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About the Book


Legacy of the Runes


Inscribed Viking axe head. Good condition. Probably late 9th century. This was it, his passport to the past.


Storm Berger has never forgiven himself for his younger sister Madison’s disappearance. Suspecting she’s travelled back to the ninth century in the footsteps of other family members, Storm can only make sure she’s safe by going after her.


Raised unconventionally as her father’s only child, Freydis has never been content to simply accept her fate. So, when she’s promised in marriage to a tyrant, she’s determined to find a way out of the arrangement. Help comes in the form of a mysterious and attractive stranger stranded on her island’s shores: Storm.


The only way Freydis can truly be free is for Storm to marry her himself. But that would mean entwining lives that, until now, have been separated by centuries . . .
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Langnes, Sogn (Western Norway)


Heyannir (August) AD 867


‘Why do I have to go? I don’t want to leave!’


Freydis Úlfsdóttir stared at her mother, Dagrun, while trying desperately to hold her tears at bay. Her father had taught her to be strong and never cry. Having seen ten winters, she was old enough to use her emotions to fuel her actions instead. But it was so much harder to follow his advice when he was no longer there to support and encourage her. How was she supposed to cope without him?


‘I told you why.’ Dagrun sighed impatiently and propelled her daughter towards the ship that waited by the small jetty. ‘My new husband doesn’t want to look at a reminder of my previous marriage every day. This is his domain now. I’m sending your portion with you to be used as a dowry eventually. You have no further claim, you know that.’


‘I never wish to marry! Father taught me to fight. Why can’t I stay here and do that? You can keep the dowry.’


‘Ridiculous! You are a girl and should behave as one. I don’t know what he was thinking, filling your head with such nonsense,’ Dagrun grumbled, huffing slightly from the effort of having to push her recalcitrant child along the path. ‘It’s all very well being able to defend yourself if necessary, but you’ll never be a warrior. Your place will be at home, looking after your future husband’s household and your children.’


‘But—’


‘Enough, child! You cannot stay here. Bjarni is not a patient man and I fear he might do you harm. He has a temper on him, have you not noticed? With you out of the way, I can concentrate on soothing him as a wife ought. Otherwise he might turn on me as well. Is that what you want?’


Her new stepfather had always seemed even-tempered to Freydis, although he’d thrashed her once for not doing as she was told. She didn’t blame him for that, though, as she had brought it on herself by disobeying. And she had never seen him raise his hand to her mother, but perhaps it was only a question of time. If it kept Dagrun safe, could she really refuse to do this? Her father would have wanted her to protect her mother as much as possible. It was her duty.


‘Very well.’ She swallowed down the misery.


‘You should think yourself fortunate that my cousin is willing to take you in and raise you as his own,’ Dagrun continued. ‘Be grateful. Assur is a good man. If you’re obedient and work hard, you’ll thrive. Mind your manners and listen to your elders.’


‘I will, but when can I come back?’


This farm near a small fjord was her home. The place where she had grown up and spent her happiest moments with a father who had treated her like the son he’d never had, teaching her to fight, hunt, fish and look after their domains. They’d done everything together from as far back as she could remember. She had thought she would inherit the farm and live here with a husband her father would choose for her. Now it all belonged to Bjarni through his marriage to Dagrun.


‘I don’t know. I will send word when it is safe. Now go, Freydis. My cousin’s kinsman is waiting.’


They had reached the end of the jetty, where a big bear of a man stood. Wild, unkempt red hair and a huge beard made him look fearsome, but he bent to greet her with a smile and a twinkle in his eyes. That put her at ease somewhat.


‘Greetings, little one. I am Joalf, and I will have the pleasure of escorting you to the Orkneyjar. Come on board, do.’


Freydis jumped over the gunwale easily and sat down on her chest of belongings, which must have been loaded earlier. She knew it was hers because it had her name carved in runes on the lid. Reading and writing was yet another skill her father had taught her, and she was proud of her proficiency. She also knew how to count and haggle for goods to best advantage. Perhaps one day this would come in useful.


She lifted a hand to wave at her mother, schooling her features into an expression of calm acceptance, directly at odds with how she was feeling. ‘Farewell, Mother.’


Dagrun nodded. ‘May the gods go with you.’ Then she turned and walked up the path without waiting for the ship to cast off.


Freydis swallowed hard several times, but turned her head away so that no one would see. It hurt that her mother could dismiss her so easily, but they had never been close. Dagrun had despaired of her unwillingness to learn female tasks, and had often bemoaned the fact that she was allowed to run wild. It was something her parents had never seen eye to eye on, but now it was a moot point.


Her hands were shaking and she buried them in the folds of the smokkr her mother had forced her to wear. Underneath, she had on the tunic and trousers she was usually dressed in, which were more practical. As soon as the ship had moved out of sight of the settlement, she pulled the overdress off. She glanced defiantly at Joalf as she began to fold it, then stood up to place it in her kist.


‘You have something against women’s garments?’ the big man asked mildly, one eyebrow quirking up. He looked amused rather than annoyed.


‘Yes. My father raised me to be a fighter, not a girl. I cannot do that in skirts.’


Joalf nodded. ‘Fair enough.’


With those two words, Freydis knew she had found a friend. Perhaps life with her mother’s cousin would not be so bad after all. She would bide her time until she could return. Hopefully that would not be too long.









Chapter One
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Dublin


April 2021


Storm Berger smiled and snaked a hand round the waist of the pretty girl who had just plonked herself down on his lap. He was in an Irish pub with some new friends he’d met during the ongoing Clontarf Viking Festival, held in St Anne’s Park every year. They’d all taken part as re-enactors, showing off their skills fighting with Viking weapons during carefully staged mock battles. Now it was time to relax, and he was pleasantly buzzed from the strong ale he’d consumed. There was music, laughter and loud voices. The tang of beer and bar food hung in the air, and everyone was having a good time. The girl, whose name he couldn’t recall right now, turned to wind her arms around his neck and gave him a sultry glance, then a kiss. She leaned back slightly to look at him, as if gauging his reaction, then smiled when he grinned at her.


