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REVIEWS
	 Ula is a genuinely compelling character and the world you have built  around her feels completely alive and authentic. The details you have  woven in, from the seed counting rituals to the frost-sharp moon to the  warp and weft of light and shadow, give the reader so much to enjoy. 



2.  'I do enjoy historical stories like this one set in strange places and very different times.' ARC readers
3. Really enthralling from start to finish. First about Nerthus, then Ula's forbidden romance, then the traders, then who will be sacrificed?  
4. ‘Great podcast stuff, give me more of this unusual setting. ’ Comment from a favourite editor who used it for the podcast.
5.  Reviewer
Well written, good strong characters, and some extra emotional pow which held this reader from first word to the last.
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  SEED TIME, HARVEST TIME

Seed time brings new life. Harvest time reaps blood
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Ula leaned over the open half door and sneaked an anxious glance at the lowering sky. This was not the auspicious beginning the village needed for Nerthus’s Spring Festival. Muttering a prayer she tucked her braids into the bonnet she’d made specially for the Festival. There, she was ready to go, please the gods all would be well. If only the sun would shine. Nerthus might be goddess of creation, mother earth, beloved of women who bore the children, but she wasn’t always good about organising mild weather for her festival. Last year it had snowed. But not this year. Ula smiled. Prayers answered. A pale wary sun slid through the clouds to greet the morning. 
As she opened the half-door she heard voices, men going to shut away their hounds. One of those voices was her father’s. Ula ducked down behind the half-door as the men strode past. She waited, then bobbed up to peer cautiously round the eave of the thatched roof. Had he gone? Nearly nine moons since he’d found out about herself and Drem, but he — and half the village — had not forgotten the scandal. Ula winced in memory and touched her cheek. That time she’d ducked her father’s second slap by dodging behind her mother. 
He'd cursed her roundly. 'The shame you've brought us because you couldn't keep your hands off someone else's hand-fast man.’ Furious he tried to slap her again. ‘At least I'm rid of a troublesome daughter,’ he’d shouted, ‘gifting you to Priest Caradoc and Nerthus as one of hers, brings some honour to our dishonoured family.' 
She hadn’t thought they’d be found out. She’d believed Drem, ignored her mother. For young women, as her mother told her many times, who had not yet loosed their braids at the Beltane festival and tied up their hair to show they were ready for Nerthus’s gifts of hearth and child, must not seek the company of young men in their twentieth year, who were already promised.
‘Fool child,’ her father'd roared, ‘And a curse on Drem with his pretty blue eyes, making trouble because he can't bear not having every women in the community trotting after him like mares to a prize stallion.’ 
Ula sighed. Her Drem, blond, strong and always laughing. Even the old women peeked after him, smiles adding more furrows to their many wrinkles. Ula had given him her heart. It wasn’t her fault that Drem loved her, adored her leaf red hair and creamy freckled skin. Ula blinked back tears, sighed, shook herself into the proper reverent attitude and ran down the passageway. She must wait at the head of the causeway to greet Nerthus's procession when it arrived. 
So many strangers filled the village. She watched the festival crowd. Traders dribbled in yesterday. They'd set out their wares in the central area. The Spring Festival meant buying and selling, meeting other village people, even finding life mates. Had that coastal trader come? He always brought pins, hair clips, pretty things. This year, thanks to Priest Caradoc, she had some cloth to trade and she’d like a pair of copper tunic pins. All praise to the goddess that her mother’d encouraged her to weave.
‘Third daughters need to learn a special skill or two, things to make them valuable to the community. Are you listening, Ula?’
Ula had listened. She was quick, deft with her hands at making patterns. If she saw something special, like her bonnet, she soon copied it. Demand for the bonnets had come from every household, even those who still shunned her. 
At last, singing. Yes, here they came. Through the trees she glimpsed the skein of people, noisy as migrating geese, patches of colour flashing through the dark trunks, and the snow white of the oxen. First came the priests surrounding Nerthus’s small wagon where she was enthroned. A straggle of chosen attendants from every village followed with a noisy and joyful train of villagers, all come to her village for the final days of the Spring Festival. 
The procession crossed the causeway, a jubilant living river. Ula stepped forward, tipped back her head, ululating, trying to make her voice carry to the ends of the village. ‘Welcome’ she called, ‘welcome, blessed Nerthus, mother of all, goddess of creation.’ She ululated again, a long and loud cry, and her community came running, cleaned, spruced, dressed as well as they could to honour their goddess. 
‘Welcome’ she called, urging her people to join in. They began shouting. ‘Welcome, blessed Nerthus, mother of all, goddess of creation.’ Everyone feared that if the goddess didn't bless them this spring then famine would hunt them next winter. Two previous fruitful springs she'd given them, yet they'd turned to nothing when her grain had been devastated by hailstorms before the harvest. Famine loomed. All knew it, and sent fervid prayers to their goddess. This year they would give life back to Nerthus to appease her, to make sure of a harvest. Life for life, blood returned to the mother of all. Chosen attendants and the older priests would return with the goddess into her sacred lake at the end of the festival. Ula shivered, thankful she was Nerthus's gatherer and not to be a sacrifice. 
