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Praise for
BETINA KRAHN
“Betina Krahn writes with flair. Her plots and characters are humorous, witty and original. Talented and gifted, Betina Krahn is a joy to read.” —Literary Times
“One of our most creative writers . . . Krahn’s ingenious romances always entertain and leave readers with a warm glow.” —Romantic Times
“Krahn is the kind of writer that makes you smile at the end of her novels and wish her next book were already in your hands.” —Contra Costa Times
“Krahn uses a light touch to address serious social issues (i.e., the vulnerability of women in Victorian society), combining wit and whimsy with a high degree of sensuality.” —Library Journal
“Genuinely funny Elizabethan sexual puns, a strong, believable heroine, and an absorbing story of forbidden love make The Husband Test an enjoyable read.” —Booklist
“Following Krahn’s delightful The Husband Test, this laughter laces perfectly historical packages, witty dialogue and engaging characters into a captivating romance.” —Booklist on The Wife Test
“The Husband Test quickly blossoms into a bright, exciting adventure.” —Publishers Weekly
“With vivid insight into the dangers and drama associated with the railroads that opened the untamed West to settlement in the late 19th century, Betina Krahn’s The Soft Touch packs the romance punch that fans have come to expect from this bestselling novelist. Filled with Krahn’s trademark subtle humor, this is a smart romantic novel that is sure to delight readers.” —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Krahn wins readers over with her charming and amusing tales.” —Chicago Sun Times
“Krahn’s novels are rousing, rollicking, fun, unpredictable and very sensual—in all, a delight!” —Affaire de Coeur
“Krahn has a sharp ear for dialogue and never lets her characters become stereotypes. Her novels are funny, fresh and nicely paced.” —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
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WILL THERE be much fighting?” came a girlish voice.
“Much,” came the old man’s rasping reply.
“Will she have to kill many men?” came a second young voice.
“Only the Allfather himself knows that.”
The night was moon-bright and as chilled as the depths of a Frost Giant’s cave. Four cloaked figures made their way slowly down a treacherous mountain path and paused on a rock ledge overlooking a dark, silent forest. Far below, beyond the forest and extending into the distance, lay a vast, silvery expanse of water, the great Lake Vänern.
“Is Jarl Borger’s hall large and fine?” the first asked.
“Is it covered with carving and hung with silk banners?” the second added.
“I have said so.”
“The great hall flows with the finest mead?”
“Drunk in toasts by the fiercest warriors in all of Varmland?”
The questions wearied the old man; they asked not for information but for assurance. He paused and raised a gnarled hand and pointed to distant specks of light on the jagged line where the forest and water appeared to meet.
“There it is.” His voice was dry and forced. “The village. Even as I remembered.” He looked to the moon-paled faces of his three daughters. “When we enter the hall you remain by the door . . . I will approach the high seat alone.”
The two young ones nodded and he turned to the third, who towered above them all. She stood motionless, staring at those distant lights, which seemed to move and change with each blink of the eye . . . lights that meant an ending . . . and a beginning.
“Are you ready, Daughter?” he said, laying a hand on her arm.
Ready? To take up her life-task and fulfill her destiny?
Aaren Serricksdotter looked down at the anxious faces of her two young sisters and her throat tightened. For one tumultuous moment she ached with longing to go back to the mountains from which they had come . . . back to their log hut in the meadow . . . back to the simple lifeways they had shared. As soon as she recognized that yearning she recoiled from it, naming it weakness.
Focusing on what she could see of the old man’s face beneath his felt hat, she nodded.
As they started off again, descending into shadows cast by the restless, whispering trees, the old man’s question drummed in the chambers of her heart.
Ready? Are you ready?
As she moved along the narrow path, her mind filled with powerful, unbidden memories that crowded out the sounds of owls hooting and the rustle of leaves in the dry autumn forest. Suddenly she was in their home in the mountains once more, tussling and giggling with her little sisters before the evening fire . . . lying on her back in a summer meadow filled with the scent of ripe grass, searching the clouds for a glimpse of the gods who lived in Asgard . . . holding the body of the little forest cat she had raised from a kit, while tears burned down her cheeks.
Her jaw clenched. Her hand brushed the cool metal pommel of the sword at her side and her fingers closed reflexively around its leather-wrapped horn handle. This was what mattered now, she told herself, shaking off the clutch of longing at her heart. This was all that mattered.
One by one she locked those painful remembrances away. There would be no place in her new life for longing, gentle memories, or tender mercies.
Father Serrick had taught her about the world of men. It was a fierce and pitiless place, filled with hard bodies, hard steel, and even harder fighting. That was the way of things in the lands of the Norsemen. The highest glory and surest reward came from fighting well, and if the fate-weavers decreed it, from dying with a blade in hand. Father Serrick would know; he had been a mighty warrior once, in the hall of Borger Volungson.
It was the future she must look to now, not the past. Their futures—hers and her sisters’—would be bought with blood. And it was her task, she reminded herself grimly, to be the one to draw that blood, not shed it.

[image: image]
THE VILLAGE HAD changed, grown in the years since Serrick last trod those paths; it scarcely resembled his descriptions of it. But they had no trouble finding their way to the jarl’s great hall. Its steeply pitched roof with its dragon-carved ridge beam loomed high above those of the more ordinary dwellings . . . emblem and constant reminder of the seat of power of the clan.
As they approached, they could make out the heads of fierce beasts carved on the ends of the great timbers that supported the roof. The walls were made of thick logs and the main doors—as tall as two strong warriors—were bound with great iron hinges. Smoke poured from the roof opening, flavored with the aroma of fat pork, and the noise of voices and fists banging planks seeped from every opening in those formidable walls.
Aaren watched Serrick pause to assess several men sprawled around the main entrance of the hall, taking in their mead-soaked heads, freshly bandaged injuries, and bruised faces. Their battered state coupled with a lack of sentries said that they had no fear of attack this night. That could only be because they had just conquered their most immediate threat. The noise, then, was a celebration of recent victory-luck.
No leader among the clans of the Norsemen celebrated victory-luck with more vigor than did Jarl Borger Volungson, Serrick had told them. The ale-feasts in his halls endured for days, filled with manly contests, hard drinking, and the distribution of the spoils of conquest. Aaren tensed and gripped the handle of her sword. There was no way of knowing whether the battle and ensuing ale-feast had sated their appetite for fighting or merely sharpened it.
Fortunately, no one rose to challenge them as they reached the doors and Serrick grasped one of the great iron rings to pull the opening wider and slip inside. Smoky torches set in brackets on the walls illuminated long planking tables laden with the remains of a feast and a large company of men who were shouting and laughing and arguing and wrestling with one another. In the center of the great hall was a raised hearth containing the smoldering remains of not one but two roasted hogs. The smoky scents of charred meat and ale mingled with the acrid tang of male sweat and oiled steel to produce a mix of hot, foreign odors that made Aaren’s heart beat faster. It was good, she decided, that she remained with her little sisters in the shadows near the main doors; it gave her time to study the hall and the warriors who called it home. A wise warrior learned as much about an enemy as possible.
