

[image: Cover]



GODSTOUCHED

THE WOLF-LORD’S MATE

AN MPREG FANTASY ROMANCE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BROOKE M. HARPER


Godstouched: The Wolf-Lord's Mate by Brooke Harper

 

Published by Sunsong Books

 

sunsongbooks.com

 

Copyright © 2021 Brooke Harper

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by an information storage and retrieval system - except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed in a magazine or newspaper - without permission in writing from the author.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

 

 

This work was previously published in serial format under the title Godstouched: The Wolf-Lord’s Mate. 


TABLE OF CONTENTS

Title Page

Copyright

Chapter 1 - Ulf

Chapter 2 - Leif

Chapter 3 - Ulf

Chapter 4 - Leif

Chapter 5 - Ulf

Chapter 6 - Leif

Chapter 7 - Ulf

Chapter 8 - Leif

Chapter 9 - Ulf

Chapter 10 - Leif

Chapter 11 - Ulf

Chapter 12 - Leif

Chapter 13 - Ulf

Chapter 14 - Leif

Chapter 15 - Ulf

Chapter 16 - Leif

Chapter 17 - Ulf

Chapter 18 - Leif

Chapter 19 - Ulf

Chapter 20 - Leif

Chapter 21 - Ulf

Chapter 22 - Leif

Chapter 23 - Ulf

Epilogue - Leif

Also from Brooke Harper


Chapter 1 - Ulf

Wind swept sharply down the stony slopes that led to the village, chill despite the impending summer season, carrying with it both the scent of tough mountain brush and the bite of whatever snow still lingered near the peaks. Above the grim, dark crags which guarded the little village of Bahlnam to the north and south, the sky was already dark, spangled with the first bright points of stars. It was only the open west that held the last traces of fire, red and gold touched clouds fading rapidly to ominous grey and purple, as if to remind us all of the unnaturally fierce storm season which had just passed.

My first season beneath the wolf mantle had not been an auspicious one, with storms raging uncommonly fierce from the day we offered my father’s body up to the heavens, until I had almost feared the gods themselves disapproved of my ascension as jarl of Wulfholm.

I had ridden out with my men when the storm season ended, to see how the towns and villages beholden to me fared. Our first weeks in the north had painted a bleak picture, but this village — tucked in its small valley, with the Great River separating it from bruinkyn territory to the east — seemed to have fared remarkably well.

Pulling my cloak securely around me, I settled more comfortably on my hide-covered seat, letting my gaze be drawn to the bonfire leaping up in the village square. Ravek, my steward, had questions about Bahlnam, for my father’s tithe-men seemed to have skipped visiting the village as many years as not, but that was an issue for him to manage.

Instead of focusing on his responsibilities, I focused on my own. The gods themselves may have placed these lands under wulfkyn rule, but the wolfblood ran strong in half the families of the north, and if my people were unhappy it would not be long before another of the blood took advantage and challenged my rule.

I could overlook a few sacks of grain or goats absent from the annual tithe, no matter what Ravek thought of the matter; I couldn’t overlook a chieftain who failed to see to his village’s needs. Fortunately, my gaze fell on sturdily-built, well-tended buildings and clean, well-dressed village folk.

Everyone was a bit thin — to be expected after a hard winter followed by an uncommonly stormy spring — but not sickly or dressed in tatters, not timid of outsiders as if they had something to hide, not short of children or oldsters, who were always the first to succumb to hunger and disease. Nothing, in short, that would indicate Torgney Randelsson failed to take his responsibilities seriously.

It put me in a better humor as the man himself claimed the seat beside me, pressing a mug of ale into my hands. He was a big man, run somewhat more to fat than muscle, and his grey-shot yellow hair was thicker along his jaw than atop his head. I put his years somewhere near my father’s, though his health still seemed robust.

“Your people seem well, Chieftain Torgney,” I said, once I had accepted his hospitality with a long draw on the mug. The ale had the bitterness one would expect from such stark lands, but was not unpleasant. “You suffered no damage from the spring storms, then? And the bruinkyn clans across the river have not troubled you?”

“We’ve seen little of the bear folk since the big flood, Jarl Ulfgard.” He paused, wiping foam from his thick mustache and gesturing broadly toward the river with that same hand. “It washed out much of the land on the south side of the river, and now that area floods even in the dry springs. The bears don’t get much pleasure pitching their tents in such a place.”

He nodded his head toward one of several long, low buildings the village used for storage, this one beside the goat pen my group had commandeered for our horses. “We harvest the grass at the end of summer, have since my youngest was just a babe. Keeps the goats fat even when the snow falls heavy.”