Shona. Could that be right? Yes, he thought that was probably her name. They’d been introduced earlier, but he couldn’t quite remember. He was about to show her what a real kiss with him would feel like when his mobile vibrated in his pocket. As she was currently sitting on top of it, Shona must have felt it too. She raised her eyebrows at him.


‘Do you need to get that?’ Her Irish lilt was incredibly alluring, and he almost asked her to repeat her question just so he could listen to her talk. But talking wasn’t what either of them had in mind right now, and he shook his head.


‘No, it can wait.’


He’d pulled her closer and pressed his mouth to hers, about to dive in properly, when the phone vibrated again. Swearing under his breath, he sighed and made a face. ‘Sorry, I guess I’d better check in case it’s an emergency.’


‘Sure and I’ll wait for you.’


Obligingly she lifted her bottom so he could reach his pocket. The caller ID said Mum, so Storm hit reply. ‘Hello?’


‘There you are! Is Maddie with you?’ His mother’s voice sounded high-pitched and frantic, and his heart gave an uncomfortable flip.


‘No. She’s at the hotel. Why?’ He knew he sounded defensive. His sister, who at nineteen was younger than him by just over a year, had wanted to come with him this evening, but he’d told her he would take her another time. It was a bit lame, dragging your little sis along on a pub crawl with your new mates. She was socially awkward and he would have had to spend the evening keeping an eye on her. Usually he didn’t mind, but tonight he’d just needed to let loose without having to worry about her. It still made him feel guilty.


‘She’s not here. Your dad and I just got back, and when she wasn’t in her room, we asked the receptionist. Apparently she went out ages ago and hasn’t come back. She’s not answering her phone either. I was hoping she was with you.’


A feeling of dread began to build inside Storm’s chest, and he stood up, gently pushing Shona off his lap. He mouthed ‘sorry’ at her, then strode through the pub and outside the door, where he could hear his mother better.


‘I’m sure she’s just gone for a walk or something. She’ll be back soon.’


‘Storm, it’s after midnight! And as far as we’re aware, she doesn’t know anyone in Dublin. She should have been back ages ago.’


He tried to breathe slowly to stop the rising panic. His mother was right – this wasn’t like Maddie. Damn it all! Why couldn’t she have stayed put? Normally she’d be happy to just read a book or something. And he’d promised to take her out some other time. Surely she didn’t expect to hang out with him every night? But she had been annoyed with him for ditching her, he could tell. Was this her way of taking revenge?


She had been his responsibility while his parents attended some fancy dinner for archaeologists. He should have made sure she was safe. That she didn’t do anything stupid. Now he felt like a complete shit, but at the same time supremely irritated to have his fun ruined. If Maddie had done this deliberately, he was going to give her hell.


‘Hang on. I’ll come back and help you look. Let me just tell my friends I’m leaving.’


The evening was spoiled now in any case, so he might as well head off. He went in search of his new friends and told them something had come up and he had to leave. He promised to keep in touch. Shona sent him a confused look, hurt evident in her eyes, but he didn’t have time to deal with her. It wasn’t like he’d promised her anything anyway. He wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend, just a good time. Clearly that wouldn’t be happening tonight.


Their hotel wasn’t too far, and he was there in minutes. He and his dad, Haakon, spent the rest of the night searching for Maddie, but she was nowhere to be found. There was no trace of her or her mobile, which went to voicemail every time they tried calling. She had taken nothing but the clothes she’d been wearing – a Viking outfit she’d brought especially for the festival – and whatever was in the pouch hanging on her belt. As she had spent the day telling fortunes by casting the runes, she must have had those with her, but they wouldn’t be much use in an emergency.


‘Where the hell can she have gone? And why would she turn off her phone? It makes no sense. She’s not that stupid.’


Storm was exhausted, both mentally and physically, from walking around for hours in the dark searching for signs of his sister. He’d accosted random strangers, showing them a recent photo of Maddie and asking if they’d seen her. They’d all shaken their heads, and each time, he’d sunk further into despair. The longer she remained absent, the more the sense of doom built inside him. He was finding it hard to breathe, his lungs squeezed ever tighter by a vice of fear. And the guilt was weighing him down, crushing in its intensity. She was so young, and still a bit naïve. She didn’t have much experience with men – if any – and could perhaps have been taken in by some smooth talker. If only Storm had let her tag along, he could have prevented anyone from taking advantage of her. Protected her from predators just by letting everyone know she was his sister.


Damn it! He shouldn’t have left her on her own.


‘I don’t know.’ Haakon was pale in the dim glow of a nearby street light. His mouth was set in a grim line. ‘Maybe her phone ran out of battery and she didn’t have enough money for a taxi? She could be walking back from somewhere, or she’s lost. Her sense of direction has never been the best.’


‘True.’ But they both knew that neither of them believed any of these theories. Storm could feel in his bones that something had happened. Something he could have prevented if only he hadn’t been so selfish.


Haakon sighed. ‘She usually tells us if she’s off somewhere, but she didn’t leave a note or a text message. Your mum has searched her room twice. There’s nothing else for it – we’ll have to report it to the authorities. We need help.’


They contacted the Garda – the Irish police – who helped with the search, but there was no sign of Maddie anywhere. It was as if she’d never existed.


After yet another long look around, helped by some of his new friends, who had called in the morning to ask why he’d left so suddenly, Storm threw himself onto his hotel bed and groaned out loud.


His sister had vanished, and it was all his fault.




Stockholm


September 2021





Storm wasn’t massively surprised to receive a phone call from his parents telling him that his foster-brother, Ivar, was gone. That he had decided to try to time-travel to the ninth century, and had just upped and left without any warning. To tell the truth, he’d been expecting it for a while. And now it seemed it had happened.


Well, good for him.


