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To Alan, for all your love and

support on this long journey.


 

 

Dear Reader,

 

A few years ago, I attended an Icelandic festival in a nearby town. In addition to demonstrations of spinning and sword-making, there was a battle re-enactment (with commentary). That was also the year a fully-functional Viking replica longship sailed into the harbor. Needless to say, I was inspired and began writing about Vikings.

 

Of course, there was a twist. What if the Vikings encountered a spaceship, and what if that spaceship dragged them through a space-time portal to the distant past?

 

The Viking Who Fell Through Time is about time travel, Vikings, and, of course, romance. Since most of the action takes place in the ancient past, it could be considered a historical romance—except for that little matter of the spaceship.

 

I can’t help it—my stories have to have that additional element of the unexpected. And a love story between two people born three thousand years apart? Well, you can’t get more unexpected than that.

 

And this is only the beginning.

 

I hope you enjoy Tor and Kiana’s story. Let me know what you think at http://www.MaureenCastell.com.

 

Maureen


 

 

 

Pronunciation Guide

 

If you are like me, you prefer knowing how words sound when read, especially if you are reading them aloud to someone else, so I have included my best estimate of how some of the less obvious words are pronounced, based on several sources. For multi-syllable words, the emphasized syllable is in all caps. Any errors are, sadly, my own.

 

 

Names

 

Ajmal (ADG-mal)

Beade (be-AH-dah)

Dyre (DEE-ray)

Emund (EE-mund)

Kiana (kee-ANN-a), formerly Nahid (naah-HEED)

Lida (LEE-dah)

Runa (ROO-na)

Vider (VY-der

 

 

Words

 

Á sér sitja (ah sair SEET-yah) - be quiet

Góðr (GOATH-rr) - Good or fine

Knorr (NOOR) - Viking ship used primarily in trade


 

 

 

Chapter One

 

North Atlantic, 982 A.D.

Tor Olafsson wrapped both arms around the groaning mast and shouted into the howling wind. “Curse you, Odin, punish me if you will but leave my people alone.”

A huge wave crashed over The Hammer’s side, cascaded along the sloping deck of the ship, and swept a bleating, flailing goat toward the far railing. The remains of its tether dragged behind it. Tor lunged for the frantic animal and managed to snag the rope around its neck. They’d already lost one goat to the sea. He’d not lose another. They needed every animal they brought with them if they survived to make landfall.

“Got you.” He pulled the goat to him and clasped it under one arm. His own tether tightened around his waist, but when he jerked to a halt, it snapped. His heart plummeted into his stomach. “No!”

His shout swallowed by thunder, he skidded along the deck, clawing for a hold with frozen fingers. A precious water barrel tumbled past him and crashed through the railing. His legs slid through after it. Tor grabbed the rail with his free hand, instinctively tightened his grip on the goat, and stared, mesmerized, at his legs dangling over the angry ocean. Shoulders strained; fingers slipped—

Someone grasped his wrist. For a moment he hung, suspended over the watery abyss. Time stopped. His rescuer dragged him onto the deck and back to the mast. Tor swiped wet hair from his eyes and nodded thanks to his best friend and first mate.

Vider held out a length of rope. “Never curse the gods.”

Tor passed the goat to a crewman to join the animals in the shallow oar pit. After he attached the new tether, he focused his attention back on Vider. “They’ve done nothing to help us.”

His friend shrugged. “They’ve kept us alive so far.”

“Alive?” Tor ground his teeth and glowered at the battered longship, at his exhausted crew rowing and bailing for their lives. My fault. They trusted me.

“Perhaps we should also petition Jorvik’s Christian god.” Vider grinned at Tor’s immediate scowl.

“If our own gods won’t help us, why would his?” Not for the first time, he wished he’d left the priest behind. No matter he worshipped the one god—many of Tor’s men believed the more gods they prayed to the better—but he also claimed to be a seer and spouted dire predictions before they set out on this journey. Why bother to come with them if he thought their exile doomed before it even began?

Tor again shoved wet hair from his face. The storm had struck with such sudden ferocity there’d been no time to braid the whipping strands that stung his cheeks and blinded him.

The ship lurched sideways. A wall of water rose on the right.

“To starboard,” he shouted.

The crew strained at the oars while two helmsmen struggled with the steering oar and aimed the ship into the towering swell. The bow lifted, but not enough. They plunged through the wave.

Tor held his breath. We’re going under. He and Vider clung to the mast and each other.

The ship, built by men familiar with these waters, emerged battered but afloat. When they straightened again, Tor glanced at the tent still anchored against the stern. If they got out of this alive, he’d add a hold or a cabin or…something…anything sturdier than cloth. At least Emund’s trading vessel boasted a hold, now crammed with most of the livestock and his own family.

