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SHE LOOKED UP, HER TEAR -FILLED EYES MEETING HIS. Her voice shook. “What do you mean?”

“Right now your brother has no idea who took you. We were careful to leave no trace. Odds are he thinks the Danes responsible. But soon I will send word to him of where you are and he will come. If he thinks you a captive, abused, perhaps dead, honor will demand that he give battle, and he will perish. But if he finds you safe, honored, content, then he will accept the alliance he should have accepted months ago. All will be as it should be.”

“You mean he will agree to give me to you in marriage?”

“No, I mean he will accept our marriage. If you truly want to save his life, you will let him find you my wife, not my slave.”

She paled. “I cannot marry without my brother’s approval.”

He had expected this and was prepared for it. “If you wait for that, he will die before he can give it. We will burn his body, as is our way. He will not even reach your Christian heaven. But who knows, perhaps Odin will welcome him into Valhalla for by all repute he is a mighty warrior. But not mighty enough to survive the trap I have set for him.”

He held her then as the storm swept through her and knew that she was truly seeing what he had conjured not merely with words but with the steel-stark truth of his intent. For if she refused, what he had promised would come to pass as surely as they stood there above the empty beach with the stars winking on overhead.

“Oh, God,” she whispered, and with no warning at all pulled back her fist and slammed it straight into his jaw
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Chapter ONE

[image: ]

MIST RISES FROM WATER MADE INKY BY moonless night, swirling over the shingle beach where waves curl gently, drifting up the cliff side fragrant with purple gorse, slipping through chinks in the palisade walls of the great fortress called Holyhood.

Nothing stirs save for a stray rat nosing at kernels dropped from a grain sack hours before. A cat crouches on the timber wall … waits … leaps….

At their posts, the guards nod, negligent in their duty. Within, the great hall rings to the snores of the garrison.

In a private chamber at the top of the innermost tower, a young woman murmurs in her sleep, turning her petal-soft cheek against a scented pillow, restless as her dreams.

…The cat sits, delicately disassembling her prey. A whisper of wind troubles her fur. She looks up, frozen by the swift, silent shape that cleaves the mist.

In the curved dragon prow of the war ship, a man watches the keep slip by. His eyes cold and deadly as the ice floes of the north whence he comes, he takes the measure of the fortress whose fate he has already decided.

The silent, deadly shape of the vessel vanishes back into the mist. The cat returns to her meal. The young woman, asleep in the high tower, cries out softly but does not wake.

THE WOMEN WERE THE FIRST TO SEE THEM. A GROUP had gone down to the stream to wash clothes. They were chatting happily among themselves, talking of men and children, children and men, when one looked up, peered through the rising dust, and rose slowly to her feet. A fine shirt she had labored long to make for her husband to wear on holy days fell to the ground. She pressed a hand to her mouth to contain the scream that nonetheless emerged, half choked but all the more urgent for it.

The other women stopped. They looked at her first, then followed the direction of her eyes. One or two others let out little exclamations of shock and distress, but quickly enough they quieted. Not one made a sound, and they hushed the babes they had brought with them to the riverbank. The silence was broken only by the tread of horses and the soft clank and creak of men in saddles.

Sir Derward came slowly, his back iron straight, relishing every prancing stride, every moment, every gaze. Behind him, the patrol rode in two lines, single file. Between them, watched every moment by two dozen pairs of alternately astounded and wary eyes, came the prisoners.

They were six in number including the leader, few enough against four times that number, unarmed, their hands tied before them and roped together at the neck. They should have been—and surely were—helpless.

They terrified.

Not one was less than six feet in height, and the tallest, the leader, was at least four inches taller than that. Their shoulders and chests were massive, surely far too broad and heavily muscled for any normal men. They wore short tunics and were bare legged, their limbs like sinewy tree trunks.

Most were bearded although the leader was cleanshaven, his face hard and lean, his skin burnished, midnight-black hair hanging to his shoulders. His gaze was sharp and clear as it swept beyond the women to the open gates of the fortress. They were grim-faced, hard-eyed, wolf-souled men, and the leader was the most frightening of them all. Yet they were captive.

Incredibly, amazingly captive. The patrol was past before the women thought to raise a hesitant cheer. They grabbed up their babes and their wash, following swiftly behind, not wanting to miss a moment of this.

A guard lounging against the gate stared slack-jawed at what approached and called a ragged warning. Heads appeared on the palisade, a group formed near the gate, parting swiftly as the horses neared. Work stilled as word spread and the inhabitants of Holyhood dropped what they were doing to come see what none of them had ever thought to witness.

Captive Vikings. Men straight out of nightmares led roped and helpless into their own Holyhood. By their own Sir Derward, for whom none had spared an appreciative thought until this very instant. It was a spectacle to stun, to be savored around the winter fires into distant years, told and retold to children yet unborn.

Their cheers, no longer hesitant but full-throated and heartfelt, rose to heaven, passing on the way the high tower at the center of the keep, drifting by the open windows from which the scent of drying herbs floated, and causing the young woman within to look up curiously.

“What is that, Miriam?”

The old nurse paused in the midst of tying bundles of fragrant grasses together and cocked her head. “The people sound very excited, milady. Would you like me to find out what has happened?”

Slender, white hands laid a final rosebud inside a small press, screwed the lid on tightly, and set the press carefully aside. “If you would. I’d still like to get the oils done today.”

Miriam nodded, stood, and left the room. The Lady of Holyhood continued her work.

WOLF HAKONSON TOOK A LOOK AROUND THE CELL into which he and his men had been thrust, nodded slowly, and sank down on the damp stone floor, stretching his long legs out before him. His men, ever vigilant to his mood, grinned. They sprawled out and relaxed.

“Damn,” one-eyed Olaf muttered. He glanced at Wolf and sighed. “It’s ten pelts I owe you.”

“It is,” Wolf agreed. His good humor was increasing steadily and he was hard-pressed to conceal it. But conceal it he must, for they were all clearly visible through the crossed iron-lattice windows on the double wooden doors that secured the cell. The room was large for a dungeon and he suspected it was more commonly used for storage, as it no doubt would be again when the harvest was brought in. In the meantime, it served as a prison for the Vikings.

Vikings caught unaware beside their apparently trapped vessel, run aground on a sandbar. Vikings too far from their weapons to offer resistance. Vikings who had surrendered with scarcely a murmur.

The mere thought almost made him burst out laughing. Truly Odin had blessed him with the rooster-brained Saxon in charge of the patrol. Scarcely had he seen so pride-blinded a man.