“Sensible,” I said approvingly, though I wondered how thoroughly they could harvest when they had to bring the grasses back across the river. That question could wait until the morning, though; for this night, his words gave me hope the creatures currently being roasted for the night’s feast wouldn’t be the lean, stringy meal I expected.

I let him take the lead in the conversation — Hov’s beard, but the man could have talked the ears off one of his own goats! — and I kept my ears attuned past the flow of words and boasts, listening for any hint of concern or complaint in his voice. After more weeks on the road than I cared to think about, traveling from village to town to let my people meet their new jarl and reassure them that their concerns would not be ignored, I had the trick of listening for the important bits while I observed what the chieftains might prefer not to draw to my attention.

Bahlnam sat at the south-eastern edge of my lands. Here, the river which the gods had laid down to divide the wulfkyn from the bruinkyn doubled back on itself. It held no more than twenty families, but the families themselves were large and sprawling, to judge by the number of children racing about. The protective cliffs rising to north and south meant any trade must go by boat — a risky proposition, for much of the southern stretch of river was fouled by sharp rocks — or take extra days to circle the mountains.

Isolated, the sort of place where discontent could easily brew, but Torgney’s voice only held pride in his small village, and his people seemed much like their goats: tough and stubborn, but on the whole, content with their lives.

After seeing the damage the storms had wrought on the northern farmlands, this small but hearty village gave me no small comfort.

The sky faded to full dark while he spoke, and lanterns were hung around the square to add their light to that coming from the bonfire. Women began coming around with platters of roast goat and smoked fish, baskets of bread, and bowls of stewed winter vegetables, their long winter storage disguised beneath heavy spices. My men and I ate heartily; it would have been an insult to the village’s hospitality to do otherwise. I doubted they had butchered the best and youngest of the village flock, but the meal offered no disrespect to my station.

I accepted another mug of ale; Torgney had drunk two for every one of mine, and seemed none the worse for it, except that his voice had grown a trifle loud. I couldn’t let him put his jarl to shame, and so I raised a toast and quaffed the bitter drink quickly, to enthusiastic cheers from those around us.

At length, the bonfire began to burn down, letting the chill of the night creep back into the village square. The children had long since been put to bed, and as even the most determined feasters began to turn aside their food, I noticed that the women were gathering up what remained and also retiring for the night.

Torgney clapped his hands, drawing the eyes of those who remained. “It grows late!” he bellowed, and the men and women who remained in the square began to rise. He waved, and a pair of figures approached us, pale yellow hair glinting in the light from the bonfire.

“You and your men must surely wish to rest after your long journey, Jarl Ulfgard. Perhaps you would like something to warm your bed and make your rest more pleasant.”

The tradition was as old as the gods themselves. Some said it was how the beastkyn had come to walk among mortals, when the gods of wolf and bear and stag had spread their seed among human lovers. It was an opportunity for villages like this to get some fresh blood — I knew that my men would likely be getting similar, less official, offers — and it would be a sign of the gods’ favor if I claimed the woman and got her with child.

Whatever hopes for wolfblood babes the village might harbor, though, Torgney had followed the old ways, and offered me a woman and man to choose between.

“My eldest daughter, Estrid, and my son, Arnor,” Torgney said proudly. “Honored to offer our jarl the hospitality of our village.”

I nodded to them both; they looked nervous, and I suspected they had never even heard of this tradition before my men and I came riding down the trade road. Estrid was buxom and pretty, with her bodice laced too-tightly to accentuate her generous curves, and I was surprised she had no spouse, for she must be past her twentieth summer. I couldn’t, for the life of me, tell if the anxious fluttering of her hands meant she was afraid I wouldn’t choose her and she’d feel she had failed her family and neighbors, or if she was afraid I would.

Well, there was no worry of that, though her brother was no more tempting to me. A boy, with barely the first scruff of stubble along his jaw, and the look of someone about to be thrown into a bear’s den, didn’t call for so much as a second look.

I cuffed Torgney’s shoulder with more force than was strictly polite; I outranked him, but he still deserved respect as chieftain of the village, and the pair before me did, technically, fulfill the requirements of tradition. The force of my blow could be waved off as the result of too much ale, and it didn’t so much as stagger the man, so I didn’t let it concern me.

“I’ve no interest in beardless boys, man,” I said, letting my own words slur a bit, to assuage both our honor. I looked around, not missing the identical expressions of relief that filled Estrid and Arnor’s faces, and caught a flash of movement over by the pen where the horses were bedded down.

Frowning, I narrowed my gaze, and saw the shadowed figure had the shaved head of a thrall. The gods alone could guess how he had come here, when the village had no fighters to raid across the river, and no trade that might bring debt to a villager, or a thrall’s contract to their door.

Another question for Ravek to worry over, no doubt.

“What of your thrall?” I asked, nodding toward the pen. “Has he enough years to give me good sport for the night?”