‘We found a hand-delivered note in our letter box this morning,’ his mum was saying, sounding flustered over the phone. ‘For goodness’ sake, what was he thinking?’


‘What exactly did it say?’


He’d suspected something was up, as Ivar had been acting very suspiciously, both at a recent family dinner and when Storm had visited his house the following day. He wasn’t usually cagey about anything – he was a straight-talking kind of guy – so for him to sound vague and evasive had rung alarm bells. And the bear hug he’d given Storm when he’d left had felt final somehow. Extra fierce. But Ivar didn’t answer to him, so he had chosen not to say anything. He doubted he could have swayed his brother if his mind was made up.


‘Something about wanting to meet his ancestor. Thorald? He said that even though he has us, he’s been feeling like he doesn’t have any real family. That hurts, you know? I mean, your dad and I consider him our son, although obviously we’re not actual blood relatives.’


‘I’m sure he didn’t mean it that way. He loves you.’ Storm had no doubts about that whatsoever.


Ivar had been fourteen when his father had died and Storm’s parents, Mia and Haakon, had more or less adopted him. That was the same year Storm was born, but despite the big age gap, the two of them had always been as close as real brothers. They loved each other fiercely. Recently, Ivar had lost his only remaining blood relative, and Storm could see how that would make a man stop and think.


It was understandable that Ivar would be curious. His father had owned a real Viking sword with an inscription that said it had belonged to a man named Thorald, who was apparently his direct ancestor. Strange and unbelievable as it might seem, their sister Linnea had time-travelled a few years ago, met and fallen in love with a Viking and decided to stay in the ninth century. She occasionally visited, and one time she had let slip that she’d met that particular man. Or someone called Thorald, in any case. Of course, Ivar’s ears had pricked up. Storm would have been the same in that situation. Curious and excited. He’d want to time-travel too, if he had the chance.


‘Yes, well, anyway, he’s stolen some artefact from the museum – a magical one, I assume. That’s going to be mega embarrassing for your dad. And he’s gone back in time to try and meet this ancestor.’ Mia sighed. ‘I hope he won’t get hurt!’


‘Mum, stop worrying. He’s a grown man, strong and fit, and he can handle himself. Hell, he could beat the crap out of me any day, even after all the training I’ve done. And once he’s satisfied his curiosity, he’ll be back.’ Hopefully.


And with any luck, the museum wouldn’t hold the theft against him if he returned the magical object. Not that Ivar would be telling them what it could do. He would be wise to keep that to himself. The fact that time travel existed was a secret the entire Berger family guarded closely. They didn’t want to end up as experiments in a scientist’s lab, or find themselves famous and hounded by the press. Besides, none of them were sure if it was something that worked only for them. The magical items they had found so far appeared to be specific to each person, and didn’t always function when used by others.


‘I suppose you’re right. And maybe he’ll come across Maddie somewhere,’ Mia added in a hoarse whisper.


And there it was – the guilt trip he’d been expecting any moment. Storm flinched.


It had been nearly five months, and Maddie was still missing. She hadn’t been seen or heard from since that trip to Dublin back in the spring. She had simply vanished, as if into thin air, leaving no clues to her whereabouts. Just the thought of that made Storm’s stomach muscles clench. He heard the unspoken accusation in his mother’s voice. She held him responsible, no doubt about it. Both she and his father had been careful not to say anything outright, but they’d been quiet and withdrawn, and unconsciously tense in his presence. The looks they slanted him on occasion also told him plainly that deep down they blamed him for Maddie’s disappearance. So did he, and he wasn’t likely to forgive himself until she turned up, but he forced his mind to lock that subject away for now.


‘It’s just . . . No, never mind,’ Mia continued. ‘Don’t ever become a parent is all I can say! It’s the worst job in the world. You worry no matter how old your kids are . . . Wait, your dad wants a word.’ There was a muffled noise as she handed the phone to Haakon.


‘Storm? Did Ivar say anything when you went to see him yesterday?’


‘No, he was just as he always is.’ That was a lie, but he wasn’t going to tell his parents about the hunch he’d had.


‘And he seemed calm and rational?’


‘Yes, of course. Ivar is nothing if not rational. Knowing him, he’s been planning this for months. He’s not like me. I’d go off on a whim and end up in all sorts of trouble.’ Although come to think of it, that was probably something he should try to change.


‘OK. Thanks.’ It was Haakon’s turn to sigh. ‘Nothing we can do about it. It was Ivar’s decision and he’s a grown man. Will we see you tomorrow?’


‘Yes, I’ll be home in time for dinner. Bye, Dad.’


Storm was expected in a meeting within the next five minutes, but after disconnecting the call, he stood where he was for quite a while. His mother had brought up the elephant in the room – Maddie’s possible whereabouts. He was sure they had all been thinking the same thing – that she too could have time-travelled – but no one had said it out loud before. They needed to have a serious talk about this, because it was time to do something, and soon. Ivar wasn’t the only one who needed to go on a journey. If there was the slightest chance of finding his sister in the past, Storm had to look there. The guilt he’d felt the evening she vanished had only grown bigger for each day of her absence, until it was like a festering wound. He couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t make an attempt to exhaust every avenue in searching for her. And the ninth century was the only place they hadn’t looked.


Although he was tempted to act immediately, he knew he had to be smarter than that. Planning wasn’t his forte, but he was definitely getting better at it. He’d been in the Swedish army for two years, which had curbed some of his more impulsive tendencies. And now that he was training to become an officer, he was learning to be more organised and forward-thinking. He’d be damned if he couldn’t be as methodical as his brother.


Starting tonight, he’d make a spreadsheet of what he needed to do. Everyone in his family believed him to be immature and not capable of taking anything seriously. Well, they were wrong. He’d show them he had finally grown up and would take responsibility for his actions. And he wouldn’t rest until Maddie was safely back home.


‘Have you heard anything from the Garda recently?’