Presiding over this rout was Jarl Borger himself—called Borger Red Beard by many—who sat on a great carved chair on a raised wooden platform at the far end of the hall, a drinking horn in each hand and a glow on his ruddy face. Serrick had said that he lived and ruled his clan as a warrior . . . dressing like his men in a sturdy woolen tunic, leather breeches, and wrapped leggings and boots, and leading his men by example . . . especially in the manly pursuits of fighting, drinking, and wenching.
As a pair of men wrestled before his seat, contending for his favor, his body twitched and jerked; he fought with them in his heart and sinews.
“Bite his ear off, man—he’s got another!” he shouted.
The warriors strained and grunted, fingers gouging and legs flailing, until one levered on top of the other and caught his opponent’s neck in a crushing hold. When they were dragged apart by their drunken comrades, both still had their ears and one had a reward to claim for his prowess. The victor staggered before his jarl to be granted a boon.
A woman. He wanted a woman of his own. Dagmar, the thrall woman, to be exact. After some consideration, Borger slapped his thigh and granted the request. But as the victor captured his squealing prize at the rear of the hall and carried her off to her pallet in the thrall house, a protest was raised among a group of young warriors seated near Borger’s high seat.
“Hrolf gets a woman of his own?” one young warrior demanded.
“Why should he get a wife?” another howled. “By Hel’s gate, I drew more blood than him this day!”
Borger turned his craggy head and fixed a hard look on the brash young warriors whose features bore the fierce stamp of his own.
“A thrall woman, even a handsome one like the little Dane, is no fit wife for the son of a jarl. You need freewomen . . . women with hearth-skill, women who will weave strong sailcloth and bear strong sons,” he declared with an edge to his drink-coarsened voice. “Wait until that toothless old boar Gunnar Haraldson pays the ransom for his heir. There will be a hoard of silver to make wife-bargains for you.” He raised his drinking horn.
“To old Gunnar Haraldson! May he sprout grass on his arse and be grazed to death by goats”—he flashed a wicked grin around him—“but not before he pays us a ransom!” Laughter and shouts of “Skoal!” reverberated through the hall as all raised their horns to that toast.
Aaren glanced at her little sisters, who looked to her with widened eyes.
Soon the hall filled with the noise of revelry again, and Borger sank back in his high seat, apparently savoring his victory-luck and his domain. As his gaze scoured the hall, it paused and lingered several times on male faces with features cast in the mold of his own. His chest swelled visibly. He was pleased by how tenaciously his seed had taken root, and for good reason. Having numerous sons ensured there would be many tales told of him around many hearths after he died in battle and was carried off to Odin’s Great Hall.
But the pleasure in his face dampened as he looked to the rear of the hall, by the doors, and Aaren’s breath caught in her throat. Her hand went again to her blade. It took a moment for her to realize that he looked toward the shadowy corner and not the door where they stood. There, in chains, lay a strapping warrior taken prisoner in the recent battle . . . no doubt the object of the ransom Old Borger had mentioned in his toast. She noted with a shiver the dried blood on his garments and the heavy iron chains on his arms and legs and iron collar around his neck.
Take note, she felt Serrick’s gaze saying as it bored into her; such is the fate of the vanquished in the world of men.
The mighty North Wind blew open the door behind them and then, with an icy, impatient finger, nudged Serrick forward. When those nearest the door turned to protest the chilled invasion, they spied his long, dark cloak and flat, wide-brimmed hat, and their complaints died on their lips.
Curiosity rippled through the hall as he moved into the flickering torchlight and headed straight for Borger’s high seat. Those brave enough or deep enough in ale-mist to peer beneath his hat glimpsed a hoary beard and two age-paled eyes that burned with an unsettling light. By the time he stopped before Old Borger, the noise in the hall had begun to quiet and those whose wits were not already drowned by drink watched the jarl and Serrick with interest.
“Greetings, Red Beard.”
“What manner of man is it who greets me so?” Borger demanded with a bleary squint.
“A man who has borne your name in battle,” Serrick replied hoarsely. “A man who has drunk victory-ale in your hall and spilt his blood in your service.”
Borger rubbed his eyes and squinted to see the old man more clearly.
“You sailed a’viking with me? By what name did I call you?”
“Serrick.”
For a moment all was silent as Borger scowled, scratched his woolly red beard, and shifted from one meaty buttock to the other.
“Serrick”—the old man prompted—“Sword-stealer.”
The name dragged across the strings of Borger’s memory. He sat forward sharply, eyes widening. “Serrick Sword-stealer? The warrior who captured the sword of Ibn Hassadan . . . when I sailed eastway over the world to Byzantium? By the Red Thor’s Beard! I thought you slain and in Valhalla years ago!”
And odd, crackly sound that passed for a laugh rumbled from Serrick.
“Not in that glorious hall yet, Jarl. I was left one viking season to heal of injuries and your village grew too small for a man used to wide-wandering. I took me to the mountains on the far north range of your lands. There I lived”—he drew a sweeping arc above him with a gnarled hand—“among the clouds of Odin’s breath, under stars forged by the Black Dwarfs . . . among the sacred meadows where Freya grows her flowers and the groves where Idun picks her golden apples. There I lived, beneath the earthbound steps of the rainbow bridge of Asgard.”
With each claim, old Borger’s jaw loosened and his shoulder muscles tightened. He stared, seeming unsettled by the glowing eyes beneath that flat, broad-brimmed hat.
“The Serrick I recall had far less word-skill than you, old man. If you are Serrick, what brings you from the very threshold of the gods to the hall of Borger Red Beard after all these years?”
“A debt.”
There was a rumble of consternation among Borger’s men and he snarled an order for silence.
“What debt, old man?” he demanded, glowering. “Do you now come to claim a share of spoils long spent from a voyage long past?”
Again a rusty chuckle came from that hoary head.
“Nej, Jarl. I have not come to collect a debt, but to pay one. I had no silver to pay the freeman’s tax. And through the years the debt has mounted. A score of years . . . still owing.”
Borger’s combativeness melted, replaced by a crafty, wide-growing grin.
“This is a grave matter, Sword-stealer.” Borger covered his eagerness with a frown. “No man may take sustenance from my land, drink my water, hunt my game, and cut my timber without paying just tribute.”
“Ahhh, but I have done you service, Jarl. Guarding the north reaches of your realm . . . remembering your name to the North Wind in winter and the Singing Brook in summer,” Serrick responded, watching Borger closely.
“The North Wind owns no silver and spins no silk. Nor do mountain brooks run full of Frankish wine.” Borger had always been one to honor the gods and the forces of nature, but never at the expense of profitable human commerce. “If all of Midgard sighed my name,” he declared, “there would still be mouths to feed and backs to clothe . . . swords to forge and sailcloth to buy.”
“You have not changed, Red Beard.” Serrick gave Borger a calculating look. “Except that now there is hoarfrost in your beard and in your welcome. You do not even offer a stranger a horn of ale in hospitality.”