Torgney’s mouth was hidden by his voluminous mustache, but it was clear he was unhappy with my question. “Surely my jarl can’t have interest in the likes of him,” he began, but his son was already trotting in the direction of the pen, bolting as if he feared I’d change my mind about claiming him.

“Well, I’m hardly going to rob some woman of her husband, or some man of his mate, just for companionship on a cold night,” I told him, curious as to why he might object.

I got my answer a moment later, when Torgney’s son led the thrall out into the circle of light still thrown by the fire. Over his coarse-woven shirt and heavy goat’s wool trousers, he wore a red vest. Not the bright red a girl might pick for her festival ribbons, but the distinct rich — and expensive — sacred blood-red that the gods themselves had decreed should mark Loek’s Chosen.

Somehow, this little village on the arse end of nowhere had acquired, not merely a thrall, but a thrall touched by the trickster god himself.

I regarded the young man for long moments. It was hard to tell his age; like all thralls, his head and face were clean-shaven, save for a thin line of long, copper-colored hair in the center of his scalp, braided into the so-called thrall’s leash. He was, I felt certain, far older than Torgney’s son. Lean but broad through the chest and shoulders, tanned, no stranger to hard work. Clear eyed, healthy, and not the least bit cowed to be called into the presence of the jarl, even when I rose to my full height, towering a good head over him, and indeed, over most of those in the village.

He might be a runaway from the staglands, preferring to sell himself as a slave rather than be bartered off in an arranged marriage to a clan lord who saw him as no more than breeding stock, but I doubted it with his red hair and light eyes. Traded off from a less prosperous village — one that couldn’t afford the expense of clothing him in the sacred red the gods demanded — seemed even less likely, given how isolated Bahlnam was. He might — or rather, the cost of keeping him might — be the reason my father’s men had so often passed Bahlnam by for tithes, though if that were the case, they ought to have sent him in payment. He was certainly valuable enough.

Valuable to me in ways he never would have been to my father.

For whatever else he might be, one thing was certain: that blood red vest marked him as one of the few touched by Loek, a man with the gods-given ability to bear children.

“Your name, boy.”

He looked up at me steadily, his gaze cautious rather than insolent or fearful. “Isleif, my jarl.”

“And your family name?”

Without a beard, it was easy to see how his jaw tensed, his lips thinning into a pale line, but he kept the anger at my question out of his voice, and I admired his self-control. “I don’t know my sire. Or my dam.”

Interesting, regardless of whether it was true; either he didn’t know, or he had reason not to say. “How many summers have you, Isleif of no family?”

“Twenty-four. Or perhaps twenty-five.”

“Old enough, then, for all you’re beardless as Torgney’s pup.”

I laughed, turning my words into a jest rather than an insult. It drew answering laughter from my men, and the few villagers still lingering around the fire. I caught Isleif’s arm, my grip a warning not to object or resist my authority; I wouldn’t force him if he was as reluctant as Torgney’s boy, but he needed to come along into the privacy of my bed willingly, or the difference in our ranks meant I’d have no choice but to punish him to save face.

Torgney looked from me to the boy and back to me. “Are you certain, my jarl?”

I wondered at his reluctance, what he knew that he wasn’t saying. “I’m certain he’ll warm my bed well enough, once we’ve cleaned the stink of goats off him,” I said, to more appreciative laughter from my drunken audience. “Who knows, maybe I’ll plant my son in his belly this very night! You’d like that, wouldn’t you, boy? To go from bastard goat-herd to carrying my heir?”

More laughter, and a tensing of the muscles beneath my hand; a twitch of surprise, I thought, rather than a true attempt to pull away. He was smart, this one, for all that his bare face made his expressions far too easy to read.

The chieftain’s house belonged to the village, and as such, was given over to me and my men for the duration of our stay, another of the traditional duties of hospitality. I drew Isleif toward the squat building with a steady hand, trying to judge his mood. He followed willingly, head held high and back straight, ignoring the raucous laughter that followed us as I pushed the heavy stretched-hide door open and stepped inside.


Chapter 2 - Leif

It was just good fortune that had me on the slopes that morning when the riders appeared from the north. A score of big men, made bigger by the furs they wore, and twice as many equally-powerful horses, some bearing packs on their broad backs.

Whoever the men were, they were prosperous, traveling with so many horses. I had plenty of time to count them while I slowly moved the goats higher up the mountainside. Disuse and late winter storms had worn away almost every trace of the trade roads that led to my village, and it took them nearly the entire day to thread a path among the jagged stones which the snows had carried down from the cliffs.