Storm was sitting with his parents the following evening sharing a Chinese takeaway. Mia used to always cook for them whenever they had a meal together, but lately she hadn’t been in the mood. With only three of them there, he couldn’t blame her – the large kitchen table seemed glaringly empty.


‘No, not since they sent us that report about Maddie’s phone.’ Haakon shrugged, his expression bleak.


Her mobile had never been found, and was presumed lost, but police technicians had been able to access the phone records. The last thing Maddie had done was to Google the tidal movements of the Liffey. And the Garda had found some grainy CCTV footage showing her passing one of the bridges over the river. They’d told the family that there were steps leading to the water’s edge nearby at low tide, and tentatively suggested she might have gone down there, only to be dragged in and submerged when the water came rushing back.


‘So we know she probably went down to the river, and maybe lost her phone there,’ Storm said. ‘I don’t buy the fact that she could have drowned. For one thing, the tide didn’t turn until long into the night, by which time we were already out looking for her. And for another, if she did go into the water, her body should have been found by now.’


Mia shuddered visibly. ‘It . . . it could have been swept out to sea.’


‘Or she was attacked and abducted,’ Haakon added quietly.


‘Maddie? Never! Come on, Dad, you know she’s a black belt in karate, and she’s trained in all sorts of other martial arts. Kick-boxing, judo, taekwondo, you name it.’ Ivar had had her trying everything to stop her being bullied at school. ‘There’s no way she would have let herself be captured without a massive fight, and someone would have seen that. Besides, she does tend to stand out in a crowd.’


Maddie wasn’t just tall for a woman, but she had striking curly copper-red hair reaching almost down to her waist. It made her hard to miss.


Haakon sighed. ‘I guess you’re right.’


Storm put down his fork. ‘Look, I think we all know what happened to her – she went back in time. She must have done. Although how, I have no idea. She never mentioned having a time-travel device. Where on earth would she have found one?’


‘The festival?’ Mia toyed with her food, as if she’d lost her appetite. ‘Can you remember if anyone there was selling Viking artefacts? There could have been something old among them. You know, stolen or found by metal detectorists.’


‘Perhaps. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to go after her,’ Storm announced. ‘As soon as I’m done with the officer training, I’ll take a leave of absence.’


‘What? No! Please don’t. Anything could happen to you.’ Mia’s eyes pleaded with him, the anguish clear. ‘I . . . I can’t bear to lose you all.’ A tear formed and rolled down her cheek.


Storm leaned over and hugged her. ‘Mum, I have to. This is all my fault and I need to make it right. If I’m not too late . . .’ He didn’t want to voice the fears that plagued him nightly. That the things that could have happened to Maddie in the ninth century were potentially much worse than anything that might have occurred in the twenty-first. They all knew it, and had probably imagined it in lurid detail. ‘Look, it’s the only way, and at least you’ll know where I am. And I will do everything in my power to return as soon as possible. Besides, Linnea will come for a visit soon, I’m sure. And Ivar will probably be back before you know it too. I mean, how long does it take to find one ancestor?’ He smiled, trying to lighten the mood a little, but his attempt fell flat so he added in a more serious tone, ‘I promise I’ll be careful.’ He looked at Haakon, whose mouth was set in a grim line. ‘Dad? Back me up here.’


Haakon shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Storm. You can be a bit reckless, and . . . your mum and I would worry.’


The fact that they hadn’t noticed the changes in him since his sister’s disappearance made Storm clench his teeth together, but he refrained from pointing out that he was doing his best to act responsibly. He hadn’t done a single reckless thing since that night.


‘I’ll be fine. We can’t afford to wait any longer.’ He decided to spell it out for them to make them understand they had no choice. ‘She could be suffering somewhere. Kept as a slave. Abused.’ He saw his mother shudder. ‘I know we don’t want to acknowledge this, but we’re talking about the Viking age here. Things were different then. There was no such thing as basic human rights if you were a thrall.’ He held up a hand. ‘I’m not saying that’s what’s become of her, but if it has, I can do something about it. She’s strong, she will have survived this long no matter what, but I have to go now, before it’s too late. There might still be a trail to pick up, but if not, I’ll come straight back, I swear.’


They both looked shaken and unhappy, but finally nodded their acceptance. Storm was glad, because he’d been planning to go in any case. It was so much better to have their blessing. They had been blaming him for Maddie’s disappearance, even though they’d never tell him so to his face, and he had to make things right. He was the one who’d left her alone. It was his fault she’d been angry enough to leave the hotel on her own.


He had to be the one to go after her.




Dublin


October 2021





‘Thanks for letting me crash on your sofa for a couple of days.’ Storm slapped Cian’s shoulder and smiled at him. The guy was a Viking re-enactor, just like himself, and was one of the new friends he’d made back in April when he was in Dublin with his parents and Maddie for the Viking Festival. They’d hit it off big-time, which was one of the reasons he’d been on a pub crawl instead of hanging out with his sister when she had disappeared.


It was something he’d regretted ever since.


‘No worries, man, you’re welcome any time. We’ll go meet up with the others a bit later on, but in the meantime, you said you wanted help with something?’


Storm shrugged out of his jacket and placed his backpack on the floor next to the sofa. ‘Yes. Last time I was here, you mentioned that you guys sometimes . . . er, find real Viking artefacts on the internet?’


The Irish re-enactors had shown him a few of their weapons, and he’d been impressed and appalled in equal measure. As the son of an archaeologist and a museum curator, he knew full well that buying proper antique items on the black market was a despicable practice. Illegal, and one he definitely shouldn’t be encouraging or participating in. But he’d drawn a blank at finding a magical object for time travelling any other way, and this was his last hope. So far, the devices used by other family members had all been ancient Viking artefacts either found in a museum or dug out of the ground. Storm didn’t have access to anything like that legally, but there had to be one out there somewhere, he just knew it. If this was the only way to find it, so be it.


‘Sure, yeah. What are you after?’ Cian didn’t seem fazed at the question. He clearly saw nothing wrong in this trade, which was lucky for Storm. He’d rather not have anyone question what he was doing.