Borger stiffened. Lack of hospitality toward a stranger was a most serious charge among the clans of the Norsemen. The gods were believed to assume mortal shape now and then, to walk among men and test the generosity of jarls and chieftains. Borger fidgeted on his seat as he scrutinized that felt hat and the unusual eyes beneath it. The Allfather, Odin himself, was known to wear a wide-brimmed hat as a disguise among men . . . 
 . . . a fact Serrick had considered in choosing his raiment for this occasion. Aaren’s mouth quirked up on one side. Father Serrick was a clever one. Seeing him match wits so effectively with the jarl bolstered her confidence in his decision to bring them here. Father Serrick knew what he was about.
“Ale!” Borger bellowed. “Bring a mead-foaming horn for an old warrior, a comrade in battles past.”
Serrick’s face creased with a gap-toothed smile as he took the horn and downed it in the fashion of a true warrior: all in one breath. Then he shoved the empty horn back at the thrall who had served him.
“Now about this debt I have come to pay,” Serrick said. “Twenty years of tribute, Jarl. And though I have no silver, you will be well paid.” He turned and walked back through the hall to fetch Aaren’s sisters. Aaren lowered her head as she trailed them through the press of revelers and stopped in the shadow of one of the great pillars that stood on either side of the high seat.
All craned their necks to watch as Serrick ushered little Miri and Marta before the high seat and pulled the hoods from their heads. Sounds of astonishment rippled through the gathering.
Aaren’s little sisters were twins . . . young and flaxen-haired and fair as summer. When Father Serrick dragged their cloaks from them, there were gasps of delight at the sight of their willowy curves and slender white arms. They were robed in linen tunics with fine pleated sleeves and soft woolen kirtles fastened by handsome carved brooches. Their garments were expertly stitched and bound with red woven braid that bore testimony to their skill with the loom, dye-pot, and needle. But it was their faces that drew the eyes of every man in the hall. Such fresh and comely faces: delicate ovals of pale cream inset with eyes as blue as summer sky and lips the color of ripe berries.
Borger thrust to his feet and slammed his drinking horn to the floor.
“What is this, old man? A trick of some kind?”
“No trick, Red Beard. It is your payment. Made in womanflesh.” Old Serrick’s tone bore a hint of pleasure that caused Borger to tear his gaze from the twin vision and look at him. Serrick smiled. “These are my daughters . . . maidens, untried by men. I bring them in payment of my tribute. They will be yours, to do with as you please.” He paused, then added with a canny smile: “Upon two conditions.”
Borger swallowed hard, sending a hot eye over the lush swell of the maidens’ breasts and the promising curves of their hips. His face flamed as his frame went taut with lustful anticipation. He could only manage one half-growled word.
“Mine?”
“Yea, Red Beard . . . if you accept the terms.” Serrick watched the old jarl closely as he laid forth his conditions. “Though given in payment, they are to be freewomen. Will you agree?”
Borger nodded, swallowing hard. His gaze was hungry; his mouth was watering as he surveyed the lines of their nubile young bodies.
“And you, Red Beard, will not take them to your own furs . . . nor ever pierce them with the spear of your flesh. Do you agree?”
That stopped Borger short. He sputtered and glowered while raucous excitement broke out in the hall. If Borger himself could not mate them, his men realized, the maids would be available for his sons and warriors! Around him a drunken howl went up, demanding he agree.
Borger hitched about and lumbered back to his chair, throwing himself into it with a scowl while his men crowded closer, shouting at him. He glared and muttered and fumed, knowing that in the end he would have to consent to the old man’s terms. His sons needed women, and from the fierce looks and words they were hurling at him, there was a good possibility they would slit his throat if he refused. He finally bashed his haranguers aside and rose, glowering at Serrick.
“These be your daughters, you say? What proof have you?”
All quieted and strained closer to hear.
“No proof but their loyalty to me . . . and the story of their making. They were sired upon a Valkyr, whose swan plumage I stole as she bathed in a mountain pool. I compelled her to stay with me a while and she gave birth and set them upon my knee.”
Mutters raced through the hall at that. It was widely known that Odin’s warrior-maidens, Valkyrs, assumed the guise of swans in the sky and that they sometimes cast off their plumage and returned to human form as they bathed in isolated pools. A mortal man who stole that plumage while a Valkyr bathed could compel her to mate with him.
Borger stared at Serrick, comparing the Serrick of old with the crafty new creature before him. The warrior he had known years ago had stolen the legendary jeweled sword of Ibn Hassadan—the very sword they had used to barter their freedom from the sea-raiders of Alexandria. A man who could steal such a sword could probably steal a Valkyr’s plumes, as well. But the most convincing proof of the old man’s brazen tale was standing before them with flaxen hair, and faces and curves worthy of an immortal mother.
“They are mine to give, Red Beard. Never fear,” Serrick assured him. Both maids nodded, verifying his story and casting respectful looks at him.
“Then . . . I agree, old man,” Borger snarled, unleashing a tumult of reaction in the hall. He stepped down from the dais of the high seat, staring hungrily at the heavenly pair. “I accept your two daughters in payment of—”
“Three,” Serrick declared.
“Three?” Borger frowned. “But I see only—” He jerked his head up as he caught sight of Serrick holding out a hand behind him.
Aaren took a deep breath and strode forward, pushing her way through the throng to her father’s and sisters’ sides. Borger exchanged looks of consternation with his men . . . which became stares of astonishment as she halted before him.
“My third daughter,” Serrick announced. “My eldest. Aaren, by name. Sired on a rare raven-haired Valkyr some years before the others.” He had to stretch to reach the hood that cloaked her head.
As the covering slid, Borger Volungson instinctively held his breath. He was stunned to behold a mass of dark, burnished hair, held in place by a leather headband of the sort worn by most of the men in Borger’s hall. Within that swirl of flame-kissed hair was a sleek, sun-polished face, the likes of which had never been seen in Borger’s village. Prominent cheekbones and a high forehead framed unusual features set in perfect balance: a long straight nose with gently flared nostrils, thickly lashed eyes the color of Baltic amber, and a broad, sensually carved mouth the color of red sea coral. It was a stunning and undeniably womanly face, but what was most remarkable about it was the sense of power and light, the force of spirit within that countenance. It was indeed a face that could have been birthed by a rare raven Valkyr. Or sired by a god.
Borger felt fingers of dread teasing the hairs prickling on the back of his neck. The bewitching creature stood slightly taller than him . . . taller than most of the men in his hall.
“This is your daughter, old man?”
“She is mine.” Serrick chuckled and reached for the ties of her cloak. When he dragged away her heavy mantle, Borger sucked a breath unexpectedly and choked on his own juices. Gasps and murmurs of amazement rattled throughout the hall, then all fell deathly silent.
Over her linen tunic Aaren Serricksdotter wore a molded leather breastplate that was fitted with shocking faithfulness to her womanly attributes, and she wore a warrior’s breeches, leggings, and wristbands. It took a moment for their eyes to overcome the shock of her raiment and realize that the frame beneath those garments was just as amazing. She had long, shapely legs; broad, smooth shoulders that framed high, full breasts; and arms that were both sleek and muscular. Above her left shoulder rose the polished horn and silver handle of a sword, and on her tapered hands were calluses that spoke of her use of it.