Tor raised himself to examine the surrounding sea. Where are the other ships?

After what seemed an eternity Emund’s knorr appeared on the crest of a wave, the clumsy vessel recognizable by its width. A moment later, Beade’s longship came into view farther away. His brothers were experienced seamen, but as the eldest it was impossible for Tor not to feel responsible for their safety. That the three ships still traveled together was a miracle.

“We’re together still.” Vider echoed Tor’s thought. “Spring storms are always the worst.”

“As if winter wants one last chance to conquer us,” Tor muttered.

“This storm will pass, as all storms do.” Vider helped Tor to his feet. “We have weathered worse.”

The screaming wind failed to muffle the fearful wails of the women and children. Tor grimaced. “Not with our families aboard.”

“True.” Vider glanced at the flimsy hide tent that had miraculously defied all attacks of the wild waves. “Look.”

A tall blonde woman crawled from the tent. She remained on her hands and knees as she made her way toward him, her woolen dress plastered to her like a second skin. Tor clenched his jaw in an attempt to keep admiration from overwhelming his annoyance.

Even thus, crawling like a dog, her body heavy with child, his twin sister shamed the fiercest warrior with her courage. At least she had the sense to tie her tether to the lines strung from mast to stern.

When she reached the two men, Tor knelt beside her and wrapped one arm around the mast, the other above the bulge of her belly. Her skin was ice cold. She buried her face in his chest to avoid the stinging wind.

“I’ll…go help the men bail,” Vider muttered.

Tor didn’t miss the longing glance Vidar threw over his shoulder before returning to the lower deck. If only he had been there to offer for her before she found herself carrying Ottar’s spawn. If only Tor had been able to protect her from the bastard.

“Go back to the tent, Runa,” he shouted into her ear. “It’s not safe out here.”

“It’s no safer in that tent. The wailing is driving me mad.” She flashed her annoying try-to-stop-me-brother grin. “If I’m going to die, it will be by your side. We took our first breath together, and we’ll take our last the same way.”

Pride warred with exasperation. His stubborn sister challenged even death itself to get her way. Tor hugged her. “We’re not going to die.”

Another wave, bigger and more powerful than the ones before, loomed over the ship. No time to aim into it. He tightened his grip on mast and woman. The wave fell. The world vanished in an endless flood of water. The ship tilted.

He lost his footing and dug his fingers into the wood. An eternity later, the wave passed, and he was able to breathe again, though he shook with cold.

“Go back.” Fear for Runa’s safety added a harshness to his voice.

She squeezed his waist. “My place is here, as always.”

Gods, why did I go on that last trading voyage? It took him away from home for almost a year, and in that time… How could opening a new trade route compare with losing his father in a so-called fair fight with a man half his age, the same man who dishonored his sister and then cast her aside? Until she proved to be with child.

Tor wanted to keep Runa safe, but her will was as strong as his. Hard enough to get his siblings to obey his lead, but when the most troublesome of them all was only minutes younger than he, authority was just a word. At least he had no wife or children of his own to worry about.

The ship lurched beneath them. He shouted orders to his oarsmen, who were already compensating. The deck tilted, straightened, then tilted the other way. He wanted to be down there, rowing with them, but they knew their jobs better than he. As captain, he hadn’t lifted an oar in years, nor pitted his strength against the sea, and in truth one more oar would be of little help. Just keeping the ship from capsizing was a heroic feat.

Despair filled his heart. He touched his forehead to Runa’s and whispered, “Odin has abandoned us.”

She cradled his face in her hands. “Then we will spit in his face.”

A bark of laughter escaped his lips. The corners of his mouth lifted, tugging at the scar on his left cheek. Ah, Runa, ever the defiant one.

A loud clap of thunder made her jerk away. Her eyes widened at something behind him. He twisted his head.

Black clouds filled the horizon. Between the clouds and the ship, the air shimmered as if with heat. Something smooth, shiny, and big emerged from the shimmer, first a stubby point like the edge of a shield, then a curve of metal, more, until finally the entire object hung in the sky before the three ships.

The shimmer dissolved.

Longer than all three of Tor’s ships lined end to end, the object resembled a child’s ball after being battered by a giant hammer. Around its edge lightning spun, shining with a blinding radiance. Strange metal spears bristled around the sphere, making it appear more war mace than ball. Without warning, a dark square appeared in the front part of the object and within that square Tor glimpsed startled faces. People? A moment later the square vanished, leaving smooth metal in its place.

The crew’s shouts broke Tor’s trance. Some cursed, others prayed.

Runa trembled in his arm and again hid her face in his shirt. “Odin, forgive me. I didn’t mean it.”

