue;


			Lungwort, foxglove, good and true.


			Almost as if she’d invoked them, the scents started tickling her nose.


			The shed had a normal front door, but she’d turned the whole back wall into a big set of swinging doors that opened onto the herb garden, her pride and joy. Rows of verdant green and dusky silver stretched away, the beds arranged neatly by type. Groa had taught her a lot about planting, but she in turn had surprised her crotchety instructor with her vast knowledge of forest herbs and an unerring nose for finding them, thanks, of course, to her mother’s lessons. Old witches, Helga thought, grabbing a handful of thyme, have taught me all I know of life.


			She knelt by the rosemary, inhaling its sweetly bitter scent as she twisted off some stems, then moved on to the juniper at the end of the plot. A good handful of berries and she was done. Back in her shed, she dealt with the forest’s bounty first, then tied up the freshly picked garden herbs and hung them off a nail in the top corner.


			Last week’s picks were nicely dried out; a flash of her blade and rosemary, juniper and thyme were chopped up and tied neatly into in a small muslin bag. ‘One stew mix, ready to go,’ she said to no one in particular, repeating the actions until she had two dozen piled beside her. She did good trade, selling the ready-mixed herbs to travelling merchants; the bright ones knew guards worked better on tasty food and the investment was small. She’d even started getting return customers: one Dane who made the trek up just after winter to trade honey for pelts had come to her for the third year in a row. He’d even offered to marry her, but when she’d pointed out he wanted to marry her herbs he’d had to agree.


			‘They’re all fools,’ she said, not unkindly, but they were fun; life would certainly be duller without them. If less loud. She looked around at her shelves, not so much counting as confirming that she’d not run out of anything. It made her happy to see everything just so.


			Her hand went to the runestones around her neck. She did teach me a lot. Closing her eyes, she muttered the combinations. Nauth, need, and Gebo, giving, Sovilo, the sun, and energy, life, and Jera for patience. She stroked Ehwas and Mannas, the last two, smiling: horse and man, all a girl needed. When she’d first noticed the runes in Groa’s hut she’d been surprised – she always kept her own hidden – and she was wary about turning the conversation to the magic of the inscriptions, but when at last she summoned up the courage, quite expecting to be thrown out or ignored, the old woman had been more than happy to talk. She’d been waiting for a promised apprentice, although she never told Helga who had made her that promise.


			That had been a fascinating night, the first of many. They’d started with single runes before moving on to the really interesting part: the ways in which they could be combined, opening up all manner of possibilities, like a flower garden blossoming in spring. Nothing had been quite the same for Helga after that. Some of them had stuck with her – mostly the things to do with growing and healing – but she couldn’t quite lose the feeling that she’d forgotten some important things as well. ‘They’ll come to you when you need them,’ Groa had wheezed. She’d been a patient teacher – most of the time. Out of habit, Helga felt her side, that one particular area the old witch had delighted in pinching, even though it didn’t hurt any more.


			I still have so much to learn. But the old woman had told her it was time to make her own way in life, and Groa was never one to brook no for an answer, so here she was in Uppsala, making her own way . . .


			Lost in thought, she collected a pile of seedpods and returned to the herb beds. Kneeling on the ground, she rubbed the damp earth between her fingers, enjoying the feel of it, before scattering the seeds and covering them gently with a fine tilth of soil.


			She felt the rider long before she could see him.


			Sometimes she imagined that she could tell his hoofbeats from those of any other horse, which made her remember watching Hildigunnur console lovelorn young women whose men had gone a-Viking. How stupid they had looked to her younger self. You’ll never catch me crying over boys, she’d sworn, and she winced a little at the memory as she kept her eye trained on the rider, waiting for him to come close enough to admire.


			No one sat a horse like he did.


			There was a wiry strength to him that always made her heart beat a little faster, a grace in how he didn’t fight the movement but rolled with it naturally. When she’d first seen him she’d felt like her heart had gone quiet. It was something in the way he’d dismounted, strong, but light on his feet. She’d hung back, that first time, unable to tear her eyes off him.


			And now he was coming to her, grinning broadly and waving at her as he urged his horse faster. She waved back, a little annoyed to find she was blushing, but unable to hide her own smile of welcome. He pulled up a dozen steps away and was airborne before the big animal had fully stopped; five long strides brought him to her. She had only a moment to drink in his features – the long blond hair, the close-cropped beard and the twinkle in his eye – before she was enveloped in his strong arms and then their lips were touching. The scent of him filled her nostrils and she forgot everything else. Grabbing him around the back of his neck, she pulled him even closer, soaking him up as they staggered in a drunken dance towards the house. He stuck out one hand and shoved the door open and then they were falling to the floor, her legs wrapping around him, hips thrusting with pure want. She could feel the pulse between her legs, an almost unbearable urge.