It would have been the work of minutes to disarm and kill the lax Saxons. He and his men had done the same and more enough times to be confident of the outcome. But that would have left Holyhood yet to be taken. Its garrison was large, if poorly led. Its walls were high. The Wolf valued the lives of those who followed him too much to risk them unnecessarily.

Besides, his chosen method brought not merely defeat and loss but profound insult, perfect to his purpose. He was mulling that over, his thoughts grimly occupied, when a clatter outside interrupted him. His eyes narrowed as he beheld Rooster Brain, accompanied by an audience of several knights, approaching the cell.

“Bold Vikings!” Sir Derward sneered. “The terror of the north!” He threw back his head and laughed, an oddly shrill sound more suited to a nervous girl. The men with him laughed too, perforce.

“Never have I seen such cowards,” Derward exclaimed, his cheeks flushed, warming to his subject. “They yielded like women. Indeed, I think perhaps they are women! Viking women would be great hulking things, wouldn’t they?”

More laughter greeted this witticism. Derward put his hands on his hips and paced back and forth before the bars gloating at his captives. “God’s blood, you are pathetic specimens of men, to muster no resistance at all. Was not one of you eager to sup in Valhalla this night? Or did you have the sense to know not even your craven gods would welcome the likes of you?”

The man beside Wolf stirred. “No,” Wolf murmured, his lips scarcely moving. The man stilled.

“You’ll rot in here,” Derward continued. “You’ll weep and beg for food. You’ll fight over a rat’s carcass. You’ll watch each other sicken and die, and you’ll pray for death. But it won’t come quickly—oh no! The enemies of Lord Hawk die slowly. You’ll curse the mothers who gave you birth before your ends come.”

When this, too, failed to raise any reaction, Derward’s flush darkened dangerously. He clamped his hands on the iron bars, his mouth twisting. Little flecks of saliva showed at the corners of his lips.

“Mayhap I’ll put you to fight each other for the amusement of my men. Whoever survives will have a little food, live a little longer. Which one of you will be the last to die?” His eyes swept over the men in the cell, coming to rest at last on Wolf.

“You,” he said, not a question. He stared at the man who, even seated on the floor of a cell, his hands still bound, exuded deadly strength and calm. For just an instant, Derward’s eyes flickered. “Why didn’t you—?”

Whatever thought he’d been about to pursue went unspoken. The door opened again at the top of the stairs leading to the cell. A shaft of golden sunlight penetrated the torch-lit gloom. And there, in that light, stood a woman.

Wolf rose in a single, lithe motion. He moved toward the bars, the better to see her. The sun revealed little, only a dark silhouette, but he could make out that she was tall for a woman, willow slim, and graceful.

Her voice came floating through the doorway, low, soft, melodious, a voice to entice a man or soothe a child. It reverberated through him like a deep, inner caress. He was shocked to realize that he actually shivered.

“What is this, Sir Derward? Why are these men being held?”

The knight stiffened, hands dropping to his sides. His color paled, then returned in a rush. “They are Vikings, milady,” he said in a voice that was almost steady. “Their vessel ran aground and they were caught scarcely a mile from here.”

“Did they offer you resistance?”

“No, milady. They surrendered at once, afraid to fight us.”

“I see. Then you don’t actually know that they intended any harm?”

Derward took a deep, shuddering breath, fighting for calm. Wolf heard it and felt an instant’s wry sympathy for him. “They are Vikings, milady,” the knight repeated.

“We welcome merchants from the northlands. Is there reason to believe these men are not like them?”

“These are no merchants,” Derward protested. “You’ve only to look at them.” Again, that flicker in his eyes as though a thought stirred weakly.

Wolf moved quickly, closer yet to the bars, distracting him. He needn’t have bothered, for just then the Lady Cymbra came fully into the light and for the space of several heartbeats no man thought of anything at all.

Distantly, Wolf heard the collective intake of breath from the others in the cell, but he was too riven by his own surprise. The world abounded with stories, few of them even remotely true. One held that the renowned Hawk of Essex had a sister, Cymbra by name, who was likely the most beautiful woman in all of Christendom, a woman of such loveliness that her own brother hid her away lest men fight to possess her.

Wolf had long since dismissed that tale, assuming it most probably meant she was no more than middling pretty. Now confronted by the reality and the slow, stumbling recovery of his own reason, poor thing that it had become, he stared at her.

Chestnut hair shot through with gold tumbled in thick waves almost to her knees. Her eyes, blue as the sea beneath summer sun and thickly fringed, were set in an oval face of damask perfection. Her nose was slender and tapering above full, rose-hued lips that were moist and slightly parted. Her body, full-breasted with a wand-slim waist and hips perfectly fashioned to a man’s hands—to his hands—moved closer, as though drawn by his will alone.

She was perfect—exquisitely, absolutely perfect. She looked like a statue come to life, scarcely a real woman. A real woman would have some imperfection, however slight, something to indicate her humanness. Had a speck of dirt ever touched this ethereal creature? Had a hair ever fallen out of place, a spot appeared on that perfect skin? Did she ever sweat, curse, strive, yield? Was she as much a stranger to passion as she appeared?

She needed messing. The thought sprung full-blown in his mind. He could think of a great many things he wanted to do to the Lady Cymbra, and he supposed some of them were rather messy, but he might have framed it differently.

Not that it mattered. Grimly, he reminded himself, his course was set—as was hers. She had chosen it the moment she rejected the offer of marriage that would have sealed a pact that could bring peace to thousands. That she had done so in terms chosen to sting any Viking’s pride merely confirmed her fate.

He would possess her utterly—this proud, unfeeling woman who put selfishness and vanity above all else. He would strip away that pride, crush that will, and enslave her to the passion that was suddenly a raging torrent within him. And he would enjoy every vengeful moment of it.

Cymbra felt the touch of the slate-gray eyes that studied her so boldly and could not repress a quiver of shock. She felt moved in some strange, predatory way she could scarcely credit. Worse, pleasure flicked at the edges of her mind. Astounding. She had never experienced anything like that. Under other circumstances, she might have explored the sensations and the man who evoked them, but he awakened an anxiety within her that made rational study impossible.

Instinctively, she took refuge in the habit of a lifetime, repressing all emotion and concentrating only on the task at hand. Such serenity was her only defense against the pain of a violent, turbulent world, and she depended on it utterly.