Anger flooded him. He staggered to his feet, hauling his sister with him. “I will not lie down like a dog to die.” Using his body to brace her behind him against the mast, he drew his long-sword and waved it in defiance at the giant ball. “Come, Odin, do your worst!”

As if it heard him, the object shot straight up into the black clouds. A moment later it reappeared and dove toward his ship.

Runa screamed. The men on the oar deck scrambled toward the stern. The object shot overhead and passed a hand’s breadth above the mast.

The air shimmered again. A circle opened in front of The Hammer. Around the ship, waves crashed in fury, threatening to overturn the battered craft. Through the circle, far below—at least half the length of Tor’s ship—the water lay calm, a bright sun shone among a few scattered white clouds, and a silver beach protected by high cliffs and a colorful tree-covered mountain beckoned.

“Asgard.” The wind snatched his words.

The metal ball flew into the circle and dragged the churning water—and Tor’s ship—behind it.

“Hang on!” He turned, gripped the mast with both hands, and pinned Runa against it with his body.

A moment later the ship tilted and rushed over the waterfall of storm water. A quick glance showed his brothers’ ships pulled in his wake. At last, with a jolt that threw everyone to the deck, The Hammer landed on the calm water.

Everything stopped. The ship lay still. No roar of thunder or waves battered Tor’s ears. Have we all gone deaf? Behind him, the circle vanished.

As if awakening from a dream, the men crept forward, staring at the heavens. Tor followed their gaze. The object had stopped its fall toward the beach. For an instant it hovered above the water before lurching inland. It shuddered once, then plunged into the mountainside, burying itself deep in the earth. The screech of twisting metal thundered through the air. A shock of sound rocked the ships, pressed against their eardrums as if to deafen them.

Then there was silence.

~ * ~

Farther along the shore

Kiana swung her sword at an invisible opponent, honing skills she had little opportunity to apply these days. Her prince’s enemies were unlikely to find them this far north, but she was his sworn protector and thus responsible for remaining in top fighting condition. She gave a final stab at the imaginary foe and stepped back.

A sudden roar filled the air. Startled, she spun around, stared at the mountain looming over the village. Something too big to make out buried itself in the rock, spewing broken trees and dust into the air. The ground shook with the impact, but years of training helped her keep her feet and her weapon. With one final spurt of flame, the object disappeared under the collapsing peak.

Beren is up there.

She shoved the sword into her back scabbard and raced through the summer village. A mindless keening screamed through her head. Not Beren.

“Are we under attack?” Lida called from the training ground.

“Unknown,” she shouted back, then slowed. By the Lady, think. Don’t dash like a raw recruit into danger. Always assume the worst. “Set up guard around the village, just like we trained. Arm the nets.”

Lida veered away to assemble her fighters. Most of the men were still at sea on a final fishing run, so only the few trained women defended the village. Fortunately the fishing nets proved strong enough to trap any enemy.

Miri ran from her hut, lacing her overtunic and struggling to keep her tangled skirts from tripping her. “I’m coming with you.”

Kiana shook her head. “No. It’s too danger—”

“Eskil’s up there.” Miri tightened her mouth in a stubborn line, a mother determined to rescue her son.

Beren and Eskil weren’t the only children on the mountain. Young Eskil had gone with his friend and the older boy Arkin to clean the caves. “Try to keep up.” Kiana signaled to two of her trainees. “Guard her.”

Unencumbered by a skirt, Kiana soon outpaced the others. How bad was it?

Dear Lady, let it not be bad.

Arkin was a responsible lad for his twelve years—he’d look after the younger boys—and Beren was smart enough to seek shelter. If he had time.

She stumbled but bore down and kept going. Hold on, Beren. I’ll be there soon.

~ * ~

Runa pushed against Tor’s back and peered beneath his arm. “Where are we?”

“Dead.” He stared at the perfect beach, the broken forest, the dented mountain. Or mad.

Why hadn’t he been more diligent in the evening rites? The gods wouldn’t welcome such as he to their paradise.

“We can’t be dead.” Runa shoved him again. “Look at the fish.”

Puzzled, he turned his gaze to the breach in the rail and the water surrounding the ship. The salt tang of the ocean filled his nostrils, along with the stench of scorched metal, burning vegetation, and another smell, familiar but…

Fish?

He stumbled to the railing. Hundreds of fish floated belly-up on the waves, killed by the shock of the object’s crash. No. Wait. As if waking from sleep, they stirred, flopped, and swam away. Soon the ocean was once again clear.

Not Asgard then. Even there, fish didn’t die and come back to life.

Time to make some decisions. “We need to get to shore. We’ll need food, water, shelter for the night, and we have no thralls to help us.”

“But where are we?” Runa’s question echoed the growing murmurs of the crew.