‘I don’t know exactly, but some kind of weapon maybe? That would be awesome. I’ll know it if I come across it,’ he hedged. He needed to check each and every object to see if it had an inscription of any kind. A particular sentence written in runes that acted as some kind of spell or magical formula. All the other time-travel devices had had the same words, so nothing else would do. ‘If you could just point me in the right direction, I’ll spend some time browsing until it’s time to go out.’


‘No problem. Here, you can use my laptop. Give me a sec, I’ll find the right sites for you. There are a couple of good ones that I use.’


Cian deftly navigated his way into forbidden internet sites. Storm guessed they were somewhere on the dark net, a place he’d never ventured and wouldn’t have known how to access. It made him feel vaguely queasy that he was about to do something illegal, but he had no other way of finding what he needed. This was his last resort, and he was becoming desperate, because time was of the essence. It might already be too late, but he refused to acknowledge that.


‘There you go. Have at it! I’ve got some work to do, but I’ll come and give you the heads-up when it’s time to leave.’


‘Thanks, man, that’s great.’


He settled down to scroll through the various items on offer. There appeared to be an awful lot of them, and he wondered if they were stolen goods, looted from museums and archaeological sites, or just stuff found by amateur metal detectorists. Either way, he had his work cut out finding what he was looking for among all this.


By dinner time, he’d had no luck, but he made sure he didn’t drink too much and was back at the screen once Cian had gone to bed. Towards early morning, his eyes were beginning to hurt and he was squinting badly, but at last he found a promising item: Inscribed Viking axe head with modern reconstructed wooden handle/shaft. Iron with silver inlay. Good condition. Probably late ninth century.


Clicking through to the close-up photos, he saw a beautiful axe with intricate patterns picked out in silver. Definitely Viking in style, and hopefully authentic. A tingle of excitement raced through him when he spotted the inscription. He zoomed in and peered at the screen. There were a couple of runes that were too faint to make out, but because he knew what he was expecting it to say, it was possible for him to read the whole sentence. Lately he’d practised both his Old Norse language skills and how to decipher runes.


‘Með blōð skaltu ferðast,’ he whispered, then punched the air with his fist. ‘Yessss!’


This was it, his passport to the past, and hopefully to Maddie. She must have found something similar and travelled back in time. There was no other explanation for her disappearance and long absence. At least not one he wanted to acknowledge. He simply couldn’t rest until he found her – the guilt was eating him up inside. He should have been looking after her when she’d gone missing. He’d been selfish and left her to her own devices. And then she was gone.


Most people would have assumed she’d been abducted, perhaps by a serial killer, people trafficker or other sick person. That would be the logical conclusion, despite the lack of evidence, and the horror of it had lurked in his mind from time to time. But in the Berger family there was another alternative. One modern authorities would never credit. Well, he wouldn’t rest until he could find out for sure. He knew that she was tough and capable, but anything could have happened. She was his little sister and he couldn’t leave her to fend for herself among Vikings any longer, if that was where she’d gone. He was going to damn well find her.


Clicking on the ‘buy’ button, he entered his credit card details and Cian’s address. He hissed at the extortionate price, but he’d been prepared for that. He had planned everything meticulously, exactly the way Ivar would have done, and he was proud of himself for that as it was most unlike him. He had taken leave of absence from the army and had no plans to return any time soon.


It was time to go.









Chapter Two
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Hrossey, Orkneyjar (Orkney Islands)


Gormánuðr (October) AD 875


‘Freydis, you are wanted in the hall.’


‘What, now?’ She feinted to the left to avoid the downward arc of Joalf’s sword blade and danced away on light feet.


‘Good,’ the older man murmured. ‘You’re getting faster.’


The two of them were sparring in a field on the mainland, opposite the sea stack where Assur’s hall and associated buildings were situated. Joalf had taken her under his wing from the moment she arrived and had been her pillar of strength. With no wife or children of his own, he had become her protector and mentor, carrying on her weapons training where her father had left off. At no time had he complained about the fact that she was a girl, unlike Assur and his wife Gyrid. They had forced her to wear female garments at all times, but she had compromised by secretly keeping her boyish attire underneath her smokkr. Whenever she practised with Joalf, she simply hiked the overdress up and looped it through her belt. That way her legs were free to move.


‘Yes, now, Freydis.’ Assur’s son, Asmund, gestured impatiently for her to come with him.


‘Very well. Perhaps we can continue later?’ She looked at Joalf, who nodded.


‘Best hurry. You don’t want to keep bóndi waiting. Here, give me your sword. I’ll clean and sharpen it for you.’


She had brought the sword her father had had made for her. It was smaller than a man’s, but just as deadly. And she treasured it because it had been a gift from him. One day she hoped to make him proud while using it.


Following Asmund down a steep path to the rocky shore below, then up another one equally as precipitous on the side of the sea stack, she sighed inwardly. In all the years she’d been here – eight now in total – there had been no word from her mother. Nothing to say it was safe for her to come home or that she was needed. Occasionally Assur had news of Dagrun and her husband, and it sounded as if the man’s temper was worsening with age. There were tales of harsh treatment of tenants and thralls alike, and Freydis worried about her mother. What sort of life was she leading? One of constant fear, or did she manage to tame the beast when they were together? She could only hope for the latter, although she couldn’t help but wonder why the man had changed so much. The few months she’d spent living with him and Dagrun, she’d never seen any signs of an excess of violence.


She tried to smooth out the creases in her smokkr before entering the hall, but it was a vain endeavour. The best she could hope for was that they would think she’d been doing chores, although most likely they knew she had been training with Joalf. They disapproved, but hadn’t outright forbidden it. She hoped they weren’t about to do so now. It was good for women to know how to defend themselves in an emergency, everyone agreed on that. It was the fact that Freydis wanted to take things much further and learn all the skills of a warrior that was the problem. Just like her mother, Assur and his wife did not consider that necessary, and preferred her to concentrate on domestic matters. Throwing her two heavy plaits over her shoulders, she straightened her spine and stepped inside.