The sun brightened as the leading priests responded, blowing a noisy blast on bronze lurs. In the rear other priests raised a mighty shout, waving their garlanded oak staffs. The attendants returned Ula’s cries, ululating, and clapping their hands. Only the two white bullocks, so matched they might be twins, moved in silence, plodding up the pathway, eager to find food and rest. All else was fervent song and shouts. 
As the oxen reached the top of the path Ula turned and hurried into the village, leading the villagers and crying: ‘Give praise to Nerthus, giver of life. From her come the gifts of life and seed, spring and harvest. Welcome her.’ 
The visitors and traders swept round her. In the swirl and press voices echoed anxiously, earnestly. ‘Praise to beloved Nerthus, giver of life.’ 
The procession divided, people moved into the village. The priests and goddess turned to the priest's house. Now Ula had other duties to perform. She caught up her skirts ready to wind her way through the press of people to the priest’s house to perform her next duty. She intended to take a roundabout path past the traders. She wanted a quick peep at what cloth and woven stuff the traders sold. She had an itch of curiosity about those far travelling strangers, those outlanders come to trade. There had been much talk about them. How they came over a great distance from lands of sunny winters and good harvests. Would they carry the work of weavers from far away, things she could finger to copy later?
A strand of four or five people made a solid knot blocking her way. It was those foreigners. She tapped the nearest shoulder wanting to pass through. The young man with the black hair turned. How different his appearance was, squat, square, without blond hair or blue eyes, he looked strange. Certainly different from  her community of big blond men. His elbow flew into his neighbour’s ribs as he jerked his head round to look at her. The neighbour yelped and turned, mouth half open as though to seer his companion with a sharp word. Short and stocky, this older man stared at her. His frown turned to a leer as he inspected her from bonnet to shoes, a raking glance. A flare of anger flushed the blood through Ula’s body. She glared. Everything from the tilt of his beardless chin to his firm spread leather shod feet shouted arrogance. His eyes, that curious deep brown, returned her glare with a lewd gaze. Proper men knew better than to eye Ula like that. She still wore braids, so had not declared herself ready for marriage at Beltane. She stood shocked still and eyed him back indignantly. He leaned closer to her. Ula, angry, jerked away. About to call out in protest she hesitated, for the younger man caught his companion’s arm and swung him away, saying something, a swing of words she couldn't understand. The older man leered again, but strode off. The young man babbled at her, speaking words she knew yet like one who had too much home brew. 
‘In our city-home we look with pleasure at all pretty girls. My leader did not mean the offence given. No insult was meant to you, or your goddess.’
Well, it was Festival time and meant for peace. Ula nodded. ‘Then warn him that this is Nerthus’s Festival. She is present here, and she will have all as she chooses. Better manners will keep him safe.’ She swung past him heading for the priest’s house, but he stepped out with her, though keeping a proper distance.
‘We have gifts for Nerthus. May we bring them to the priest’s house?’ 
‘Come to the priest’s house when you finish your trading.’ The man nodded and turned away.  
Ula hurried, turned down the passageway to the house. She was late. Already the oxen, unharnessed and hobbled, browsed near the sheep pens with an arm load of fodder to content them. Nerthus’s wagon sheltered under the specially made canopy, her throne must be inside. 
As she stepped into the entry porch she heard a flurry and stomping behind her. Those foreign traders had followed. She entered the doorway with the men crowding her.
She braced herself against the door posts, pushed back and frowned. ‘Wait for Priest Caradoc.’ 
The men loomed, peering over her shoulders, looking into the house.
‘Wait,’ she commanded. She called out. ‘Caradoc, there are traders to see you. They wish to bring Nerthus gifts.’
Inside voices stilled. Caradoc walked through the dimness, reached towards her. Something cold touched her hand, made her start. She slid her fingers round the shape of it. The goddess's small bronze cauldron. Her finger tips touched the raised shapes of flowers and leaves patterned round the rim. Beautiful, perfection for their deity.
Caradoc ignored the muttering men, placed the cauldron in her arms. ‘Your task awaits you, Ula.’
Ula bowed her head again. ‘I will serve Nerthus gladly as she asks.’ 
Caradoc’s teeth showed white in a broad smile. Then his face grew solemn, in warning tones he continued. ‘Count out her seeds with care, and don’t forget to praise her with each counting.’ He laid his hands over hers in blessing.
Someone shoved her. Those traders! Ula turned, scowled as the men crowded her. Caradoc became all fierce priest, looked his disapproval over her shoulders at them. Ula glared and the young man and his fellows shuffled back. 
‘These are that band of traders wishing to give gifts.’
‘Welcome to our festival.’ The men jostled Ula as they passed. 
Caradoc berated their manners and Ula walked to the opposite end of the house, the west end. This was where Nerthus's ceremonial hearth stood bare and empty. She’d swept and cleaned it that morning, ready for the night's ceremony. She trembled as she placed her fire pot beside the lamp. The small oil lamp gave only a tiny flame of light which shone only an arm’s round of yellowish glow against which all else was deep black, hiding the throne.
Flanking the hearth were decorated pottery storage jars filled with the seeds she’d gathered throughout the year. The most valuable gifts for the goddess, arm and finger rings, discs of copper and a foreign drinking cup, to be placed in her lake at the end of the festival, made a small pile on the platform. It was cold here, and the air tingled. A darkness so thick Ula could have reached out and made a warp
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