He had to stop the rising panic. Tor faced the crew and raised his voice. “Odin has heard our prayers and brought us to a land of peace.”

“Aren’t we dead?” one anonymous voice asked.

He’d thought the same moments earlier but the need to reassure his crew overrode his own fear. “Do you feel dead?” Tor straightened to his full height. “Do the dead feel pain? Are you not still wet and cold? Do your hands not bleed from the oars, your back ache from rowing? Wherever we are, we are destined to be here.”

He studied the welcoming shore, the cliffs curving to either side of the cove—a natural harbor. To his right, the cliff jutted out a few feet from the beach, then dipped into shadow before it continued out to sea for perhaps a mile.

Tor infused his voice with all the confidence of a desperate man hoping to be right. “Ottar sent us into exile, to starve and die, but the gods brought us to a new home.” He gestured to the beach. “We will survive. We will thrive.”

The murmurs subsided. Someone gave a ragged cheer.

“Will we be safe here?” Runa rubbed her distended belly.

Tor smiled. “Safer than in that storm. Safer than under Ottar’s rule.”

He stared again at the land. A shiver of unease slid down his spine. There was something about the trees.

Colors. In spring, trees burst green with new growth, but these… A few spruce were scattered through the forest, but most of the trees were oaks, with some alder and maple mixed in. Orange, yellow, even red. The colors of autumn, of harvest.

How can that be? Three days ago it was spring. How can we lose a whole summer?

No, impossible. Think about it later. Right now they needed to make sure the land was safe for them. They couldn’t stay at sea forever. “Let’s get a scouting party ashore.”

~ * ~

Even running, it took Kiana an endless fifteen minutes to reach the base of the mountain and begin the climb to the winter caves. Generations of villagers had smoothed the path, but to her the trail stretched forever. The acrid stench of burned leaves and pine needles stung her eyes and made her nose itch. Once she stopped to cough and catch her breath.

Thank the Lady this morning’s rain quenched any fires.

When she finally rounded the familiar boulder, she skidded to a halt. A single entrance protected the series of caves the villagers used for winter quarters. That entrance—easy to defend and shore up against the blasts of ice night storms—no longer existed. Piles of shattered rocks filled the space, the fall so deep it covered half the plateau.

“Beren!” she shouted. She didn’t expect an answer. How could anyone survive that avalanche?

“Here.” A child’s voice, weak and fearful.

Shocked, she spun in a circle. Not Beren. “Eskil?”

The thundering of her heart deafened her so she had to strain to hear the answering call. To her left. Oh, thank the Lady, to her left, not in front, not under that mass of earth and rock.

She squinted through clouds of lingering dust. There. A large rock marked the far edge of the plateau, and peeking from behind it, a pale shape. Relief and fear shot through her at sight of the child’s ashen face.

“Here, Kiana.” He waved to draw her closer. “We’re here.”

We. She swallowed the leap of hope and sprinted to the boy. When she rounded the rock, she understood why he hadn’t run to meet her.

The rock leaned over his head to form a shallow cave between its bulk and the edge of the plateau. Somehow the boy had wedged himself into the cave. The angle of the balanced rock deflected most of the debris over his head and into the trees below, but some had fallen close enough to form a solid barrier that left an opening a hand’s-breadth wide.

Eskil crouched close to the opening, the space behind him hidden in the dark. With Beren’s dusky skin he’d blend into the shadows, and where was Arkin? Eskil shifted and a ray of daylight allowed her to glimpse the other figures huddled behind him.

“Beren.” She breathed the word, terrified all over again when the figure didn’t move.

“We’re stuck, Kiana.” Eskil’s voice shook. “There was a fire in the sky, and Arkin carried us here but now we can’t get out.”

She squinted at the dark shapes in the shadows behind him. “Are you hurt? Beren, are you hurt?”

“He hit his head when I pushed him in here.” Arkin answered this time. “Some rocks came down on his leg, but he breathes. I just can’t move him. And we can’t get out.” His words ended on a squeak, and Kiana recognized the imminent panic. Young as he was, the boy had protected the two children half his age.

“I’ll get you out. Eskil, your mother’s not far behind, and she has some of the warriors with her, so we’ll all get you out.” She touched his hand to calm the boy. After all, at five he was just a year younger than Beren.

Eskil clutched her hand, but his eyes weren’t quite so wide and white now, and when he spoke, the tension in his voice was noticeably less. “I didn’t know if anyone would come,” he confessed. “Arkin said so, but I didn’t believe.”

“Of course we’d come.” She forced a teasing smile. “We need strong warriors like you to keep the village safe.”

The boy said nothing, but his grip on her hand eased.