			He broke the kiss. ‘Missed me?’


			‘Shut up,’ she said, yanking at the rope holding up his trousers, grunting in frustration when it failed to come unknotted quickly enough. He moved with her, wriggling to free himself while staying as close to her as possible. After some quick fumbling, her skirts were up above her waist. She felt the air on the soft skin of her hips, and with it the goosebumps rising on her forearms, and then he found the heat and the wetness and slid in. A warmth flowed through her with his first thrust.


			They gazed into each other’s eyes in the half-light. She breathed him in again, that delicious man-smell of him mixed with sweat and horse and sun. He was hers and she was his. As the waves within picked up speed, the world outside their connection seemed to slow down. She turned her head and gazed at his arm, a solid pillar supporting his weight on her, and she reached out, pushed aside the thin layer of rough-spun cloth to rest her hand on warm skin and hard muscle beneath. She trailed her fingers up his arm, always conscious of that delicious tightening inside, and stroked his shoulder, his broad back, thrilling to her lover swelling up inside her until, there, there! – and she felt herself tense almost to the point where she couldn’t bear it another instant . . . and suddenly sweet release swept through every pore of her body. She could see eyebrows over half-closed eyes rise, then he shuddered and groaned and sighed and lowered himself carefully down into an embrace and feeling the weight and admiring the size and power of him, she felt herself lazily drift off, as contented as a cat basking in the sun.


			*


			‘So how was it?’


			‘Hm?’ He was searching for a boot that had gone missing in their haste.


			‘The trip. I didn’t expect you until tomorrow.’


			‘Oh,’ he said, waving a hand, ‘that. It was reasonable, I guess. Met some people, but few of them were talking.’


			‘Will Alfgeir not be disappointed?’ She stirred the pot, wrinkling her nose at the pungency of the bitter leaves, but needs must. Her body felt all soft and relaxed and she revelled in it. As long as you don’t forget to drink the bloody tea, a sharp voice reminded her.


			‘I said few, not none.’


			Somewhere in the back of her head there was a tingle. She glanced over to see him looking at her, half-dressed, relaxed and smiling impishly. A ray of light caught his blue eyes. You are too beautiful, you bastard. She beamed at him. ‘I am sure my mother warned me about silver-tongued charmers like you.’


			‘Well, my mother didn’t warn me at all about Norse witches who get you drunk, make you twist your ankle and then offer some very unconventional healing methods!’ It was his turn to grin.


			You won’t forget me in a hurry. The thought was there, shocking and thrilling in its confidence. She put on her best innocent face and was rewarded with an adoring look.


			He came over and put his arm around her waist. ‘I missed you,’ he said, voice soft.


			‘Shouldn’t have gone away then,’ she said.


			‘I had to.’


			‘I know.’ On occasion the king’s right-hand man would send for Freysteinn to go riding; he’d call in on farmers and seek out news. He rarely told her much about what he’d learned. She kissed him on the cheek, just above his beard line, then leaned over and filled her bowl. As she rubbed against his crotch, his hand quested up towards her breasts.


			‘Save some for later, horse boy,’ she purred, but he just grinned at her and left his hand where it was – then there was a sudden shift in him and his voice was gentle again when he asked, ‘How has the sleep been in the last week?’ He pulled her to him and hugged her.


			The tea was scalding hot on her lips, and so bitter, but she forced it down, really wishing she couldn’t hear Hildigunnur saying, The hotter the better – and get it done with quickly. Unlike the fucking. Her mother’s joy in giving advice had usually been linked to Helga’s mortified expression.


			‘It’s not been bad,’ she said.


			He reached up and stroked her hair. ‘If you have more of those dreams, I’m sure people would like to know.’


			Even though everything he did to her put her body at ease, she felt the words like a fishbone in the throat. ‘I’m not a fortune-teller,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what any of it means. It’s just dreams.’


			‘Of course, of course.’ His voice was soothing. ‘Have your little patients behaved while I was away?’


			‘They are people,’ she said, more sharply than she’d intended. ‘Although of course they have their problems. Old Ida thinks she is a chicken now.’


			Freysteinn chuckled. ‘The Rowan Glade lot have always been’ – he caught her glance and amended his statement – ‘unusual, I’m told.’ He clucked sternly to emphasise his point, which made her laugh. He let her go, leaned back and gazed at her. ‘You love them, don’t you?’