Softly, but with iron determination, she returned her attention to the hapless Derward. “I understand that you are responsible for the safety of this keep, but I am responsible for the welfare of the people within it. All the people. These men must have food, water, blankets, and medicine, if needed.”

“Milady! No one will give them such things. They are savages, brutal animals. It isn’t safe for anyone to get close to them.”

Silence reigned for several minutes. Wolf scowled, wondering if he had misunderstood her words, as he surely must have. Why would she have any concern for their welfare, this unfeeling woman willing to perpetuate war rather than sacrifice her precious self? Why would she care if they rotted and starved? Indeed, why wouldn’t she rejoice like all the others?

And why, while he was tormenting himself with questions that had no answers, didn’t Derward simply tell her to let him do his job and be done with it?

“You are right,” she said at length in that so-soft voice. “It is a failure to ask others to do what one is afraid to do oneself.”

He saw her take a quick breath. She wasn’t so untouched by feeling, merely determined to avoid showing it. That realization brought him up short as she walked to the bars and looked at him directly.

Her chin lifted. In flawless Norse touched only by a slight, musical accent that instantly delighted him, she said, “I wish to speak with whichever of you is the leader.”

His answer was a deep rumble that reverberated against the stone chamber. “I am the leader.”

She blanched just a little, as though not happy to have confirmed what she had already suspected. But she did not back away by so much as an inch.

“I have food, water, blankets, and medicine for you and your men. But to give them to you, I must open the cell door. Will you give me your word not to harm me?”

“You would take the word of a Viking?”

Her chin lifted even higher. Her cheeks pinkened. He watched, fascinated, as she bit her lower lip and was filled with an overwhelming desire to soothe that offended portion of her.

“I would take the word of a leader who cares for the welfare of his men.”

Her perception surprised him. Could she possibly know that he would give his life to protect the men sworn to him? Watching her with the respect and wariness he would award a previously unencountered force of nature, he said slowly, “I give you my word.”

Sir Derward and several other knights protested, but she was not to be denied. They were effectively helpless against her, Wolf noted, for clearly none was willing to touch her. That was good. Perhaps he wouldn’t have to kill all of them. It was preferable to leave men alive who could speak of how they had been undone.

Yet neither would any oblige her by opening the cell doors. Without hesitation, she did it herself. It was a struggle and he winced to see the effort demanded of those slender hands, but she persevered until at last one of the iron bars rose and she was able to open half of the double door.

“These need to be oiled,” she said over her shoulder at Sir Derward. “So do the hinges on the palisade gate.” So mundane a subject, matter-of-factly mentioned, stripped the moment of whatever menace it should have possessed. He wondered if she made a habit of disconcerting men in that manner and suspected that he already knew the answer.

All his men were on their feet, watching her relentlessly. He swept them a quick, warning glance that none misinterpreted.

Mine.

They knew it and kept a careful distance from her, but they couldn’t contain the urge to stare. Nor could he blame them.

Cymbra looked quickly at the other men and as swiftly looked away. She concentrated on the leader. He was more than enough to manage. Except for her brother, she had never seen as tall a man or one so powerfully built.

Interestingly, captivity didn’t seem to trouble him. She could scarcely imagine how Hawk would be in such circumstances; probably taking the cell apart with his bare hands. But not this man. He appeared the very soul of calm and reason.

“Are any of your men wounded?” She was standing close enough for him to smell the faint honeysuckle scent of her skin and feel her warmth. For an instant, his senses reeled. He had to remind himself that she was only a woman, and an enemy at that.

“No.”

“Good.” She turned and gestured to an older woman who remained outside the cell. The woman’s dried-apple face was creased with fear. Her eyes never left her mistress as she handed over the pile of blankets she held.

Cymbra said a soft word to her and turned back to the cell. She began to give him one of the blankets, realized his hands were still tied, and frowned. “You cannot remain like that.”

He waited, not moving, curious to see what she would do. After a moment, she put down the blankets, removed a small knife from a sheath at her waist, and approached him. “Please,” she said, gesturing to the ropes that bound his wrists.

He held out his hands to her. She looked at them, then up at him very quickly before returning her gaze to the ropes. The knife was only middling sharp, or perhaps he had to make allowance for her lack of strength. She had to saw for several minutes before the ropes finally parted.

They stood almost touching, his hands free, her knife easily within his reach. She looked up again, their gazes locking and he saw, quite clearly, that she knew her own vulnerability. Understood it full well, yet was trusting him to keep his promise not to harm her.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. Rubbing his wrists, he took a step back.

She nodded and, with her eyes averted, handed him a blanket. But she didn’t stop there. Instead of leaving the rest for him to distribute, she handed one to each of his men after first cutting through his bonds. She did so silently, and he saw that she did not look directly at any of them, but her simple act of aiding—and thereby acknowledging—each man was one more surprise.

That done, she turned back to the old woman, who had used the time to fetch a basket and ewer. These too she handed through the open cell door under the watchful gaze of the guards. Cymbra set them down near Wolf, then straightened. Her hands were folded in front of her. He wondered if she did that to keep them from shaking.

“I will return in the morning,” she said, waiting until he acknowledged this with a nod. The moment she stepped back outside the cell, the guards leaped forward and slammed the door.

The clang of the metal bar falling back into place still echoed off the stone walls as Cymbra said, “Sir Derward, I would not care to learn that these men have been harmed during the night. I would be most displeased. Do you understand?”

The knight took a breath, fists clenched at his sides. “Aye, milady.”

Rooster-brained he was but still not so great a fool as to tempt himself beyond endurance. Scarcely had the Lady Cymbra vanished up the steps than Sir Derward did the same. He left only a pair of guards to slump back against the wall, eyeing their prisoners glumly.

No one moved in the cell until, after several moments, Wolf gestured to the basket. “We may as well eat.”

The men gathered around, finding bread still warm from the ovens, rounds of golden cheese, plump apples, and several roasted hens. Better yet, the ewer held good ale, plenty for all of them.

“A feast,” exclaimed Magnus, the youngest of the group. He helped himself to a crisp-skinned leg and sat back with a sigh of pure contentment. With his mouth full, he said, “This is amazing, isn’t it? Did you see her?”

Swallowing a hunk of cheese, one-eyed Olaf grinned. “That’s not a woman. That’s a goddess come down to earth.”

That did it. Everyone had to comment then.

“Those eyes …”

“That hair …”

“That mouth …”

“That body—”

Silence suddenly descended and quick glances were cast at Wolf. He tore off a piece of bread and shrugged. “We go as planned.”