How badly was Beren injured? To distract herself, she studied the barrier trapping the three boys. Several large rocks blocked them in, but dirt and many smaller rocks and stones made up the bulk of the pile. Thank the Lady, it wouldn’t take long to clear away.

“Tell me about the fire in the sky,” she ordered, more to keep herself sane than to distract the boys. “How did you see it before it hit the mountain?”

“We were leaving, but Beren forgot his flute.” Arkin’s voice no longer trembled. “We turned back, but the sky… It was such a strange color, just for a few moments, then this big ball of fire came straight toward us and we dove under the rock.”

The other women arrived, panting. No time to worry about the mystery of the object.

Miri ran to Kiana. “My boy?”

“Mama.” Eskil pressed his face close to the opening, and his mother reached for him.

“Miri, stop. He’s stuck.” Kiana drew her away. “We have to loosen the rocks first or you’ll hurt him.”

Tears streamed down the woman’s cheeks. “Thank the gods you’re alive.”

“Aw, Mama.” Eskil sniffed and drew back.

“Eskil was very brave. He stayed with Beren and Arkin and looked out for them while they waited for rescue.” It didn’t matter Eskil had no choice about waiting, and the compliment soothed him some more. Kiana peered over his shoulder and winked at Arkin.

The older boy smiled.

Miri stared past Eskil into the shallow cave. “Arkin? Beren?”

Eskil answered first. “Arkin’s all right. He saved us by pushing us in here. But Beren’s hurt, Mama.”

Kiana touched Miri’s arm. “We need to lift these rocks. Can you help?”

Miri bared her teeth in a fierce grin. “Of course.”

They set to work. It felt like eons before they’d cleared enough debris for Eskil and Arkin to crawl out. Kiana thrust her head and shoulders inside and let her vision adjust to the dimness. Beren lay on his side, his face toward the opening.

“Beren, I’m here.” She didn’t know if he heard her. His eyes were closed, but his chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm.

She skimmed her hand down his leg and discovered his ankle trapped under a large rock. Just one, thank the Lady, not a cluster. Let it not have crushed the foot as well.

She backed out of the space and turned to the other women. “All right, let’s get the rest of this out of the way. Slowly.”

When the opening was big enough, Kiana squeezed in and wrapped her arms around Beren’s chest. “Now lift while I pull.”

Ignoring his moans, she dragged the boy onto clear ground and bent to examine him. Blood on his forehead. A lump in his hair above his left eye. He’ll have a headache. He wore the sleeveless tunic and short leggings of the locals. Scrapes and bruises on his arms and legs but nothing serious.

His ankle was another matter, swollen to twice its normal size. Kiana cut away the constricting hide boot and probed the flesh. She let out a breath when bone shifted beneath her touch.

“Broken, not crushed,” she reported to the others. “We’ll have to carry him back. I don’t want that ankle to move more than it has to.” Can I carry him that far?

“I’ll do it.” Kari, one of the trainees, fished with her father, heaving the loaded nets aboard his boat, and could easily manage Beren’s slight weight.

“Good. Let me prepare the ankle first.” Kiana needed to ensure it didn’t move. Even dangling from gentle arms might cause a weakened bone to snap. “Get me some short branches, a dozen or so, about the length of my forearm.”

The two trainees hurried into the forest. Miri, after settling Eskil and Arkin on a boulder at the edge of the plateau, approached. “Can I do something?”

Kiana studied her woven overtunic. The trainees, like Kiana, wore leather, too stiff for the purpose she needed. “Yes. Cut some long strips off your tunic to wrap around this leg.”

Miri drew her bone knife from under her belt. When the other women returned with a handful of branches each, Kiana sorted through the offerings until she found the four straightest. Using those and the strips of cloth Miri handed her, she soon had Beren’s lower leg strapped to the branches. Satisfied the ankle was safe from jolts and bumps, she backed away, nodded to Kari.

The woman lifted the boy in her arms, then headed down the trail with the other trainee. Kiana took a step to follow but a shout from Miri made her pause.

“Wait, Kiana. There’s something you need to see.”

Kiana wanted to brush her off, to rush after Beren, but the urgency in Miri’s tone told her not to ignore the woman. “What is it?”

“In the cove.”

From the edge of the plateau, the mountain curved toward the cove two miles north of the village. The air was still thick with settling dust, but clear enough to reveal three strange ships floating near the shore, easily visible from this height.

“Did they bring the fire ball?” Arkin asked.

If they did, the village was in more trouble than just the loss of their winter shelter.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Tor stared at Emund’s ship and cursed. With its deep hull, the knorr had run aground on a hidden sandbank, tearing a hole just above the waterline where the storm waves had weakened the wood. Tor hurried to the stern of his ship and cupped his hands around his mouth to shout toward his other brother’s longship.