‘There she is at last. What took you so long?’ Assur groused.


‘I’m sorry, bóndi. I was on the mainland and I came as quickly as I could.’ She stopped in front of the chairs he and Gyrid were occupying. It felt as though she’d done something wrong and was about to be chastised, but for the life of her she couldn’t remember any recent transgressions. ‘Is something the matter?’


‘Yes. No. We need to speak to you, that is all.’ Assur scratched his scraggly, uneven beard as if he wasn’t sure how to start. ‘I’m sorry to have to inform you that the silver your mother sent us for your keep has run out. It is therefore time for you to be married off and the responsibility passed to your husband. We have done our best, but you have already seen eighteen winters. You’re more than old enough to be wed.’


‘I . . . I see.’ Freydis frowned. She hadn’t expected this. ‘Shouldn’t I be sent back to my mother and stepfather for them to decide my future spouse?’ Surely it wasn’t for Assur to do so?


The man shook his head. ‘I sent to enquire and she said it was up to me. You’re not to return. Ever.’


That statement was almost like a physical blow, and Freydis took a step back. ‘Wh-what? Never? But I thought . . .’


Gyrid sighed, as if she was running out of patience. ‘They wanted you out of the way. Why do you think you were sent here in the first place? Use your common sense, girl.’


Freydis clenched her fists and took a deep breath. ‘Right. And there is no way I can earn my keep by helping out here?’


She’d thought that was what she had been doing. She worked as hard as everyone else, never shirking any tasks, however unpleasant. She’d even learned how to sew and cook, just to please Gyrid, although she still preferred to be outdoors.


‘There’s simply no room for you. Now that Asmund is set to marry soon, his wife and future children will be our main concern. And we have found a man willing to take you without a dowry.’


‘But I have a dowry.’ Freydis frowned. ‘Mother said she was sending my portion with me. She must have given it to Joalf.’ That wasn’t something she was likely to forget, as the day she’d left was etched in her memory.


Assur again shook his head, as if she was deluded. ‘That went towards your keep. It’s all gone.’


Gone? Shock reverberated through her, but again she managed to keep it inside. It was a blow, no doubt about it, as she’d imagined she would have her pick of suitors, had she wanted to. Marriage had never been high on her list, though, and now she was to settle for someone who’d take her as she was. Unbearable!


‘Who?’ was the only word she managed to get out.


‘Ingolf Gunnarsson.’


Freydis gasped. ‘No! But he . . . he’s been married several times before. And didn’t his last wife jump off a cliff to escape him?’ She was horrified, her innards frozen with fear. The rumours about Ingolf were everywhere in these parts. No one had a good word to say about the man, apart from the fact that he was handsome to look at and could charm anyone if he set his mind to it. A ruthless jarl whose main ambition was to rule over other landowners here on the islands, he stopped at nothing until he had his way. And his treatment of women was legendary, in the worst possible way. ‘You cannot be serious.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. It is all malicious gossip. The man is no worse than anyone else, and how is it his fault if he was married to some hysterical female? She was clearly not right in the head.’ Assur dismissed her concerns with the flick of a hand, but something in his eyes told her he was bluffing. He’d heard the rumours too and gave them credit.


‘Why him?’ she ventured to ask.


He cleared his throat, as if he was uncomfortable. ‘As you know, he came to our assistance last year after that storm decimated our flock of sheep so badly. We owe him our gratitude, and he said that instead of repayment, he’d be happy to marry you.’


‘So in effect you are selling me to him.’ She glared at the two of them. People who were supposed to look after her and have her best interests at heart, but who would be using her to escape a debt. She wasn’t even their daughter. ‘What if I refuse?’


‘Then you will have to find some other way of supporting yourself. You will no longer be welcome here.’ Assur’s tone brooked no argument, and Freydis realised it was futile. She needed to speak to Joalf. There had to be something she could do to prevent this from happening.


‘Ingolf will be coming for a visit in the next month or so, to finalise the arrangements,’ Gyrid added. ‘But we have plenty of time to make a few items for you to take with you. Linens and the like. And I will try to teach you more about household management. You must cease these silly bouts with Joalf. Now go, I will join you in a moment. We will begin with some cheese-making. That last batch you made was not as good as it should have been.’


Thus dismissed, Freydis turned to head outside. Too upset to be around other people, she pushed past Asmund, who threw her a sympathetic glance. It didn’t help, because he wasn’t in charge here. Not yet. And he’d never dare to oppose his father. He didn’t have the guts. He was as much a pawn as she was.


Walking to the northern side of the sea stack, she stood close to the edge of the cliffs and stared out across the North Sea. It was incredibly beautiful, an endless expanse of blue and pewter that merged with the sky and clouds on the horizon. She’d often sat here and dreamed of the day she would return to her home, but apparently that had never been the plan. Her stepfather wanted her out of the way permanently, and no one cared what became of her. Except maybe Joalf, but he had no authority here.


It was hopeless.


Perhaps she ought to jump as well? No one seemed to want her anywhere. Not her mother. Not Assur and his family. Only Ingolf, a hateful man by all accounts. She lifted her chin. No, she would fight this somehow, but she had to make her plans in secret. Outwardly she would be the meek female they wanted, but they couldn’t control her thoughts. And those were all of rebellion.




Dyflin


Gormánuðr (October) AD 875





Storm had been told about the experience of time travel by both his sister, Linnea, and her friend Sara, but although he didn’t doubt that they had done it, he was still filled with nervous tension as he prepared to attempt it himself. What if it didn’t work? What if the axe he’d bought wasn’t magical after all? Or perhaps only certain people were afforded the chance to travel through time, and he wasn’t deemed worthy? By the time he actually tried it, he was jittery with nerves and had to take a moment to calm down using techniques he’d learned in the army, breathing deeply and clearing his mind. It almost felt like going into battle – or how he imagined that would feel, since he’d never actually taken part in a real one – and he needed to focus.