No one disagreed but he saw the flickering looks that passed man to man, the silent thought expressed that perhaps the Lady Cymbra—as kind as she was beautiful— did not deserve the fate the Wolf intended for her. It made no difference. His will would be done.

His will. What was that now? He had come wanting vengeance, believing it fully deserved. Now …

Now he wasn’t sure. She was vastly different from anything he had expected. She surprised him. She made him feel uncertain. No one had made him feel like that in a very long time. He didn’t care for the experience.

He had promised not to harm her.

Aye, that was a complication. Of course, the lady’s idea of what was harm could be very different from his own. He’d just have to persuade her to see things his way.

Sharp teeth tore at the soft, warm, fragrant bread. A wolf’s smile flashed in the dim light of the cell.


Chapter TWO
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CYMBRA LEANED BACK, RESTING HER HEAD against the rim of the leather tub, and sighed deeply. Warm water lapped at her limbs. The scent of herbs sprinkled in the bath teased gently at her nostrils. The soft crackle of the fire and Miriam’s quiet movements were the only sounds in the chamber. For the first time in far too many hours she could relax and, just perhaps, gather her thoughts.

What thoughts they were! She knew very little of Vikings except that they seemed to be of two types—merchants and raiders. Despite her claim to Sir Derward, she didn’t really suppose that the difference was questionable. The prisoners didn’t look like the sort who would want to sell her a few lengths of cloth. Yet neither had they behaved as the brutal killers and despoilers that Derward had branded them.

Authority was very weak in parts of England, with the result that the Danes had seized control over broad swaths of land. They were poised to seize even more, and might if men like her brother didn’t succeed in stopping them.

Which made these Vikings … what? Even as she told herself it wasn’t her problem to solve, her mind could not resist turning over the puzzle. Nor could it keep from drifting irresistibly to the leader, the tall, heavily muscled man with the midnight-black hair and the icy gray eyes.

No, that wasn’t quite true. His eyes weren’t always icy. There had been times when they brushed her like white-hot fire.

She didn’t want to think about that, mustn’t think of it. Her body felt oddly heavy, especially between her legs, where a hot, moist sensation was building. She glanced down, surprised to see that her nipples were peaked, and flushed. Quickly she rose from the bath and seized the drying cloth Miriam had thoughtfully laid nearby. With that wrapped around her, she felt a little calmer.

Seated by the fire, she murmured her thanks as Miriam began to brush out her hair. As always, the motion soothed her but she stopped it before very long. Miriam’s hands were sore now more often than not, and the unguents Cymbra made for her didn’t always take the pain away completely. Gently, she laid her hand over the old nurse’s.

“I’m sorry I worried you today.”

Miriam sighed. She sat down beside the young woman who had been her charge since the tender age of three days, when Cymbra’s own lady mother had passed beyond the veil of this world. She loved Cymbra dearly but she didn’t pretend to understand her in the slightest.

“You terrified me.” She shook her head in bewilderment, sparse strands of gray hair escaping from beneath her wimple. “How could you do such a thing? Much as I hate to say it, Sir Derward is right; Vikings are animals. They could have killed you without a second thought.”

“What should we do then?” Cymbra asked softly. “Kill everything we fear? If we do that, others will fear us and seek to kill us in turn. It will never end. One cruelty begets the next endlessly.”

The old nurse shrugged. “ ’Tis the way of this world. No man can change that, and certainly no woman can.”

Cymbra sighed and rose, standing before the copper brazier that dispelled the evening’s chill. Her shoulders and arms were bare, the cloth barely covering the swell of her breasts. She shivered slightly. “Perhaps not, but still I must try. There is too much pain.”

Miriam cast her a quick look. “You never speak of that anymore.”

Both women shared a memory of the very young Cymbra, screaming and screaming, unable to explain what was wrong. It happened many times … when a stable boy cut his foot on a scythe, when a kitchen maid was scalded with water, when a warrior died of a wound that would not heal.

That had been the worst, going on for days until finally Hawk had drugged her with the juice of poppy brought from far lands and sat, holding her in his arms, through an endless day and night, his face grim as he decided what had to be done.

Holyhood became her sanctuary. Safe within it, she learned how to control what was at once gift and curse. Miriam didn’t know how, could only dimly imagine the struggle Cymbra had waged. She’d won in the end, though at great cost. Now she could care for the injured and ill, even for the dying, without making their pain her own. She felt it still, Miriam was sure of that, but she managed to keep it apart from herself. Usually.

“There is nothing to speak of,” Cymbra assured her with a smile. She drew the cloth more closely around herself and stared into the flames, but instead of seeing them she seemed to see only midnight-black hair, burnished skin, and eyes the color of slate. She shook her head, impatient with herself, and dropped the cloth, reaching for her bed robe.

“Go to your rest, Miriam,” she said as she wriggled the garment over her head: Emerging from the mass of gossamer linen, she tugged her hair free—no small task in itself—grinned, and gave the old nurse a kiss. “Heaven knows, you earn it putting up with me.”

Clucking a denial Miriam did as she was bid. When the door had closed behind her, Cymbra stretched her arms far above her head, standing on tiptoe, and made a small sound of contentment as more of the tension eased. She needed to sleep yet felt oddly energized, as though the day had lasted minutes instead of hours.

Tomorrow word would come from Hawk about the fate of the prisoners. She drew her brows together as she wondered what her brother would decide. Likely he would have them brought to him at Hawkforte to judge them for himself. She would never see the gray-eyed man again. Not that it mattered, couldn’t, shouldn’t matter. Why then did she ache?

Thought of sleep fled. She glanced around the chamber that had been hers most of her life. There near the brazier was her needlework, awaiting her hand. There, too, was the chest holding her medicines and precious manuscripts. Her lute was on a table next to the wooden coffer that held her paper, pens, and inks. All manner of distractions beckoned but she could not settle on any of them. Instead, she opened the door that led out onto the tower walkway just beyond her room. The night was cool but she felt unaccountably warm. The perimeter wall of the tower came almost to her shoulders. Her modesty was well protected as she stepped out, clad only in her night robe.

Protected surely from anyone on the ground. But not protected from the man who stood in the shadows of the walkway, watching her every movement. Wolf gazed at the play of light and shadow over her exquisite form and fought for the self-control that always before had been as natural as his next breath. No more.

Having scaled the tower, a simple feat, only to find the old woman in the room, he had waited, unable to tear his eyes away as Cymbra bathed, rose from the tub, draped herself in that ridiculously thin cloth. Then, as if to finish him off, discarded it in favor of a bed robe that couldn’t have protected her from a balmy breeze, much less from his eyes.