“Beade, drop anchor.” The longships were shallow enough to clear the obstruction, but they’d be too far away to protect Emund if it came to a fight.

Beade nodded and turned to give orders. Tor’s crew released their own anchor. Soon both ships bobbed close to shore in the protected cove.

“Right,” he said. “Let’s see what’s ashore. Vider and…” He studied the crew huddled over the oars and pointed. “You three. Come with me.”

Tor and the others jumped over The Hammer’s side and landed waist-deep in water little warmer than what the storm had tossed at them. Five more men joined them from Beade’s ship, although Beade himself remained aboard as war-leader in Tor’s absence.

“What about Emund?” Vider stared at the beached knorr while they waded ashore.

“No.” Tor didn’t look at his brother’s ship. “He’ll need to inspect the damage. Besides, he’s got all those animals, and they’re bound to panic if water starts coming in.”

Once ashore, Tor gauged the distance to the ships and studied the beach. Only a narrow rim of wet sand edged the water. High tide.

His spirits rose. “We can wait for the tide to withdraw, then unload the women and animals. Dry land will be closer to Emund then, and they shouldn’t get too wet.”

Recalling how they arrived there, Tor squinted at the mountain. No sign remained of the metal orb, now buried under rock and rubble. Even the fires in the surrounding trees had burned themselves out.

What about the people in the orb. Did they survive?

He shrugged. They posed no threat at the moment. Once everyone was safe he’d take time to check it out, but practicalities came first.

“Ivar, take two men and search inland.” To two of Beade’s men, “Follow the shoreline north. Vider and I will head south.” He turned to the remaining three. “Stand watch here. This land looks empty, but let’s make sure. Shout if you see anyone.”

With a nod, they strode off.

While he walked, Tor’s mind crowded with problems. Mentally he counted them.

First, daylight. The sun, overhead not long ago, now edged toward the western horizon far out at sea. With luck they’d have time to set up a camp before full night.

Second, trees. It shouldn’t be autumn, but the color of the leaves… He had pregnant animals on his ships ready to birth so any milk needed to be shared with the newborns if the flock was to grow. Casks held grain and seeds ready to plant, but no time to grow anything before winter.

So, third, food and shelter. If there were settlements, trade was a possibility, or outright theft if the natives proved hostile. Only then might his people survive.

As to how they lost a summer in getting here… Never mind. Time enough later to worry about that.

“I doubt there’s a threat,” Vider murmured after a few minutes. “We saw no smoke from settlements, and it’s cool enough to need a fire.”

Thinking of his third problem, Tor hoped he was wrong. “You can never tell.”

Vider’s gaze strayed to the mountain again. “It flamed. Why didn’t the trees burn longer?”

“Feel the air.” Vider sniffed, and Tor continued, “It’s damp. Maybe just rained.”

“We might have problems getting the wood to burn, then. Campfires will be needed tonight.”

“Perhaps you should be leader instead of me,” Tor teased. “You’ve a more level head.”

Vider shuddered. “And deal with all those people? No, friend, it’s you they followed into exile. I’m just glad I had no family to bring. You have more than enough, with those brothers of yours and their wives.”

“Not to mention Runa,” Tor added with a sideways look at his friend.

Vider shrugged but ducked his head. Tor chuckled.

They climbed the tree-covered hill bounding the southern edge of the cove. Vider stopped every few paces to mark their back trail by bending branches or carving a slice of bark from a tree trunk. Leaves crunched underfoot. The crisp air caressed Tor’s skin and reminded him of the first spring day that promised the end of winter.

Or the first day of fall.

He frowned.

“Do you see something?” Vider drew his sword.

“No.” Tor was unwilling to pursue that other worry yet. “Best to be wary.”

They proceeded with more caution, swords at the ready. The hill descended in a gentle slope into woodlands. Trees closed over their heads and the sun dimmed to occasional shafts of light spearing through breaks in the leaves. Tor, in the lead, estimated they’d walked for half an hour without seeing so much as a curious squirrel or hearing the chirp of birds. No surprise with the presence of humans.

“Do you smell something?” Vider murmured.

Tor sniffed. “Wood smoke?” People.

He raised his sword and took another step. Without warning, the ground erupted beneath him. He lost his grip on his weapon and it flew out of reach before woven ropes closed around him and dragged him into the air. His arms and legs fell through the gaps, leaving his body trapped inside a strong net. Vider shouted and leapt forward. Another net sprang up around the first mate, but he managed to keep a grip on his sword and was able to hack his way out. He headed toward Tor, but a spear landed quivering at his feet, forcing him back. A second dug into the ground beside it.

“Go,” Tor shouted. “Warn the others.”