Around the hall, eyes burned and mouths drooped.
Aaren Serricksdotter was a warrior . . . a battle-maiden . . . the very essence of a Valkyr in human form.
“My three daughters, Red Beard.” Serrick swept his offering with a trembling hand. “Do you accept my payment?”
“Yea, Old Sword-stealer,” Borger said thickly, unable to tear his gaze from the battle-maiden’s provocative breastplate and what obviously lay beneath it. His conflicting passions shocked his voice to a whisper. “I accept.”
“Then by your own word you have made them yours.” Serrick heaved a sigh of satisfaction and turned away. But after two steps he stopped and turned back to find Borger’s eyes still bulging and his mouth still agape.
“Oh . . . and did I forget me to say . . . they’re under an enchantment?”
A wasp nest stuffed into his breeches couldn’t have had more of an impact on Borger than those fateful words.
“En-chantment?” he roared, ripping his gaze from Serrick’s daughters to spear the wily warrior with it. “Hel’s gate, old man! What have you saddled me with?”
“Nothing too terrible.” Serrick’s withered mouth drew up into a crafty smile. “The enchantment was laid upon them by the goddess Freya herself, at Odin’s command. That I captured and compelled one of his Valkyrs to warm my furs, the Allfather might have understood, for a warrior should have rightful spoils of conquest. But to capture and plant my seed in two . . . Odin was angered mightily that a mere mortal owned such cunning craft. He demanded reparation.”
“And?” Borger jolted forward, his fists clenched and his neck veins at full swell. The battle-maiden stepped deftly in front of her father, stopping the jarl short. He had to tilt his head slightly to meet her fierce golden stare, and the sight of her looming slightly above him sent a draft of cold caution through him.
“By Freya’s decree,” Serrick continued, “none of Serrick Sword-stealer’s daughters can be mounted and bred until the eldest, the warrior-maiden Aaren, is vanquished in honest blade-battle by one lone man. Until that time, Red Beard, they are given into your hands to enrich your hall with their beauty and their labors. And to enrich you with the bride-price they will bring . . . if the warrior-maiden is ever defeated.”
Borger stood eye-to-eye with Old Serrick’s Aaren, confounded by her size and the unblinking way she confronted him. In all his wide-wandering life, in all of the uncommon adventures of his many voyages, he couldn’t recall ever seeing a female like this one. Daughter of a Valkyr. A battle-maiden. An enchanted warrior.
Enchantments were serious and worrisome things. The gods of Asgard used them to test humankind and woe befell those found wanting. Poor harvests, lost battles, swamped ships, plagues of illness . . . the possible penalties for defying an enchantment were too many to contemplate. Not even Borger Red Beard would tempt the Fates and Furies so.
“Do the women still sleep in the same women’s house?” Serrick asked. Borger seemed incapable of answering, so some of his sons nodded mutely in his stead. “Come,” he ordered his daughters, “I will show you the way.”
The younger ones followed Serrick out, and finally the warrior-maiden disengaged from the jarl’s burning stare and stooped to pick up their discarded cloaks. Every eye in the hall fastened on the graceful flexing of her long, tapered legs, on the bend of her sleek shoulders, and on the fine curve of her buttocks beneath her snugly stretched breeches. As she turned to follow her father and sisters, all eyes warmed on the sway of her bottom and the flow of her thick, burnished hair down her back. Every tongue was cloven to the roof of every mouth for a long moment after she was gone.
Borger was the first to recover and he could manage but one word.
“Ale!”

TWO
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BORGER’S HALL and houses lay in a circle around a wide clearing, bounded by fields on one side, forest on two others, and the great lake, Vänern, on the fourth. Newer huts and houses had been built just outside that main clearing and along the path down to the lake. But the women’s house still sat, as it always had, directly across the common ground from the long hall.
Serrick led his daughters across the moon-drenched clearing to the door and paused outside.
“The older women and all unmarried freewomen live here,” he said in a voice that betrayed the strain of so much talking. “They will show you what needs to be done . . . most of them work in Borger’s hall and fields. When you go in, find an empty place on the floor and make your pallets quietly. You have your things?” When his younger daughters lifted the bundles in their hands and nodded, Serrick sighed. “Miri. Marta.”
In the moonlight their eyes glistened and their chins quivered. He placed his gnarled hands on their cheeks and stroked tenderly. “Gentle ones, you must be strong. You have learned well the ways of women, for having so poor a teacher. You will have many children about your hearth someday. You must tell them of Serrick, your father. And of your mother, Fair Leone of the Swans. My heart will be proud when I join Leone in Odin’s great Valhalla and tell her that her daughters are fair and good and wise.”
“Father—” Marta started to speak, but his fingers on her lips stopped her. Still, he could not stop her from throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him fiercely. Miri did the same, tears rolling down her cheeks. After a long moment, he set them back and whispered, “Go.” They opened the door and slipped inside.
“Come, let us speak, Daughter.” He caught Aaren by the arm and pulled her into the moon-shadow of a nearby tree. Removing his wide hat, he looked up into her face. “I have felt the foul goddess Hel’s cold, dark finger beckoning me,” he said in a dry whisper. “I am not long for mortal realms. That is why I have brought you here . . . why I have given you to Old Red Beard.”
Aaren had known for some time that he would bring them here . . . and why. She nodded, searching the old man’s countenance in the dim light. His eyes bulged strangely, and as the night breeze tugged open the neck of his cloak, she glimpsed the large, wattling growth on his neck.
Only two summers ago, he had been a hale and vigorous man. Then last harvest she had seen the lump, and over the months she had watched it grow . . . seen it drawing strength and substance from him while he grew steadily more feeble and wasted. His face was now gaunt, his eyes protruded, and his flesh hung on his bones. Pain was etched in his features and evident in his every movement.
“It is up to you now, to see the enchantment through in all honor.” His gnarled hands fastened fiercely on her wrists. “You are strong and clever, my daughter. You must be valiant, as well, for they will test you. But know, Aaren, that you have victory-luck ordained by Odin himself. A warrior can have no finer gift. Be true in your heart, be true to your honor, and you will triumph.” He released one of her wrists to clasp the upper part of her right arm. It flexed under his touch, becoming hard, smooth, like finely polished birch, and he stroked it with a gentleness she had not experienced from him in a long time.
“Your arm must win for you a seat and a place of honor in Red Beard’s hall . . . and must win for your sisters the right to good and honorable marriages. They have no silver, no possessions, no rank in Borger’s hall, and their beauty will make them prey to the lusts of men. Your sword-skill must be their protection, even as it earns you honor among warriors.” He paused and wagged his head. “Old Borger has given his word and he is one to guard it, for the sake of his fame. But beware. He is a lusty old goat, brawling and quarrelsome. He will seek to make some use of you for his own ends.”
Aaren nodded, her throat constricting, her fists clenched. These were final words. Hard words. Parting words.
“I will be strong.”
The huskiness in her voice caused him to look up at her again. Grief surged in her at the pain in his face, and she fought a stinging sensation in her eyes. She glanced down at the sword that only that morning had reappeared at his side. She knew it meant he was going to the wolves, to die with a blade in his hand. Serrick feared nothing on earth except to die quietly on a bed of straw and forfeit Valhalla.