In the northlands, people dressed sensibly—or not at all. She would have to adjust to that.

And rather more than that.

The men he had sent into Holyhood the preceding day disguised as merchants had done their job with expected precision. The guards outside the cell lay unconscious, bound and gagged. So, too, the guards on the palisade wall. His men kept vigil by the great hall just in case Derward or any of the others arose, but there was slim likelihood of that. They were all snoring deeply.

That left the Lady Cymbra—completely unprotected.

She was close enough for him to touch, a vision of pale beauty caressed by starlight. He smelled the fragrance of her skin, felt the brush of a strand of her hair lifted by the night wind. He heard her sigh, saw the rise and fall of her breasts as she breathed deeply.

It was more than any man could be expected to bear and he had no intention of doing so. Still, he was oddly loath to disturb her peace. She would know little enough of that in the days—and nights—to come.

Cymbra looked out over Holyhood, her sanctuary and prison both. An uncharacteristic impatience filled her, a longing for something she could neither define nor deny. Such foolishness. She was the Lady Cymbra, sister of the Hawk, and a healer. She had a place where she belonged and work that was her life. In all that, she was blessed.

Why then did she yearn for more? She was like a child wishing for the moon, rather than a grown woman who should know better.

She had to be sensible. It was late, she would go inside, lie down, and in time she would sleep. Morning would come, the prisoners would leave, life would go on. Yet she lingered a moment longer, gazing out at the walls of her home. Holyhood’s walls, where Sir Derward’s guards pretended to watch, nodding over their spears, their dark, drowsing shapes so well familiar to her that she scarcely noticed them—save when they were gone.

Gone. Cymbra stiffened suddenly. She leaned forward, staring. There was no mistake. She scanned every part of the palisade that she could see, and not a guard was in sight. Holyhood’s security was more gesture than reality, but never before had there been no guards at all. Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

Vikings.

Hawk would have been taking the cell apart with his bare hands.

The gray-eyed man was so calm.

So unconcerned.

From the wrath of the Norsemen preserve us, oh, Lord.

She turned, already running, meaning to call the alarm.

Running … straight into steely arms and a merciless hand that slammed down over her mouth. Hot, piercing terror tore through her. She struggled with desperate strength but uselessly. In an instant, she was lifted high against a rock-hard chest and felt herself being carried through her room, down the winding steps of the tower, out into the night.

“Be silent,” Wolf said implacably. “If you scream, anyone who comes will die.” He looked down into her eyes to see if she understood. She did. He released her mouth so she could breathe more easily but he did not lessen his hold on her or slow his stride. She was dimly aware of other men moving alongside them, more in number than the prisoners had been, swords gleaming. She caught a glimpse of the gates of Holyhood standing open. Then the fortress was behind her and there was only night and wind. And fear so great it threatened to swallow her.

WOLF GLANCED DOWN AT THE WOM AN IN HIS AR MS. Her pallor worried him, as did her silence. She hadn’t fainted as he’d thought she might but she was unnaturally still. Her eyes were very wide and he felt her heart beating like the wings of a frantic bird against his chest. Yet she had conquered her fear when he warned her it would mean death for others.

He understood nothing about her—not her kindness to captive Vikings, not what he had heard her say to Miriam about the cruelty of the world. She was utterly beyond his experience.

It wasn’t supposed to be that way, he reminded himself again. She was supposed to be a captive woman taken for vengeance. She was supposed to suffer for the insult done him and the willingness to condemn innocents to continued war. He’d had her fate all planned. And now …

She was probably cold. He’d have to do something about that. Ahead, he saw the gleam of starlight on water and the dark shape of the dragon prow. The rest of his men—those hidden from Derward, who was too blessedly stupid even to wonder how six men could have managed so large a vessel—were already at the oars.

Wolf waded out into the water, hardly noticing as it lapped around his legs. Young Magnus was right beside him. Wolf directed a single, warning glance at him and handed Cymbra into his arms.

Magnus had the great sense not to speak or move, to give absolutely no indication that he was capable of any feelings whatsoever. He might have been holding a sack of wheat.

In an instant, Wolf was on the deck and had retrieved her. Magnus let out a relieved breath, dunked all the way under the water, and came up grinning. Wolf shot him a wry look as he turned toward the hold.

He took the ladder down and straightened, his head just clearing the deck. The hold ran the length of the vessel but was separated into several compartments. Aft was the space used for storing supplies including weapons. Adjacent to it were the men’s quarters, although they used them only in the worst weather, generally preferring to sleep on deck.

Toward the bow was an area most often used for booty or trade goods. It was empty now save for a single thin pallet. Wolf frowned when he saw it. He had intended that the Lady Cymbra’s conditions be deliberately harsh at first, the swifter to break her will and make evident her dire circumstance.

Now he was reluctant to leave her there even for the short time needed to get clear of Holyhood. Still, he had little choice. Until their escape was made good, his first duty was to his men.

Laying her on the pallet, he grasped her chin and forced her to look directly at him. “Don’t move,” he ordered, then released her and deliberately pushed her down farther. She said nothing, merely stared up at him from the silken fall of her hair and the soft, floating cloud of the bed robe, making him think she was either too afraid to say or do anything or was merely being sensible. Either way, he was satisfied—for the moment.

He went back on deck, thinking this had turned out to be even easier than he’d hoped—save, of course, for the complication of the woman herself and her refusal to be what he expected.

CYMBRA LAY STILL FOR SEVERAL MOMENTS, UNMOV-ing but for the rapid rise and fall of her shallow breathing. The molten heat of terror had fled, replaced by paralyzing cold that owed only a little to the cool night air and her thin garment. She had never been so frightened in her life. Or so angry.

Gratefully, she concentrated on the anger. As she sat up, her hair caught beneath her and tugged her scalp sharply. The small pain was welcome, further focusing her thoughts.

How dare they? How dare they? To penetrate Holyhood by trickery, take her from her very own chamber, and depart with contemptuous ease. What manner of men did such a thing?

No, not men. Man. She did not doubt for a moment that the leader was responsible, the very same man who had told her she would not be harmed.

Her own stupidity shamed her. Sir Derward was a vain and brutal man whose mind was darkly twisted, redeemed only by the instinct for self-preservation that had kept him from ever crossing her. Her opinion of him had not changed but she recognized now that it had blinded her to even the possibility that he might, on some occasion, be right.