The foremost rider had the bearing of a young man, though grey streaked the shaggy hair which blew around his head. His horse nearly matched him, slate grey with a darker mane and tail, and tufts of lighter fur swirling around its hooves. He was an impressive sight, one that drew my gaze more and more frequently as his band neared the village, and I wondered who he might be.

Not a trader, I thought; Bahlnam was too small for them to bother with this early in the year, which was why no one had spared time to clear the road. Like the men who came for the jarl’s tithes, traders visited only in the fall, after the village gleaned what it could from its land and herds, and traveled with wagons, not pack beasts.

By mid-afternoon, the group was near enough to be spotted from the village itself, and one of the children came up the crags to fetch me, bounding from rock to rock like a goat himself, hands and knees scuffed from at least one fall along the way.

“Leif!” he shouted, his voice shrill enough to spook some of the nearer goats from their browsing. “Chief’n says to bring the herd down now!”

“Sun’s bounty, Skap, you’re going to scare them all the way to Wilholm.”

I whistled for the goats, and Skap contritely circled the herd, helping to get them moving toward me while I picked up my vest from a rock. I should have been paying attention to more than the approaching strangers, I chided myself as I laced the sun-warmed fabric snugly over my shirt, but at least little Skap wasn’t likely to report my offense against the gods to the village elders. Certainly not with the distraction of visitors to keep him occupied.

With a few more whistles and Skap’s help, I got the herd gathered and moving down the slope toward the village. Calling me down this early could only mean that the visitors were important enough to sacrifice a few of the herd to the cook fires, rather than serving them whatever dried and cured meats remained from last fall.

Back down in the village, I didn’t have a chance to satisfy my curiosity; instead, I was put to work building a temporary pen for the goats, then cleaning out the big pen we normally kept them in, to hold our visitors’ mounts. Knowing goats as I did, I thought it would have been wiser to keep them in the pen which had been designed to contain them, and build a temporary place for the horses, but it wasn’t a thrall’s place to decide, so I held my silence as I raked the previous night’s goat droppings into the manure pile and scrubbed the stone water trough clean.

Even after that was done, the women of the village kept me busy helping them, long past the time the men had broken off work to greet our visitors and settle them into the chieftain’s home. This work, at least, let me satisfy my curiosity about our visitors; news that this was our new jarl set the whole village abuzz, for we were so far on the edge of the jarl’s lands that we hadn’t even heard of the previous jarl’s death in the autumn.

When the sun finally set and Chieftain Torgney lit the ceremonial bonfire, the women herded the children off to join the hospitality feast, and I was free to prepare a plate of food for myself. I could have joined the rest of the village for the feast, but rest seemed more appealing after the uncommonly busy afternoon. Besides, I had no desire to let strangers gawk at the sacred red of my vest, which marked me out from the rest of the village far more than simply being a thrall ever could.

Despite its proximity to the goat pen, the feed barn smelled sweet with bundles of the dried grasses the village had cut last summer. I relaxed onto one of the deep piles of grass hay, leaving the barn door open enough to see and hear the festivities outside.

Part of me wanted to be out around the bonfire, to see the jarl and his men up close, and my fingers toyed with the ties holding my vest closed. If I dared to defy the gods, I could remove it and go out to the feast as just a thrall and not godstouched, one of Loek’s Chosen, but the entire village would know my transgression.

If I were someone’s son, and not the village foundling, I could wear the vest proudly, and know my family would not hand me away lightly, even to someone as powerful as a jarl.

But one of Loek’s Chosen with no family to speak for him, who could be bought and traded freely…village life had sheltered me, but even I knew that few things in the world could be more rare, or more vulnerable, than that. And everyone knew that powerful men liked to own rare things.

Still, I was curious to see the new jarl up close. Did the wulfkyn truly stand somewhere between mortal men and gods? Having seen the size of the men riding toward us, I’d believe they were more than mortal. Would the wolf blood that ran in his family line be visible in his features? Did that, and not age, explain the thick streaks of lighter grey in his dark grey hair?

I had never been good at sitting idle, even when I wasn’t being eaten alive by curiosity; it was inevitable that I’d check on the horses when I heard them stirring restlessly in their borrowed pen. I might not know much about anything larger than a goat, but I surely knew how to break open a few bundles of grass hay and spread them out, and perhaps in the shadows I could safely satisfy my curiosity about our visitors.

I slipped out quietly, two bundles of grass balanced across my shoulders, and broke them open on the side of the pen nearest the bonfire. From here, I could see the jarl clearly. He had pulled his shaggy hair back from his face, and his profile appeared human enough, though harder than I was used to seeing in the village. Weathered, I decided as I studied him, but not old.

Handsome, I surprised myself by thinking. I didn’t normally think about such things, but it was true; in the firelight, the jarl was not at all unattractive, despite the scars which ran down his cheek from hairline to beard
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