“They will come for you soon and you must be prepared,” he said, clasping both her wrists once more in the strength-blessing of one warrior to another. His eyes shone with a terrible light. “May Odin fight on your right and Thor on your left. And may I greet you in Valhalla one day.”
Aaren ached to put her arms around the old man, as her sisters had done, but forced herself to return his tight grip on her wrists instead. When he released her, he donned his hat and with lagging steps turned toward the edge of the village.
“Father!” Aaren jolted two steps after him. He halted, then turned to look at her with the pain of parting visible in his face. “Tell me . . . my mother’s name.”
For a long moment, Old Serrick stared at his daughter. In all the years since Aaren’s birth, he had not once spoken that name to her. It was too painful, even for a warrior. But now she asked, and there would never be another chance to tell her. He gazed at her, so tall and strong and proud, a true warrior. But there was still the woman-softness hidden away inside her . . . and she faced a hard path. Would it weaken her to know it? Would she feel more a woman and less a warrior to be connected by the magic of a name to the bold, spirited creature who had given her birth?
“I have told you . . . she had dark hair and fair skin . . . was tall and strong, like you. She was a valiant Valkyr who had carried many a fallen warrior into Valhalla. And yet, one of her greatest pleasures was holding the woman-child she had set upon my knee.”
“She did not leave you of her own will,” Aaren prompted, finding both comfort and disappointment in the familiarity of those words.
“Nej. Living so long as a mortal, she came to love it. But Odin sent other Valkyrs to reclaim her one summer. And Freya had Idun cast a spell of forgetting over her so that she would not pine for her mortal life.”
He had told her all of this before. It was never enough.
“But her name . . .” Aaren’s eyes burned as if stung by nettles. “My sisters have Leone,” she whispered. “Will you not give me a mother, too?”
Swaying branches overhead cast wavering shadows over the old warrior so that he seemed to shimmer, as if already losing substance and connection with the mortal world. In that long silence Aaren felt him withdrawing, and experienced a new and devastating loneliness. He had always been there, as father, master, guide. But from now on, there would be just her, alone, against all odds. And she asked to have the name of the woman under whose heart she had lain . . . a name to connect her with another being, with all beings, in the way of birth and life.
“I called her only . . . my Fair Raven. You will see her in Valhalla.” Old Serrick dropped his head and turned away, moving with a labored gait toward the beckoning forest.
Aaren stood, watching until he disappeared from sight, feeling hollow inside, uncertain in a way that was utterly foreign to her. For one brief moment, she longed to run into the forest with him, to wield her blade beside his against the familiar danger of fang and claw, instead of against the unknown threat of arm and blade. As quickly as that urge welled inside her, she named it—fear—and purged it with a sense of horror.
She was a warrior, sired by a warrior, daughter of a Valkyr. It was only the shock of Serrick’s leaving that caused her to have such desperate and unworthy thoughts. She had not understood how alone she would feel without the old man beside her. He had not given her the name she asked for, but he had given her Fair Raven. It would have to be enough.
Her gaze flew to the dark blur that even now was disappearing into the gloom of the forest and into the shade of memory.
“I will remember you always, Father Serrick.” And each time it would be with a pain in her heart.
Sometime later, she came to her senses in the blue-silver moonlight and looked around at the dark shapes of the huts and houses, feeling the flow of the night around her and the closing of the past behind her. With that sense of finality came an unexpected sense of beginning . . . the opening of new realms of experience.
She was chosen—destined—by the unusual circumstances of her making, to live outside the normal course and flow of mortal life. She had heard the story of the enchantment for as long as she could remember. Now the time had come for her to fulfill her destiny among men. Her warrior’s pride and her confidence in her own strength and skill welled in the core of her. She had sisters to protect, a place to win in the society of warriors, a life to claim among the people of this village.
Her gaze settled on the great hall across the clearing. The sights and smells of Borger’s hall were unlike anything she’d experienced. Her senses flooded once again with the smells of soured ale, grease and ashes, torch smoke, and the sharp, vinegary tang of male sweat.
She thought of the men’s faces . . . the coarse features and hot, probing eyes set in rough, sun-leathered skin. She thought of their bodies, of the sinewy muscularity and latent menace of their sprawled frames. She was not accustomed to men: their great size, their powerful voices, the heat that radiated from them, the force of their manner. She had felt their eyes upon her like hands, probing, testing her. And she knew Serrick was right; they would come for her soon.
Turning back to the women’s house, she lifted her cloth bundle and stepped into darkness, which bore the familiar and reassuring scent of women.
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ACROSS THE CLEARING, the great hall was awash in both ale and speculation. Borger huddled in his great chair, glaring at his contentious sons and warriors, who were gathered around him, drinking and arguing themselves into exhaustion.
“I let so much blood on Gunnar’s field, the stream will run red till the twilight of the gods!” Young Garth Borgerson proclaimed, smacking his chest. It was an exaggeration, all knew, but in the clans of the Norsemen, a well-crafted boast inspired almost as much admiration as a deed itself. He stalked before his father’s high seat and braced his feet apart to steady himself. “I deserve a woman of my own . . . and I claim that little wench garbed in green. By Thor’s Right Arm—did you ever see such hair?” He paused and swayed, his eyes losing focus. “Like golden sunlight gathered ’round her face . . . so fair . . .”
“Yea—give Garth her hair,” came a drunken rejoinder from Hakon Freeholder, “and give the rest of her to me!” The short, flat-faced warrior made a series of pelvic thrusts and laughter erupted all around.
“Just one night with the blue-eyed nymphs, Jarl,” came another drink-roughened voice. “I’m not a greedy man . . . I’ll leave ’em well-stretched and eager for the rest of you!”
“Yea, Jarl, give them the soft, pale ones!” Thorkel the Ever-ready shoved forward and jerked a thumb toward his chest. “And give me the big, fiery one . . . that battle-maiden. I’ll soon have her begging for a taste of my blade!”
“Have you ever seen such a woman?” another howled. “Flanks and legs like a highbred mare, beggin’ to be ridden! And damn near big enough to ride double!”
Borger felt their laughter buffeting him in great hot waves generated by competitive male pride and sexual heat. Never in his long, eventful life had he faced such a dilemma: what to do with three beautiful women, whose pleasures were forbidden to him personally, but whose fate had been placed squarely in his hands. Well, mostly in his hands. There was the little matter of an enchantment to deal with.
An enchantment. He’d been lucky enough to escape such a thing until now. How the gods of Asgard did love to torment men . . . puzzle and trick and stir bad blood between them. But then, who was to say it wasn’t for men’s own good? If the gods didn’t interfere, how long would it take for men to pick up swords and fight and find glory in battle? All his life he’d been eager to fight and had shed blood on many shores. Until now, he’d believed the gods were pleased with his conduct.