How many lay dead in Holyhood because of her arrogant foolishness? She thought of the guards on the walls and near the cell, and her eyes filled with tears. Hastily, she rubbed them away. Crying would avail her nothing. With each passing moment she felt the powerful surge of the vessel moving farther and farther away from Holyhood. From the only safety she had ever known and from the people she must now, more than ever, succor.

Quickly, she stood. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness in the hold. Chinks in the deck above admitted a tiny amount of light, just enough for her to make out the shadow of the ladder leading above. She climbed it swiftly, holding up her bed robe so that she would not trip. The hatch was closed. She took a deep breath and pressed both her hands against it.

Mercifully, it gave readily and without a sound. She spared a moment for the sour thought that the Viking war ship was kept in better repair than Holyhood’s defenses. Then the cool night air touched her and she thought of nothing at all save escape.

The same thought was on Wolf’s mind. He had taken his place at the oars and was pulling along with the other men, the powerful muscles of his back and shoulders flexing rhythmically. The sea was calm, the wind with them. Very soon they would be beyond even the chance of pursuit.

Not that it was likely anyone would try. No doubt Holyhood slumbered still. Their escape wouldn’t be discovered until morning, when it would be too late to do anything—except to inform the Lord Hawk that his sister was gone.

Wolf smiled, imagining the reaction that would earn. At the very least, the Hawk would rage at being so contemptuously defied. If he truly cared for his sister, he would be rightly tormented by thoughts of her fate. Sir Derward’s remaining days on earth were likely to be extremely unpleasant.

He felt no regret at that as he put all such considerations aside and concentrated on the task at hand. Or at least he tried to. Thoughts of the lady below intruded despite his best efforts to ignore them. Her beauty still stunned him even as the mystery she presented itched at his mind. Soon enough, he determined, she would yield to him and then he would have the true measure of her.

For the moment, he decided, it was good that she was afraid. It would make her more pliable, more easily bent to his hand. In time, he would reassure her that her fate would not be quite so dire as she feared. She was bound to be thankful for that. He could think of all sorts of ways she could show her gratitude.

He was smiling again, a feral smile of purely male anticipation, when a slight motion on deck caught his eye. He stared, first uncomprehendingly, then in disbelief, as the hatch slowly rose.

Wolf stopped rowing. Paired with him, old Olaf glanced over to see what was wrong. His gaze followed Wolf’s and his single good eye widened but he did not slow his pace. Nor did any of the other men who saw what was happening. They kept right on rowing, although more than a few felt a moment’s relief that the lady wasn’t their problem.

Wolf sat back, his hands lying loose on the oar, and watched. A head appeared where the hatch had been, followed swiftly by slender shoulders and then all the rest of her as she moved, almost flowed really, across the deck toward the railing.

Shock roared through him. He had realized her panic but never had he thought she would be driven to take her own life. Horror filled him as he surged across the deck, seizing Cymbra just as she was about to go into the inky water.

She fought, far more earnestly than she had on the tower when he’d had the advantage of complete surprise. She lashed out with hands and feet, trying both to kick him where it would do the most good and to scratch at his face. All the while, she twisted, struggling to loosen his hold.

He tightened it instead, cursing under his breath, and hauled the clawing, biting termagant back down the ladder. Flinging her onto the pallet at his feet, he stood with his legs braced apart, hands fisted on his hips, and glared at her in righteous male outrage.

“What in bloody hell were you thinking of? Do you value your life so little that you’d throw it away?” He was furious at her, actually shaking at the thought of her dying, wanting alternately to strangle and to caress her.

Incredibly, she seemed heedless of her peril. Tossing hair out of her eyes, she glared at him. “What do you care for my life, Viking?” On her exquisitely lovely lips, the word was a curse. “You invade my home, kidnap me, and expect me to just accept my fate? No!”

He should have seen it coming, should have at least anticipated it, but he was still so stunned by her words that he wasn’t prepared when she leaped up and tried to run past him, seeking again to gain the deck and the water beyond. She almost made it.

At the last moment, Wolf’s hand lashed out, closing on a length of gossamer linen. It tore with a rending sound that reverberated against the walls. He tightened his grip implacably, tearing the cloth farther, dragging her toward him, no thought in his mind but controlling this woman, forcing her to his will. The ruined garment fell from her body, leaving her naked to his gaze.

They both froze. Neither moved through the space of several heartbeats until finally Cymbra made a low sound of despair and wrapped her arms around herself, turning away from him. She lost her balance and began to fall toward the rough inner wall of the hold. Wolf didn’t hesitate. He caught her and lowered her back onto the pallet. She curled on her side, drawing her legs up, the veil of her hair her only concealment.

He stared at his hands on her—dark and rough against the pale smoothness of her skin, hard, callused hands more accustomed to holding a sword or an oar— and had to force himself to pull away. His breathing was ragged, his heart hammering against his ribs, as he stood. He closed his eyes for a moment, inhaling deeply. When he looked at her again, he had regained some small measure of control.

“I understand now why your brother kept you locked up,” he snarled. “You’d drive the sanest man mad.”

She didn’t move, didn’t speak, but he saw her stiffen. With a curse that would have scorched the ears of the most hardened warrior, Wolf turned away. He climbed back up to the deck, slammed down the hatch, and slipped his sword through the braces to lock it in place. “Damn woman,” he muttered.

Pulling hard at the oars, his men grinned.

CYMBRA LAY TREMBLING ON THE PALLET. SHE KNEW she had to get up, had to do something to save herself, but her legs felt too weak to hold her. The comfort she might have taken in the knowledge that at least she had tried to escape was scant indeed.

All she’d done was worsen her situation. She was naked, trapped, held prisoner by a Viking warlord—she wasn’t going to lie to herself anymore about what he really was—and utterly helpless.

Her stomach clenched at the thought of her likely fate. She moaned and pulled herself into a small, defensive ball, an utterly futile gesture if there ever was one. She had heard the tales about women taken by Vikings. No wonder he presumed she’d been trying to kill herself. It was the more merciful death.

Nausea swept over her. She was not so innocent that she didn’t realize the horror that might await her. Might? What tiny fragment of hope remained to make her think there was even a chance of something better?

He hasn’t hurt me.

Oh, that was absurd. How could she even think such a thing? He was a Viking, a marauder, a savage straight out of a nightmare. She should have listened to Derward, should have had more sense, should—

She’d hurt herself struggling against him, true enough. Her whole body ached, but now that she forced herself to think about it, he’d actually held her rather gently. Even when he tossed her down on the pallet, he’d already lowered her most of the way first.