			She felt the tingling in her scalp again and wasn’t quite sure what it was. ‘I do, yes – they may be annoying, but we’re all neighbours, after all, and we have to help each other.’


			‘You do what has to be done,’ he said softly. ‘There should be more people like you, Helga. It would make everything . . .’ He trailed off, frowning.


			‘What?’


			‘Someone’s coming—’


			And now she could hear it too: the very faint, rhythmic thud of hooves on the ground, growing closer.


			The dot on the green plains was trailed by a cloud of kicked-up earth. Her easy mood faded quickly. Whoever it was, they were riding hard – and that usually meant one thing only. ‘I have to go,’ she said.


			‘I’ll come with you.’


			‘Really?’


			He smiled. ‘I keep hearing – everywhere – what a great healer you are. I might as well come and see it for myself. Also . . .’ He leaned in and whispered, ‘I love watching you.’


			*


			By the time Olver’s son Hugin had arrived, sweaty and exhilarated, they were ready to go. He turned his mount around with not much of a word and led the way back across the plains, south, then eastwards, not quite straight to the coast but in that direction. Giving the horses their head, they’d crested a hill at a speed that made Helga’s stomach churn with excitement, but it wasn’t until they’d crossed a sizeable stream that the boy slowed his horse some.


			‘We found him in the copse,’ he said finally, gesturing to a stand of trees around a bend in the river. ‘He’s in a bad way and Pop said not to move him.’


			‘What’s wrong with him?’


			‘He’s lost a lot of blood – and he’s been in the river.’


			Her heart sank. There were times when she could do things and there were times when there was absolutely nothing to be done. They all dismounted and she tied Grundle up next to old Olver’s horse, who was standing stolidly staring into space.


			‘We’re over here,’ came a shout and there was movement in the bushes.


			‘I got her, Father!’ the boy shouted back, but Helga was already rushing to where the old farmer crouched.


			‘’e’s all but gone,’ he said, almost apologetically. ‘I sent the boy for you the moment we found ’im.


			At his feet was a young man, shivering and pale. She couldn’t immediately put a name to his face. ‘Who is he?’


			‘Never seen ’im before,’ Olver said. ‘Not from round ’ere.’


			The young man – not much more than a beardless boy, really – was short and pudgy, and what had probably already been a fair-skinned complexion before he fell in the river was now the colour of dead flesh, contrasting with a big birthmark standing out on his cheek. His thin reddish hair was plastered to his skull. The only thing alive about him was his eyes, which darted between Helga and Olver – then suddenly rolled up into his head as he started to shake violently.


			Helga rushed over and grabbed his arms. ‘Pin him down,’ she ordered, and father and son did so without question. ‘Now, get on top of him.’


			‘Wha—?’ Hugin started, but his father was quick to understand.


			‘Warm ’im up,’ he snapped. ‘Get to it, boy. ’e’s fading.’


			Looking deeply uncomfortable, Hugin shifted until he was lying on top of the stranger. At Helga’s direction, he hugged the youth close, until at last he stopped shaking, but it didn’t appear to be making much difference. Whatever life there’d been left in him seemed to have leaked out.


			She could feel Freysteinn approaching behind her, cautiously. ‘Is he . . . er . . . gone?’


			Before she could answer, the boy’s eyes opened lazily, like someone drifting out of sleep, alighted on Freysteinn’s form towering over them and widened. The boy’s mouth moved, but he was too weak to breathe now and no air passed his lips.


			‘Looks like ’e’s tryin’ to tell you summin’,’ the farm boy said.


			‘Me?’ Freysteinn sounded surprised, but then he too dropped to his knees and leaned in close. He put his face next to the stranger’s mouth, but nothing happened. ‘What is it?’ he asked the youth. ‘I can’t hear – can you speak up?’


			There was no sound. Freysteinn stood up and all four of them looked at the prone youth, watching the life fading out of the body in their midst until his eyes rolled up into his head and stayed there.


			Olver’s stubby fingers reached for the boy’s eyelids and closed them, surprisingly gently. ‘Shame,’ he said. ‘’e was young.’


			‘Who was he?’ Freysteinn asked. ‘He doesn’t look familiar.’


			‘Never seen ’im,’ Olver said again, but now he sounded almost dismissive. The body between them had changed so quickly from a man who might be saved to a dead thing just . . . lying there.


			‘Hm,’ Freysteinn said, looking around the clearing. ‘There have been no stories of travellers recently, apart from—’


			‘That’s not yet,’ Olver said with authority, ‘and besides, ’e’s far away from the main paths. Regardless of who ’e might’ve been representin’, ’e would’ve been quite lost.’


			‘Mm. Helga . . . ? What are you doing?’