Vider paused. An arrow skimmed his ear, drawing blood. With a helpless shake of his head, he turned and ran.

The rain of spears stopped. The forest stilled. All was silent save for the creak of the ropes around Tor. A moment later, five women emerged from behind the surrounding trees.

“Who are you?” He regretted the question immediately. He should have stayed silent. Curiosity showed weakness.

The women crept forward without speaking. They were all as fair-skinned and blonde as his own people. Three were dressed in serviceable skirts and carried barbed spears. The remaining two wore men’s trews and had bows strung and ready, aimed at him. One drew a knife and sliced through a length of rope stretched beside a tree.

His prison fell to the ground. He gathered himself to attack, but someone hit him from behind, enough to daze him. The women pulled his hands behind his back and secured them with leather thongs.

I don’t believe it. On shore less than an hour and captured by a handful of women.

He struggled and cursed, but the women stood back until he tired of the fruitless effort.

When they at last hauled him to his feet and pointed their spears at him, he had no choice but to stumble along before them. Not a word was said. Their intentions were clear.

He fumed. Stupid. Blundering around a strange land with a single companion—what had he been thinking? Whether he freed himself or Vider came, Tor’s pride was already lost.

Five minutes later they entered the village. A scattering of huts draped in hides sprawled over a sandy area leading to a shallow beach where several fishing boats lay. Like the cove with his ships, cliffs jutted out to either side of a sheltered bay. Farther out to sea, a white line of wavelets marked a reef, protection from the rougher water beyond.

Women, some with babes in their arms, lounged against doorways and stared at him with suspicion. Two old men paused in mending their nets, while several children ran toward the newcomers, dancing and pointing.

Tor fought a sudden impulse to duck his head in embarrassment. This must be how a slave feels when first displayed to its captors.

Instead he raised his chin and stared forward. His guards marched him toward a larger hut near the center of the village. Few men in view. Good. Easier for Vider and my crew to take over when they arrive.

One woman led the way into the large hut while two others pushed Tor through the entrance. Inside was dark, but he blinked until the room came into focus. The women pushed him forward, and two men, both of middle years, took his arms.

Several old men stood around the edges of the hut. In the center sat a massive wooden chair, with legs and arms shaped like the feet of a great beast, and a tall back carved into intricate lines and curves. It probably was meant to convey importance, but dwarfed the man who sat in it. This, then, must be their chieftain.

He appeared of an age with Tor’s father, his blond hair and beard sprinkled with gray. The man’s muscles declared him no soft politician, but if he’d ever wielded a sword in battle, he’d escaped with no scars. This was a man used to hard work, a farmer or fisherman, not a warrior. He wore clothes similar to Tor’s, but around his shoulders draped a huge cloak of dyed wool decorated with a collar of claws, each the length of a short dagger.

A chill swept down Tor’s spine. What kind of animal has claws that long?

The two men forced Tor to kneel before the great chair. The woman who preceded him into the hut now bowed before the chieftain, then whispered in his ear. When she finished, both stared at Tor, who bared his teeth in a silent snarl. The chieftain said something to the woman and waved her from the hut. She left without a backward glance. The chieftain glared at Tor and spoke.

The words were strange, familiar but…twisted…somehow. Tor remained silent. He guessed he was being asked where he came from, but even had he understood the words, he’d not give the man the satisfaction of an answer.

Several times the chieftain spoke, his tone louder and angrier with each phrase. Still Tor refused to say anything. He was prepared to wait until his men arrived.

This chieftain wouldn’t be so confident once his village was surrounded by seasoned warriors.

~ * ~

The village was in uproar when the rescue party returned. Miri took charge, herding the children and the trainee carrying Beren toward the healer’s hut. Kiana paused, wondering at the cause of this latest crisis.

A woman dressed like Kiana in men’s clothing ran from the chieftain’s hut. “You must come at once. Uncle Soren requests your presence.”

“Not now, Lida. Beren needs me.” Kiana sidestepped past her friend.

Lida shifted to block her path. “It’s because of the prisoner.”

Prisoner? Kiana stopped, heart pounding. Has Ajmal found us? She clutched Lida’s arm. “This prisoner. Is he dark-skinned, like me?”

“No, yellow hair, light skin.”

Releasing her hold, Kiana suppressed a sigh. Not Ajmal. She frowned when a more probable answer sprang to mind. The strangers in the cove?

“Chieftain Soren requests you go straight to the council hut when you return,” Lida continued.

Soren requested, not ordered—a small victory.

The expression on Lida’s face drew Kiana’s attention. “There’s more?”

Her friend cleared her throat. “The man wasn’t alone. The other escaped.”

“Ah.” Kiana cursed under her breath. “He’ll be back. Best gather everyone together and arm anyone who can hold a spear or bow.”