He’d torn off her clothes.

Accidentally?

Cymbra shook her head in amazement. She couldn’t believe she was actually arguing with herself about the Viking’s actions. Her situation could hardly be worse, yet here she was making excuses.

Oh, yes, it could have been worse! He left. He didn’t rape or brutalize me in any way.

No, he’d just left her to freeze to death, naked in the hold of his ship. She was a raving fool to think anything of him but the worst. She was going to die horribly. If she had any sense at all, she would use whatever time she had left to pray.

She tried, she really did, but the familiar, comforting words wouldn’t come. It was hard enough just to keep from screaming. She pulled herself up far enough to crouch in a corner, shivering, trying very hard not to cry. She wanted to die with courage and before her mind was crushed by pain she could not bear.

So deep was she in anguished reflection that Cymbra didn’t hear the hatch open or the footsteps approaching. She had only the briefest moment to realize she was no longer alone before something very large and furry dropped over her.

An animal.

She screamed and started up, trying to shove it off.

“Stop that,” Wolf said. He crouched beside her, clasping her flailing hands, his deep voice oddly soothing. “It’s a cloak.” Patiently, as though she might still not understand, he added, “To keep you warm.” He paused, then said dryly, “And to protect your modesty.”

A cloak. Not an animal. Slowly, Cymbra ran her fingers over the fur. She couldn’t see very well, Wolf himself was little more than a very large, dark shape, but she could feel the luxurious warmth that enveloped her. She had never felt anything so enticingly soft. Fur it was, but not of any common sort.

“Ermine,” he said as though he’d heard her thoughts. “From the lands of the Russka.”

He’d brought her an ermine cloak.

Truly, she didn’t understand this man at all.

“Thank you,” she said with dignity.

He sighed, a long drawn-out sound of male endurance. “Listen to me.” He waited to make sure she was doing just that. He was very close; she could feel his heat, greater even than that of the cloak, and had a quick, shocking thought of being covered not by ermine but by that big, long, hard-muscled body.

“Obey me and I will not hurt you.”

Glad of the darkness that hid her fiery cheeks, Cymbra curled farther into the warmth of the cloak. With honesty, if not great sense, she said, “I’ll try.”

When he did not reply to what another man might have taken as less than full obeisance, she gathered her courage and looked at him directly. His eyes were really more silver than gray, at least in the filtered starlight. She had the odd sensation of having seen them before, somewhere, sometime. In a dream, perhaps.

So softly as barely to stir the air, Cymbra murmured, “Who are you?”

He rose, standing very tall and powerful above her, cast in shadow and stone. She felt those silvery eyes touching all along the length of her body. In the still darkness, broken only by the lapping of deep water against the hull of the dragon ship, his voice was like velvet drawn over granite. “Wolf Hakonson.”

Cymbra gasped. Her senses reeled. Surely God could not be so cruel? Yet, even as she struggled not to believe, she knew the truth of it. Indeed, it all made a strange kind of sense. Who else could he be?

Who but the most feared Viking ever to come out of the northlands? The man before whom even the Danes trembled. The mighty warlord known the length and breadth of England by the name he had earned in blood and fire—the Scourge of the Saxons.

And she was his prisoner. Wrapped in ermine and still oddly unhurt, at that moment Cymbra knew herself truly to be beyond hope. She could think of only one more question to ask before fate closed around her.

“Why?”


Chapter THREE

[image: ]

THE LADY CYMBRAS REACTION TO HIS NAME was most satisfying. Yet Wolf was disappointed all the same, wishing she wouldn’t indulge in the ploy of pretended innocence. Somehow he’d expected better of her. But then, he had to remember that she was only a woman.

He went down on his haunches beside her and, without thinking, reached out a hand to brush a stray tendril of hair away from her face. Incredibly soft hair. It went with the incredibly soft rest of her. Thoughts for another time.

“Why have I done this?”

She nodded, her gaze locked on his. “Yes, why?”

He would be patient. She would learn soon enough that her woman’s games would not work with him. “Why did you reject an honorable offer of marriage that would bring peace between our peoples and aide in our mutual defense against the Danes?”

Her mouth dropped open. He really didn’t want to think how those lips would feel yielding beneath his own, admitting the hard thrust of his tongue, but he thought of it all the same and it had the predictable effect.

“I did what?”

“You heard me.” He spoke more sharply than he’d intended but there was a limit to his tolerance. Best she learn that, too. “You said that you would never consider marriage to a filthy Viking savage.”

She blinked slowly long lashes lying against her pale cheeks. When they lifted again, her eyes were steady. “I never said that.” She seemed genuinely offended.

“What did you say then?”

“I said nothing. I never heard of any offer of marriage.”

He frowned. She sounded utterly sincere. It was possible, just possible, that she was telling the truth. Wolf shrugged. “Then your brother said it. He replied on your behalf.”

“No.” There was no artfulness to that, no strategy. She just blurted it out. “Hawk wouldn’t do such a thing.”

He sat back, regarding her with undisguised skepticism. “Really?”

“Yes, really. First, he would have discussed any such offer with me and he did not. Second, even if he decided that such a marriage was not advisable, he would never have answered you in such terms. My brother wants peace.”

It was good that she trusted her brother, even if such trust was sadly misplaced. Regretting the need to disillusion her, but determined all the same, Wolf drew a parchment from beneath his tunic. “Can you read?”

She gave a short, jerky nod. “Yes, can you?”

“I certainly had no difficulty reading this.” He handed over the parchment, then rose and used flint to light an oil lamp in a small, stone-lined recess near the pallet. “Promise me you won’t try to set fire to the ship,” he said as pale, flickering light cast a circle over them both.

Her mouth tightened. She held the parchment up and scanned it quickly.

“Do you recognize the hand?” Wolf asked.

“It isn’t Hawk’s.”

“He writes?” Wolf was surprised. Few men did, even those of noble birth. He had learned himself because he saw no reason to trust others with essential information.

Cymbra nodded. “It isn’t widely known but Hawk actually considered becoming a monk when he was younger.”

“What stopped him?”

“Something about women.” She went back to her study of the document. “He writes his own letters to me but he does use scribes for some correspondence. It’s possible that I wouldn’t know all their hands.”

She was honest in that at least. Pleased, Wolf pointed a finger at the seal on the bottom of the parchment. “Is that his?”