			She heard Freysteinn’s voice, but it was almost a background sound. Something about the youth was . . . wrong. After a moment, she realised that Freysteinn was asking her why she was still kneeling over the body. ‘Just looking,’ she said, absentmindedly. Tell me your secrets, she commanded the boy-shaped mound before her.


			But there were none, or at least, none she could find. No necklace. No jewellery of any sort. No pouch, no knife, no markings of any kind. He’d clearly never been in battle – his thin lips looked like they would have bent naturally into a nervous grimace.


			And no wound.


			Had he just fallen in the river? So why then did he get so cold so quickly?


			Her fingers, questing up from the shoulder to the neck, finally found what she was looking for.


			‘Someone has . . .’ She felt around the back of his head. ‘Someone’s bashed his head in.’ Another moment’s pause. ‘With a rock.’


			‘What makes you say that?’ Olver said.


			‘There’s a circle where the rock hit.’


			‘Why not a tree branch?’ Freysteinn said. ‘He could have been, uh, climbing? Maybe fallen down and hit—?’


			No. I love you and you’re beautiful, but this is what I do. ‘No splinters. Even a treated club will leave something in the wound.’


			‘Sword?’ Hugin suggested nervously.


			‘No, it wasn’t any edge that did this, nor hammer, nor mace: they leave the same kind of mark – and this is not it. It has to have been a rock.’


			‘So he must have fallen . . .’


			She could practically hear Freysteinn thinking, and thinking fast, which made her smile. Do not underestimate me, horse boy. I am easily your equal.


			‘. . . off a horse – somewhere else? So he hit his head, fell in the river and managed to crawl up onto the riverbank. So it was an accident.’


			She glanced at him. He was looking very happy with his answer.


			‘Come,’ she said softly, and when he knelt down by her, she took his hand and guided it to the spot where the skull had been hit. ‘Feel.’ She watched his face.


			‘What is it you want me to feel? His head is pretty bashed.’


			Disappointment blossomed in her. We share many things, but an interest in wounds is clearly not one of them. Ah well. Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. ‘I guess,’ she said, feeling strangely subdued.


			‘We’ll take ’im and send ’im off,’ Olver said. ‘Our god-house is close.’


			‘Thank you,’ Helga said, gratefully; he hadn’t needed to make that offer. The boy had no connection to them, so they’d have been well within their rights to leave the corpse where it was, let it feed the forest. But she couldn’t help but notice that the victim was of an age with Olver’s own son. Sometimes fathers couldn’t choose their feelings.


			*


			After they’d said their goodbyes, they left the horses to find their way home, needing little prompting. She held on to Freysteinn for as long as she could, talking of this ailment and that cure, stroking his hair and cheek and chest, trying to keep at bay the image of the pale youth in the copse. She only allowed him to leave when he’d promised he’d be back by sundown and even so, her body was aching with loneliness as she watched him ride away.


			Convincing herself that it was a good kind of hurt, she went back to her storeroom, mentally tallying her herbs and running through recipes, but thoughts kept intruding: Who was the boy? If it was an accident – why did he have nothing on him? Almost unbidden, her hand found its way to the back of her head.


			Her voice sounded muted in the shed. ‘Unless he fell off the horse, cracked open his skull, mounted the horse and fell off again, there’s no way he could have sustained injuries here’ – she pushed her finger to the first indentation, then three fingers across to the other side of the head – ‘or here . . . not at the same time.’


			Before he died, he had looked like he’d wanted to say something to them. She badly wanted to know what his last words would have been – his name, maybe? The place where he’d been murdered, where they could find a horse and saddlebag and a pool of blood on rocky ground?


			She could imagine Hildigunnur sneering contemptuously, Accident, my arse.


			That boy had very deliberately been hit from behind, with a stone.


			Twice. 


		




		

			Chapter 2


			Guests


			Twenty miles north of Uppsala, a line of horses trudged on with slow, regular steps. Ingileif had made them follow the river since dawn, but when it turned to the west they’d entered the long shadows of the pine forest.


			Breki was bored out of his mind.


			He looked at the backs of his fellow travellers. Wrapped in travel cloaks of some indeterminate colour between green and brown, Ingileif’s retinue looked less like fearsome warriors of the North and more like rug piles on horseback. The woman they called the North Wind rode up front, as befitted a jarl, stubbornly clad in the white fur of the northern bear despite the summer heat. Legend had it she’d taken it from the King of Bears himself; before they’d left for Uppsala Breki’s father had whispered that he’d seen the merchant who’d sold it to her, but no man with any sense would argue the point. He’d told Breki that in the big world, nothing was as it seemed.
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