What had he done—or not done—that they should saddle him with such a vicious enchantment? Sending him that old man with that wide, floppy hat and those strange, deep-seeing eyes. Declaring that he was to forgo fleshly indulgence. Hadn’t he always given the gods their due—roared the Red Thor’s name at the peak of his pleasure? Why send him such a luscious morsel as that battle-maiden, Aaren, and forbid him to touch her?
The image of the Sword-stealer’s eldest daughter was scored into his mind. A woman warrior . . . a great, strapping handful of female . . . a magnificent wench with the strength to turn a roll in the furs into a raging, glorious battle of raw power and lust. Heat seared Borger from head to toe, only to be doused a moment later and vented as useless steam. Frustrated, he quickly turned his mind to thoughts of breaking the enchantment.
In his mind, he paired each of his battle-tempered warriors with the Valkyr’s daughter. He grimaced as each fell short of the mark. There was but one man in his hall and village who both bested Aaren Serricksdotter in height and outstripped her in mass of muscle and sinew. One lone man.
It would be interesting to see them together . . . this fierce-eyed battle-maiden and his woman-hearted son, Jorund. She was a wench fashioned to fire men’s blood . . . to arouse a desire for conquest in even the most placid of male breasts.
“By the Red Thor’s Hammer!” He came roaring to his feet, suddenly ablaze with determination. “It is time to test this enchantment and see what this battle-maid is made of!” A din of approval raced through the hall, and those men still capable of walking shoved to their feet.
“I’ll soon have her teetering on the tip of my sword!”
“Not if I take her first!”
“I’ll have her on her knees with three cuts of my sword . . . then on her back for a few thrusts of my spear!”
One after another, Borger’s men boasted of their prowess as they scrambled for their blades, each vowing they would be the one to defeat Old Serrick’s daughter. Borger halted in the midst of strapping on his weapon and confronted his half-drunken warriors.
“I alone decide who fights the Sword-stealer’s daughter!” he bellowed, planting his fists on his hips. “Be it known that no man may raise a blade to her without my consent.” The grumbling and complaints were gradually snuffed by his hard-eyed stare and combative pose. Then he called for his son Garth.
The young warrior bounded forward eagerly, his features glowing with the expectation that he would be given the first chance to fight the Valkyr’s daughter. But when Borger spoke, his face reddened with anger.
“Go for Jorund . . . I would have him present.”
“Jorund?” Garth exclaimed. “You send for him?”
There was a ripple of disapproval through the men.
“He won’t be any use,” came a snarl from the pack.
“There’s fighting to be done, not flesh-strumming,” came another.
Borger cast a silencing glare around him, then thundered at Garth: “Go!”
The volume spun the young warrior on his heels and set him stalking for the thrall house, where Jorund Borgerson was most likely to be found. Borger flashed a wicked grin as he stepped down into the midst of his men and waved them along with a brawny arm.
“To the women’s house . . . and a test of a Valkyr’s daughter!”
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GARTH DUCKED THROUGH the door of the thrall house and stood searching the pallets and sleeping shelves hanging from the walls for a sign of his elder brother’s pale hair and massive frame. Finding none below, he climbed partway up the ladder to the straw-littered loft and spotted him amidst a tangle of female limbs and hair. Garth squinted, muttered a curse under his breath, then began to count. One, two, three . . . Hel’s gate, there were at least four women snuggled, pressed, and draped over various parts of his brother’s half-naked body. Four women, when most of the men of late had trouble luring one wench—even a thrall woman—into the furs for a bit of flesh-sport. Garth lunged up the short ladder to give his brother’s leg a prod.
“Jorund! Wake up. Father wants you.” He huffed as the women stirred sensuously and nestled even closer to the warmth of their big human brazier. “Jorund!” Garth shouted, propping his foot on Jorund’s thickly muscled thigh and giving it a series of jarring thumps.
Jorund struggled up through a jumble of female limbs to find his younger brother half standing on him. “Wh-what is it, Garth?” he demanded, bracing on his arms and brushing away the hands that sought to pull him back into the fleece.
“Father’s calling for you,” Garth repeated. “An old man came to the hall and brought a woman warrior. I think he wants you to fight her.”
Jorund rubbed his face and laughed in husky, sated tones. “Fight a woman? Why would I do that?”
“She’s not just a woman, Brother,” Garth said tauntingly. “She’s a battle-maiden, daughter of a Valkyr . . . under an enchantment.” He crossed his arms and smirked at the way Jorund sat straighter and shrugged the sleep-shroud from his senses. The promise of a blood-stirring battle held no allure for Jorund, but he could never resist the promise of a tantalizing woman. “She’s taller than Father—damned near tall as you—and sleek as a Frankish mare. She’s got a face like a wood nymph”—he lowered his voice—“and eyes like a Persian tiger.” Garth wheeled and was halfway down the ladder before Jorund made it to his knees and called after him.
“Wait—Garth! Near as tall as me?”
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“AAREN?” CAME A whisper in the darkness.
“Yea, Miri?” Aaren turned on her straw pallet on the floor of the women’s house and made out the glow of her sisters’ flaxen hair and pale faces in the dimness. They were sitting up, huddled close together, and she pushed up to face them.
“Did you see them? Did you feel their eyes?” Miri whispered, her face luminous with unnamed fears.
“I never imagined there would be so many men,” Marta murmured, reaching for Aaren’s hand and clasping it tightly. Her eyes widened. “Will you have to fight them all?”
“That depends on Old Red Beard,” Aaren answered. Then, seeing their fears, she slid over on her knees and gave them a hug of reassurance. “And on whether I can stand their smell long enough to let them get within skewering range.”
When they looked up, alarmed, she was smiling and they sagged with relief. “They do smell strange,” Miri said, wrinkling her nose. “Are you sure we have to take one as a husband . . . sleep with him in his furs and . . . all the rest?”
“You know what Serrick said,” Aaren said, her smile fading. “Marriage is a protection for a woman and her children. Either choose to mate with one, or suffer having to mate with them all. You saw their strength, felt the heat of their stares. They will all want you.”
“Ughhh.” Miri shuddered and wrapped her arms about her waist. Marta stiffened and ran a hand over her waist and down her belly, where it splayed protectively at the top of her legs.
“Until I have won a place in Borger’s hall and wrested some respect from Borger and his warriors, the threat of my blade is your only protection. You must promise me you will not be caught alone in the company of men . . . that you will be prudent and watchful,” Aaren insisted, drawing solemn nods from them.
“Do you think you would really skewer a man, Aaren?” Marta whispered hoarsely.
“I would if he were about to skewer me.” Aaren expelled a controlled breath. For the first time in her years of training and fighting, she truly faced the possibility of killing or being killed. Always before when she fought, she knew that Serrick would not deal her a deathblow. But these men of Old Red Beard’s had killed in battle and would think nothing of sending their blades biting into her bones. “I am a warrior, Marta.”
They were silent again as the full significance of that fact settled on each of them in a new way. The honor and respect a warrior owned was bought with a blood-price and, despite so dear a cost, was as fleeting as breath-mist. Miri’s hands sought Aaren’s again, and Marta spoke in a constricted whisper.
“What if . . . something happens to you?”