‘Here goes,’ he muttered, then cut the tip of his finger with the newly honed axe and recited the Norse words out loud. The effect was shockingly instantaneous – dizziness, morphing into a sensation of being cast into a whirling vortex, and extreme nausea. He had no idea how long this went on for, but eventually he blacked out.


He woke up fully expecting to be submerged in water, but thankfully that wasn’t the case. He had retraced his sister’s last-known steps along the Liffey, and as it happened to be low tide, he’d decided to time-travel from its muddy shore. Naturally he didn’t know whether the river followed the same course, or even where the tide would be when – or if – he arrived in the ninth century. He could have ended up right in the middle of it, but it was a risk he’d had to take. As he sat up and swallowed down the lingering nausea that always accompanied these magical journeys – or so he’d been told – he was grateful to find himself on dry land.


And it had worked! He had most definitely gone back in time.


He was sitting on the riverbank. The modern buildings and bridges were gone. Instead, along its edge, were a line of Viking ships and other assorted smaller vessels. There was no doubt about it – those distinctive sleek lines were unequalled anywhere else. He wanted to shout out with glee. Actual Viking longships! The re-enactor and history buff in him was jumping for joy and itching to go and check them out. As if that hadn’t been enough to convince him, he saw men and women going about their business in the falling dusk, and they were dressed the same way he was. In Viking-age clothing. There wasn’t a modern outfit to be seen anywhere. No cars, no high-rise blocks, no shops with large glass windows. There were only one-storey wooden buildings with smoke coming out of the gable ends, and a couple of fires further along the shore.


He had purposely chosen to time-travel at dusk. With a bit of luck, it would ensure that no one noticed his arrival, and he would also have time to familiarise himself with his surroundings without standing out too much. Brushing off the grass and mud from his trousers and tunic, he stood up and checked that he had all his gear. He’d come well prepared, with a sack of extra clothing, weapons hanging off his belt, and enough silver and gold to buy a small nation. He’d been buying plain, unmarked precious metal bangles and rings for months, amassing quite a collection, and he’d also found some authentic silver coins from the right period on the dark net, which he’d purchased as well. No need to advertise that fact, though, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to defend himself against thieves.


As his eyes adjusted to the gloom of early evening, he wandered towards the nearest habitation. It appeared to be a large hut that sold ale. There were some raucous patrons sitting at tables inside, while others had spilled outside and were leaning against the walls. A game of dice was in progress at one table, and a fight broke out in another corner. Storm ignored both and walked up to a woman tapping ale into mugs from a large barrel.


‘Pardon me, but is there somewhere around here I can find a bed for the night? I am newly arrived and do not know my way around.’ He hoped his Old Norse was up to scratch – he and the rest of his family had been learning the language since Linnea married her Viking husband – but if not, they must get a lot of foreign visitors here, as the port was a hub for the slave trade.


The woman cast him a glance and began filling another mug before answering. ‘Aye, if you carry on a bit further, there’s Old Frida’s. She lets people sleep in her hay barn for a bit of silver.’ She looked him up and down, adding with a sly grin, ‘Or you could always warm my bed for me.’


He suppressed the shudder that wanted to ripple through him. She wasn’t old or ugly, but her clothing was filthy and worn, her hair unkempt, and she was missing a tooth. The word ‘unsavoury’ came to mind. There was nothing about her that would tempt him to touch her, but at the same time he didn’t wish to offend her. He gave a non-committal smile and decided a white lie was in order.


‘Thank you, but I doubt my wife would be best pleased if I did. My thanks for the directions.’


He didn’t wait for her reply, but ducked out of the low doorway and strolled along the shore. A couple of times he stopped to admire the beautiful clinker-built ships, and to watch the comings and goings. He’d once helped to sail a reconstructed Viking ship, but seeing the real thing was still a thrill.


‘I’m actually here!’ he muttered, and couldn’t help a grin from spreading across his face, despite the gravity of his mission.


He had been planning this for months now, and it was incredible that he’d actually managed it. The main obstacle had been finding a magical object to help him time-travel, but once he’d succeeded in locating that axe, everything else had fallen into place. The only problem had been to keep his plans a secret from Cian, but the guy was incredibly laid-back and didn’t mind Storm staying with him until the axe arrived. As soon as it did, he’d told his friend he was heading back to Sweden. No one except for his parents would ever know differently. Once he’d changed into his Viking outfit, he’d stowed his bag in a locker at Heuston train station in Dublin. Hopefully, it would be safe there for the foreseeable future.


A group of urchins came running past him, and he recalled the real reason he was here. It wasn’t to admire Viking ships, but to find his sister.


‘Hei!’ he shouted, and the boys stopped and waited for him to catch up. ‘Can I ask you something? I’ll give you a piece of silver to share if you answer truthfully.’


The children glanced at each other, then the tallest one nodded. ‘We will. Ask away.’


‘My sister came this way some months ago and I’ve lost touch with her. How would I go about finding someone who might have seen her?’


The boy shrugged. ‘Lots of people come and go here. Wouldn’t be easy.’


‘She is very distinctive. Tall, with long curly hair of a vivid red colour. Definitely stands out in a crowd, so someone would have noticed her.’


‘You should walk along the harbour here and ask the merchants. Some of them return regularly, so they might have been here and seen her.’


‘Good point. And what about you lot? You’re observant, are you not?’ Storm knew that kids saw and heard much more than most adults gave them credit for. They were sharp-eyed and stored information like little sponges.


The boy conferred with his mates in hushed whispers, then turned back to Storm. ‘None of us remember anything, but we could ask around for you. It’ll cost you extra.’ He held out his hand, and Storm fished a piece of silver out of his leather belt pouch. It was a quarter of a dirham – an Arabic coin: one of the ones he’d bought on the internet and which he’d cut into pieces.


‘You can have more of that if you bring me useful information.’