Cymbra stared at it long and hard. Slowly, with the utmost reluctance, she nodded. “It does appear to be.”

Wolf took the parchment from her, folded it again, and slipped it back into his tunic. “Then these are his words.”

“No, they are not! I can’t explain how his seal comes to be on this parchment, but I know beyond any doubt that Hawk would never have done something like this.” Again, she said, “My brother wants peace.” By the light of the small lamp, her eyes looked shadowed with dread. “But what you have done will bring war.”

“Perhaps.” He gave no hint that he felt the slightest regret. Rising, he snuffed out the flame between his fingers, plunging the hold back into darkness. “We’ll see. For now, you should get some sleep.”

“Sleep?” She sounded incredulous.

He couldn’t keep the amusement from his tone. “Yes, sleep. You lie down, relax, close your eyes.”

“I can’t possibly sleep.”

“Then perhaps we can find some better use for this pallet.”

“I’m almost asleep now.”

He laughed, unable to stop himself. The lovely Lady Cymbra had more courage and nerve than he had ever thought possible. She was a fascinating, enticing bundle of contradictions. He would relish the taming of her. Indeed, he couldn’t remember when he’d looked forward to anything more.

In high good humor, he left her and returned to the deck, where he stretched out beneath the stars. Shortly after that, the Wolf, too, slept.

CYMBRA GAZ ED OUT OVER THE EXPANSE OF GRAY-blue water, tugged the ermine cloak more closely around herself, and sighed. Wind filled the sails, but the men were not relaxing. They strained at the oars until the dragon ship seemed to fly across the sea.

During the night, the world had narrowed to the vessel alone amid the seemingly endless expanse of sea. From where she sat in the bow, the iron-riveted deck stretched at least fifty feet to the fearsome dragon prow. A single mast rose from the massive oak block fixed at the center of the keel, rigged with the square sail emblazoned with the emblem of the wolf.

The men sat two to an oar on benches on either side of raised planking laid down the middle of the deck. Most had stripped off their shirts and rowed bare-chested beneath a pale sun wreathed in clouds. The only sounds were the creak of the rigging, the occasional grunts of the men, and the slap of water against the sides of the vessel where the shields were hung.

How many miles were they from Holyhood? Certainly more than she had ever been before, for she had never even been out of sight of land. Amid the vastness of sea and sky, Cymbra felt lost and insignificant. The wound of worry for all those left behind throbbed incessantly. Again and again her thoughts returned to her brother and the survivors of the Viking attack. With every breath she drew, she felt their pain. After a lifetime of training herself to stand apart from her emotions, the conflagration within her was like staring into the sun.

And yet, for all that, she could not deny a strange, unsettling sense of… what? Surely not excitement? Even less exhilaration? She could not possibly be taking pleasure in the sudden shattering of her well-ordered life, could she? Beneath the veil of her lashes, she glanced at the man responsible at once for her peril and for the only possible hope of ending it.

Wolf had directed her to the bow when he brought her up on deck in midmorning. He sat nearby, one hand resting on the rudder, which he steadied occasionally. At first light, when she was still in the hold and just barely awake, he’d brought her food and water. That consideration emboldened her to ask for something to wear besides the ermine cloak, only to have him blandly tell her there was nothing. Not a tunic or a shirt, not a length of wool or linen, that she might put between her skin and the soft, sensual, seductive fur.

She didn’t believe him; there had to be something. But she sensed that he wanted her to argue and she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Nor would she talk to him. She’d had time during the night to think over her situation. As fear eased, resentment grew. Even if Hawk had sent that reply—which he absolutely had not but even if— that was no excuse to risk plunging into war. Surely there could have been some further diplomatic effort?

Good King Alfred, bless his name, was always saying that war should be the last resort, not the first. Not that the scion of Wessex ever hesitated to wield a sword when needed, but at least he paused long enough to see if there might be an alternative.

But not Wolf Hakonson. Oh, no; at the first hint of insult, the Wolf rose from his lair to see what havoc he could wreak.

“Typical man.”

“What’s that?” Wolf asked. After hours of silence, he was delighted to hear a sound from her even if he couldn’t make it out.

Cymbra started. She hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud. “Nothing,” she said quickly and resolutely returned her gaze to the sea.

He shrugged, as if indifferent. Then, seeing where her attention was directed—instead of to him—he said, “You might not have drowned right away. Sharks could have gotten you.”

There, he had her attention. She stared at him dumbfounded. “I’m an excellent swimmer and we were still within easy reach of the beach.”

She hadn’t meant to take her own life. She’d actually thought she could get to shore. She was wrong, of course, but he was relieved all the same. He didn’t like to think she preferred death to him. A man had his pride.

“You’d never have made it in the dark.”

“We’ll never know, will we?”

He sighed, not really wanting to irk her. She was a surprisingly bristly little thing, rather like a hedgehog he’d had as a boy. The thought made him laugh.

Her eyebrows rose eloquently. “I amuse you?”

“I was comparing you to a hedgehog I used to have.”

He was joking. He had to be. She’d never been compared to a hedgehog or anything remotely like it in her life. Truth be told, she was most commonly said to resemble a swan. That was nonsense, of course, but still … “You think I look like a hedgehog?”

“I think you act like one.” She was talking to him. A victory. He leaned back at his leisure and surveyed her. “But I suppose you could be said to look like some furry animal. You have a great deal of hair.” She had the longest, softest, most enticing hair of any woman he had ever seen. He yearned to feel those silken tendrils over his body to twine his hands in them and ease her ever closer until—

“On my head,” she pointed out. “Not all over.” Too late she realized the trap he had led her into and flushed. If he said one word about having seen her naked … And for that matter, just what had he seen while he was lingering outside her tower chamber, waiting to commit his nefarious deed?

“Hmmm,” Wolf murmured and smiled. He gave his attention back to the rudder. The morning wore on.

The sun was high in the sky when Olaf brought them food. He handed it to Wolf, not so much as glancing at Cymbra.

“She’s got your cloak,” he observed.

“I gave it to her.”

“I suppose you’ll have a new one from those pelts I owe you.”

“I might.”

Olaf grimaced. “I shouldn’t gamble against you. You always win.”

“It was a decent enough bet. We might not have gotten in so easily.”

Cymbra couldn’t resist. She waited until Olaf had gone, then asked, “What bet?”

Wolf shrugged. “Olaf bet me ten pelts that I couldn’t just walk into Holyhood and take you out. He thought we’d have to fight.”

They’d gambled on the success of his trickery. No doubt they’d also
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