“Nothing will happen to me.” She shook off their anxiety. “I have the victory-luck from Odin himself.” She freed one hand and stroked first Miri’s fair cheek, then Marta’s.
The darkness and the way they looked at her allowed a memory to escape. A time when their heads were topped with downy white and their eyes had seemed big and blue as a robin’s eggs. She had been left to care for them while Serrick hunted, and whenever the screech of a hunting owl or the scream of a mountain cat frightened them in the night, they had climbed into her pallet and huddled against her for reassurance. Now they raised those same anxious expressions to her, believing in her, trusting her. Sternly, she banished that bittersweet memory.
“Have I not always taken care of you? Just you wait. By the time I have won a number of blade-meetings, Borger’s men will be eager to take you to wife without a bride-gift. Why, you will have your choice among them.”
“Some choice,” Marta whispered glumly, pulling her cloak up around her shoulders. “A tall, stringy, smelly one . . . or a short, hairy, smelly one.”
Miri winced. “Skewer all the men you want, Aaren. We’re in no hurry.”
Aaren gave a rueful laugh.
“A pity I cannot start with Old Red Beard himself.”
Moments later, noise intruded on the darkness: faint at first, a low rumble. Then the scuffling of feet became recognizable, blended with the unmistakable sound of human voices. Shafts of yellow torchlight pierced the cracks in the planking door of the women’s house. Aaren watched those fingers of light intensifying and sat up.
Taking slow, even breaths, she thought of Fair Raven, and prayed to Odin that she would honor her mother’s name and code of valor in the coming fight. Then she conjured the image Serrick had given her to help her prepare for battle. In her mind, bright molten metal appeared in a shining pool above her head. As she stilled, it poured over her, sliding down her face, neck, and throat . . . over her shoulders, breasts, and arms . . . her back, thighs, and calves . . . steeling her nerves while encasing her in an impenetrable layer of shining metal.
When they were close enough for her to make out the sound of the jarl’s booming voice above the others, she rose. The commotion outside and her movement awakened a number of the women sleeping on benches and shelves hung around the walls.
“Aaren?” Marta started up, anxiety in her voice.
“They’ve come for me, Marta. It’s time.” Aaren cast off her cloak and retrieved her sword from the pallet. As she reached for the latch of the door, Marta halted her with a touch.
“Be careful,” she said solemnly.
“I’ll do better than that.” Aaren grinned down at her sisters, her eyes glowing. “I’ll be victorious.” She flung open the door just as a drink-hoarsened male voice from outside assaulted her ears.
“Come out, Serrick’s daughter! Battle-maiden . . . daughter of a Valkyr! Come out and face your test!”
The other women rubbed their eyes in disbelief when they beheld Aaren ducking out the door. They turned to Miri and Marta.
“Who . . . what was that?” one asked.
“That is the jarl’s voice. What’s happening?” said another as she crawled from her shelf, clasping a woolen cover to her.
“She’s our sister,” Marta answered, spotting the window at the front of the house and hurrying to throw back the wooden shutters. “She’s a warrior and she’s about to fight.”
A woman blade-fighting? The women stared at one another in dismay, then fled their pallets and scrambled to the window to see for themselves.
Aaren emerged from the women’s house into a circle of yellow torchlight and a score of drink-coarsened faces. Planting her feet squarely, she set her fists on her hips and looked around that cordon of maleflesh, assessing them even as they did her. Stocky, stringy, burly, and gaunt . . . slit-eyed, long-nosed, pock-faced, and shaven . . . they did not seem a particularly fearsome lot . . . carousing and battle-scarred, with heads fogged by ale-mist and loins weighted with lust.
“Serricksdotter!” Borger hailed her, stepping forward. “The old man named you a warrior. And a warrior must be ever ready to fight.” He strode closer, appraising her with a hot stare. “Will you now defend your honor and Odin’s enchantment?”
“Yea, Red Beard. Now and always.” She raked his burly form with an equally brazen look and broke into a smile that was both fierce and beguiling. “I will fight your warriors, one after another. Until I am defeated. If I am defeated.”
The old jarl stiffened. He was accustomed to such talk from warriors . . . but not from women. He stomped closer and shoved his face into hers, testing the steadiness of her nerve with his most threatening regard. But she faced him without quailing, letting strength of purpose rise into her eyes for him to see.
“Serrick taught me well,” she said with a hint of amusement.
He grunted skeptically and turned to his men, but she knew she had just held her own against the wily old chieftain. And she knew in that moment that she would hold her own against his men, as well. Beneath the preparatory pounding of blood in her veins, that assurance spawned a slide of tension in her.
Confident now, she laid her scabbard at her feet and spread her legs so that her toes touched both the hilt and blade point of her sword. Bending from the waist, she laid her palms on her blade to stretch the muscles in her legs as Serrick had instructed her. She could feel eyes hot upon her as she executed a series of slow lunges, then straightened and raised each arm straight above her, forcing her muscles taut until she felt the beginning of a pleasurable burn. Slow, drumming excitement invaded her limbs and intensified to a throb of expectation.
With half an ear, she listened to Borger’s men contending for the right to face her. With a smile she made fists and flexed her arms, working the muscles against one another, feeling the blood rushing into them. Then she paused and collected her hip-length hair and began to weave it into a loose braid. It was the last part of her ritual . . . a putting away of the womanliness in her.
Her bold, provocative movements, the lithe power of her neatly tapered frame, and the confidence of her warrior’s stance had galvanized Borger’s men. Their eyes shone like polished stones as they clamored for the right to win her. Borger drew his blade in warning as he grappled with the decision.
There was a commotion at one edge of the circle and Borger craned his neck to see past the crush of warriors. A crafty grin spread over his broad face and Aaren, senses honed and wary, followed his gaze. At the far edge of the torchlight, the men were being jostled and parted by a muscular young giant with flaxen hair and a just-wakened look about him. He paused at the sight of her and stared with eyes that, even from a distance, were startlingly blue.
Aaren found herself looking at the largest man she’d ever seen. From the way he towered above the men around him, he was even taller than she, and from the breadth of his shoulders and the girth of his thighs, he was massively strong. Her eyes slid up his front-parted tunic, which bared a generous slice of sun-burnished chest, to his face. It was a clean, finely sculptured vision of a face, framed by wide cheekbones, a high forehead, and a sinewy, beardless jaw. Everything about him was eye-stealing . . . eye-pleasuring. The impact of him flooded through her senses until their gazes met in a glancing blow, and an odd, sobering chill raced through her. Of all the men in Borger’s hall, she sensed this one alone posed her a threat. With a jerk of her head, she forced her concentration back to the coming fight.
Borger had watched the play of eyes between the battle-maiden and his eldest son with unabashed interest. But he knew better than to look to Jorund to challenge her, and so turned to his younger sons and warriors. He leveled his blade at young Svein Torkelson. A howl of outrage went up at the selection, but the young warrior bounded from the pack and unsheathed his blade, waving it in expectation of triumph over the warrior-maiden with the long, magnificent legs.