The urchins’ faces all lit up and they nodded as one. ‘Where will we find you?’


‘I’m told I can bed down at Old Frida’s.’


‘Yes, come with us and we’ll show you the way.’


For their trouble, he gave them another quarter of the coin, and they promised to return as soon as they had any news for him. It was the best he could do for now.


Once he’d secured a place in Frida’s hay barn with another piece of silver, he took a walk along the river. Whenever he came across a merchant ship or rowing boat, he stopped to speak to the owners. He asked the same question over and over again – had anyone seen a tall red-headed female six months ago. Unfortunately the answer was invariably no.


‘If she was comely, she was probably sold as a thrall,’ one man told him. ‘Could have gone north, or more likely been taken to the south. The men around the Grikklandshaf are always on the lookout for women who don’t have black hair. The fairer the better, and that goes for their skin as well. I’ve made huge profits there.’


His words made Storm shudder with revulsion. The trade in human beings was despicable in and of itself, but the fact that Maddie might have been one of the unfortunates sold that way was a chilling thought. The Grikklandshaf was what the Vikings called the Mediterranean. If she’d ended up there, he would have a hell of a job trying to find her.


‘Damn!’ he hissed to himself as he continued on.


In the end, he had to give up for the night as it was getting late. Since there were no street lights, the darkness was absolute, apart from the few fires that were still glowing. Before he lost his bearings completely, he returned to Frida’s and bedded down for the night. He chose a spot against the wall and placed his possessions underneath the fragrant hay. He had no intention of being robbed on his first night.


The best thing about having been in the army was that he’d learned to sleep anywhere, and also that the slightest thing woke him instantly. When a hand was placed over his mouth and an arm wound round his neck from behind, he reacted instinctively. An elbow to the throat had his assailant gagging while trying to breathe past an Adam’s apple that wasn’t in the right place. A backwards kick also hit its target, and then a quick pull on the arm that was still around him had the man flipping into the nearest wall with a dull thud.


‘Stupid bastard,’ Storm swore in English, sitting up to make sure the would-be thief didn’t have any accomplices. Fortunately he seemed to have acted alone.


Other people stirred around them, and there were some mutterings, but no one came to his aid. The attacker was still trying to catch his breath. Having your Adam’s apple bashed in was an unpleasant experience, but Storm had no sympathy.


‘Get out!’ he hissed. ‘And don’t come back. I’m a light sleeper, and next time I’ll kill you.’


There was a little moonlight filtering into the barn through holes up near the eaves, and he saw the man’s eyes widening in fright. Like a cockroach fleeing the beam of a torch, he crawled on all fours over the edge of the hay and then scarpered down a ladder. Storm swept the rest of the barn with a sharp gaze, but no one else was doing anything threatening. They were all there merely to sleep, same as him.


‘Thank you for chasing him away,’ someone said quietly. ‘We would have been next.’


‘You’re welcome.’


With his fingers around the haft of the precious magical axe, he settled down to sleep again. It was fitful and light, however, as he was determined that no one was going to get the better of him. He wouldn’t sleep properly until he’d found Maddie.









Chapter Three
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Hrossey, Orkneyjar


Gormánuðr (October) AD 875


‘Do not even think about bringing that disgusting bird in here, girl! Leave it outside.’


Freydis reluctantly ducked back outside the weaving hut and held out her hand for her pet raven to step off. ‘I’m sorry, Surtr,’ she whispered. ‘You’ll have to sit out here while I try my best at weaving.’


‘Gwoark. Sorry. Sorry. Surtr is a good boy,’ the raven said.


‘Yes, you are, but Gyrid doesn’t appreciate you, I’m afraid.’


The large bird shook himself, as if disgusted at this turn of events, and hopped off her hand to perch on the roof. He made a noise deep in his throat that sounded more like a growl than cawing. It made her smile.


‘I know, I know, but at least out here you’ll have things to watch. And I’ll bring you something to eat later. Now be good and don’t attack anyone, please.’


She’d found him as a tiny chick near the cliffs two years previously. He’d been small, helpless and injured, and if she hadn’t reached him first, he would have been devoured by a gull or some other large bird. He had been all alone, and she had assumed he’d fallen from his nest. There had been no way of resisting the little fluffy ball with a sharp, intelligent gaze. He had looked at her as if she was his saviour, and she’d accepted the job without hesitation, nursing him back to health. Assur and his wife had not been best pleased, but as always, Joalf had helped her. Together they had raised Surtr, and although his wing hadn’t healed quite as it should, he was able to fly short distances. He still relied on them to feed him, though, and would never be able to fend for himself in the wild.


He usually came with her everywhere, but she could understand that Gyrid didn’t want him near the looms, as he did have a tendency to defecate wherever he wanted.


She ducked inside, her eyes adjusting to the gloom. The only light came from the open door, and as it would soon be winter, it wasn’t as bright as during the summer months. It was also cold, even though a small hearth piled high with smouldering peat gave out some heat.


‘What are we making?’ She tried her best to sound interested. Weaving was a tedious job, but it was better than sewing, which she was terrible at.


‘A length of wool for a new smokkr for you. We need you to look your best for the wedding.’ Gyrid pushed the shuttle through the warp and beat the threads into submission with her weaving sword, then moved the heddles – three horizontal bars at the front of the loom – with a swift efficiency Freydis had never quite mastered. ‘Come, stand on the other side, then this will be much faster.’


They passed the shuttle between them and developed a steady rhythm. Freydis was grateful that at least she had been spared the process of creating the warp. The many threads that formed this were attached to the top of the upright loom and clay weights provided the necessary tension. Once it was set up, the weaving itself was fairly simple. You merely alternated the position of the heddles to produce the desired pattern. They were working on a herringbone twill, which was slightly more complicated than plain weave. This particular piece was two ells wide – approximately equal to twice the length between a man’s elbow and the tip of his middle finger – and should be perfect for making a garment such as a smokkr.
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