Unable to do anything for Beren, Kiana was grateful for a task she could help with.

Her first sight of the prisoner after entering Soren’s hut gave her pause. Two guards, the last men left in the village who weren’t children or ancients, flanked the kneeling man. Tangled blond hair hung down his back to below his shoulders. With his hands bound behind him, arm muscles strained. She imagined those hands crushing an enemy’s throat.

Kiana grimaced. This man brought danger to her new home, to Beren. He caused what the boys called a fire ball to batter a mountain onto the heads of innocent children. This wasn’t a man to admire.

He was, however, a warrior, proud and fierce, and in another life one she might have gladly fought beside. Tall, even on his knees, he braced, shoulders back, chin raised. No doubt he glared defiance into the chieftain’s eyes.

Soren sat in the great chair he’d purchased from a travelling merchant last summer. There was nothing like it in the village, but from the scowl on Soren’s face it failed to awe this stranger with the chieftain’s importance and power.

Kiana strode forward and bowed. “How may I be of service?”

Soren gestured to the man. “He doesn’t speak nor seem to understand me.”

She turned. Avoiding his face for now, she studied the man’s clothes.

These were familiar, similar to those the village fishers wore—leather leggings over hide boots, a sleeveless leather tunic laced together with leather ties over a long-sleeved cloth shirt in a faded red. Salt stained his clothes in patches. A woven belt, tied at his waist, held a horn at one side and a loop for a sword on the other.

Good. Lida remembered her training and had taken that from him first thing. A hardened warrior, then. Kiana wondered how her raw recruits had managed to capture him. Ah, there. A few strands of thin rope were caught in his sleeve. The sturdy nets were used to haul in the largest sea beasts in these waters, not just seals but whales and even giant squid, so were strong enough to hold a man. Satisfied, she resumed her study and at last raised her gaze to the man’s face.

Shock had her clamping her lips together to smother a gasp. It’s him, the man in mother’s augury.

Her heart thumped in her chest. Breathe.

Two years ago her mother had shown Kiana this man’s face in her temple fires, a light-skinned barbarian with hair the color of the desert sands and eyes a brilliant blue. He looked older than her then-eighteen years, perhaps in his early twenties? She judged his features pleasing, even with a scar on his left cheek and covered by a thick beard.

Her mother’s next words left her breathless. He is your destiny.

The priestesses were gifted prophets, none more so than her mother, but this? This was impossible.

Kiana had scoffed at the time. My destiny is with Ajmal. Ajmal was her future, not some stranger from who knew where. Ajmal.

Until he betrayed everything she held dear.

Now there knelt this same man, yellow hair, yellow beard, scar. He appeared the same age he’d looked in the smoke, but she was now two years older, and he didn’t seem so ancient. In build and features he resembled her hosts, his skin pale beneath a sea tan. His eyes were a deep blue, reminding her of the waters of the inland sea her people had sailed for generations. His expression, however, was different, not the languid, smoldering stare that still haunted her dreams. The bared teeth and set jaw showed hatred and determination.

She made herself stare into those eyes, daring the man to drop his gaze. He did, at last, but not before a flicker of uncertainty creased his brow.

“Who are you?” There was no answer, and no flash of recognition for the language of her adopted home, nor for her own language or any of the other languages she knew. Nothing. She wagered the man understood none of them.

So it was up to her to learn his.

As a daughter of the king’s wizard and the high priestess, she possessed a special gift, the gift of tongues. If she heard just a few words, the language blossomed full-blown in her memory as if she was born to it. That talent, perhaps more than her warrior’s skills, had placed her in the queen’s personal guard.

But to learn the prisoner’s language he had to speak, and he refused.

“Hold him,” she ordered the guards.

Each seized an arm with one hand and placed the other on one of his shoulders.

He tensed and frowned, wondering, perhaps, what torture they planned for him.

Kiana stood in front of him. Even kneeling his head was on a level with her own. She cradled his face in her hands and curled her fingers into his beard to keep his head still. While it appeared coarse, the hair was softer to her touch than she expected, and she itched to stroke it.

No, not now. Not yet.

She bent forward and kissed him.

A shock like lightning coursed from her mouth to her core. The touch of his lips on hers tingled with short bursts of fire. Only firm will kept her from reacting, even though she wanted to moan in pleasure. The man flinched. Had he felt it too?

It doesn’t matter. I can’t let this distract me.

She opened her eyes, surprised she had closed them, and found herself staring into the man’s half-closed eyes, his expression dazed.

Languid. Smoldering.

Forcing down her uncertainty, she concentrated on the success of the first part of her plan. She kept a half smile on her face when she stepped back. The man focused his gaze on her, and his own lips began
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