Aaren studied young Svein’s form and movements as he came forward. He stood a half-span shorter than she, and was lean, energetic, and untempered; a green stripling of a warrior. The small, lingering knot in her gut uncoiled; she could easily take him. She grasped her smooth-edged blade with both hands, widened her stance, and curled into a familiar stalking posture. When a smile spread over her face, young Svein took it as a sign of encouragement and charged in with his blade swinging.
The battle was joined . . . almost. Aaren handily sidestepped the lad’s overpowered swing, wheeled, and waited for him to recover. Svein swung heavily again, and again she swayed easily out of reach. The anticipation in his face turned to glowering determination as he felt his blade whirling off, unchecked, into nothingness and whirled back to find her waiting for him.
“She’s afraid of a taste of steel!” he shouted, red-faced. As he came at her again, there were hisses and caws of derision from the warriors.
“Fight . . . unless you have the heart of a woman, as well as the shape!” “She’s no warrior, she’s a coward!” and “Use your blade, Valkyr’s daughter, or be prepared to spread yourself for ours!” they taunted. When she feinted and escaped the lad’s third swing without countering his steel, the comments turned uglier still.
Aaren was too focused on her opponent to hear much of their jeering. When Svein grew bolder and lunged to hack straight down at her, she deflected his blade and the force of the impact sent tremors up the young warrior’s braced arms. Spurred by that jarring clash, he lunged and hacked again and again, and she met each blow with uncanny precision. She could read the direction of each coming blow in his eyes and in the shifts of his unseasoned frame, and turned them on him, sending him back a pace for every blow he struck. Within moments, he was panting and crimson-faced, while she breathed evenly and her face was alight with what could only have been called pleasure.
It was like the blade-meetings she’d had with Serrick in the early days of her training. She had been pure energy, unfocused and easily dissipated. Serrick had reined his skill with her, as she did with this lad . . . waiting for her to wear herself down. But as she glanced past her opponent and felt the volatile heat and anger roiling around her, she remembered she was not the young warrior’s master. She had a point to prove here and a battle to win.
She deliberately slipped the bonds of restraint, freeing her power at last. For the first time she swung her blade in attack, and the swiftness of its arc set it singing on the air before it struck . . . dead on target. Around her she heard shocked murmurs, which faded quickly in the rush of blood in her ears and the pounding of her heart. Feinting with her blade tip, she reversed her swing, catching him completely off guard. He hastily parried and stumbled back, and she swung again, scoring his leather jerkin with the tip of her blade.
Frantically, he lunged and hacked, only to have his blows shunted aside, then returned with relentless precision. Again and again her wrists flexed and her body snapped taut, darted, or swayed as her blade struck home. Then she began to use her feet as Serrick had taught her, twisting, throwing rounding kicks, forcing him to contend with her on two fronts. The strain showed in his face as he grimaced, jerked, and lurched off balance again and again. In desperation, he planted his feet to bolster the power of his blows. As he heaved and reared for a massive strike, she swung a foot forward, sweeping his knee just as her blade connected with his in opposing motion. He stumbled, flailed, then toppled, flinging his arms wide and sending his sword clattering as he crashed onto the hard-packed dirt.
In the space of a single heartbeat she pounced, slamming her foot down on his chest and pressing her blade tip to his throat. Her chest heaved and body trembled with unvented force as she raised her face to the jarl, demanding he acknowledge her victory and grant her the respect due a warrior. But amidst the grumbling of his men, he remained silent, studying her with undisguised calculation.
“Which of your warriors do you send to defeat next, Jarl?” She lifted her blade and removed her foot from Svein the Unready’s chest. She turned a scornful eye on the surly, ale-bitten crew around them. “Are any still clearheaded enough to swing a blade?”
A clamor broke out as Borger’s men assailed him, shaking fists and jabbing fingers, each hotly demanding the chance to teach the wench some respect.
“Not now—Hel take you!” Borger bashed them aside with a snarl, while keeping his gaze fixed upon her. She could feel his scrutiny like a brawny hand traveling up her legs, measuring her waist, sliding over her breastplate.
“The fighting is over this night!” he bellowed. “Go back to your ale horns, your furs, and your women.” When they protested, he raised the back of his fist threateningly, daring them to challenge his authority.
Only Aaren spoke up. “I am ready to fight again, Jarl,” she declared. “Give me an opponent.” He gave her a lidded look that was some part pleasure, some part warning.
“I said”—he roared at her as he had at his warriors—“there will be no more meeting of blades this night. Go to your rest, Serricksdotter. Spare your strength for tomorrow.” He turned to the others, who watched hawkishly. “Go—all of you!”
Borger’s men argued among themselves as they turned away. Aaren watched them go with a steamy, unreasoning disappointment. She had prepared for a real test of her prowess and had been given only one green stripling to fight. Now her blood still coursed hard in her veins, her skin was aflame with battle-spawned heat, and her muscles and nerves fairly vibrated with the need for physical release.
She wheeled to retrieve her scabbard and found herself suddenly eye-to-eye with the great, flaxen-haired giant she had seen earlier. He lowered his gaze and studied her with thorough, assessing strokes that seemed to penetrate her garments and seek entrance through her skin. A provocative curl appeared at one corner of his mouth and Aaren felt the pounding in her blood escalate. He recognized the turmoil inside her, the need to spend the power and heat released in her by battle. And the way his smile broadened made it seem that he saw more . . . much more.
The chilled night breeze swirled over her hot, damp skin and she shivered, wishing she could pull her gaze from him and sensing that to do so would be to retreat. The very thought was abhorrent to her warrior’s heart and she stiffened, narrowing her eyes at him. After a pride-saving pause, she turned on her heel and found herself facing the jarl, who stood several feet away in the light of the single remaining torch, watching her reaction to the big warrior.
She whirled and started for the door of the women’s house, but halted at the sound of her name being called and turned to the open window.
“Aaren? Are you all right?” Miri and Marta were crowded into the opening with a number of other women. Their faces glowed with relief as she drew herself up straight and nodded. Embarrassed by her unsettled response to the big warrior and quaking with unspent tension, she stalked to the window and thrust her scabbard and blade into Marta’s hands.
“Safe-keep my blade, Marta. I will return soon,” she declared.
“Wait—where are you going?” Miri called out to her retreating back.
“To run with the night wind.” Without looking back, she sprang into long, fluid strides that carried her to the moonlit path toward the great lake Vänern.

[image: image]
JORUND BORGERSON TORE his eyes from the path where the battle-maid had disappeared and dropped his gaze to his own hands, which were clenched and aching. His chest was heaving and he could feel a thickening in his blood. Never in his life, never in all his travels, had he seen such a woman. Astonishingly tall, lithe, and graceful . . . with curves that moved like a full-flowing stream and a face stolen from his most exotic night visions. The sight of her fighting was scored into his mind—her strong, fluid movements, her perfect control of the blade, her sensual pleasure as she pressed the attack. He was tantalized by the potent aura of both “woman” and “warrior” about her.
By the time she ran off in the moonlight, he stood staring after her, his heart beating faster, his skin warming, his loins stirring at the sight of her long, muscular legs stretching to cover distance. He would have bolted after her, but a grating chuckle nearby brought him back to his senses . . . back to
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